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Abstract: 

Previous studies have revealed that while auditing, as well as other professions, should hold specific 

expertise in order to be justified as a profession, auditing seems to be more about the appearance 

and the behaviour of the auditor. Audit expertise is instead depicted as something abstract and hard 

to understand, which is argued to indicate that the knowledge base within auditing is weak and the 

reason to why appearance is important when justifying the belonging to a profession. However, it 

is the view in this article that while appearance might be central, it does not exclude expertise. The 

empirical material shows that impression management (Goffman, 1959) involves several skills of 

the auditor, as the auditor needs to co-create a “game-board” of what is to be audited together with 

the client. The “game-board” is the ultimate level of expertise needed to conduct the audit. The 

audit is therefore a situated practice, where impression management, involving both appearance and 

expertise, also creates expertise by creating the “game-board” of the specific audit engagement.  
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Introduction 

 

In audit research auditors are often described as professionals who put extra effort on 

appearance and the literature describes how the manners in the big audit firms are focused on 

behaving and appearing professional (see for example Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson, 

2000 and Coffey, 1994). The meaning of the word appearance can be described as the way a 

thing or person looks to other people and the auditors are found to demonstrate “keenness, 

busyness and commitment to one’s work” (Coffey, 1994, page 954) and they express 

professionalism by for example having the right hairstyle or clothing (Anderson-Gough et al., 

2000). Appearance is thus something that can be managed, at least to some extent. As Goffman 

puts it: “when one´s activity occurs in the presence of other persons, some aspects of the activity 

are expressively accentuated and other aspects, which might discredit the fostered impression, 

are suppressed.” (Goffman, 1959, page 111).  

 

Carrington (2010) further studied the importance of the professional appearance among auditors 

by examining what seems to matter most when an auditor is under scrutiny. The conclusion 

made was that “professional appearance is what counts” (Carrington, 2010), since this is what 

is needed to produce comfort (Pentland, 1994) regarding financial statements. The auditor is 

argued to need the priest-like status and trustworthiness, which is attached to professional 

appearance, in order to be believed to produce comfort (Carrington, 2010). An auditor should 

also behave “client-friendly” according to the study by Anderson-Gough, et al., (2000) and the 

dominance of the client can be viewed as an expression of commercialism, since an auditor 

who behaves properly in front of clients is presumed to be successful at gaining and retaining 

clients. It is of no surprise that this focus on commercial values among auditors has been largely 

debated and criticized within audit research, as the common understanding is that an auditor 

should adhere to professional values rather than commercial (see for example Carrington, 

Johansson, Johed and Öhman, 2013; Catasús, Hellman and Humphrey, 2013; Lander, Koene 

and Linssen, 2013; Windsor and Warming-Rasmussen, 2009; Suddaby, Gendron and Lam, 

2009). 

 

Yet another issue regarding the auditors’ professional appearance is the amount of knowledge 

behind it. Overall the audit profession is from time to time accused of having a weak knowledge 

base (see for example Carrington, 2010; Power, 1997) and the question that follows is then 

whether auditors with the correct professional appearance need to be knowledgeable. In fact, 



auditors with the right outward appearance were actually contrasted with technically 

knowledgeable auditors described as  “backroom technicians” in the study by Grey (1998). The 

auditors with the highest degree of technical expertise operated in the background and were not 

let in, in front of clients, whereas the auditors with the right appearance were the ones with the 

possibility of becoming partners (Grey, 1998). Hence, according to Grey audit work is 

separated into either appearance or expertise.  

 

However, Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) question the dichotomy of appearance versus 

expertise by claiming that the two traits needs to be viewed as interrelated within the auditor, 

not as separated skills. Appearance and expertise are regarded to be far more complicated than 

an auditor’s either professional appearance or technical knowledge and in their study of 

professionalism Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) argue for a third kind of professional, i.e. the 

‘networked professional’, in addition to the common images of either behaving as a 

professional or being an expert. This article agrees with the view on appearance and expertise 

as interrelated. However, the article by Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) focuses on professional 

identity and how networking forms the ‘networked professional’, while the interest in this 

article is to further understand the relationship between appearance and expertise within 

auditing. The broader term impression management (Goffman, 1959) is therefore used to make 

room for both appearance and expertise and to enable a discussion of how they are significant 

to audit work. Support for this idea is found in a study by Clark and Salaman (1998) regarding 

management consultants, where Clark and Salaman (1998) state that impression management 

should be viewed as something essential for the continuous work of the consultants, not as 

something external. 

 

The appearance in front of the client has also been studied by Guénin-Paracini, Malsch and 

Tremblay (2015) who focused on the way auditors act on site with a client and how this relates 

to auditor independence. Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) state that auditors carefully manage 

their impression put on clients in order to get access to relevant information, which is viewed 

to then enable their operational independence (defined as the auditors’ capability to work 

diligently and effectively). However, the work in this article stands in contrast to the 

conclusions made by Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) for example regarding the auditor 

dependency on the client. The article by Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) suggest that the auditors’ 

capability to work diligently and effectively is largely dependent on the will of the client and 

therefore indicate that auditors lack agency because of this dependency on clients’ will. On the 



contrary, this article argues that the auditor manages the audit through impression management. 

Hence, the will of the client is not viewed as decisive for the outcome of the audit, instead 

agency remains with the auditor. Furthermore, while the study by Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) 

gives an interesting nuance to the work of auditors when being at the audited company’s 

premises and how a kind of impression management (in their article described as emotional 

labour) might be used, auditing is still separated into two different kinds of work in the article 

by Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015), namely analytical work (i.e. technical work or expertise) and 

interactional work (involving impression management). It is also hinted that interactional work 

is more important than analytical work as it secures access to relevant information (Guénin-

Paracini, et al., page 225). Instead this article argue that because appearance and expertise are 

interrelated, neither one of them is more important than the other. In conclusion, this article 

builds on the belief that appearance and expertise should be regarded as connected, rather than 

separated or incompatible (Anderson-Gough et al., 2006) and the aim is to further study how 

expertise within auditing is connected to the professional appearance of the auditor within the 

use of impression management. 

 

While the big firms have a great impact on the social construction of being a professional 

auditor (Cooper and Robson, 2006, Edgley, Sharma and Anderson-Gough, 2016), this article 

argues also for the need to incorporate the small audit firm in the construction of the audit 

professional. Therefore the format of this study differs from other studies of the appearance and 

behavior of the auditor (see for example Anderson-Gough et al., 2000, 2001; Coffey, 1994; 

Grey 1998; Kornberger, Justesen and Mouritsen 2011) by studying the small firm-auditor. The 

practice of auditing from within smaller audit firms is a quite recent area of audit research. Only 

a few studies have described auditing and the auditors from a non-big firm perspective (see for 

example van Buuren et al., 2014; Kutum, Fraser and Hussainey, 2015 and Lander et al., 2013) 

and hitherto a focus on the professional appearance among small firm-auditors seems to be a 

neglected area. The small audit firm and the small firm-auditors are thus used in this article as 

an enlightening context, to extend the understanding of the professional auditor. In the small 

audit firm “front-stage”- auditors or “backroom technicians” are more difficult to identify than 

they are in the study by Grey (1998), perhaps since the smaller firms have less staff capabilities 

than the big firms. This provides opportunity to study how the traits of professional appearance 

and technical knowledge can be dealt with within auditing. As put by Carter, Spence and Muzio 

(2015), in their article about an agenda for future research concerning the professions, ”much 

remains unknown about the curious world of the small practitioner but it is clear that a 



comprehensive picture of the professional landscape needs to factor it in” (Carter et al., page 

1210, 2015). Thus, the aim of this article is to understand professional appearance and its 

connection to expertise, in a different context than hitherto used for this kind of study, to 

contribute to the understanding of the relationship between these concepts and their role in audit 

work and the construction of being an audit professional.   

