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Objective: Professional skepticism is a fundamental concept in the auditing
process, and both researchers and standard setters have consistently emphasized the
importance of applying appropriate levels of professional judgment in auditing.
The purpose of this study is to explore auditors’ experiences and perceptions of
professional skepticism and to classify the conceptual dimensions through which
auditors understand and apply this phenomenon in practice.

Method: The approach of the present study is interpretive and qualitative
phenomenology, employing a maximum variation sampling method. The data
were collected in 2023 through interviews with 14 auditing professionals and
analyzed using MAXQDA software.

Results: According to the research findings, after analyzing the data collected
from the interviews, five descriptive categories emerged of how auditors
perceive and experience professional skepticism in auditing, which included
Professional skepticism as the auditor's subjective attitude; Professional
Skepticism as Knowledge Gained Over Time; Professional Skepticism as the
Absence of the Presumption of Innocence in Auditing; Professional Skepticism
as Situational Doubt; Professional Skepticism as a Culture of General Inquiry.

Conclusion: The wide range of auditors’ experiences and interpretations of
professional skepticism highlights the conceptual and practical complexity of
this construct. Accordingly, it is recommended that this issue be considered in
educational planning, particularly in the design of accounting and auditing
curricula as well as in training programs for auditors.
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Introduction

Professional skepticism is a fundamental concept in the auditing process, consistently
emphasized by both researchers and standard setters as a cornerstone of professional judgment
and audit quality. The ability of auditors to exercise an appropriate level of skepticism directly
influences their capacity to detect errors, irregularities, or potential fraud. Despite its critical
importance, the nature and interpretation of professional skepticism remain complex and
context-dependent. The purpose of this study is to explore auditors’ lived experiences and
perceptions of professional skepticism within the auditing profession and to classify the
different ways auditors conceptualize and internalize this phenomenon. Understanding these
variations can provide valuable insight into how professional skepticism is applied in practice
and how it shapes auditors’ decision-making processes.

Method

This research adopts an interpretive qualitative approach using the phenomenographic research
method, which is grounded in the assumption that individuals may experience and conceptualize the
same phenomenon in diverse ways. The phenomenographic method seeks to identify and categorize
these varying conceptions to reveal the range of meanings associated with a given phenomenon.

A maximum variation sampling strategy was used to ensure diversity in participants’
backgrounds and experiences. Data were collected in 2023 through semi-structured interviews with
14 expert auditors. All interviews were transcribed and analyzed using MAXQDA software. The
analysis process involved coding, categorizing, and comparing participants’ descriptions to identify
qualitatively distinct ways in which professional skepticism is perceived and experienced.

Results

Analysis of the interview data resulted in the identification of five descriptive categories
that capture auditors’ conceptualizations of professional skepticism:

1. Professional Skepticism as a Subjective Attitude

In this category, skepticism is viewed as an individual auditor’s personal mindset—an internal
disposition to question, inquire, and critically evaluate audit evidence. The external horizon is
defined as the individual, while the internal horizon is the subjective attitude, encompassing
elements such as critical thinking, curiosity and questioning, and personal characteristics.
Participants highlighted that imagination, creativity, self-confidence, interpersonal understanding,
and personality traits contribute to an auditor’s inquisitive mindset and enhance their ability to
identify unreasonable or illogical relationships within financial accounts.

2. Professional Skepticism as Knowledge Gained Over Time

This category conceptualizes skepticism as a form of knowledge and expertise accumulated
through experience. The external horizon is the individual, and the internal horizon represents
knowledge acquisition over time. Auditors described how repeated exposure to complex audit
tasks, professional challenges, and scrutiny from regulators or senior management foster deeper
insight and a more refined skeptical perspective.

3. Professional Skepticism as the Absence of the Presumption of Innocence in Auditing

Here, professional skepticism is characterized as an absence of presumed innocence in
assessing audit evidence. The external horizon is the audit profession, and the internal horizon
is the absence of presumption of innocence, which includes three elements: conservative bias
in audit judgment, recognition of the lack of neutrality, and skeptical action in practice.

At this level, auditors prioritize evidence of potential misstatement over evidence supporting
management’s claims, approaching such assertions with cautious scrutiny and professional doubt.

4. Professional Skepticism as Situational Doubt

In this category, skepticism is regarded as a context-dependent and temporary state
influenced by situational factors. The external horizon is again the individual, while the internal
horizon is situational doubt.
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Auditors experience skepticism as a transient mental and emotional condition triggered by
particular audit circumstances, which in turn shapes their judgmental behavior.

5. Professional Skepticism as a Culture of General Inquiry

This final category defines skepticism as a cultural and societal construct rooted in broader
norms of inquiry and critical thinking. The external horizon is the society, and the internal
horizon is the culture of inquiry.

Participants emphasized that societal values, educational systems, and professional
environments influence how auditors develop and express skeptical attitudes. Behavioral
norms and ethical beliefs—shaped by professional education and societal culture—manifest in
auditors’ approaches to evidence evaluation and professional conduct.

Collectively, these five categories represent a spectrum of understanding—from personal
cognitive traits to institutional and societal dimensions—reflecting the multidimensional nature
of professional skepticism.

Conclusions

he diverse experiences and perceptions identified in this study illustrate the conceptual
complexity of professional skepticism within auditing. Since skepticism directly influences
auditors’ judgment, decision-making, and the quality of audit outcomes, variations in how
auditors conceptualize this concept may lead to inconsistencies in professional behavior and
compliance with auditing standards.

Accordingly, the study recommends that the concept of professional skepticism be given
greater emphasis in accounting and auditing education. Curriculum designers and educators
should incorporate this construct explicitly into university courses, textbooks, and professional
training programs, thereby enhancing future auditors’ understanding of its theoretical and
practical implications.

Furthermore, standard setters and professional bodies are encouraged to use these insights to
revisit and refine the definition of professional skepticism in auditing standards. By acknowledging
its multifaceted nature—spanning individual attitudes, experiential learning, professional norms,
and societal culture—they can promote a more comprehensive and applicable framework for
cultivating and assessing professional skepticism in the auditing profession.
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