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Foreword
Without a doubt, the COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated many of the existing challenges faced by organisations, and exposed them to new sources of 
risks. In this complex and volatile environment that we live in today, the role of audit – that is, to bring integrity and trust to the financial reporting ecosystem 
by increasing transparency across and between stakeholders – has only grown in importance.

At this juncture, it is therefore timely that we examine how the audit profession should evolve to meet both the current and emerging needs of all 
stakeholders within the financial reporting ecosystem. But the role of responding to market needs and shaping the path forward should not fall onto 
auditors alone: the whole ecosystem must adapt as an integrated and interdependent whole. 

To inform these conversations, Deloitte Southeast Asia and the Nanyang Technological University, Singapore (NTU Singapore) jointly undertook two sets 
of research in the first half of 2021: a survey that sought to understand the effects of COVID-19 on the external audit process from the perspectives of 
audit committee members, board members, and CFOs; and a series of three virtual focus group discussions with auditors to understand some of the 
opportunities and challenges that they have identified while conducting audits during the pandemic.

In this report, we will showcase our combined findings from these two sets of research, which present both ‘outside-in’ and ‘inside-out’ perspectives on four 
themes relating to the external audit process: stakeholder expectations; audit efficiency; technology adoption; as well as talent and skills. Along the way, we 
will also discuss some of the opportunities and challenges that we have identified, and how the audit profession can take steps today to ensure its relevance 
tomorrow. 

We are deeply committed to our roles in the financial reporting ecosystem, and we hope that you will find this an insightful read as we work to collectively 
redefine the future of audit in Singapore.

Seah Gek Choo
Centre for Corporate Governance Leader
Deloitte Southeast Asia 

El’fred Boo, Premila Gowri Shankar, 
Low Kin Yew & Tong Yen Hee
Associate Professors
Nanyang Technological University



Research methodology
In this report, we will showcase some of the findings from two sets of 
research jointly undertaken by researchers from Deloitte Southeast Asia 
and NTU’s Nanyang Business School, in the first half of 2021 – a survey 
conducted with audit committee members, board members, and CFOs; 
and a series of three focus group discussions conducted with auditors 
based in Singapore – that will provide us with both ‘outside-in’ and 
‘inside-out’ perspectives respectively to inform our discussions on the 
future of audit:

 • Survey with audit committee members, board members,  
and CFOs 
To understand the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on the external 
audit process from the perspective of audit committee members, 
board members, and CFOs, a survey was conducted in March 2021 with 
28 Singapore-based respondents across a variety of different industries 
and sectors – including, but not limited, to automotive; consumer 
products and retail; energy, resources and industrials; financial 
services; and technology, media and telecommunications (see ‘Survey 
respondent demographics’ for more details). 

 • Focus group discussions with auditors 
To understand some of the opportunities and challenges that they 
have identified while conducting audits during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
three virtual focus group discussions were conducted with 26 auditors, 
who were grouped into the different sessions based on their level 
of seniority. Key topics discussed include the audit team, the audit 
profession, technologies used for audit before and after the onset of 
COVID-19, as well as change drivers and future growth opportunities.

Survey respondent demographics
Figure 1: Role and/or designation

Audit committee 
members

and/or board 
members

32%

CFOs or 
equivalent

57%

Other C-suite 
executives

11% 
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Figure 2: Length of current tenure

Figure 3: Industry sectors

Figure 4: Number of employees in the organisation

Figure 5: Size of finance team
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14%

3-5 years
32%

6-10 years
22%

More than 
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Others
21%

Technology, 
media and 

telecommunications
14%

Financial services
22%

Automotive
4%

Consumer 
products 
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14%
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resources and 

industrials
25%

11%

18%

18%

21%

32%

1-50

51-100

101-500

501-1000

More than 1000

18%

21%

14%

29%

14%

4%

1-5
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11-20

21-50

More than 50

Not sure
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In the face of new and heightened risks, 
the use of data analytics to deliver 

smarter audits was ranked by audit 
committee members, board members, 
and CFOs as the most important factor 

in enhancing the external audit process.



Audit in a world remade by COVID-19
For finance teams and auditors alike, COVID-19 has ushered in a renewed 
concern over risk assessment and management, as well as a new reality of 
virtual and remote work. In particular, our findings revealed that as both 
client-related and audit risks escalate, the pandemic has heightened the 
level of difficulty that auditors face in meeting the market’s expectations and 
priorities for risk assessment and management.

With COVID-19 triggering widespread economic and social repercussions 
around the globe, there has also been a growing awakening or 
consciousness of the importance of environmental, social and governance 
(ESG) risks that organisations must address. In the face of these new and 
heightened risks, the use of data analytics to deliver smarter audits was 
ranked by audit committee members, board members, and CFOs as the 
important factor in enhancing the external audit process.

Other challenges cited also included issues relating to digital or remote 
work, as organisations shifted to work-from-home arrangements amidst safe 
distancing measures during the pandemic. Specifically, the results showed 
that the increased level of digitalisation of the external audit process in the 
past year has not only resulted in a more challenging audit process for all 
stakeholders involved – including auditors, finance teams, as well as audit 
committee members, board members, and CFOs – but also somewhat 
reduced process efficiency, and contributed to concerns over timeliness in 
audit completion. 

One silver lining, however, is that this experience with digital or remote 
work has revealed several areas of improvements to the audit process 
that can be capitalised on as both auditors and finance teams make the 
shift towards the future of work. These include the need for fit-for-purpose 
technology infrastructure, as well as the necessary trainings and playbooks 
to equip talent with the skills that they will need to thrive in an even more 
digital future.

