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Abstract:

It was very difficult to predict the global pandemic caused by the new
coronavirus COVID-19 disease that spread around the world. There
is no doubt that the pandemic will have a serious impact on world-
wide economy because besides causing a health crisis, the pandemic
threatens to generate an economic and financial crisis. Therefore, the
management of service providing entities were faced with a challenge
of finding a model to perform their business activities and take care of
the employees’ health at the same time. This paper discusses possible
solutions related to internal audit as a service providing profession. The
research findings in the field have led to the conclusion that auditors
can take advantage of this business environment to undergo complete
digital transformation and make extensive use of remote auditing, since
the function of internal audit can be further improved by using new
information and communication technologies. The results of the research,
which was focused on the opinions of certified internal auditors from
the Republic of Serbia, showed that the advantages of remote auditing
in internal audit outweighed the disadvantages. During the pandemic,
the quality level of performed audits either increased or stayed the
same, as well as the level of trust of audit client management, whereas
savings in time and a decrease of travel-related costs were substantial.
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This paper is a result of a short presentation and later discussion related to a study on internal audit
in the time of the COVID-19 pandemic, which took place at the International Scientific Conference
FINIZ held in Belgrade at the end of 2021. One of the conclusions was that the emergence of a global
pandemic caused by the COVID-19 brought with it additional precariousness, risks and challenges
to the already fast-paced environment, and changed current business conditions in all industries
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(Barac, Plant, Kunz, & Kirsten, 2021), (Hao, Xue, Yau, & Zhang , 2022) and (Tang, 2022). Namely,
countries around the world have restricted, and at one moment, even banned office work in their
companies (Albitar, Gerged, Kikhia, & Hussainey, 2020). For example, the Government of the Republic
of Serbia passed the Decree on organizing work during the state of emergency (Official Gazette of RS,
2020) which obliges organizing work from home, or harmonizing business hours when it is not possible
to organize work from home during the state of emergency. As it has been said, all industries have been
affected by the global pandemic, the financial impact of which will be felt even after it ends (Roska,
2021) and (Adnan & Hasan, 2021). For example, the impact on the Gross Domestic Product in the
Republic of Serbia can already be observed if the figures from 2019 (GDP rate: +4.2) and 2020 (GDP
rate: -1.0) are compared (The Serbian Business Registers Agency, 2020). To prevent additional losses,
business entities should adapt to the current business environment and increase their operational capacity.
Workforce is one of the key elements in such situations, because their innovative way of thinking and
willingness to use modern information and communication technology (ICT) to a larger extent will
be reflected on the adaptability of a business entity (Stanisic, Spahic, & Tomin, 2018). Internal audit is
focused on the comprehensive operations of the entity, where constant control of business activities is
carried out as follows: monitoring, verification and improvement of performing activities; identification
of the risks to which the entity is, or may be exposed; assessment and evaluation of the internal controls;
and providing appropriate recommendations to address deficiencies and recognised irregularities
(Bae, Choi, Lamoreuax, & Lee, 2020). This paper discusses how internal auditors should respond to
the current business environment and at the same time provide the same or higher level of quality of
their services. In order to be given an insight into internal audit work in the Republic of Serbia during
the COVID-19 pandemic, a survey has been conducted and the results will show opinions of certified
internal auditors on the impact of the pandemic on internal audit and the advantages and disadvantages
of remote internal auditing in practice.

THE EFFECTS OF THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC ON INTERNAL AUDIT

