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Executive Abstract
Education is important to everyone whether it is for personal or professional gain. The objective of this
study is to develop an open curriculum framework on the requisite knowledge, skills, and attributes for
external quality auditor education with the wider aim of contributing to enhanced auditor capability
and performance. Besides delivering effective audits, a desirable outcome of the audit process is that
the auditor can add some additional value to the organization through identifying improvement
opportunities and sharing information on best practices, methods, techniques or tools that are related
to the organization’s context. With rapid technological change due to industry 4.0 elements such as
connectivity, big data, personalized supply chains and so on, today’s auditors require awareness of
wider organizational and systems elements such as information technology and systems, supply
chains, corporate strategy, ethical and legal aspects of operations. This implies a wide base of
knowledge, skills, and attributes that the auditors must possess beyond the technical knowledge of
the system being audited.
In this research, the knowledge, skills, and attributes referred to above were identified from the
literature, and an initial survey involving a panel of experts. These were then validated through several
iterations of survey using the Delphi technique. The panel of experts consisted of top managers, quality
practitioners, academicians, quality auditors, quality trainers/consultants, quality managers, a financial
auditor, and other managers. Panelists were asked on the capability and current audit performance of
external auditors; where in their opinion, there is a need for external auditors to be further educated in
certain areas of knowledge, skills, and attributes.
Results show that critical components of knowledge for auditors include: audit principles, process and
methods; quality management principles, system, and standards; risk management; business process
and operations management; applicable legal, regulatory and contractual requirements; and strategic
planning and performance measurement. In terms of skills, critical components include:
communication; auditing; interpersonal/people relations; critical/analytical thinking; report writing;
leadership, coaching and coordination ability. Attributes that are desirable in auditors in order to be
effective and add value to the audits include the ability: to have integrity and good judgement; to be
objective, ethical, professional, observant, perceptive; articulate, confident, flexible, adaptive, diplomatic,
fair and open-minded. Based on these outcomes, the curriculum framework of external auditors of the
future was developed, as described in this report.
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1.0

Introduction

External auditors engaged by the certification bodies (CBs) play an important role in the selection of a
CB by the applying organization. External auditors must be responsive to the needs of their customers
to remain relevant in the auditing business. For auditors, having experience across many industry
sectors is considered highly valuable as they can provide new and different perspectives to the audit,
and in many cases external auditors are implicitly expected to assist their clients with continuous
improvement besides assessing the compliance of their systems. Over recent years, comments and
feedback regarding auditor performance (both anecdotal and based on published research) have
raised questions around the adequacy of external auditor training and education to fully equip today’s
auditors for the demands of today’s commercial environment. Besides the need for auditors to keep up
with the pace of rapid (often disruptive) technological advancement (such as connectivity, big data
analytics, blockchain technologies, individualized value chains and so on), there is a view that – in
general terms – the perceived lack of certain core knowledge, skills and attributes is contributing to an
audit process that does not generally add value for customer organizations. There are of course many
exceptions and many exceptional auditors. In general however, effective auditing that adds real value
to the client organizations, is not merely about ticking-the-box to confirm compliance to a standard. It
must go beyond that and be able to answer the ’so what’ and ‘what’s next’ questions.
Against this general background, in 2018 an investigation was commissioned by JAS-ANZ into the
design and development of an open curriculum framework of future training and education for 21st
century QMS auditors. This report presents the outcomes of that study.

1.1

Terms of reference

The study was jointly conducted by individuals from Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia; Monash
University, Australia; and Massey University, New Zealand. The objectives of the study were: to
investigate whether there is a need to further educate external auditors so as to improve their
performance; to identify the expectations on the external auditors using a panel of experts; and to
explore ways in which to minimize gaps between customers’ expectation and external auditors’
performance. Through quantitative research on the capabilities that external auditors are expected to
possess, in turn based on the extant literature, the results of the study provide a platform for the
development of an open curriculum framework for delivery of future training and education of external
auditors (the main aim of conducting this study). In so doing, this study considers:
•

The quality of auditing service provided by the external auditors to their clients.

•

Feedback/comments (positive and negative) regarding the audit performance of external auditors.

•

Expectations on external auditors by their clients.

•

The need and reasons to improve external auditors’ education.

•

Suggestions for the conduct of external auditor training.

•

Thoughts, misconceptions, and suggestions on the issue of impartiality and ‘added value’.

•

Reasons for misconceptions and consequence of confusion.

•

Suggestions for improving the performance of external auditors.

•

The capabilities (knowledge, skills, and attributes) that external auditors are expected to possess.

•

The Framework of knowledge requirements for an external auditor of the future.
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2.0

The Research Design

The study involved three distinct phases of activity, as outlined below.

2.1

Phase 1: Literature review and development of questionnaire components

Phase 1 involved a review of relevant international literature on auditor competence and education.
Literature reviewed included both academic and practitioner sources, and related to clients’
expectations on external auditors, explicit and implicit expectations based on ISO 9001:2015 and ISO
19011:2018, and current auditor capability, in order to obtain insights into the present situation and
requirements of the environment. This review resulted in a draft framework including knowledge, skills,
attributes and experience that are desirable in effective auditors in the present and future.

2.2

Phase 2: Delphi study (initial round and qualitative study)

Following the literature review, phase 2 involved the collection of qualitative data from a panel of
experts, combined with the initial round of an iterative Delphi study. The Delphi method uses a panel
of experts and attempts to gain consensus from them. In this study, a panel of 26 experts was chosen
from Australia, New Zealand, Thailand, India and Malaysia. The panel of experts was chosen based on
their expertise and experience in the quality and auditing area and represent several categories such
as top managers, quality practitioners, academicians, quality auditors, quality trainers/consultants,
quality managers, financial auditor, and other managers. Appendix A shows a summary of the expert
panel composition. Panelists’ job titles included Director/Managing Director; Chief Executive Officer;
Chief Operating Officer; Quality Practitioner; Consultant/Principal Consultant; Regulatory Manager;
Professor; General Manager, Auditor/Lead Auditor; Head of Certification; Global Quality & Training
Manager, Head of QA, Quality Assurance & Compliance Manager; Operations Manager; and Business
Assurance Manager. The panel included representatives of standards and auditing bodies such as BSI,
Exemplar Global, the Australian Organisation for Quality, SAI Global, and the MPI Verifier Academy.
In this phase, qualitative responses were sought for questions 1-3 and 5-6 of Section B of the survey
questionnaire; while a quantitative approach was used for question 4 and in the subsequent rounds of
the study. The Delphi technique, mainly developed by Dalkey and Helmer in the 1950s, is a widely
used and accepted method for achieving convergence of opinion concerning real-world knowledge
solicited from experts within certain topic areas. It is particularly suitable for a situation where the
opinions and judgments of experts and practitioners are needed but time, distance, and other factors
make it unlikely or impossible for the panel to work together in the same physical location (Yousuf,
2007). At the same time, the Delphi technique is designed as a group communication process aims at
conducting detailed examinations and discussions of a specific issue for the purpose of goal setting,
policy investigation, or predicting occurrence of future events (Ludwig, 1997). The technique attempts
to address “what could/should be” (Miller, 2006).
Round 1 of the study involved the panel being sent several survey questions (Appendix B) seeking,
based on their knowledge, experience and observations, their opinion on the quality of auditing
service provided by the external auditors to their clients, complaints or negative comments regarding
the audit performance; the need to improve the external auditors’ education to enhance their audit
performance; the areas or categories that the external auditors may need to improve on (e.g.
knowledge, skills, and attributes); the ISO/IEC 17021 impartiality of external auditors with regards to
consultation and audit and its relation to ‘added value’ expected by clients; and suggestions to improve
the performance of the external auditors, the audit, and the quality of service provided by the external
auditors to their clients.
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2.3

Phase 3: Delphi study (quantitative study - rounds 2-4)

In phase 2, the panel had been asked to rank lists of knowledge, skills, attributes and experience
components derived from the extant literature (ref. Appendix B, Section B, Q4 and Appendix C). In the
subsequent rounds, panelists were sent lists of theme-sorted items that had been created based on
the first-round iteration and asked to rank these in descending order of importance until consensus
was reached. In this case, full consensus was not reached in one category, and the process was
terminated after four rounds. According to Hsu and Stanford (2007), decision rules must be established
to assemble and organize the judgments and insights provided by Delphi subjects and the kind and
type of criteria to use to both define and determine consensus in a Delphi study is subject to
interpretation. As this study is using ranking, the analysis of this study on the level of agreement was
done using Kendall’s coefficient of concordance (Kendall’s W). Kendall’s W was proposed by Kendall
and Babington Smith (1939), which is a measure of the level agreement among several variables (i.e. in
this study, experts) that are used for assessing a set of several objects of interest (i.e. items in the
categories). Kendall’s W values range from 0 to 1. If the value of W is 0, it can be concluded that there is
no overall trend of agreement among the experts, while if the value of W is 1, it can be concluded that
there is a full agreement. Any values in between of W indicate a greater or lesser degree of unanimity
among the various responses.
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3.0