As the roles of CFOs, finance teams, and external auditors continue to evolve, 
they will also be expected by stakeholders to demonstrate higher levels of 
critical thinking and judgement. Of course, this is not to say that financial skills 
will no longer be important. Rather, such technical skills will increasingly be 
assumed to be a pre-requisite for the role – rather than the role itself.

In the sections ahead, we will take a closer look at some of the key takeaways 
from the two sets of research jointly undertaken by Deloitte Southeast Asia 
and NTU’s Nanyang Business School, which have been broadly categorised 
into the following four themes: stakeholder expectations; audit efficiency; 
technology adoption; as well as talent and skills (see Figure 6).

Figure 6: Four discussion themes on the future of audit
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In this section, we will explore 
stakeholder expectations along 

the two dimensions of data 
analytics and ESG considerations, 

which are increasingly emerging as 
top-of-mind considerations.

Stakeholder expectations



Stakeholder expectations

Overall, our survey respondents’ expectations of the external audit 
process have remained unchanged even with the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Risk assessment and management continues to be the top 
consideration, followed by proactive quality assurance and regulatory 
compliance, and transparency of audit opinion (see Figure 7).

The fact that risk assessment and management emerged as the top 
consideration is no surprise: it is only reasonable to assume that the 
COVID-19 pandemic has heightened perennial organisational concerns 
for many executives in areas such as technology and cyber security, as 
well as operational and financial risks. 

This would, in turn, likely have translated into greater scrutiny on 
the external audit approach by audit committee members, board 
members, and CFOs to ensure that the focus is on the appropriate 
financial reporting and technology risks that are relevant to their 
industry and business.

Risk assessment and management continues to be prioritised by audit committee members, 
board members, and CFOs in their expectations of the external audit process, but ESG 
considerations are also coming to the fore.

9Stakeholder expectations

Figure 7: Key considerations of the external audit process before and during 
the COVID-19 pandemic

Rank Before COVID-19 During COVID-19

1 Risk assessment and 
management

Risk assessment and 
management

2 Proactive quality assurance 
and regulatory compliance

Proactive quality assurance 
and regulatory compliance

3 Transparency of audit opinion Transparency of audit opinion

4 Insights on other areas not 
covered by the audit

Insights on other areas not 
covered by the audit

Question: Which of the following are your key considerations for the external audit 
process before and during the COVID-19 pandemic?   
Respondents ranked the importance of 4 factors in order of descending importance.
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From the auditors’ perspective, this means that it has only become even 
more critical for them to meet heightened stakeholder expectations for 
risk assessment and management. Indeed, our focus group discussions 
with auditors revealed that they have observed that their client’s 
business and financial risks, such as going concern and impairment 
issues, have become significantly higher following COVID-19. 

To more effectively assess these risks, the auditors adopted a number 
of more systematic risk assessment approaches on the back of 
the pandemic. These include, for example, increasing the level of 
collaboration between audit teams and their technical departments, 
as well as increasing the level of oversight by senior members of audit 
teams on the audit process. 

1. Data analytics

In terms of how the overall external audit process can be enhanced, our 
survey respondents ranked the use of more sophisticated data analytics 
as the most important feature. This was followed by value-adding 
recommendations that strengthen risk management and control, as well 
as the integration of ESG metrics (see Figure 8). 

This finding is in line with that from our focus group discussions conducted 
with auditors, who have also shared their observations of how data analytics 
have enabled them to enhance their delivery of the external audit process  
(see section on “Delivering smarter audits”). Areas that they have identified 
where data analytics could be better leveraged to analyse risks include 
credit risks and going concern considerations – in particular, for industries 
that have been more vulnerable to the impacts of COVID-19.

Figure 8: Factors contributing to an enhanced external audit process

Rank

1 Deeper analysis of existing or new areas through the use of more 
sophisticated data analytics

2 More value-adding recommendations to strengthen client’s risk 
management and controls

3 Integration of environmental, social and governance metrics

3 Wider scope of coverage

4 Risk assessment to consider key areas such as culture and executive 
compensation

Question: In your opinion, how can the external audit process be enhanced?
Respondents ranked the importance of 5 factors in order of descending importance.



 • Cortex: A leading-edge 
analytics application that 
extracts and prepares 
data, and then works 
seamlessly with a suite of 
advanced technologies to 
harness the power of data 
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Delivering smarter audits
The Deloitte Illumia is a global analytics platform that broadly 
consists of the following four key applications:

 • Signal: An application 
that examines a wide 
range of publicly available 
financial information to 
identify potential risks 
using trend and regression 
analysis to help better 
identify potential risk 
factors, resulting in a 
more comprehensive risk 
assessment

 • Optix: An application 
that performs real-time 
analysis of large journal 
entry datasets to identify 
patterns that can lead to 
accounting, operational, 
and control insights 

 • Reveal: An application that 
applies a sophisticated 
regression analysis to 
illuminate account balance 
relationships and provide 
predictive modelling that 
helps auditors identify 
areas of audit interest for 
further scrutiny



2. ESG considerations

Although not ranked as the top factor contributing to an enhanced 
external audit process, survey respondents also appear to be paying 
more attention to ESG considerations. In our survey, we asked them 
how regularly their organisation considers the various ESG factors – 
environmental (including use of renewable energies, responsible waste 
management, and carbon footprint reduction), social (including diversity 
and inclusion policies, labour standards and human rights, and local 
community relations), and governance (including anti-corruption and 
bribery policies, ethics and conduct, and board-level responsibility) – 
when making investment decisions.

The results show that all survey respondents frequently or occasionally 
considered governance factors in their investment decisions. This was 
followed by environmental and social factors, both of which were either 
frequently or occasionally considered by 89% of survey respondents  
(see Figure 9). 

