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STUDIES AND ARTICLES

The business environment for audit companies can be 
characterized by technological advancements, com-

plex expectations and demands formulated by the public, 
the profession and by clients (cf. Abbott, 1988; Freidson, 
1994, 2001; Westermann–Bedard–Earley, 2015). These 
conditions have an implication for the design and imple-
mentation of continuing professional education and devel-
opment. Technological advancements (e.g. digital tech-
nologies) and methods of distributed knowledge sharing1 
offer new ways of addressing the needs of audit compa-
nies.2 We have encountered a significant interest in virtual 
forms of communication in practice. 

The objective of this paper is to identify the use of 
Online Learning3 in the context of continuing professional 
education and development initiatives as well as implica-
tions for future activities. Our focus is on audit companies 
operating in Germany. Typically, audit companies use a 
globally standardized audit methodology which is then 
adapted to local regulatory requirements.4 

Methodology is based on semi-structured interviews 
with representatives of different audit companies (two 
Big4 and two Next10 firms). This article contributes to the 
existing literature by giving an empirically founded over-
view of this field of application to this very current topic.  

Continuing Professional Education vs. 
Continuing Professional Development
We will use the two concepts of Continuing Professional 
Education (CPE) and Continuing Professional 
Development (CPD) with a specific meaning. As audit is 
a regulated industry that is governed by public oversight5 
and a public authority6 that controls the profession, CPE 
will be used in the context of staff acquiring knowledge 
and skills prior to admission to the profession. The reason 
for this approach is that there is a defined body of knowl-
edge and skills that staff should acquire, typically during 
the first three years of practice. Professionals on the other 
hand have a greater discretion7 in structuring their initia-
tives so that they may represent a different target audience. 
We will refer to Continuing Professional Development 

(CPD) in this regard.8 Offers for professionals vary in 
scope and length. 

Company-specific initiatives  
as the starting point
The audit companies covered in this study are two Big4-
Companies and two firms that are members in interna-
tional networks of audit companies. As both authors have 
been working in the industry for a couple of years, we 
assume that there are benefits to be gained from an inter-
national coordination of learning efforts. In the end, expe-
rience in the field of expertise is the basis for working in 
the profession.9 This line of thought leads us to consider 
company-specific approaches at the heart of the study. 

Types of Online Learning

In this paper, Online Learning shall be distinguished in 
four alternative types: (i) Virtual Classrooms transfer 
the concept of traditional lectures into the virtual world, 
i.e. there is a lecturer or moderator taking charge of the 
event. Typically, a virtual classroom session is performed 
live (i.e. synchronous with participants’ interaction) and 
recorded for later retrieval. (ii) Web-Based Trainings de-
scribe measures that are asynchronous, i.e. participants 
can choose the time and location of their trainings based 
on their needs. (iii) Blended Learning is a combination 
of traditional classroom lectures and online learning, the 
latter mostly in the form of Web-Based Trainings.10 (iv) 
Micro Learning is concerned with small pieces of infor-
mation that is aligned with the respective company’s audit 
approach. For example, when performing audit procedures 
on Revenues and Accounts Receivables, Micro Learning 
will show how to do that. Typically, a reference to profes-
sional standards and a short video that highlights impor-
tant aspects are part of it. An alternative description of 
Micro Learning for our purposes is Learning on Demand.11 
The timing and the environment for the learning situation 
are selected by the learners themselves. While other ap-
proaches to learning may focus on today’s knowledge and 
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skills that will be applied to a problem or specific situation 
in the future, Learning on Demand is about the acquisition 
of knowledge and skills when it is relevant for solving a 
specific task. (v) Other forms of Online Learning can be 
game-based approaches12, simulations13 or similar tools. 

Research Question

The four categories described in the previous section have 
been used to capture the status quo in the respective au-
dit companies. We also asked for expected changes in the 
future. This serves to (i) to identify planned steps in this 
direction but also (ii) to discuss expectations independent 
of current plans for implementation.

Influences on contents and process of online 
learning programs 
The content of Online Learning is determined by profes-
sional standards, needs of the companies as well as indi-
vidual preferences of the participants. To identify how the 
content is shaped by the respective influences, we asked to 
rate the influences. Furthermore, we hypothesized wheth-
er professional standards play a specific role in this con-
text and whether multiple professional standards – e.g. on 
a multinational client engagement that is subject to regu-
latory influences from different countries – pose a specific 
problem. 