Literature Review

3.1

Expectations on external auditors - findings from previous research

In the past, the focus of quality auditors (sometimes known as non-financial auditors) was more on
surveillance than on quality improvement. As time goes by, it was increasingly suggested that the
quality audit should be used as a means of strengthening the quality system by removing barriers that
may impede the continuous improvement process (Rothery, 1993). In this way, the audit could add
value, rather than verify compliance (a situation analogous to quality management’s own evolution).
Power and Terziovski (2007) reported that a group of researchers argued that the non-financial auditors
should attempt to contribute to the organization’s overall business performance, moving from the role
of an inspector to the role of continuous improvement facilitator. According to them, the key to an
effective non-financial audit lies in following through on the results of the audit and the active
involvement of the non-financial auditors in the implementation of corrective actions. From their own
study on quality audit roles and skills, they found that client organizations are expecting not just more
emphasis on continuous improvement focused auditing, but they also expect some of the compliance
issues to be adequately addressed as well. The implication for future auditing practice is that for many
organizations, auditors with a focus on compliance to the standard are less relevant than the ones
focusing on continuous improvement. Therefore, the external auditors of the future may need to
acquire new knowledge and skills and possess specific attributes and experience to fulfil client
demands.
Prajogo, Castka and Sohal (2018) found that from the certification bodies’ perspective, auditor capability
is critically important in determining the quality of the auditing processes and outcomes which
generally comprises of experience, industry specific knowledge, and formal qualifications. The study
also suggested that firms valued auditors having experience across many industry sectors as an
indication of good auditors and auditing process, together with communication skills, identifying
opportunities for improvement to enhance compliance auditing, and good attitudes. In their
quantitative study, they found that firms generally commended the quality of auditors in terms of
consistency in auditing, good communication skills, and an uncompromising attitude on quality.
Meanwhile, Castka (2013) in his study on organizational experience and satisfaction with external
auditors and conformity assessment bodies (CABs) in the ISO 9001 and ISO 14001 certification schemes,
found that external auditors need to enhance compliance auditing by assisting their clients with
learning and guidance toward continuous improvement which is clearly regarded as external auditors’
value-added contribution to continuous improvement. Managers surveyed expect external auditors to
provide both negative and positive feedback on the aspects audited (Caska 2013; Power and Terziovski
2007).
Although quality management system (QMS) audit came onto the horizon later than the financial
audit, there is a lot of similarities between the two in terms of practice. In 2016, KPMG and Forbes
Insights conducted a survey of 200 consisting of CEOs, CFOs, and other financial executives regarding
their views on the future of audit in relation to quality, insights and overall value. The study found that
two-thirds of the respondents say auditors must improve their communications skills, critical thinking
skills and technology skills; 62% want their auditor to articulate a clear point of view on critical issues;
60% believe audit should help in assessing risks and risk management practices. Nearly half of the
respondents want more transparency about arriving at the audit opinion and what has been learned
during the audit. According to the study, the top three skills for the auditor wanted by the clients are
technology (67%), communication (66%), and critical thinking (65%). Clients want auditors to point out
problems and challenge management in a constructive way and therefore auditors must have a
distinctive level of competence, so they can convey their views to management.
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The study concluded that, due to technology that continues to evolve; and increased client expectation,
audit professionals must continually acquire new skills and up their game to meet the rising bar on
audit quality. To meet audit demands of the future, firms and auditors must stay ahead of the evolving
technology and regulatory environment; sharpen technology, critical thinking and communication
skills; understand a client’s industry; develop long-term relationships with client and other stakeholders
based on integrity, candor, professionalism, objectivity and their ability to share valued insights based
on these capabilities; and look ahead and provide insights on future challenges and opportunities.

3.2 Explicit and implicit expectations based on the ISO 9001:2015 and ISO
19011:2018
The current ISO 9001:2015 standard itself poses new challenges for auditors as it involved major
changes as compared to the previous version of the standard. To audit clauses such as “Understanding
the organization and its context” and “Understanding the needs and expectations of interested parties”
for example, would require auditors to spend more time on auditing these clauses to grasp the context
that the organizations are operating in (Roncea, 2016). Furthermore, the scope of the management
system is determined based on the organization’s context, product and services. Auditors are expected
to be able to challenge top management in respect of their commitment to the organization’s
management systems.
At the same time, auditors need to comprehend the issues faced by the organizations internally and
externally, the risks and opportunities that arise, and the effectiveness of actions taken to overcome
risks and to seize opportunities for the benefit of the organizations. Auditors should be familiar with
risk identification, assessment and control and should be able to question the organization’s approach
pertaining to risks as well as opportunities and seek objective evidence to ensure that they have been
addressed accordingly. As auditors are expected to make sure that organizations meet the legal,
regulatory and other requirements; auditors should have an updated knowledge on various laws such
as occupational safety and health, product, information security, and environment to name a few. By
nature, audit requires collection of information to form objective evidence. The time constraint during
the audit, number of auditors, the difference in locations, departments, and level of people and the
variety of processes to be audited posed a great challenge to auditors whom must be able to collect
information from a wide range of sources in a limited time.
The ISO 9001:2015 makes it mandatory and an explicit requirement for a process-based management
system. A collection of processes interacting together formed the business management system.
Auditors need to understand both the process and the business management system that determine
the organization’s performance. When the auditors perform the audit on these business processes,
they must be able to read and understand the flow charts, process charts, or any other tools that are
used in depicting the processes. At the same time, they must also be able to understand the interaction
of these processes with each other in order to understand the bigger and overall picture of the
organizations.
Roncea (2014) states that ‘added value’ with regards to an audit and auditors depends on the level of
maturity of the organizational culture and management system of the organizations. He offers four
types of situations where the organizational culture maybe low or high with immature management
system, and the other where the organizational culture maybe low or high with mature management
system. In a situation where the organizational culture is low and management system is immature,
an audit that adds value would include organizations receiving advice from the auditors on how to
implement the management system and how to solve the encountered nonconformities. Where the
organizational culture is high, auditors that add value should at least understand the principles of the
organization methodology and be able to see if these methodologies are effective in meeting
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the requirements of the reference standard for that organization. Some examples of these
methodologies applied by the organization are EFQM, Malcom Baldrige Quality Awards, Six Sigma, and
quality circles. In the case where the organizational culture is low, but the management system is
mature, the auditors that add value to the audit would be the ones that act as a catalyst for the
organizations to develop work-based management system and integrate it into daily operation.
Identification of opportunities for improvement by the auditors should enhance both the effectiveness
of the management, and the efficiency of improvement opportunities. When the organizational culture
is high, and the management system is mature, it is important for the auditors to clearly understand
the strategic objectives of the organizations and to conduct detailed discussions with top management.
Further, the standard specifies that Organizational Knowledge should be safeguarded to avoid loss of
knowledge and to encourage organizations to acquire knowledge. Some knowledge on ICT and
knowledge management system are valuable for the auditors to understand how organizations can
capture, maintain, and share their knowledge and learn from experience as well. Indirectly, this would
also help them to better understand the requirement for documented information outlined by the
standard.
According to Roncea (2016), understanding and competence for auditors to audit effectively and
therefore, creates value to the audit, would require the auditors to possess knowledge on areas such as
management systems terminology; principles, practices and techniques in quality, environment,
information security, occupational health and safety, energy efficiency; management system standards;
normative documents; legal requirements; business management practices; the product life cycle;
client business sector; client products, processes and organization; and information and communication
technology. He concluded that auditing in the future would concentrate less on compliance
assessment but more on identifying improvement opportunities. In addition, auditors must be able to
understand the business context of the organization and discuss issues that are critical to business
with top management; perform root cause analysis; and to produce good reports.
The ISO 19011:2018 states that confidence in the audit process and the ability to achieve its objectives
depends on the competence of those individuals who are involved in planning and conducting audits,
including auditors and audit team leaders. Competence should be evaluated through a process that
considers personal behavior and the ability to apply the knowledge and skills gained through
education, work experience, auditor training, and audit experience. Clause 7.2.2 stipulates that auditors
should possess necessary attributes or qualities to enable them to act in accordance with the principles
of auditing and they also should exhibit professional behavior during the performance of audit
activities. These include being ethical, open-minded, diplomatic, observant, perceptive, versatile,
tenacious, decisive, self-reliant, open to improvement, culturally sensitive, collaborative, and acting
with fortitude.
With regards to knowledge and skills, Clause 7.2.3 states that auditors should possess the necessary
knowledge and skills; generic, discipline and sector-specific, with audit team leaders possessing
additional knowledge and skills necessary to provide leadership to the audit team. Generic knowledge
and skills of management system auditors are as follows:
a.