 

To reveal complementary accounts regarding the appearance of the professional auditor and the 

use of expertise, the auditors from a small audit firm are interviewed concerning themes such 

as dress code, client meetings and expertise. Observations from within the studied audit firm 

are also made to enrich the understanding of how the auditors operate. In addition to the 

empirical material gathered in the small audit firm interviews were also done with other small 

firm-auditors to enhance the understanding of appearance and expertise from the perspective of 

the small firm-auditor.            

 

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows. The literature review discusses how 

professional appearance is dealt with in previous research, the common view on justifying a 

belonging to a profession and the often undermined professional value expertise. This is 

followed by the theoretical framework, which is inspired by both Goffman’s (1959) definition 

of impression management and literature that deals with impression management and audit 

expertise. In the sections thereafter the method is explained and the empirical material is 

presented and analyzed. Thereafter the findings are discussed, conclusions made and 

suggestions for further research presented. 

 

Literature review   

 

This section starts with a review of the connection between professional appearance and the 

role of the audit professional and continues with a discussion of expertise as an undermined 

value. The behavior of the audit professional is argued by Anderson-Gough et al., (2002) to be 

an act of solidarity within the profession as the audit firms share similar professional 

socialization processes. These professionalization processes within big audit firms, aimed at 

teaching the auditors how to be auditors, have been studied from different levels of hierarchy, 

for example the level of juniors (Anderson-Gough, Grey and Robson, 2001; Grey, 1998), 

managers (Kornberger et al., 2011) and partners (Carter and Spence, 2014). Unfortunately, 



Anderson-Gough et al., (2002) argue that these homogenized professional socialization 

processes, aimed at socializing the auditors into the proper behavior and appearance “largely 

fails to foster or promote the ideals of specialist knowledge and public service” (Anderson-

Gough et al., 2002, page 53). This is problematic since if the professional auditors are not 

fostered into the ideals of audit expertise, as indicated by Anderson-Gough et al., (2002), the 

justification of belonging to a profession might be at risk as the common view is that a 

professional should have expertise of the trade in order to earn the privileges of a profession 

(Carter et al., 2015; Hooks, 1991). Another indication of a failure to achieve this justification 

of professional belonging is the following statement made by Carter et al., (2015): “recent 

episodes and controversies suggest that the professions are increasingly failing in these 

functions and therefore undermining their public legitimacy” (Carter et al., page 1208, 2015).     

 

Thus, professional values, such as expertise of the trade, seem to be undermined within 

professions overall (Carter et al., 2015) and the auditors are often claimed to be adhering to 

commercial values rather than professional values (Windsor and Warming-Rasmussen, 2009). 

This tension between commercial logic and professional logic has therefore been frequently 

debated in audit research (Carrington et al., 2013; Catasús et al., 2013; Lander et al., 2013; 

Windsor and Warming-Rasmussen, 2009; Suddaby et al., 2009). However, the terms 

professionalism and commercialism have also been argued to coexist within the audit firm, not 

to be viewed as mutually exclusive objectives (Carrington et al., 2013). It is argued that the 

auditors need to cope with both the professional and the commercial aspects of auditing 

(Carrington et al., 2013) and since commercialism seems to be something unavoidable Carter 

et al., (2015) ask: “what in an age of commercialism does professionalism mean?” (Carter et 

al., page 1209, 2015).  

 

While the audit profession might not seem to justify it’s belonging to a profession, it somehow 

does, as the audit profession is still commonly accepted as a profession. The abstractness of 

expertise within auditing might be a reason for this. Abbott (1988) states that professional 

expertise needs to be abstract to survive small market shifts, even though it should not be too 

abstract, as it then could be practiced by anyone. Therefore the abstractness of audit expertise 

might be what makes a justification of belonging to a profession difficult to detect, as it is not 

made apparent because of its abstract nature. However, Power (1997) translated the abstractness 

of auditing into obscurity and stated that the knowledge base of auditing is ‘weak’ because 

“auditing lacks clear output based criteria of performance” (Power, 1997, page 27) and that 



auditors “do not know how to demonstrate publicly what they produce; they appeal instead to 

their expert judgement” (Power, 1997, page 28). Power (1997) claim that auditing belongs to a 

profession by being trusted to be one and that auditing therefore is a practice utterly dependent 

on public legitimacy. This legitimacy is argued to be maintained by professional appearance 

aimed at defending the obscurity of auditing, because if no one knows what auditing is, no one 

will see the flaws. In contrast to the conclusion made by Power (1997) regarding obscurity 

within auditing equalling a ‘weak’ knowledge base this article considers expertise within 

auditing to be in need of further study before it is ruled out or blamed for being too abstract or 

‘weak’. In conclusion, the knowledge base within auditing might not be weak just because it is 

hard to describe.   

 

It may not be too far stretched to state that previous research seems to have abandoned audit 

expertise to instead focus on professional appearance (maybe as a result of the abstractness of 

the first), since despite the common view of a profession only being justified when its member’s 

holds specific expertise (Carter et al., 2015), previous research has depicted professional 

appearance as both more apparent and more important than expertise within auditing 

(Anderson-Gough et al., 2002: Carrington, 2010: Grey, 1998). For example the study by 

Carrington (2010) shows that the image of the audit professional is what matter most when an 

auditor is under scrutiny. This because a sufficient audit manages to produce comfort and to 

produce comfort the auditor has to appear to be professional and trustworthy, which is in line 

with the arguments made by Power (1997) regarding auditing as a profession foremost 

dependent on public legitimacy.  

 

Appearance has thus been described as a way of manifesting professionalism and is therefore a 

rather accepted part of professionalism. In the article about being an audit professional, Grey 

(1998) first discusses the use of expertise within a profession versus the behavior of the 

professional and concludes that a profession could be understood as both possessing specific 

expertise and displaying a certain kind of behavior. While the incorporation of behavior and 

appearance in the professional attributes is argued to be rather harmless when the emphasis is 

still put on the specific expertise of the profession, the study of a then “big six” firm by Grey 

(1998) shows that expertise appeared to be the “lowest common denominator of 

professionalism” (Grey, 1998, page 574). Instead professionalism was often understood as a 

specific type of behavior, involving appropriate appearance, such as smartness of dress, rather 

than technical expertise. Thus, the starting point in Grey’s study concerning the audit profession 



as something consisting of both expertise and behavior seems skewed as great focus was found 

to be put on appearance. Grey (1998) concludes that the auditors within the studied big firm 

“believe that professionals should be understood in terms of their technical competence but they 

find that they are constantly judged in terms of their behaviour.” (Grey, 1998, page 585). 

Likewise, Anderson-Gough et al., (2002) found a lack of emphasis on expertise in big audit 

firms. Instead the behavior and appearance of the audit professional was the prevalent 

understanding of what it meant to be a professional (Anderson-Gough et al., 2002). Even though 

expertise is found to exist in the background in these studies, the widespread notion of the audit 

professional is someone who is behaving professionally without necessarily being an expert 

and while appearance is accepted as a part of professionalism it is still viewed as something 

that stands in contrast to expertise.  

  

Since the auditors in the study by Grey (1998) were constantly judged in terms of their 

appearance, this was of great importance when it came to promotion possibilities.    Even though 

technical expertise was needed to pass the exams, expertise was not the key aspect when an 

auditor was hoping for promotion (Grey, 1998). Instead the professional auditors referred to as 

“backroom technicians”, were the people known for their intellectual skills. Unfortunately, as 

they did not possess the “front of house” type of behavior (Grey, 1998, page 580) these auditors 

were viewed unsuitable for partnership, expertise was not valued as high as the proper outward 

appearance. This ranking of traits was also found in the study by Carter and Spence (2014) 

concerning who makes partner in a big four audit firm. Clear distinctions were made by the 

partners themselves about them being “all-rounders” and others being “specialists” (Carter and 

Spence, 2014).  