This finding is no doubt a reflection of a larger global trend that has 
already been in motion for some time, as the traditional approach 
to financial reporting – that is, providing a historical view of financial 
information – has continued to come under scrutiny, with many 
stakeholders wanting to see it expand and include forward-looking 
elements such as climate change and sustainability. 

 Environmental
 Social
 Governance

39%

50%

11%

46%

43%

11%

86%

14%

0%

Frequently

Occasionally

Never
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Figure 9: Frequency of consideration for ESG factors

Question: How regularly does your organisation consider the following 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) factors when making investment 
decisions?
Respondents chose 1 out of 3 options.
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In terms of their reasons for considering ESG factors in their investment 
decisions, risk mitigation emerged as the top consideration, with 71% of 
survey respondents indicating this factor as a concern. Of lesser importance 
were their considerations for demand from customers, demand from 
investors, and mandatory regulation (see Figure 10).

Figure 10: Reasons for considering ESG factors

71%

57%

57%

54%

Risk mitigation

Demand from customers

Demand from investors

Mandatory regulation

As ESG issues continue to move from being a fringe interest 
to a key factor in investment decisions, management will be 
increasingly challenged to translate global megatrends such 
as climate change, resource scarcity, and population growth 
into tangible risks and opportunities for their businesses. 

ESG impacts are generally longer-term in nature, and 
in many cases, beyond the direct control of a company. 
This makes the linkage of ESG impacts to business value 
even more challenging, but ESG-related disclosures and 
information is not currently part of a conventional financial 
statement audit. 

Obtaining assurance on standalone ESG disclosures is 
therefore an additional step, under an effective governance 
structure, that many organisations currently elect to provide 
additional confidence in broader corporate disclosures 
beyond the financial statement audit. Looking ahead, 
however, this may be set to change as the methods of 
accounting for comparable and reliable ESG disclosures 
continue to advance to meet this reporting challenge (refer 
to section on “Stakeholder Capitalism Metrics framework”).

Question: Why do you take ESG factors into consideration when making 
investment decisions?
Respondents selected all that apply out of four options.

Stakeholder expectations
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Stakeholder Capitalism Metrics 
framework
Earlier in September 2020, the International Business Council of the 
World Economic Forum (IBC) – in collaboration with Deloitte, EY, KPMG, 
and PwC – launched the Stakeholder Capitalism Metrics framework 
in an effort to identify a set of universal, material ESG metrics and 
recommended disclosures. This framework consists of four broad 
pillars, which are aligned with the essential elements of the 17 UN 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs):

 • Principles of 
governance: Covers 
metrics and disclosures 
for governing purpose; 
quality of governing 
body; stakeholder 
engagement; ethical 
behaviour; and risk and 
opportunity oversight

 • Planet: Covers metrics 
and disclosures for 
climate change; nature 
loss; freshwater 
availability; air pollution; 
water pollution; solid 
waste; and resource 
availability 

 • People: Covers metrics 
and disclosures for 
dignity and equality; 
health and well-being; 
and skills for the future

 • Prosperity: Covers 
metrics and disclosures 
for employment and 
wealth generation; 
innovation of better 
products and services; 
and community and 
social vitality
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Looking ahead, our findings suggest that the future of audit will entail:

will find themselves needing to increase their communication and level 
of transparency of their ESG reporting. While complexities remain on the 
use of the numerous emerging ESG reporting tools, significant efforts are 
currently underway to promote a more comprehensive and uniformed 
framework for corporate sustainability performance. 
 
Latest developments include, for example, the joint collaboration between 
five of the leading framework and standard-setting institutions – the CDP, 
the Climate Disclosure Standards Board (CDSB), the Global Reporting 
Initiative (GRI), the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC) and the 
Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB) – on the development 
of “A Statement of Intent to Work Together Towards Comprehensive 
Corporate Reporting”, as well proposals for a new International 
Sustainability Standards Board (ISSB) that would be responsible for setting 
IFRS Sustainability Standards. 
 
But beyond honing their technical knowledge of the latest ESG standards 
and their evolution, auditors also must work to develop capabilities for 
the interdisciplinary and integrated thinking that their role will require of 
them in relation to understanding the impact of ESG goals on financial 
statements and disclosures.

 • A sharpened focus from the financial reporting ecosystem on “black swan” 
risks, in addition to the traditional financial and liquidity risks 
As organisations step up their own internal controls to increase their level of 
resilience to crises, auditors will also need to develop stronger capabilities to better 
assess these heightened risk controls. 

 • A shift in the focus of data analytics from evidentiary benefits to insights  
Although much of the focus of data analytics thus far has been on its use cases 
relating to core audit processes – including its ability to analyse entire sets of 
transactions rather than samples, rapidly identify outliers in transaction data, 
and even automate certain aspects of the identification and assessment of 
material misstatement risks – we expect that these analytics-based evidentiary 
benefits will soon become “table stakes” – that is, eventually used by the entire 
profession.  
 
This means that the more distinctive value derived from the application of data 
analytics to the audit is likely to be in the form of better management and board 
information – that is, insights about how the business is performing under different 
circumstances.  

 • Greater clarity and understanding of how ESG issues impact value creation 
As stakeholders increasingly make their ESG expectations known, organisations 

Key takeaways



In this section, we will explore two 
dimensions relating to audit efficiency, 
which is broadly defined as the ability 

of auditors to deploy the optimum 
number of resources and appropriate 

operational procedures to deliver 
a quality audit within stipulated 

reporting timeframes, particularly 
within the context of COVID-19.