Audit principles, procedures and methods.

b.

Management system standards and other references.

c.

Organization and its context.

d. Applicable statutory and regulatory requirements and other requirements.
According to the standard, the discipline and sector-specific knowledge and skills of management
system auditors shall be appropriate for auditing the particular type of management system and
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sector such as quality, environmental, occupational health and safety, transportation safety, records,
and information security management to name a few.

3.3

The framework of requirements for an external auditor of the future

The current performance of external auditors is being debated by the people in quality and the client
organizations alike. Their ability to conduct effective audits are being questioned as external auditors
were found lacking in terms of their knowledge, skills and attributes. This has raised a question on the
value of the audit itself to the client organizations as to them, audit is not just about checking for
compliance, but its results should be able to provide something that will contribute to the betterment
of the organizations audited. External auditors are expected to keep up with changes in technology
which will obviously affect the way audit is conducted. Apart from auditing knowledge and skills,
external auditors of the future need superior communication and critical thinking skills to solve
problem proactively and manage relationships. Interaction with different levels of people during
interviews, for example, requires auditors to be able to listen, explain, and challenge and build rapport
across the organization. They are expected to know the organizations well in terms of their business
processes, systems, risks associated with it, the business strategy, and the environment in which the
organizations are operating in.
A significant number of organizations expect consultative type of service from external auditors despite
this being outside of the scope of certification, and without realizing that this is conflicting with the
standard on impartiality of external auditors whereby external auditors should audit but not offer
consultation to their clients. This could be due to the reason that not many people know about this
standard as it is aimed at Conformity Assessment Bodies (CABs) and their auditors but not directly at
organizations. However, on a positive side, the value of the audit can be increased by identifying
improvement opportunities without the auditors providing details on how to execute the improvement
itself. Client organizations considered contribution by external auditors to continuous improvement as
an added value to the audit.
From the literature, it could be said that the customers/clients expect the external auditors to possess
many capabilities. The capabilities include the knowledge, skills, attributes, and experience that the
external auditors are expected to possess. For external auditors to be capable of adding value to the
audit and the client organizations, the criteria shown in tables 3.1 to 3.4 below are suggested, on the
basis of the literature evidence:
Table 3.1: Desired knowledge of auditor
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Table 3.2: Desired skills of auditors

Table 3.3: Desired attributes of auditors

Table 3.4: Desired experience of auditors

These dimensions form the basis of a framework of knowledge, skills and attributes required of external
auditors. Based on this draft framework, phase 2 of the research was aimed at eliciting deeper,
qualitative feedback from local Australasian auditors, quality managers and other specialists on the
accuracy and completeness of this framework. This process, and the results, are described in the
following section.
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4.0

Phase 2 (Round 1) Findings

Round 1 took place in July 2018 and addressed two sections of the questionnaire in Appendix B.
Section A covers sample demographics while Section B focuses on curriculum for external auditor
education. Out of 26 experts who agreed to serve on the panel, 23 responded; representing 88.46%
return rate. In this first round of the Delphi process, the open-ended questionnaire (Section B) serves
as the basis for soliciting information about the content area from the panel of experts, to be used in
two ways: (1) as justification and validation for the study; and (2) for the development of a survey
instrument for the subsequent rounds of data collection. Appendix C shows the lists of education
syllabus elements derived from literature, for expert ranking and subsequent prioritization.

4.1

Thematic analysis of round 1 data

Following round 1, the research team identified the emerging themes from the data collected from
Question 1-3, and 5-6 of the questionnaires. These are related to the opinions and comments of the
experts on the quality of auditing service by the external auditors; the need to improve the external
auditors’ education to enhance their performance; the knowledge, skills, attributes or experience these
auditors should possess, the concept of impartiality of auditors and the ‘added value’ clients expect
from auditors; and suggestions to improve the performance of external auditors. Section 4.2 – 4.10
show the summarized results (themes) for Question 1, 2, 5, and 6 of the round 1 questionnaire. For
Question 3 which is in relation to knowledge, skills, attributes and experience required of external
auditors, the research team each independently identified emerging key themes from the answers and
the sets of themes were collated and ranked to produce a definitive list of ranked themes. Appendix H
summarizes the results of this activity.
The results from Question 3 were compared to the outcomes of question 4 (shown in quantitative
analysis section) to see if there are differences or similarities between the two. Question 4 was based
on the literature review while Question 3 was based on the panel of experts’ opinion in relation to
knowledge, skills, attributes and experience required of external auditors. An analysis on the two
resulted in the reduction in the number of items for ‘knowledge’ category from 15 to 12; ‘skills’ category,
an addition from 5 to 6 items; and ‘attributes’ category, a reduction from 12 to 9 items. The ‘experience’
category was scrapped. Thus, a refined questionnaire was produced for round 2.

4.2 The quality of auditing service provided by the external auditors to their
clients
The current performance of external auditors is being debated by commentators and client
organizations alike. Their ability to conduct effective audits is being questioned, as some external
auditors are found lacking in terms of their knowledge, skills and attributes. This has raised a question
on the value of the audit itself to the client organizations as to them, audit is not just about checking
for compliance, but its results should be able to provide something that will contribute to the
betterment of the organizations audited. When asked on the quality of auditing service provided by
the external auditors, more than half (57.14%) of the experts said that they found the quality of auditing
service variable and inconsistent; 28.57% found it satisfactory, good and excellent; while 14.29% found
it poor and diminishing in value. The reasons given by the experts for inconsistent and variable audit
performance by external auditors are summarised as follows (Appendix D shows raw data):
•

Auditors do not meet requirements for professional development.

•

Auditors do not meet requirements for customer service.
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•

Auditors do not meet requirements for report writing.

•

Auditors do not understand the standard requirements.

•

Older auditors’ tendency to ‘desk audit’ and ‘tick box’ auditing.

•

Older auditors seemed out of date in knowledge base of the new standards.

•

No interest in advising on continual improvement.

•

Lower adjudication skills of auditors.

•

Less stringent auditors lead to drop in quality.

•

Validity of raised non-compliances.

•

No value from the audit.

•

Report timeliness.

•

Insufficient audit planning.

•

Auditors’ lack of knowledge on processes.

•

Auditors’ lack of knowledge on interpreting the requirements.

•

Auditors’ lack of improvement development.

•

Wide range of skill and ability of auditors.

4.3

Feedback regarding the audit performance of external auditors

For those who gave positive feedback regarding external auditors’ audit performance, they found that
most auditors are good or excellent and do their level best to do the job they are employed to do.
They said that auditors generally have a good knowledge of the standards and have probed
constructively via intelligent conversation and added value. They found that some auditors are
extensively knowledgeable and extremely professional. On the other hand, some negative comments
were also provided, which are listed in Appendix D. Table 4.1 below summarizes these comments into
11 key themes.
Table 4.1: Summary of comments made on audit performance/auditors

18

The highest frequency of comments (31.11%) related to lack of knowledge on audit method and audit
skill (including audit planning & report writing) and this is followed by poor attitude of auditors
(17.78%), lack of knowledge on the requirements of the standard (11.11%), lack of communication/
interpersonal skill (11.11%), and document/desk audit (11.11%). These five categories of complaints
contributed to 82.23% of the total number of complaints against the external auditors. Addressing
these five categories of complaints will greatly improve the audit performance of the external auditors.

4.4

Expectations on external auditors

Asked about their expectations of external auditors, the experts gave a range of comments listed in
Appendix E. The major themes from this are as follows:
•

To provide technical assessments balanced with business advice.

•

The ability to make judgements as to risk and potential impact of the non-compliances they
identify.

•

Greater flexibility to identify the specific quality challenges a business is facing and provide insight
into how these might be tackled.

•

Business basics knowledge and commercial acumen.

•

Leadership skills.

•

Communication skills.

•

Auditing a range of sectors.

•

People skills.

•

Report writing skills.

•

Process understanding.

•

Preparation System awareness.

•

Ability to keep their egos in check.

From the above expectations, it seems that the experts, who come from various backgrounds, expect
that external auditors must: possess good communication skill; have good business and industry
knowledge (apart from technical knowledge); know how to conduct audit based on the requirements
of the standards; use appropriate audit methods; write good audit reports; have analytical skill; be able
to make sound judgements; and audit different sectors or industries.

