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Abstract 
The auditing profession is a popular career choice among business graduates, and the 
Big N firms hire large cohorts of audit assistants every year. The auditing profession is 
special in the way that it has a defined career ladder, as well as a high employee 
turnover rate. The hiring process involves contact both with the HR department and 
auditors from the operating business. Since the audit assistants are not expected to have 
great technical knowledge at the beginning of their employment, other things than the 
actual auditing skills must be tested during the hiring process. 
  
In prior research, studies have been conducted from the perspective of the applicant, 
rather than the organizational perspective. There has been relatively little research on 
the recruitment of auditors, and most research has been conducted in another context 
than a Swedish one. The research question used for this thesis is: How do audit firms 
hire entry-level audit assistants, and what profile is desired by the HR department and 
the operating business? 
  
The main purposes of this study are to explore the hiring process and what profile is 
desired, from both the HR department’s perspective and the operating business’ 
perspective. The study is qualitative, and the data was collected through semi-structured 
interviews with delegates from the largest audit firms in Sweden. The sample consisted 
of eleven informants including seven auditors and four recruiters. 
 
The empirical findings suggest that the Big N firms in Sweden hire through a 
centralized HR-department, with a standardized process that is similar among all the 
firms. A lot of responsibility lies with the HR-department, but the auditors make the 
final determination if the applicant will fit into the group. The most important 
characteristics desired of an audit assistant are found to be social skills, team ability, 
and dedication, and these are assessed at the different steps of the hiring process. 
Finally, the findings suggest that the HR department and the delegates from the 
operating business of the HR firms agree on what profile they are looking for, however, 
there is no formal way of evaluating the hiring process in any of the firms.  
 
The contributions of this thesis can be of use for various actors, for example audit firms 
when developing their hiring strategies, regulatory authorities when discussing the 
development of the industry and educational bodies and students when preparing for a 
career within auditing. From an academic perspective, this study can be used as a point 
of departure for future research.   
 
 
Key words: Hiring process, audit assistant, personality, audit firms, auditing profession  
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Abbreviations and definitions 
Ability test: The term ability test is used for the tests in the hiring process that aim to 
measure aspects such as general mental ability and cognitive ability.   
 
The auditing profession: In the UK and the US, the industry is known as “the 
accounting profession”. “The auditing profession” is the term used in Sweden 
(Wallerstedt, 2001, p. 865), as well as in this study, including both “the accountancy 
profession” and “the accounting profession”.  
 
Auditor: In accordance with what is stated regarding the auditing profession, in this 
study, “auditor” is used instead of “accountant” (cf. Broberg, 2013, p. 16). Notable is 
that often in the literature, auditors, controllers, cost accountants, clerks and 
bookkeepers are all gathered under the term “accountants” (DeCoster and Rhode, 1971, 
p. 654).  
 
Authorized public accountant: The term refers to a licensed auditor in Sweden. Other 
countries use similar systems and designations, such as CPA (cf. e.g., Bullen och 
Flamholtz, 1985) in the US, and chartered accountant in, among other countries, the UK 
(cf. e.g., Gammie, 2000). In Sweden, an employee is qualified to undertake the 
examination to become an authorized public accountant after three to five years of 
practical work experience as an auditor (Supervisory Board of Public Accountants, 
n.d.a).   
 
The Big N: The Big Four is a term used for the four largest firms that offer audit, 
assurance, tax, consulting and advisory services, worldwide: Deloitte, PwC, EY and 
KPMG (e.g., Axelsson, 2011, p. 32). The company group has decreased over time and 
was earlier called the Big Eight (e.g. Dinius and Rogow, 1988), the Big Six (e.g., Grey, 
1998) and the Big Five (e.g., Jacobs, 2003). Sometimes, the term Big Seven appears, 
which includes the Big Four and the firms BDO, Grant Thornton and Mazers (Kempe, 
2013, p. 10). Because of the changes in number and inclusion of firms, in this study, the 
expression Big N is used.   
 
CPA: Certified Public Accountant - a licensed public accountant in the US (cf. the 
definition of an authorized public accountant above).  
 
Employee turnover rate: The total number of resignations during a year in relation to 
the average numbers of employees (EY, 2013, p. 28). Related numbers presented in this 
study follow that formula. Since the numbers have been recalculated to increase the 
comparability, the employee turnover presented might differ from what is presented in 
the companies’ annual reports.  
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FAR: The institute for the accounting and auditing profession in Sweden. The members 
are authorized public accountants, authorized accounting consultants, tax consultants 
and payroll consultants. 
 
HR: Human Resources. 
 
Personality test: The term personality test is used for the tests in the hiring process that 
aim to measure aspects of the candidates’ personality, often conducted through self-
assessment.    
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Over the last decades, the auditing profession has been a popular career choice among 
business graduates. This introduction presents the staffing structure of the profession, 
and introduces what the hiring process of an audit assistant can look like, based on 
information from the Big N firms’ websites. The hiring process involves contact with 
both a centralized HR department and auditors from the operating business, which 
leads to the main purpose of the study: To explore the hiring process and what profile 
that is desired from both the HR department’s view and the operating business’ view in 
order to identify significant parts of the process from both perspectives. 

1.1 Background 
“What do you want to be when you grow up?” The answer to that question is rarely "an 
auditor" when you ask children. However, if you ask business students, the image 
changes. Among Nordic students, the large audit firms are recurrently in the top when 
business students are asked about their ideal future employer (Universal Global, 2016).  
 
During the academic year 2015/2016, approximately 8 500 business economists 
graduated in Sweden (Statistics Sweden [Sw.: Statistiska Centralbyrån], 2017, p. 35). 
According to a report from the Swedish Association of Graduates in Business 
Administration and Economics [Sw.: Civilekonomerna] that investigates Swedish 
business economist graduates from 2011, 86% of the respondents studied business 
administration. Out of those, approximately one third majored in accounting (Swedish 
Association of Graduates in Business Administration and Economics, 2016, pp. 8-9), 
and 10% of the business economist graduates eventually became auditors (Swedish 
Association of Graduates in Business Administration and Economics, 2016, p. 22). 
Although the Big N firms are popular among business students (Universal Global, 
2016), representatives from the profession report a keen competition for the best 
graduates (Durocher et al., 2016, p. 1; Hammarström, 2016). Nevertheless, the auditing 
and accounting industry, with the Big N forefront, recruits the largest number of 
business economist graduates in Sweden each year (Kempe, 2013, p. 49), and a large 
share of the recruited goes to the audit business line (Hammarström, 2016).  
 
An entry-level employee starts as an audit assistant before becoming senior auditor after 
approximately two years. Then, about five years from the entry at the firm, the 
employee reaches the manager rank. The partners are in the top of the hierarchy, a 
position that takes ten years, or more, to reach. These titles vary from firm to firm, but 
the structure recurs in all firms (Arens et al., 2014, p. 49), as well as countries (see e.g. 
an example of the Swedish career ladder in Axelsson, 2009, p. 24). There are few 
industries that have such a clear career ladder as the audit industry (Axelsson, 2011, p. 
32; Brierley and Gwilliam, 2003, p. 434), and consequently, the audit industry has a 
distinct pyramidal staffing structure.  
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Figure 1. The staffing structure and career ladder of a typical audit firm. 

In Sweden, after three to five years of employment, the auditors are qualified to take the 
test to become authorized public accountants (Supervisory Board of Public Accountants 
[Sw.: Revisionsnämnden], n.d.a), which at many firms also is a requirement to continue 
to climb the career ladder (Axelsson, 2009, p. 24). In December 2016, there were 3 409 
authorized public accountants in total in Sweden, working at 149 registered audit firms 
(Supervisory Board of Public Accountants, 2016). According to the HR manager at the 
time at Deloitte, who was interviewed by Axelsson (2009, p. 24), only approximately a 
quarter of the ones Deloitte hires within the auditing business area become authorized 
public accountants in the future. The fact that such a small share becomes authorized 
public accountants might stem from the perceived difficulties to keep the best talents 
within the audit firms (cf. Kempe, 2013, p. 40). Employees who have significant 
interaction with client entities, such as auditors, are constantly exposed to new work 
opportunities (Alvesson, 2000, p. 1119). In addition, this kind of employees are 
attractive on the labor market (Alvesson, 2000, p. 1119), an image confirmed by 
representatives from the audit industry in Sweden (Axelsson, 2009, p. 26). The 
phenomenon is not new and has attracted attention before. For example, in 1985, Bullen 
and Flamholtz (1985, p. 287) stated that some turnover is expected and considered 
necessary, but the uncontrolled high rate of turnover experienced by large audit firms 
appears to be dysfunctional.  
 
Recruitment, socialization, job satisfaction, organizational and professional 
commitment, promotion, retention and staff turnover are all staffing aspects relevant to 
any employing organization (cf. Brierley and Gwilliam, 2003, p. 431). However, as for 
other knowledge-intensive business services, an audit firm’s most important resource is 
their personnel (cf. Alvesson, 2000, pp. 1101-1103; Knechel et al., 2013, p. 391), and 
issues related to attracting, retaining and developing competent personnel are amplified 
for a knowledge-intensive business service (Alvesson, 2000, p. 1103). Further, many of 
the mentioned staffing aspects are interrelated. For example, the recruitment process 
impacts post-hire outcomes, such as the recruit’s attitude and behavior, as well as the 
behavior of existing employees, potential applicants and other stakeholders, and in turn 
the productivity and profitability of the company (Barber, 1998, p. 11).  
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Due to the characteristics of the auditing profession, Brierley and Gwilliam (2003, p. 
431) state that managing these kinds of staffing aspects is a significant part of the 
operation of an audit firm. The auditing profession is complex and includes various 
activities, such as risk assessments, analytical procedures and evidence evaluations 
(Broberg, 2013, p. 307; Nelson and Tan, 2005, p. 42). Today, the complexity of the 
auditor role is enhanced by that the auditing profession is currently undergoing a 
transformation due to regulatory changes (European Commission, 2016; Government 
Offices of Sweden [Sw.: Regeringskansliet], 2010, p. 1), as well as the technological 
development of the society (cf. Kempe, 2013, p. 25). One consequence is that the 
auditor role approaches a consulting role (cf. Jeacle, 2008, p. 1315; Kempe, 2013, p. 
11). Hence, as a newly hired entry-level audit assistant, the employee has to adapt to 
many new situations as work locations, clients and teams, at the same time as they are 
pressured to meet challenging deadlines. Further, the workload is uneven with a high 
concentration during the first months of the calendar year (Brierley and Gwilliam, 2003, 
p. 431).  
 
The complex role and the hard work that auditors perform (cf. Broberg, 2013, p. 307) 
result in extensive requirements on the desired profile of the audit firms’ applicants. 
When applying to one of the Big N firms, typical requests are that the applicant should 
meet the theoretical requirements to take the test to become an authorized public 
accountant, have relevant work experience, good grades and engagements besides the 
university studies. Further, it is common that the applicant should enclose final grades 
both from the university and from high school with their application (cf. e.g., Deloitte, 
2017a; EY, 2017; Grant Thornton, 2017a; KPMG, 2017a). The outspoken profile of a 
future entry-level audit assistant requested by the large audit firms includes 
characteristics such as integrity (Deloitte, 2017b; EY, n.d.), team ability (Deloitte, 
2017b; EY, 2017; Grant Thornton, 2017b; KPMG; 2017a; PwC, 2016a), potential to be 
a leader (Deloitte, 2017b; PwC, 2016a), a business mind (Deloitte, 2017a; PwC, 2016a), 
social qualifications (Deloitte, 2017a; EY, 2017; Grant Thornton, 2017b; KPMG, 
2017a; PwC, 2016a) and analytical abilities (Deloitte, 2017a; EY, 2017).  
 
However, the true quality of an applicant can not be known with certainty during the 
hiring process (Rynes and Barber, 1990, p. 290). Consequently, the recruiters have a 
difficult task predicting retention and the future contribution an individual will make to 
the organization based on the factual and personal information available during the 
hiring process (Smith and Graves, 2002, p. 117). The hiring process consists of two 
parts, recruitment of applicants and screening and selection among the recruited 
candidates (Holzer, 1987, p. 1). Gammie et al. (2004, p. 5) explain the recruitment as 
“the activity that generates a pool of applicants who have the desire to be employed by 
the organisation”. The selection is the activity conducted when the firm assesses and 
decides who is suitable for employment within the firm (Gammie et al., 2004, p. 5). 
Depending on chosen recruitment and screening strategies, it might be possible to 
determine the characteristics of the person filling the position in the end (Holzer, 1987, 
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p. 2), and consequently, as mentioned, the hiring process impacts post-hire outcomes 
(cf. Barber, 1998, p. 11).  
 
In order to identify the most suitable employees during the hiring process, all firms use 
various methods to get to know and assess their potential future employees, and the 
audit firms are not an exception. After submitting an application to one of the Big N 
firms, the hiring process continues with tests and interviews, with some variations 
depending on firm and position. The following information is available to the applicants 
on the firms’ websites: all applications are read by someone from the recruitment team 
(e.g., EY, n.d.). When initially selected, further selection tests are required (e.g., EY, 
n.d.; PwC, 2016a), and multiple interviews (Deloitte, 2017b; EY, n.d.; KPMG, 2017b; 
PwC, 2016a). The first interview is conducted by a recruiter from the HR department 
(e.g., Deloitte, 2017b; KPMG, 2017b), sometimes in combination with a practical 
exercise (e.g., Deloitte, 2017b). If the applicant is selected for the next step, the process 
continues with an interview with a delegate from the operating business, i.e. an auditor 
from the concerned office or department, often the group manager or office manager 
(e.g., Deloitte, 2017b; KPMG, 2017b).  
 
In line with the process described above, Hakel et al. (1970, p. 116) noticed that the 
hiring of auditors can involve both auditors and recruiters who are not auditors. When 
identifying differences between the groups’ perceptions of auditors’ characteristics, 
Hakel et al. (1970, pp. 118-119) conclude that the decision regarding an applicant’s 
future will be affected by who conducts the interview. Given that the interviewer 
believes that his or her perception of an auditor is congruent with who is most likely to 
be successful, the interviewer will choose to further process the applicants agreeing with 
that picture (Hakel et al., 1970, p. 119). The Big N’s websites indicate that an applicant 
must pass the HR department before an interview with an auditor takes place (cf. 
Deloitte, 2017b; KPMG, 2017b). Hence, in order to achieve an effective hiring process, 
the interaction between the HR department and the auditor in charge of respective 
department’s staffing, including the evaluation of the hiring process, is crucial.   

1.2 Research gap 
In general, significantly more research has been conducted with focus on the applicant 
perspective, than on the organizational perspective (Barber, 1998, pp. 7, 124). Since 
recruitment, and hiring in general, is an organizational phenomenon, it is an important 
topic to evaluate from the organizations’ point of view (cf. Barber, 1998, p. 124). 
Further, Ulrich et al. (1989, p. 331) state that HR practices and competencies vary by 
industry, and accordingly, Barber (1998, p. 8) highlights that a research body has to 
adequately represent the population of organizations involved in recruiting. The Big N 
firms distinguish themselves by hiring a large number of highly educated graduates on a 
regular basis (cf. Hammarström, 2016; Kempe, 2013, p. 49), which makes them of 
special interest to study. The recruitment of auditors has been subject to relatively little 
research (Anderson-Gough et al., 2001, p. 99; Jeacle, 2008, p. 1298), and Dirsmith et al. 
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(1997, p. 5) describe the Big N firms as representing an under-researched organization-
based profession.  
 
Nevertheless, Brierley and Gwilliam (2003, p. 432) notice that a body of academic 
research regarding staffing aspects and how they affect professionals that work at the 
audit firms has emerged over the last couple of decades. One example is Jacobs’ (2003, 
p. 570) study regarding equality issues in the recruitment to the auditing profession. 
Others have focused on the socialization process of new hires (e.g. Anderson-Gough et 
al., 2001, p. 100; Jeacle, 2008, p. 1289), and some researchers have looked at selection 
practices within the profession (Gammie et al., 2004, p. 1; Harvey-Cook, 1995, p. x). 
However, the research has mainly been conducted by US researchers (Brierley and 
Gwilliam, 2003, pp. 432), and many of the studies mentioned above are conducted in 
the UK. It has been noted that the relationship between the academic community and 
the audit firms varies between countries, resulting in different research opportunities 
and outcomes (Brierley and Gwilliam, 2003, pp. 432). Therefore, the research body can 
be further developed with additional insights from a Swedish perspective.    
 
Further, the business world of the 21st century changes quickly, therefore, the hiring 
methods should be continuously monitored and developed (cf. Gammie et al., 2004, p. 
42). Due to the ongoing transformation of the profession (cf. e.g., Kempe, 2013, p. 11), 
and in an environment where job titles, status and becoming partner are not the only 
measurements of success, the staffing patterns within the large audit firms might 
change, and Brierley and Gwilliam (2003, p. 435) suggest that the development should 
be further researched.  

1.3 Research question 
It has been observed that evaluating an applicant, and hence, that person’s future 
performance and duration within a company, is a difficult task (Rynes and Barber, 1990, 
p. 290; Smith and Graves, 2002, p. 117). The hiring process of an auditor consists of 
multiple steps and includes an interview with the HR department and later an interview 
with a delegate from the operating business (e.g., Deloitte, 2017b; KPMG, 2017b). This 
evokes an interest in investigating the hiring process from the perspective of the HR 
department and the perspective of the operating business. In addition, the complexity of 
the auditor role (cf. e.g., Broberg, 2013, p. 307; Nelson and Tan, 2005, p. 42) is further 
enhanced by the ongoing transformation of the auditing profession (cf. e.g., European 
Commission, 2016; Jeacle, 2008, p. 1315; Kempe, 2013). Based on that background, the 
research question is formulated as follows:    
 
How do audit firms hire entry-level audit assistants, and what profile is desired by the 
HR department and the operating business? 
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1.4 Purpose and contribution 
Consistent with the research question, this study aims to explore the hiring process from 
both the HR department’s view and the operating business’ view in order to identify the 
significant parts of the process and what profile that is desired. Since the hiring process 
includes both the operating business and an HR department, the interaction between 
these two departments is perceived as an important aspect that impacts the hiring 
process, and is therefore explored as a sub-purpose. In addition, retention issues 
frequently appeared in the informants’ answers, as well as in prior research. Thus, 
another sub-purpose is to investigate how retention and turnover are perceived to impact 
the staffing structure and how it is handled already during the hiring process. Another 
recurring theme related to staffing within auditing appeared, namely that the profession 
currently undergoes a transformation. Hence, to explore the informants’ view on that, 
has also been included in the study as a sub-purpose. 
 
In accordance with what is stated above, the purposes are formulated as follows: 
● Main purpose: To explore the hiring process from both the HR department’s 

perspective and the operating business’ perspective. 
● Main purpose: To explore what profile is desired by both the HR department’s 

perspective and the operating business’ perspective. 
● Sub-purpose: To explore the interaction between the HR department and the 

operating business. 
● Sub-purpose: To investigate the informants’ view of how retention and turnover 

impact the staffing structure and how the informants handle these questions 
already in the hiring process.   

● Sub-purpose: To explore how the transformation of the auditing profession 
impacts the hiring of auditors.  
 

 
Figure 2. The purposes of the thesis. 
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This study contributes with insights that can be of practical use for audit firms when 
further developing their staffing strategies, as well as for educational bodies when 
educating tomorrow’s auditors. The content can also be of use for accounting students 
that aspire to become auditors. In addition, regulatory authorities, such as the 
Supervisory Board of Public Accountants and FAR, might have use for the audit firms’ 
reasoning when discussing the development of the industry. When contributing to the 
body of research related to the research gap presented above, this paper can also be 
useful for academics and work as a point of departure for future research regarding 
recruitment and staffing patterns within audit firms.  

1.5 Delimitations 
This study is delimited to the Big N audit firms and their operations in Sweden’s three 
largest cities, Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö. Further, focus is on the hiring of 
external candidates, and more specifically on the hiring for entry-level auditor positions. 
The reasoning behind these delimitations pertain to the number of new entry-level 
employees hired within auditing in these cities each year. The selected companies 
distinguish themselves by hiring a large number of highly educated graduates on a 
regular basis (cf. Hammarström, 2016; Kempe, 2013, p. 49). This makes these particular 
firms and offices of special interest.    
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Chapter 2: Research methodology 
This chapter describes and motivates the choices to use a subjective ontological 
standpoint and interpretivism as epistemological stance. Further, the choices regarding 
the research approach, the use of a qualitative research method and the design of the 
study are explained. 

2.1 Ontology: Subjectivism  
Ontology is the researcher’s view on the nature of existence and what constitutes reality 
(Gray, 2014, p. 19), and the researcher can either have an objective or a subjective 
ontological standpoint. The objective view means that the researcher assumes that the 
things studied exist and contain its characteristics independently of the external 
environment and social actors concerned with their existence (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 
110), further, that the reality subsists within the objects (Ryan et al., 2002, p. 13). The 
other view on the nature of reality, the subjective view, means that the social actors and 
the environment around what is being studied will have an impact on the social 
phenomenon (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 110), and another description is, that with a 
subjective ontological standpoint, the reality and knowledge are mental representations 
(Ryan et al., 2002, p. 14).  
     
For this research, a subjective stance is taken, and Saunders et al. (2009, p. 111) argue 
that since social phenomena are created from mental representations, or perceptions, the 
phenomena will be revised continuously and will not be in a constant state. When 
studying a topic such as hiring, it is natural that the social actors in the process will have 
an impact on the results. The personal values of the delegates from the HR department, 
also titled recruiters in this study, and the delegates from the operating business, also 
titled auditors in this study, will have an impact on the phenomena studied. It is also 
natural to assume that what recruiters and auditors find important today, has not always 
been the case, and will not stay the same way in the future; thus, the statement that 
phenomena are in a state of revision aligns accordingly.  
 
A subjective stance further challenges the researcher to look at the subjective meanings 
motivating the actions of social actors, in order to understand the phenomena (Saunders 
et al., 2009, p. 111). It also points out the different interpretations of the different social 
actors, in this case, different respondents in the study will answer the questions in 
different ways. As previously mentioned, the subjectivist view is that social actors put 
phenomena in constant revision which means it limits the researcher from saying that 
something “is or is not” since it is constantly changing, this will have an impact on the 
analysis of the results (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 111).     
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2.2 Epistemology: Interpretivism 
In contrast to ontology, that focuses on reality, epistemology is about understanding 
what it means to know (Gray, 2014, p. 19), and more specifically what is acceptable 
knowledge in a specific field (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 112). There are two different 
stances of epistemology that separates the researcher who looks at measureable data 
from the researcher who studies feelings and attitudes. The first kind of researcher, who 
has the thinking of a scientist, is conducting research with a positivistic epistemological 
stance. The positivist researcher's part of the study is simply observing, collecting, 
measuring and interpreting the results, and only the phenomena that are observable will 
lead to credible data (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 114). The positivist researcher often 
works from the objective ontological standpoint and believes that the phenomena 
studied are independent of the researcher (Gray, 2014, p. 35). 
 
The other epistemological stance is interpretivism. This epistemological stance 
considers the social actors to be important factors of the research, interpretivists will 
study a phenomenon in its context and consider how it can be affected. The ontological 
view that is generally connected to interpretivism is subjective, this means that the 
people and the environment around what is being studied will have an impact on the 
matter (Gray, 2014, p. 35). In this study, it is logical to use the interpretivist approach; 
because of the subjective ontological viewpoint, but most importantly because the study 
concerns people’s attitudes and personal views. Gray (2014, p. 37) states that 
interpretive studies “seek to explore people’s experiences and their views or 
perspectives of these experiences”, which is what this research is aiming to do.  
 
This study is conducted by interviewing representatives involved in the hiring process at 
Big N firms in order to gain a deeper understanding of the process today and the audit 
industry’s view of the desired profile of an auditor. No predetermined theory is further 
supported with the collected data, rather, the data is analyzed to find eventual patterns 
derived from the interviewees’ answers. Using an interpretivist approach makes it 
necessary for the researchers to take into account that the personal views of the 
informants will affect their answers, since the informants are social actors and have 
personal interpretations of their social roles (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 116). Each answer 
reflects the individual’s image and is affected by that person’s experiences and 
opinions. This is in line with Barber’s (1998, p. 8) statement that there is a difference 
between the recruiting organization and the organizational agents conducting the 
recruiting. In reality, the organization does not make the recruiting decision, but the 
individual does (Barber, 1998, p. 8).  
 
Further, the researchers are not independent of what is being researched, but a part of it 
(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 119). In regards of possible preconceptions, the researchers 
have personal experiences from the hiring processes at Big N firms, since they both 
were recently part of the full process themselves. This could be seen as a preconception 
that could possibly affect the interpretation of the collected data. With that said, the 
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study does not simply represent the subjective opinions of the researchers, but the 
collected data reflects the participant’s perspective and no particular interpretation is 
imposed (cf. Lee et al., 1999, p. 163). However, as Czarniawska-Joerges (1995, p. 27) 
notes, the researchers can at best become spokespersons for the informants, translating 
their answers into what is perceived as the meaning.  

2.3 Research approach 
There are two main ways to approach the research and that is to conduct a deductive 
study or an inductive one. The main difference between the two is that with a deductive 
study, the researcher is testing theory, while with an inductive study, the researcher is 
building theory (Saunders et al., 2009, pp. 124-125). The positivist will most likely use 
the deductive approach in the research, that is more scientific in nature and is a 
dominant approach within the natural sciences (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 124). As 
mentioned in part 2.1 about ontological stances, social phenomena tend to be in a state 
of constant revision, and Flick (2006, p. 12) means that this rapid social change makes it 
difficult to use deductive approaches for the kind of research problems involving social 
issues, and uses an inductive approach instead. 
  
According to Gray (2014, p. 37), interpretive studies are generally inductive, and this 
thesis initially follows that logic. With an inductive approach, the researcher works with 
understanding the nature of the problem and has to make sense of the data collected, 
after which a formulation of a theory is the result. The researcher using the inductive 
approach values the understanding of the way that the people in the study interpret the 
social world around them (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 125). To ensure reliability of the 
data collected, it is important to do multiple observations to draw any conclusions to 
make up a possible theory regarding the studied topic. However, it is important to point 
out that even when doing inductive research, the research process does start out with 
some pre-existing theories or ideas, the difference from the deductive approach is that it 
will not only test the existing one, but establish new patterns and meanings to a theory 
(Gray, 2014, p. 17). 
  
This study starts off with an intended inductive approach, in the way that the purpose is 
not to test a specific theory. However, there are deductive elements present in the study, 
since some preexisting literature were used to direct the research, and as the theoretical 
framework was used to structure the themes and to formulate the questions for the 
interview guide. A preliminary theoretical framework was created, and after the initial 
phase of the process, the empirical results were collected, summarized and connected to 
prior research. However, some empirical results demanded another review of existing 
literature, and consequently, new theoretical parts were added to the framework, which 
is the final theoretical frame of reference presented in this thesis. For example, literature 
regarding realistic job preview with regards to retention rates, was added after the 
collection and summary of the empirical data. This was also the case regarding the 
theoretical framework about the transformation of the auditing profession. 
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Another example of this circular process of writing this thesis, is how the list of 
abbreviations and definitions was updated throughout the process, as well as the 
reference list that was continuously reviewed and updated. The different chapters in this 
thesis were developed in relation to each other, and the process was therefore not 
straightforward, which means that the researchers did not strictly follow either a 
deductive or an inductive research approach. After finalizing the analysis, conclusions 
were presented regarding the new findings which are supported by the theoretical 
framework.  

2.4 Research method: Qualitative  
This study seeks to explore how audit firms hire entry-level audit assistants, and what 
profile is desired by the HR department and the operating business. Since auditing is a 
knowledge-based professional service depending heavily on its personnel and their 
expertise, the inputs of the audit and its quality can not be defined in strictly quantitative 
terms (Knechel et al., 2013, p. 391). Hence, the focus of this study is to derive data from 
the participants’ perspectives (Lee, et al. 1999, p. 163), and it would not be useful to try 
to reduce the evidence to numbers (Remenyi et al., 1998, p. 288). When it comes to a 
problematization that centers around people’s relationships to one another, it is not 
possible to find information through surveys or by collecting numbers from a database 
or such. Qualitative studies are of specific relevance when studying social relations 
(Flick, 2006, p. 11), and they are used to gain a better understanding of a phenomenon 
with an in-depth insight (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, pp. 106-107). 
  