The need for reliable information is vital to any business entity and its strategic and decision-making
process (Vitezic & Pertlic, 2021). In that regard, the role of internal auditors is of great importance,
given the fact that their results can be used to meet the information needs of stakeholders in a company,
primarily those of the business owner and different levels of management, but also those of the super-
visory, executive and audit boards. According to the International Standard on Auditing 610 - Using
the Work of Internal Auditors, the external auditor refers to the work of internal auditors, which
indicates that the external auditor is one of the users of internal audit services. The main difference
between internal and external audit is that the service of the latter is always outsourced, that is to say
an external auditor will be hired by a business entity to perform their audits (Mizdrakovic, Kljajic, &
Hadrovic Zekic, 2021). However, internal audit as a function of an entity should be part of it, and an
internal auditor who is employed in that entity is expected to perform their activities for the needs of
the supreme governing body. However, modern business conditions and the possibility of achieving
maximum efficiency and effectiveness in the market have imposed the need to entrust the task of internal
audit to business entities that provide internal audit services as their main business activity (so-called
internal audit outsourcing). In that case, the internal auditor will not be a permanent employee, and
instead will be hired on the basis of a service contract. This is an important factor in adapting to the
current business environment, as outsourced internal auditors have probably already been using ICT
in their work to a greater extent, trying to minimise their physical presence at the entity’s premises.
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Even before the global pandemic, the accounting and auditing profession were faced with a challenge
of revising the strategy and methodology of performing activities, as well as introducing a complex
process of digitization and digital transformation so as to improve the quality of accounting and audit
services (Tiberius & Hirth, 2019; Bauer, Humphreys, & Trotman, 2022). Digital transformation and
other new technologies had already affected many internal audit functions before the outbreak of the
pandemic (Serag & Daoud, 2021). Tusek (2019) and Sheldon (2019) state that the accelerated application
of digital technology has brought numerous and fundamental changes in business models, strategies,
organizational structure, business processes and their adaptation to the digital age. As no process takes
place overnight, adapting to the new circumstances and conditions is slow due to both limited resources
and employees’ resistance to change (Chan, Chiu, & Vasarhelyi, 2018). However, the pandemic has
abruptly confronted auditors with a new approach to work and accelerated digitization in performing
activities (Agoglia & Krishnan, 2022). Therefore, they face new, unexpected and unknown inherent risks
that they have to deal with when conducting their audit engagements (Tusek, Jezovita, & Halar, 2020).

Furthermore, standard setters and regulatory bodies reacted to the changes in business environment by
revising the issued standards and providing additional guidelines for auditors and accountants. Namely,
there was a significant impact on the activities of accountants and auditors with regard to preparing
financial statements in accordance with International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS), as well as
audits in accordance with International Standards on Auditing (ISA). In March 2020, the International
Auditing and Assurance Standards Board (IAASB) issued the first statement on the work during the
global pandemic caused by the COVID-19. The Board stated that the audit, whether internal or external,
should be performed in accordance with the required standards. It was also stated that auditors might
need to consider developing alternative procedures to gather sufficient and appropriate audit evidence
to support their audit opinion or to amend the audit opinion (IAASB, 2020). The areas that the IAASB
considered particularly important in this regard are as follows: auditor reporting; going concern;
subsequent events; auditing accounting estimates; considerations for public sector auditing. By September
2021, a total of 17 communications in the form of accounting and auditing guidelines were issued in
the time of COVID-19, indicating possible changes needed to be made (IAASB, 2020). The Institute
of Internal Auditors stated the following changes that chief internal auditors could expect during a
pandemic in terms of the way the internal audit process is conducted (Audit Executive Center, 2020):

- increased use of data analysis procedures (Data Analytics);

- increased use of agile audit techniques (Agile Auditing Techniques);

- providing advisory engagements;

- identifying ways to save costs (Cost Management);

- reducing the time needed to complete internal audit engagement;

- increasing the use of audit software packages and ICT;

- investing in automation of the internal audit process;

- increasing the use of robotic process automation.

In addition to this, the IAASB conducted a survey on a sample of 486 chief internal auditors and
internal audit officers from the United States and Canada in 2020. The regulating body investigated
perceptions of the long-term effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the efficiency and effectiveness
of internal audit functions. The results of the research showed that the key areas of action of internal
auditors on which the COVID-19 pandemic will have long-term effects are the following: budgets of
internal audit functions, frequency of risk assessment and updating of internal audit plans with the
audit committee, and increasing demand for certain competencies and skills (IAASB, 2020).
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THE ROLE AND SIGNIFICANCE OF REMOTE AUDITING CONCEPT

In times of crisis, the function of internal audit is crucial in the process of risk management and
control, because the auditor can provide relevant advice and assessments that correspond to the organi-
zational structure of the observed entity. Therefore, internal auditors should be part of crisis manage-
ment teams in companies in order to adequately respond to all challenges and provide advisory support
to management. Internal auditors are expected to pay special attention to employees, processes and
technology when conducting a pandemic impact analysis on the company's operations (Audit Board,
2020). They are also expected to work on related internal controls to minimize these risks (Pempal
IACOP, 2020) and (Tadesse & Murthy, 2021). Although most companies have Disaster Recovery and
Business Continuity Plans in place, it was impossible to predict a crisis-like situation caused by the
current global pandemic. Namely, business entities lacked the key resources and employees who had
to switch to online work (Teeter, Alles, & Vasarhelyi, 2010), (Audit Board, 2020) and (KPMG, 2020).