4.5

The need for, and reasons to improve, external auditor education

When asked their opinion on whether there is a need to improve the external auditor’s education in
order to enhance their audit performance, 14 out of 21 participants (66.67%) said ‘yes’, six were unsure
(28.57%), and only one participant said ‘no’ (4.76%).
The reasons given are listed in Appendix F. Further analysis conducted shows there is a need for
external auditor education and the reasons are summarized in Table 4.2
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Table 4.2: Reasons for auditor education

The most important reason (35.29%) for auditor education based on the experts’ view is to update and
improve the external auditors’ knowledge on the requirements of the ISO 9001 standard and
technology in business; and skills such as report writing, communication, IT, and analytical. The second
(14.71%) is so that the auditors can provide better relevance and audit value for customers. Educating
the auditors will create better understanding of the auditors on business improvement, the overall
business environment, different industries, and the context of the organization (8.83%) and at the same
time, auditors’ personal development and education are continuously improved (8.83%). The experts
are in the opinion that with education, auditors’ knowledge on the standards and auditing skills are
standardised and qualified; auditors are capable of conducting the audit and reporting the audit
results; auditors and audits’ performance are improved and enhanced; consistent audit performance by
auditors; auditors understand and fulfil the customers’ needs and expectations of the audit; and the
expanding role of auditors expected by the market is met.

4.6 Suggestions for improving the performance of external auditors and the
audit
Some suggestions towards improving the external auditors’ and audit performance given by the
experts are listed in Appendix G. Key points made are as follows:
•

Working as a community to develop some ‘role model’ examples of what can legitimately be done
under the context of ‘audit’.

•

As an industry, improving the understanding of clients on the benefits of certification.

•

An exposition of conformity is established to clarify the auditor’s role.

•

Disciplinary action should be taken against CAB auditors who approve certification for a business’s
management system when the system clearly does not contain the content required to achieve
the standards intended outcomes.

•

Develop and implement strategies to enhance more consistency of practice standards and service
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delivery provided to clients.
•

Have a Training and Development Plan by the CAB.

•

Establish national standards and a consistent Continual Professional Development (CPD)
programme for auditors.

•

Encourage auditors to spend more time talking to staff out on the floor to understand how the
quality system works on a day to day basis.

•

Reduce the dependence on pro-forma checklists.

•

To further devise ways of assessing an auditor’s attitude and their ability to communicate in a way
that improves the process.

•

Auditors should co-operate with their CABs in management of Non-Conformities and timely
follow-ups can be done.

4.7

The conduct and content of external auditor training

There are many suggestions from the experts when it comes to what is required by the auditors in
terms of knowledge, attitudes, and skills in order to improve their audit performance.

4.7.1 Knowledge
1.

Good understanding of the ISO 9001 standard should be a prerequisite for anyone who is
attending such a training course.

2.

Auditor must have multi industry basic knowledge.

3.

Possess a robust understanding of risk management, not just the ISO 31000 standard will also be a
requirement as management systems move away from process documentation and more towards
individual organization risk management and supporting requirements.

4.

There should be a maximum of 0.5 day spent on the contents of the standard to put the auditing
process into context.

5.

The course should be designed around how to audit a process (or processes) and pick up the
other issues such as staff training, equipment calibration, documentation issues along the way.

6.

There should be a section on auditing to determine whether the organization has done a good
job of determining its context and identified the risks and opportunities that it faces. A couple of
case studies to support the above issues would be good.

7.

Publishing case studies could be collectively done and shown as a part of auditor training.

8.

An education approach which provided examples and case studies of the kinds of environmental
or OHS issues across different sectors would assist in developing a broader base of auditors and
could also help to attract younger auditors who by default do not have the industry experience.

9.

The minimum entry level of auditor’s qualifications should be no less than the 2 days Quality
auditor course followed by the 3 days lead auditor course. Both to be delivered by a nationally
recognized RTO.

10. A total of 5 days theory training deeming the participant to be competent accompanied by a
copy of the post course assessment. This would serve as a minimum benchmark for entry level
prospective auditors.
11. Even without any experience the theory learned could be applied to practice in the field under
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more experienced supervision.
12. To assess improvement, knowledge of statistics, lean, six sigma and other improvement methods
– auditors need to recognize good practice from bad in these and other approaches.
13. Provide the knowledge on the industry experience and this could probably be done quite
effectively with case studies.
14. Audit skills could be enhanced by updating training on process approach. Auditor selection could
be more focused on business process training, not just job experience.
15. Mandatory attendance at industry forums to keep pace with technological advancements.
16. New contract or a new auditor lack of understanding of the context and environment of the
company.

4.7.2 Attributes and attitudes
1.

To enhance their performance; need to improve on educational deficits such as their time keeping,
calculations, spelling, people person skills, personality.

2.

Attitude of auditors can be enhanced if we can demonstrate examples of what a good auditor
looks like.

3.

Positive thinking, Professionalism, Intelligence, Inquisitiveness, Hardworking, Timely Reporting are
some areas where an external auditor must improve.

4.

More emphasis on people engagement, body language and basic social skills, a certain level of
professionalism on presentation and articulate. A focus on soft skills with an attitude geared
towards wanting to help clients rather than trip them up.

5.

Prepared for the audit.

4.7.3 Skills and experience
1.

External auditor must capture IT knowledge and attain those skills as IT enabled services are the
future area for audits.

2.

Certification should not be granted until the auditor has carried out several site audits under the
watchful eye of an experienced auditor.

3.

At least 3 years of auditing experience before being qualified to do external audit. More experience
on specific areas or disciplines e.g. 1-2 years’ experience if auditing education, oil and gas etc.

4.

For eliciting accurate data from employees, auditors should have an awareness of psychology,
interviewing and observation.

5

The audit experience and specialization (i.e. industry specialization) are critical – as these directly
impact the quality of an audit.

6.

Simulation should be done on communication with top management for both lead auditors and
auditors so that awkward and uncomfortable situation can be avoided.

4.8 The thoughts, misconceptions, and suggestions on the issue of impartiality
and 'added value'
When asked on the issue of impartiality of external auditors and what constitute as an ‘added value
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when doing their audits, the experts’ opinion seemed to be mixed.

4.8.1 Impartiality
One of the experts felt this is probably the single most damaging element that has compromised the
sector over many decades now while the other said the two conflicting requirements must be
reconciled. Another expert thought this practice is too draconian while a few others thought this is a
high grey area in conformity assessment and it is absolutely critical that clients are being constantly
reminded of the need for impartiality. According to other experts, impartiality is an important
requirement, must be respected, must be exhibited by external auditors and also ensured by a CAB. At
the same time, they must be also informed about the added value of audits. The community must be
educated about audits and both of these issues. Impartiality is crucial to a robust and fair audit. This is
a requirement for both liability and impartiality. An auditor cannot and should not consult during an
audit or for the same system they are auditing within an organization. An auditor can point out what
needs doing.
Another interesting thought is impartiality is about integrity. Audit findings (internal and external
audits) and certification decisions must always be impartial and independent otherwise there is no
confidence in the audit result. While the impartiality is in some sense, justified, the total value of the
audit assessment and the auditor’s knowledge base would also offer greater value to those
organizations investing in accreditation or certification processes. An understanding of this balance will
be essential to maintain perceived audit process client value and relevance. Auditors have to be
independent and impartial and cannot audit their own work later especially on the areas of
improvement that they helped to work on. This should be made clear to the clients. Another expert
cited clause 4 (Principles of Auditing) of the ISO 19011:2018 that support sound morals, values and
scruples. According to him, this clause is founded on honest auditing and evidence based. If followed,
a certain level of impartiality can be maintained enabling the auditor to audit with an objective focus.
One of the experts agreed that there should definitely be a separation of consultancy to assist an
organization to set up their QMS and subsequent third- party auditing to provide certification and the
same organization should not be allowed to provide both services. External auditors should audit and
identify areas for improvement in their audit report. However, they should not specify the types of
improvement and how the improvement should be carried out. Organizations have to think on how to
implement these improvements. Auditors have to be independent and impartial and cannot audit
their own work later especially on the areas of improvement that they helped to work on. Another
expert felt that it is especially difficult where auditors are trying to add value and clients expect that
from a good auditor. The expert believed that if an auditor can identify areas where organization
performance can be enhanced, they should do that. In trying to be impartial, auditing and consulting
must be seen as separate processes and roles.
One of the experts is of the opinion that the auditors should be able to describe situations they may
have encountered elsewhere to give a client some insight, but to make it abundantly clear they are
not telling the client how to fix an issue because that decision is for the client to make. In summarizing
the difference between auditing and consultation, an expert said an auditor can point out what needs
doing, and a consultant will advise on how. If auditors were to consult, they cannot be impartial to the
system improvements and voids their audit impartiality. However, another expert said that external
auditors have never really been totally impartial. By assigning corrective actions (which most of them
do) they are in effect consulting to some degree. If external audits are to continue to add value this
requirement needs to be reviewed.
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4.8.2 Adding value
One of the experts understands the reason for the separation but thinks there can be found a middle
ground which provides both impartiality and value. Another pointed out that although impartiality is
key for auditing, many clients do not care; they want to see a value-added audit. On the other hand,
one opined that there are also clients who defined a perfect audit service was for the auditor(s) to
come in, do the audit with minimal disruption, and leave. Another is in the opinion that one way
auditors add value is to provide some advice as to how to improve as that is what clients want and it is
how the audit process adds value for the clients. One of the experts said that the “added-value”
objective was a distraction as a CB was to verify each client’s claim to meet the requirements of the
certification standard and given the time allowances that competitive pressure CB would always
struggle to glean a view of conformity and effective implementation reliable enough to justify issuing
a certificate confidently. According to an expert, the ISO 19011:2018 does have a greater focus on
adding value for the client through focusing on areas of greatest risk and areas of weakest performance.
Other ways which auditors can add value to the audit as perceived by the experts are by sharing the
feedback on emerging best practices from similar industry and of imminent changes with the
company; using different approaches during audit; providing more education to the business; and
becoming more skillful at drawing information out of the business personnel and facilitating their
ability to use that knowledge to shape and assess their own alternative actions. One other expert
stressed that added value does not have to come from what is written in the report but can also come
from conversations that the auditor has with the various stakeholders. Conversations present
opportunities where current thinking and practices can be challenged. The conversation and physical
review of the site with the site management is what leads to value. A few of the experts felt that added
value and consultation is a thin line and that it can be avoided by the auditors by explaining the ’what’
and ‘why’ of situation but never the ‘how’. However, there are also who are in the opinion that there is
a huge difference between the two. Although the concept of “added value” is important, providing
consultation inside the auditing role/function leaves the door open for potential conflict of interest
and compromising objectivity. It also potentially creates a risk of liability if the recommendations are
followed and have a negative effect on the business. In addition, the auditors may end up auditing
their own solutions – hardly an impartial position. As such, the expert stressed that the two (auditing
and consulting) must be seen as separate processes and roles. Apart from this, auditors offering
consultation creates a conflict of interest for the auditor to be impartial; and creates a culture where
the client organization begins to depend upon the auditor for the compliance of their systems instead
of being pro-active and taking responsibility and ownership of these systems. At the same time,
business is expecting the auditor to provide some additional information if they find an area requiring
improvement or a non-conformance, however if the auditor consults for the business they are no
longer independent of that business, but part of the business and consistency of audit cannot be
maintained should auditors change. Therefore, there is an opinion that the same organization should
not be allowed to provide both services, but the auditor should be free to identify opportunities for
improvement and opportunities.