The alternative to doing a qualitative study is to do a quantitative one. While a 
qualitative study can address questions like “what” and “how” something is occurring, a 
quantitative study will answer “how much” of something that is occurring (Lee, et al. 
1999, p. 164). A quantitative method is used for studies that uses or generates numerical 
data that is analyzed statistically, while the qualitative on the contrary, is used for 
studies with non-numerical data (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 151). It is worth mentioning 
that using a mix of these two methods within one study is possible (Saunders et al., 
2009, p. 109). Within the personnel and recruitment management field in general, and 
within studies related to staffing within auditing more specifically, both qualitative (e.g., 
Anderson-Gough et al., 2001; Grey, 1998; Kristof-Brown, 2000) and quantitative (e.g. 
Gammie, 2000; Harvey-Cook and Taffler, 2000; König et al., 2010) studies occur. 
  
Gray (2014, p. 37) states that interpretive studies that are inductive in nature, are 
typically conducted with a qualitative method, and since this paper aims to increase the 
understanding of a phenomenon, a qualitative method is appropriate (Ghauri and 
Grønhaug, 2010, p. 106). The researchers have evaluated all possible data collection 
methods available, and the conclusion was that new material in the form of interviews 
was needed to answer the research question. No database could provide the information 
needed, nor would a questionnaire or survey provide the opportunity to discuss certain 
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topics or questions further with the informants. According to Saunders (2009, p. 362.), 
questionnaires are not particularly good for exploratory research, but explains how 
semi-structured interviews are better suited because it allows the researcher to ask the 
informants to further elaborate on their answers, which will add significance and depth 
to the information (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 362). The semi-structured interview is 
further a way to understand the reasons for the decisions or attitudes of the informants 
(Saunders et al., 2009, p. 324). In this case, it is not only the goal to find out, for 
example, which the desired characteristics of the profiles are, but also the reasoning 
behind those opinions.   

2.5 Research design 
In terms of the nature of the research design, there are four possibilities available; 
exploratory, descriptive, explanatory and predictive (Remenyi et al., 1998, p. 47). This 
study is an exploratory one, meaning that it seeks to clarify the understanding of the 
problem presented and find out what is happening (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 139). The 
time span of this thesis is one semester. This, along with the prior reasoning regarding 
the constant change of social phenomena, are reasons behind the decision that this is a 
cross-sectional research, rather than a longitudinal one (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 155). 
The cross-sectional research looks at a situation at a certain point in time, and will 
examine how something is done at that chosen point in time, and further identifies and 
understands differences between the people in the sample (Remenyi et al., 1998, p. 47). 

2.5.1 Sample 
The targeted firms for the study are the five largest audit firms in Sweden; PwC, EY, 
KPMG, Deloitte, and Grant Thornton, all included in the term Big N. These five firms 
are chosen to get an adequate sample size (cf. Kvale, 1997, p. 98). According to 
Wallerstedt (2001, p. 864), the Big N firms have a uniform corporate style, and 
consequently, they form a group that is possible to investigate within one sample. For 
example, all sampled firms are multinational (Wallerstedt, 2001, p. 859). The 
phenomenon that enables this, is called isomorphism and means that different 
organizations operating in the same environment become similar over time (DiMaggio 
and Powell, 1983, pp. 150-151). Within in this group, four out of the five targeted firms 
chose to participate in the study. Out of these four firms, interviews were conducted 
with one informant from HR and at least one from the operating business with insight in 
the hiring process of graduates. The informants asked to be part of the study are either 
group managers or office managers, or working with recruitment in the HR department, 
all with insight in the hiring of graduates for entry-level audit positions. In this study, 
the group or office managers are referred to as “auditors” and the informants from the 
HR department are referred to as “recruiters”. 
  
The goal was to conduct at least two interviews at each firm; one with a recruiter 
(representing the first step in the hiring process), and one with an auditor from the same 
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firm (representing the second step and the operating business). In some cases, more than 
one auditor from the same firm were interviewed, to get a broader and more 
representative sample with for example an office manager from another city or another 
group. However, the goal was not to interview more than one person from the HR 
department at each firm since all firms in the sample have a centralized HR department, 
meaning more informants from the same HR office would most likely have resulted in 
diminishing returns (cf. Kvale, 1997, p. 98). The main criteria for participating in the 
study was that the informant was working in one of the three largest cities in Sweden 
(Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö). The recruiters had to work in a centralized HR 
department of the firm and hire for more than one group or office. The auditors in the 
sample had to be either group or office managers and involved in the hiring process of 
that group or office. In total, 22 potential informants were contacted, and eleven chose 
to participate. The reasons for not participating in the study were among others, lack of 
time, see Table 1 for further details.  
 

Category Contacted Interviewed Reasons for not participating 

Recruiters 8 4 Lack of time, contact with more than one 
recruiter from the same firm, referred to a 
better suited informant. 

Auditors 14 7 Lack of time, on vacation, on parental 
leave, not included in the hiring process, 
referred to a better suited informant. 

Table 1. Summary of the contact with potential informants. 

The sample in this study is called a judgement sample; one where the informants are 
chosen with a specific purpose in mind, because they are likely to represent the best 
practice in the issue, and are expected to contribute with useful ideas and insights 
(Remenyi et al., 1998, p. 194). A judgement sample is extensively used in exploratory 
research according to Remenyi et al. (1998, p. 194), which this study is. A study with a 
judgement sample does not attempt to provide a result that is statistically representative 
of a population. The informants were either contacted directly, or through another 
employee (see Table 2 for details regarding this). The informants that were introduced 
to the researchers through another informant or employee would be classified as a 
“snowball sample” (Remenyi et al., 1998, p. 194). 
  
The informants were contacted through telephone or via e-mail, it proved to be more 
efficient to use e-mail since it allowed the informants to respond in accordance with 
their schedule. They were contacted between February 20th and March 13th, 2017, 
which were a couple of weeks before the time of when the interviews were held (March 
7th – March 29th). While some of the informants were introduced to the researchers by 
personal contacts, others were found through the firms’ websites. In other cases, a 
potential informant that was found through the firm’s website referred the researchers to 
a better suited informant. See Table 2 for detailed information.  
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When making the decision regarding the size of the sample, things to be taken into 
consideration are the “type of sample, variability in the population, time, costs, accuracy 
of estimates required, and confidence with which generalizations to the population are 
made” (Remenyi et al., 1998, p. 195). According to Kvale (1997, p. 98), an interview 
study is conducted with 5-25 interviews, depending on time and resources available for 
the study, as well as the law of diminishing returns. In total, eleven interviews were 
conducted, four with recruiters and seven with auditors. The last interviewees repeated 
observations already made during earlier interviews, which indicates that the sample 
size was appropriate (cf. Kvale, 1997, p. 98) 
  
The informants in the sample were given a participation information sheet (Appendix 
2), along with the interview questions (Appendix 1) that we intended to ask. This 
information was sent to each informant a week prior to the interview. 
 

Informant Identified via Contact medium  Initial contact date 

Recruiter 1 Introduced to by a personal 
contact 

Telephone 2017-02-20 

Auditor A The firm’s website E-mail 2017-02-20 

Recruiter 4 The firm’s website. Telephone 2017-02-22 

Recruiter 3 Introduced to by a personal 
contact 

E-mail 2017-02-23 

Auditor D Introduced to by the recruiter 
at the firm 

E-mail 2017-02-23 

Auditor E Introduced to by the recruiter 
at the firm 

E-mail 2017-02-23 

Auditor F Personal contact E-mail 2017-02-23 

Recruiter 2 Introduced to by a potential 
informant identified at the 
firm’s website 

E-mail 2017-02-27 

Auditor G Personal contact E-mail 2017-02-28 

Auditor B Introduced to by the recruiter 
at the firm 

E-mail 2017-03-03 

Auditor C Introduced to by a personal 
contact 

E-mail 2017-03-15 

Table 2. Details of the contact with the actual informants listed in the order of when 
they were contacted. 
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2.5.2 Collection of data and qualitative content analysis1  
The study is based on data collected through interviews, more specifically semi-
structured interviews with open-ended questions. It is common to use open-ended 
questions for exploratory studies, and it is a way to collect narrative responses which are 
analyzed quantitatively (Remenyi et al., 1998, p. 152). Further, open-ended interviews 
are often analyzed through qualitative content analysis (Mayring, 2014, p. 72), which is 
the case in this thesis. It has previously been stated that the researchers are not 
independent of what is being researched, but a part of it (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 119), 
and further on that note, Kvale (1997, p. 166) means that the statements of the 
informants are not collected, but created together with the interviewer.  
 
An interview guide was written for the researchers to use in order to structure the 
interviews, this guide can be found in Appendix 1. The interview guide consists of a list 
of questions and themes to be covered, but still allows the possibility to leave out or add 
questions in some interviews, depending on the flow of the conversation (Saunders et 
al., 2009, p. 320). The interview guide was finalized prior to the first interview and was 
consistent throughout the whole data collection process. Apart from the background of 
the interviewee, the interview guide is divided into four major themes; (1) the specific 
hiring process of the company, (2) the interaction between the people in the hiring 
process, (3) the desired profile of the recruits, and (4) the transformation of the auditing 
profession and recruitment within auditing. These major themes are based on what was 
found in the literature search and presented in the theoretical framework.  
 
Before the first interview resulting in collection of data, two test interviews were 
conducted. A former authorized public accountant and group manager with 17 years of 
experience from a Big N firm represented the auditors. Today, the interviewee works as 
a CFO at a large public authority, responsible for a department with 27 employees. An 
HR manager at a private company with approximately 40 employees represented the 
recruiters in the test interviews. The second interviewee has five years of experience 
from personnel related tasks, including recruitment to both accountant positions (cf. 
DeCoster and Rhode, 1971, p. 654) and other professions. The test interviews aimed to 
ensure appropriate wording, amount of and order of the questions (cf. Bell, 2016, pp. 
191, 203). As a result, minor adjustments in the interview guide were made. Data from 
the test interviews are not included in the empirical chapter. 
 
The interviews were scheduled and held according to the informants’ schedules, and the 
interviews were not held in any significant order, but based on the informants’ 
availability. The respondents chose between face-to-face interview, telephone interview 
or interview over video link using Skype. All potential participants were offered the 
different interview media, aiming to increase participation (cf. Sturges and Hanrahan, 
2004, p. 111). Three of the interviews were conducted face-to-face, two respondents 
                                                
1 Qualitative methodologists often recommend that design and analysis should be described together 
(Lee, 1999, p. 172). 
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preferred telephone interview and six of the respondents chose the medium Skype. Both 
authors conducted the interviews together in all cases but two, where there were only 
one of the authors present.  
 
Video link interviews and telephone interviews have advantages related to access and 
costs when the interviewer and interviewee are on different locations. However, with 
telephone interviews, the interviewer loses the opportunity to observe non-verbal 
communication, which consequently, for example, may impact on the interpretation of 
how far a particular line of questioning can be pursued (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 349). 
Nevertheless, usually, observations regarding non-verbal communication are often 
noted in the field notes, but not necessarily used in the later analysis, since the analysis 
is more often based on the transcripts (Cachia and Millward, 2011, p. 272). Further, 
when Sturges and Hanrahan (2004, p. 113) compared the answers between telephone 
interviews and face-to-face interviews, all responding to the same semi-structured 
interview, quantity, nature and depth of responses were similar. Accordingly, in this 
study, the mode of interview is not considered to influence the data to any significant 
degree (cf. Sturges and Hanrahan, 2004, p. 113).  
 
Prior to the start of the interview, the author(s) asked permission to audio record the 
interview, which all the informants agreed to. The interviews were audio recorded in 
order to be able to transcribe them in full afterwards (cf. Kvale, 1997, p. 155). In 
addition, one of the interviewers were taking notes during the interview in order to 
secure the results in case something went wrong with the recorder. The conducted 
interviews varied between 25 and 45 minutes, and the medium used does not seem to be 
connected to the length of the interviews.  
 
The interviews were conducted in Swedish and after the interviews, the material was 
transcribed by the authors. Qualitative content analysis was used to process the data 
collected, and the objective of that is to reduce the material in order to be able to present 
the essential contents (Mayring, 2014, p. 64). The data was coded by both the authors 
independently, and then categorized according to the predetermined themes, that were 
based on the research question and the purpose of the study. During this process, the 
most essential information was identified, the useful material was collected and then the 
representative quotes were selected. The selected quotes were translated into English by 
the authors, and in some instances, the quotes were lightly edited through, for example, 
a choice of a more suitable wording for the English language, or use of punctuation, in 
order to enhance readability (cf. Grey, 1998, p. 573). In some cases, the chosen quotes 
were paraphrased (cf. Mayring, 2014, p. 68). This was done to reduce the non-content 
bearing material, and is called summarizing content analysis (cf. Mayring, 2014, p. 65). 
Summarizing means that not all material is presented, but the non-content bearing 
material is omitted, and content-identical material can be cut, however, a summary of 
the material is necessary (Mayring, 2014, p. 67). 
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In accordance with Saunders et al. (2009, p. 158), it is important to emphasize that the 
purpose of the interviews conducted is not to draw any statistical conclusions to the 
broader population of auditors or recruiters within accounting. Since it is a qualitative 
study, the purpose is rather to further explore the thoughts of the eleven informants in 
the sample, allowing the researchers and readers to gain insights about what these 
people consider important and valuable. The findings are summarized and the results 
provide the central themes and findings, and can therefore not be directly projected on a 
larger population (cf. Saunders et al., 2009, p. 158). If this were a quantitative research, 
then a more standardized set of questions would be used on a larger sample in order to 
draw statistical conclusions (cf. Saunders et al., 2009, p. 125).  

2.6 Literature review  
The literature review captures the main ideas and prior research related to recruitment, 
selection and staffing issues within auditing (cf. Jesson et al., 2011, p. 9). The 
theoretical framework is mainly based on scientific articles from peer-reviewed 
journals, which can be found in databases such as Business Source Premier, Emerald 
Journals, SAGE References, JSTOR, Wiley Journals, Business Insights and 
PsycARTICLES. Australian Business Deans Council’s [ABDC] master journal list has 
been used to control whether the journals are peer-reviewed or not.  
 
Prior research within the area has mainly been conducted by US researchers, and the 
relationship between the academic community and the audit firms differ in different 
countries, which results in different research opportunities and outcomes (Brierley and 
Gwilliam, 2003, pp. 432-433). However, given the internationalization of auditing 
(Humphrey, 2001, p. 373; Öhman and Wallerstedt, 2012, p. 255) and that the audit 
firms in this study’s sample are multinational (Wallerstedt, 2001, p. 859), the studies 
referred to are considered to be useful for further research in a Swedish context. Within 
the field of management and applied psychology, some international consistency 
appears to prevail as well. For example, the results from studies regarding the Five 
Factor Model seem to be consistent both in North America and Europe (Barrick et al., 
2001, p. 23).   
 
When conducting the literature search, to identify relevant literature, key terms have 
been used (cf. Bell, 2016, pp. 100-101; Torraco, 2005, p. 360). The following key terms 
have been searched for, separately and/or in combinations: recruiting, recruitment, 
employee recruitment, human resources, human resources management, HR, HRM, 
personnel, selection, hiring, employee selection, auditor, audit assistant, accountant, 
CPA, chartered accountant, public accountant, Big Four, Big Five, Big Six, Big Eight, 
audit, auditing, industry, profession, characteristics, personality, five factor model, 
entry-level, retention, turnover, realistic job preview, person-organization fit, 
evaluation, measure, training, development and transformation. Further, the 
bibliographies in relevant literature have been used to identify additional references (cf. 
Torraco, 2005, p. 369).  
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In addition to scientific articles, occasionally, textbooks, dissertations and other 
published material are used. The authors and publishers to such material have been 
investigated and determined as reliable, and the information from those sources has 
been used carefully (cf. Remenyi et al., 1998, p. 65). For statistics and other information 
specific for Sweden, the most valid originator available has been referred to. When 
possible, information is gathered from Swedish public authorities such as the 
Supervisory Board of Public Accountants and Statistics Sweden. In the absence of that, 
information from associations such as FAR and the Swedish Association of Graduates 
in Business Administration and Economics, and their respectively magazines, are used. 
The information should not be considered scientific and is mainly used to show the 
situation in Sweden. In addition, throughout all the sources, year of publication, 
reputation, relevance and how the information is used in this thesis are considered.  

2.7 Ethical considerations 
Saunders et al. (2009, p. 202) state that qualitative research is more likely than 
quantitative research to lead to some ethical concerns. Kvale (1997, p. 104) describes 
how ethical considerations need to be considered throughout all the stages of doing 
research. The main issue regarding the ethics is the anonymity of the informants, and 
the confidentiality related to that issue. Other things to take into consideration are for 
example; the reason for doing the study and who will benefit from it; the possible 
consequences for the informants if they choose to participate and if the study is 
published; how deeply the interviews can be analyzed; and how the things that the 
informants say should be interpreted (Kvale, 1997, p. 105). The ethical issues related to 
the interview situation are among other things the use of any special equipment without 
consent (for example an audio recorder), the use of coercion to get certain information, 
and depriving the informants of their rights (Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 21).  
 
The ethical issues regarding the informants were covered in an information sheet (cf. 
Kvale 1997, p. 197; Saunders et al., 2009, pp. 190-192), that was sent to the informants 
one week prior to the interviews. According to Saunders et al. (2009 p. 362), 
preparation with an information sheet is a very helpful tool to release possible anxieties 
of the informants. This participant information sheet (see Appendix 2) includes a 
description of the study and its purpose, as well as details about the rights of the 
informants, such as the right to withdraw, and the right to decline to answer a question. 
Information about the interview in general is also disclosed, such as the fact that the 
interviews were to be conducted in Swedish but presented in English in the thesis, and 
information about audio recording of the interview and the informant’s rights regarding 
that. In order to prepare for the interview, they were also given the interview guide 
(Appendix 1) at the time they received the information sheet.  
 
The interviews started out with the researchers asking the informants if they had 
received and read the participation information sheet, and if they agreed to participate 
and to be audio recorded. The researchers reassured that the anonymity of the 
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informants would be preserved through not mentioning which firm the informant 
represents in the final draft of the thesis. The informants were also informed that if any 
direct quotes were to be used in the study, they would be given the chance to review 
them before publishing (cf. Ghauri and Grønhaug, 2010, p. 22). Consequently, after the 
empirical chapter was written, the informants received an e-mail with their direct 
quotations. Out of the eleven informants, six informants responded to the e-mail. Four 
of those approved the quotations in their current form, and two informants had 
comments regarding the wording. However, the interpreted meaning remained constant. 
Five informants did not respond, which is considered to be acceptance by silence.  
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Chapter 3: Theoretical framework 
This paper aims to identify what profile the audit firms value when they hire entry-level 
audit assistants, both from the perspective of the HR department and from the operating 
business’ perspective. Hence, the theoretical point of departure is in the existing 
literature within the HR field, primarily regarding the hiring process. The theoretical 
framework also covers prior research concerning the auditor profile and trends within 
the auditing profession.  

3.1 The hiring process 
The hiring process can be divided into two parts: the recruitment of applicants, and the 
screening and selection among these applicants (Holzer, 1987, p. 1). Even though the 
selection part of the hiring process is not a part of the recruitment process (cf. Barber, 
1998, p. 53), the recruitment and selection occur simultaneously and consequently, the 
isolated effect from each process is difficult to assess (Barber, 1998, p. 80). Depending 
on chosen recruitment and screening strategies, it might be possible to determine the 
characteristics of the person filling the position in the end (Holzer, 1987, p. 2). 
Consequently, the recruitment process has impact on post-hire outcomes, for example 
the recruit’s attitude and behavior (e.g., satisfaction, commitment and retention), as well 
as the behavior of existing employees, potential applicants and other stakeholders (e.g., 
investors and customers), and in turn the productivity and profitability of the company 
(Barber, 1998, p. 11).  
 
The recruitment at the larger audit firms has characteristics of continuous recruitment, 
meaning an involvement of recruitment efforts during a longer period of time in order to 
meet an ongoing need to fill positions, due to, for example promotions and turnover (cf. 
Carlson et al., 2002, p. 464). Because of the competition for the best candidates 
(Hammarström, 2016), and that most graduates make multiple applications to several 
companies (Keenan, 1995, p. 304), the larger audit firms hire students a full year in 
advance (Hammarström, 2016). Accordingly, the Big N firms advertised for audit 
assistants starting in January 2018 already in the beginning of 2017 (EY, 2017; Grant 
Thornton, 2017a; KPMG, 2017a). In addition, the audit firms have a high employee 
turnover rate (Kempe, 2013, p. 40) and their pyramidal staffing structure leads to 
regular promotions (Arens et al., 2014, p. 49; Brierley and Gwilliam, 2003, p. 434). 
Consequently, they have hiring needs every year (cf. Kempe, 2013, p. 49). Bailey et al. 
(2002, pp. 58-59) advise audit firms to establish long-term relationships with 
universities to be able to recruit the best graduates. Student events on campus (e.g. 
lectures) and off campus (social events of different kinds), as well as career fairs, are 
examples of activities the firms can use to establish relationships with the graduates 
already during their university studies (Bailey et al., 2002, pp. 58-59). The activities can 
be used both for promoting the firm and recruitment, as well as for preselection of 
future employees (Bailey et al., 2002, p. 59).   
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The hiring process is affected by prevailing circumstances and its external and internal 
context (Barber, 1998, p. 12). The external context includes the availability of 
applicants in relation to availability of jobs (Barber, 1998, p. 12), and audit firms 
usually receive a large number of applications for each vacancy (Gammie, 2000, p. 20; 
Harvey-Cook and Taffler, 2000, p. 106). The internal context relates to business 
strategic issues as type of employees needed and relative importance of human capital, 
as well as the organization’s attractiveness to potential applicants (Barber, 1998, p. 12). 
Regarding the importance of human capital, as a knowledge-intensive business service, 
an audit firm’s most important resource is its personnel (Alvesson, 2000, pp. 1101-
1103; Knechel et al., 2013, p. 391). As mentioned, when it comes to attractiveness, 
audit firms generally receive many applications (Gammie, 2000, p. 20; Harvey-Cook 
and Taffler, 2000, p. 106), which is an indicator for attractiveness. However, in Sweden, 
the auditing profession seems to become less attractive (Kempe, 2013, p. 40) and 
representatives from the profession report a keen competition for the best graduates 
(Durocher et al., 2016, p. 1; Hammarström, 2016).  

3.1.1 Selection aspects 
The quality of an applicant can not be known with certainty during the hiring process 
(Rynes and Barber, 1990, p. 290), but the employers try to gain that knowledge by using 
various assessment methods in their search for suitable employees. During the selection, 
the applicants will be assessed based on aspects such as their mental ability, personality, 
interests, values, fit, knowledge, working skills and social skills (Cook, 2016, pp. 32-
33). The choice of selection method depends on its perceived accuracy and perceived 
predictive validity (Harris et al., 1990, p. 289; König et al., 2010, p. 23). The selection 
process should start with the most accurate selection method, preventing applicants to 
be selected or rejected by subjective means (Cook, 2016, p. 29). König et al. (2010, pp. 
23-24) also find assumed applicant reactions, costs involved and how widely the 
method is used within the field as main predictors for choice of personnel selection 
procedures.  

3.1.2 Application sifting 
The hiring process of one of the Big N audit firms typically includes tests (e.g., EY, 
n.d.; PwC, 2016a), interviews (Deloitte, 2017b; EY, n.d.; KPMG, 2017b; PwC, 2016a) 
and some kind of practical exercise (e.g., Deloitte, 2017b). However, before reaching 
these selection activities, companies usually conduct application sifting; the use of the 
application form as a first filter when selecting which applicants to process further 
(Cook, 2016, p. 24). Nearly all organizations analyze their applicants’ documents for 
that purpose (Harvey-Cook and Taffler, 2000, p. 103; König et al., 2010, p. 22). The 
application to a Big N firm enable sifting opportunities based on, for example 
university, degree and presence of prior work experience or other engagements. With a 
further analysis of the application documents, sifting can also be conducted based on for 
example, high school- and university grades, university courses taken and whether the 
work experience is relevant or not (cf. e.g., Deloitte, 2017a; EY, 2017; KPMG, 2017a). 
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Gammie et al. (2004, p. 30) find that in practice, Scottish audit firms use university 
academic records and school qualifications to a large extent, and softer skills, such as 
communications skills, and extracurricular activities less, during the application sifting.   
 
According to Harvey-Cook and Taffler (2000, pp. 113-114), the application form 
contains data that, used systematically, can predict professional examination success 
within the accounting profession, a view Gammie (2000, p. 33) agrees with. In order to 
remain validity, only the parameters that are possible to verify, such as academic 
achievements, should be used in the selection process (Harvey-Cook and Taffler, 2000, 
pp. 105-106). Among applicants to entry-level accountant positions, good university 
grades are one parameter found as a predictor for high work performance (Harvey-Cook 
and Taffler, 2000, p. 109). Gammie (2000, p. 28) finds that experience of accountancy 
related jobs during university and a low number of exam resits increase the probability 
that an applicant will perform well in the future. However, the significance of the resits 
parameter depends on which degree the applicant has. It is a significant parameter for an 
applicant with a three-year degree, but not for an applicant with a four-year degree. 
Further, school performance before university does not significantly impact the 
applicant’s future success (Gammie, 2000, p. 28).   
 
Due to the ambiguous nature of grades in general, the relationship between academic 
achievements and later vocational performance is complex. High grades might indicate 
behaviors important to future vocational success, given that the behavior resulting in a 
high grade is useful for the position (Nelson, 1975, p. 26). Prior research (e.g., Dinius 
and Rogow, 1998, p. 99; Jacobs, 2003, p. 583) have noted an interest from the Big N 
firms for potential employees’ grades. However, McKinney et al. (2003, p. 844) found 
that overall, there is a low consistency when it comes to the use of grades as a screening 
tool in graduate recruiting. When sorting their sample after “job families”, for 
accounting positions, the majority of the recruiters in the sample did not use a cut-off 
for grades when screening for applicants to interview (McKinney et al., 2003, p. 839).  

3.1.3 Ability and personality tests 
Another selection tool used by audit firms are tests (cf. e.g., EY, n.d.; PwC, 2016a), 
these are usually conducted over the Internet from the applicant’s own computer. Tests 
used in the hiring process can take various forms and aim to measure, for example, 
ability or personality (König et al., 2010, p. 17). Hunter and Hunter (1984, p. 95) state 
that a general mental ability test is the best predictor for future performance for entry-
level positions, as in the case of the hiring of an audit assistant. Tests measuring general 
mental ability are considered to be good predictors because there is a causal relationship 
between high mental ability and the acquisition of job knowledge (Schmidt and Hunter, 
1998, p. 271).  
 
The mentioned ability test does not measure other relevant characteristics for future 
success within a profession, such as social skills and behavior (Hunter and Hunter, 
1984, p. 95), therefore, a combination between several selection tools might be 
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beneficial and increase validity (Schmidt and Hunter, 1998, p. 272). According to 
Schmidt and Hunter (1998, p. 272), a general mental ability test in combination with a 
selection tool that measures the personality dimensions conscientiousness, 
agreeableness and emotional stability generates the most valid results (Schmidt and 
Hunter, 1998, p. 272). Barrick et al. (2001, pp. 19, 22) states that conscientiousness and 
emotional stability are found to predict overall good future work performance. These 
personality dimensions are dimensions in the five factor model (Barrick et al., 2001, p. 
11; Tupes and Christal, 1992, pp. 233, 244), which is further presented in section 3.3.2.  
 