 

However, a challenge of this common notion of the audit professional as someone either 

occupied with presenting the right outward appearance, or as originally intended, someone with 

specific acquired expertise to justify the belonging to the profession has been made by 

Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) in their study of professionalism. Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) 

point out the need to not try to classify professionals as people either focusing on behavior and 

appearance or having acquired specific knowledge and expertise of the profession. To 

exemplify this Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) present the “networked professional”, someone 

in between of “the professional as possessor of technical knowledge and the professional as 

engaging in a particular kind of impression management” (Anderson-Gough et al., 2006, page 

249). Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) begins their article in a similar manner as Grey (1998) by 



reviewing the two traditions of what it means to be a professional: a professional as someone 

possessing a body of technical and specialized expertise or someone who behaves 

appropriately. They discuss the previous stated distinction between professional expertise and 

professional behaviour and argue that neither one of them is enough alone. According to 

Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) networking is both a way of sharing “technical knowledge, often 

seen as the central part of professionalism, but networking is no less important for behavioural 

aspects of professionalism” (Anderson-Gough, et al., 2006, page 251). This because networking 

can enlighten the process in which the auditors learn how to behave properly. The findings of 

Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) implies that there might be other ways of being a professional 

auditor than behaving impressive and wearing formal business dress in front of clients and 

others or possessing a certain kind of expertise and therefore only be suitable to operate in the 

background of the firm.  

 

Hitherto, with an exception of Anderson-Gough et al., (2006), previous studies have revealed 

that while auditing should be about expertise in order to be a profession (Carter et al., 2015; 

Hooks, 1991), auditing seems to be more about the appearance and behaviour of the auditor 

(Anderson-Gough et al., 2001; 2002; Carrington, 2010; Carter and Spence, 2014; Coffey, 1994; 

Grey, 1998; Kornberger et al., 2011). Perhaps because professional appearance provides 

legitimacy and makes the public trust auditing as a profession (Power, 1997). Hence, the 

auditors do not necessarily seem to need to be experts as professional appearance is what counts 

to provide comfort in the financial statements (Carrington, 2010), not audit expertise. Audit 

expertise is depicted as something abstract and hard to understand, which is argued to indicate 

that the knowledge base within auditing is weak (Power, 1997) and the reason to why 

appearance is more important and the way of justifying the belonging to a profession. However, 

these conclusions, derived from earlier research, are challenged in this article. The view is that 

while appearance might be important, it does not exclude expertise and instead of distinguishing 

appearance from expertise, for example by the use of “front stage”-professionals and 

“backstage”-professionals (Carter and Spence, 2014 and Grey, 1998) this article studies 

expertise as a part of appearance and appearance as a part of expertise. The abstract audit 

expertise is thus studied in the light of appearance and the abstractness is viewed as intriguing 

instead of as a sign of weakness.    

  



Theoretical framework    

 

The theoretical framework of this article consists of literature that presents, or opens up for, 

different understandings of appearance and expertise within auditing that enables them to be 

viewed as intertwined rather than separated. The first two sections reviews relevant literature 

and the third summarize important aspects that are used in the theoretical framework.    

 

A closer look at appearance  

 

The appearance of the professional auditor has generally been described as wearing certain 

clothes and acting in manners that are aimed at impressing the client and others (see for example 

Anderson-Gough et al., 2000; 2005; Coffey, 1994; Grey, 1998). However, Goffman (1959) 

describes impression management as a way to project a given definition of the situation and 

suggests that “any social establishment may be studied profitably from the point of view of 

impression management” (Goffman, 1959, page 238). The theoretical framework is inspired by 

how impression management is defined by Goffman (1959), yet it differs from it in some 

aspects. Goffman (1959) emphasizes the importance of how the performer acts when the 

performance is disrupted “for it is these disruptions which the techniques of impression 

management function to avoid” (Goffman, 1959, page 208), the view of this article is that 

impression management, in the meaning of managing the impression put on others is not as 

sensitive to disruption as described by Goffman (1959) since the situation is formed in the 

interaction between the auditor and the client. In the meeting, the auditor is perhaps performing 

according to a more or less predefined script, but the client is not only an audience, the client 

is a co-actor in order for the defined situation to be projected.    

 

Furthermore Goffman’s (1959) notion of front- and backstage, where the backstage is used to 

‘prepare’ the projection of a situation in the front stage, is not in focus in this article. The belief 

of front- and backstage has in previous audit research described appearance as front stage and 

expertise as backstage (Carter and Spence, 2014 and Grey, 1998). While it is the view of this 

article that front- and backstage activities might exist, the allocation of appearance to the front 

stage and expertise to the backstage is not considered to be accurate. Appearance and expertise 

are instead both viewed to be needed in the front-stage, i.e. the meeting with the client. Likewise 

the front stage performance described by Goffman (1959) is not only viewed to be a rehearsed 



‘finished’ performance to an audience, instead the performance is viewed to be interactive with 

the client and this is what makes expertise a part of appearance. The auditor needs to perform 

‘with the client’ instead of in front of the client and in order to do this expertise is needed. This 

article thus focuses on the meaning of projecting a certain definition of a situation and it is the 

view that the auditor manages the impression put on the client for several reasons other than for 

example to preserve a priest-like status (Carrington, 2010) to gain trust from the public (Power, 

1997).     

 

In sum, the important gain from using impression management is that it enables a nuancing of 

the image of appearance. Goffman (1959) argues that “a correctly staged and performed scene 

leads the audience to impute a self to a character, but this imputation - this self - is a product of 

a scene that comes off, and is not a cause of it.” (Goffman, 1959, page 252). The management 

of the impression put on the client is done to present a self of an auditor, so why do the auditor 

wish to present this self?   

 

What impression management might mean 

 

To learn more about what the act of impression management might mean and why auditors use 

it, it is in this article considered useful to reflect on research concerning management 

consultants. Although an auditor is not the same as a management consultant, both the auditor 

and the consultant seem to share the common characteristics of service work identified by Clark 

and Salaman (1998). These are intangibility, interaction, heterogeneity and perishability. 

Intangibility because the audit report cannot be shown to the client beforehand and quality is 

hard to determine both beforehand and after the audit is completed. This intangibility of the 

service is argued by Clark and Salaman (1998) to make impression management utterly 

important in order for the consultant to persuade the client of the quality and value of the 

service. The same can be said about the need for the auditor to gain the trust from the client 

before the audit can be contracted and performed. Furthermore, interaction is a shared 

characteristic between management consultants and auditors, as interaction with the client is 

needed to conduct the audit. Auditing is similarly not a standardized service since the audit 

needs to be adjusted for each firm to be audited, thus the work has the characteristic of 

heterogeneity. Last but not least, the audit cannot be held in stocks since it is connected to the 



economic situation of a specific firm at a specific time, which makes auditing as well as 

consultancy services perishable. 

 

According to Clark and Salaman (1998), the intangibility of the consultancy service is viewed 

to stress the need to manage the client-consultant relationship in order to make credible to 

clients that their service is of value and quality. The active management of the client-consultant 

relationship is thus aimed at manipulating this interaction and impression management is 

viewed as a way of demonstrating “expertise, value and quality to clients when these services 

are characterized by high levels of intangibility, interaction, heterogeneity and perishability” 

(Clark and Salaman, 1998, page 24). Since the service of the consultant is hard to evaluate 

beforehand this enables the consultant “to take control of the process by which impressions and 

perceptions of their service are created” (Clark and Salaman, 1998, page, 35). The consultants 

manage the impressions put on others and are therefore able to persuade the client of the value 

and quality of their service, impression management is thus argued by Clark and Salaman 

(1998) to be the core of their work.   