4.9

Reasons for misconceptions and consequences of confusion

There were several reasons for the misconceptions given by the experts in relation to the issue of
impartiality and added value. One of the experts said that over the years the perception has been
allowed to grow that the auditor should do more than just audit. Other reasons include poor
understanding on the part of CBs about the nature of their service, competitive pressures, wrong
thinking, vague and undefined concept of ‘added value’, audits have evolved from compliance focus to
performance focus and this places greater demands on the auditor to actually understand WHAT
acceptable performance looks like, and many external auditors despite signing the conflict of interest
declaration do not either understand the obligations or they are unwilling to move along with the
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requirements.
According to the experts, this confusion, non-compliance and ignorance would result in several
consequences as follows:
1.

The fear of auditors that they might breach the line has compromised the ability to add the value
that the auditee believes that the auditor has but does not impart.

2.

It has affected the fulfillment of client expectations adversely, put the CAB on high risks with AB,
and affecting the business of CABs adversely by offering their own business cards may be as an
independent auditors/trainers/consultant etc.

3.

The auditor also takes on unnecessary liability for prosecution should they make consultative
suggestions and the company misinterprets to implement to contrary requirements. Again,
impartiality is also lost if the auditor audits their own ‘remedies’ to an issue.

4.

Providing consultation inside the auditing role/function leaves the door open for potential conflict
of interest and compromising objectivity. It also potentially creates a risk of liability if the
recommendations are followed and have a negative effect on the business and of course, the
auditor may end up auditing their own solutions and that is hardly an impartial position.

5.

Auditors offering consultation creates a conflict of interest for the auditor to be impartial; and
creates a culture where the client organization begins to depend upon the auditor for the
compliance of their systems instead of being pro-active and taking responsibility and ownership
of these systems.

6.

If the auditor consults for the business, they are no longer independent of that business, but part
of the business and consistency of audit cannot be maintained should auditors change.
Independence is needed, if not, the external auditor would be performing more as an internal
auditor and that would defeat the purpose.

4.10 Suggestions for dealing with the issue of impartiality and 'added value'
According to the experts, it is up to the CABs that they should take responsibilities to educate their
external auditors to differentiate between a ‘consultation’ and ‘an opportunity for improvement’.
Organizations have to think on how to implement these improvements. When the organization put
their mind together in solving the problem, they will find a better solution that fits their requirements.
Perhaps auditors need to learn how to challenge clients to perform adequately (in the context of basic
acceptable performance) or better (in context of performance challenges of the standards). Maybe
some sort of guidance could be given to the auditors on how they could provide options for
consideration by the client to improve or rectify the situation, but not direct client on what they should
do and how to do it. Sometimes the clients do not know where to start in rectifying the situation,
some guidance may be helpful. By drawing on auditor’s cross-organizational experiences, there is a
value add in mentoring/guiding based on these experiences as sometimes it is difficult to start with a
blank page. Also, clients have different capability/resource in rectifying issues, it has to be fit for purpose
and appropriate.
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5.0

Phase 3 Survey

In the quantitative phase, the tabulated lists of three categories (knowledge, skills, and attributes) were
sent to the expert panel, and they were asked to rank the items belong to the three categories. In
every round, the level of agreement of the ranking among the experts on each category was assessed,
and subsequent rounds of surveys would be conducted until the agreement reached a satisfactory
level (moderate or strong).

5.1

Quantitative method

The quantitative data were collected via an email survey from July to October 2018 from the panel of
experts. Panelists were given between 10-14 days for each round to complete the survey. The level of
agreement of the experts’ ranking scores was measured by Kendall’s coefficient of concordance
(Kendall’s W). Kendall’s W, proposed by Kendall and Babington Smith (1939), is a measure of the level
agreement among several variables (i.e. in this study, experts) that are used for assessing a set of several
objects of interest (i.e. items in the categories). Kendall's W values range from 0 to 1. If the value of W is
0, it can be concluded that there is no overall trend of agreement among the experts, while if the
value of W is 1, it can be concluded that there is a full agreement. Any values in between of W indicate
a greater or lesser degree of unanimity among the various responses. Following Pal, Harper, and
Vellesalu (2018), a value of Kendall’s W of 0.3 indicates weak agreement, 0.5 as moderate agreement,
and 0.7 as strong agreement.
Table 5.1: Job category of respondents & frequency of responses
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5.1.1 Round 1
In Round 1, 23 experts completed the Delphi survey and the results are presented as follows.
Knowledge
The result of the ranking scores from Round 1 of the fifteen items for the “knowledge” category is
presented in Table 5.2 below.
Table 5.2: Ranking scores for "knowledge" category from round 1
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The Kendall’s W produced a value of 0.30; which indicated weak agreement. Therefore, this category
needs to be re-assessed into the second round to search for a higher level of agreement among the
experts.
In addition, after considering the qualitative responses from Question 2, Question 3, and Question 6 on
the first round, the following changes were made on the list for the second round of survey of this
category:
•

Item 3 was revised into “Strategic Planning and Performance Measurement”.

•

Item 13 was incorporated into item 9 because Quality Improvement Techniques already
incorporate Problem Solving.

•

Item 10 was combined with item 5, and was labelled as “Business Process and Operations
Management (including Process Technologies and Innovation)”.

•

Item 6 was now focused on Information and Communication Technology (ICT), and “technologies”
was re-located to item 5.

•

Item 11 and item 15 were subsumed under item 2, and it was labelled as “Quality Management
Principles, System and Standards”.

•

Item 14 was combined with item 8 and was labelled as “Leadership, Organizational Culture and
Behaviours”.

•

The word “Environmental” was added to item 12.

•

Two additional items were added to the list that is “Lead Auditor/Accredited (IRCA/EG) Auditing
Course” and “Customer Relationship Management (including Inter-Personal Communication)”.

•

In summary of the above changes, the content of the “knowledge” category was revised into 12
items for the second round of the survey.

Skills
The result of the ranking scores from Round 1 of the five items for the “skills” category is presented in
Table 5.3 below.
Table 5.3: Ranking scores for "skills" category from round 1

The Kendall’s W produced a value of 0.38; which indicated weak agreement. Therefore, this category
still needs to be re-assessed into the second round to search for a higher level of agreement among
the experts.
After considering the qualitative responses from Question 2, Question 3, and Question 6 on the first
round, the following changes were made into the second round of the survey for this category:
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•

For item 1, the words “auditing” and “report writing” were separated, and the word “interviewing”
was added into "auditing".