One way to measure the personality dimensions is through personality tests. However, 
the use of personality tests, and their validity, have been widely discussed within 
science. For example, Morgeson et al. (2007, pp. 720-721) conclude that many 
personality tests should, due to their low validity, probably not be used for personnel 
selection at all, but that some of the better ones could be used in combination with a 
cognitive test. Keenan (1995, p. 304) questions whether the tests are appropriate for 
entry-level positions since most of these kinds of tests are based on prior work 
experience, which the graduates do not have.  

3.1.4 Interviews 
As well as nearly all other organizations (König et al., 2010, p. 22), the audit firms use 
interviews in their hiring processes (Deloitte, 2017b; EY, n.d.; Gammie et al., 2004, p. 
32; KPMG, 2017b; PwC, 2016a). In contrast to a test, an interview is individually 
designed to assess work-related characteristics for a given position (Huffcutt et al., 
2001, p. 897). Huffcutt et al. (2001, pp. 898-900) have identified several areas that 
employers evaluate through a hiring interview, including mental capability, basic 
personality tendencies, applied social skills, knowledge and skills, interests and 
organizational fit. Personality tendencies and applied social skills, which provide the 
employer with an idea of how the candidate is likely to act on the job, were found as the 
most frequently measured constructs. (Huffcutt et al., 2001, pp. 902, 908). 
Organizational fit was the least frequently measured construct (Huffcutt et al., 2001, p. 
902). Kristof-Brown (2000, p. 664) suggests that, in the case of two interviews, the first 
interview should concentrate on if the applicant fits the job and meets the minimal job 
qualifications, while the second interview should focus more on organizational fit.  
 
The research body regarding the validity of interviews as a selection tool is extensive. 
Many studies conducted during the last couple of decades indicate that interviews can 
predict performance on the job to some extent (Huffcutt et al., 2001, p. 897), but the 
degree of validity varies widely and depends on the interview design. A hiring interview 
can be high-structured or low-structured (Huffcutt et al., 2001, p. 900). Schmidt and 
Hunter (1998, p. 267) describe a high-structured interview as an interview which 
contains structured, often scripted questions. All interviewees are asked the same 
questions and are rated systematically based on their answers. A low-structured 
interview has no fixed format. Each interview can have a unique set of questions and the 
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result is an overall evaluation based on a summary of impressions and judgements 
(Schmidt and Hunter, 1998, p. 267). According to prior research, the high-structured 
interview is considered to have a higher validity than the low-structured interview 
(McDaniel et al., 1994, p. 609; Schmidt and Hunter, 1998, p. 267). Further, McDaniel et 
al. (1994, p. 609) find that interviews with a situational content are more valid than both 
job-related and psychological interviews. However, notable is that Keenan (1995, p. 
303) highlights that when it comes to hiring of graduates, the lack of work experience 
creates the same difficulties with interviews based on prior work situations as what is 
mentioned for the personality tests above.  
 
Gammie et al. (2004, pp. 31-32) point out that many of the arguments questioning the 
interview as a selection tool seem to have passed the auditing profession by, and the 
method is still widely used and has not transformed in accordance with the research. 
However, Harris et al. (1990, p. 289) find that HR practitioners also feel skeptical about 
the accuracy of low-structured interviews, but suggest that the methods’ value lies in its 
function of a communication device rather than a screening tool. 

3.1.5 Practical exercises  
Smith and Graves (2002, p. 117) state that, when hiring to the auditing profession, there 
are no real substitutes for observing an individual’s performance in the field. 
Accordingly, the internship is a popular phenomenon. That kind of experience also 
works well as a means of educating the participant about the auditing function and the 
auditor’s role and responsibilities (Ferguson et al., 2000, p. 160). In addition, Chatman 
(1991, p. 476) found that spending time with existing employees before entering the 
firm increases the alignment between individual values and firm values at entry, which 
in turn increases job satisfaction and retention (Chatman, 1991, pp. 474, 477). 
 
As a less satisfactory alternative to internships, a practical test can be conducted during 
the interview (Smith and Graves, 2002, p. 117). The hiring process of a Big N firm 
might include a practical exercise (e.g., Deloitte, 2017b), which can be considered a 
type of work sample. According to Schmidt and Hunter (1998, p. 267), a work sample 
test is a simulation of a part of the job that must be performed by the future employee. 
Hunter and Hunter (1984, p. 91) report high validity for work samples, but Schmidt and 
Hunter (1998, p. 264) limit the use of work sample tests to applicants who already know 
the job or have been trained for the position.  

3.2 A centralized HR function, the interaction with the operating 
business and the evaluation of the hiring process 
Based on the information on their websites, the Big N firms appear to have centralized 
HR functions (cf. Deloitte, 2017b; EY, n.d.; KPMG, 2017b; PwC, 2016a). According to 
Farndale et al. (2009, pp. 557-558), the aim with such an organization is to achieve 
maximum efficiency or a competitive advantage for the firm, but still remain responsive 
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to local business needs (Farndale et al., 2009, p. 555). As mentioned earlier, audit firms 
hire a large number of business graduates each year (Kempe, 2013, p. 49), and 
generally, the firms have a large number of applications (e.g., Gammie, 2000, p. 20), 
which is connected to high costs for the administration of recruitment and selection 
systems (Carlson et al., 2002, p. 466). To remove senior audit staff from fee-earning 
work to conduct a substantial part of the hiring process would be wasteful when the HR 
department is capable, and often more effective at, for example, interviewing candidates 
(Gammie et al., 2004, p. 33).  
 
However, prior research has shown a discrepancy in the self-assessment of internal 
departments and the rating from their internal customers (Gilbert, 2000, p. 183). More 
specifically, Wright et al. (2001, pp. 116-117, 119) identified a difference between the 
HR executives’ perception of their effectiveness, compared to the executives from the 
operating business’ perception. Nevertheless, executives from the operating business 
and HR executives agree when it comes to the HR function’s strengths and weaknesses 
in delivering their services. Hence, the HR executives seem to be aware of where 
potential for improvement exists (Wright et al., 2001, pp. 119, 121), and regardless of 
what is stated above, when it comes to hiring decisions, the operating business listens to 
their recruiters. The recruiters strongly influence who will receive a job offer in the end, 
and their hiring recommendations positively affect the organizations’ final selection 
decisions (Cable and Judge, 1997, p. 554). 
  
Without measurement and evaluation, general improvement in the effectiveness of a 
firm’s recruitment practices is unlikely (Carlson et al., 2002, p. 462). According to Koch 
and McGrath (1996, pp. 347, 350), to be proactive and plan how many and what kinds 
of people are needed, as well as to evaluate recruitment and selection policies in a 
formal way, have a positive effect on labor productivity. Benchmarking (Ulrich et al., 
1989, p. 312) and measures (Gilbert, 2000, p. 184) are suggested to be useful tools in 
the evaluation of a company’s internal services, as well as HR practices. Ulrich (1997, 
p. 313) suggests, for example, acceptance per offer ratio, number of applicants 
contacted and performance of hired candidates as potential measures of the HR practice 
when it comes to staffing. However, Carlson et al. (2002, pp. 466) question the use of 
assessment of the job performance of new hires as useful in order to evaluate the 
recruitment process. Instead, the recruitment phases attraction of applicants, status 
maintenance and gaining job acceptance should be evaluated in an isolated manner to 
identify strengths and weaknesses (Carlson et al., 2002, pp. 465-466).  
 
Notable is that a large number of applicants is not always a good thing, since the costs 
for administration of recruitment and selection systems increase with the number of 
applicants (Carlson et al., 2002, p. 466). However, the number of applicants and the 
performance of the ones that are hired are associated. A firm who can be selective can 
offer positions to the candidates that are likely to be high performers, and avoid the 
opposite (Carlson et al., 2002, p. 466). Whether a recruitment results in a successful 
employee can be defined in different ways. Within research, various measurement 
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methods and definitions of success at work have been used. Supervisor ratings, work 
samples, work quality, training success, counterproductive behavior/organizational 
citizenship and adaptability are some examples (Cook, 2016, p. 145). Gammie (2000, p. 
19) defines an entry level accountant recruit as successful if the recruit passes the 
professional examinations the first time. Harvey-Cook (1995, p. 79) includes both 
examination success and good practice-work rating. Drop-outs leaving the firm within 
two years are considered to be recruitment failures (Harvey-Cook, 1995, p. 79).  

3.3 The profile of the auditor 
There is a long lived understanding that people within auditing, and the whole field of 
accounting are grey and dull (Jeacle, 2008, p. 1296). Popular culture, in the form of 
television and movies, are partly responsible for creating this stereotype (Jeacle, 2008, 
p. 1297). Characteristics such as “dull, unimaginative, timid, lacking in initiative, 
spineless and easily dominated” have been used to describe auditors in, for example, 
well known TV-shows in the UK (Bougen, 1994, p. 320). Other characteristics used to 
portray an auditor are devious, shy, nerdy and antisocial (Smith and Briggs, 1999, p. 
29). One recent example of this is the movie “The Accountant” that was released in 
2016. The movie portrays the main character as a person with advanced cognitive skills, 
an obsessive personality, difficulty socializing with other people, and to sum up; 
unlikely to live a normal life (The Accountant, 2016). It seems like the image of the 
auditor has not changed much, the only difference is that he now is the main character 
and not the sidekick (cf. Smith and Briggs, 1999, p. 29). 
 
The possible implications for the profession can be serious, since these stereotypes are 
difficult to overcome, and not encouraging the uncertain to choose a career within 
auditing (Jeacle, 2008, p. 1297; Smith and Briggs, 1999, p. 28). Hermanson et al. (1995, 
p. 26) present an increasing problem to attract the “best and the brightest” into the 
profession. However, there is also the other point of view, that this stereotype does not 
hurt the auditing profession. Some of these traits, like concern for detail, are highly 
valued by a client that share many personal and sensitive details about the individual 
and company financials (Bougen, 1994, p. 322). 
 
According to Jeacle (2008, p. 1298), attempts within research have been made to try to 
verify this stereotype during nearly four decades, with several different results. 
According to Harvey-Cook (1995, p. 213), a person with a personality agreeing with 
Holland’s “conventional” vocational type has attributes consistent with those associated 
with an auditor. The description of a conventional personality type is summarized by 
Aranya et al. (1978, p. 140) as a restrained, wholesome, conscientious, conservative 
person that gives an overall “good” impression. It is a person with mathematical skills, 
rather than one with verbal ability or social skills, who is assumed to have personal 
interests revolving around economics. Aranya et al. (1978, p. 139) review various 
studies regarding the characteristics of auditors and the result from these are in line with 
the conventional personality type, with characteristics like uncreative, passive, stable, 
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with a low level of verbal and social competency. Further research done on students 
also shows a connection between the accounting students and a conventional personality 
type (Aranya et al., 1978, p. 144). According to this, the stereotype presented in popular 
culture is not far from the findings.  
 
The stereotype conflicts with the image desired and held by the auditing profession. 
Auditors themselves value interpersonal abilities, that are used to maintain successful 
relationships with their clients (DeCoster and Rhode, 1971, p. 651). To a large extent, 
the stereotype differs from what the Big N firms are looking for when recruiting, 
judging from information on their websites and in job advertisements. Some of the 
characteristics are in line with what the stereotype suggests; someone with analytical 
abilities (Deloitte, 2017a; EY, 2017), committed (Deloitte, 2017b; EY, n.d.), and 
someone with a business mind (Deloitte, 2017a; PwC, 2016a). Characteristics that 
contrast with the ones of the stereotype are among others the following; curiosity (EY, 
n.d.; PwC, 2016a), integrity (EY, n.d.; PwC, 2016a), team ability (Deloitte, 2017b; EY, 
2017; Grant Thornton, 2017b; KPMG; 2017a; PwC, 2016a), potential to be a leader 
(Deloitte, 2017b; PwC, 2016a), flexible (Grant Thornton, 2017a; PwC, 2016a), and with 
social qualifications (Deloitte, 2017a; EY, 2017; Grant Thornton, 2017b; KPMG, 
2017a; PwC, 2016a). Other characteristics that appear to be of importance for the Big N 
firms are; someone who will climb within in the organization/have a long-term career 
within the firm (Deloitte, 2017b; EY, n.d.; Grant Thornton, 2017a), someone with 
extracurricular activities (EY, 2017; Deloitte, 2017a; Grant Thornton, 2017a), and 
people with different backgrounds (Deloitte, 2017b; EY, n.d.).  

3.3.1 Competences, skills, and theoretical requirements  
Broberg (2013, p. 215) found that approximately one third of a working day for an 
authorized public accountant consists of communication. Hence, to become successful 
within the profession, communication skills and flexibility to change is considered 
essential (cf. Smith and Briggs, 1999, p. 30). Already in the 70’s, the cold, nonsocial 
stereotype of the auditor was questioned. DeCoster and Rhode (1971, p. 661) found that 
auditors score significantly higher than several comparison groups when it comes to 
sociability, self-acceptance, socialization, good impression and flexibility.  
 
When HR departments at eight large audit firms in the US were asked to list the criteria 
looked for in job applicants, all respondents considered confidence, endurance, 
achievement orientation and analytical orientation as important (Chatman, 1991, p. 
467). Dinius and Rogow (1988, p. 83) studied Big N partners’ and managers’ perception 
of an ideal entry-level auditor. The identified important characteristics include 
characteristics as outgoing, assertive, conscientious and controlled (Dinius and Rogow, 
1988, p. 98), which are parameters in line with the ones used by a Big N firm for 
internal evaluation of their employees (Grey, 1998, p. 575). The assessment includes, 
among other things, the ability to supervise, delegate and lead, prioritizing work, 
communication skills, ability to win confidence and respect from clients and colleagues, 
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performance under pressure, cooperativeness, a business sense, integrity, enthusiasm 
and commitment, managing client expectations and creativity. In accordance, being 
perceived as a professional auditor is strongly connected to behavioral factors and ways 
to conduct oneself (Grey, 1998, pp. 575, 584).  
 
However, auditor behavior, and auditor attitude and approach, are only two out of three 
categories of professionalism identified by Broberg (2013, p. 227). The quality of the 
audit is dependent on auditor knowledge and expertise (Knechel et al., 2013, p. 392), 
which is captured in the third category; auditor competence and abilities (Broberg, 
2013, p. 227). Grey (1998, p. 575) notes that even if only one of the general categories2 
in the internal employee evaluation at the investigated Big N firm exclusively refers to 
technical knowledge of accounting, knowledge is also assessed as important. In the UK, 
the importance of qualifications is reflected in that failure on professional exams means 
the end to the career at the firm (Grey, 1998, p. 584).  
 
As a possible consequence, earlier studies have noted the firms’ interest for the 
graduates’ grades (Jacobs, 2003, p. 583), especially in accounting courses (Dinius and 
Rogow, 1998, p. 99). However, lower grades can be better accepted if they are 
explained with work experience (Dinius and Rogow, 1988, p. 94). According to Jacobs 
(2003, p. 588), holiday or part-time work provides information on the applicant’s 
business-related experience and demonstrates his or her skills. Further, the work of an 
auditor is considered to be complex (cf. e.g., Broberg, 2013, p. 307; Nelson and Tan, 
2005, p. 49), and the more complex a work task is, the greater is the impact of 
intelligence on the performance (Gottfredson, 1997, p. 106). In 1997, Gottfredson 
(1997, p. 88) reviewed data from an intelligence test widely used by employers to 
screen applicants. The test scores are presented by position applied for, and shows a 
median IQ of about 1153 for people applying for auditor positions. Those numbers only 
show that the applicants have a high IQ, not that it is needed. However, a causal 
relationship between the engagement partner’s IQ and audit quality in terms of audit 
reporting accuracy and quality of the financial reporting of the client firm, has been 
suggested (Kallunki et al., 2016, p. 29).  
 
Almer and Christensen (2008, p. 92) state that recruiters to audit firms prefer a master’s 
degree over a shorter education, and the study also indicates that accounting 
competencies typically found in a Master of Accounting are highly valued (Almer and 
Christensen, 2008, p. 91). In Sweden, there is extensive theoretical and practical 
requirements to qualify to take the test to become an authorized public accountant. 
Before taking the test, the auditor needs eight years of experience, of which at least 
three of these years must be theoretical respectively practical. The theoretical 
requirements include a university degree and a major within business administration, 
                                                
2 The general categories are (i) technical ability, (ii) client service, (iii) quality of work product, (iv) job 
administration and time management, (v) professional and personal attributes and (vi) managerial skills. 
3 An IQ of 115 is somewhere between the 80th and 90th percentile of the general adult population 
(Gottfredson, 1997, p. 90). 
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including classes in accounting, finance and management control. Further, classes in 
taxation, commercial law, economics (including mathematics at a certain level) and 
statistics (including studies within IT and data systems) are required (Supervisory Board 
of Public Accountants, n.d.a). The Supervisory Board of Public Accountants report that 
approximately 60% of the attendants pass the examination of professional competence 
as an approved public accountant each year and become authorized (Hadjipetri Glantz, 
2016, p. 13; Supervisory Board of Public Accountants, n.d.b).  

3.3.2 Personality dimensions  
Lately, most research regarding personality categorizing and assessment have used the 
five factor model as a starting point (Barrick et al., 2001, p. 10). The model consists of 
five personality dimensions, which, with some variation, are defined as extraversion, 
agreeableness, conscientiousness, emotional stability and openness to experience4 
(Barrick et al., 2001, p.11; Tupes and Christal, 1992, pp. 233, 244). Among those, 
conscientiousness and emotional stability are considered dimensions predicting overall 
good future work performance (Barrick et al., 2001, p. 19). Agreeableness is found as a 
moderate predictor for teamwork (Barrick et al., 2001, p. 22), as well as extraversion 
(Barrick et al., 2001, p. 19). However, Banai and Tulimieri (2013, p. 891) mean that 
each of these five personality dimensions contain aspects important for a business 
consultant. Even though auditors are not consultants per se, they act as consultants when 
they express an opinion on the audited entity’s financial records and report or 
recommend improvements (Kubr, 2002, p. 56). Hence, Banai and Tulimieri’s (2013) 
reasoning is considered relevant for auditors as well.   
  
Extraversion consists of, for example, sociability, positive emotionality and excitement-
seeking (cf. Barrick et al., 2001, p. 11; Tupes and Christal, 1992, pp. 233). Since the 
contact with clients and team members is essential in projects (audit engagements) 
(Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 894; Nelson and Tan, 2005, p. 54), an effective business 
consultant (auditor) is more extrovert than introvert. It is a person who is able to 
develop and maintain networks, and to build long-term relationships with both clients 
and colleagues (Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 894).  
  
Agreeableness includes, for example, cooperation, trustfulness, compliance and 
affability (cf. Barrick et al., 2001, p. 11; Tupes and Christal, 1992, pp. 233). From a 
business consultant’s (auditor’s) point of view, teamwork and cooperation is important 
(Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 894) since most projects (audit engagements) are large 
and complex and involves teams to plan, execute and evaluate them (Banai and 
Tulimieri, 2013, p. 894; Nelson and Tan, 2005, p. 49). According to Banai and 
Tulimieri (2013, p. 894), an effective business consultant is humble and treats all team 
members, and the delegates from the client, as his/her equals, and remembers that they 
are all working toward the same goal. Banai and Tulimieri (2013, p. 888) also 
                                                
4 Note that knowledge and skills are not directly included in the personality dimensions (e.g. Banai and 
Tulimieri, 2013). 
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emphasize being able to listen as important, and states that is an essential part of having 
communication skills – another important aspect of being a good business consultant. 
  
Conscientiousness is described as, among other things, dependability, achievement 
striving and planfulness (cf. Barrick et al., 2001, p. 11; Tupes and Christal, 1992, pp. 
233). Banai and Tulimieri (2013, p. 893) emphasize that a business consultant (auditor) 
should have integrity. The auditor’s decision to require a client to correct a detected 
misstatement is fundamental for the audit function (Nelson and Tan, 2005, p. 45) and 
hence, the person needs to have the strength of character to oppose against, report and 
correct unethical and illegal activities and findings (Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 893). 
Related to that, and another feature that can be included under this dimension is to 
possess leadership skills, which is also of importance for a business consultant (auditor) 
(Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 889). To be committed is another aspect which belongs 
here. Good business consultants are committed to achieve the objective of someone, or 
something, that is not themselves, and thereby contribute and make a difference (Banai 
and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 893). 
  
Emotional stability means, among other things, self-sufficient, poised and lack of 
anxiety (cf. Barrick et al., 2001, p. 11; Tupes and Christal, 1992, pp. 233). Banai and 
Tulimieri (2013, p. 891) mean that this dimension is all about self-awareness, self-
control and self-confidence. A business consultant (auditor) should be aware of his or 
her strengths and weaknesses, to make the client and the rest of the team feel confident 
with the person. Related to that, the business consultant should be self-confident in the 
interaction with the client. Further, to have self-confidence is essential in order to be 
able to operate in an ambiguous and unpredictable environment (Banai and Tulimieri, 
2013, p. 891). Banai and Tulimieri (2013, p. 892) also mention the temperament of the 
business consultant, and emphasize the ability to remain calm in troubling situations and 
to keep personal beliefs and feelings in check while working. This is of particular 
importance during the year-end audit, when the auditors work under significant 
budgetary and time pressures (Nelson and Tan, 2005, p. 54).  
  
Openness to experience is associated with, among other things, creativity, 
unconventionality and broad-mindedness (cf. Barrick et al., 2001, p. 11; Tupes and 
Christal, 1992, pp. 244). According to Banai and Tulimieri (2013, p. 889), a good 
business consultant (auditor) has creativity skills. In relation to analytical skills, which 
are also important (Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, pp. 888-889), the creativity includes to 
think outside the available data (Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 889). The creativity is 
enhanced by curiosity, which means the ability to conceptualize and generate solutions 
based on doing research and combine with creativity (Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 
892). Openness to experience is also essential when it comes to the ability to operate in 
an ambiguous environment, which, as mentioned above, the work situation of a business 
consultant is (Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 892). 
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Table 3. A summary of the identified characteristics of the stereotype and identified 
desired characteristics connected to the personality dimensions in the five factor model.  

*= Low indicates a low degree of the connected personality dimension. 
**= indicates a high degree of the connected personality dimension. 
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What is presented seems to be an extensive list of necessary, but sometimes 
contradictory, requirements needed to become a successful business consultant, or as in 
this case, an auditor. For example, Banai and Tulimieri (2013, p. 889) request both the 
ability to see the overall situation and the ability to dig into detail. Tupes and Christal 
(1992, p. 233) report that the personality dimension agreeableness contradicts parts of 
the dimension extraversion, as well as the dimension conscientiousness. Consequently, 
no one fully matches the whole list. In line with that, both skills within business 
development and technical accounting do co-exist at the Big N firms, however not in 
every person but in the firm as a whole (Spence and Carter, 2014, p. 959). The 
employees should therefore be matched with the specific project (audit engagement) 
demands and personality dimension needed (Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 895).   
 
To summarize, the Big N firms seem to prefer applicants with a higher degree of 
extraversion (cf. e.g., DeCoster and Rhode, 1971, p. 651; Deloitte, 2017a) and a lower 
degree of agreeableness than the stereotype suggest (cf. e.g.,  Bougen, 1994, p. 320; EY, 
n.d.). However, agreeableness is desired in the terms of the ability to work in teams 
(Grant Thornton, 2017b, Grey, 1998, pp. 575, 584). Both what is requested and, at least 
partly, the stereotype value a high degree of consciousness and emotional stability (cf. 
e.g., Aranya et al., 1978, pp. 139, 140; Chatman, 1991, p. 467; Deloitte, 2017b). 
Further, openness to experience is desired (cf. e.g., PwC, 2016a; Smith and Briggs, 
1999, p. 30), but not a part of the stereotype (cf. e.g., Aranya et al., 1978, pp. 139, 140; 
Bougen, 1994, p. 320). Examples of aspects which are not a part of the personality 
dimensions but present both in the stereotype and among what is desired are intelligence 
(The Accountant, 2016; Deloitte, 2017a) and a business mind (cf. e.g., Aranya et al., 
1978, p. 140; PwC, 2016a). See Table 3 for a more extensive summary. 

3.3.3 Person-organization fit 
Besides personality and skills, prior research also indicates that both the hiring entity 
and the candidate benefit from a mutual fit in terms of values (e.g., Bretz and Judge, 
1994; Chatman, 1991; Westerman and Cyr, 2004). In order to understand and predict 
the behavior of an individual, both personal and situational factors, and the interaction 
between them, have to be considered (Chatman, 1989, p. 333).  The situational side 
contains the organization’s values and norms, while personality characteristics and 
individual values represent the personal side. Congruence between the two sides result 
in a higher level of so called person-organization fit (Chatman, 1989, p. 335). Kristof 
(1996, pp. 4-5) defines person-organization fit as “the compatibility between people and 
organizations that occurs when (a) at least one entity provides what the other needs, or 
(b) they share similar fundamental characteristics, or (c) both”. It has been stated that 
organizations can concentrate on selecting applicants who match their requirements, or 
train and educate the recruits after they have been hired (referred to as socialization). 
Hence, if all other things being equal, selection and socialization will substitute for each 
other (Etzioni, 1975, p. 262).  
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The same quality can be reached by varying the combination of selectivity and 
socialization, which might be necessary if the degree of possible selectivity is limited 
(Etzioni, 1975, p. 263). €Accordingly, person-organization fit is reached both through 
the selection process, when choosing potential employees who will respond to 
organizational practices, and in the socialization during the employment duration 
(Chatman, 1989, p. 344). According to Chatman (1989, p. 343), low person-
organization fit can have at least three outcomes: the individual’s values will change in 
accordance with the organizational values, the organizational values will change in 
accordance with the individual’s values, or the individual will leave the organization. 
High person-organization fit, on the other hand, can lead to so called extra role 
behavior; prosocial acts not directly described in the job description but beneficial to the 
organization. Hence, the level of person-organization fit is connected both to employee 
retention and performance.  
 
Chatman (1991, p. 465) has tested the concept of person-organization fit empirically on 
eight large audit firms. She found that a high degree of person-organization fit at entry 
is positively associated with job satisfaction and both intention to stay within the firm 
after one year and actual departures after two and one-half years (Chatman 1991, pp. 
474, 477). Westerman and Cyr (2004, p. 258) report similar findings and conclude that 
value congruence between employee and employer predicts employee satisfaction, 
commitment and intention to remain within an organization. Person-organization fit at 
an audit firm is higher for a candidate who has spent more time with present employees 
before the entry and for candidates who are perceived as achievement oriented and 
confident (Chatman, 1991, pp. 471, 476). However, given that the firm desires 
employees who share prevailing values, selection and socialization are somewhat 
complementary (Chatman, 1991, p 476). If a recruit shows somewhat lower person-
organization fit, but seem to be endurant and analytical oriented, he or she can still be 
hired and the person-organization fit can increase over the first year of employment 
with socialization (Chatman, 1991, pp. 473, 476).  
 
Notable is that a high level of person-organization fit creates a rather homogenous 
organization (Hogan et al., 2013, p. 13; Kristof, 1996, p. 41). A too homogenous work-
group can lead to a workforce unable to adapt, change or maintain constructive conflicts 
(Hogan et al., 2013, p. 13).  

3.4 Retention 
There has always been a natural flow with a high number of graduates getting 
employed, getting trained, working hard and then leaving the company, in a so called 
pyramidal staffing structure. Only a few from each cohort are already from the 
beginning expected to reach partnership (Brierley and Gwilliam, 2003, p. 434). In 
Sweden, about one out of ten initially hired at one of the Big Four reaches the top of the 
hierarchic pyramid after approximately ten years, and becomes partner (Axelsson, 2011, 
p. 32).  
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However, a too extensive employee turnover rate is costly for the audit firms. Besides 
traditional hiring and training costs, high turnover causes work slowdowns, reduced 
quality and/or productivity in the service provided (Brundage and Koziel, 2010, p. 42; 
Bullen and Flamholtz, 1985, p. 288), and it might also cause further exits by other 
employees (Sauber et al., 1991, p. 35). In addition, the lack of continuity can in turn 
lead to lost clients and lost revenues (Smith and Graves, 2002, p. 117). Given that audit 
firms function in a competitive line of business, it is not affordable to train staff and see 
them leave two years later (Herda and Lavelle, 2012, p. 718; R. H. Hermanson et al., 
1995, p. 39).  
 