 

However, the focus in Clark and Salamans (1998) article lies on how impression management 

is used to manipulate and persuade clients about the value and quality of their service, because 

of the characteristics of consultancy services. This article will rather discuss how impression 

management incorporates both appearance and expertise and how this is a core of audit work. 

Impression management is thus used as a wider concept in this study, which could include 

persuasion of the value of a service, for example the value of auditing, but foremost impression 

management is defined as the tool to project a given definition of the situation (Goffman, 1959) 

and this article believe that the given definition of the situation needs both appearance and 

expertise in order to be successfully projected.   

 

Moreover, research concerning management consultants can shed light on the question 

regarding the suggested weak knowledge base within the audit profession (Power, 1997). While 

it is easy to accuse auditors (and management consultants) for trying to look like experts, when 

it is doubtful if they really are experts (see for example Carrington, 2010 and Power, 1997, 

concerning the need of appearance in a profession with a weak knowledge base and Carter and 

Spence, 2014 and Grey, 1998 regarding the division of professionals as either experts or having 

the correct appearance), a paradox seems to appear. Bouwmeester and Stiekema (2015) 

investigate the paradoxical image of consultants being experts, but experts that are lacking 



expertise, by studying different stakeholders’ views on consultants. They state that critical 

research on the consultant business describe consultants as “possessing flawed knowledge, 

applying superficial methods, and lacking real expertise” (Bouwmeester and Stiekema, 2015, 

page 2437) and that consultants try to make up for these deficiencies by the use of impression 

management (Bouwmeester and Stiekema, 2015). This critical research on consultants is 

similar to the one on auditors and the sentence “consultants are criticized heavily while 

simultaneously greatly appreciated for their expertise” (Bouwmeester and Stiekema, 2015, page 

2434) can be used to describe the role of auditors since auditors are needed for the financial 

markets to function, yet they are continuously questioned regarding for example, their 

knowledge base (Carrington, 2010; Power 1997), or potential lack thereof. Bouwmeester and 

Stiekema (2015) shows that the paradoxical image of the consultant is imperfect, the 

consultants’ clients do not agree on the image of the consultant not being an expert and “the 

degree of alignment between client and consultant values will influence how convincing the 

consultants’ expertise is deemed” (Bouwmeester and Stiekema, 2015, page 2435-2436). The 

consultants and the clients were found to share similar views on how expertise is manifested 

and therefore the consultants were not viewed as lacking expertise (Bouwmeester and Stiekema, 

2015). The findings of Bouwmeester and Stiekema (2015) shows that impression management 

is needed to enable the discovery of similar views, the client need to know what kind of 

expertise the consultant tries to deliver in order to estimate the consultants expertise. In this 

article the argument by Bouwmeester and Stiekema (2015) about the consultant being 

considered as an expert because of an “alignment between client and consultant values” 

(Bouwmeester and Stiekema, 2015, page 2435-2436) indicate that impression management is 

an important communication tool, since when communication (which enables an understanding 

of the expertise of the consultant) is established, the consultant is not deemed as lacking 

expertise.  

 

In summary, the definition of impression management as the projection of a given definition 

(Goffman, 1959) serves as a reminder that impression management is not merely consisting of 

professional appearance such as dress code (Anderson-Gough et al., 2000), or the image of 

efficiency (Coffey, 1994). For example, the consultants in the study by Clark and Salaman 

(1998) uses impression management to persuade the clients of the value and quality of their 

service (their definition of the situation) and the consultants in the study by Bouwmeester and 

Stiekema (2015) are deemed as experts if their impression management succeeds in showing 

that their view on expertise (their definition of the situation) aligns with the view of clients.  



 

As impression management entail various elements, it might as well entail the use of expertise. 

Expertise within auditing is often referred to as technical competence and seems to be about 

technical procedures within auditing, for example how to apply to rules and standards in the 

audit work program. A broader definition of expertise is therefore considered useful to analyze 

the existence of expertise within the use of impression management in auditing. The next 

section discusses how expertise within auditing has been described and how the behaviour of 

the auditor seems to have an impact on the actual audit work.   

 

Expertise and the need to secure access to information 

 

While most studies concerning the audit professional have focused on the requirements and 

processes of becoming a professional in the sense of having the right attitude and outward 

appearance (Anderson-Gough et al., 2000; Carter and Spence, 2014; Coffey, 1994; Grey, 1998; 

Kornberger et al., 2011), Westermann, Bedard and Earley (2015) investigate the other side of 

the coin, namely: the audit work. By studying how auditors learn audit work they for example 

find that most of the auditor’s knowledge concerning auditing is acquired during work, not 

when undergoing University education or when studying for professional certifications exams. 

Furthermore, human interaction within the firm and with clients is fundamental for learning 

(Westermann et al., 2015). The auditors need to learn how to “ ‘read people’, think critically, 

and probe for answers” (Westermann, et al., 2015, page 893), skills viewed to be important in 

order to develop audit skepticism, which is an important trait in audit work as it is used when 

evaluating if the answers and the information received by the audited company can be viewed 

as valid or not. Therefore this article views expertise within auditing to consist of for example 

the skills discussed by Westermann et al., 2015), which are important in order for the auditor 

to know how to deal with the client in front of them (the skill of ‘reading people’) and to know 

what to look for during the audit. While thinking critically and probe for answers might seem 

to be rather ‘soft’ skills it requires the auditor to have technical skills in the first place, otherwise 

the auditor would not be able to think critically concerning audit issues or to know what answers 

to probe for.  

 

How to ‘probe for answers’ or to get information from the audited company (later to be 

evaluated with professional scepticism) is more specifically studied by Guénin-Paracini et al., 



(2015). Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) discusses the operational independence of the auditor, 

i.e. the capability of auditors to detect material misstatements and their main finding is that the 

smooth conduct of an audit engagement depends on the auditees’ desire to cooperate, which 

means that the operational independence is dependent on the will of the auditee. They argue 

that auditor need to get access to relevant information to conduct the audit properly and that the 

auditor is therefore occasionally found “struggling, strategizing, manipulating, or negotiating” 

(Guénin-Paracini et al., 2015, page 203) to get the desired information from the client. Guénin-

Paracini et al., (2015, page 216) state that the auditors know that they are “starting from a low 

level of likeability” when meeting with the client and therefore they need to apply relational 

strategies to secure access to information. Thus, the auditors in the study by Guénin-Paracini et 

al., (2015) behave properly in order to create a good relationship with the client and this 

relational work consists of for example wearing a smile as often as possible and saying things 

like “hello” and “thank you” when being around clients. It was also found to be important to 

express holiday greetings and to highlight things that the auditor has in common with the client, 

such as the same hometown, same school etcetera (Guénin-Paracini et al., 2015). Guénin-

Paracini et al., (2015) conclude that being independent from the client is a balancing act 

between the capability and willingness to act so as the capability to act independent is 

constrained by the desire of the client to cooperate and the willingness to act independent risk 

being affected by the developed relationship between the auditor and the client. However, this 

relationship is considered necessary to make sure the client cooperates and allows access to 

relevant information (Guénin-Paracini et al., 2015).   

 

Thus, the study by Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) emphasizes a different motivation for the 

auditor to create good client-relationships than the idea of the need to achieve good client 

relationships for commercial reasons. Instead Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) show that the 

auditors need the client relationship in order to get access to information that will enable them 

to act independently, i.e. enables the capability to detect material misstatements. Therefore the 

auditors’ competence to conduct audit work is argued to rely, to a large extent, on their 

relational abilities. However, it is the view of this article that the auditors are not dependent on 

the client to the same extent as argued by Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015). While the interaction 

between the auditor and the client is useful for the audit, the auditor is found in this study to act 

with agency and to steer the audit process. The auditor is the performer that projects a given 

definition of the situation (Goffman, 1959) to be able to the conduct the audit. Even though the 



client is not a passive audience, the auditor is the expert on how to manage the situation and the 

expert on how to do the audit.  

