The COVID-19 crisisistriggeringunprecedented and trying times for our society.
Fromsubstantialrisks of overloading the health care system to
catastrophiceconomichardships, the reverberations of thiscrisiswillbefelt for years to come
in all spheres of activity. Auditors are alsoaffected and must take stock of how theywill
manage throughthischallenging time. Weconsultedmaterialfromvariousprofessional audit
associations and talkedwith a number of senior audit professionalsacross Canada to find
out how auditorscan deal with COVID-19.

COVID-19 presentsauditorswithsome challenges but alsosomeopportunities. This listis in
no wayintended to be an exhaustive list of all the issues auditors are confrontedwith in this
time of crisis.

Keep the health of auditors top of mind.

Humanresources are audit offices’ best asset. Like for otherorganizations, the safety of their staff
isparamount, and audit offices have actedaccordingly. They have rapidlyimplementedwork-at-
home solutions with an emphasis on protecting and preservingtheiremployees’ health. As the
crisisispersisting, and employees are workingremotely and implementing social
distancingmeasures, audit organizationswillalso have to continue to beaware not only of
theiremployees’ physicalwell-being, but also of their mental health. Employee assistance



programs and proactive efforts to connectwith team members to boosttheir morale are also
essential to maintain the workforce and ensurecontinuity of operations.

Be flexible withauditees.

Transparent and effective communication withauditeesisalways a priority for auditors. In the time
of COVID-19, thisistruerthanever. If auditors are wrapping up their audit and validating audit
findings, thiscanprobablybedoneremotely. But if they are starting an audit, itmaybe more
problematic. Theymay have to moderatetheirrequests for documents and data or allow more time
for auditees to respond, especially if auditees are at the frontline of fighting COVID-19. Also,
conducting interviews remotelyisalwaysapossibility but willbeunderstandably more difficult. In
some instances, asking the auditees to complete a questionnaire instead of
beinginterviewedmaybeless intrusive and more palatable for them. In anyevent, expectthat audit
activitieswilltake a backseat and even, in some instances,
thatauditeeswillrequestthatauditorsstayaway for a while. In a time of crisis, flexibilityis the order of
the day.

Know thattechnologyis the auditors’ ally, withsomecaveats.

For manyworkers, technology has been providential in helping to deal with the COVID-19 crisis.
Emails, shared drives, team management applications, cloud technologies, and videoconferences
are allowingauditors to continue to workwithauditees and co-workers. However, as the online
presence of auditors intensifies, they have to remain vigilant. This increased use of
technologywillbeaccompanied by increasedtechnologicalrisks. From the overload of the
telecommunicationsystems to cybersecurityconcerns, auditors’ technologicalcapacitieswillbe more



vulnerable. Ensuringthat communications withauditees and between team
membersmeetconfidentiality and securityrequirements, for instance, couldbe a challenge. Also,
thereis an emergingrisk of increased social engineering incidents. Phishingattacksmasquerading
as guidance about the virus are multiplying and can impact bothauditors and auditees. It's
essential thatyoubeaware of theserisks and have effective communications withyour IT services.

Expectdelays.

Becausemanyentities’ activities and events are cancelled or delayed, itisonlynaturalthat the
completion of audits willalsobecompromised. Many audit organizations have alreadyfactoredthis
in and are recalibratingtheir audit plans. Depending on the flexibility of the audit mandate, the
legalrequirements, the constraints on resources, and access to auditees, auditorswill have to be
flexible and adjust. As statedabove, wrapping up audits maybeeasierthanstarting new
onesuntilthingssettle down. Also, as the crisis lingers, keeping audit teams
busymayproveproblematic. Some offices mayconsiderassigning staff to
beginperforminggroundwork for upcoming audits, conduct or undertake training (online of course),
or form new methodologyworking groups.

Mitigate the risk to audit quality.

Auditors, beingalwaysmindful of audit standards, must crank up theirapprehensions about
theircapacity to collectsufficient and appropriateevidence. This iswhere the aboveconcerns about
technology, auditee relations, and delays come together. Auditors must take a good hard look
atwhatthey are capable of doing in thesecircumstances. One opportunitythatdelays open up is the
possibility of enhancing the quality of the audit by doing more in-depthanalysis of the



evidencealreadycollected. This couldbedone by leveraging quantitative data analyticstechniques
or conducting qualitative analyses thatwouldbetoo time-consuming in normal times. It isalso
possible thatyouwillneed to re-scope your audit to cover a more restrictedspan of activities.
Professional judgment, as always, will have to beused.

Seize the opportunity to improveyourunderstanding of the auditedentities.

Good auditors must constantlyaim to increasetheirknowledge of the organizationsthey are
auditing. Times of crisis have away of revealinghiddenweaknesses and organizationalfaultlines.
This is not to saythatauditors must takeadvantage of auditedorganizations’ temporaryvulnerability
by playing a game of “bayonetting the wounded on the battlefield.” But youshouldremainalert
about areas of improvementthatmaybecome more apparent whenauditees are under stress. In
particular, youcanlearn a lot by observing how risk management, the implementation of business
continuity plans and disasterrecoveryactivities, and IT operations and cybersecuritymeasuresplay
out duringthiscrisis. This mayprovideideas for future audit topics.