Further, the auditing profession can be compared to an apprenticeship, including a 
substantial amount of education (EY, 2013, p. 9). Due to their greater technical 
knowledge and their diverse set of previous solutions gained through experience, 
partners and managers perform essential audit procedures better than their newer 
colleagues (Plumlee et al. 2015, p. 365). An entry-level audit assistant is socialized into 
the profession and shaped during the employment, from an assisting role, through a 
manager role and perhaps all the way to a partner role (Kornberger et al., 2011, pp. 516, 
518). The educational part and to work under supervision are also requirements from the 
Supervisory Board of Public Accountants (n.d.a), to qualify to take the test to become 
an authorized public accountant. Consequently, managing loyalty in order to prevent 
unwanted exits is a crucial part of management in knowledge-intensive companies 
(Alvesson, 2000, p. 1119). EY (2013, p. 9) states that the profession’s educational role 
benefits the society, both if the employees stay within the firm or choose to continue 
their careers somewhere else. 
 
Based on the numbers presented in their annual reports, the Big N firms in Sweden have 
over the last years had an annual employee turnover rate at 13-21 % (EY, 2015, p. 8; 
KPMG, 2015a, p. 32; KPMG, 2015b, 10; PwC, 2016b, p. 51; PwC, 2016c, p. 14 - see 
Appendix 3 for further details). The numbers include all business lines, where audit has 
the largest number of employees (EY, 2015, p. 8; KPMG, 2015a, p. 32; PwC, 2016b, p. 
14). In the US, the American Institute of Certified Public Accountants [AICPA] (2004, 
p. 24) reports an increased turnover during the last couple of years. The turnover is 
greatest at the larger firms and among audit assistants and senior auditors (AICPA, 
2004, p. 24). Hence, dropouts are more common during the first five years of 
employment (cf. Arens et al., 2014, p. 49). 
 
A realistic job preview connects recruitment and the employee turnover rate (Earnest et 
al. 2011, p. 866). Unmet expectations are negatively correlated with organizational 
commitment; thus, increasing the turnover rate, and one way to reduce employee 
turnover is to emphasize the firm’s expectations on the employees in order to enhance 
their realistic job preview (Dean et al., 1988, p. 247). When an employee’s expectations 
on a job do not meet the later experienced reality, a phenomenon called “organizational 
reality shock” occurs (Ferguson and Hatherly, 1991, p. 124). This is in particular 
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experienced by graduates with little prior work experience, and occurs right after 
organizational entry (Weller et al., 2009, p. 1148). Padgett et al. (2005, pp. 84-85) states 
that the entry-level audit assistant may be especially vulnerable to developing 
unrealistic high expectations on their jobs, since the auditing profession is a traditional 
port of entry for graduates. Hence, these individuals have little prior work experience to 
develop realistic job expectations from. 
 
This consistent negative relationship between the turnover rate and the commitment to 
the organization can be improved among the auditors if the organizational reality shock 
can be managed or reduced (Dean et al., 1988, p. 247). One of the most common 
reasons for a firm to initiate work with realistic job previews, is a reaction to a current 
problem of too much employee turnover among the new hires in the firm (Wanous, 
1989, p. 119). The suggested course of action for the firm that works with the realistic 
job preview, is to identify recruits during the interview phase of the hiring process, and 
either reject them or emphasize the expectations during the beginning of the 
employment (Dean et al., 1988, p. 248).  
 
The unmet expectations may regard to the professional norms and values, the specific 
organizational setting, but most likely the specific job content (Dean et al., 1988, p. 
247). Padgett et al. (2005, p. 84) means that it is not the specific working conditions of 
an auditor, such as the long hours or the flexibility of the work schedule, that increases 
the employee turnover rate, but it is the faulty expectations that does. If the new hires 
would be aware of the situation, the organizational reality shock would not occur. 

3.5 The transformation of the auditing profession 
From a historical point of view, the development of the auditing profession and audit 
regulation has been triggered by critical events (Öhman and Wallerstedt, 2012, p. 254). 
In June 2016, as a response to the last financial crisis, new rules on statutory audit was 
implemented in the European Union. The new regulations include new requirements on 
the audit report and the introduction of mandatory rotation of auditors and audit firms 
(European Commission, 2016). In Sweden, the new rules were the second significant 
change in regulations that affects the profession in only a couple of years. A few years 
earlier, in 2010, auditing became voluntary for small companies (Government Offices 
of Sweden, 2010, p. 1). 
 
Besides the regulatory changes, the profession is also affected by ongoing societal 
trends. For example, a shift from historical career norms is identified, where younger 
employees change job more often than the older generation (Ng et al., 2010, p. 289). 
Further, younger employees, as the typical entry-level audit assistant, have expectations 
on their future employment which the employers can not ignore when the competition 
about the best candidates is tough (Durocher et al., 2016, p. 2). The expectations include 
an adequate work/life balance, salary levels, advancements prospects, meaningful work 
experience and a nurturing work environment (Ng et al., 2010, p. 282). Accordingly, the 



 

 36 

audit firms have started to adapt to the expectations of their potential future employees 
in a bottom-up socialization process (Durocher et al., 2016, p. 21), which is a necessary 
course of action if the audit firms want to retain their staff (cf. Ng et al., 2010, pp. 282-
283).  
 
Highly relevant is also that the profession is transforming due to the technological 
development (cf. Kempe, 2013, p. 25). Already in 1995, Harvey-Cook (1995, p. 70) 
noted that technology has removed some of the more repetitive tasks from an entry-
level auditor’s assignments. Today, audit tools as electronic, interactive checklists and 
automated decisions aids exist, and the teams use analytical software programs when 
auditing (Lombardi et al., 2015, p. P11). The technology development within 
information technology has also increased the popularity of offshoring (Daugherty and 
Dickins, 2009, p. 60; Kempe, 2013, p. 33). Nowadays, an essential part of the audit 
work is performed by an affiliated offshore entity, meaning that a foreign affiliate to the 
audit firm, usually located in a country with lower costs of personnel, performs audit 
procedures for an audit engagement where the client and the engagement partner are 
located in another country (Daugherty et al., 2012, p. 735).  
 
The current offshored (Daugherty et al., 2012, pp. 735-736) and automated (Lombardi 
et al., 2015, p. P14) tasks are considered to be routine tasks and were earlier performed 
by entry-level audit assistants. As a consequence, the new employees are increasingly 
required to have higher levels of skills within accounting, auditing, tax, supervisory and 
project management, since the complexity of their work tasks will increase early in their 
career (Daugherty et al., 2012, pp. 737-738). The remaining assignments might be more 
interesting, but also require an analytical and risk-based mind to be able to identify 
areas in need for further investigation (Daugherty et al., 2012, p. 738; Lombardi et al., 
2015, p. P14).  
 
Besides analytical skills, self-promotion and representation is increasingly typical of 
what it means to be an auditor today (Picard, 2016, p. 94). Due to an increased 
marketization of the business, the profession experiences an increased consulting 
orientation (cf. Jeacle, 2008, p. 1315; Picard, 2016, pp. 94-94). In order reach the top of 
the hierarchy and become partner, the employee has to contribute to the bottom line 
(Almer et al., 2011, p. A46; Spence and Carter, 2014, p. 954). However, a trend within 
audit firms is a non-partner career track (AICPA, 2004, p. 19). These positions occurred 
as a career development for individuals who possess high technical skills, but lack the 
business development skills needed to become a partner (Almer, et al., 2011, p. A41; cf. 
Spence and Carter, 2014, p. 959). Today, this kind of positions can differ in their 
design, and they are sometimes of technical expertise nature, and sometimes more 
focused on client service roles (Almer et al., 2011, pp. A40, A44).  
 
Due to the transformation of the profession, the Supervisory Board of Public 
Accountants believes that the typical auditor in five years will differ from the auditor 
today. Therefore, the Supervisory Board of Public Accountants and FAR are open to 
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altering the requirements to become an authorized public accountant (Hadjipetri Glantz, 
2016, p 13). The Director General of FAR wants the future auditors to come from 
various educational backgrounds (Hadjipetri Glantz, 2016, p. 13), which is in line with 
what representatives from the large audit firms communicate (Marténg, 2015, p. 16). 
Hiring auditors from various educational backgrounds would, to some extent, include 
the targeting of non-traditional applicants (cf. Rynes and Barber, 1990, p. 288), which in 
turn would increase the effort required by the Big N recruiters to ensure maintained 
selection standards (Gammie and Kirkham, 2008, p. 371).  
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Chapter 4: Empirical results 
In this section, the informants’ thoughts about their hiring process, when it comes to the 
hiring of entry-level audit assistants, and what qualities and characteristics that are 
desired, are presented. Further, trends within the auditing field are discussed, and how 
they might impact, or already impacts, the staffing practices of the audit firms.  

4.1 Informants 

In Table 4, the informants are presented. The information contains the informants’ 
experience, how they were interviewed and the length of each interview. The auditors 
are coded with the letters A to G, and the recruiters are coded with the numbers 1 to 4. 
They are coded, and listed, in the order of when the interviews were conducted. 
 

Respondent Experience Interview 
medium 

Interview 
date 

Length of 
interview 

Auditor A The informant has worked as 
an auditor for 22 years and 
has been involved in the 
recruitment for eight years. 

Skype 2017-03-07 30 min 

Recruiter 1 The informant has worked 
with recruitment at the firm 
for two and one-half years. 

Skype 2017-03-07 25 min 

Recruiter 2 The informant has worked 
with recruitment at the firm 
for two and one-half years.  

Telephone 2017-03-07 40 min 

Recruiter 3 The informant has worked 
with recruitment at the firm 
for five years.  

Skype 2017-03-10 45 min 

Auditor B The informant has worked as 
an auditor for ten years and 
has been involved in the 
recruitment for three years. 

Telephone 2017-03-10 25 min 

Recruiter 4 The informant has worked 
with recruitment at the firm 
for one and one-half years.  

Skype 2017-03-10 25 min 

Auditor C The informant has worked as 
an auditor for 25 years and 
has been involved in the 
recruitment for ten years.  

Face-to- 
Face 

2017-03-20 40 min 

Auditor D The informant has worked as Face-to- 2017-03-21 30 min 
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an auditor for 19 years and 
has been involved in the 
recruitment for ten years. 

Face 

Auditor E The informant has worked as 
an auditor for nine years and 
has been involved in the 
recruitment for three years. 

Face-to- 
Face 

2017-03-21 30 min 

Auditor F The informant has worked as 
an auditor for ten years and 
has been involved in the 
recruitment for three years.  

Skype 2017-03-24 35 min 

Auditor G The informant has worked as 
an auditor for eight years  and 
has been involved in the 
recruitment for two years. 

Telephone 2017-03-29 35 min 

Table 4. A list of the informants including a summarized description of their career and 
detailed information regarding the interviews. 

The auditors have various titles such as office manager, group manager and head of 
department. They are all authorized public accountants, and in their auditor role, their 
rank is manager, senior manager, director or partner. In addition to their work as 
auditors, they are all involved in the staffing of their department. Auditor G says: 
“Approximately 50% of my tasks are related to personnel questions, and 50% are audit 
related.”  
 
The recruiters also have various titles, all revolving around HR, recruitment and 
employer branding. Notable is that two of the four recruiters also have experience from 
recruiting at staffing companies, and that three of the recruiters have taken business 
classes at a university level.    
 
The informants work at four out of five initially contacted Big N firms. In the following 
text, the firms are referred to as Firm W, Firm X, Firm Y and Firm Z. These titles are 
used when the firm specific hiring processes are presented and they are used instead of 
the specific respondent to ensure that the informants remain anonymous.   

4.2 The hiring process 
The informants report that they have continuous hiring needs. Recruiter 1 says: “We 
know that there is a hiring need every year.” The firms’ largest offices are located in 
Stockholm and these offices hire between 20 and 80 entry-level audit assistants during 
2017. The offices in Gothenburg and Malmö are smaller and hire slightly fewer than in 
Stockholm. Auditor G says that the number of new hires depends on the group’s audit 
engagement situation and the expected employment turnover higher up in the staffing 
pyramid. Recruiter 2 says: “The audit field has always hired many candidates, and we 
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know that people will quit. Hence, we need more junior and senior team members 
continuously.” The majority of the new employees start their employment in August or 
September. Auditor C explains that the autumn new hires can participate in the firm’s 
training program during low-season, and take part in the interim audit of the companies 
and thereby get to know the companies before the year-end audit and busy-season. The 
offices in the large cities hire many, but they also have many applicants, of varying 
quality. To hire the right employees is essential. Recruiter 3 says: “We [the firm] are 
our employees, we do not have anything else, why hiring the right employees is 
extremely important.”  
 
However, to recruit and select the right future employees is a difficult task. One 
recruiter describes the recruitment to entry-level positions as the most difficult 
recruitment, because applicants to more senior positions know more about what 
environment they fit into, and where they do not fit in. Even if the firms have many 
applicants to choose from, not all of them are qualified for the position. Recruiter 3 
says: “It is surprisingly many who apply that are not relevant. [...] The number of 
applicants say nothing about the quality.” Another issue is whether the qualified 
applicants are interested in the position. Auditor G says: “We recruit many, there are 
many job opportunities, but some people might apply just because it is easy to apply, 
rather than being truly interested in the profession.”  
 
The informants also witness competition for the candidates. Recruiter 4: “When it 
comes to auditors, or audit assistants, the competition is rather tough. Candidates drop 
out because they have received another job offer.” Auditor D states: “You have to start 
the recruitment extremely early, and be quick, if you want to hire the best candidates.” 
Auditor F says that prior to a fall hiring, HR sends candidates for an interview with the 
auditor from approximately March the year before until March the same year, and 
continues: “It is important to determine which minimal qualifications you require. If 
you have a very high cutoff in the beginning, it might become more difficult to fill all 
positions in the end.” Auditor A says that they signed the first employment agreements 
for fall 2017 already during spring 2016. In order to, as Auditor A says, “establish a 
relationship with students as early as possible”, the audit firms are represented at the 
universities with lunches (e.g. Auditor A) and other activities (e.g. Auditor C).  
 
Regardless which firm an applicant apply to, the typical hiring processes for a newly 
graduated, future audit assistant at the Big N firms are similar to each other. Common 
for all inquired firms are the following steps: the firms publish a job advertisement, 
which the candidates refer to in their applications. The process continues with an ability 
test, an interview with the HR department and an interview with a delegate from the 
operating business, before the applicant receives a job offer. Some firm specific steps 
exist, consisting of a shorter telephone interview (e.g. Firm Z), a personality test (Firm 
W) and/or practical exercises (Firm X and Y). Firm Y and Z explicitly say that they do 
not take references when they recruit entry-level auditors, since the position is many 
applicants’ first job and if not, there are only a few who have had relevant jobs before. 
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Figure 3. An overview of the hiring process. 

When asked about alternative ways to get an employment, all inquired firms mention 
different types of internships and talent programs. Firm W also mention spontaneous 
applications, and Firm X mention that they hire students on an hourly basis during busy-
season. However, applicants to the different kinds of internships, as well as candidates 
who apply spontaneously, must pass all steps in the hiring process before they get a 
permanent employment. Recruiter 4 says: “We use the same process [to the internships] 
in order to be able to offer the candidate an employment if it feels good.”     

4.2.1 Selection aspects 
In between the different steps in the hiring process, screening and selection of the 
applicants are conducted. In general, applicants are selected to the next step in the 
process based on their application (i.e. application sifting), test results, an interview with 
the HR department and an interview with the delegate from the operating business. Firm 
W lets all their applicants conduct both an ability test and a personality test before the 
first screening, aiming to assess their candidates as objectively as possible. The recruiter 
at Firm W says: “We have rebuilt our process and try to move away from assessing 
people straight after their merits, towards a more objective recruitment. We want to 
reduce the risk for discrimination, which can happen unintentionally when conducting 
screening solely based on CVs and alike.” Applicants to Firm X, Firm Y and Firm Z 
have to pass a first screening based on their application to qualify to take the tests. 
However, Firm W also uses the application documents in their screening, when they are 
selecting between the candidates with the best test results.  
 
According to the informants, the share of the applicants that are selected to the next step 
differs in every process, but a larger share is rejected in the beginning of the process 
than in the end. For example, the approximate figures for Firm X are as follows: Half of 
the applicants are rejected after the application sifting, one third of the remaining 
candidates are rejected after the ability test and one third of the remaining after that are 
rejected after the interview with the HR department. After the interview with the 
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delegate from the operating business, the recruiter from Firm X states that 
approximately three quarters of the remaining candidates receive a job offer from the 
auditors. Notable is that the auditors from the same firm say that they offer a larger 
share a job, approximately nine out of ten candidates are asked to join the firm. The 
same phenomenon, that the recruiter’s perception of how many from the last interview 
that are offered a job is lower than the auditor’s, is observed for Firm W. In any case, 
among the applicants who have reached the interview with the delegate from the 
operating business, there is a relatively large share that receives a job offer. Auditor D 
says: “There are actually only a few who does not receive a job offer [after the second 
interview]. There are of course some, but the number is low.”  

 
Figure 4. An example of the share of applicants that is rejected in each step of the 
hiring process. 

4.2.2 Application sifting 
All inquired firms use application sifting, although, as mentioned, Firm W conducts the 
sifting after the tests, instead of before, as the other firms. The sifting is conducted by 
the recruiters, not by the auditors. Some of the auditors are unsure about what exactly 
the procedure looks like. One of the informants believe that it is an overall assessment 
of grades, prior work experience and other extracurricular activities that aims to judge if 
the candidate fits the company. Others are more aware of the procedure. Auditor D 
states: “We have structured how it should be conducted. We have an applicant profile 
that we have agreed upon, which the HR department should follow.” Potential sifting 
parameters the auditors mention that they believe the recruiters look at are grades, 
university, degree, university classes taken in general, the classes required to eventually 
become authorized in particular, prior work experience, extracurricular activities and 
how the cover letter is written. Auditor C says: “If a candidate does not have especially 
good grades and has not done anything else besides the studies [like work or 
extracurricular activities], that usually gives us a signal on the future job 
performance.”  
 
Recruiter 1 states that they look at a variety of determinants and that “the only 
indispensable requirement is a relevant education”. The remaining recruiters’ answers 
are similar. Accordingly, the applicant’s grades are not crucial but can be used as a 
determinant if two candidates are similar in all other aspects. Some of the firms require 
the applicants to submit their high school grades, while at some of the firms, it is only 
the university grades that are mandatory.  Recruiter 4 says: “We ask the applicants for 
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their grades and then it is their decision to give us the grades that they find relevant, it 
happens that we get high school grades, but it is really the university grades that we 
want to look at.” All informants mention that they use the applicants’ grades to some 
extent, as well as they mention prior work experience. Extracurricular activities (e.g. 
involvement in student associations and sport at a high level), experience abroad, the 
classes required to become authorized and degree also occur as parameters used. 
However, the recruiters state that it is an overall assessment. Recruiter 1 mentions that 
to some extent, the determinants used, and their importance, depend on how many audit 
assistants that will be hired and the amount of applications in that particular process. 

4.2.3 Ability and personality tests 
All four firms use non-audit related ability tests in the hiring process. The tests are 
described as tests that measure numerical ability, power of deduction, problem solving 
ability and general mental ability. Firm Z also measures verbal understanding. All 
recruiters state that the ability test measures the applicant’s ability to absorb 
information. Recruiter 4 says: “It is not an IQ test, it deals with the applicant’s learning 
capacity.” Some of the recruiters emphasize the stress factor, and the ability to solve 
problems in a stressful situation.  
 
According to Recruiter 1, the applicant’s future does not completely depend on the test 
results, at least not if the person does not totally underperform: “It works as a 
complement to the application. [...] Great test scores strengthen an application, and 
vice versa.” That is in line with what the remaining recruiters indicate as well. 
However, Recruiter 2 says: “It is important that you score above our lower cutoff, it is 
not extremely high, but you have to perform above a certain threshold in order to stay 
in the process.” Recruiter 4 explains that they have conducted the ability test internally 
and thereby know approximately how their coworkers perform on the test, and 
consequently know what is reasonable to require from their future employees.    
 
When the applicants reach the last interview, the test results are available to the 
auditors. Auditor A and Auditor D indicate that they do not analyze the results in detail, 
rather observe that the candidate’s scores are on a reasonable level. Auditor G says: “It 
is one of these tests typically used when you, somehow, have to sift out candidates. It 
shows whether the candidate has a general knowledge and understanding at an 
acceptable level, and it offers a possibility to compare candidates to each other.” Some 
informants stress that the tests have to show a logical mind and problem solving ability 
under stressful conditions. Others are satisfied if the test measures basic knowledge in 
Swedish, English and mathematics, and demonstrate that the candidates fulfill the 
minimal requirements.  
 
When it comes to personality tests, some recruiters refer to the five factor model as the 
base for these kind of tests. Only one of the firms, Firm W, uses a personality test in the 
hiring process. All three remaining firms use it when they hire more senior professionals 
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and among them, two firms state that they have used it on entry-level audit assistants in 
the past, but not anymore. The recruiter at Firm X explains: “Most of these tests are 
based on behavior during prior employments, and the vast majority of the ones we hire 
come straight from the university and have limited work experience to apply these 
personality questions on, why the test results do not completely capture what the tests 
should capture.” Some informants talk about personality tests in relation to interviews. 
One of the recruiters, whose firm does not use a personality test, indicate that they 
receive all personality information needed during the interviews. Firm W, who conducts 
both a personality test and interviews, refers to the personality test in the first interview 
and asks the applicants if they recognize themselves in the result, or not.  
 
Among the auditors, the opinions regarding personality tests differ. Some experience 
these kinds of tests useful, and others perceive shortcomings in this method. An auditor 
at Firm Z says: “It is not that interesting at such an early stage in the career, because 
where you are initially, might not indicate how you will function later.” Some of the 
auditors are not sure if their HR departments conduct personality tests, or not. However, 
when discussing it, the value of a personality test seems to lie in the candidate’s ability 
of self-assessment. For example, Auditor C says: “I would be interested to see the 
connection between the ability test and the personality test, how the candidates perceive 
themselves, versus what the more objective test shows” Auditor C continues and 
explains that, in order to be effective, it is important for entry-level auditors to be aware 
of their limitations and ask when they are unsure about how a procedure should be 
conducted. Auditor F perceives personality tests as a useful point of departure when 
assessing how a candidate works, for example, if the candidate prefers to work in teams 
or individually.  

4.2.4 Interviews 
The processes continue with interviews, one with the HR department and one with a 
delegate from the operating business. During the HR interview, all applicants are asked 
the same questions, because, as Recruiter 2 says, “...basically, all applicants should be 
assessed on the same grounds.” The interviews are focused on personality and 
competences. Recruiter 1 says: “We want to get to know the person, and see that the 
person has the characteristics and competences we consider as relevant for the 
position.” Some informants mention the term competency-based interview. Recruiter 3 
says: “A competency-based interview is all about to look back in time, I want examples 
from the applicant. ‘Give an example of when you did something thoroughly. Who told 
you that the job was thoroughly done? What do you mean by thoroughly?’” Recruiter 2 
explains that this approach, when the applicant exemplifies how he or she would act in 
certain situations, gives the recruiter a larger perception of the person and of what the 
person considers as important in work life. 
  
Even if the interview is, as Recruiter 4 express it, “a person’s opportunity to show who 
he or she is”, the recruiters also talk about their role and responsibilities as interviewers. 
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Recruiter 4 continues: “It is my responsibility to ask the right questions, and the 
candidate’s responsibility to give good answers.” Recruiter 3 states that no conscious 
assessment takes place during the interview, but afterwards, based on notes of what the 
candidate has answered. The informant continues: “You have to be humble that it is 
your assessment, not science. However, I try to take in everything the candidate says 
and does, and conduct my assessment based on all available information.” The 
interview is described as an interplay between the interviewee and the interviewer. 
Recruiter 3 says that since everybody, both interviewees and interviewers, bring 
different experiences with them to the interview, all interviews are unique. 
  
The second interview is with a delegate from the operating business and the auditor’s 
first contact with the candidate. Prior to the interview, the auditor receives the 
applicant’s application documents, such as CV, cover letter, grades and eventual 
testimonials and certificates. Test results and, at three out of four firms, a summary from 
the HR department are also available to the auditors. The informants’ answers indicate 
that the second interview are less structured than the HR interviews. For example, 
Auditor G says: “I know by experience what I would like to get out of the interview. [...] 
How I pose the questions differ, but I have them in mind, and I try to sum up and make 
sure that I have got all answers I need.” The auditors state that their interviews address 
qualitative aspects of how the applicants will fit. For example, Auditor B says: “We talk 
about the work tasks in detail, the daily situation and how they [the applicants] think it 
will be, and how they think that they will adapt to it.”  Auditor F are interested in why 
the candidates want to work with auditing and their perception of the profession. 
  
The perceived difference between the two interviews regards the interview focus. 
Auditor C believes that the HR department focus on the applicant profile, the test results 
and questions related to that. Consequently, after passing the first interview, the 
applicant is considered a very good candidate for the position. Auditor C continues: 
“There is usually no doubt that the candidate sitting in front of us is a very good person, 
but it is up to the operating business to assess whether we think that this person will be 
happy with the work as an auditor and the way we work, and if we will be happy 
working with this person, that is, that the person is meeting all the relevant criteria.” 
The other informants explain the same phenomena. For example, Auditor E states that, 
since the applicants they meet at the second interview have passed the HR department, 
they should meet all formal requirements and be qualified for the position. The auditor 
concludes that the second interview works as a confirmation of the HR department’s 
opinion.  

4.2.5 Practical exercise 
Firm Y is the only firm who uses a case in their regular hiring process of audit 
assistants. At Firm X, a case is not a part of the regular process but some auditors 
conduct one during the second interview. The exercises described by the informants are 
either a text in English the applicant should read and analyze from an audit perspective, 
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or the preparation of a basic balance sheet and income statement, and the identification 
of potential audit risks in them. Delegates from the firms who use cases state that the 
practical exercises provide them with a perception of the applicants’ English (when the 
case is in English), basic business knowledge and stress resistance. An auditor at Firm 
W states: “You can see if someone has written a lot but not really thought it through, or 
if the person has read, reflected and then prepared a structured answer.” Whether the 
case is correctly solved or not is of less importance. An auditor at Firm X says: “I want 
to see how the candidates express themselves, and their ability to present. […] It is 
about having a ground to stand on and a willingness to learn, but above all, it is about 
attitude. If a candidate performs a mediocre solution, has no self-confidence and overly 
excuses him/herself, that is the picture I get of the candidate, and that he or she will act 
like that with clients. I do not want that.” 
  
In line with what the quotation from the auditor from Firm X indicates, the candidates’ 
reaction to the situation is a frequently identified potential benefit with a case. Auditor 
B says: “During the interview, we discuss how the candidate deals with certain 
situations. A case can show if the candidate also acts like he or she has described.” 
Auditor G states: “We expect the candidate to be eager to learn, and to be interested 
and motivated, which the discussion following the case, and if the candidate ask follow-
up questions, can show. And also how the candidate reacts when put under pressure.” 
Recruiter 4 thinks that the ability to present and argue for a standpoint can be useful 
skills to test with a case. 
  
Firm W and Z do not use cases in their hiring processes. The recruiter at Firm Z 
reasons: “I would say that the usefulness of a case depends on its design. There are 
probably many not so fruitful case exercises in use. For our part, there is no point to 
use a case in order to test the applicant’s audit skills, since auditing is nothing one has 
learned in school.”  That the applicants do not know much about auditing is a common 
viewpoint among the informants, regardless if the firm uses cases, or not. For example, 
Recruiter 1 says: “It is difficult to test audit skills on forehand, because we do not 
expect the applicants to have any. We expect the applicants to have a basic business 
understanding, which one probably has when one has a degree in business.” However, 
some informants, both from firms using cases and from firms not using cases, still think 
that an audit related exercise can be useful. For example, Auditor C says: “A realistic 
case can give the candidate some practice in how the work can be.” In line with that, 
Auditor G state: “A case can initiate what the auditing profession is about, and prepare 
the candidate for what lies ahead.” One auditor not using cases means that the 
interview catches most of what a case would show, since the interview gives the 
interviewer a perception of the person and that the situation to some extent can be 
compared to a client meeting. 
  