 

Furthermore, the main point made in the article by Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) is that 

auditors’ competence to detect material anomalies depends on analytical work, but “maybe 

primarly, interactional work, aimed at arousing and maintaining the auditees’ desire to 

cooperate” (Guénin-Paracini et al., 2015, page 225). Thus, the analytical audit work is once 

again separated from the behavioural part of auditing, whereas this paper emphasizes the need 

to view appearance (plus behaviour) and expertise (how to do audit work) as intertwined rather 

than separated.  

 

Moreover, Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) focus on the empirical finding of clients obstructing 

“the collection of audit evidence in one way or another” (Guénin-Paracini et al., 2015, page 

203), and how this obstruction motivate the auditor to use relational skills to ensure access to 

relevant information regarding the audit and therefor they overlook other aspects of managing 

the impression put on clients. In other words, relational skills or in this case, the management 

of impressions, is important even in cases where the client is not obstructing to cooperate.       

 

A summary of the theoretical framework 

 

The behavior and appearance of the auditor has often been portrayed as, for example dressing 

smart and signalling tidiness, efficiency and enthusiasm (Anderson-Gough et al., 2000; Coffey, 

1994), in order to preserve an outward face of professionalism.    However, this article views 

professional appearance as part of the projection of a given definition of the situation within 

the wider term impression management (Goffman, 1959) and managing the impression put on 

others is regarded as being a core of audit work (similar to the reasoning concerning 

management consultants, Clark and Salaman, 1998). The impression management is 

furthermore viewed to be a communication tool, (a reasoning derived from the article by 

Bouwmeester and Stiekema, 2015) which establish an understanding between the auditor and 

the client.    

 

Furthermore, being a skilled auditor is in this article viewed as an auditor that have learnt the 

features discussed by Westermann et al., (2015), i.e. the skills of ‘reading people’, thinking 



critically and knowing how to probe for answers in order to conduct a proper audit. In order to 

do this the auditor needs to have technical skills about the rules of auditing to for example know 

what to look for during the audit and how to think critically concerning the answers delivered 

from clients. The skill of knowing how to read people is part of auditor skepticism and while it 

seems rather vague, it is still of great importance within auditing. By revising expertise from 

merely meaning technical skills about work programs or clearly defined aspects of audit work, 

to also mean more ‘soft’ skills, such as the ability to read people and know when to probe for 

answers, expertise and appearance within auditing can be combined in the impression 

management conducted by the auditor, as the line between expertise and appearance fade. 

 

In conclusion, the purpose of using the above research in the theoretical framework of this 

article is to enable an “open mind” when analysing the act of impression management in the 

empirical material. This article argue that the auditor uses impression management to project a 

given definition of the situation (Goffman, 1959) and impression management is viewed to be 

something that is a core of audit work (inspired by Clark and Salaman, 1998) and a 

communication tool (inspired by Bouwmeester and Stiekema, 2015) that might involve 

physical appearances such as dress code or behavioural aspects such as efficiency, but it might 

also incorporate more ‘soft’ audit skills, such as ‘reading people’, thinking critically and probe 

for answers (Westermann et al., 2015) as well as knowing how to get access to information 

(Guénin-Paracini et al., 2015) and more technical expertise of, for example, how to apply audit 

rules.   

 

Method 

  

Previous research on what auditors do and how they behave is mostly originated from studies 

from within big firms or studies of big firm-auditors. The studies of small firm-auditors have 

focused on the use of specific standards (Buuren et al., 2014; Kutum et al., 2015) and the 

claimed change in the audit profession from a professional logic into a commercial logic 

(Lander et al., 2013). The results of the studies indicate that the use of standards, which are 

designed to fit big firm auditing, is challenging in the setting of the smaller audit firm because 

of the clientele being smaller entities (van Buuren et al., 2014; Kutum et al., 2015). It is also 

shown that the values within the smaller firm seem different than found in big audit firms, the 

emphasis on commercialism appear to be weaker within the smaller audit firm than in bigger 



firms. Possibly because the claimed change in institutional logics from professionalism to 

commercialism has only begun in smaller audit firms (Lander et al., 2013).  Or maybe because 

they want to be different than the big four and are therefore focusing on different values, as a 

quotation in the study by Lander et al., (2013) suggests: ‘‘Saying that we want to look like the 

big 4 is like swearing in a church!’’ (Lander et al., 2013, respondent A3, page 131). As studies 

of small firm-auditors are unusual and the area of research is far from exhausted this article 

choose the small firm-auditor to study professional appearance and its connection to expertise 

as it is viewed to provide a different context which might give new insights into the meaning 

of professional appearance and expertise among auditors.   

 

Most of the empirical material was gathered in a small audit firm in Sweden, where thirteen 

auditors were interviewed. The studied office consists of both auditors and accountants, but 

since auditing is the theme of study only the auditors were interviewed. Six auditors were 

assistant auditors (i.e. junior auditors) and seven where authorized auditors (i.e. they had passed 

the exam for authorization and were at a more senior level). Among the authorized auditors 

four were partners. One of the partners was also the CEO and another of the partners was also 

the office manager. The CEO was interviewed three times, the first time in October 2014, the 

second in September 2015 and the third time in November 2015. During the time of 

interviewing the auditors within the small audit firm one audit assistant left the small audit firm 

(after being interviewed) and started working at one of the big four audit firms. In the end of 

august 2016 an interview was therefore done with this audit assistant to study how the change 

from a small audit firm to a big audit firm was experienced, both in relation to appearance and 

expertise and to the notion of being a professional auditor. Thus, this auditor was also 

interviewed twice.  

 

The small audit firm consists of four offices spread across Sweden and the data was gathered 

in the main office of the firm. The firm is familiar to the researcher since it was her former 

workplace before getting into academia. Therefore the time spent as a junior auditor in the 

studied firm (total amount of six months) is viewed as providing solid background information 

about the auditors and the firm. Alongside with interviews observations were also attained to 

create a richer feeling and insight of the way the audit firm operates and how the auditors behave 

during the time of study. These observations were made when being at the firm’s premises in 

the in-between of interviews as well as during attended coffee breaks. Moreover, one staff 

meeting, lasting for two and a half hours, was attended. This meeting revealed how the auditors 



were matched with clients when audit engagements were allocated and gave additional 

emphasis on the importance of the auditor being able to ‘manage’ the client or the impression 

put on clients. Notes where taken on this meeting, resulting in three pages of text, whereas the 

other opportunities of observing the auditors was mostly used by the researchers to gain an 

understanding of the workspace at the firm and where usually not written down.  

 

In addition to the interviews done in the small audit firm, five interviews were made with other 

small firm-auditors to give extra insights into the work of small firm-auditors. These were 

selected in the frames of another research project concerning the development of a new audit 

standard in the Nordic region, but were found useful in the context of this article as well. In 

total, 21 interviews were made, with 18 respondents, which were then transcribed. The 

interviews were conducted using a semi-structured approach and every interview lasted around 

40 to 120 minutes, but most often around 60 minutes. Respondent codes that begins with an A 

indicates that the quoted auditor is from the small audit firm and respondent codes that begins 

with a B means one of the additional interviews done with small firm-auditors.  