Audit efficiency



Audit efficiency

With the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic and accompanying safe 
distancing requirements, many aspects of the external audit have 
shifted to remote working environments over the past year. This 
development has also been reflected in the responses from our 
survey: an overwhelming 95% of audit committee members, board 
members, and CFOs indicated that the digitalisation of the overall 
audit process at their organisation had significantly or somewhat 
increased as a result of COVID-19 (see Figure 11).

Inevitably, the shift to remote working environments during the COVID-19 pandemic had 
raised some concerns around the efficiency of the overall audit process and timeliness in 
audit completion. But as a silver lining, some of the changes to the ways of working have 
revealed some future opportunities for efficiency improvements.
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Figure 11: Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on digitalisation of the overall audit 
process

41%

54%Somewhat increased

5%No change

0%Somewhat reduced

0%

Significantly increased

Significantly reduced

Audit efficiency

Question: As compared to the pre-COVID-19 era, was the external audit process 
during the pandemic more digitalised or less so? 
Respondents chose 1 out of 5 options.



Figure 12: Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on level of challenge of the overall 
audit process

27%

68%Somewhat increased

5%No change

0%Somewhat reduced

0%

5%

23%Somewhat increased

18%No change

54%Somewhat reduced

0%

Figure 13: Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on audit process efficiency
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Question: As compared to the pre-COVID-19 era, was the external audit process 
during the pandemic more challenging or less so?
Respondents chose 1 out of 5 options.

Question: As compared to the pre-COVID-19 era, how has the audit process efficiency changed at 
your organisation during the pandemic?
Respondents chose 1 out of 5 options.

Audit efficiency

This increased digitalisation, however, appears to have also contributed to 
a more challenging external audit process, and a reduced audit process 
efficiency. Specifically, 95% of survey respondents indicated that the level 

of challenge had significantly or somewhat increased (see Figure 12), and 
54% of survey respondents indicated that the audit process efficiency had 
somewhat reduced following the pandemic (see Figure 13).



1. Timeliness in audit completion
As a result of the increased challenge in completing an audit during the pandemic, 
timeliness in audit completion emerged as top-of-mind for our survey respondents, 
who ranked the ability to meet financial reporting deadlines as the top main 
concern about the external audit process (see Figure 14). In particular, 5% and 
36% of them also indicated that timeliness in audit completion had significantly or 
somewhat reduced at their organisation respectively (see Figure 15).

This finding closely corroborates with the auditors’ account of events. During 
our focus group discussions, the auditors shared that they faced several 
challenges in managing their clients’ expectations for timeliness during the 
pandemic. Specifically, in a remote working environment, more time may 
be required to address audit queries and provide the audit team with the 
necessary information as face-to-face interactions are replaced with email 
communications; yet timelines for the audit process remain largely unchanged 
from pre-COVID timeframes due to existing financial reporting obligations. 
 
Figure 14: Main concerns about the external audit process during the pandemic

Rank

1 Ability to meet financial reporting deadlines

2 Technical accounting concerns

3 Inadequate technology infrastructure

4 Cost and staffing

4 Quality of audit evidence

Figure 15: Effect of COVID-19 pandemic on timeliness in audit completion 

2. Remote delivery and digitalisation of the external audit process

Overall, the majority of audit committee members, board members, and 
CFOs are in favour of remote or digital external audit: 82% of our survey 
respondents strongly or somewhat agree that they would like to see the 
greater use of remote delivery and digitalisation of the external audit process 
(see Figure 16).

In particular, the remote delivery and digitalisation of the external audit 
process is perceived to offer finance teams the three main benefits of shorter 
setup times, cost efficiency, and the ability for the audit to be conducted 
simultaneously across different locations (see Figure 17).

5%

23%Somewhat increased

32%No change

36%Somewhat reduced

5%
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Question: Which were your main concerns about the external audit process during 
the pandemic?  
Respondents ranked the importance of 5 factors in order of descending importance.

Question: As compared to the pre-COVID-19 era, how has the timeliness in audit completion changed 
at your organisation during the pandemic?
Respondents chose 1 out of 5 options.

Audit  efficiency



Figure 16: Preference for a remote or digital external audit process

32%Strongly agree

50%Somewhat agree

14%Neutral

0%Somewhat disagree

4%Strongly disagree

Figure 17: Perceived benefits of a remote or digital external audit process

Rank
1 Shorter setup times

2 Cost efficiency

3 Simultaneous auditing at different locations

4 Ability to maintain business continuity

5 Better access to external auditors

6 Wider scope of coverage

Nevertheless, our survey respondents also identified inadequate technology 
infrastructure and communication issues as the top two challenges relating 
to the remote delivery and digitalisation of the external audit process (see 
Figure 18). 

These two concerns were also precisely echoed by the auditors during the 
focus group discussions. For example, the auditors recounted how unstable 
Internet connections and low bandwidths contributed to some delays as both 
clients and auditors worked from home, and cited several issues relating to 
the higher reliance on email as a mode of communication, such as response 
lag times and occasional miscommunications.

Figure 18: Perceived challenges of a remote or digital external audit process
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Question: Overall, I would like to see a greater use of remote delivery or 
digitalisation within the external audit process in subsequent years.
Respondents chose 1 out of 5 options.

Question: In your opinion, what are the top benefits of a remote or digital external 
audit process?  
Respondents ranked the importance of 6 factors in order of descending importance.

Question: In your opinion, what are the top challenges of a remote or digital 
external audit process?
Respondents ranked the importance of 7 factors in order of descending importance.