The recruiter from Firm Y describes the case as “a test in the environment the candidate 
will work in” and means that asking questions regarding knowledge is useless since it is 
aspects that has to be seen in action. Informants from all firms praise internships for that 
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reason. For example, Recruiter 3 says: “If you let a trainee work for half a year, or even 
a month, you see exactly which knowledge that person has.” An internship is an 
interplay and benefits both the firm and the potential future employee. Recruiter 1 says: 
“You [the trainee] get to know the business and we get to know you, and the ones 
putting their best foot forward eventually also receives a job offer.” Auditor D agrees: 
“It [an internship] is an excellent way to recruit. They [the trainees] have a great 
opportunity to get to know the company and experience if it is something they think they 
will like.”  

4.2.6 The hiring process in the future 
When the future recruitment process is brought up, Auditor C states: “We continuously 
evaluate how we best can meet the candidates we look for, and what the best way to 
evaluate that they are the ones we look for and vice versa.” Auditor A thinks that the 
recruitment process will start even earlier in the future, why the firm will have to get the 
know the students earlier as well. In line with that, Auditor F says that one possibility is 
to establish a pool of well-performing business students, and educate them in exchange 
for their time when the firm needs it.  When it comes to the selection process, many 
informants predict, or wish for, a faster and shorter process. Auditor B says: “Perhaps, 
it [the selection process] might become quicker. You come here, you solve a case, and 
you get a job offer or are rejected on the spot.” Recruiter 4 talks about a shorter process 
as well, because “we are many who compete about the candidates, and we need faster 
processes in order not to lose so many candidates to our competitors”. Auditor D thinks 
that a recruitment day with activities, interviews, cases and presentations would be a 
good way to select candidates through but are also worried about the competition: “You 
can not say ‘We have a recruitment day in two months!’ because then it is too late. The 
students do not dare to wait until the recruitment day if they receive an offer from 
another firm.” 
 
Besides Auditor D’s thoughts about a recruitment day, the informants have various 
ideas regarding how the selection process could be developed. Auditor A emphasizes 
the effectiveness, and believes in increased digitalization here as well. Recruiter 4 thinks 
the process might become more automated: “There is always an ongoing discussion 
regarding how big impact the person behind the selection has. Perhaps, in the future, 
you will fill in a form, or alike, and a computer selects the candidates who best match 
the applicant profile, and HR interviews the selected candidates.” Recruiter 1 says: “I 
think that we might head towards focusing more on what the candidate can contribute 
with than what the candidate has done until today. Of course, what you have done 
earlier indicates what you can do in the future, but maybe shift focus a little, from 
backward to forward.” Auditor G thinks that the process to a large extent will be similar 
as today, but that the personality tests will be further developed and widely used in the 
future. 
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4.3 A centralized HR function, the interaction with the operating 
business and the evaluation of the hiring process 
Auditor D perceives the hiring process as important but time-consuming, and continues: 
“Therefore, it is extremely important that HR conducts a good job [before the 
candidates reach the auditors], so that we all can use our time in the best way possible. 
Not offering a candidate the job after the second interview should only occur in 
exceptional cases.” Recruiter 3 states that it is very costly to recruit many candidates, 
and that since they read all applications, the more applications they receive, the more 
time it takes. The number of applications is generally perceived as high, but as 
mentioned, Auditor G fears that some candidates apply without being truly interested in 
the position. 
  
Prior to a fall recruitment the audit departments tell HR how many audit assistants they 
would like to hire. Auditor F says: “Approximately one to one and one-half year in 
advance, I inform HR about how many candidates we plan to hire. However, I have the 
possibility to revise the number later on.” Recruiter 3 explains that the audit business 
line knows roughly how much work they will have the upcoming years since the audit 
engagements are signed on a four-year basis. To some extent, the desired characteristics 
are also discussed prior to a recruitment period, even if many informants state that they 
are more or less consistent from year to year. Recruiter 1 states that the recruiters have a 
quite clear idea of what kind of person that is requested by the audit departments and 
Recruiter 2 explains that they have an applicant profile they use: “We have elaborated 
our applicant profile carefully and can to a large extent reuse it. However, we go 
through it together with the group manager and revise it when needed.” The system 
with a general applicant profile which is updated when needed seems common. For 
example, Auditor D states that they looked over the profile half a year ago, while in the 
case of Auditor F, their group-specific profile was last discussed two years ago. 
  
As mentioned, many auditors receive a summary from the HR department prior to the 
second interview. At Firm W, the summary is valued as good guidance for the second 
interview. In contrast, at Firm X, the delegates from the operating business are supposed 
to create their own perception of the candidate. In many cases, the recruiters state that 
they have a comprehensive view of all candidates they select to the next step in the 
hiring process, and hence, they are the ones who manage the group diversity. However, 
Recruiter 1 says that the auditors sometimes, a while into the process, can have some 
specific requests in order to complement the group. Further, many of the informants 
state that they have a general ongoing interaction through the whole process. For 
example, Auditor B says: “We have continuous meetings and communication. We e-
mail and call when needed.” 
  
The recruiters perceive that they are good at assessing candidates. Recruiter 3 explains 
that their applicant profile is developed together with their auditors, both experienced 
partners and employers that have worked only for a couple of years. The same recruiter 
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emphasizes the importance of that everybody involved in the hiring process are aware 
of the applicant profile and select accordingly: “We discuss it [the applicant profile] a 
lot, and we also talk about what we [the firm] mean with each specific requirement in 
it.” Recruiter 4 says that, to the second interview, they only have to select a couple of 
candidates extra above the number of requested new hires, and continuous: “We are 
usually quite accurate in our assessments.” In general, the auditors agree and think that 
the recruiters are performing well. Auditor F says: “It was while when I got a lot of 
great candidates, so I started to wonder if I was not selective enough, but since I now 
have worked together with the candidates, I know in fact that they are very competent.” 
  
When asked about the evaluation of the recruitment process, the informants report that it 
is informally conducted. Auditor D says that the evaluation is well-structured when it is 
conducted but there is no procedure saying that it has to be done every six months or 
every year - it is conducted when a need is identified. As mentioned, more common is 
an ongoing dialogue throughout the hiring process. Auditor B and Auditor C talk about 
that some evaluation also takes place during the next process’s start-up meeting. 
However, the recruiter and the HR department do receive some feedback. Auditor A 
states that feedback is provided to the particular recruiter involved in the process but the 
feedback “is more personal and regards how that recruiter’s services are perceived”. 
Auditor F says: “I write a summary for every candidate I reject, why I said no, 
signaling to the HR department what they should react on the next time.” The recruiters 
agree that the evaluation is quite informally conducted. Recruiter 2 says that the 
feedback obtained is gathered continuously during the process. The recruiter continues: 
“It becomes more formal after a year, when we can see how the new hires have 
performed.”. Recruiter 1 reports that they welcome feedback when something goes 
wrong: “We want to know what it was that did not work out, in order to have guidance 
to the next time.” Recruiter 4 says that even if they do not have a formal procedure in 
use today, they have started to develop measuring tools. Other informants also indicate 
that their evaluation of the hiring process has potential of improvement. 
  
How a successful recruitment is defined varies among the informants. One recruiter 
states that it is something which that person has never reflected upon and Auditor D 
says that they do not have a set definition. However, frequently mentioned are that the 
candidate should perform well, adapt to the assignments and to the group, and 
preferable stay within the firm (see more regarding the retention aspect under section 
4.6). Auditor F exemplifies: “A person who grows and picks up knowledge, and 
contributes to the group and to the firm, but also function as a pleasant addition 
socially.” The different aspects are also discussed as interrelated. Auditor G says: “I 
think that if you like it here and have the same expectations as the firm has on you, then 
you will perform well. And then you will receive good feedback, be eager to grow in 
your role, and probably also be motivated to stay.” Hence both parties have to be 
satisfied. Recruiter 2 says that some turnover is expected but “we have failed in our 
description of the position and worked with the wrong profile if too many drops out”. 
Auditor A’s reasoning is in line with the prior statement and says that they sometimes 
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have hired great recruits that stays for a shorter period because they realize that the 
profession does not suit them.  
 
To pass the examination to become an authorized public accountant is seldom 
mentioned. Auditor F explains: “In our group, the auditors undertake the examination 
after between three and nine years of employment. They can be very successful during 
the nine years before they take the test.” However, some informants mention the use of 
performance measurement tools, such as annual employee evaluations, as indicators 
when determining the success of a recruitment. Both Recruiter 2 and Recruiter 3 explain 
that those measures are long-term. Recruiter 3 says: “You might not be able to know that 
[if a new hiree performs well] from the start, but we will know after a few years.” As 
mentioned, Recruiter 3 also comments that the number of applicants do not indicate 
anything about the quality of the applicants, and thereby, it is not a good measure of 
how successful the recruitment process is.  

4.4 The desired profile of the auditor  
Throughout the interviews, the informants were asked questions regarding the different 
qualities and skills that each step of the hiring process shows. There are a couple of 
trends in the answers from these open questions, summarized under the titles personality 
traits, cognitive skills, educational background, extracurricular activities and person-
organization fit. 

4.4.1 Personality traits 
Regarding the title personality traits, the informants' answers indicate three important 
categories; social skills, team ability and dedication. In the following sections, the 
informants' views regarding these categories are presented in detail. 

4.4.1.1 Social skills 
When asking about the skills that they are looking for in the interview, all of the 
informants mention how important social skills are, the increased need of being able to 
communicate well, being verbal, and how to handle different kinds of people. The 
informants emphasize the different aspects of the social skills, and how some people 
might have the wrong impression of the auditor’s daily tasks. Auditor F states: “Many 
people think that we just sit behind a desk, but that is not the case; you must be able to 
handle clients, both nice and pleasant clients, but also clients that are, not so pleasant 
and that occasionally give you a challenge.” Auditor A says: “It is important to inform 
the recruits what it means to be an auditor, you are not just looking at the IFRS rules all 
day.”  
 
Recruiter 4 states: “It is important to have the ability to communicate well with people, 
to read them and adjust the language to the right level that suits the situation.” In line 
with that statement, Auditor A values “How comfortable you are talking to a person 
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that you never met before, and how social you are. Social competence is all about 
giving a good impression. We have a lot of interaction with our clients, so it is 
important that you like meeting new people and being open. It is also important how 
you express yourself.” In addition to this, Auditor F mentions the ability to present 
information to other people. That is in line with Recruiter 4’s statement presented earlier 
(in section 4.2.5), that ability to present and argue for a standpoint might be skills useful 
to test with a case. The answers are concurrent when the informants explain the 
importance of having social skills when meeting with clients and being able to behave 
in a representative way. Recruiter 3 says: “You deliver a service, which means you have 
to be analytical, but you also need to enjoy meeting people, understand what customer 
relations means and what customer service is [...] it is the combination you need in 
order to be successful.”  
 
However, the social aspects are also valued internally, Auditor F values employers who 
contributes in a positive way to the social environment in the group. Recruiter 1 points 
out “the different aspects of the social factors; it is important to be pleasant, humble, 
social. Everyone does not have to be extrovert, but still has to be a team player.”  

4.4.1.2 Team ability 

A majority of the informants explicitly explains that team ability is important, but all of 
the informants do in some way describe the importance of the ability to work with other 
people. Recruiter 3 says: “You should be able to communicate within the teams and be 
able to work together with other people, you always work in an entity, so it is important 
to help each other and be flexible.” It is highly valued by all informants to be able to 
show that you have worked in teams before, since the profession is centered around 
teamwork. Auditor E thinks it is important to have experience from it and to believe in 
that it is a good way of working. Words like team player, and team building occur 
frequently through the interviews to describe the preferred characteristics of the 
employees, as well as someone who contributes to the group.  
 
Another aspect of team ability that the firms try to discover further in the second 
interview, is if the person would fit in in the current team at the firm. Auditor E 
explains: “We know more [than HR] about what it is like to work at our department, 
and what kind of personality types we want to work with, and it comes down to ‘do I 
want to work with this person, do I want to work in a team with this person and meet 
our clients’.”   

4.4.1.3 Dedication 
When asking what other personal characteristics that are valued and found through the 
interviews (and personality tests), all of the informants mention the trait dedication in 
some way. Other characteristics described throughout the interviews that are in line with 
being dedicated are among others; Ambition, determination, being driven, eager, 
striving, engaged, and full of initiative. Recruiter 4 says: “Mainly we look at three 
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things; your ability to take initiative, adaptability and responsibility.” These personality 
traits are of importance when working within the audit field. Recruiter 1 explains: “It is 
important to be goal oriented, dedicated, curious [...] It is a pretty intense profession 
and it is demanding and challenging, which means you need to like what you do and 
enjoy challenges and want to improve.” The desire to improve is also something that 
the firms look for when hiring. Auditor C states: “To be determined to continuously 
move forward and look for solutions, [...] that is important”. To be goal oriented is 
another personality trait that falls within this category. Auditor C says: “Be able to lead 
yourself, have a goal to strive after; it can be a goal for this particular working day, or 
the goal with your role at work, but it is important to always have a purpose with what 
you are doing.” In response to a follow up question regarding the possibility of hiring 
someone with less ambitions and who is less dedicated. Auditor A says: “to hire 
someone with no ambitions whatsoever is not an option”, and other responses are in line 
with that.  
 
Another dimension of being dedicated that is mentioned in the interviews is to have the 
will to learn and to be perceptive, Auditor F says: “What it is all about is that no one 
has the full skill set when they start after graduation, we have an extensive training 
program, but you need to have the will to improve and learn a lot, of course you need 
some kind of fundamental knowledge, but most of all it comes down to your attitude and 
point of view”. An interest in the area is also something vital that is needed prior to 
becoming an employee at one of the audit firms, and is not something that you can 
learn. Auditor E says: “The most important thing is dedication and to be interested and 
perceptive, and put your best foot forward. You can always learn everything you need to 
know for the job, you can not learn to be interested and have an interest in business or 
accounting, but you need to be goal oriented and know what you want”. Throughout the 
interviews, it is often mentioned that a general interest in business is important for the 
people who work at the Big N firms, Recruiter 3 means that the candidate’s educational 
background shows if this interest exists: “A degree within business administration 
shows that you have an interest for a certain kind of questions.” Further, Auditor G says 
it is necessary to have the interest to work as a consultant. 

4.4.2 Cognitive skills and stress resistance 
Another skill that is needed and frequently mentioned by both the auditors and the 
recruiters, is a basic level of cognitive ability. Auditor B mentions that it is of 
importance to be able to grasp new information quickly. Recruiter 2 mentions a general 
ability for accurate problem solving. Auditor D mentions “logical reasoning and 
analysis, to be able to grasp new information and process it.” One way to measure the 
analytical and logical abilities is through ability testing, Recruiter 1 comments on the 
test: “it shows the ability to process new information in a short amount of time” 
Recruiter 3 says: “you can score low on this test, and still be a great auditor, but 
usually there is a connection between the score and the future job performance.” 
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To be able stand to stress is another personality trait that is mentioned. The ability to 
thrive under pressure is tested during the hiring process, in some instances through the 
cases where they, according to recruiter Recruiter 1 test the ability to solve problems in 
a stressful situation. The reason for testing the applicant’s stress level during the hiring 
process is in order to determine if the person fits, as well as give the applicant the right 
impression of what consulting is like. Recruiter 4 says: “Everyone can pass [the ability 
test], but it is the time restraint that is the stress factor. The reason to why we do this is 
to show that when you work within consulting, you work with a lot of people 
simultaneously, both internally and externally. You have to be able to learn at a certain 
pace, and learn many new things to manage the tempo. By analyzing the results, we are 
able to see if the person will be able to deliver in a high-speed environment, and in the 
long term enjoy working in this industry.” Some of the informants would rather look at 
this in the interview than to test it. Recruiter 1 says: “We try to talk about it in the 
interview, what previous experiences the applicant have regarding handling of stress 
and how the applicant reacted in a previously experienced stressful situation. But it is 
hard to measure and we are not sure that we want to ‘stress-test’ someone.”  
 
According to the auditors, to work well under pressure is important within the audit 
industry, Auditor G says: “all types of personalities can manage this profession, 
however, not everyone manages to work in the way that we actually do [under high 
pressure].” Other informants representing the auditors do agree that you need to be able 
to work at a certain pace. 

4.4.3 Educational background 
When asking a question regarding the initial selection in terms of educational 
background, Recruiter 3 says that they want the recruits to have at least a bachelor’s 
degree within business administration, and that the courses needed are included in that, 
but that they prefer their recruits to have (the Swedish 4-year program called) a 
‘Civilekonom’ degree.  
 
The informants are overall not too specific on what level of degree they would like to 
see that the applicants have, but focus more on the relevant background within business 
administration. Recruiter 1 says that both a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree are 
relevant, and will not matter unless two applicants are compared to each other: 
“Obviously a master’s degree is worth more than a bachelor’s degree if a decision 
between two applicants has to be made.”  

4.4.3.1 Specific courses required for authorization 
On the topic of fulfilling the theoretical requirements for authorization, Auditor G says: 
“I know from experience that it is difficult to catch up on that while working, and there 
is a risk of losing those employees later due to that reason. Therefore I would like that 
to be taken into consideration already in the selection process.” Auditor B says: 
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“Fulfilling the theoretical requirements to be authorized is a prerequisite, and without 
that you limit yourself. We have hired people that do not have all the courses necessary, 
but in those instances, it is possible to take those specific courses later, usually it is the 
law courses that are missing.” The informants that are more lenient on the requirement 
believe that the applicants are able to take the courses before it is time for the 
authorization, however, both Auditor C and Recruiter 4 emphasize that they want to 
hear from the candidate what specific courses are missing and that there is a plan for 
how and when the courses will be finished. 
 
Another opinion on the topic is that they can hire a candidate without the courses if he 
or she seems promising, Auditor D says that there can be other qualities in a candidate 
that makes up for the missing courses. However, most of the time, it seems like the 
applicants have taken the courses necessary, Recruiter 1 says: “We do not have them as 
a ‘must’, but most of our employees have them. And if the applicant is missing some 
specific law course it will most likely work out well anyways.”  

4.4.3.2 Grades 
Along with the application, the recruits submit their grades, always from the university, 
but usually from high school as well. After receiving them, the usage of the grades 
differs, Recruiter 2 says: “The grades are not a primary determining factor, but they are 
used if we have to choose between two applicants and all other things are equal 
between the two.” Auditor G means that “Since you need good high school grades to 
get into business school at the Universities, I do not find those [high school] grades 
relevant, really.” Auditor G says: “We want the applicant to have average grades, or 
above average. Grades are important, but it is hard to say that you ‘should’ have top 
grades or not.” Recruiter 1 says: “Regarding the grades, ‘the higher grades - the 
better’, but we do not have a lower limit for them.”  
 
Auditor C uses the grades to get an overall image of the applicants. Auditor A looks at: 
“mathematics grades from high school, statistics, and other subjects that demand 
logical skills. If the applicant is ‘way off’ in those subjects, then I believe that the 
applicant will have a hard time keeping up.” Recruiter 3 says: “The applicants need 
fair grades, and preferably higher grades in the courses that are relevant for the 
position that they apply for; [...] courses within business administration, economics, 
statistics.” Auditor B says: “I check if there is anything in particular that ‘stands out’ 
from the rest of the grades, something that the applicant was better at and what that is, 
if it has any connection to business administration or something totally different, says a 
lot about that person.” Auditor D says: “It surprises us if someone has failed a class, in 
those cases we would like to understand why.” 
 
Looking at grades is also a way to find out if the applicant has always been performing 
at a certain level, or if something has changed over the last couple of years. Recruiter 1 
says: “[The high school grades] contribute to get an overall image of the person, they 
let us know if the applicant has always had good grades or if he or she has improved 
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lately.” However, the same recruiter continues, “It would take a lot to get a rejection 
because of high school grades.” Recruiter 3 says: “It tells us something if the applicant 
has failed many classes and then we ask, ‘how come?’. This will give us another 
dimension of the person, and there might be understandable reasons for it, but we want 
to know the full history.” 
 
Auditor C says that if an applicant has a lot of work experience or a history of 
engagements in extracurricular activities, then they do have a greater understanding and 
acceptance if the applicant does not have the best grades. Further on that note, Auditor 
D says: “If you have no other experience [such as work or other extracurricular 
activities], then we expect you to have very good grades, because you have been able 
put all your focus on your studies.”  
 
As a final note, Recruiter 3 states: “Grades are not everything, absolutely not. You can 
have great grades and still not be fit to be an auditor.” 

4.4.3.3 Other minimal and meriting qualifications 
When the informants are asked about what other skills are needed for the auditing 
profession, a couple of things are mentioned. Among others are being able to 
communicate well in basic English, which is seen as a minimal qualification, however, 
being fluent in English is seen as meriting and of increasing importance. In addition to 
basic skills in English, the applicants are also expected to have basic knowledge in 
Swedish and mathematics, as well as a normal level of general knowledge. 
  
Something else that is mentioned as wanted are Excel skills, Auditor D says: “It might 
sound like a platitude, but Excel skills are really important at the moment and has been 
for a while. It was not as important ten years ago, then it was enough if you were able 
to use the sum function, but that is not the case anymore. I do not think that many 
students are aware of this, how much you need to know.” 

4.4.4 Extracurricular activities and prior work experience 

All of the informants mention having a history of some kind of work experience and/or 
extracurricular activities in addition to going to school, such as being engaged in student 
associations or unions, volunteer work, athletic clubs etc. Auditor A says: “[We make] a 
collective assessment of grades, relevant work experience, extracurricular activities, so 
those things give us an overall image of the applicant to evaluate if we think the person 
will fit in.” Auditor E also says that grades, part-time jobs and extracurricular activities 
are the three parameters used to make up one whole image of the applicant.  
 
To have a part-time job on your resume is for some informants essential. Recruiter 3 
says: “Something that is absolutely a must-have is some kind of work experience besides 
the studies, or during the summers. No work experience at all, is not an option if you 
are applying to our firm.” Auditor F says that the work experience does not necessarily 
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have to be related to business or accounting, but what they would like to see is that the 
applicant has done more than studying. Recruiter 4 says it is a great experience to have 
worked within the service industry. The work experience is of importance for other 
reasons as well; Recruiter 3 says: “To have some work experience is important when 
you come to a new workplace in order to understand how things work.”  
 
Auditor F also mentions that studying abroad or being a successful athlete are additional 
things that show the applicant’s level of ambition and desire to improve. Recruiter 1 
adds to the list of meriting experiences: “We also look at experiences from abroad and 
engagements in student unions and such, as well as other meriting things like if the 
applicants has competed in something or have significant accomplishments in 
something [...] We make an overall assessment and from those factors, and the more of 
these things the applicant has on his or her resume, the better.” 
 
To sum up the answers from all the informants, Auditor A’s statement is a great 
example: “[We want the applicant to have] an engagement, and that can be in some 
kind of sport, or in student associations, but the most important thing is to show a 
dedication and that you have been engaged in something. And then you do not have to 
‘tick off’ everything on that list, like have worked abroad and other work experience, 
[but we want the applicant to show] that he or she wants to get somewhere.”  

4.4.5 Person-organization fit and a diversified group 
Some of the recruiters point out that it is important that the employees fit well into the 
overall organization and firm, and that it is not enough to fulfill the formal 
requirements. Recruiter 2 says that they make sure that “[the applicant] will fit at our 
company and be successful [...] we recruit based on potential rather than previous 
experiences only.” It is of importance that the applicant has values that are in line with 
the firm’s. Recruiter 3 says: “Even if an applicant has all the requirements, he or she 
might not get hired because of something is lacking in the basic personality, if for 
example the applicant believes in other things than [the firm] does. In our job 
advertisement it says that we are looking for different nationalities and we like our firm 
to be multinational, we are an international firm. We believe in everyone’s right to work 
for us, we want to be diverse. So for example, if an applicant does not agree with those 
values, if the applicant does not believe in that, then [this firm] is not right. Those 
dimensions are also a part of the recruitment process, and a part of our applicant 
profile.” 
 
If it is obvious by the first interview that the applicant will not fit into the firm or the 
specific group in terms of personality or values, the applicant will be taken out of the 
process according to Auditor G: “HR does not select applicants to the second interview 
if they do not perceive that the applicants fit [the firm] and the group that we are 
recruiting for.” However, there are also instances where an applicant might not be the 
right fit for the specific group, but for the firm as a whole, and then there is a possibility 
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to be “moved” to another hiring process within the firm, Auditor G explains: “I have 
sometimes felt that a particular candidate is a good candidate for us as a firm, but 
would fit better working with another kind of companies [than the ones Auditor G’s 
group audits] and hence, I have sent them back to HR and to other groups.”  
 
Something else that is mentioned by about half of the informants, is the desire to have a 
diverse group of people, and this is taken into consideration before every new round of 
recruitment. Recruiter 1 says: “[We want] a good mix of people [...for example;] ‘now 
we have hired many of this kind of people, now we need someone who is a bit more 
extrovert or a little more analytical’ or so to weigh up for the others in the group.” In 
line with Recruiter 1, Recruiter 2 says: “[We want to have a] diversified group, if we 
only have people who are very detailed oriented and very structured, then we may need 
to complement the group with someone who is a bit more flexible and open.” Auditor C 
says: “People have different skills [...] these different types of characters are needed 
[Some are very skilled in ] keeping structure and meeting deadlines, and some are very  
skilled in leading and motivating teams while others are at their best in selling 
situations in proposals etc. We would like to have a mix of these skills, and if we are 
worried that we only have too similar type [of personalities], then maybe we may need 
to focus on getting some others too.” Auditor B gives an example of the two major 
characteristics desired: “The profiles we seek are a combination of social and 
analytical, we do not want everyone to be too similar.” The point of having diverse 
groups is to create a good work environment. Auditor G says: “That we have all kinds 
of personalities and candidates, that's what creates good group dynamics and in the 
end, a good team to work in.” 
 
Another aspect of the group dynamic is to have an even distribution of males and 
females in the group, an additional thing that is said to be good for the group dynamic 
and valued by the informants, especially the recruiters mention it during the interview. 
Auditor G says that they do take the gender distribution of the group into consideration 
when they plan a new round of recruitment with HR, and in the auditors’ requests for 
new candidates, gender is one of the things that they can be specific about. Recruiter A 
says: “Just before we get started [with the hiring process], there is a lot of focus on how 
many people we need and when we need them. And then it is also focus on to get a good 
and even distribution of males and females and so on, which they [HR] look at too. 
Naturally, if we in January did not hire as many [males as females or vice versa], and if 
there were more of one or the other, we try to correct it in the next recruitment [in the 
fall].” Recruiter 1 says they do aim to have an even gender distribution and Recruiter 3 
says that they look at many different dimensions when hiring for auditing, because they 
prefer different kinds of audit assistants, and one dimension is the gender distribution 
within the groups.  
 
While the importance of having equally many males and females in an audit 
team/group, another thought is presented by Recruiter 4; “Sometimes, we see that the 
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group dynamics could need a male or a female, but in the end it is the best candidate 
that we will choose, however, the auditors might have a wish for one or the other.” 

4.5 Retention 
The informants frequently mention the retention rate. Auditor D says: “Our business 
model builds on that we have a certain employee turnover rate.” Auditor C says: “The 
audit industry has always been special in the way that we hire relatively many junior 
employees, but we are aware that some will leave during the way, and that is a ‘natural’ 
process.” It is rather difficult to get an exact number of the employee turnover rate, but 
Recruiter 3 says: “We believe that an employee turnover rate of 10-20 % is ok, that is 
normal for auditing, because it is such a specific profession. You work a lot and it is 
very demanding, so it is not a normal profession. But higher than that, if we are talking 
about 20 % employee turnover rate, then it is not good. [...] Our employee turnover is 
relatively high and that is the case within auditing. We definitely do not have a higher 
employee turnover rate than someone else, so we believe it is pretty normal.” 
According to Auditor C, the retention rate varies from time to time; “We do know that 
in times of economic downturns, we have less turnover, but other than that, we have a 
‘natural’ employee turnover over time at around ten percent. We know that our people 
are very attractive to other employers and some will continue their career outside [The 
firm].”  
  
