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I n t r o d u c t i o n
In Januar y 2019, we published our repor t ‘The Challenger Audit Brand: Impossible or inevitable? ’,  which looked at 

the ex tent to which the audit market was ripe for disruption , and in what form that could happen , underpinned by a 

sur vey of audit client s under taken in 2018 . We saw, at that time, an appetite from client s to divide the audit process 

up, potentially creating oppor tunities for technolog y-driven f irms to enter the market in par t s of the audit in which 

technolog y and increased automation can provide a step change in qualit y or cost .

In this repor t ,  we’ve revisited that analysis—especially in light of the ex traordinar y changes forced by COVID -19—to 

assess to what ex tent client s’  views about the potential for disruption to the audit market have changed. We also 

wanted to understand fur ther how client s think the market could be disrupted, and why we haven’t seen as much 

change in the market since Januar y 2019 as we might have expec ted. 

This repor t seeks to follow up on several issues:

– Are client s still  largely happy with the state of the audit market and the qualit y of work from their auditors?

– Do client s believe in the intrinsic value of the ex ternal audit?

– What drives client s to change auditor?

– Is technolog y still  a driver of change in audit ,  and in what ways do client s think it  will  change the audit process?

In par ticular,  are they still  thinking of breaking up the audit process?

– Could technolog y change the way client s buy audit and create an oppor tunit y for other t ypes of f irms?

– What impac t has COVID had on the audit market: Do client s think f irms have responded well  to the crisis ,  and

has it  changed client s’  at titude to technolog y?

– Why isn’t the audit market changing , and what are the barriers for client s in breaking up the audit process?
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A b o u t  o  u r  r e  s e a r c h
In July 2021, we surveyed 200 senior executives,  100 of whom were based in the US and 100 of whom were based 

in the UK. The sample was split evenly between mid-sized organisations (1,000-4,999 employees) and large ones 

(5,0 0 0 +).  Thir t y-four percent of client s were from the f inancial ser vices sec tor,  with almost all  of the rest of the sample 

from other par t s of the private sec tor,  and just 2% from the public sec tor.  The sample focused on f inance executives,  

although we also included CEOs and non-executives who were also on audit commit tees.  All  respondent s had been 

involved in either selec ting internal auditors,  interac ting with auditors during the audit ,  and/or discussing the ex ternal 

audit .  We also made sure to look not just at client s of the Big Four,  but the mid-tier too: O verall ,  74% of those sur veyed 

were audited by the Big Four.  O ur sample also covered a range of dif ferent leng ths of relationship bet ween client and 

auditor,  although the vast majorit y had the same auditor in place for bet ween three and 10 years.

Split of respondent s by 
current auditor

Split of respondent s by job title Split of respondent s by leng th of 
relationship with current auditor

D eloit te
KPM G
P w C
E Y
G rant T h ornton
B D O
R S M
Mazars
Baker T illy
CL A (Clif ton L arson A llen)
Crowe

CEO
CFO
S enior f inan ce exe cutive
N on- exe cutive dire c tor

Le ss than on e year
O n e to thre e years
T hre e to f ive years
Five to ten years
Ten to t went y years
M ore than t went y years

2 2 %

4 3 %

2 %

2 2 %

35%

18 %

19 %

14%

39 %

1 2 %

8 %

28 %

9 %

11%

6%

3 %

5%

3 %
2 % 1% 1%
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C o n t e n t s

How happy are 

client s with 

their auditors?
How is audit 

changing?

How is technolog y 

changing the way client s 

buy audit ser vices?

Why isn’t the 

audit market 

changing?

What causes 

client s to 

change firms?

How well have 

firms responded 

to COVID -19?

1

2

3

4

5

6
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H o w  h a p p y  a r e  c l i e n t s  w i t h 

t h e i r  a u d i t o r s? 1
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C l i e n t s  r e m a i n  l a r g e l y  s a t i s f i e d  w i t h  t h e  q u a l i t y 

o f  e x t e r n a l  a u d i t s
In our previous investigation into the audit market—and indeed in our inter vening annual client perception studies 

of the audit market—we found that most client s were happy with the qualit y of work . O ur research in Oc tober 2018 

showed that 81% of client s were positive about audit qualit y.  Despite the turmoil  of the pandemic and the challenges 

of working remotely,  client s are,  if  any thing , even more positive,  with 8 4% of client s telling us they think the qualit y 

of audit is high or ver y high . Client s are much more positive about the audit industr y than the negative press 

coverage and the occasional gnashing from politicians and regulators would sug gest . 