 

During the conducted interviews subjects such as appropriate dress, the meaning of being a 

professional, client relationships and what it means to be a good auditor where discussed. The 

transcribed interviews were read through several times and passages dealing with knowledge, 

expertise, client relationships, appearance and professionalism were sorted out from the rest of 

the text to be further analysed. By reading the pieces about how the auditors understand 

knowledge, expertise, client relationships, appearance and professionalism, professional 

appearance emerged as something more meaningful than merely a way to impress clients to 

secure reoccurring business. To gain a deeper understanding regarding how the auditors were 

using impression management the framework based on previous literature was formed. The 

process of understanding the empirical material was thus done in an iterative way, involving 

reading previous literature, developing the theoretical framework and reading the transcripts of 

the interviews multiple times.  

 

 

 

    



Empirical material and analysis 

 

Professional appearance and a common ground 

 

When asked about dress code the auditors answer that there is no dress code, and some might 

add “to a certain extent, of course”. The often-made statement is that as long as you don’t wear 

filthy or ragged clothes most outfits are okay to wear. One audit partner explains the choice of 

not wearing a suit by claiming to not need the advantages of appearing knowledgeable: 

 

Bigger firms and such wear a lot of suits and use “that part” and it is like a small 

protective cover. I mean you are taken more seriously if… You need to prove less if 

you show up in a suit because then it is “okay, you know something”. If you have great 

knowledge you do not need the suit, I usually say. Then you can show that you have 

knowledge anyway.  

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A11) 

 

The small firm-auditor in the quote above implies that the big firm-auditors tend to take 

shortcuts to appear knowledgeable, as they are using “that part” of professional appearance to 

appear knowledgeable before actually delivering knowledge. This annoys the small firm-

auditor because the auditor argues that if you are knowledgeable you should not need to appear 

knowledgeable by dressing in a certain way. Furthermore, another auditor reflects on the 

professional socialization processes in big firms, where the use of the suit is prevalent. 

 

Personally I have a hard time when young guys show up in a suit, even auditors or 

sellers or whatever and then I think, good for you that you got to buy a suit when you 

started working. The suit doesn’t tell me anything about your knowledge. It isn’t until 

we speak that I understand if you know what you are talking about. They might, but you 

know that is… I have a hard time with it. And it is the culture that made them wear it, 

and I know how it is… you go to the tailor and order your clothes before you, when it 

is the first day at the big firm. No… professionalism, the competence is not in your 

clothes… it is within the human being and you gain it by, you get knowledge by 

studying, experience by working. Experience is not anything you can get by taking a 

shortcut. 



(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A3) 

 

By referring to the expectations on junior auditors when entering the big firm the auditor in the 

quote above seems to state that the young auditors are the ones that foremost uses the suit as a 

protective cover, as they are lacking both knowledge and experience, the traits that the small 

firm-auditor above regards as signs of professionalism. The meaning of being a professional is 

thus described in the quote as having competence, consisting of knowledge and experience, 

something that cannot be achieved by “taking a shortcut”, i.e. dressing up to appear 

professional. This stands in contrast to the conclusions made in the studies made by Grey (1998) 

and Anderson-Gough et al., (2002) regarding the meaning of being a professional among the 

auditors themselves, as mostly concerning ways of behaving and acting. To appear 

knowledgeable, or to appear professional, by using a certain type of dress even seems to be 

despised by the small firm-auditors. Most of the interviewed auditors instead seemed proud to 

announce that they do not need the suit to prove themselves knowledgeable. Hence, the 

meaning of being a professional, according to the studied auditors, seems to revolve around 

knowledge and experience of the trade. When entering client meetings a casual way of dressing 

is in fact highly accepted, because later they prove themselves knowledgeable, they prove 

themselves as professionals, by using knowledge.   

 

What kind of weirdo is this and then he or she just starts to talk and proves to be so 

damn skilled.  

(Audit assistant, respondent code A5) 

 

The auditor might not look knowledgeable, but is “damn skilled” and gets the attention and 

commitment from the client, which is the primary goal.  

 

We want it to feel simple at our firm, you should enter and it should feel, already when 

you enter the front door, you know that here it is… it is not uptight, it is not suit, it is 

not tie. Sure we can wear that occasionally, when it is needed, but it should feel simple 

when entering, a happy welcoming in the reception and we are… it is the knowledge 

we shall deliver, not a lifestyle. 

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A3) 

 



Expertise should be delivered, not the lifestyle of the auditor. However, they admit that they 

are occasionally using the suit “when it is needed”. This connects to Goffmans (1959) 

description of impression management as the projection of a given definition of the situation. 

When the auditors know that the definition of the situation might not be theirs to decide and 

when the situation requires them to be dressed in a certain way they use the suit to meet the 

expectations of their counterpart. Still, it is not viewed as a way of appearing knowledgeable.   

 

Since we know that from that person’s worldview the auditor is a stiffer person, stricter 

I might say, yes, then we want to be that way too. But not… not put on an act, because 

we should be the persons we truly are. But sure we are trying to adapt a bit… to the 

existing situation” 

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A3) 

 

As more or less stated in the quote above, the given definition of the situation (Goffman, 1959) 

has a vital impact on how the auditor dresses. However, when the auditor meets with small 

clients, that are not big international companies but might either way expect the auditor to dress 

up in a suit because of a given definition of the situation (Goffman, 1959) in society where the 

auditor is expected to look a certain way, the small firm-auditor do not use the suit anyhow. 

The small firm-auditor do not try to sustain the given definition of the situation (Goffman, 1959) 

where the suit is the dress code of the auditor, instead the situation is redefined by the auditor, 

because the focus of the small firm-auditor is to get to the same level as the client.       

 

What is that you say in the saying, talk to the scholars in Latin, to farmers in farmers 

way. It is a little bit like that, that we are trying to do it.   

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A3) 

 

Thus, different usages of dressing up in formal business clothes appear in the empirical 

material. One is the use of the suit as a “protective cover” to appear knowledgeable and this use 

of formal business dress is more or less detested among the small firm-auditors interviewed as 

they focus on delivering knowledge and are annoyed by big firm-auditors who dress up to 

impress. However, when the small firm-auditor meet with a counterpart that is dressed up in a 

suit, the auditor will not have anything to gain by dressing casual, it is instead better to sustain 

the given definition of the situation were the auditor dresses up in formal business clothes to 

match the counterpart. While refraining from the use of the suit as a “protective cover” the suit 



can be used to sustain the given definition of the situation when there is no point in redefining 

this situation. To understand why there is no point in redefining the situation in some cases but 

in others, the meeting with small clients needs to be more closely discussed. When the auditor 

meets with smaller clients they focus on knowledge and claim that it does not matter how they 

dress. However, they also state that they want to “talk to the scholars in Latin, to farmers in 

farmers way”, which means that the professional appearance aims at getting on the same level 

as the client. Thus a redefinition of the situation is required when meeting with smaller clients 

as the smaller clients are not dressed up in suits and if the auditors would dress up in formal 

business clothes they would create a distance towards the client. The small firm-auditor thus 

focus on dressing in accordance with the dress code of the counterpart and must therefore 

sometimes redefine the definition of the situation as an auditor dressing up in formal business 

clothes to get on the same level as their client. By getting on the same level as the client a 

common ground is established.    

 

The small firm-auditor is also found to use other aspects of appearance than how they dress, in 

order to establish a trusting environment between the auditor and the client. The auditor is 

described to sometimes use accent to make the meeting with the client feel more comfortable 

for the client.  

 

One thing that has crossed my mind is that a lot of people here are from the northern of 

Sweden1, an especially one of us, of the auditors, puts on his fullest accent when meeting 

with clients sometimes. And I think that it is… you know, he knows that it makes people 

feeling… calmer.   

(Audit assistant, respondent code A5) 

 

In summary, the auditor uses impression management to initially establish a common ground 

with clients. To do this they manage their professional appearance in order to get to the same 

level as their counterpart, which sometimes involves the suit, but more often not, since the 

counterpart is usually a small company.     