As has already been mentioned, the auditing profession faced unexpected challenges due to the fact
that with the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic, both internal and external auditors had to switch
to different working methods in order to perform their activities. In this way, traditional auditing has
been replaced by remote auditing, requiring modification of the audit methodology and application
of advanced data analysis techniques. Internal auditors are faced with increased requirements for con-
sulting engagements, as well as significant changes in business processes that have led to previously
non-existent risks. Thus, remote auditing gives rise to the need for updating and making significant
changes in strategic, annual and individual plans (Tusek, et al., 2020).

Remote auditing, also known as virtual auditing, is a method of conducting an audit using modern
technology to obtain audit evidence. Teeter, Alles, & Vasarhelyi (2010) define remote audit as “the
process by which internal auditors link information and communication technologies with data ana-
Iytics to collect and evaluate electronic evidence, interact with the auditee and report on the accuracy
of financial data and internal controls, independently from the auditor's physical location". Unlike
traditional auditing, remote auditing is performed either partially or completely oft-site. In this regard,
we can distinguish between two main approaches for conducting a remote auditing: partial remote
audit and full remote audit.

Partial remote audit is a combination of remote procedures and on-site procedures. Remote proce-
dures follow the standard part of the audit using technological tools to access the necessary evidence
and collect a limited number of surveys or interviews from employees or third parties, as well as other
visual evidence. The on-site procedures aim at verifying the conclusions drawn on the basis of remote
procedures and to conduct additional tests of issues that could not be verified through the remote audit
process. On the other hand, a full remote audit is performed by using modern information technologies
for gathering evidence. A full remote audit should be in line with standard auditing procedures and
ivolve using technological instruments and tools to access the necessary evidence, including interviews,
and using appropriate sampling techniques (Serag & Daoud, 2021).

The way of doing business ex-ante the COVID-19 pandemic mostly required personal visits of
remote areas in order to collect the necessary data. Therefore, the auditor had to make additional efforts
to reach a particular auditee and perform the necessary tasks. Significant travel-related efforts and costs
are the primary reason why remote audit (without personal presence) has attracted both internal and
external auditors (Christ, Eulerich, Krane, & Wood, 2021). Commonly mentioned advantages of remote
auditing are reflected in the following: time and money savings by using ICT, avoiding personal visits
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of remote areas, increasing the scope of audit, increased efficiency of the audit team, double-check of
documents leading to more relevant evidence, increased use of ICT strengthening documentation and
reporting, and the fact that logistics related to auditing are not needed anymore (Serag & Daoud, 2021).

LITERATURE REVIEW

When it comes to the literature in this field, there has been some research done on the topic and
the following text provides a brief overview of it. Eulerich, Wagener, & Wood (2021) presented in
their research the results of a survey conducted in 2020, involving 271 German internal auditors that
conducted remote and traditional audits. Based on their responses, the research showed that internal
auditors did not notice any differences in the efficiency and effectiveness of stakeholders' trust in the
results of remote and traditional audits. In addition to this, the research showed that there was a positive
correlation between the perception of efficiency and effectiveness and internal auditor's experience with
remote audits — that is to say, the perception of efficiency and effectiveness increased as the internal
auditor's experience with remote audits increased. Additional analyses showed that the expected success
of remote auditing primarily depended on the auditee support.

From the standpoint of the impact of remote audit on the level of quality of provided internal audit
services, the authors have conflicting opinions. The first group of authors conclude in their work that
the quality of audit will be reduced (Bennett & Hatfield, 2018), (Saiewitz, 2018), (Saiewitz & Kida, 2018)
and (Abu Saleem, 2021). The mentioned authors observed in their works that personal interactions are
important for the quality of the audit. More specifically, when the auditor visits the auditee, they can
get better conclusions through non-verbal communication and elicit additional answers, as opposed to
interactions via e-mail. Therefore, audit clients and third parties believe that auditors' personal requests
are more urgent and important than e-mail requests; they also expect bigger number of questions in
live interactions.