•

For item 2, the words "communication" and "interpersonal/people skills" were separated, and the
word “ICT” was removed from the item. The phrase “engaging with senior management” was
added to “communication”.

•

The word “coaching” was added to item 4.

•

In summary, the “skills” category was revised to include six items in the second round of the survey.

Attributes
The result of the ranking scores from Round 1 of the twelve items for the “attributes” category is
presented in Table 5.4 below.
Table 5.4: Ranking scores for "attributes" category from round 1

The Kendall’s W produced a value of 0.42; which indicated weak to moderate level of agreement.
Therefore, this category still needs to be re-assessed into the second round.
After considering the qualitative responses from Question 2, Question 3, and Question 6 on the first
round, the following changes were made on this category into the second round of the survey:
•

Item 2 (objective) and item 3 (integrity) were combined into item 1.

•

The word “diplomatic” was re-located from item 4 into item 5.

•

The word “pleasant” was removed from item 4.

•

Item 10 was removed since it was already included in the “knowledge” category.

•

In sum, the “attributes” category was revised to include nine items into the second round of the
survey.
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5.1.2 Round 2
In Round 2, 22 experts completed the Delphi survey and the results are presented as follows.
Knowledge
The result of the ranking scores from Round 2 of the twelve items for the “knowledge” category is
presented in Table 5.5.
Table 5.5: Ranking scores for "knowledge" category from round 2

The Kendall’s W produced a value of 0.44; which shows an improvement from the previous round (i.e.
0.30), but still indicates a weak agreement. This category was further re-assessed into the next round to
improve the level of agreement.
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Table 5.6: Ranking scores for "skills" category from round 2

The Kendall’s W produced a value of 0.58; which shows an improvement from the previous round (i.e.
0.38). It is also noteworthy that the ranking (based on the mean score) of most items have begun to
reflect their respective mode. This category was further re-assessed to improve the level of agreement.
Attributes
The result of the ranking scores from Round 2 of the nine items for the “attributes” category is presented
in Table 5.7 below.
Table 5.7: Ranking scores for "attributes" category from round 2

The Kendall’s W produced a value of 0.52; which shows an improvement from the previous round (i.e.
0.42). This category was further re-assessed into the next round to improve the level of agreement.
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5.1.3 Round 3
In Round 3, 21 experts completed the Delphi survey and the results are presented as follows.
Knowledge
The result of the ranking scores from Round 3 of the twelve items for the “knowledge” category is
presented in Table 5.8 below.
Table 5.8: Ranking scores for "knowledge" category from round 3

The Kendall’s W produced a value of 0.53; which shows an improvement from the previous round (i.e.
0.44) and has reached an acceptable (moderate) level of agreement. Also, there has been improvement
in the match between the ranking (based on mean values) and the mode of most of the items. Pal,
Harper, and Vellesalu (2018) in their study on the success factors and challenges related to competitive
manufacturing, had exercised the achievement of moderate/medium consensus as a stopping rule.
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Considering the number of items ranked in this category (i.e. 12), it is considered that the level of
agreement has reached satisfactory level. However, the researchers of this study decided to conduct
one more round of iteration for ‘knowledge’ category to see whether the level of agreement can be
higher.
As strong divergence of opinion among the experts was still reflected (up to 11 points), the four (4)
items that the panel of experts ranked as the least important for the external auditors were taken out.
According to Schmidt (1997), the number of items to carry over to subsequent rounds is an important
consideration as too many items for ranking can cloud consensus. The four items with the lowest
rankings were ICT (12), Occupational Safety & Health (11), Lead Auditor Course (10), and Quality Tools &
Improvement Techniques (9). These items have been consistently ranked lowest either from round 1
to 3 or round 2 to 3. The reduction in the number of items was expected to lessen the divergence of
opinion among the experts. Therefore, round 4 iteration for ‘knowledge’ was carried out with reduction
of items from 12 to 8.
Skills
The result of the ranking scores from Round 3 of the six items for the “skills” category is presented in
Table 5.9 below.
Table 5.9: Ranking scores for "skills" category from round 3

The Kendall’s W for the above 6 items produced a score of 0.66; which shows an improvement from
the previous round (i.e. 0.58) which has reached a medium (acceptable) level of agreements. The
ranking scores (based on the means) and the modes of all items have closely reflected the ranking.
There is no change of the ranking from the previous round. The results are considered as satisfactory,
and no further round of iteration is required.
Attributes
The result of the ranking scores from Round 3 of the nine items for the “attributes” category is presented
in Table 5.10.
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Table 5.10: Ranking scores for "attributes" category from round 3

The Kendall’s W produced a value of 0.68; which shows an improvement from the previous round (i.e.
0.52) and reaches a medium (acceptable) level of agreement. There are three items which rankings
have changed from the previous round. “Good listener” fell from 5th to 7th, “Flexible, Adaptive and
Diplomatic” improved from 6th to 5th, and “Fair and Open-minded” also improved from 7th to 6th.
Overall, the results are considered as satisfactory, and no further round of iteration is required.

5.1.4 Round 4
In Round 4, 21 experts completed the Delphi survey that was conducted on the ‘knowledge’ category
and the results are presented as follows.
Knowledge
The result of ranking scores from Round 4 of the 8 items for the “knowledge” category is presented in
Table 5.11.
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Table 5.11: Ranking scores for "knowledge" category from round 4

The Kendall’s W produced a score of 0.39; which shows a decline compared to the previous round (i.e.
0.53) and indicates a weak agreement. Therefore, round 4 has not provided the expected result in
terms of achieving stronger level of agreement. However, the ranking scores (based on the mean
values) and the mode of all items have closely reflected the ranking.
Figure 5.1 Below shows a summary of mean responses to categories by the different expert types of
(Appendix A): Top Manager (TM), Quality Practitioner (QP), Academician (A), Quality Auditor (QA),
QualityTrainer (QT), Quality Manager (QM), Financial Auditor (FA), Other Manager (OM). The data come
from round 3 results. While the numbers in each category are too low to permit meaningful statistical
comparison of means, the graph does indicate that differences may exist between the categories,
implying some within-group bias. While most categories show some variation, there is marked
variability in categories 1, 2 and 5. This within group ‘bias’ may explain the lack of statistical consensus
following round 4.
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Figure 5.1: Mean ranking awarded to different knowledge components by different expert groups
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The summary of ranking for each ‘knowledge’ category from Round 1-4 is shown in Table 5.12 as
follows:
Table 5.12: Summary of ranking for 'knowledge' category from round 1-4

From the table, it could be seen that Audit Principles, Process and Methods has been consistently
ranked number 1 in all the 4 rounds. Quality Management Principles, System and Standards has been
ranked number 2 for two consecutive rounds; Risk Management has been ranked third in 3 out of 4
rounds; and Business Process & Operations Management has been ranked fourth in 2 out of 4 rounds.
Ranked fifth in all rounds is Applicable Legal, Regulatory & Contractual Requirements while Strategic
Planning & Performance Measurement was ranked number 6 in 3 out of 4 rounds. Both Customer
Relationship Management and Leadership, Organizational Culture & Behaviours were ranked seventh
and eighth in 2 out of 3 and 4 rounds respectively.
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6.0

The Curriculum Framework of an External Auditor of the Future

Based on the findings and analysis of the study, the proposed curriculum framework for external
auditors comprises of five modules which will take 12 months to be completed by the external
auditors. Each module shall take 10 weeks and each knowledge subject will have 40 credit hours split
over 8 hours per week. For Module 1-4, a few of the knowledge subjects will have to be combined to
keep to the time frame for the whole course. The depth of each subject will depend on the level of
importance of the subject according to the ranking given by the experts previously. Module 5 could
be completed anytime within the 12 months’ period, but it is advisable to be taken after the fourth
module has been completed. All the modules constructed are expected to contribute to skill building
of the external auditors which had been found lacking in specific areas. At the same time, they are also
expected to enhance the attributes that should be possessed as external auditors.
The proposed curriculum framework for the external auditors is depicted by Figure 6.1 as follows:
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Figure 6.1: The curriculum framework of an external auditor of the future
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7.0

Conclusion

The study has shown that there is a gap in the audit performance and the clients’ expectations on the
audit. It has also reinforced the need for an external auditor education to cater for current and future
requirements in auditing due to some factors such as the advancement in technology, change in
methodology, scarcity and constraints of resources, and the ever-changing business models.
The study has also discovered that there is a diverse opinion on the issue of ‘added value’ among the
experts and this must be addressed by the relevant parties to avoid confusion and provide a clear
picture as to what auditors can do to add value to the audit without compromising their independence
and impartiality.
The study has managed to reach the acceptable and satisfactory level of agreement after three rounds
although strong divergence of opinion among the experts can be clearly observed. This was due to
possible within-group bias, or heterogeneity between expert groups.
The feedback obtained from the panel of experts has identified the importance of certain knowledge,
skills, and attitudes to be possessed by the external auditors for them to be able to provide effective
audits and improve their audit performance that would meet both the requirements of the standard
and client organizations.
The critical knowledge, skills and attributes that external auditors must possess identified by this study
will provide an insight and be a useful guide to the development of a more detailed syllabus and
contents of each subject proposed by the curriculum framework.
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Appendix A: Expert panel composition
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Appendix
B: Round
1 survey questions
Appendix B: Round
1 survey
questions
Section A: Demographics
Directions: Please answer each question as accurately as possible by ticking (/) in the
box and filling in the space provided.