Measurement of learning outcomes and related 
influences 
As international professional standards allow for out-
put-based as well as input-based measurement of learning 
outcomes, we inquired the current practice in this regard. 
It should be mentioned, that German audit standards cur-
rently favor input-based measures.14 

Factors of influence on the conceptualization of Online 
Learning initiatives are identified. This relates to the 
specific forms mentioned previously, but also to general 
aspects of the learning process of participants. In addi-
tion, there is a specific topic related to off-the job trainings 
versus current client engagements. We asked for methods 
to allow junior staff (prior to the completion of the pro-
fessional exam) to focus on the contents of the learning 
initiatives and while serving urgent client matters. We also 
used the opportunity to identify general aspects of learn-
ing behavior of participants. They shall be revisited in a 
different research project in the future.

Overview of the conceptual basis
To summarize our thoughts presented in the previous sec-
tion, we now present a graphical representation of the ma-
jor conceptual building blocks that serve as the basis for 
this paper. (see Figure 1.)

A significant difference to other knowledge-intensive 
firms (Alvesson, 1995) is that the profession as well as 
public oversight represent constraining influences on the 
design and actual functioning of a CPE/CPD concept.15 
Online Learning currently only represents one aspect of 
CPE/CPD initiatives, so it cannot be properly understood 

without considering the elements. As audit is based on 
expert-knowledge – whether on the application of a spe-
cific methodology or industry specifics – the “acid test” 
for the effectiveness of the learning initiatives will be 
learning outcomes that are put to the test in the respective 
client engagements. 16 We assume that clients are typically 
knowledgeable about accounting regulations and their 
business as well, i.e. they are able to at least partially eval-
uate the quality of the performance of an audit.

Methodology

This is an exploratory study that uses a qualitative design 
and focuses on German audit companies. Results of this 
study shall be used in future research projects.17 Data has 
been collected using semi-structured interviews. 18 This 
allows to combine set questions with additional inquiries 
to make use of the interviewees’ expertise and get a more 
comprehensive picture of their points of view. The choice 
of methodology was also guided by the need to enable an 
open discussion with participants. The interview guide-
lines were subject to a pretest that has been completed 
with audit company staff responsible for CPE/CPD. The 
focus of the pretest were understandability and duration of 
the interview. It also served to cover aspects of complete-
ness from the audit companys’ perspective. Formulation 
of items in the interview guidelines follows usual proce-
dures.19

We have contacted representatives of selected audit 
companies. Participants in this study are two Big4-
Companies and two smaller companies that are part of 
an international network. Interviews have been held in 
Germany in the period November 2017 – February 2018. 
With one exception, they were performed on site with the 
relevant contacts at their company’s premises. We made 
sure that people in charge with the Company’s CPE/CPD 
offerings took part.20 Interviews lasted between 45 min-
utes and three hours. Guidelines have been presented to 
interviewees during the communication in writing. This 
allows participants to follow the structure and logic of the 
entire interview. 

Where appropriate, we reviewed additional documents 
and gained access to materials and tools used by the audit 
companies. Typically, we arranged for a second meeting to 
follow up on certain topical aspects and to make sure that 
our understanding was correct. The exception mentioned 

 

Figure 1.
Conceptual basis 

Source: own construction
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before relates to a Non-Big4-Company where the struc-
tured interview has been performed via telephone and an 
additional meeting was arranged afterwards. 

Both authors have experience in the field, ranging from 
seven years online teaching in an academic field to related 
practical work in a Big4-Company. 

Results

Types of online learning
The typology of Online Learning is used to structure re-
sults. It should be noted that we have received answers 
from four companies, the Table 1. lists their responses in 
absolute terms. 