On the other hand, authors Hawkins (2017) and Carlisle (2018) suggest that remote auditing would
in fact improve audit quality. The former claims that the auditor will be more neutral in remote auditing
as they will not be influenced by the auditee management and will try to find their own source of infor-
mation to confirm the claims given in financial reporting. The latter claims that when auditors are not
physically present at the auditee premises they will show higher level of scepticism, as opposed to tradi-
tional audit when the auditor may place too much reliance on the auditee management presentations.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

In order to gain some insight into internal audit practice in the Republic of Serbia in the time of
COVID-19, a questionnaire was prepared and distributed to certified internal auditors who attended
the 8™ annual International Scientific conference FINIZ 2021 and its special session related to internal
audit. Association of Internal Auditors of Serbia was a partner in organizing the session and its members
were the main respondents in this research. Responses were provided by 39 out of 80 attendees, which
is app. 48.75% response rate. The previously published scientific papers served as a basis for defining
questions in this survey. The questionnaire consisted of 14 questions, three of which were general ones,
whereas the remaining questions were directed to the experience of the respondents in traditional and
remote internal auditing. Three questions were open-ended, where the respondents were required to
elaborate on their opinions about the effects of the pandemic on internal control and the advantages
and disadvantages of remote auditing.
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RESEARCH RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results show that the highest number of respondents (61.5%) had between 10 - 20 years of work
experience, and none of them had less than five years of experience. As regards gender, there was an
almost equal percentage of female and male respondents, although only app. 30% of the initial number
of attendees of the session were males. As presumed, 76.9% of respondents were employed as internal
auditors, and 64.6% performed internal audit in the entity where they are employed. The remaining
7.7% of respondents were IT auditors and 15.4% were principals of audit companies.

Figure 1. Performing internal audit process during the pandemic

During pandemic I did not visit audit
client (workplace)

Online part of the work was related
to communication with audit client

Online part of the work was related
to documentation review

Internal audit performed at the
workplace

Internal audit perfmed online (from
home)

Source: Authors’ data

The figure above reveals that app. only 8% of the respondents performed internal audit process at
their workplace during the pandemic. The highest percentage of the respondents (53.8%) performed
the procedures online from home (full remote auditing), while close to 38% worked from their office
but carried out one part of their activities online (documentation review, analyses of procedures,
communication with clients or other employees...). Nevertheless, the respondents who performed at
least some of the procedures from home claimed that the number of activities stayed the same (58.3%),
whereas one quarter of the respondents claimed that the number of activities increased due to online
work. A number of respondents (6 of 39) stated that the level of workload was actually lower than before
the pandemic. However, 61.54% of the respondents were under the impression that the pandemic had
had an impact on internal audit procedures to some extent; 30.77% of the respondents did not share
that opinion, while 7.7% of them were indecisive. It is interesting to notice that the same number of
respondents who claimed that internal audit had been affected by the pandemic also added that due
to the pandemic they were forced to make use of information technologies for the first time, or to a
greater extent. It can be assumed that introducing new types of information technologies or making
greater use of the existing ones was the main effect of the pandemic on internal audit.
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The respondents were indecisive when it came to the impact of the pandemic on the quality level
of internal audit. However, the highest percentage of the respondents (46.2%) claimed that the quality
level was the same as it had been before the pandemic. On the other hand, 38.5% of them considered
that internal audit performance during the pandemic was of greater quality. These results are in line
with authors Carlisle (2018) and Hawkins (2017) who concluded that remote auditing would improve
the quality of internal audit. A small number of the respondents (15.4%) believed that the quality level
decreased as a result of the pandemic.

Although not all of the respondents were able to recognize the positive effects of the pandemic on
internal audit, the ones who did named the following:

- Higher commitment to internal audit client;

- Introduction of online communication at all levels (digitalization);

- Faster communication using different online platforms;

- Easier organization and conduct of meetings online;

- Improvement of technical skills and knowledge;

- Auditors have a more objective approach to internal audit procedures;
- Higher efficiency and better focus on internal audit procedures;

- Use of information technologies for quicker and easier data transfer;

- Deadlines are easier to meet due to faster acquisition of electronic documentation;
- Already scanned documentation for review;

- Some audit procedures can be conducted online;

- More comfortable work from home;

- More flexible working hours (auditors are not required to be present at office at all times).

The respondents’ answers are in line with the literature in the field where almost all previously
recognised positive effects of the pandemic on internal audit process were named (Serag & Daoud,
2021). When it comes to the advantages and disadvantages of internal audit performed online, the
respondents believed that remote auditing had more advantages then disadvantages. The following table
gives a summary of the respondents’ suggestions as to what might be the pros and cons of performing
internal audit from home.
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Table 1. Advantages and disadvantages of remote auditing

Advantages Disadvantages

Lack of direct communication with the client

Higher degree of objectivity in audit process management and employees

The client is more willing to provide additional

. o . e . Direct insight into a business process is impossible
information in comparison to traditional audit

Higher flexibility in conducting audit procedures Inadequate risk assessment

Some parts of internal audit should be performed

Better communication and focus on procedures . .
entirely in person

Better management of resources (time and travel costs) Lack of team work and communication