1.

Please state your highest level qualification.
Certificate/Diploma
Doctorate

2.

Others

Master’s degree

____________________ (Please specify)

What is your employment status?
Self-Employed

3.

Bachelor’s degree

Employed Full Time

Employed Part Time

Please specify the type of your organization.
Certification Body

Certified Organization

Quality Consulting/Training Firm

Financial Auditing Firm

Academic Institution/University

Others

____________

(Please specify)

4. Please state your current job category.
Top/Senior Manager (e.g. CEO, MD, President, VP etc.)
Quality Practitioner

Quality Auditor

Quality Consultant/Trainer/Specialist
Others

Academician

_________________________

Quality Manager
(Please specify)
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5. How long have you been in your current position?
Less than 2 years

2-4 years

5 years or more

_____

(Please specify)

6. How long have you been involved in external quality auditing? (either as an external
auditor or quality manager, management representative, and the like).
Never
8-10 years

Less than 3 years
More than 10 years

4-7 years
________ (Please specify)

Section B: Curriculum for External Auditor Education
Directions: The following open-ended questions will assist in developing a curriculum
for external auditor education. Please answer these questions using your professional
experience, expertise, education, and observation.
If you have never worked as an external quality auditor, please indicate how would you
address the issue if you were designing a curriculum for external quality auditors.
Q1.

Based on your knowledge, experience, and observation; what is your opinion on the

quality of auditing service provided by the external auditors to their clients? Are they poor,
satisfactory, good, or excellent? Are there negative comments or complaints regarding the
performance of their service? Please elaborate more on your answers.
Q2.

Based on your knowledge and experience, do you perceive a need to improve the

external (3rd party) auditors’ education to enhance their audit performance? Why?
Q3.

If your answer to Q2 is ‘yes’, please specify the areas or categories that you believe

the external auditors may need to improve on (e.g. knowledge, skills, attributes, or
experience). For each of the areas, please elaborate in detail the item or subject that you think
should be added (if any) to improve the performance of the audit provided by the external
auditors to their clients.
Q4.

From the lists of items/subjects on capabilities that an external auditors are expected

to possess provided by the literature review (refer to the tables on page 7-8 of the write-up),
please rank the order of importance of each item/subject, for example knowledge (1- being
the most important, 15- being the least important); for skills (1- being the most important, 5being the least important); for attributes (1- being the most important, 12- being the least
44
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important); and for experience (1- being the most important, 3- being the least important). A
special sheet is attached for you to use when doing your ranking (Sheet 1 – Ranking of
Items/Subjects for Auditor Curriculum).
Q5.

What is your opinion on the ISO/IEC 17021 impartiality of external auditors whereby

they should audit but not offer consultation to their clients; in relation to the ‘added value’ that
the clients expect from them?
Q6.

What other suggestions (if any) do you have to improve the performance of the external

auditors, the audit, and the quality of service provided by the external auditors to their clients?
Thank you for your time in answering all the questions.
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Appendix
C: Delphi
round
1 sheet for ranking
Appendix C: Delphi
round
1 sheet
for ranking
Sheet 1 – Ranking of Items/Subjects for Auditor Curriculum
(for answering Sect. B, Q4)

KNOWLEDGE (QMS)
Item/Subject

Rank

Audit principles, procedures and methods
QMS and reference documents
Organizational context and Strategic Planning (e.g. SWOT, PESTLE)
Applicable legal, regulatory and contractual requirements
Business management/Business process improvement
Information and Communication Technology (ICT)/Technology in Business
Risk Identification, Assessment, and Control/Risk Management
Leadership, Ethics and Professionalism
Quality Tools and Improvement Techniques
Operations management (Input, Process, Output in Operations and Systems)
Quality Management Principles, Systems and Tools
Occupational Safety and Health Management
Problem solving, data analysis and analytics
Organizational Behavior and Conflict Management
Knowledge and Records Management
(1- being the most important, 15 - being the least important)

SKILLS
Item/Subject

Rank

Auditing and report writing
Communication/Interpersonal/People/ICT
Critical thinking/Analytical
Leadership and Coordination
Team Management
(1- being the most important, 5 - being the least important)

Sheet 1 – Ranking of Items/Subjects for Auditor Curriculum……continued
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Auditing and report writing
Communication/Interpersonal/People/ICT
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Critical thinking/Analytical
Leadership and Coordination
Team Management
(1- being the most important, 5 - being the least important)

Sheet 1 – Ranking of Items/Subjects for Auditor Curriculum……continued
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(for answering Sect. B, Q4)

ATTRIBUTES
Item/Subject

Rank

Ethical and Professional
Objective
Integrity
Articulate, Confident, Pleasant and Diplomatic
Flexible and Adaptive
Good judgement
Fair and Open-minded
Good listener
Good time keeper
Problem solver
Observant and Perceptive
Positive attitude
(1- being the most important, 12- being the least important)

EXPERIENCE
Item/Subject

Rank

Auditing
Industry/Sector
Specific/Discipline
(1- being the most important, 3- being the least important)

Thank you for ranking all the categories.
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Appendix D: Panel comments in response to audit performance of
external auditors (expert comments)
•

Not able to communicate and convince the client of the audit findings and opinion.

•

Auditors do not spend full time during audits, auditors do not take it as a personal value to do a
right job.

•

Have difficulty communicating with Senior Management.

•

Do not seem to understand how to determine the context of the organization.

•

Do not understand the need to look at the risks and opportunities that the organization faces and
what possible steps they could take to mitigate the risks and take advantage of the opportunities.

•

Do not really understand what the organization is trying to achieve.

•

Auditors sit in the room they have been assigned and ask for documents to be brought to them.

•

Spend a lot of time reviewing documentation (management review minutes, internal audits, NCRs,
etc.).

•

Spend little time in the workplace talking to the workers about what they are doing to see
whether it matches the written procedures.

•

Are more interested in the organization’s documentation and in compliance with the requirements
of the standard than in the business processes and in looking for improvement opportunities.

•

Auditors seemed not to fully understand the processes involved and how they worked as a system.
They ended asking trivial and sometimes irrelevant questions.

•

Auditors being completely unprepared and thus flying by the seat of their pants.

•

Auditors struggling with some dreadful MS Word or Excel (or worse) template required to be
completed in full, regardless of relevance.

•

Auditor running out of time (because of the lack of prep, dreadful template etc.) then asking
questions and wanting evidence by email for days after the on-site audit closing meeting.

•

Auditors being out of their depth (an ex-laboratory technician in a software company, an exbrewer food technologist in a road construction company).

•

Auditor conducting the audit from a desk in an office and only involving a few familiar faces, i.e.
not following the workflow process by process through the premises to see what is going on and
to interview people at work.

•

Auditor not interviewing the CEO or MD one-on-one or at all.

•

Auditors not “tri-angulating” findings of concern before raising them as NCs.

•

Auditors raising NCs not supportable and versus the wording in the standard.

•

The same auditor turning up year after year and covering off the same target areas each time.

•

Auditors who get distracted by “following their nose” to the bitter end of an issue they’ve probably
misunderstood in the first place, sometimes trying to solve it.

•

Ghastly audit reports containing no evidence, no discussion, no simple display of coverage, halfbaked recommendations with no supporting precedents, CB procedural gibberish at the front,
and usually weeks late.

•

Auditors jumping to conclusions and not letting facts get in the way of a good NC report, auditor
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digressing into “war stories” not pertinent to the issue.
•

Audit reporting is poor – ambiguous, convoluted English that causes confusion when reviewing
the report and planning corrective actions.

•

Most of all ‘tick the box’.

•

Lazy type of auditors who do the absolute minimum to tick the boxes and have no interest or skill
set in being aware or advising on continual improvement.

•

Few auditors understand risk itself and as most of the ISO Standards are moving towards risk, are
ill equipped to do the client sufficient justice in imparting risk practices.

•

Many auditors are still unaware how to effectively utilize the “Process approach” in an audit and
how to use that process context when looking at client management systems.

•

Less than 3% of auditors are individually certified.

•

The quality of auditors needs improvement particularly in how they behave on site, such as
spending time physically interacting with personnel performing tasks to understand how the
system supports personnel to perform their task to achieve successful outcomes. Challenging the
status quo.