Table 1.
Types of online learning currently used

Virtual 
Classroom

Web-Based-
Trainings

Blended 
Learning

Micro  
Learning

Target audience
CPE for future 
professionals (1) (4) (2) (2)

CPD for profes-
sionals (3) (4) (1) (1)

Contents
Accountancy21 (1) (4) (2) (1)
Audit method-

ology (1) (4) (2) (3)

Information 
technology (2) (4) (1) (2)

Soft skills (1) (1) (2) (0)

Source: own construction based on interview results

Table 2.
Types of online learning expected in the future

Virtual 
Classroom

Web-Based-
Trainings

Blended 
Learning

Micro  
Learning

Target audience
CPE for future 
professionals (1) (4) (4) (3)

CPD for profes-
sionals (4) (4) (3) (3)

Contents
Accountancy22 (3) (4) (4) (1)
Audit method-

ology (2) (4) (4) (3)

Information tech-
nology (3) (4) (2) (2)

Soft skills (1) (1) (2) (0)

Source: own construction based on interview results

When analyzing the answers from the four companies, 
all types of online learning are currently used. A literal 
translation of the “classic” lecturing model in to the virtu-
al world as in the virtual classroom approach doesn’t seem 

to be very beneficial. Two companies expressed an explic-
it opinion that Online Learning will replace traditional 
classroom-based formats in the future. This suggests that 
Online Learning is only partially seen as a substitute and 
probably more as an additional approach that shall be in-
corporated into CPE/CPD initiatives.

Web-based Trainings, Blended Learning and Micro 
Learning have arrived and are relevant in practice. Web-
based Trainings appear to be the most common approach 
for the audit companies included in this research. All of 
them use this type of Online Learning and intend to con-
tinue to do so in the future. Micro Learning is currently 
only partially used, with a focus on audit methodology. 
For the future, the use of Micro Learning can be expected 
to grow. There is one potentially surprising result: Micro 
Learning is not a favored tool for accountancy topics. 
It should be kept in mind that the rate of change of con-
tents observed in practice may be a relevant factor for this 
decision. 

Another point is that soft skills are not considered 
important for Online Learning. While there was expressed 
interest in this format, the application is seen as limited. 
All participants referred to real-life interactions with col-
leagues other but also with clients which currently can’t be 
adequately transferred into the virtual world.

Other types of Online Learning have been inquired, 
however there was no clear indication of a common 
basis. Two companies are experimenting with gamifica-
tion approaches. Similarly, the option to provide learning 
opportunities for mobile devices (i.e. Apps) has been dis-
cussed, however there were no clear benefits from the per-
spective of the companies inquired. (see Table 2.)

Contextualizing online learning
Continuing Professional Education is based on an intro-
ductory offline teaching format that typically lasts for two 
weeks during the first years for all participating compa-
nies. Common elements are the theoretical building blocks 
Accountancy (German GAAP23 and IAS/IFRS) as well as 
Audit Methodology. The entities combine teachings with 
case studies to apply the knowledge in a real-life setting. 
Typically, the cases are derived from actual client situa-
tions that have occurred in the past and are of general rele-
vance to the learners. Online support may be in the form of 
introductory material for preparation. However, it should 
be noted that this was not common practice. Follow-ups 
to the offline classes was organized in all entities. Some 
used selected Web-Based Trainings for this purpose. All 
referred to their company’s Quality Management System24 
which mean that junior staff’s performance is reviewed on 
the job in a specific client engagement where the knowl-
edge and skills are applied. Web-Based Trainings may 
also be used as a “reminder” to keep learned skills cur-
rent. This description should not be interpreted to imply 
that there is no room for online learning without offline 
backing. 

Micro Learning initiatives are typically built around a 
theoretical base that is presented and at least one applica-
tion scenario or practice case. From a timing perspective, 
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opinions on Micro Learning differed: while some respond-
ents favored short and focused contributions (approx. 
5 minutes duration) others opted for more context-rele-
vant information that requires approx. 20-30 minutes. Of 
course, several Micro Learnings maybe combined into a 
learning session by participants, as their work schedule 
suggests.

When looking at professionals, the use of Blended 
Learning approaches and Web-based Trainings was not 
seen as a general issue. Participants have an adequate basis 
of knowledge and skills they can build on. They have also 
acquired methods to structure their work appropriately. 
From the contents side, participants emphasized the need 
for updated professional knowledge, i.e. all the companies 
inquired have provided corresponding formats – either in 
an offline format or using online learning tools (e.g. Web-
based Trainings).