Audit efficiency

Rank
1 Inadequate technology infrastructure

2 Communication issues

3 Lack of talent with the necessary skill sets

4 Issues with size or quality of sampling

5 Ability of auditors to scrutinise the audited entity

6 Compliance or disclosure concerns

7 Lack of access to external auditors



Furthermore, some other stages of the external audit process may be easier 
to digitalise than others. In several stages, however, finance teams are likely 
to continue to value face-to-face and physical interactions. These include the 
opening meetings, fieldwork and interviews, as well as closing meetings (see 
Figure 19). These three areas were also indicated by survey respondents 
as the very areas that they found to have been the most impacted by 
digitalisation during the pandemic (see Figure 20). 

Overall, fieldwork and interviews were ranked as the most challenging stage 
of the audit process during the pandemic by the survey respondents (see 
Figure 21). In a similar vein, fieldwork and interviews also took the spotlight 
during our focus group discussion with the auditors. 

As an illustration of the difficulties that they faced during this stage, the 
auditors shared how the process of verifying a transaction document – a 
straightforward process of exchanging a document between a client and an 
auditor in the physical world – had become much more complex in a remote 
working environment. 

Furthermore, some aspects of the audit that require auditors to physically 
observe or re-perform certain procedures have also become more 
challenging. In particular, certain tacit details, such as body language, that 
sometimes offer insight into how such procedures are typically executed 
at the organisation, cannot be easily observed by the auditors working 
remotely.

Despite the overall increase in the amount of effort entailed in gathering 
audit evidence in the face of these challenges, auditors also felt that it has 
become more difficult to justify the increased amount of work done and time 
expended, as there are fewer opportunities for face-to-face interactions with 
their client counterparts. 

Figure 19: Importance of face-to-face interactions with external auditor at 
different stages of the external audit process
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Question: How important is it for you to have face-to-face interactions with the 
external auditor at the following stages of the external audit process? 
Respondents ranked the importance of 6 factors in order of descending importance.

Audit  efficiency

Rank
1 Opening meetings

2 Fieldwork and interviews

3 Closing meetings

4 Draft audit report review

5 Final audit report presentation

6 Preparation of financial statements



Figure 21: Overall most challenging stages of the external audit process
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Question: Which stage of the external audit process did you find to be the most 
challenging during the pandemic?  
Respondents ranked the importance of 6 factors in order of descending importance.

To increase audit efficiency now and in the future, both finance teams and 
auditors will need to make work portable across time and space. As many 
organisations have discovered during COVID-19, technology is not just 
about providing the infrastructure for remote work, but about enabling the 
very future of work. 

Indeed, one the key learnings from the pandemic experience was that 
investments made in the pre-pandemic era to digitise parts of the 
audit process also paid off when work-from-home measures had to be 
implemented, by making it easier for both auditors and finance teams to 
transition to remote audits (see section on “Investing in a digital audit”). 

As they look towards the future, organisations should capitalise on these 
learnings, and double down on their investments in cloud technology 
to enable teams to work seamlessly together on a single source of data 
asynchronously at their own schedule or in real time, as well as “digital 
reviewer” process workflows that may help to improve efficiency while 
reducing the cost of compliance. 

For example, auditors in our focus group discussions had noted that the 
accelerated adoption of electronic sign-offs for documents and financial 
reports during the pandemic presented a number of future opportunities 
to streamline processes, especially since the encrypted dates and 
signatures on digital documents are secure and harder to forge.

Figure 20: Impact of remote delivery or digitalisation on different stages of the 
external audit process

Question: As compared to the pre-COVID-19 era, which stage of the external 
audit process experienced the most significant impact of remote delivery or 
digitalisation during the pandemic?   
Respondents ranked the importance of 6 factors in order of descending importance.

Audit efficiency

Rank
1 Fieldwork and interviews

2 Opening meetings

3 Closing meetings

4 Preparation of financial statements

5 Draft audit report review

6 Final audit report presentation

Rank
1 Fieldwork and interviews

2 Opening meetings

3 Preparation of financial statements

4 Audit report review

5 Closing meetings

6 Final audit report presentation
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Investing in a digital audit
Deloitte Omnia is the first end-to-end, data-driven, globally integrated 
audit platform in the profession designed for and hosted in the cloud. 
The platform, which includes an integrated suite of next-generation 
features, enables the delivery of a digital audit that promotes 
high-quality through effective risk management capabilities and 
collaborative workflows. Its key features include:

 • Enhanced data management, data sharing, automation, 
cognitive and advanced data analytics, and artificial 
intelligence

 • Visibility of engagement status through centralised real-
time monitoring

 • A data engine that can better predict and mitigate risks 
with scoping and risk scoring that improve the early 
identification of risk by examining industry data and 
predicting risks using trend and regression analysis

 • Efficiently pinpointing risks in large data populations 
and driving the design of more effective audit 
procedures, auditing full populations where 
appropriate.

 • Automation to improve efficiency and effectiveness 
of our testing and enable our professionals to focus 
efforts and skills on other important matters.

 • Centralising communications and consolidating audit 
requests to provide a consistent workflow that creates 
a transparent, real-time, and collaborative process that 
benefits the many stakeholders who facilitate and are 
impacted by the audit process.

Omnia DNAV, the latest feature of Deloitte Omnia, was 
also named the ‘Audit Innovation of the Year’ at the 
2020 Digital Accountancy Forum & Awards. This digital, 
cloud-based solution leverages proprietary algorithms 
to establish a new way of performing investment 
valuations, and combines automation, data science, 
and artificial intelligence with auditor judgment to 
drastically reduce manual effort and allow for 100% 
coverage of a client’s securities transaction records – 
thereby enabling clients and auditors to focus on what 
truly matters. 
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Looking ahead, our findings suggest that the future of audit will entail:

 • Greater use of cloud-based technology platforms 
Cloud-based technology platforms allow auditors and 
organisations to reap immediate benefits in efficiency, 
but their real long-term value lies in their ability to provide 
a platform for enhanced workflow and robotic process 
automation, or even blockchain use cases, to accelerate the 
digital transformation and cognition of audit processes.  
 