O f course, not ever yone is happy. L arger client s are less pleased than smaller client s,  and the energ y & resources 

and f inancial ser vices sec tors are the least positive,  perhaps sug gesting that satis fac tion with ex ternal audit s falls as 

organisations become more complex (and harder to audit).  CEOs and CFOs are also more positive than senior f inance 

executives and non-executive direc tors.  Perhaps staf f of lower seniorit y,  who see more of the nit t y grit t y,  have a 

bet ter view of the messy realit y that lies behind the sheen and so are less forgiving , while non-executive direc tors 

on audit commit tees with the power to choose who to work with are placing f irms under greater scrutiny.

Not only are the vast majorit y of client s positive about the qualit y of audit ,  most are positive about the value for 

money they get from the audit .  Despite grumblings in the media ,  few think audit s ac tually destroy value. While a 

substantial por tion do think of audit as transac tional—they merely get what they pay for—this isn’t dissimilar from 

other professional ser vices.  Client s understand the value of the ex ternal audit ,  and would still  have one even if  they 

weren’t forced to. 

Despite the dominance of the Big Four,  only a small  minorit y (12%) think there isn’t enough competition to carr y out 

an ef fec tive tendering process.  While split ting up the Big Four could help encourage more innovation , and client s in 

the UK think the changes being pushed by the Financial Repor ting Council  (FRC)—the independent regulator y body 

for the audit and accounting industr y—should improve things,  client s appear to be largely happy with the status quo. 

A gainst that backdrop, it ’s dif f icult to see how new entrant s can dislodge the established players.
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REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only



17© S o urce Info rmatio n S er v ice s Ltd 2 0 21

T h e Challe n ge r A u dit B ra n d: C a n te c h n ol o g y disr up t th e a u dit ma rket?

A u d i t  c l i e n t s  h a v e  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  b e e n  r e s i s t a n t 

t o  c h a n g e
Historically, one key barrier to change in the audit industr y has been the reluctance of clients themselves to change 

any thing. It wasn’t unknown for companies to have the same auditor for decades, or even over a centur y: Proctor & 

Gamble, for example, has used Deloitte and its predecessor firms since 1890. In the UK and Europe, regulation is now 

forcing clients to rotate auditors, while in the US there are rules requiring the audit partner (if not the firm) to rotate. 

This in itself may increase disruption and change in the industr y, as clients are exposed to more firms and experience 

alternative approaches to delivering an audit .

However, aside from being forced to change, what else drives clients to change firms, and could this of fer a clue as to 

how the industr y might be disrupted? With most clients seemingly pretty happy with the status quo, it ’s dif ficult to 

see how the audit industr y could be heavily disrupted. Disruption doesn’t just require firms to change what they do; it 

requires clients to change their behaviour by demanding dif ferent things or changing who they buy from. 

In particular, can technolog y motivate clients to change who they buy audit ser vices from, and open the door to wider 

changes in the industr y? Alternatively, could periodic audit scandals and other industr y failings eventually push clients 

over the edge into doing things ver y dif ferently?
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D o e s  t e c h n o l o g y  r e a l l y  h a v e  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t o 

c a u s e  r a d i c a l  c h a n g e  i n  t h e  a u d i t  i n d u s t r y?  A n d 

w h i c h  s p e c i f i c  i n n o v a t i o n s  w o u l d  l e a d  t h e  w a y?
W h en thinking ab o ut th e p otential  for disr uption in th e a u dit  in dus tr y,  te chn olog y se ems like th e m os t obvio us 

driver (oth er than governm ent inter vention),  as  it  has alrea d y disr upte d s o many oth er in dus trie s .  H owever,  it ’s 

dif f icult  to se e w hich par ticular te chn ologie s co uld drive that change .  N ot only that ,  it ’s  n ot clear h ow disr uptive 

te chn olog y will  really b e:  T h e h unt for b et ter te chn olog y may well  b e a key m otivator to s witch f irms ,  b ut will  it 

f un dam entally change th e in dus tr y?