Advantages and disadvantages  
of online learning
Asynchronous learning mechanisms offer flexibili-
ty.25 Virtual tools like Web-Based Trainings and Micro 
Learning are independent of the place where the staff 
is currently located.26  Certain aspects may even be re-
searched by participants when they are faced with an issue 
at their client’s premises. Furthermore, participants can 
select the content as they feel is appropriate. Of course, 
there are limits to the amount of selection, as especially for 
CPE there is a defined curriculum that must be covered in 
a certain period of time.

Participants have a greater choice in selecting 
the timing for their CPE/CPD. There was a disa-
greement between interviewees whether participants 
must be able to “reserve” time for their learning in 
advance. This disagreement only relates to Web-Based 
Trainings and Micro Learnings. On the one hand, there 
were concerns that if participants cannot block time 
for their learning, there is a risk that this activity will 
not be performed at all or without the proper depth. 
This might be addressed by allowing participants to 
schedule certain web-based trainings and micro-learn-
ings in their time planning system in advance. I.e., the 
time for these types of Online Learning are effectively 
blocked for other tasks. On the other hand, there was 
the assumption that there are times during a client 
engagement where there is less work, so this “slack” 
may be effectively used for Online Learning. Micro 
Learning has the potential to be integrated or at least 
linked to the audit methodology.27 This allows staff to 
participate in learning initiatives when needed based 
on their respective workf low. An example would be 
the preparation for the next day’s audit work. 

Especially when looking at junior staff (i.e. CPE), there 
were some concerns that current online learning tools 
reduce complexity too much. This suggests that Online 
Learning may present limits on the complexity of the sub-
ject matter that can be addressed. We have been indicated 
that a “bit by bit” approach to addressing a complex prob-
lem may result in solutions that are not sufficient. I.e., the 

full amount of implications of a decision may not be cap-
tured by participants. However, a potential solution to this 
issue has already been presented to us in the combination 
of virtual and non-virtual forms of interaction. While the 
first may present benefits in structure and detail, the latter 
should be used to map the knowledge and skills acquired. 
In other words, when the objective is a deeper understand-
ing, non-virtual forms of learning are considered more 
favourable.

Areas where online learning is deemed not 
appropriate
While there are indications of an increased use of Online 
Learning in the future, the intention was to better under-
stand the limitations for this development. Therefore, we 
inquired for what purposes or in what situations the audit 
companies would not use Online Learning. 

In Virtual Classrooms, there may be a tendency that 
the initiative is taken by a subset of participants only. We 
have been communicated that in a meeting of 30 partici-
pants, it is not unusual that only two or three individuals 
are effectively taking action. This suggests that Virtual 
Classrooms are potentially less suited for an exchange 
of ideas or experiences. In other words, technical con-
ditions of the classroom limit the type and format of 
communication. 

Applications or contexts that require a significant 
amount of interaction may be better performed in a local 
office. Examples given by the respondents relate to Soft 
Skills as content, and to the development of judgments on 
topics that are not covered in the literature or by a similar 
known case. The same applies to professional skepticism.28 
The International Auditing and Assurance Standards 
Board (IAASB), the International Ethics Standards 
Board for Accountants (IESBA), and the International 
Accounting Education Standards Board (IAESB) have 
jointly published a report (cf. IAASB, 2017b) where they 
emphasize this skill as being central to the performance 
of an audit.29 

Leadership-related issues that relate to the interac-
tion with clients and team members, e.g. in resolving a 
dispute, are also seen critically by the respondents. The 
same applies to processes of self-organization in a group 
of auditors, e.g. in the context of problem-solving. The 
application of the knowledge or skills from an online 
environment to the real world is seen as too far away in 
practice.

Taking an investment perspective, there needs to be 
a certain financial return on Online Learning initiatives. 
Respondents clearly favored the application of Online 
Learning to methodological questions of the audit in con-
trast to accountancy-related topics. The examples given 
indicate that companies wanted to focus on contents that 
is more or less stable over time. Frequent changes in regu-
lations do no encourage the companies to invest in Online 
Learning as such. However, it must be kept in mind that 
Online Learning presents an opportunity for standardiza-
tion. So that certain topics could be used by entities in 
other countries. 
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Determining the need for online learning
When considering the content dimension of Online 
Learning in auditing and accountancy, one should keep in 
mind that there is Common Body of Knowledge that staff 
preparing for the professional examination(s) must ac-
quire. This results in a high number of mandatory courses 
or content in the CPE segment. On top, participants can 
select offers as needed or as coordinated with their di-
rect superiors. Here, practically all companies hinted that 
there is a competition on available time between charge-
able hours on a client engagement and non-mandatory 
contents. As indicated in the previous section, there were 
disagreements on whether this competition needs to be 
formally managed by the company. 