For these tools to be effective, however, auditors would 
need to invest in their own continuous learning beyond the 
pandemic, and develop playbooks for their professionals 
to conduct remote work and employ the appropriate cyber 
hygiene practices.

 • A rethink and reorganisation of remote audits 
With the rise of tele-conferencing platforms and greater 
acceptance of remote working on the back of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the increased use of remote and 
cross-border audits may present a number of efficiency 
improvement opportunities for auditors.  
 
To ensure timeliness in audit completion while 
maintaining the quality of their delivery, auditors will 
need to re-think and re-examine their processes, 
including the use of offshore specialised audit centres, 
to enable them to benefit from lower-cost expertise, 
while gaining efficiencies and economies of scale. 





In this section, we will explore two 
dimensions relating to technology 
adoption, which will broadly cover 

some of the technology tools used by 
finance teams and external auditors.

Technology adoption



Technology adoption

Across the board, the findings from our survey conducted with audit 
committee members, board members, and CFOs unequivocally 
confirmed that the pandemic has catalysed more digital ways of 
working: 100% of survey respondents indicated that COVID-19 has 
made their work more digital (see Figure 22). 

During the focus group discussions, it was also noted by auditors 
that many organisations had made significant efforts to go digital 
during the pandemic; even organisations that were highly reliant 
on paper-based transactions made the shift to scan and email their 
documentation to the auditors.

Overall, cloud and data analytics were the two most widely adopted technology tools by 
finance teams and external auditors. Looking ahead, audit committee members, board 
members, and CFOs have also expressed that they would like to see greater adoption of 
technology tools by both their finance teams and external auditors.

57%

43%Somewhat more

0%No change

0%Somewhat less

0%

Figure 22: Impact of COVID-19 pandemic on digitalisation of ways of working

Question: Overall, has COVID-19 resulted in making your ways of working more 
digitalised or less so?
Respondents chose 1 out of 5 options.

Technology adoption 27



Figure 23: Desire for greater adoption of technology tools by finance teams

64%Strongly agree

29%Somewhat agree

7%Neutral

0%Somewhat disagree

0%Strongly disagree

Figure 24: Desire for greater adoption of technology tools by external auditors

53%Strongly agree

36%Somewhat agree

11%Neutral

0%Somewhat disagree

0%Strongly disagree

Question: Overall, I would like to see a greater adoption of technology tools (e.g. AI, RPA, data 
analytics, and cloud) in the finance function of my organisation.
Respondents chose 1 out of 5 options.

Question: Overall, I would like to see a greater adoption of technology tools (e.g. AI, 
RPA, data analytics, and cloud) in the external audit process.
Respondents chose 1 out of 5 options.
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Overall, the majority of survey respondents would also like to see the greater adoption of 
technology tools – such as artificial intelligence (AI), robotic process automation (RPA), data 
analytics, and cloud – by both their finance teams and external auditors. Specifically, 93% 

of them strongly or somewhat agree that they would like to see greater adoption 
of technology tools by their finance function, while 89% of them like to see greater 
adoption of technology tools in the external audit process (see Figure 23 and 24).



1. Cloud perceived as a tool most widely adopted by finance teams

Based on the survey findings, cloud technologies appear to be the most 
important tool for finance functions, with 86% of them indicating that their 
finance teams have already adopted such tools. This is closely followed by 
data analytics tools at 71%, while AI and RPA tools appear to be much less 
prevalent (see Figure 25). 

In terms of the perceived benefits of the adoption of such technology 
tools, survey respondents cited the reduction in manual work and 
greater accuracy as the top two benefits (see Figure 26). However, budget 
limitations and lack of talent with the necessary skill sets continue to pose 
challenges to greater adoption (see Figure 27). 

Figure 25: Current adoption of technology tools by finance teams

Figure 26: Perceived benefits of the adoption of technology tools by finance 
teams

Figure 27: Perceived challenges of the adoption of technology tools by finance 
teams

Question: Has the finance function in your organisation adopted any of the 
following technology tools?
Respondents chose 1 out of 3 options.

Question: What do you consider to be the main benefits of the adoption of these 
technology tools (e.g. AI, RPA, data analytics, and cloud) in the finance function of 
your organisation?  
Respondents ranked the importance of 4 factors in order of descending importance.

Question: What do you consider to be the main challenges of the adoption of these 
technology tools (e.g. AI, RPA, data analytics, and cloud) in the finance function of 
your organisation?  
Respondents ranked the importance of 5 factors in order of descending importance.
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Rank
1 Budget limitations

1 Lack of talent with the necessary skill sets

2 Integration with legacy infrastructure

3 Reliability of technology tools

4 Compliance or disclosure concerns

Rank
1 Reduction in manual workload

2 Greater accuracy

3 Ease of tracking and monitoring of key indicators

4 Better reconciliation for audit committee and management

71%

Data analytics

86%

Cloud

36%

RPA

18%

AI



2. Data analytics perceived as tool most widely adopted  
  by external auditors

In terms of the adoption of technology tools by external auditors, 64% of 
survey respondents indicated they were aware of the use of data analytics 
tools by their auditors. However, the proportion of them who were aware 
of the use of other technology tools – including cloud, AI, and RPA – by 
their external auditors was significantly lower (see Figure 28). 