 

                                                        
1 The accent from the northern of Sweden is often perceived as calming and a bit slow. 



Establishing trust and creating the “game board” 

 

The previous section showed that impression management is initially used to create a common 

ground between the auditor and the client as the auditor dresses in the same manner as the client 

and sometimes even use accent to create a comfortable environment. Establishing the common 

ground is necessary to enhance communication, the ability to talk “to the scholars in Latin, to 

farmers in farmers way”, and it creates mutual understanding between the auditor and the client 

(which connects to the alignment of values between consultants and clients in the study by 

Bouwmeester and Stiekema, 2015).  

 

The established communication between the auditor and the client is then used for several 

aspects. For example it is a way of gaining information about the audited company, which 

relates to the importance of relational strategies in the study by Guénin-Paracini et al., (2015) 

used to secure access to relevant information from clients. However, in this study, 

communication through an established common ground, seems to enable information to flow 

in both directions. The auditor must make sure that the client understands the information that 

the auditor is trying to convey and therefore needs to find the right level to communicate on, 

and the auditor also have to be able to interpret what the client is trying to say, in order to 

understand the information communicated by the client.     

 

A skilled auditor is receptive, is able to detect what the client wants, what the clients 

wants to say and understand. And to be able to talk accounting with the one-man 

plumber who doesn’t find paper amusing at all, or something like that. To be able to 

explain in a way that leaves the economic jargon in the closet, to be able to translate.  

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A11) 

 

It is important that the client understand the value of the knowledge received from the auditor, 

because the auditor explains that by ‘educating’ their clients they can work preventively, as 

they can prevent the client from making wrongdoings. The auditors thus need to be skilled at 

pedagogics, otherwise they cannot fully convey their message to the client or fully understand 

the messages received from clients. The pedagogical aspects also involve knowing how to 

deliver bad news to clients. The auditors know that they possess power and that this might 

threaten the client, therefore they need to translate the economic language into a language that 

the client understands to not alienate the client from the auditor.  



 

To sort of telling the client that I am not here to tell you that you have made a mistake, 

I want to tell you that I think it is super that things are going so well. If it has. And then, 

the counterweight, to tell when it is not going well, is to stay positive. It’s really 

unfortunate that it has gone this way, but we have, there are ways of getting out of this, 

it is not the end. We can talk this through. That is what it means to be skilled, according 

to me, to make the client feel comfortable with me.   

(Audit assistant, respondent code A5) 

 

Impression management is thus used to make the client feel comfortable with the auditor. 

Furthermore, to understand the message from the client, the auditor needs to know the client 

and know what kind of person the client is. The skill of ‘reading people’ (Westermann et al., 

2015) becomes utterly important.   

 

It’s all about, in my opinion, to be good at reading people. Do you trust what someone 

is telling you or not? Or do you think that they believe that they are doing it right, but 

they are doing it wrong anyway? To learn that, it takes, the only way to learn it is to 

work in the practice with human beings, on site, face to face.  

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A10) 

 

The skill of ‘reading people’ (Westermann et al., 2015) is also important because as the auditor 

manages the impression put on clients, the client manages the impression put on auditors.  

 

There are those clients that just: of course I know that and that, you don’t need to explain 

it for me. Yes yes, that thing, yes that thing, yes yes. And they are sitting there and are 

talking like that and are nodding and nodding and nodding and you think: okay, are you 

sure you get this… or are you just trying to not seem stupid?     

(Audit assistant, respondent code A5) 

 

While it is important that the client trust the auditor, the auditor should not trust the client. The 

established communication and relationship with clients enables the client to feel trust in the 

auditor which facilitates further communication and information flows. 

 



We should be close to our customers in order for them to feel trust in us, then they will 

open up, they ask about stuff and I get to know a lot more than if it would be the opposite 

situation.    

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code B1) 

 

The trust relationship encourages the client to “open up” and the auditor gains information 

about past and future events of the audited company, which allows the auditor to work 

preventively.      

 

I have customers that I have had for a really long time who pick up the phone 

immediately when they are thinking of doing something, to check with me if there is 

any problem with the things they want to do. Should I think of something special if I 

am about to do this? And… that is the thing, it is those customers that I have a good 

relationship with who call me up and ask before doing anything.  

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A11)  

 

The quote above shows how established communication flows between auditor and client are 

useful in the audit work as it describes the information sharing from the client, concerning for 

example future business plans. As the auditor is asked about actions planned by the company 

the auditor is able to work preventively and can guide the audited company in the right 

direction, that is, the direction sanctioned by law. This trust relationship thus enables the auditor 

to present and describe the “rules of the game”. If the client refuses to tell everything the auditor 

is denied to see the whole picture, often referred to by the auditors as the “game board” of the 

audit engagement.  

 

In order for this to be successful you have to trust me one hundred percent. You should 

not hide anything from me, instead you should tell me everything because then I can 

help you and make sure that it works out well. If you don’t tell me everything I cannot 

see the entire game board. And it is also a lot about explaining the game board to the 

client.   

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A11) 

 

The “game board” is needed in order to conduct a proper audit and it requires information to 

flow in both directions as it also involves explaining the “game board” to the client. To be able 



to create the “game board” the auditor has to manage the impression put on clients as described 

previously, for example it is important that the auditor does not come across as threatening. The 

auditor needs the client to trust them and to want to share information with them. The auditor 

also needs to communicate at the level of the client to be able to explain the rules of ‘the game’, 

i.e. the rules of accounting.   

 

The “game board” thus consists of both information and knowledge that the client has regarding 

for example intended or already existing business actions and information and knowledge that 

the auditor has concerning accounting rules and what is allowed in the world of business. By 

combining the knowledge of the auditor and that of the client the full picture concerning the 

audited company, i.e. the “game board”, can be co-created by the auditor and the client. From 

initially using impression management to establish a common ground with the client, the 

impression put on the client is continuously managed to make sure that the auditor come across 

as non-threatening and trustworthy, which enables information to flow in both directions.    

 

The importance of impression management 

 

Impression management is thus used to establish a common ground with the aim to build a trust 

relationship. To do this the auditors not only need to find the right level of dress code to match 

the client, but also the right level on which knowledge can be communicated in both directions, 

which requires pedagogical skills. Furthermore, in order to evaluate the information flows from 

the client the auditors need to be skilled at ‘reading people’, probing for answers and thinking 

critically, that is being skilled at auditor scepticism (Westermann et al., 2015). Thus, impression 

management starts with the outward professional appearance and continues with constant 

management of impression to establish and cultivate the trust relationship between the auditor 

and the client. In other words, this requires the auditor to use expertise on different levels, both 

in the use of impression management and in the evaluation of information flows.   

 

However, as stated earlier, the auditor cannot trust the client. While the established 

communication flows between the auditor and the client has enabled a creation of a “game 

board” the auditor have to practice auditor scepticism (Westermann et al., 2015) throughout the 

audit. 

 



All of this is part of my judgment concerning where the risks exists in this audit, what 

is the risk of making a mistake? Well this person, he, the risk is small because he knows 

so little that he asks me about everything. Or if he has someone else to ask… or the 

opposite, this person thinks he knows it all. He doesn’t know much, so here we better 

be cautious.   