•

Lack of transparency around decision making – general lack of information sharing.

•

Arrogance.

•

“Clinical” approach.

•

Audits take too long.

•

The variability in the Lead Auditors amongst CABs is disturbing e.g. auditing competence to know
the ISO 9001:2015, AS9100D:2016, IATF 16949:2016; understanding of a specific industry for
comprehending the ‘Context of the Organization’; the deficiency in understanding the ISO/IEC
Directive.

•

Auditors do not understand Root Cause Analysis.
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Appendix E: Expectations of auditors (expert comments)
•

To provide technical assessments balanced with business advice. Market expectations appear to
have placed a broader expected burden and role on the auditor’s traditional technically focused
role. Perceived future relevance of the assessment process will be enhanced if the nonconformances can be presented in the context of business improvement and the overall business
context.

•

The ability to make judgements as to risk and potential impact of the non-compliances they
identify and not just a tick the box inspection against a predefined checklist.

•

Auditors having greater flexibility to identify the specific quality challenges a business is facing
and provide insight into how these might be tackled. This approach requires really good
communication skills coupled with a sound knowledge of business/industry.

•

Possess some business basics knowledge and commercial acumen so that they understand the
imperatives around most business that they audit.

•

Enhanced leadership skills, business/industry knowledge, the ability to assess and quantify risk,
enhanced problem-solving skills, improved communication skills (getting auditors out of the
Board Room onto the factory floor) and improved technical knowledge to enable deeper
understanding of the processes they are auditing.

•

Auditors need to be prepared for the expectations of their clients at many types of organizations
and systems’ maturity.

•

To demonstrate either experience in a sector or experience across a range of sectors to provide
confidence that the auditor can come to grips with the requirements of different industries.

•

The auditors need to be able to audit in sectors they have not necessarily worked in because the
sectors are not large enough to support specialist auditors.

•

Auditors’ education to be standardized, and preparatory for the real-life situations they will come
across in auditing, including the use of and familiarization with technology to aid them in auditing.

•

Auditors need to have people skills and less of a self-importance attitude and focus on being of
service to the client as an improvement identifier.

•

Auditors need to be able to communicate well and possess communication skills to deal with top
management.

•

The growing market expectation will require auditors to possess higher level report writing skills,
along with soft skills of identifying and communicating business related consequences of audit
outcomes, active listening and positioning audit outcomes in a precise, organized and a
commercially focus manner.

•

It is very important that the auditor understands the client’s processes and prepares well and
understands their procedures before or during the audit. Therefore, auditor’s preparedness and
understanding of client’s processes is very important.

•

The need for auditors to assess the whole system rather than just document requirements.
Auditors must understand that audit should be looking for system cohesion, not silo stipulated
clause requirements. Interviewing and observations should be pushed as main criteria, not tick
boxing with document presentation.

•

Auditors should not be influenced by their ego, understand the standards, can audit, use correct
approach and raise CARs if necessary.
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Appendix F: Reasons to improve external auditors' education (expert
comments)
•

Auditors need a much better understanding and ability to demonstrate capability in conducting
audit.

•

Auditors also need a better ability to understand what their clients actually want in the provision
of the service.

•

Clients need value, they do not need unnecessary complex system recommendation from the
auditor. The CAB is accountable for competence demonstration and a rightful audit report. CAB
needs an in-depth audit and value-based approach.

•

Market expectations appear to have placed a broader expected burden and role on the auditor’s
traditional technically focused role.

•

Perceived future relevance of the assessment process will be enhanced if the non-conformances
can be presented in the context of business improvement and the overall business context.

•

In some areas, auditors need to improve in order to enhance their audit performance.

•

The reason is so that the quality of audit delivered is better and the clients get more benefits or
value from the audit.

•

It follows that if a CB is to offer reliable certification, it must have at its disposal auditors and
technical support able to cover adequately every subject matter area it intends to cover in its
marketing.

•

Many auditors have come from the compliance era. They are professional and keep their
knowledge up to date, but things have moved on in technology etc.

•

The issue is consistency of auditing quality. The number of certification bodies has been growing
and auditing became more ‘entrepreneurial’. The critical issues are how to make sure that all (most)
auditors have relevant skills.

•

Auditing requires a mixture of skills and experience. The skills can be taught through training &
education programmes and the real challenge is in demonstrating either experience in a sector or
experience across a range of sectors to provide confidence that the auditor can come to grips
with the requirements of different industries.

•

Older auditors (above 50 years of age) especially, seem out of date in knowledge base with new
ISO 9001 Standards and still predominantly ask for documents rather than access for risk thinking
and practices.

•

Few auditors understand risk itself and as most of the ISO Standards are moving towards risk, are
ill equipped to do the client sufficient justice in imparting risk practices.

•

There are very few ‘good auditors’ that have the technical skills, people skills, risk knowledge and
business knowledge.

•

Some older style auditors have failed to grasp the new requirements (context, risk, etc.) and so are
providing audits that diminish the intended value of the process for the client..

•

Many auditors are still unaware how to effectively utilize the ‘Process Approach’ in an audit and
how to use that process context when looking at client management systems.

•

To qualify the auditors on auditing and standards.

•

To continuously improve on personal development, education beyond what is required from an
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accreditation point of view.
•

Auditors tend to stagnate and therefore are complacent and do not bring the necessary value
expected to an audit.

•

To enhance the performance of the auditors, the clients would gain more added value to
betterment their businesses process and therefore profit through effectiveness and efficiency.

•

Lagging behind international expectations and requirements of auditors.

•

To improve auditors’ knowledge on the standards, report writing, auditing skill and technologies
(e.g. digitization).

•

Too many auditors do not understand the ‘Context of the Organization’.

•

Auditors lack the ability to make judgements as to risk and potential impact of the noncompliances they identify.

•

Auditors come to auditing as a profession at many different stages of life; their education needs to
be standardized, and preparatory for the real-life situations they will come across in auditing,
including the use of and familiarization with technology to aid them in auditing.

•

Traditional audit courses and training do not address this change in competency needed.

•

To improve on report writing skills that convey issues succinctly.

•

There needs to be consistency in how audits are performed. They must be up to date with the
industry they are auditing, what the changes and requirements are, how things are trending, how
the legislation/regulation changes may impact them.

•

It is important that auditor’s education stresses the important role they are playing and that they
must act ethically, professionally and with integrity.

52

Appendix G: Suggestions for improving the performance of external
auditors and the audit
•

Working as a community to develop some ‘role model’ examples of what can legitimately be done
under the context of ‘audit’.

•

As an industry, improve the understanding of clients on the benefits of certification.

•

The preparation of an exposition of conformity is established as an accreditation requirement
necessary to serve as the basis for certification and to clarify the auditor’s role.

•

CBs are required under accreditation rules to publish their conformity criteria to clear up the
random shambles that has been custom and practice for decades.

•

Disciplinary action should be taken against when CAB auditors approve certification for a business’s
management system when the system clearly does not contain the content required to achieve
the standards intended outcomes.

•

Develop and implement strategies to enhance more consistency of practice standards and service
delivery provided to clients.

•

Have a Training and Development Plan by the CAB.

•

Establish national standards and a consistent Continual Professional Development (CPD)
programme for auditors. A point system requiring a professional log, similar to IEEE and other
professional chartered institutions to provide evidence of some CPD activity per year (courses,
publications, training received as well as provided).

•

It would be informative to better appreciate the commercial drivers behind an organization’s
decision to engage in the audit process. Understanding those commercial drivers may inform the
industry as to relevant processes and capability to build improved value chain connections and
actions.

•

The desire and approach of an auditor has to be set rightfully. The auditor’s focus has to be set
correctly that they are auditing for betterment of the organization and willing to stand tall on the
work done.

•

Encourage auditors to spend more time talking to staff out on the floor to understand how the
quality system works on a day to day basis.

•

Reduce the dependence on pro-forma checklists.

•

Consideration could be given to returning auditors to industry for periods of time to renew
industry knowledge, especially high-risk industries.

•

Although request for post audit feedback on the service provided could falsely skew information
received if audit outcome was not favourable to the client, but appropriately neutral questions
could provide insight to whether clients felt they received value for the audit experience and
performance of the auditor.

•

To further devise ways of assessing an auditor’s attitude and their ability to communicate in a way
that improves the process. An auditor who has technical knowledge and the codes for a job, but
who compliments that with a terrific attitude who is attuned to a client’s needs is invaluable. There
are many fully qualified auditors available, but it is those with the right attitude we need.

•

Auditors should co-operate with their CAB’s in management of Non-Conformities and timely
follow-ups can be done.
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Appendix H: Thematic identification and ranking of knowledge, skills,
attributes and experience for auditors
Number of occurrences for items - Knowledge
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Number of occurrences for items - Skills

Number of occurrences for items - Attributes

Number of occurrences for items - Experience
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