The client is more motivated to provide certain types

Less involvement in non-audit activities . o
of documentation when required in person

Easier access to documentation The social aspect of working at home

Flexible working hours

Deeper understanding of auditor procedures and more
analytical approach

The risk associated with the process is lower and the
quality of services is higher

Source: Authors’ data

It is important to mention that some of the suggestions were brought up more often than others.
When it comes to the advantages, it seems that better communications, flexibility, better time
management and travel-related costs savings were the most common answers. On the other hand, about
one third of the respondents didn’t mention any disadvantages of remote internal audit. However,
one disadvantage that was mentioned the most was the lack of direct communication with audit client
management and employees. It is interesting that none of the respondents mentioned the decreased
level of trust of client management in remote auditing. The previous research showed that this might
be the case in some situations. The answers to the final question in this survey showed that 61.5% of
the respondents claimed that the level of trust is the same as it had been before the outbreak of the
COVID-19 pandemic; 7.7% of them claimed that the level was either higher or lower than before the
pandemic, whereas the rest of the respondents were indecisive.

CONCLUSION

The spread of the pandemic caused by the COVID-19 has brought with it new business conditions
around the world. While countries were struggling to adopt timely measures to combat it, business
entities still had to make important decisions that would help them to continue their businesses. The
pandemic’s global economic and financial impact is likely to be felt in all industries and activities, even
after the end of the pandemic. This led the management of companies to put special emphasis on their
employees during the pandemic by introducing special protection measures in the form of remote work,
in an effort to suppress the spread of this type of coronavirus. It can be concluded that internal auditors

37
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should see the current COVID-19 environment as an opportunity to improve their effectiveness and
efficiency through digital transformation. Authors in this field mention different advantages of using
remote auditing concept, with cost and time savings being the most important ones. Moreover, internal
auditors may be more neutral compared to when they use traditional audit techniques, as they will
show greater scepticism towards the auditee. It can be concluded that the research results in this paper
are in line with those of the existing literature in the field. Namely, a high proportion of certified inter-
nal auditors from the Republic of Serbia performed the process completely online from their homes
during the pandemic. In their answers they stated that the number of activities stayed the same, that
the pandemic had definitely had an impact on internal audit (at least to some extent), that the quality
level of the provided services increased or remained the same, and that on the whole, there were many
advantages to remote auditing. The most noticeable advantages are as follows: flexibility of procedures,
travel-related efforts and costs, times savings and flexible office hours. Finally, it can be concluded that
remote auditing might bring about smarter ways of performing internal auditing in the future and that
might have a positive effect on employees’ willingness to adapt to new business environment.
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INTERNA REVIZIJA U DOBA COVID-19: KLJUCNI ASPEKTI | PERSPEKTIVE

REVIZIJE NA DALIJINU

Rezime:

Bilo je veoma tesko predvideti globalnu pandemiju izazvanu novim
virusom COVID-19 koji se rasplamsao $irom sveta. Nema sumnje da ¢e
pandemija imati ozbiljne posledice na svetsku ekonomiju, jer osim $to
je zdravstvena, pandemija preti da preraste u ekonomsku i finansijsku
krizu. Zbog toga je uprava usluznih privrednih drustava bila u dilemi
pri izboru adekvatnog modela obavljanja poslovnih aktivnosti i brizi o
zdravlju svojih zaposlenih. U ovom radu se razmatraju moguca resenja
vezana za internu reviziju, kao jednu od usluznih profesija. Rezultati
istrazivanja autora iz ove oblasti upucuju na zakljuc¢ak da bi revizori
mogli da iskoriste novo poslovno okruzenje kao priliku za potpunu
digitalnu transformaciju, kao i $iroku upotrebu revizije na daljinu, buduci
da se funkcija interne revizije moze dodatno unaprediti kori$¢enjem
novih informaciono-komunikacionih tehnologija. Rezultati istrazivanja
fokusiranog na stavove ovlas¢enih internih revizora iz Republike Srbije
pokazali su da prednosti revizije na daljinu u internoj reviziji prevla-
davaju nad nedostacima. Za vreme pandemije, nivo kvaliteta izvr§enih
usluga revizije je povecan ili ostao nepromenjen, kao i nivo poverenja
menadzmenta klijenata revizije, dok je smanjenje putnih troskova i
usteda vremena znatna.

Klju¢ne reci:

revizija na daljinu,

globalna pandemija,

interni revizor,

digitalna transformacija,
informaciono-komunikacione
tehnologije.
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