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code B1) 

 

Thus, impression management does not only enable the transfer of knowledge regarding rules 

of accounting to the client and information about past and future events of the company to the 

auditor, the common ground and established communication allows the auditor to start with 

risk assessment. With face-to-face interaction the auditors are in fact evaluating the client with 

references to risk. Is the person in front of them someone that is likely to make mistakes, 

intentionally or unintentionally? Based on this type of client, should they be extra careful 

somewhere? Being a skilled (in Swedish duktig) auditor is described as someone who has good 

knowledge of people in order to detect areas of risk and then uses this knowledge to steer the 

audit in the right direction. The auditor manages their impression put on the client throughout 

the audit process. They need to establish a common ground to enable communication, to “talk 

to scholars in Latin, and farmers in farmers way”. They need to come across as non-threatening 

to gain trust from clients, to make sure that the client tells them everything and they need to be 

skilled at pedagogics to communicate the rules of ‘the game’ to clients. All of this is necessary 

to co-create the “game board” of the audit engagement, the full picture of the company that is 

to be audited. This full picture enables the auditor to audit the company and it is described as 

having expertise of the audited company (in Swedish: kunskap om verksamheten). The auditor 

is thus able to conduct the audit because of the use of impression management throughout the 

audit.  

 

To go back to Goffman (1959) “a correctly staged and performed scene leads the audience to 

impute a self to a character, but this imputation - this self - is a product of a scene that comes 

off, and is not a cause of it.” (Goffman, 1959, page 252). The management of the impression 

put on the client is done to present a self of an auditor, this self depicts the auditor as non-

threatening and trustworthy in order for the co-creation of the “game-board” to take place. 

However, this is the product of a scene that comes off, the real nature of the auditor is in fact 

rather threatening, as the auditor is obliged to write a qualified report when necessary.   

 



I have a kind of sword that I can raise and say: sure you can do this, but it will not be 

good and since I am your auditor I can write a qualified audit report that will actually 

be official.   

(Authorized auditor, partner, respondent code A2) 

 

As the real nature of the auditor is threatening to clients it requires the auditor to carefully 

manage the impression put on clients. Since a threatening auditor will not establish information 

flows between the auditor and the client, a threatening auditor will not enable the co-creation 

of expertise of the audited company, referred to in the empirical material as the “game-board”, 

the full picture of the audited company. Whereas an auditor that makes the client feel calm and 

comfortable will.  

 

Discussion 

  

The theoretical framework uses the concept impression management coined by Goffman 

(1959), to show how both professional appearance and expertise are intertwined in the 

projection of a given definition of a situation. The given definition is that the auditor is someone 

that the client should trust and share everything with and the auditor needs to be projected as 

non-threatening and someone that the client can feel comfortable with. When the auditor 

succeeds with this the “game-board” is co-created and the auditor can conduct the audit based 

on the whole picture of what is to be audited. Auditing thus requires the auditor to be skilled in 

many ways, not only technical skilled or skilled at appearing professional. To audit the auditor 

needs to establish a common ground with the client by appearing trustworthy and non-

threatening on which communication can flow in both directions between the auditor and the 

client. By being pedagogical, skilled at ‘reading people’, probing for answers, thinking 

critically (Westermann et al., 2015) and knowing what to look for (technical knowledgeable) 

the “game-board” can be co-created with the client. The “game-board” consists of expertise of 

what is to be audited and is what makes the audit possible. As shown in the empirical material, 

the auditor “talk and proves to be so damn skilled” (quote from page 23), expertise and 

appearance are thus continuously intertwined in the use of impression management throughout 

the audit and this article shows that there is no use of separating them into either appearance or 

expertise and thus confirms the view of Anderson-Gough et al., (2006) to not view appearance 

and expertise as separated or incompatible. Expertise is not downplayed in relation to 



appearance, expertise is instead found to both exist in the appearance in front of the client and 

is continuously used in the impression management aimed at creating the expertise of what is 

to be audited. The auditors are performing analytical work by using their expertise of 

accounting and audit rules in the interaction with clients (“talk and proves to be so damn 

skilled”) to establish, develop and maintain a relationship with the client that will enable the 

co-creation of the “game-board”, the expertise of what is to be audited, which the auditor then 

audit by using expertise within auditing.      

 

The empirical material of this paper shows that the ability to conduct a proper audit might not 

be a matter of the client obstructing or being cooperative, instead the creation of trust between 

the auditor and the client is of central importance for several reasons. For example, the creation 

of a trust relationship will not only give access to information that the client might otherwise 

not want to share, information that the client might be unaware of will also be shared in the co-

creation of a “game-board” as the auditor is an expert that knows what to look for. Hence, it is 

shown that the capability of the auditor to conduct a proper audit is not mainly dependent on 

the clients’ willingness to cooperate (as reasoned by Guénin-Paracini et al., 2015), instead it is 

dependent on the auditors skill to first establish a common ground and then to continuously 

manage the impression put on the client to co-create expertise of what is to be audited. 

Consequently, the capability of conducting a proper audit depends on the skills of the auditor. 

The client might be very willing to cooperate, but the auditor needs to be skilled at for example 

‘reading people’ to recognize if the cooperative client might anyhow present a risk of material 

misstatements because of a lack of knowledge in accounting or other rules. The client might 

likewise project an image of being in control, while having a tendency to take unmotivated 

business risks that might jeopardise the company’s survival. Or the client might not know what 

the auditor needs to know, only the auditor knows what to look for, as fortunately experts do.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, previous research has tended to describe professionals own meaning of 

professionalism as something connected to the superficial aspects of being an auditor, the 

outward appearance of the auditor and not the use of expertise (Anderson-Gough et al., 2002; 

Grey, 1998). As it is a common understanding that the skills and expertise of a profession are 



used to justify the belonging to a profession and it has been more or less implicitly questioned 

if auditors actually belong to a profession or not, since they seem to confuse the meaning of 

being a professional with having the right outward appearance, instead of having specific 

knowledge and expertise in auditing. It is however found in this paper that the professional 

appearance, the impression management, of the professional auditor is a core of audit work and 

that the ability to conduct the audit ultimately depends on this. The impression management 

involves several skills of the auditor, including appearing in a certain way and the expertise in 

accounting and audit rules, as it seeks to co-create the “game-board” of what is to be audited, 

the ultimate level of expertise.   

 

When the auditors where asked about the meaning of being a professional in the study by Grey 

(1998) they tended to discuss their appearance in front of the client. This might however not be 

a result of professionals not understanding the depth of professionalism, instead they might 

have mentioned the most obvious parts instilled in them by the socialization processes of the 

firm. As put by a junior auditor with two years of experience in this study; “professionalism is 

subjective and a mixture of different aspects”. Grey (1998) argue that it is reasonable to 

incorporate the outward appearance when discussing professionalism, but the study by Grey 

(1998) conclude that being a professional is understood foremost by “ways of conducting 

oneself than with the possession of technical knowledge” (Grey, 1998, page 569), which 

classifies professionalism into two different categories, appearance or knowledge, and 

furthermore it emphasizes appearance over knowledge. Whereas the empirical material in this 

study shows that they are actually merged in audit work and the different categories or 

hierarchies for these concepts are superfluous.  

 

Finally, the critique regarding the auditors’ weak knowledge base (Carrington, 2010: Power, 

1997) needs to be reconsidered. While audit expertise might be abstract because it sometimes 

involves ‘soft’ skills such as ‘reading people’, probing for answers and thinking critically about 

information received from the audited company, it is not ‘weak’. Technical procedures and 

audit standards are valuable for the audit process, but to apply them the auditor needs the ‘soft’ 

skills, or as described by Power (1997) professional judgment. Expertise within auditing is not 

static, the audit needs to be a situated practice in order to build and create the “game-board” of 

the audit engagement, which is the expertise of what is to be audited.   

 



Suggestion for future research is to further study auditing without separating appearance and 

expertise, as this study show that they are interrelated within auditing. Another suggestion is to 

advance the understanding of how professional judgment, the ‘soft skills’ of auditing, is used 

when the auditor audit the created “game-board”, i.e. the whole picture of what is to be audited.  
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