Mandatory content is followed up, typically by HR. 
The objective is to make sure staff participates in all man-
datory formats in a certain period (in general, less than a 
year). One should also keep in mind that mandatory types 
of learning are part of the audit company’s quality man-
agement system. This implies that a supervisory body 
can (and does) inspect a company’s compliance with the 
respective regulations. As all companies subject to this 
study are part of an international network, we inquired 
whether demands formulated by different regulators 
resulted in a conflict for the respective company. This 
was not the case: Respondents pointed to a coordination 
between the supervisory bodies that resulted in similar 
checklists being used. However, there could be differences 
in timing, i.e. when changed requirements become effec-
tive. In the end, this was not seen as being problematic.

Mandatory content is typically developed based on 
the general field of knowledge relevant to the profession. 
More specifically, several organizational units within a 
company cooperate to select the mandatory content in 
practice. This includes human resource, professional 
practice departments (at least one related to audit meth-
odology and one related to accountancy). Furthermore, a 
discussion of needs with audit staff and colleagues at the 
leadership level (partner/director) takes place.30 Inputs are 
business developments31 that need to be reflected in the 
audit approach and results of reviews, i.e. areas where a 
lack of knowledge or skills applied to a specific case has 
been found in the past.

Non-mandatory content is typically developed along 
the same lines, however the benefit for participants is that 
they are free to choose the respective contents and – to 
a certain degree – also the amount on non-mandatory 
learning. 

The minimum time budget available for both manda-
tory and non-mandatory learning is governed by demands 
of the profession, i.e. forty hours per year for German stat-
utory auditors.32 

Evaluating online learning
The measurement of the output of Online Learning ini-
tiatives is a complicated by German legal requirements. 
International professional standards allow to choose be-
tween focusing on input factors to learning (time spent) 
and output factors (what has been learnt). German law 

prohibits the evaluation of learning results at the individ-
ual level below management rank which complicates the 
matter. In most cases, this leads to a practical absence of 
output controls. We have been communicated what seems 
to be an acceptable alternative to the problem of a lack of 
direct output controls. The approach requires a third par-
ty to take control of the learning output (i.e. test results). 
Staff communicates when they start a learning initiative 
and when they have finished it. Typically, the latter is com-
bined with a certificate that is used as evidence. The audit 
company doesn’t have current knowledge on the individ-
uals’ learning output and can only identify the successful 
completion of tests or tasks.

An evaluation of the output from Online Learning, i.e. 
acquired knowledge and/or skills can be performed by 
answering questions or performing related tests of knowl-
edge or by solving problems that require the application 
of certain skills. It may be desirable to change the con-
text of the examples presented in the test format from the 
learning situation. This allows to verify whether a transfer 
of the output to another situation is effectively performed. 
While Blended Learning and Web-Based Trainings gen-
erally have a wider scope, performance evaluations dis-
cussed with respondents suggested that Micro Learning 
is mostly used for communication of factual knowledge. 
It has a defined field of application, limited time and also 
reduced amount of contextual information.

In the audit profession, it is customary to differentiate 
between the learned knowledge or skills and their applica-
tion in day-to-day work that is subject to a quality manage-
ment regime. In other words, in addition to the measurement 
of output, companies can evaluate the application of knowl-
edge or skills in practice. When reviewing working papers 
managers, partners or others can verify whether knowledge 
and skills have been appropriately applied. This represents 
the outcome dimension from knowledge acquisition, i.e. the 
delivery of a professional service. 

Factors of influence that trigger the effectiveness of 
the transfer from Online Learning initiatives have been 
identified by respondents as absence of time pressure or 
stress, acceptance of the need for learning and the avail-
ability of support from colleagues and superiors.33 Of 
course, related materials like a database with regulations 
and example cases from the past is a further requirement 
for a successful transfer.