In this  se c tion ,  we explore th e ex tent to w hich client s think te chn olog y will  change th e in dus tr y,  an d w hat 

par ticular te chn ologie s co uld b e at  th e foref ront of  that change . 
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C o u l d  C O V I D  a c t  a s  a  f o r c e  f o r  c h a n g e  i n  t h e 

a u d i t  i n d u s t r y? 
Ever y par t  of  th e e con omy has b e en to u ch e d by th e pan demic ,  w h eth er p ositively,  n egatively,  or  a  mix of  b oth .  In 

many areas ,  it ’s  alrea d y p rove d to b e a p rofo un d force for change ,  n ot jus t  in terms of  temp orar y f ixe s b ut in terms 

of  a  longer-las ting lega c y.  A ll  crise s create challenge s b ut als o op p or tunitie s ,  as we’ve se en p revio usly with th e 

S arban e s- O xley Ac t following th e collap se of  A r th ur A n der sen an d vario us a cco unting s c an dals ,  an d following th e 

global  f inan cial  crisis  of  2 0 07-2 0 0 8 .  Crise s force f irms an d client s to a c t  dif ferently,  an d we’ve se en p rofe ssional 

ser vice s client s b e com e m ore op en to change an d inn ovation as th ey com e o ut of  crise s . 

Crise s als o have a ten den c y to exp ose un derlying weakn e sse s:  O rganisations that c an m u d dle thro ugh b usin e ss-

as-usual  challenge s c an f all  apar t w h en p ut un der p re ssure .  M eanw hile ,  organisations that have re silien ce b uilt 

into th eir  managem ent an d s tr u c ture have a chan ce to shin e .  T hat c an b e revealing an d have an impa c t on client s’ 

p erceptions an d b u ying b ehavio ur going for ward .

We’ve aske d client s ab o ut a u dit  f irms’  re sp onse to COVID an d th e shif t  to rem ote working to un der s tan d th e ex tent 

to w hich f irms have re sp on de d well  to th e pan demic ;  w hat impa c t that ’s  ha d on client s;  an d w h eth er th e crisis  co uld 

a c t as an a ccelerant to disr uption in th e a u dit  in dus tr y.

. 
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H o w  i s  t e c h n o l o g y  c h a n g i n g  t h e  w a y 

c l i e n t s  b u y  a u d i t  s e r v i c e s? 5
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C o u l d  d i s r u p t i o n  c o m e  f r o m  c l i e n t s  f a r m i n g  o u t 

p a r t s  o f  t h e  a u d i t  p r o c e s s  m o s t  a m e n a b l e  t o 

te c h n o l o g i c a l  c h a n g e?
In our previous research, we argued that splitting up the audit process was unquestionably on clients’ agenda, chiefly 

because of the growing potential to do more with data and automation and clients’ assessment that audit firms 

weren’t necessarily best placed to fulfil that potential. While the legal requirements of the external audit are well 

defined, what clients would like the audit to achieve beyond legal compliance is fuzzier and can change. And when 

those boundaries change, that creates opportunities for new competitors to car ve out part of the audit process for 

themselves.

However, while a lot of our readers were excited by this particular conclusion, they told us they were sceptical about 

the extent to which newcomers were actually finding a foothold in the market. And if it wasn’t happening yet, when 

might it start, and what might be the catalyst? 

We were also curious to see if the pandemic had increased clients’ appetite for change by helping them to see 

opportunities to do things dif ferently and instilling a desire to innovate. Alternatively, we could also imagine that  

the ongoing uncertainty might have made the traditional audit more appealing—something that stays the same while 

ever y thing else is in a state of flux.
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W h y  h a v e n ’ t  t h i n g s  c h a n g e d  a s  m u c h  a s  w e 

a n t i c i p a t e d ?
In 2019, we argued that clients’ willingness to separate out the dif ferent components of the audit process, and thereby 

open up audit firms to competition from non-audit firms, would be the most important driver of disruption in the audit 

market and that technolog y firms would be the most likely beneficiaries of that shif t . So why haven’t we seen much 

change since we published that report? First, it ’s clear that clients still  think highly of the quality of audit work, think 

there’s still  suf ficient competition in the market, and have seen audit firms improve in their use of technolog y. On top 

of that, audit firms have had a good crisis. All of this taken together means there has been little incentive for clients to 

make a change.

Even so, many clients are still  open to change, as reflected by the relatively high share of clients who still  say they’ve 

been thinking about breaking up the audit process or are interested in alternative suppliers. To better understand why 

clients aren’t driving change at the rate we anticipated, we asked if,  perhaps, they think audit firms are changing enough 

on their own, what they see as the barriers to change, and what impact they think inter vention from regulators and 

government could have on the audit market.
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A b o u t  t h e  a u t h o r 

Mar tin  W hite

Mar tin is a S enior Analyst at S ource in our Client & Brand Insight s team . 