Recruiter 4 says that they do experience a problem with employees leaving the firm 
after three to four years. One reason for this is the authorization exam, Auditor B 
explains: “There is always the problem when people that have worked for 3-5 years are 
considering taking the exam or not, that usually results in that we lose a few, since they 
start thinking about if they should take the exam, or work with something else. That 
results in a ‘natural’ loss of employees, and of course we would like to see that more 
people stay.” Auditor G believes that the turnover rate among the new hires has been 
above normal the last couple of years and therefore, the firm has started to hire 
somewhat larger cohorts and hope for a lower turnover rate in the near future. 
 
In response to a follow-up question regarding how many of the employees they hire 
during 2017 will still work for the firm within the near future (two, five and ten years), 
the answers are similar to each other. All the informants were not able to answer this 
question, and the informants that did answer pointed out that these numbers were 
estimates, however, the numbers do provide an image of what the situation is like. A 
large share of the cohort is still within the firm after two years but after that, in 
accordance to Auditor B’s statement above, the drop-outs increases.  
 
One example of an answer that fairly summarizes the answers from our informants is 
from Auditor F: “In two years I expect that about 95 % of the employees are left, that is 
fine, but I believe that less than 90 % is a failure because then we have been 
unsuccessful with conveying our expectations and failed to explain what is interesting 
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about the profession. After five years, if more than 50 % stays, then that is 
extraordinarily good, but I think that the greatest fall-off is within two to five years. In 
ten years, I think we have 20 % left, if it is more than 20 %, then it is a lot.” 
 

 
Figure 5. An example of the share of a cohort still within the firm after two, five and ten 
years. 

4.5.1 Desired retention and the career ladder 
In response to another follow-up question on the topic; if they would like to see more 
people stay, all of the informants state that they would like to see a higher retention rate, 
and that there is room for it. However, according to the informants, there are both 
advantages and disadvantages with a possible change in the employee turnover rate. 
Auditor B says: “I would say that more people leave the firm than what we would like 
to see, so we really want more people to stay, there is definitely room for that.” Auditor 
F also believes that there is room for more people to stay longer, especially since the 
quality of the work would increase if they were able to keep more experienced 
personnel longer. They would also be able to add more services to their audit 
engagements that they do not have time for today, which means finding work to do for 
more experienced employees would not be a problem if they have employees that 
perform well. 
  
Since auditing is a profession where the newly hired people need extensive training 
from the firm, it is very costly to lose employees early on, something that Recruiter 3 
emphasizes. The cost aspect is something that Auditor D mentions too: “Our ambition 
is that we want more people to stay, frankly, could we make people stay for only six 
more months, we would save a lot of money.” Not only is the training program 
expensive, Recruiter 3 adds: “Because an audit assistant is not fully taught from the 
beginning, it takes a relatively long time before an assistant is starting to generate 
money.” Even though it is expensive to hire many of recruits, keeping employees for 
cost-saving reasons even though they are not performing as expected, is not an option. 
Recruiter 3 says: “If we would hire 15 people and only half of them would understand 
the tasks and perform well, then there is no point in keeping the others.” 
  
Even though the majority of the informants answer that they would like to see more of 
the people they hire stay a little longer, there are also informants that point out the 
possible negative consequences. Auditor C says: “It would probably create a problem if 
everyone stayed, since that could result in a less developing environment and at our 
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firm, you learn a lot in a short amount of time, meaning you have certain tasks one year, 
and then something else the next when someone new starts and takes over the less 
complicated tasks that are not as difficult but take a lot of time.” Another consequence 
of having more people stay is pointed out by Auditor F: “That would give us a 
challenge in the way that we would have to be stricter on who we promote and not. […] 
So if more people would stay, it would give us a challenge and would challenge the 
pyramidal staffing structure, but on the other hand, it would allow us to offer more 
services to our clients and accept more audit engagements.” Auditor G believes that 
there is still a possibility to get promoted, even if more people would stay.  
 
If they follow the traditional career ladder, the audit assistants are later expected to 
become managers. However, the tasks of the two roles differ and according to Auditor 
A this is taken into account when hiring: “Someone can be a great audit assistant, but 
when it is time to take the step and take on a manager role, some are not at all prepared 
for that. We try to make long-term decisions when we hire, to see if this is a person who 
will grow with the role and grow and develop in the same pace as it is time to get 
promoted.” Auditor B does not experience a difficulty regarding this: “No, that is not a 
problem, they [the two different roles] do not contradict each other. There is a lot of 
focus on learning many new things during the first couple of years, [and then] it will 
come naturally.” Some of the auditors mean that the manager role is a role that you 
grow into and that you have to learn a lot along the way. Auditor F states: “To go from 
assistant to manager, there are a couple of years in between, and while you work for us, 
the daily tasks get more advanced and you get a lot of training in how to lead a team. In 
most cases a good audit assistant becomes a good audit manager.” The last point of 
view presented, is from Auditor G: “It is not for sure that everyone is meant to be 
manager either, but some people are more suited than others, and some think it would 
be more interesting to become an accounting specialist, or work with other types of 
advisory services, or something else.”  

4.5.2 Expectations and a realistic job preview 
A majority of the informants say that the auditing profession is not a profession where 
you are expected to know much about the specific tasks, but the firm will teach you a lot 
once you have started. Auditor F says: “The auditing profession is kind of an 
apprenticeship, we give a substantial amount of education.” The informants do not 
expect the newly hired employees to know much from the start, Auditor A says: “With 
all due respect, you learn a lot at the university, but you learn a lot more ‘on the job 
training’.” So even if a recruit has studied three to five years at a university, there is 
still a lot to learn, Recruiter 1 says: “You study a lot of relevant things at the university, 
but it is very little that has to do with auditing.”  
 
The expectations on the recruits when they start are therefore not that they know 
everything in order to get started with audit tasks on day one, however, many of our 
informants have other expectations on the recruits, such as that they are hard working, 
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dedicated and eager to learn. Auditor D says that the most successful recruitments are 
the ones where the expectations from the firm and of the recruit corresponds, and 
Auditor C points out the importance of having the right image and understanding of the 
auditing profession. If the recruit expects something else than the reality, the 
discrepancy might be a reason to why he or she drops out. Auditor G says: “The amount 
you work and when you work varies a lot, and it is important to be aware of that, so that 
the possible difference in expectations of the candidate and the employer is as small as 
possible. In my experience, having the right expectations from the start will lead to the 
most successful recruitments.”  
 
Both the firm’s and the employee’s perspectives are brought up when talking about 
successful recruitments. Auditor E says: “There are two aspects, the company’s aspect; 
where we want the candidate to become ‘permanently employed’ and perform well. But 
then there is the individual’s perspective, where we want the candidate to be satisfied as 
well, and feel that he or she made the right choice to join our firm. Both sides have to 
match in order to result in a long-term relationship.” Auditor C also points out that a 
win-win situation is what they want; meaning that both the recruit and the employer 
should feel satisfied. When a recruitment is considered unsuccessful, the discrepancy in 
expectations is very often the reason, Recruiter 4 says: “Sometimes, the personality of 
the person we have hired does not match the profession and by that I mean a person 
who wants to perform well but is very detailed oriented and wants more time than what 
is available before he or she is satisfied enough to deliver [...] But then it is probably 
due to that we have been unclear with our expectations. There is also a group of people 
that think they know what consulting is about and that it is what they want to do, but 
then they realize they had the wrong expectations.” 
 
In Sweden, it is common to get a 6-month “probationary period” at the beginning of 
your employment, after which it will be decided if the firms wants to turn that into a 
permanent employment or not. This is brought up by some of the informants, that if 
they choose to hire the employee permanently, then that is one way to define a 
successful recruitment. Recruiter 2 says: “We also see after six months when the 
probationary period ends, and that it leads to a permanent employment, that is a way to 
see if it is a failed recruitment if we do not choose to extend the employment. We always 
try to learn from the mistakes we make, but I think the work we do when we work this 
way, with a fairly solid process, we have relatively low numbers of people who will not 
get permanently employed, the absolute majority stays.” Auditor D explains: “We have 
a probationary period, and evaluate [the new employees] after 3 and 5 months, and if 
that evaluation has a positive result and we feel that we have hired a great person, then 
that is a successful recruitment.” 
  
The amount of time that the employee stays within is another measure of success. 
Recruiter 1 says: “In today’s workplace, we work a shorter amount of time, you do not 
stay the whole life at the same job [...] But if a person stays for two years, then we have 
to be happy about that, even though we hope that they will stay longer.” Recruiter 4 
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says that a successful recruitment is when a candidate stays for at least three years. 
Auditor F says: “We want the candidate to stay a little longer, preferably longer than 
two-three years, because the firm invest a lot of money in education and it is a 
profession that you learn while working which means it takes a little time before you 
know everything in every step.” 
  
The most long-term definition of a successful recruitment, that was presented in the 
interviews, is from Auditor B: “Of course we want the best recruitments to become 
partners and run the firm.” 

4.6 The transformation and future of the auditing profession 
All informants believe that the audit industry has a future. Recruiter 1 says: “As long as 
there is entrepreneurial activity, there will be a need for auditors.” However, the 
informants frequently indicate a perceived rapid development within the audit field. 
Recruiter 3 says: “There has been many changes within the audit field lately, and there 
is more to come.” Auditor G says: “The industry develops fast at the moment” and 
exemplifies that there is news within accounting and auditing, as well as regarding the 
risks, the management of enterprises and issues with lawsuits. Recruiter 2 says: “There 
is much talk about the mandatory rotation of audit firms and the effect of that, as well as 
the abolishment of the audit obligation for smaller companies.” Auditor C thinks that 
the audit field will develop further and contain more types of audit services, targeting 
companies that need an independent assurance in other situations than only for their 
financial statements. 
  
As mentioned in the section above, the informants talk about turnover as something 
natural, but an ever-present circumstance. One auditor indicates that the new regulations 
might result in new turnover patterns. Auditor G thinks that the change regarding 
mandatory rotation of audit firms can impact on the staffing: “It is uncommon that 
employees move to another audit firm, but it might be something we will see more of in 
the future.” Recruiter 2 and Recruiter 4 reflect over the employee behavior in general, 
and state that people do not work for the same organization their full professional life 
anymore.  
 
Some of the informants seem to be well aware of their potential employees’ demands, 
especially when it comes to work/life balance. Auditor G emphasizes the importance of 
understanding the new generation and trying to meet their expectations. Auditor F says: 
“We have to show the candidates that it is possible to have work/life balance.” 
However, as some of the respondents also mention, the profession involves unavoidable 
seasonal tops. Auditor F wonders if it, in the future, will be possible to come in and 
work as an auditor only during busy season, and thereby even out the workload for the 
audit firms.   
 



 

 63 

Other alternative career paths, that do already exist, are discussed as well. Auditor B 
talks about the staffing pyramid as still pyramidal, but that the staffing structure is 
branching up. Auditor F says: “Earlier, the only career track was to eventually become 
partner. Today, there are other career opportunities. You can become an expert within 
the area you are passionate about, without high requirements of contributing with new 
engagements.” In line with that, Auditor G thinks that, in the future, there will be more 
opportunities to specialize in different kinds of transactions, or other areas, and more 
opportunities for the employees to form their career in different directions but still stay 
within the firm. Recruiter 2 says: “You might not have to be an auditor to work within 
auditing [in the future].” Auditor A thinks that the current broad auditor role might 
disappear, and become replaced by more specialized professional roles.  
  
The digitalization and automation within auditing is a trend mentioned by nearly all 
respondents. Recruiter 3 says: “Auditing will be even more IT-based. […] Many tasks 
will be automated.” Auditor C reflects: “Some of the assignments the most recently 
hired audit assistants do, which are quite standardized tasks, as reconciling something 
with something else, are already in the process of being automated.” Data analytics is 
also something frequently mentioned, enabling “qualitative analysis”, as Auditor F puts 
it. Auditor D think that new audit tools, such as “data analytics, and alike”, will 
transform the profession and decrease the number of team members needed.   
 
Another growing trend mentioned by informants from three of the four firms is 
offshoring to delivery centers or shared service centers. Auditor C says that they have 
already started to centralize the most standardized tasks to offshore entities. In line with 
that, Auditor D reasons that basic tasks can be offshored, leaving more complex 
analysis to the local teams. Auditor F states that all Big N firms use offshoring, and 
continues: “It [the use of offshoring] will probably increase even more in the future.” 
According to Auditor A, the aim is to enhance the efficiency of the audit process.  
 
In the near future, the informants expect their hiring to increase, rather than decrease. 
Auditor D says: “We are growing and want to hire more.” Auditor F states: “The firm 
is growing and we will continue to have a demand for qualified audit personnel. I do 
not think that we in five years will hire a smaller number, I think that we will hire more. 
The question is if we will hire the same type of profile as today.” Nevertheless, both 
Auditor D and other informants think that the number of auditors will decrease 
eventually. Recruiter 4 reasons that many professions disappear due to the digitalization 
and new computerized systems: “Some tasks will disappear and it might mean that 
some of the audit assistants’ tasks disappear, and that we will not need as many audit 
assistants in the future.” Recruiter 2 says that due to the technological development, “I 
think that we will not be as many in the audit business line [in the future] as we are 
today, I think that ‘the classical auditors’ will be fewer.”  
  
Auditor F is far from alone to think about a different auditor profile in the future. 
Auditor D claims: “From a general point of view, we think about where the profession 
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is heading, and what characteristics and qualities that will be important in the future.” 
Recruiter 2 says: “I think that we will recruit more candidates with a completely 
different background, perhaps more applicants interested in IT instead of business, 
broaden our scope.” As a consequence to the IT related trends, digitalization and 
automation, IT related skills are seen as increasingly important by many informants. 
Auditor A says: “I think that we might become more focused on a technical interest and 
IT.” Based on the same arguments, some informants suggest that the audit groups could 
have use for someone with a degree in systems sciences, and Auditor A says that the 
office in Stockholm already hires from that professional group.   
 
Among the informants, it is frequently predicted that the profession will develop into an 
even more analytical profession. Auditor F brainstorms and suggest mathematicians as 
potential future audit employees, aiming to increase the competence within numerical 
analysis and calculations. Another suggestion comes from Auditor C and regards 
engineers. Auditor C thinks that in a ten-year period, there might be fewer, but more 
qualified, audit employees, and continues: “It will probably be more fun, the junior 
employees will be assigned more interesting tasks since all the standardized tasks are 
being replaced with robots.” Accordingly, Auditor A states: “The tasks for the 
remaining employees will be more interesting, with more analysis and complex 
questions, not including the drudgery we [the ones working today] have grown up 
with.” Auditor C says: “To understand the client’s business, and to be able to analyze 
certain information, that can not be replaced by a computer or a robot, you have to 
understand the business and be able to have a deeper dialog with the client about the 
business and related risks.”  
  
Some of the informants also mention that advisory elements in the audit engagements 
become increasingly important. Recruiter 2 states that, in order to keep their market 
shares after the abolishment of the audit obligation for smaller companies, the 
profession heads against a more consulting approach, with increased advisory services 
included in the auditing role. Recruiter 4 says: “We focus more and more on that the 
audit assistant role, and the roles higher up in the hierarchy, will include more 
advisory.” Auditor B also sees increasing advisory services within the profession, and 
even if the informant thinks that they will continue to mainly hire business graduates, 
candidates with more knowledge about tax law, rather than pure accounting knowledge, 
might be seen as useful in the audit teams. Recruiter 4 thinks that candidates who have 
practiced sports at a high level have interesting profiles, since “they know what it means 
to be dedicated to something”, but also due to their experiences when it comes to 
contact with sponsors.    
  
To sum up, many informants suggest that an audit team in the future might include 
various professions. Auditor C summarizes: “The candidates might come from different 
educational backgrounds in the future, and be further educated here, learn the firms’ 
methodology, and then team up in teams with some system specialists, some engineers 
and some business economists, forming a team that can meet the client’s needs.” 
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Recruiter 2 suggests that project managers might also have a role in the team, run the 
projects and lead the auditing. Other suggested non-traditional profiles mentioned are 
more general, and the arguments are based on that the candidates anyway have to work 
in order to learn the profession. Auditor B and Auditor F talk about candidates that are 
not qualified business economists but has an interest and extensive work experience. 
However, some constraints might be appropriate. Recruiter 3 brings up that what a 
candidate has chosen to study at the university indicates what that person is interested 
in: “Why would you become an auditor if you have studied art?”  
   
Any non-traditional profile raises a discussion regarding the requirements set by the 
Supervisory Board of Public Accountants, and also the design of the education 
conducted at the audit firms. Auditor G thinks that they will continue to hire business 
students so that the candidates have the possibility to become authorized public 
accountants in the future. Many informants have similar concerns. For example, 
Recruiter 4 argues: “They [the Supervisory Board of Public Accountants] set the 
requirements for authorization, which would stop unqualified candidates after a few 
years.” Recruiter 3 indicates that the requirements from the Supervisory Board of 
Public Accountants are slightly outdated and that the firms might have to communicate 
what they think is important for the industry.  
 
As mentioned, the firms’ own educational programs are also discussed. If they start to 
hire non-traditional candidates, Auditor A indicates that more education will have to be 
provided by the firm. Auditor B says: “...then you transfer the place for education from 
universities to the firms.” Auditor G thinks that the firm and its organization would 
have to change significantly in order to be able to train non-traditional candidates, but 
says that it could become an alternative if the number of qualified applicants decreases 
in the future. That might be the case: Auditor B says that the audit industry has been in a 
favorable cycle for a while and believes that it onwards might be tougher to attract 
candidates.  
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Chapter 5: Analysis  
In this chapter, the empirical results from the interviews with the audit firms recruiting 
personnel at HR and of office/group managers, are analyzed. The analysis is conducted 
through finding correlations and differences in the answers given by the informants, 
connected to the theoretical framework.  

5.1 The hiring process 
The interviews conducted contain questions related to the hiring process, and regard 
both recruitment aspects and selections aspects. The informants’ answers indicate that 
these two parts of the hiring process are often seen together, which may be a 
consequence of that they occur simultaneously (cf. Barber, 1998, p. 80). 
  
Since the informants report continuous hiring needs, it is reasonable to assume that they 
have to conduct continuous recruitment as well. That statement is strengthened by that 
the informants are well aware of that they have a high turnover (see section 5.4 for a 
further analysis regarding retention) and will need new hires every year to come in and 
cover up from the bottom of the staffing pyramid. The recruitment of future audit 
assistants is a never-ending activity and the audit firms are constantly visible at the 
universities (cf. Carlson et al., 2002, p. 464). The informants also witness a tough 
competition for the best candidates. Both Auditor F’s and Auditor A’s answers 
regarding how early the candidates are sent to them from the HR department and when 
the first contracts are signed, indicate that the perceived competition is a reality for the 
audit firms (cf. Hammarström, 2016).   
  
However, it does not seem to prevail any lack of applicants to the positions (cf. e.g., 
Gammie, 2000, p. 106) and until today, based on the informants’ answers and in 
contrast to Kempe (2013, p. 40), to attract applicants is not a problem. Instead, it is the 
already mentioned competition for the best candidates, the quality of the applicants and 
the applicants’ objectives for applying that can cause problems. That the targeted audit 
assistants are young might enhance the last problem, since it in many cases is their first 
job and therefore, they do not know what they want and where they fit in. As Recruiter 
3 states, the audit firms are their employees, and hence, the informants seem to agree 
that to hire candidates that are qualified and truly interested in the position is essential 
(cf. Alvesson, 2000, pp. 1101-1103; Knechel et al., 2013, p. 391).  
 
The competition for the candidates is not expected to decrease in the future, but 
continue to impact the hiring process. The informants want faster processes in the future 
in order not to lose candidates to their competitors, and perhaps start the recruitment 
even earlier.  
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5.1.1 Selection aspects 
As presented in the empirical chapter, the hiring processes of the Big N firms are quite 
similar to each other: Job advertisement – application sifting – ability test – first 
interview with the HR department – second interview with a delegate from the 
operation business – job offer. However, one of the firms, Firm W, starts their selection 
process with tests, and refers to a strive for an objective selection process. That is in line 
with the reasoning made by Cook (2016, p. 29), saying that the process should start with 
the most accurate selection method. Since most of the applicants are rejected in the 
beginning of the process, it is a reasonable argument. According to what is discussed 
regarding the future, this aspect might impact the future development of the hiring 
process, in order to increase the objectivity when selecting among the applicants.   
 
Today, the hiring processes of the Big N firms are similar to each other and contain 
almost the same selection methods. Even if Firm W starts the selection with a test 
package, the firm conducts the same type of application sifting as the other firms, but 
after the tests. The similarity might be explained by König et al.’s (2010, pp. 23-24) 
findings that firms choose selection procedures partly after how widely they are used 
within their field.  

5.1.2 Application sifting 
Parts of the application sifting are in line with what the literature review suggests as 
good sifting parameters to predict future job performance. Education (and degree), 
grades, prior work experience, extracurricular activities, experience abroad, and the 
classes required to become authorized are all verifiable in one or another way, which is 
in line with Harvey-Cook and Taffler’s (2000, pp. 105-106) reasoning regarding 
verifiability. Out of them, grades, accounting related job experience and to some extent 
degree are considered to be predictive for future work performance (Harvey-Cook and 
Taffler, 2000, p. 109; Gammie, 2000, p. 28). However, at least two firms do not take 
references and hence, prior work experience and other similar experiences are not 
verified. 

The recruiters report that the only indispensable requirement is to have a relevant 
education. The higher degree, the better (see section 4.4), which to some extent is 
predictable when it comes to future work performance. After the initial sifting based on 
education, they continue the application sifting with an overall assessment. As 
mentioned in section 4.4, grades are generally used within this overall assessment. 
Auditor G explains that average, or over average, grades are desired but no exact cut-off 
is used, which is in line with McKinney et al.’s (2003, p. 839) findings. The high school 
grades play a smaller role and are usually not considered relevant, and according to 
Gammie (2000, p. 28) not predictive for future job performance anyway. Accountancy 
related job experience is also predictive for future job performance (Harvey-Cook and 
Taffler, 2000, p. 109). However, the informants appreciate any kind of job experience. 
Notable is that without being completely sure of what the recruiters do sift for, the 
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recruiters and auditors mention approximately the same parameters. The parameters 
used and their significance are further discussed under section 5.3. 

The expression “conducting an overall assessment” does not indicate how structured the 
assessment is. Auditor D says that they have a structure that should be followed, but 
does not reveal any details about the content of the structure. It is possible that the other 
firms also have a very structured system but did not want to disclose exactly how they 
reason. However, based on what the informants did disclose, potential of improvement 
exists when it comes to sifting in order to predict future job performance.  

5.1.3 Ability and personality tests 
Ability tests are used by all four inquired firms, and to the extent that they are 
measuring general mental ability, Hunter and Hunter (1984, p. 95) state that they are the 
best available predictor for future job performance to entry-level positions. Hence, that 
Firm W starts their selection process using an ability test, aiming to make the selection 
method more objective is reasonable. However, the firms talk about a “not extremely 
high” (Recruiter 2) or around average results in order to be selected to the next step in 
the process. According to the recruiters and some of the auditors, the test seems to 
strengthen a good application, or confirm a not so good one. Consequently, in general, 
the audit firms do not seem to put that much emphasis on the best predictor for future 
job performance, according to prior research 
  
Today, there is only one firm who uses personality tests in their hiring process of entry-
level audit assistants. The reasons mentioned for using personality tests revolve around 
the ability of self-assessment and to gain more information about the candidate. Hence, 
the informants interested in personality tests do not explicitly refer to the personality 
dimensions found to be predictive for good overall future job performance by prior 
research (cf. Barrick et al., 2001, pp. 19, 22). To the extent that the ability of self-
assessment is included in the personality dimension emotional stability, and it is 
mentioned by Auditor C. However, in that case, the informant refers to the congruence 
between how the candidates perceive themselves contra the test results, not what the test 
actually shows regarding emotional stability. Auditor F’s comment, that such tests can 
indicate if the candidate likes to work in a group or individually, can be connected to the 
personality dimension agreeableness, which together with a cognitive test, is said to be 
predictive for future job performance (Schmidt and Hunter, 1998, p. 272).  
 
The informants always talk about personality tests as a complement to other selection 
tools, which is in line with prior research (cf. Morgeson et al., 2007, pp. 720-721; 
Schmidt and Hunter, 1998, p. 272). The reason for not using personality tests relates 
back to the concerns raised by Keenan’s (1995, p. 304) regarding lack of prior work 
experience and hence, a difficulty to answer questions about situations at a workplace. 
This is expressed by both recruiters and auditors who are not using personality tests. 
The interview, which is discussed below, is mentioned as a substitute.  
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5.1.4 Interviews 
The HR interview focuses on personality and competences, and the auditor interview 
seems to mainly work as a confirmation of the HR department’s assessment, but also an 
assessment of how the applicant will fit into the group. As mentioned earlier, only one 
firm uses a personality test to assess the applicants’ personality, the rest of the firms rely 
on their interviews. Personality aspects, competences and organizational fit are all 
constructs identified by Huffcutt et al. (2001, pp. 898-900) as common to assess with 
interviews, even though the informants report that they assess person-organization fit to 
a larger extent than what prior research indicates. At first glance, it seems like the two 
interviews follow the division presented by Kristof-Brown (2000, p. 664) – the first 
interview assesses job qualifications and the second assesses organizational fit. 
However, since almost all applicants who reach the last interview receive a job offer, fit 
should be considered to some extent already during the first interview as well.   
 
The HR interview appears as high-structured and the informants highlight the 
importance of asking all applicants the same questions. In contrast, the interview with 
the auditors seem more low-structured. Since the high-structured interview is 
considered more valid than the low-structured method (e.g., Schmidt and Hunter, 1998, 
p. 267), the more accurate selection method precedes the method with less validity (cf. 
Cook, 2016, p. 29). That means that a larger share of candidates is rejected based on the 
results from a tool with higher validity, since more applicants are rejected after the HR 
interview than after the auditor interview. After the last interview, only a few candidates 
do not receive a job offer. That is in line with Harris et al.’s (1990, p. 289) suggestion 
that low-structured interviews work more as a communication tool than a screening 
tool, which in turn may explain the use of the interview in its current form that was 
questioned by Gammie et al. (2004 pp. 31-32).   

5.1.5 Practical exercises 
To offer internships is a popular way to recruit and select future employees. Recruiter 
3’s statement that it gives the firm an opportunity to see which knowledge the person 
possesses, something that is difficult to truly investigate during an interview, matches 
the belief that it does not exist any real substitutes for observing an individual’s 
performance in the field (cf. Smith and Graves, 2002, p. 117). Internships are also 
considered a possibility for the trainee to learn whether they would like a career within 
the firm and/or industry, which can be seen as a step towards better organizational fit 
(cf. Chatman, 1991, pp. 474, 477). The educational part, suggested by Ferguson et al. 
(2000, p. 160), is not mentioned as a current advantage. However, when discussing the 
future (see section 4.2.6), Auditor F shows interest in the establishment of a pool of 
business students who can be educated and work extra alongside their studies. 
  
Practical tests, or cases, in the hiring process are conducted by some of the firms. The 
cases presented simulate audit situations to some extent but the candidate’s actual audit 
knowledge is not considered to be very important. As the ones not conducting cases 
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state, usually, the applicants have not studied that much auditing, and therefore, it is 
pointless to test. Instead, besides very basic business understanding, it is various aspects 
of the candidate’s reactions that are considered interesting. Consequently, the firms who 
use cases do not seem to consider them as a substitute to internships when it comes to 
measuring knowledge (in contrast to what is suggested by Smith and Graves (2002, p. 
117)), rather yet another personality related measure. However, to some extent, the case 
can compensate for an internship. Some of the auditors indicate that the case might 
prepare the candidate for what the profession is about, and thereby increase the chance 
of a good fit.    