As to why this was the case, our focus group discussions with the auditors 
revealed some explanatory insights from the ground. Specifically, the 
auditors shared that while they had leveraged the use of secure, cloud-
based document sharing portals during the pandemic to enable their 
clients to upload or download documents in real-time – and which were 
equipped with user-friendly features, such as ‘shout-outs’ or ‘to-do’ 
workflows – many finance teams were hesitant to utilise these platforms 
on the back of data privacy and cyber security concerns. 

Instead, some finance teams preferred the use of more manual 
workarounds, such as physically providing auditors with encrypted, 
read-only laptops that have been pre-loaded with in-house data for 
their review. Depending on the sensitivity of the documents, others also 
preferred simply to encrypt and email their documents to the auditors, 
rather than upload them onto the cloud platforms. 

Overall, the hesitancy in adopting the use of cloud-based platforms at 
the working level could therefore be one contributing factor to the lack of 
awareness by survey respondents at the audit committee member, board 
member, and CFO levels.
 
Figure 28: Current adoption of technology tools by external auditors

Question: Has your external auditor adopted any of the following technology tools 
in your external audit process?
Respondents chose 1 out of 3 options.
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64%

Data analytics

36%

Cloud

7%

RPA

11%

AI



In terms of the benefits of adopting technology tools in the external 
audit process, improved efficiency and a more effective audit were 
ranked as the top two main perceived benefits by survey respondents 
(see Figure 29). On the other hand, issues such as the lack of talent 
with the necessary skillsets, client data and security concerns, as well 
as reliability of technology tools continue to remain impediments (see 
Figure 30) – a finding that is also somewhat consistent with the auditors’ 
recount of events.

Figure 29: Perceived benefits of the adoption of technology tools by external 
auditors

Figure 30: Perceived challenges of the adoption of technology tools by finance 
teams

Question: What do you consider to be the main benefits of the adoption of these 
technology tools (e.g. AI, RPA, data analytics, and cloud) in the external audit 
process?   
Respondents ranked the importance of 6 factors in order of descending importance.

Question: What do you consider to be the main challenges of the adoption of these 
technology tools (e.g. AI, RPA, data analytics, and cloud) in the finance function of 
your organisation?  
Respondents ranked the importance of 4 factors in order of descending importance.
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Rank
1 Lack of talent with the necessary skillsets

2 Client data and security concerns

3 Reliability of technology tools

4 Compliance or disclosure concerns

Rank
1 Improved efficiency

2 More effective audit

3 Superior insights from data analytics

4 More bandwidth for auditors to focus on professional judgement

5 Wider coverage

6 Lower costs



Technology adoption

Key takeaways

Looking ahead, our findings suggest that the 
future of audit will entail:

 • Greater utilisation of cloud platforms in the audit process 
As finance teams continue to increase their own adoption of cloud platforms, 
it is likely that they will also become more receptive towards the use of cloud 
platforms in the audit process. Over time, as organisations become more 
aware and comfortable with leveraging the security aspects of such platforms, 
we expect that these platforms will increasingly become central to both 
document exchange and workflow management in the audit process.  

 • Greater adoption of AI in the audit workspace 
While AI currently has a limited number of use cases, such as the translation of 
documents from one language to another, further extensions of its applications 
in certain areas, such as the summarisation of legal documentation, could 
contribute towards enhancing the delivery of the overall external audit process.
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In this section, we will explore two 
dimensions relating to talent and 

skills, which will broadly cover 
some of the new roles of CFOs and 
finance teams, as well as auditors.

Talent and skills



Talent and skills

Overall, our survey of audit committee members, board members, and 
CFOs revealed that they are fairly optimistic and confident in the abilities of 
all parties involved in the audit process – audit committee members, board 
members, CFOs, finance teams, and external auditors – to meet the future 
demands of their respective roles. They were, however, most confident in 
their CFO’s ability, and least confident in their finance team’s ability (see 
Figure 31). 

Figure 31: Confidence in the ability of key parties

As the roles of CFOs, finance teams, and external auditors continue to evolve, audit committee 
members, board members, and CFOs will expect to see them demonstrate higher levels of 
critical thinking and judgement to better support management with its decision-making.

1. The evolving roles of CFOs and finance teams 

For CFOs today and in the future, critical thinking and judgement were 
perceived to be the most important skillset by our survey respondents. In 
addition, there was also greater emphasis on communication skills, as well 
as digital and data analytics skills for the CFO of the future (see Figure 32).

This is not a surprise: earlier in the second quarter of 2020, a series of in-
depth, one-on-one interviews conducted by Deloitte Southeast Asia with 
CFOs revealed that the roles of CFOs are increasingly shifting. No longer 
expected to play only their traditional roles as Operators and Stewards, 
CFOs are now also expected to step up as Strategists and Catalysts to 
support the CEO in preparing their organisations and employees for 
challenges in the longer haul (see section on “The Four Faces of the CFO”).

Of course, the fact that financial skills were the lowest ranked skillset 
for the CFO of the future does not necessarily imply that they are no 
longer important. Rather, financial skills are increasingly assumed to be a 
prerequisite for the role – rather than the role itself.

7.79 8.00 7.14 7.71
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Question: On a scale of 0 to 10, how confident are you in your own ability/your 
CFO’s ability*/your finance team’s ability/your external auditor’s ability to meet 
the future demands of your/their role?  
*This question was posed only to survey respondents whose role or designation was 
not a CFO.
Respondents rated their confidence on a scale ranging from 0 (least confident) to 10 
(most confident).

Finance 
team’s ability

External 
auditor’s ability

CFO’s abilityOwn ability



The Four Faces of the CFO 
CFOs today play four critical roles in their organisations – Strategist, 
Catalyst, Steward and Operator – each with their own areas of focus, 
functions, and competencies: 

 • Strategist: As a Strategist, the CFO provides financial leadership 
in determining strategic business direction, M&A, financing, capital 
market and longer term strategies. 