He is an experienced writer and analyst specialising in client perceptions 

and helping professional ser vices f irms to understand how they are 

perceived in the market .  Prior to joining S ource, Mar tin spent more than 

11 years as an economic and f inancial consultant in a variet y of roles at 

F TI Consulting and LECG .

Mar tin White

ma r tin .w hite @ s o urceglobalre s ea rch . co m

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only



W h i t e 
S p a c e

A  p o w e r f u l  r e s e a r c h 

t o o l  t h a t  a l l o w s 

s u b s c r i b e r s  t o  k e e p 

u p  t o  d a t e  w i t h 

t h e  l a t e s t  c o n t e n t 

b e i n g  p r o d u c e d 

a n d  m a x i m i s e 

t h e i r  r e t u r n  o n 

i n v e s t m e n t .  A  s e r i e s 

o f  r e p o r t s  t h a t 

a n a l y s e  t h e  q u a l i t y 

a n d  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  o f 

t h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p 

a r e  p u b l i s h e d 

t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  y e a r.

P l e a s e  n o t e  t h a t  w i t h  t h e 

p u r c h a s e  o f  a l l  M a r ke t 

Tr e n d s  r e p o r t s  i n  2 0 2 1 ,  y o u 

w i l l  a l s o  g a i n  a c c e s s  t o  a 

m o n t h l y  v i d e o  s u m m a r y  o n 

t h e  g l o b a l  m a r ke t ,  p r e s e n t e d 

b y  F i o n a  C z e r n i a w s k a .

P r o g r a m m e  s c h e d u l e  f o r  2 0 2 1

R e p o r t s 
2 0 2 1

M a r ke t  Tr e n d s 
P r o g r a m m e

C l i e n t  P e r c e p t i o n 
S t u d i e s

E m e r g i n g  Tr e n d s 
P r o g r a m m e

Q1

January Forecasts for 2021 

US 

GCC 

UK 

Nordics 

Canada

UK 

US

February
Germany 

Financial Services

March

Healthcare & Pharma 

GCC 

France

Buying and Selling

Q2

April France 

DACH

Australia 

Southern Europe 

Nordics 

Energy & Resources 

Technology, Media & Telecoms

May
China 

Japan
Digital,  Transformed?

June

Q3

July

China 

Benelux 

South America 

South East Asia 

India 

Japan 

Eastern Europe & Russia 

Africa  

Energy & Resources 

Financial Services

August
Perceptions of Risk Firms 

Perceptions of Tax Firms

Consulting’s New Talent 
Crisis

September Perceptions of Audit Firms

Q4

October The Global Tax Advisory Market 

The Global Risk & Cybersecurity Services Market 

Healthcare & Pharma 

Technology, Media & Telecoms 

Consumer Products & Retail 

Planning for Growth in 2022

Building a Trusted Brand

November

December

REPORT EXTRACT: non-exclusively licensed for internal use only



S o u r c e  a n a l y s e s  t h e  w a y  i n  w h i c h  e c o n o m i c ,  b u s i n e s s ,  b e h a v i o u r a l ,  a n d 

t e c h n o l o g y  c h a n g e  d r i v e s  h o w  o r g a n i s a t i o n s  u s e  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s , 

a n d  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  t h a t  h a s  f o r  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  f i r m s .

S i n c e  i t s  i n c e p t i o n  i n  2 0 0 7 ,  S o u r c e  h a s  i n v e s t e d  i n  s o p h i s t i c a t e d ,  p r o p r i e t a r y  r e s e a r c h  t e c h n i q u e s  t h a t 

n o t  o n l y  p r o v i d e  u n i q u e  i n s i g h t s  o n  c u r r e n t  a n d  f u t u r e  t r e n d s  i n  t h e  m a r ke t ,  b u t  a l s o  p r o v i d e  a  b e t t e r 

a n d  f a s t e r  s o l u t i o n  t h a n  y o u  w o u l d  b e  a b l e  t o  r e a c h  y o u r s e l f.

O u r  a n a l y s i s  a n d  r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s  a r e  d e r i v e d  f r o m  d a t a  a n d  ex p e r i e n c e ,  a n d  w e  u s e  o u r  t e a m’ s 

ex t e n s i v e  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  i n d u s t r y  t o  p r o v i d e  a c t i o n a b l e  a n d  c l e a r  c o n c l u s i o n s  o n  t h e  b e s t  c o u r s e  o f 

a c t i o n  f o r  y o u  a n d  y o u r  f i r m .  O u r  i n s i g h t s  h a v e  u n d e r p i n n e d  s o m e  o f  t h e  b i g g e s t  s t r a t e g i c  i n v e s t m e n t 

d e c i s i o n s  m a d e  b y  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  f i r m s  a r o u n d  t h e  w o r l d .
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f r o m  n e g l i g e n c e ,  a c c i d e n t ,  o r  o t h e r  c a u s e s .