5.2 A centralized HR function, the interaction with the operating 
business and the evaluation of the hiring process 
The mentioning of the time and costs connected to the hiring process indicates that the 
effectiveness of the hiring process is important to both the recruiters and auditors, and a 
reason why the audit firms have a centralized HR department (cf. Farndale et al., 2009, 
p. 555; Gammie et al., 2004, p. 33). Further, the informants seem to be satisfied with the 
arrangement. The recruiters perceive that they are good at selecting suitable candidates, 
and the auditors are satisfied with the candidates the recruiters send to them. This is also 
shown by the fact that almost all candidates who reach the second interview also receive 
a job offer. Consequently, the by prior research mentioned discrepancy between HR 
executives’ perception of their effectiveness and the operating business’ perception (cf. 
Wright et al., 2001, pp. 116-117, 119) does at least not seem to be an extensive problem 
for the inquired audit firms. 
  
That almost everyone who reaches the second interview is offered employment 
indicates that the auditors listen to the recruiters’ recommendations, which is in line 
with Cable and Judge’s (1997, p. 554) findings. Consequently, the assessment made by 
the recruiters and the decision they take are of great importance for the firm. Therefore, 
it is surprising that the informants do not report a more structured evaluation process, 
especially since the effectiveness of the hiring process seems to be considered 
important. Koch and McGrath (1996, pp. 347, 350) state that organizations who plan 
how many new hires they need, their required qualifications and then evaluates their 
recruitment and selection policies have an increased labor productivity. Among the 
inquired firms, the number of new hires seems to be planned well in advance. However, 
when it comes to their characteristics, the informant’s answers differ. Some informants 
mention continuous evaluations of the applicant profile, and others seem to evaluate and 
update the profile more seldom. Further, the evaluation of the process is informally and 
individually conducted.    
  
In order to be able to evaluate, measures are needed. When asked about what is 
considered a successful recruitment, the performance of the new hires is frequently 
mentioned, as well as the employment length, two aspects that are in line with Harvey-
Cook’s (1995, p. 79) reasoning. Harvey-Cook (1995, p. 79) and Gammie (2000, p. 19) 
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also define success as passing the professional exams, which is something that the 
informants in this study does not include. However, why it is considered to be important 
in the prior research mentioned but not in this study is probably due to that the system 
for becoming authorized in Sweden differs from the system in the UK where Harvey-
Cook and Gammie work. Further, even if to pass the authorization exam is not 
mentioned by the informants per se, it might be included in statements revolving around 
to grow in the role and develop as an auditor. 
  
Carlson et al. (2002, pp. 466) wish for more isolated measures, not including the 
performance of the new hires when evaluating the recruitment process. Other than a 
comment from Recruiter 3 about that the number of applications does not indicate 
anything about the quality, and therefore is a bad measurement of how successful the 
recruitment process is, not much is mentioned about such measures by the informants. 
The comment from Recruiter 2, that too many early drop outs indicate that the message 
sent to the candidates is wrong, can also be connected to the evaluation of the 
recruitment.  

5.3 The profile of the auditor 
The profile of the auditor consists of the personality of the applicant and the background 
of the applicant, in terms of education, prior work experience and other activities. The 
informants in the sample desire a certain kind of profile, and what seem to be one of the 
most important aspects, is that the applicant should be a good fit for the firm and the 
group.  

5.3.1 Personality dimensions 
Since most research regarding personality dimensions has the five factor model as a 
foundation (cf. Barrick et al., 2001, p. 10), the results regarding the desired personality 
are summarized in Table 5 along with the previously mentioned traits in order to create 
an overview of the findings compared to the theoretical framework. Note that no 
sources are included in Table 5, as opposed to Table 3 (found in section 3.3.2). 
  
Regarding the personality traits, the informants' answers indicate three important 
categories; social skills, team ability and dedication. The answers from both the 
recruiters and the auditors are concurrent when it comes to the personality traits that 
they are looking for in the candidates. 
  
When analyzing the personality traits found in the empirical results, analysis will use 
the five factor model as a frame of reference.  
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Table 5. A summary of identified characteristics with empirical findings added. 
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5.3.1.1 Social skills - Extraversion 
Social skills in a variety of forms and definitions are mentioned by all the informants in 
the sample, hence being one of the primary determinants of their selection process. 
Some examples of the social skills mentioned are; being able to communicate well in 
different groups, giving an overall good impression, and being able to handle different 
kinds of people. In the interviews, it is explained that the auditor’s role is neither sitting 
in an office all day, nor only working with the IFRS-rules, but the auditor has a much 
more social role with a responsibility for the clients. On the contrary to the stereotype, 
the auditor’s role is much more centered around meeting clients, and particularly to 
handle all different kinds of clients. A significant part of an auditor’s work day centers 
around communication (Broberg, 2013, p. 215). When the informants explain the role of 
the auditor, they emphasize the social aspects and how it is not like many people think; 
that the auditor is only doing paperwork with no social interactions. This can be 
interpreted as that the stereotype of the industry is still present, and is hard to overcome.  
  
The statements regarding the ability to communicate well with all sorts of people, and 
being able to adjust one’s language and expression to a suitable level of the situation 
implies the importance of intrapersonal skills. On that note, being comfortable talking to 
any new person, suggests the same. Even though being social is not a direct part of the 
actual work tasks of an auditor, a significant part of an auditor’s day is spent in 
situations where it is necessary to be social, and hence, it is a natural part of the job 
description. 
  
Social skills are categorized into the extraversion dimension of the five factor model 
and the full results regarding extraversion include the following personality traits; social 
skills, team ability, interpersonal skills (ability to handle different kinds of people), 
being service minded, and to contribute to the social environment in a group. 
  
Enjoying meeting new people and being open are two additional characteristics 
mentioned, suggesting that extrovert people are desirable among auditors. This is in line 
with what was presented in the theoretical framework regarding the profile of a 
consultant (cf. Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 894; Nelson and Tan, 2005, p. 54). 
Although these characteristics challenge the stereotype in popular culture (cf. Jeacle, 
2008, p. 1296), they are not newly found within the research on the topic (cf. DeCoster 
and Rhode, 1971, p. 661). The findings are in accordance with what was found to be 
characteristics searched for in the firms’ job advertisements (Deloitte, 2017a; Deloitte, 
2017b; EY, 2017; EY, n.d.; Grant Thornton, 2017a; Grant Thornton, 2017b; KPMG; 
2017a PwC, 2016a). The stereotype of an auditor suggests a person with a low score in 
the extraversion dimension, with personality traits like timid, shy and antisocial. 
However, both the suggestion of the desired profile in the theoretical framework, and 
the findings in this study suggest the direct opposite. Social skills are one of the most 
important characteristics when working as an auditor, since it is considered to be a 
service and consulting profession, and the clients are the top priority.  
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5.3.1.2 Team ability - Agreeableness 
It is in some way mentioned by every informant that team ability is a desired 
characteristic of the audit assistants they hire. The auditing profession is centered 
around teamwork (cf. Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 894; Nelson and Tan, 2005, p. 49), 
which demands the ability to communicate within the teams, works as an entity, and 
being flexible. Being flexible can in this sense refer to accepting work tasks that was 
intended for someone else, to contribute to the group in order to complete a common 
goal. This is defined as cooperativeness in the theoretical framework (Banai and 
Tulimieri, 2013, p. 894). Being humble and pleasant are traits valued by the other team 
members, mentioned by the informants and described by Banai and Tulimieri (2013, p. 
894) in the theoretical framework. Auditor E states that prior team experience shows the 
applicant’s attitude towards a team setting; a positive perspective on working in a team 
is obligatory to be a successful auditor. 
  
Team ability is categorized into the agreeableness dimension of the five factor model 
and the full results regarding agreeableness include the following personality traits; 
team ability, communication skills, flexible, help others/work as an entity, humble, 
pleasant. 
  
The stereotype suggest that auditors are spineless, passive and easy dominated, which 
are considered “high” on the scale in the agreeableness dimension. However, 
characteristics like team ability and being flexible, that were found in the empirical 
results, are also placed at that end of the scale. Even though both the stereotype and the 
results suggest a person with a high score on agreeableness, the stereotype does not 
match the findings. To be spineless, passive and easily dominated, does not necessarily 
correspond to being a good team member, frankly, those characteristics are rather 
contradicting. If a person is passive in a team, he or she will probably not contribute to 
the group. On the other hand, being flexible and humble are traits that go along with 
team ability, but does not mean that the person is spineless. Therefore, one is not to say 
that the auditors are looking for recruits that score high in the agreeableness dimension, 
but they desire certain characteristics within that end of the scale of the dimension.  

5.3.1.3 Dedication - Conscientiousness and Openness to experience 
The word dedication is used in this thesis’ empirical results to summarize the results 
regarding personality traits like the ability to take initiative, desire to improve, and 
determination to continuously move forward. Goal orientation is also a frequently 
mentioned personality trait that falls within this description. These characteristics are 
required by an audit assistant according to the informants, and the least desirable 
personality type is someone with no ambitions. These traits do not conform to the 
stereotype presented, where the auditor is portrayed as a person who is lacking in 
initiative and easily dominated (cf. Bougen, 1994, p. 320). However, the findings in the 
interviews do correlate with the personality traits said to be the real characteristics of an 
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auditor, and not the ones suggested by the stereotype in popular culture (cf. Chatman, 
1991, p. 467; Grey, 1998, pp. 575, 584).  
  
Dedication is categorized into the conscientiousness dimension of the five factor model, 
and the full results regarding conscientiousness include the following personality traits; 
dedicated, responsible, ability to lead yourself, goal oriented, desire to improve and 
having ambitions. It is important to notice that some characteristics that are “high” on 
the scale of consciousness, for example assertive, can be negative for the audit 
profession and contradict characteristics like team ability. Again, it is important to 
specify what characteristics on the scale that are desirable.  
 
As previously mentioned, the informants explain that they do not have high 
expectations on the recruits when it comes to the extent of their actual knowledge of the 
auditing profession, but that auditing is something you will learn while working for the 
firm. However, they do need the recruits to show that they are dedicated in terms of 
having the will to learn, being perceptive, and enjoy challenges. Having an open mind 
and a positive attitude towards learning new things are essential characteristics for an 
auditor. These traits correlate with being open to experience, an essential characteristic 
when working as a business consultant (cf. Banai and Tulimieri, 2013, p. 892). These 
characteristics are categorized into the openness to experience dimension of the five 
factor model, and the full results regarding openness include the following personality 
traits; flexible, initiative, curious, enjoy challenges, willingness to learn, perceptive. The 
stereotype of an auditor suggests someone who scores low in the openness to experience 
dimension, with characteristics like lacking in initiative, which is the opposite of what is 
desired by the informants.  

5.3.1.4 Other skills - Emotional stability 

Stress resistance and the ability to work under high pressure is mentioned by the 
informants as desired characteristics for the auditing profession that is a high-speed 
environment. The informants say that all personality types can manage the work tasks of 
an auditor, and states that everyone can pass the ability tests (that tests the stress 
resistance), however, they conclude that the time factor differentiates a person who can 
manage the profession from a person who can not. The ability to manage stress and 
work under pressure is of particular importance during busy season of the year (Nelson 
and Tan, 2005, p. 54). The stereotype suggests a stable person, which is in line with the 
findings. 
  
Stress resistance is categorized into the emotional stability dimension of the five factor 
model and the full results regarding emotional stability include the following 
personality traits; ability to argue for a standpoint, self-assessment, stress resistance. 

Other than stress resistance, cognitive skills are also mentioned in the interviews as 
desired by the firms. The general cognitive skills of the applicants, including logical 
reasoning and analysis, are also tested during the hiring process in order to determine if 
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the applicant has the general ability for accurate problem solving. Although it is 
possible to score low on the test, and still be a successful auditor, Recruiter 3 states that 
there is usually a correlation between the tests and the future job performance. This 
correlation is also observed by Kallunki et al. (2016, p. 29).  

5.3.1.5 Diverse group 
A summary of the desired profile of the audit assistants shows that the firms ask for 
people that score high within every one of the five personality dimensions. However, as 
mentioned, in some cases, scoring high in one dimension does not mean that the 
applicant has the right characteristic. For example, both “spinelessness” and “humble” 
are found on the high end of the scale of agreeableness. Being spineless is something 
that is not appreciated in a profession where it is of importance to, for example, have the 
courage to require a client to correct a detected misstatement (cf. Nelson and Tan, 2005, 
p. 45). Another possible complication of using the five factor model, is that people 
seldom score high within every dimension because some traits contradict each other. 
For example, a person that scores high within conscientiousness because he or she is 
dedicated, ambitious and has the ability to lead him- or herself, might score low in the 
agreeableness dimension because he or she would rather work alone and struggles with 
being flexible and working in teams. Therefore, it is important to identify which specific 
characteristics the applicant has, and not rely only on the “high-or-low scale” according 
to the personality dimensions, but instead evaluate the characteristics and determine if 
they suit an auditor.  The solution to the issue of finding all the desired characteristics is 
to focus on creating diverse groups since it is more likely that the characteristics 
mentioned will be found in a group as a whole, and not within one person.  
 
To have a diverse group is of importance according to the informants, they state that 
they do not want everyone to be too similar, and they are constantly working to make 
their groups more diverse. The ideal group of auditors contains all personality traits 
mentioned in the part about the personality dimensions. However, many of the 
informants speak as if they have identified only two different personality types; one that 
is extrovert, open, flexible and engaged in teams, and another one that is analytical, 
detail oriented, structured and good at keeping deadlines. These descriptions of the two 
different personality types signal that there is still a belief in the presented stereotype 
that stems from popular culture, and that the other personality type suggested is the 
opposite of that stereotype. If people are simplified to be only one way or the other, this 
can possibly limit the chances of creating diversity. Other informants are more open to 
the possibility that an applicant can be for example both social and analytical, or have a 
combination of other traditionally contradicting personality traits. Either way, all 
informants are trying to attract employees with different personalities, and whether they 
believe that there are simply two major personality types, or if a combination of the two 
is possible within one person, all the informants agree that diversity within the group is 
of importance. One aspect of the diversity is that all of the above mentioned personality 
traits should be found within the group. 
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Another aspect of a diverse group is to have an even distribution of males and females. 
Worth to be noted, is that no specific question was asked regarding the topic, but it was 
mentioned by one auditor and three out of four of the recruiters during the interviews, 
and therefore worth presenting. For the informants that it was mentioned by, it is a 
natural way to increase the diversity in the group and is taken into consideration before 
every round of recruitment. However, Recruiter 4 does point out that an applicant is not 
rejected because of their gender if the he or she fulfills the other requirements, and seem 
to be a good fit for the firm. 

5.3.2 Applicant background 
When asking the informants regarding the initial selection based on the educational 
background of the applicants, the recruiters are the most specific when it comes to the 
general educational background of the applicants, such as having a degree within 
business administration, while the auditors focus more on having the few specific 
courses needed to get authorized. The recruiters are not specific regarding what level of 
degree that they would like the applicants to have, but state that a higher degree is worth 
more in the case of having to choose between two applicants. These findings are in line 
with what was presented in the theoretical framework, that a master’s degree is 
preferred over a shorter education (Almer and Christensen, 2008, p. 91). 
  
The theoretical requirements set up by the The Supervisory Board of Public 
Accountants are strict about what is necessary to have done before taking the 
authorization (Supervisory Board of Public Accountants, n.d.a), and when it comes to 
the informants in this sample, their answers indicate that it is of importance for all 
informants, however, it varies from firm to firm how strict they are with wanting the 
applicants to have fulfilled all the theoretical requirements before starting to work for 
them. Auditor G believes it is difficult to make up for the unfilled requirements during 
the time of employment and would therefore like to see that the applicants already have 
fulfilled them. Auditor B emphasizes that the recruits limit themselves, if entering the 
profession without the requirements, but believes that it is possible to make up for it 
during the employment. Auditor C, Recruiter 4, and Recruiter 1 are more open minded 
towards hiring an applicant without the required courses, however, in those instances 
they emphasize that it is of interest to hear the applicant’s exact plan for that. Overall, 
the results point towards that the firms would like to see the requirements fulfilled, 
however, no firm explicitly says that they have them as an absolute must in their 
applicant profile. 
  
The grades are used to add to the firm’s image of the applicant, but are valued 
differently and used for different reasons by the firms. The grades are not used as a 
primary determining factor, but used if the firm has to choose one out of two applicants. 
It is not explicitly said that there is a lower threshold for the applicants’ grades, 
however, the informants expect the applicants to have good grades, or “above average”. 
In some cases, the auditors and recruiters look at grades from specific subjects or 
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courses to find out how well the applicant has performed in certain areas, for example 
the logical areas. The theoretical framework suggests that there is a specific interest in 
the accounting courses (cf. Jacobs, 2003, p. 583, and Dinus and Rogow, 1998, p. 99), 
however it seems that not only the accounting courses are indicators. Auditor A focuses 
on the grades in mathematics and statistics, because without acceptable grades in those 
subjects, it will be difficult for the recruit to work within auditing. Other than looking at 
specific courses, the informants say that they look at the pattern of the grades; if the 
grades have always been at a certain level or if any grades stands out from the rest. To 
summarize, the grades help the recruiters to create an overall image of the applicant 
  
There are ways for the applicant to weigh up for worse grades, and at some of the firms, 
there is a greater understanding for this, extracurricular activities, prior work experience 
or other indications that the applicant is still a good fit for the company, this aligns with 
the ideas suggested in the theoretical framework by Dinius and Rogow (1988, p. 94). 
However, if there is no history of other experience, the expectations on the grades are 
higher, since the applicant has been able to focus fully on the studies. 
 
Contrary to what is suggested, that it is of high value to the recruiters that the applicants 
have relevant work experience in order to show their skills (cf. Jacobs, 2003, p. 588), 
the informants do not expect that from the recruits. It is not expected that the recruits 
should have work experience from the business or accounting field. However, it is 
without no doubt a must to be able to find some kind of prior work experience on the 
applicants’ resumes. Work experience within the service industry is highly valued, but 
any work experience is valuable due to the experience of entering a new workplace.  
  
The extracurricular activities indicate if the candidate has personality traits like 
dedicated, team ability, and when applicable, social skills. Examples of these 
engagements are involvement in student associations or unions, a history of being an 
athlete or experience from studies abroad. 

5.3.3 Person-organization fit 
When describing a successful recruitment, both the recruiters and the auditors are 
concurrent in thinking that there must be a “match” between the employee and the firm. 
Both the employee’s and the firm’s aspect are considered when evaluating the hire. As 
presented in the theoretical framework, studies have shown higher retention and job 
satisfaction if the employee fits into the organization (cf. Chatman, 1991). Therefore, in 
order to retain more of the audit assistants, it is important to identify and develop the 
person-organization fit between the candidate and the firm. However, person-
organization fit goes both ways, and the goal is compatibility between the employee and 
the organization (Kristof, 1996, pp. 4-5), meaning that the firm must be satisfied with 
the employee and vice versa, something that is pointed out by Auditor E during the 
interviews.  
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Person-organization fit is achievable in two ways; firstly, during the selection process 
(in rejecting candidates with low organization fit), and secondly, as a socialization 
process during the time of employment (cf. Chatman, 1989, p. 344; Etzioni, 1975, pp. 
262-263). Auditor G states that a candidate will not be sent to the second interview if he 
or she does not seem to be a good fit for the firm, even with the right formal 
qualifications, which is an example on how person-organization fit is achieved through 
the first strategy. An example of the second strategy is how the firms evaluate their new 
hires after a couple of months when the probationary period can possibly be turned into 
a permanent employment. At the time of the evaluation, it is evident if the socialization 
process has been successful or not in terms of an increase of the person-organization fit 
(cf. Chatman, 1989, p. 343). In some instances, the applicant is a better fit for another 
group or department than which he or she applied to, and according to Auditor G, in 
those cases, the applicant is sent back to HR in order to find a group or department with 
a better fit. 
  
It is also noted in the theoretical framework that to achieve person-organization fit, the 
employee and the firm needs to share similar fundamental characteristics (Kristof, 1996, 
pp. 4-5). Recruiter 3 emphasizes that a person with all the formal requirements might be 
rejected because of a basic lack in their personality, which can be expressed in 
something such as the applicant’s values and attitudes towards, for example, diversity at 
a workplace. It is mentioned by other informants as well, that the employee needs to fit 
in in the firm at large, but also in the group dynamic of the specific group or at the 
office where he or she will work. It is clear that the employee is both a representative 
for the firm, but should also be a contribution internally. 
 
The desired profile is explained to the potential applicants in the applicant profile in the 
job advertisement. However, the risk of listing the same characteristics on the applicant 
profile, and hire similar profiles, is that the firm creates a group that is too 
homogeneous. Too high levels of person-organization fit can have negative 
consequences (Hogan et al., 2013, p. 13). Some of the auditors are aware of this and say 
that this is taken into consideration before every round of recruitment and they make 
sure to update their applicant profiles.  
  
The consequences of not achieving person-organization fit are multiple. As explained in 
the theoretical framework, the possible outcomes are either that the employee becomes 
assimilated into the organization, that the organization changes in accordance with the 
employee’s values, or that the employee leaves. Evidently, there is hope among the 
informants for the first outcome, that in the time of the probationary period, the 
employee will adjust and eventually achieve person-organization fit. However, the 
chance of the firm changing for the individual employee is not likely when it comes to 
these large firms. The third option however, that the employee leaves the organization 
(either by choice or that the organization determines that it was not a good fit), is 
discussed in the retention part that follows.  
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5.4 Retention 
The retention rate within the audit industry is relatively low, that is the general 
understanding according to the informants. Auditor D’s statement on how their business 
model builds on certain levels of turnover, indicates that this is not out of the ordinary 
for the profession. Even though Auditor C states that there are variations in the retention 
rate depending on the overall economic situation in the society, there seems to be an 
acceptance of high employee turnover within the industry. Additionally, the informants 
give the impression that this is widely accepted not only among them, but the recruits 
are also well aware of the situation. Auditing is not a normal profession, it has a lot 
higher demands on the employees than other professions, which is one possible reason 
for this. Even though it is hard to estimate a turnover rate; both one that is realistic to 
expect, and one that is desirable, Recruiter 3 indicates that a turnover rate of 10 % is 
normal, however, over 20 % is “too high”. In comparison with the information 
regarding the retention rates at the Big N firms in Sweden presented in the theoretical 
framework, the numbers provided by Recruiter 3 are fair estimates. The numbers found 
report an employee turnover at 13-21% (cf. EY, 2015, p. 8; KPMG, 2015a, p. 32; 
KPMG, 2015b, 10; PwC, 2016b, p. 51; PwC, 2016c, p. 14), which falls within the limits 
of the estimation. 
  
The information provided in the theoretical framework indicates more dropouts during 
the first years of employment (cf. Arens et al., 2014, p. 49), which goes in line with 
what the informants report. The early dropouts are the costliest ones for the firms, since 
hiring an audit assistant is an investment. When an employee makes the decision to 
leave, the firm has already spent a large amount of money on the employee, not only in 
the recruitment process, but in training as well. It is also indicated that the employee 
works for the firm quite a long time before he or she starts bringing in revenues for the 
firm, therefore it is costly to lose employees early on (cf. Brundage and Koziel, 2010, p. 
42; Bullen and Flamholtz, 1985, p. 288). The results imply that only a couple of months 
of longer employment could make a significant difference in a cost-perspective for the 
firm. However, Recruiter 3 makes a point that is essential to the discussion; that the firm 
has no desire to keep employees that are not good fits for the company just for cost-
saving reasons. This in turn makes the recruiter’s role more important in selecting 
candidates that will fit well and perform the tasks according to the expectations of the 
firm. High turnover naturally leads to higher demands on hiring new employees, and 
puts the audit firms in a viscous circle with high recruitment costs and many new hires 
to train. It seems like it is a difficult task to break this circle. 
  
Regarding the retention rate on a more long-term basis, the answers are similar from all 
the informants. However, some are more pessimistic, or perhaps more realistic, than 
others in their predictions of how long they will get to keep their new hires. Some of the 
informants do not expect the new hires to stay more than two to three years, with the 
explanation that people do not tend to work for the same employer their whole career. 
Apart from that reason, it is also explained how the firms lose some employees at the 
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time in the career when they are faced with the decision to take the exam for 
authorization. A significant amount of audit assistants chooses not to take it, and 
decides to move on to another profession. This occurs reportedly from three to five 
years into their careers, but according to Auditor F up to nine years after entering the 
organization. The data presented in Figure 5 in the empirical results, is a summary to 
provide an image of the prediction of their new hires’ employee lifecycle. If fewer than 
the projection would remain, it is, according to Auditor F because of failure from the 
firm’s end to give the employees a realistic job preview.  

5.4.1 Expectations and a realistic job preview 
The definition of a successful recruitment has multiple dimensions, however, one of the 
most mentioned definitions by the informants is the employee’s expectations on the job 
and the importance of having, in theoretical terms speaking, a realistic job preview (cf. 
Earnest, et al., 2011, p. 866). Many of the informants explain that in cases of less 
successful recruitments, the firm has failed to communicate their expectations. When 
the reality has not conformed to the job preview of the employee, this person has 
decided to leave the company, after encountering something called organizational 
reality shock (cf. Ferguson, and Hatherly, 1991, p. 124). 
  
Since the auditing profession is distinctive in terms of the amount of work during 
certain periods of the year, it is, according to Auditor G, especially important to inform 
the recruits about this before they enter the organization. As suggested in the theoretical 
framework, the field of public accounting may be particularly sensitive to an 
“unrealistic job preview”, especially since most of the new hires have little or no prior 
work experience (cf. Weller et al., 2009, p. 1148; Padgett et al., 2005, pp. 84-85). Many 
of the informants say that the best way to make employees stay is to make sure that the 
expectations they have pre-employment match the reality, and as stated in the 
theoretical framework, increasing the realistic job preview is one way to reduce 
employee turnover (cf. Dean et al., 1988, p. 247). In accordance with the theoretical 
framework, the general opinion of the informants is that it is not the distinctive working 
conditions of auditing that creates the high turnover, but the lack of realistic job 
previews (cf. Padgett et al., 2005, p. 84). However, this can be helped with significant 
emphasis on the expectations in the interview phase, as suggested in the theoretical 
framework (cf. Dean et al., 1988, p. 248). Even though the audit industry is generally 
accepted to have high turnover and a demanding workload during periods of the year, it 
is still challenging for the recruiters and the auditors to inform the recruits enough about 
the expectations.  

5.4.2 Desired retention and the career ladder 
The informants are of the same opinion in the wish that more employees would stay, 
and that there is room for it. Additionally, a higher retention would have certain 
advantages such as increased quality and being able to offer more extensive (for 
example advisory) services. According to the theoretical framework, not only is higher 



 

 82 

costs a consequence of high employee turnover, but work slowdowns, reduced quality, 
lost clients and lost revenues are additional consequences (Brundage and Koziel, 2010, 
p. 42; Bullen and Flamholtz, 1985, p. 288, and Smith and Graves, 2002, p. 117) that can 
be managed with a higher retention rate. 
  
However, the increase in retention rate would challenge the established pyramidal 
staffing structure as it is today within the auditing profession (cf. Brierley and Gwilliam, 
2003, p. 434). Initially, it would “widen” the bottom of the pyramid; forcing more of the 
assistants to perform the same tasks for a longer time. What possible consequences that 
would have is something that could only be guessed, but one possibility is that the job 
satisfaction would decrease if the employees were bored with the task, on the other 
hand, it would generate more skilled employees and in turn better audit services. 
Eventually this could affect the pyramid in terms of how many of the employees reaches 
the top of the hierarchic pyramid, and after how many years at the firm it takes (cf. 
Axelsson, 2011, p. 32). 
  
There is a defined career ladder for auditors, and a substantial amount of training along 
the way from audit assistant to manager, and finally partner of the firm. The profession 
is said to be a form of apprenticeship, where little specific knowledge is required in the 
beginning, an image provided by the theoretical framework (cf. EY, 2013, p. 9; 
Kornberger et al., 2011, pp. 516, 518), that is confirmed by the informants in this 
sample. Even though the firms request that the recruits have a relevant education within 
business administration, many of the informants emphasize how little the audit 
assistants know from the start, and how that is expected. This is the reason to why the 
actual auditing knowledge can not be tested prior to an employment, and is why the 
firms are working out ways to identify the best candidates in other ways. 
  