 • Catalyst: As a Catalyst, the CFO catalyses behaviours across the 
organisation to execute strategic and financial objectives, while 
creating a risk intelligent culture. 

 • Operator: As an Operator, the CFO balances capabilities, talent, 
costs and service levels to fulfil the finance organisation’s core 
responsibilities efficiently. 

 • Steward: As a Steward, the CFO protects and preserves the critical 
assets of the organisation, and accurately reports on its financial 
position and operations to internal and external stakeholders.

Figure 33: Most important skillsets for finance teams today and finance 
teams of the future

Figure 32: Most important skillsets for CFOs today and CFOs of the futureSimilarly, finance teams of the future will also be expected to display greater 
critical thinking and judgement skills to better support management in 
making strategic decisions. There, however, remains a strong emphasis on 
financial skills given their role in executing and managing the day-to-day 
financial operations (see Figure 33).
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Question: In your opinion, which of the following skills do you consider to be the 
most important for finance teams today/finance teams of the future?  
Respondents ranked the importance of 4 factors in order of descending importance.

Talent and skills

Rank Finance teams today Finance teams of the future

1 Financial skills Critical thinking and judgement

2 Critical thinking and judgement Financial skills

3 Digital and data analytics skills Digital and data analytics skills

4 Communication skills Communication skills

Rank CFOs today CFOs of the future

1 Critical thinking and judgement Critical thinking and judgement

2 Financial skills Communication skills

3 Communication skills Digital and data analytics skills 

4 Digital and data analytics skills Financial skills

Question: In your opinion, which of the following skills do you consider to be the 
most important for a CFO today/a CFO of the future?  
Respondents ranked the importance of 4 factors in order of descending importance.



2. The evolving role of auditors

In a similar vein, critical thinking and judgement have also emerged as the 
most important skillset for auditors of the future (see Figure 34). This was 
then followed by financial skills, as well as digital and data analytics skills, a 
finding that suggests that stakeholders continue to look towards auditors 
for their strong technical expertise, and their ability to make the appropriate 
judgement calls in complex situations. 

Figure 34: Most important skillsets for external auditors today and external 
auditors of the future

Question: In your opinion, which of the following skills do you consider to be the 
most important for external auditors today/external auditors of the future?  
Respondents ranked the importance of 4 factors in order of descending importance.
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Rank External auditors today External auditors of the 
future

1 Financial skills Critical thinking and judgement

2 Critical thinking and judgement Financial skills

3 Communication skills Digital and data analytics skills

4 Digital and data analytics skills Communication skills
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Looking ahead, our findings suggest that the future of audit will entail:

management with more constructive insights and 
challenge them on their judgements, they should also 
expect to be engaged in more robust interactions 
with CFOs and finance teams, who will in turn be 
more focused on strategic – rather than operational 
– outcomes.  
 
To enable them to make the appropriate, practical 
suggestions to improve internal controls within 
such a context, auditors will therefore also need to 
develop higher quality industry and sector-specific 
insights, as well as an in-depth understanding of their 
clients’ businesses and operations.

 • Savvy auditors adept at leveraging data for insights 
With the growing advances in audit technology and 
analytics, auditors need to become more comfortable 
at managing and analysing multiple, robust streams of 
data – from data gathering to data analysis and data 
visualisation – and more savvy at recognising when these 
data or technology can be leveraged at various junctures 
throughout the audit process to improve quality, 
efficiency, and overall value of the audit. 

 • More robust interactions between auditors and 
management 
As auditors find ways to better articulate a clear point 
of view – backed by data and evidence – to provide 
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An evolving financial reporting 
ecosystem in Singapore
The old certainties of financial reporting are being permanently 
reshaped by the pandemic and its accompanying wide-ranging 
repercussions on risks, technology, and ways of working. Audit 
committees, board members, management, finance teams, auditors, 
and all other stakeholders in the financial reporting ecosystem must 
now work together to ensure that their actions and practices are well-
equipped to deal with the challenges of a world remade by COVID-19.

As expectations evolve, it is clear that the entire financial reporting 
ecosystem in Singapore will need to adapt as an integrated whole  
to serve the public interest. The auditor is critical, but only one 
part of the financial reporting ecosystem. Continued constructive 
collaboration amongst all stakeholders will therefore be key to  
driving further change. 

One important step in the evolution of the future of audit will 
likely be the expansion of the scope of financial reporting. As the 
traditional approach to financial reporting – that is, providing a 
historical view of financial information – continues to come under 
greater scrutiny, stakeholders will come to expect that a financial 
statement audit should inform as well as assure, and extend its 

scope to areas of broader public interest. Such areas include, 
but are by no means limited to, corporate culture, sustainability 
practices, ethical standards and practices, social responsibility 
practices, corporate purpose, and cyber risk.

But with current professional standards and regulations 
requiring reasonable assurances rather than absolute 
assurances, there will always be different stakeholder 
expectations about what an audit is designed to do. Fraud, 
for example, is one area where the audit scope and role of 
the auditor may require more adaptation, as well as more 
constructive and integrated evolution of standards.

Fundamentally, however, even in an uncertain future, the role of audit 
remains certain: audit must preserve – if not enhance – the level of 
integrity and trust of tomorrow’s financial reporting ecosystem. The 
onus, therefore, is on all players to ensure that the evolution of the 
financial reporting ecosystem contributes towards driving responsible 
business behaviours, improving the clarity and transparency of 
relevant reporting – and ultimately providing stakeholders with more 
meaningful information to make informed decisions.
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