A b o u t  u s



I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  o u r  r e p o r t  p r o g r a m m e s ,  w e  a l s o  p r o v i d e  c u s t o m  a d v i c e 

a n d  r e s e a r c h - l e d  c o n s u l t i n g  s e r v i c e s  t o  t h e  w o r l d ’ s  b i g g e s t  a n d  m o s t 

s u c c e s s f u l  p r o f e s s i o n a l  s e r v i c e s  f i r m s ,  h e l p i n g  t h e m  i d e n t i f y  t h e  b e s t 

a r e a s  f o r  i n v e s t m e n t  a n d  p l a n  t h e i r  s t r a t e g i c  r e p o n s e s .

A m o n g  o t h e r  t h i n g s ,  o u r  w o r k  i n c l u d e s :

– D e e p  m a r ke t  a n d  c o m p e t i t o r  a n a l y s i s

– A c q u i s i t i o n  s t r a t e g y

– P r o p o s i t i o n  s t r a t e g y  a n d  d e v e l o p m e n t

– B r a n d  a n d  c l i e n t  s e n t i m e n t  a n a l y s i s

– T h o u g h t  l e a d e r s h i p  a n d  c o n t e n t  s t r a t e g y,  d e v e l o p m e n t ,  a n d  r e v i e w

Fo r  m o r e  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  a n y  o f  t h e s e ,  p l e a s e  v i s i t  o u r  w e b s i t e  o r  g e t  i n  t o u c h .

O u r  c u s t o m  w o r k



D o  y o u  w a n t  m o r e  d e t a i l e d  b r a n d  i n s i g h t s  f o r  y o u r  f i r m  o r  i t s  c o m p e t i t o r s ? 

W o u l d  y o u  l i k e  t o  s e e  h o w  w e l l  y o u r  b r a n d  w i l l  f a r e  i n  t h e  f u t u r e ? 

B r a n d  i n s i g h t s  a r e  a  ke y  i n p u t  t o  m a k i n g  t h e  r i g h t  s t r a t e g i c  c h o i c e s  a n d  r e a l i s i n g  b u s i n e s s  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r 

y o u r  f i r m .  S o u r c e  G l o b a l  R e s e a r c h  p r o v i d e s  a  b e t t e r  s o l u t i o n  f o r  f i r m s  t o  t r a c k ,  m e a s u r e ,  a n d  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e i r 

b r a n d  m o r e  i n t e l l i g e n t l y,  e n a b l i n g  f a s t e r  d e c i s i o n s  b a s e d  o n  w h a t  c u s t o m e r s  r e a l l y  w a n t . 

S o u r c e’ s  C o n s u l t i n g  B r a n d  B a r o m e t e r  i s  a  b r a n d  b e n c h m a r k i n g  t o o l  t h a t  a s s e s s e s  h o w  w e l l  p o s i t i o n e d  a 

f i r m’ s  b r a n d  i s  t o d a y,  a n d  f o r  g r o w t h  i n  t h e  f u t u r e .  I t  i s  u s e d  b y  t h e  m o s t  s e n i o r  l e a d e r s  w i t h i n  t h e  c o n s u l t i n g 

i n d u s t r y  t o  e n a b l e  t h e m  t o  a s s e s s  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  o f  t h e i r  b r a n d  a n d  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  f o r  t h e m .  T h e  B a r o m e t e r 

c o m b i n e s  o u r  m a r ke t - l e a d i n g  c l i e n t  s u r v e y  m e t h o d o l o g y  w i t h  d a t a  f r o m  o u r  g l o b a l  d a t a  m o d e l .  W e  t h e n 

i n c o r p o r a t e  o u r  d e e p  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  c o n s u l t i n g  i n d u s t r y  t o  m e a s u r e ,  i n t e r p r e t ,  a n d  c o n t ex t u a l i s e  t h e 

i m p a c t  o f  a  f i r m’ s  b r a n d — a n d  t h a t  o f  i t s  c o m p e t i t o r s . 

T h e  C o n s u l t i n g  B r a n d  B a r o m e t e r
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