Discussion

This study is based on semi-structured interviews with 
representatives from four audit companies. This approach 
encompasses inherent limitations towards reliability. 
However, we chose the approach to get a better under-
standing from the respective company’s point of view on 
Online Learning. 

Probably specific to the industry is a clear-cut distinc-
tion between the contents of knowledge acquisition before 
and after completing the professional exam. CPE initi-
atives had a much higher proportion of mandatory con-
tent than later CPD initiatives for professional. For both 
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groups there is a minimum of time to be used for CPE/
CPD. Online Learning promises to bring an enhanced 
flexibility to the audit companies’ programs. Especially, 
Web-Based Trainings and Micro Learning can be per-
formed whenever there is sufficient time available from 
the user’s perspective. 

Online Learning has arrived in practice. There were 
clear indications for intentions to broaden the use of 
Online Learning tools when looking at responses to the 
typology presented in this paper. 

Quality concerns regarding different types of Online 
Learning have been identified in this study. While there 
are clear advantages and disadvantages per type, Online 
Learning in general seems to require the use of multiple 
approaches in combination. It remains to be seen whether 
this is due to an experimentation phase or whether is going 
to be a permanent development.

Probably surprising to the reader are legal prob-
lems related to the evaluation of Learning Initiatives in 
Germany. We have tried to sketch the issue in brief terms 
and described an approach that may be used to comply 
with the requirements. This situation is certainly not ben-
eficial from the researcher’s point of view attempting to 
identify influences on learning result. It should be noted 
that voluntary participation of individuals in the evalua-
tion of Online Learning Initiatives is not restricted by the 
German legislation. 

It is our understanding that Online Learning offers a 
significant amount of research opportunities with use case 
for practitioners in audit companies. 

Conclusion

This paper has presented Online Learning as currently 
practiced in the selected audit companies. The four types of 
Online Learning (Virtual Classroom, Blended Learning, 
Web-Based Training and Micro Learning) proved useful 
in characterising the approaches in the respective com-
panies. We have identified influences on the design and 
implementation of Online Learning in the audit profession 
from the perspective of Big4 Companies and other play-
ers. Advantages and disadvantages of methods of Online 
Learning have been characterized, including the identifi-
cation of areas where the use of Online Learning is con-
sidered not appropriate. To capture the “contents dimen-
sion”, we have identified important elements of mandatory 
programs that include an Online Learning component. 
Furthermore, we have generally described the process that 
leads to the determination of contents for mandatory or 
voluntary Online Learning Initiatives. The approach has 
proved to be quite similar for all participating companies. 
Finally, we highlighted a pending practical problem for the 
evaluation of Online Learning in Germany.
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20 �Cf. Meuser  –  Nagel (2009) on expert interviews.
21 �Typically, local GAAP and IAS/IFRS.
22 �Typically, local GAAP and IAS/IFRS.
23 �Especially, Handelsgesetzbuch (HGB) and related laws.
24 �Cf. ISQC 1.35-44.
25 �Cf. Castle  – McGuire (2010).
26 �There is another benefit: Leaners need not meet in one physical place, 

which might save costs. Cf. Moskaliuk et al. (2016, p. 163.).
27 �Audit methodology describes a system of steps that are to be per-

formed during an audit in order to formulate a well-founded opinion 
on the financial statements of the client (and probably other material 
submitted). 

28 �Cf. IAASB‘s website on professional scepticism, available at http://
www.iaasb.org/projects/professional-skepticism (retrieved March, 4, 
2018).

29 �Quoted from IAASB (2017b, p. 4.): „Education and training can raise 
awareness and develop the needed attitude. At both the firm and en-
gagement level, it is critical to reinforce and monitor the application 
of professional skepticism, including through setting the right tone 
at the top.”

30 �The information is captured on different hierarchical levels.
31 �This type of input is obtained from specific organizational forms that 

focus on selected industries, technologies etc. I.e., it is obtained from 
“outside” of the formal learning organization.

32 �§5 V Berufssatzung für Wirtschaftsprüfer/vereidigte Buchprüfer.
33 �Cf. Sonntag – Stegmaier – Schaper (2016, p. 256-258.)
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