Since the audit assistant is said to grow into the role of manager through experience and 
help with the organization (cf. Kornberger et al., 2011, pp. 516, 518), there should 
technically not be any difficulties in hiring an audit assistant that during his or her years 
at the firm grows into the role of a manager. However, some of the informants see a 
potential difficulty in it, for example, Auditor A states that even great audit assistants do 
not always become great managers. Therefore, it is of value to already from the 
beginning consider these aspects, and not hire someone without potential to handle the 
roles further up in the organization. Other informants convey another point of view, and 
believe in the organization’s ability to shape their audit assistants into great managers. It 
is reasonable to say that with the money invested in an audit employee, the firm would 
like to see that person being able to handle a promotion later on in the career.  

5.5 The transformation and future of the auditing profession 
Even though the informants believe that the auditing profession has a future, they 
comment that the industry is under transformation and that there is a lot going on that 
have an impact on the operating business and the staffing. Regulatory changes 
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mentioned are the mandatory rotations of auditors and audit firms from 2016 (cf. 
European Commission, 2016) and the abolishment of the audit obligation for smaller 
companies (cf. Government Offices in Sweden, 2010, p. 1). Auditor G comments that 
the mandatory rotation of auditors and audit firms might lead to that experienced 
auditors switch employer to another audit firm, something that, regardless the extensive 
turnover, until today is quite uncommon. The impact of the abolishment of the audit 
obligation for smaller companies is discussed further down. 
 
Today, the competition for employees between the audit firms do not relate to senior 
employees, but rather to graduates. With a keen competition for the best candidates and 
a lacking employer loyalty among younger employees, it is no surprise that employment 
conditions is brought up when talking about the development of the industry. Comments 
about work/life balance and if the seasonal tops can be evened out are in line with 
Durocher et al.’s (2016, p. 21) findings that the audit firms adapt to the demands of their 
future employees. However, financial benefits, advancement prospects and the work 
experience are not mentioned by any of the informants, which also are aspects important 
to younger employees (cf. Ng et al. (2010, p. 282). 
  
New career tracks within the firms are also frequently mentioned by the informants, 
often in terms of to become a specialist instead of to continue through the typical career 
ladder resulting in partnership (cf. Almer et al., 2011, pp. A40, A44). Auditor F’s 
comment regarding the possibility to become an expert within the area the employee is 
passionate about represent the statement in a good way. Even though no informant 
thinks that the pyramidal staffing structure is truly challenged, their answers indicate 
that the staffing structure might be under transformation. 
 
Another transformation regards the job assignments. Both prior research and the 
informants witness that the profession currently is developing due to technology. 
Already 22 years ago, Harvey-Cook (1995, p. 70) mentioned that the assignments of an 
entry-level audit assistant had changed due to technology, and according to the 
informants’ answers, today, that change is an ongoing process. More tasks than today 
are predicted to be automated in the future, which will impact the number of entry-level 
audit assistants and their assignments. Many informants talk about offshoring as well, 
which is predicted to affect the entry-level audit assistants in the same way. As Auditor 
C says, the standardized tasks are already in process of being automated, or offshored.    
However, in accordance with Daugherty et al. (2012, pp. 737-738), the remaining tasks 
will be more interesting and fun, but also more complex and more analytical. Another 
identified, and already ongoing, trend is that the auditor role will become more advising, 
at least partly due to the abolishment of the audit obligation for smaller companies. 
 
In general, personality-wise and, to some extent, skill-wise, the future profile of an 
auditor is predicted by the informants to be in line with what is desired today (see 
section 5.3), perhaps with an extra emphasis on analytical skills. However, when 
discussing the future, the informants open up for non-traditional profiles. These 
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alternative profiles cover both profiles requiring a university degree, such as system 
scientists, engineers, mathematicians and project leaders, but also people with work 
experience instead of education and candidates who have practiced sports at a high 
level. The aim with these various profiles varies. System scientists, engineers and 
mathematicians are considered to be analytical profiles. Project leaders can plan and 
lead the audit and hence relieve the auditors from the administrative tasks. The profiles 
with less university education, such as the sporting profile, is valued due to softer 
abilities – to be dedicated and being social and having contact with sponsors. Especially 
being social will be valuable in a more advising role. When listening to the informants, 
the key to the future seems to be a mix of people, not only personality-wise as today, 
but also with different educational background. 

The limits to these desired profiles seem to lie in the requirements from the Supervisory 
Board of Public Accountants regarding the qualifications to write the exam to become 
authorized public accountant, and in the firm’s own educational systems. At least the 
first constraint might be solved, if the Supervisory Board of Public Accountants alters 
the requirements as they have indicated that they might will (cf. Hadjipetri Glantz, 
2016, p. 13). The second constraint relates to the educational system, not only at the 
audit firms, but in the society. As Auditor B puts it, the education would be transferred 
from the universities to the companies. That the non-traditional profiles also will 
challenge the firms’ HR practices are in line with Gammie and Kirkham’s (2008, p. 
371) statement regarding increased effort required by the HR department.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 
In the following section, the final conclusions are made regarding the informants’ view 
on the hiring of audit assistants at Big N firms in Sweden, as well as on the hiring in the 
context of the transformation of the industry. Further, suggestions for future research 
on the topic are introduced. 

6.1 General conclusions 
One main purpose with this study was to explore the hiring process from both the HR 
department’s perspective and the operating business’ perspective. Based on the 
informants’ answers, it can be concluded that the hiring processes at the Big N firms 
appear similar to each other, and contain the same types of selection methods. Further, 
no significant differences between the answers from the delegates from the HR 
department and the answers from the delegates from the operating business were 
identified. An extensive research body that deals with the validity of the different steps 
in the hiring process exists (cf. e.g., Gammie, 2000; McDaniel et al., 1994; Schmidt and 
Hunter, 1998) and what is presented in this study indicates that there exists potential for 
improvement when it comes to increased validity within the hiring process. Based on 
the answers, it is difficult to draw any certain conclusion about how scientific the 
reasoning behind the application sifting is. However, the emphasis on the ability test, 
which according to prior research is the most valid means to assess future job 
performance (cf. Hunter and Hunter, 1984, p. 95), is moderate. Instead, personality and 
fit, which generally are quite subjective aspects by nature, are considered very important 
for the profession. The deviation from what prior research advocates may lie in the 
extensive desire for social skills and a heterogenic group. 
  
The congruence between the answers from the delegates from the HR department and 
the operating business lead to the sub-purpose “to explore the interaction between the 
HR department and the operating business”. Based on the answers, the HR department 
seems to have a large portion of the responsibility to recruit and select the right audit 
assistants. Even though the process includes both delegates from the HR department and 
delegates from the operating business, the auditors from the operating business’ part in 
the process extends to communicating the desired number of new hires and occasionally 
update the applicant profile. Even if the informants are satisfied with their hiring 
processes today, it is remarkable to find that the interaction between the recruiters and 
the auditors is not more structured. It is especially surprising since the effectiveness of 
the hiring process seems to be considered important, and since the competition for the 
best candidates is tough and predicted to be even tougher in the future. According to the 
findings, there is no formal way of evaluating the hiring process in any of the firms.  
 
The other main purpose was to explore what profile that is desired by both the HR 
department’s perspective and the operating business’ perspective. There was no 
significant difference in the answers from the delegates from the HR department and the 
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delegates from the operating business, they have a clear application profile describing 
who they want to hire. As opposed to what the stereotype suggests, the social aspects 
and customer service are among the most important characteristics to be a successful 
auditor. The other desired characteristics of an auditor are summarized to team ability, 
dedication, willingness to learn and analytical abilities. The desired characteristics of 
the profile can sometimes be contradicting, for example, the informants mention both 
being detail oriented and analytical, as well as being extrovert and flexible. Since many 
of the mentioned characteristics are contradicting, it can appear difficult to find all of 
them within one person. The solution to this is to create diverse groups containing 
people with the desired characteristics, and not expect them in every individual. 
Diversity of the groups is also considered an important aspect, since it is found that a 
group that is too homogeneous can be inflexible and inefficient (cf. Hogan et al., 2013, 
p. 13). Even though this study shows that the reality is contradicting to the stereotype of 
an auditor, it seems like the stereotype is still present. The informants still experience a 
need to explain that the auditor’s day consists of other things that what people generally 
believe, and it is evident that a group of auditors consists of more than one kind of 
personality.  
 
Another sub-purpose with this study was to investigate the informants’ view of how 
retention and turnover impact the staffing structure and how the informants handle these 
questions already in the hiring process. Based on prior research (cf. e.g., Brierley and 
Gwilliam, 2003, p. 434) and the informants’ answers, some turnover is expected, as well 
as desired, but today there is a lack of senior employees. The establishment of a realistic 
job preview is considered important in order to hire employees that will stay within the 
company, and the establishment has to be conducted at the latest during the employment 
interviews. Hiring graduates is specific in the sense that the recruiters can not base the 
decision on prior work experience, and creating a realistic job preview for the 
employees is harder, but possibly even more important than if recruiting someone with 
experience. However, notable is that, based on the empirical results in this study, there 
is room for higher retention, but a significantly higher retention would challenge the 
pyramidal staffing structure. Figure 6 displays the findings regarding the hiring process 
and the desired characteristics of the profile of an audit assistant, as well as where in the 
process the different aspects are evaluated, and where in the process there is an 
emphasis on realistic job preview. 
 
The last sub-purpose was to explore how the transformation of the auditing profession 
impacts the hiring of auditors. Changed regulations, which at least partly are responses 
to critical events (cf. Öhman and Wallerstedt, 2012, p. 254), continue to develop the 
profession, and are mentioned by the informants as factors that impact the staffing at the 
audit firms. However, based on the empirical results in this study, the technological 
development has an even larger impact on the hiring of audit assistants. Fewer audit 
assistants will be needed, however, they will work with more interesting and complex 
tasks, which will require extensive analytical skills. However, when non-facing client  
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Figure 6. The hiring process including what the firms look for at the different stages. 
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tasks are automated and offshored, the importance of consultancy and social skills will 
increase as well. As a consequence, the informants indicate a wish that the teams, and 
the hiring patterns, will be even more diverged in the future, both regarding personality 
and education. The fact that delegates from all inquired firms report that they, at least to 
some extent, discuss non-traditional profiles, makes it reasonable to believe that it is 
only a question of time until the hiring of such profiles is the reality.   
 
It appears as important to start early with the recruitment and to have a quick hiring 
process if one wants to hire the best candidates, and it will continue to be important in 
the future. This hinder the audit firms from freely develop their hiring process in 
accordance with all their ideas. To sum up an overall important aspect; do not be late if 
you want to hire a graduate. 

6.2 Contributions and societal aspects  
The auditor’s role in the society revolves around assuring the correctness of the 
financial information presented by companies, which is of importance to the companies’ 
stakeholders (cf. Arens et al., 2014, p. 162). Auditing is a knowledge-based profession 
(Knechel et al., 2013, p. 391) and the quality of the audit is highly dependent on the 
inputs into the audit process (Knechel et al., 2013, p. 392), such as the firms’ personnel. 
This is in line with the statement made by one of the informants; the audit firms are 
their personnel. Improvements in the input (the personnel) lead to improvement in other 
indicators of audit quality (Knechel et al., 2013, p. 392). Consequently, the hiring 
process is the first step towards high audit quality, and therefore, from a societal aspect, 
important to conduct research about. 
 
The results presented in this study create an understanding of what the hiring process 
looks like at the Big N firms in Sweden, including the different aspects of the process, 
what profile is desired and where in the process the different parts of the applicant 
profile is assessed. The informants in this thesis are all experienced and their insights 
make this study useful in several aspects.  
 
The results are of practical use for various actors. Audit firms can use the results as a 
benchmark when they develop their staffing strategies, hiring processes and interaction 
between the HR department and the operating business.  Regulatory authorities may 
have use of the audit firms’ reasoning when discussing the development of the industry 
in general, and the qualifications to become an authorized public accountant in 
particular. Further, educational bodies can prepare their students for what lies ahead of 
them, and from the individual student’s perspective, this research can hopefully 
contribute to create a realistic job preview for the ones who aspire to enter the auditing 
profession.   
 
From an academic point of view, this study contributes to the body of research that 
focuses on the organizational perspective of the hiring process in general (cf. Barber, 
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1998, pp. 7, 124), and the audit firms in particular (cf. e.g., Anderson-Gough et al., 
2001, p. 99, Dirsmith et al., 1997, p. 5). Since the profession is undergoing a 
transformation (cf. e.g., Kempe, 2013, p. 11) and since the business world changes 
quickly (cf. Gammie et al., 2004, p. 42), this study contributes with recent insights into 
the Big N’s hiring processes that can function as potential points of departure for future 
research (see section 6.3).  

6.3 Limitations and suggestions for future research 
This study provides an image of the hiring processes of Big N firms in the largest cities 
in Sweden (Stockholm, Gothenburg and Malmö). However, even though the sample is 
made up of representatives from four out of the five largest audit firms in Sweden, it is 
still impossible to try to draw any kind of statistical conclusion from it. The size of the 
sample is rather limited, and the sampled informants might not represent the rest of the 
company. People’s personal experiences and values impact their views on the topic and 
a few representatives’ opinions might not represent the companies’ values. However, 
the strength of the sampled informants lies in their personal experience from hiring and 
from the auditing profession, and as Barber (1998, p. 8) states, the organization does not 
make the hiring decisions, but the individual does. Hence, each point made by the 
informants could be further researched.  
 
Social phenomena are in constant state of revision (Saunders et al., 2009, s. 111), which 
limits the findings in this study to the time of the study only. The transformation and 
future of the auditing profession have been discussed and offer various research 
possibilities regarding technology within auditing, offshoring audit tasks and the new 
role of the auditor - perhaps in relation to audit quality. One interesting idea is presented 
by Auditor F: Would it be possible to come in and work as an auditor only during busy 
season, and thereby even out the workload for the audit firms? Such a solution could 
relieve the auditors during their most stressful periods. However, that evokes issues 
related to the auditor’s independence, which would have to be further researched.   
 
When it comes to the hiring process, the fact that the Big N firms mainly hire graduates 
with limited work experience makes the assessment of the candidates difficult. Both 
informants and prior research (cf. e.g., Keenan, 1995, pp. 303-304) highlights these 
issues, and they regard for example personality tests and structured interviews, which 
are based on prior work situations. Therefore, research regarding situations from 
university, or everyday-life, that measure the same factors and constructs, should be 
conducted and the results could be implemented in the hiring process of graduates. In 
order to adjust the hiring process to the auditing profession even more, the personality 
dimensions in the five factor model and the personality of successful senior auditors 
could be compared to each other. 
 
As mentioned, this study does not aim to result in any generalization, not among audit 
firms in general, or the Big N firms in particular. Rather, the study can be used as a 



 

 90 

point of departure for future research. However, if future research shows that the 
general conclusions in this study are somewhat representative, it would be interesting to 
conduct the same type of study on smaller offices and/or smaller audit firms and 
compare the results.  

6.4 Criteria of quality 
When reflecting upon a study’s quality, reliability and validity are common terms used 
as a basis. Some argue that these terms are solely relevant for quantitative studies (cf. 
Bryman, 2002, p. 257), but others state that they can be adjusted to qualitative settings 
as well (Bryman, 2002, p. 258; Kvale, 1997, p. 209). One example of the use of these 
terms in a qualitative setting is the qualitative research conducted by Kristof-Brown 
(2000, pp. 653, 654), and in accordance with that, in this thesis, the concepts used are 
reliability and validity. 
 
Reliability concerns the question if the same results would be found if a similar study 
would be conducted again, but during a different time, with different interviewers or a 
different sample (Bell, 2016, p. 133). However, it is difficult to say that a similar study 
would provide the same results considering that social phenomena are in constant 
revision (cf. Saunders et al., 2009, p. 111), and particularly because of the ongoing 
transformation of the auditing profession (cf. Kempe, 2013). In addition, one strength of 
conducting non-standardized interviews is the flexibility enabling the researchers to 
explore complex and dynamic questions, and therefore, to ensure that the study is 
completely replicable is not realistic, nor feasible (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 328).  
Nevertheless, in this case, the informants’ similar answers to the interview questions, 
and the fact that the answers correspond well to the literature presented in the theoretical 
framework, indicate that the study has reliability in this particular time setting.   
  
In order to enhance the reliability, both researchers individually coded the transcribed 
material, and the material that was not coded by both researchers, was reviewed a 
second time before chosen to be part of the empirical results (cf. Kvale, 1997, p. 188). 
Flick, (2006, p. 370) states that test interviews are another way to increase reliability, 
since it allows the researchers to practice the interview situation as well as testing the 
interview guide. Two test interviews were conducted before the collection of data and 
the result of the test interviews were minor adjustments to the interview guide. To 
follow the interview guide during the interviews is another reliability precaution that the 
researchers have taken, to enhance the conformity of the results (cf. Kvale, 1997, p. 
188). 
 
Reliability is a prerequisite for validity (Bell, 2016, p. 134), and validity concerns if the 
data really measures or describes what the researchers argue that it does (Flick, 2006, p. 
371). Validity is something that, according to Kvale (1997, p. 213), should not only be a 
quality check at the end, but should be present during every step of the thesis writing 
process. One way of increasing validity is to share the interview guide with the 
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informant prior to interview, to give them the opportunity to assemble necessary 
information and prepare to discuss the topics (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 328). This is 
something that the researchers did, and it allowed the informants to be well prepared. 
The test interviews mentioned also increased validity since the questions were discussed 
with the test interviewees to make sure that the questions addressed the purpose of the 
study (cf. Bell, 2016, p. 134). The informants in the sample were chosen with certain 
criteria to make sure they were all relevant participants of the study. They all had what 
the researchers considered to be relevant experience, as well as significant roles within 
the respective firms.  
 
The informants were given a chance to review the direct quotes that were to be used in 
the thesis, and this assured that the interpretations and translations of the transcribed 
material was done in a correct way. If the material had been mistakenly interpreted in 
the wrong way, the informants were given the chance to correct them. Most of the 
informants agreed with the translated material, and in some cases the informants had 
comments regarding the wording, however, the interpreted meaning remained constant. 
This enhances the validity of the presented material. 
 
Saunders (2009, p. 158) mention generalizability as one part of validity, and states that 
when conducting a study within one organization or a limited number of organizations, 
the goal is not to provide results that are generalizable to all populations, but to explain 
what is going on in the chosen research setting. Since this study is limited to the Big N 
firms in Sweden, the results are not generalizable to a larger population than the sample.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1a: Interview Guide HR 
1. Tell us about your background, your role at the firm, and job 

responsibilities/duties. 
2. Briefly tell us about how a typical hiring process for a newly graduated, future 

audit assistant looks like at your firm. (Example: Application -> selection -> 
ability tests -> personality tests -> interview with HR -> interview with a 
representative from the group/office-> employment)  

3. Are there any alternative ways to get an employment? (For example, through 
internships, "talent programs" or such) 

 
4. Is there an initial selection based on the application documents (application 

sifting)? In that case, according to what parameters and why? (Examples: 
Education/degree, school, grades, meeting the theoretical requirements for the 
authorization, etc.) 

5. If you use ability tests in the recruitment process, what qualities and skills do 
you think that they show? How do you and your firm value these skills? Why? 

6. If you use personality tests and interviews, what qualities and skills do you think 
that they show? How do you and your firm value these skills? Why? 

7. If you use any kind of practical exercise or case, what qualities and skills do you 
think that they show? How do you and your firm value these skills? Why? 

8. How big share of the applicants are rejected at each step of the process? 
 

9. Prior to the recruitment process for the fall season (for an office in one of 
Sweden’s larger cities) what does the communication between HR and each 
department look like? (Examples: number of positions, specific backgrounds of 
the applicants, personality traits to fit in the group, other input?) 

10. How do you define a successful recruitment? (Examples: positive feedback from 
colleagues, remains within the company for a certain amount of time, takes and 
passes the authorization exam, etc.) 

11. How do you evaluate the recruitment process? 
 

12. How many new audit assistants are hired for 2017? 
13. What do you think about the future demand for auditors in general, and auditor 

assistants in particular? In a year, five years, ten years? 
14. How do you think that the recruitment process will evolve in the future? Why? 

(Examples: the steps in the process, the desired profiles, etc.) 
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Appendix 1b: Interview Guide HR, Swedish  
1. Berätta kort om din bakgrund, befattning och arbetsuppgifter. 
2. Berätta kortfattat hur en typisk anställningsprocess för en nyexaminerad, 

framtida revisorsassistent ser ut hos er. (Exempel: ansökan -> urval -> 
färdighetstester -> självskattningstest -> intervju med HR -> intervju med 
representant från aktuell avdelning -> anställning) 

3. Finns det någon alternativ väg in på företaget? (Exempelvis via praktik, 
”talangprogram” eller dylikt) 

 
4. Sker ett initialt urval baserat på ansökningshandlingarna? I så fall, enligt vilka 

parametrar och varför? (Exempel: Utbildningsnivå/examen, skola, betyg, 
uppfyller teoretiska krav för auktorisation etc.) 

5. Om ni genomför färdighetstester, vilka kvaliteter/färdigheter upplever du att de 
fångar upp? Hur värderas de färdigheterna? Varför? 

6. Om ni genomför självskattningstest och intervjuer, vilka kvaliteter/färdigheter 
upplever du att de fångar upp? Hur värderas de färdigheterna? Varför? 

7. Om ni genomför någon typ av praktisk övning/case, vilka färdigheter upplever 
du att det fångar upp? Hur värderas de färdigheterna? Varför? 

8. Hur stor andel av de sökande sorteras ut vid varje steg i processen?  
 

9. Inför en höstrekrytering till ett storstadskontor, hur ser kommunikationen mellan 
respektive avdelningschef och HR ut? (Exempel: antal platser, specifik 
bakgrund, personlighetsdrag för att passa i gruppen, annan input? 

10. Hur definierar du en lyckad rekrytering? (Exempel: positiv feedback från 
kollegor, stannar inom företaget länge, klarar revisorsprovet etc.) 

11. Hur utvärderar ni ert rekryteringsarbete? 
 

12. Hur många revisorsassistenter anställer ni under 2017? 
13. Hur ser du på det framtida behovet av revisorer i allmänhet, och 

revisorsassistenter i synnerhet? Om ett år, fem år, tio år?  
14. Hur tror du att rekryteringsprocessen kommer att utvecklas i framtiden? Varför? 

(Exempel: steg i processen, önskade profiler etc.) 
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Appendix 1c: Interview Guide auditor 
1. Tell us about your background, your role at the firm and your duties. 
2. How much have you worked with recruitment? 

 
3. At what point in the hiring process do you get involved? 
4. Do you know if there is an initial selection based on the application documents 

(application sifting)? In that case, what parameters (if any) do you think that 
should be based on, and why? (Examples: Education/degree, school, grades, 
meeting the theoretical requirements for the authorization, etc.) 

5. Do you know if your firm uses ability tests? If so, what qualities and skills do 
you want such a test to show and evaluate? Why? 

6. Do you know if your firm uses personality tests? If so, what qualities and skills 
do you want such a test to show and evaluate? Why? 

7. What qualities and skills do you think that HR’s interview and your/the second 
interview shows? Is there a difference between the two? Why? 

8. If you use any kind of practical exercise or case, what qualities and skills do you 
think that they show? How do you and your firm value these skills? Why? 

9. How big share of the applicants are rejected at each step of the process? 
 

10. Prior to the recruitment process for the fall season (for an office in one of 
Sweden’s larger cities) what does the communication between your department 
and HR look like? (Examples: number of positions, specific backgrounds of the 
applicants, personality traits to fit in the group, other input?) 

11. How do you define a successful recruitment? (Examples: positive feedback from 
colleagues, remains within the company for a certain amount of time, takes and 
passes the authorization exam, etc.) 

12. How do you evaluate the recruitment process? Do you give any feedback to HR? 
 

13. How many new audit assistants are hired for your department for 2017? 
14. What do you think about the future demand for auditors in general, and auditor 

assistants in particular? In a year, five years, ten years? 
15. How do you think that the recruitment process will evolve in the future? Why? 

(Examples: the steps in the process, the desired profiles, etc.) 
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Appendix 1d: Interview Guide auditor, Swedish 
1. Berätta kort om din bakgrund, befattning och arbetsuppgifter. 
2. Hur mycket har du arbetat med rekrytering? 

 
3. I vilket stadium i rekryteringsprocessen kopplas du in? 
4. Tror du/vet du om det sker ett initialt urval baserat på ansökningshandlingarna? 

Vilka parametrar (om några) vill du att ett sådant urval ska baseras på och 
varför? (Exempel: Utbildningsnivå/examen, skola, betyg, uppfyller teoretiska 
krav för auktorisation etc.) 

5. Tror du/vet du om ni genomför färdighetstester i rekryteringsprocessen? Vilka 
parametrar (om några) vill du att ett sådant test ska utvärdera? Varför? 

6. Tror du/vet du om ni genomför självskattningstest? Vilka parametrar (om några) 
vill du att ett sådant test ska utvärdera? Varför? 

7. Vilka kvaliteter/färdigheter upplever du att HR’s respektive din intervju fångar 
upp? Varför?  

8. Om ni genomför någon typ av praktisk övning/case, vilka färdigheter upplever 
du att det fångar upp? Hur värderas de färdigheterna? Varför? 

9. Vet du hur stor andel av de sökande som sorteras ut vid varje steg i processen? 
 

10. Inför en höstrekrytering till er avdelning, hur ser kommunikationen mellan er 
avdelning och HR ut?(Exempel: antal platser, specifik bakgrund, 
personlighetsdrag för att passa i gruppen, annan input?) 

11. Hur definierar du en lyckad rekrytering? (Exempel: positiv feedback från 
kollegor, stannar inom företaget länge, klarar revisorsprovet etc.) 

12. Hur utvärderar ni ert rekryteringsarbete? Ger ni någon återkoppling till HR? 
 

13. Hur många revisorsassistenter anställer er avdelning under 2017? 
14. Hur ser du på det framtida behovet av revisorer i allmänhet, och 

revisorsassistenter i synnerhet? Om ett år, fem år, tio år?    
15. Hur tror du att rekryteringsprocessen kommer att utvecklas i framtiden? Varför? 

(Exempel: steg i processen, önskade profiler etc.) 
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Appendix 2: Participant information sheet  
(Saunders et al. 2009, p. 191) 
 
You have been asked to participate in an interview for a master’s thesis at Umeå 
University. The purpose of the study is to get a deeper understanding of the recruitment 
and the recruitment process of auditors at the Big Four audit firms in Sweden’s larger 
cities. The study will investigate the recruitment from both the HR department’s view 
and the operating business’ view in order to identify significant parts of the process 
from both perspectives: similarities, differences and thoughts about the future. The 
research is done by graduate students at Umeå University, and is not being funded. The 
participants of the study are selected because they are either in the HR department or 
auditors at the Big Four audit firms in the larger cities in Sweden.  
 
About +/- 10 interviews will be conducted, depending on time and resources available 
for the study, as well as the law of diminishing returns. The data will be collected 
through interviews that will last for approximately thirty (30) minutes, and the 
interviews will be held during March and April of 2017. The questions that will be 
asked are attached to this information sheet.  
 
Of course, it’s voluntary to participate, and even though chosen to participate, the 
participant does have the right to decline to answer a question or a set of questions. The 
participant may also withdraw at any time. The participant will be anonymous and the 
company name and the name of the participant will not be disclosed when presenting 
the results. Even though the language of the study is in English, the interviews will be 
conducted in Swedish and the answers will be translated after the interview.  
 
The interview will be recorded through audio; however, the participant does have the 
control over the right to record any of their responses. The only people with access to 
this information are the people conducting the study. The results of the study will be 
presented in a thesis later on. 
 
 
Contact persons 
 
Frida Nilsson       Helga Kesek 
073-610 07 87       076-113 32 61 
fridanilsson0101@gmail.com     helgakesek@gmail.com 
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Appendix 3: Annual employee turnover rate - calculation  

  
 
 
 
 
 


