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ABSTRACT

Premature sign-off is the action that can affect to reduced audit quality. The objectives of this research are to
examine the effect of professional commitment and suspension of judgment towards premature sign-off. The
researcher used the survey method on auditor working in a big ten public accounting firm in Jakarta. There is a
total of 126 respondents who contributed to this research. The data was analyzed using Structural Equation
Model-Partial Least Squares (SEM- PLS) analysis. The data quality test results of the reliability and validity test
show that all variables can be said to be valid and reliable. This research shows that professional commitment is
positively significant to suspension of judgment but negatively affects premature sign-off. The suspension of the
judgment of the auditors fully mediates the relation between professional commitment and premature sign-off.
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INTRODUCTION

The auditor performs the audit procedures following professional auditing standards to
give assurance of the audited financial statements. The auditor must act independent and
dependable as the auditee is a non-expert and not able to ascertain. Despite that, several
auditors failed to comply with the auditing standard, and this action was defined as
dysfunctional audit behaviour (Obeid et al. 2017; Ling and Akers, 2010).

According to Shapeero et al. (2003), dysfunctional audit behaviour, especially
premature sign-off has a direct relation to audit quality. At the practice, poor execution of
audit procedures reduces the level of evidence gathered in the audit. As a result, the evidence
is unreliable, false, or inadequate quantitatively or qualitatively. It could be described as audit
quality reduction behavior. Prior researches from Svanberg and Ohman, (2019), Lee (2002),
and Otley and Pierce (1996) have been examined several behaviors included in the audit
quality reduction behavior. The responses are a reduction of work below what would
generally be considered reasonable, a cursory review of client documents, acceptance of weak
client explanations; failure to research an accounting principle; failure to pursue a
questionable item; false or premature sign-off. All behaviors have one aspect that influenced
the audit quality, which is the proper execution of audit work programs. The auditors who are
reducing the care and skepticism in the auditing process could endanger the engagement and
validity of the audit opinion.

The study from Svanberg and Ohman, (2019) stated that premature sign-off is one of
the behaviors that have a direct impact on audit quality. Meanwhile, according to Kelley and
Margheim (1990), underreporting of time is the behavior that has an indirect relation to audit
quality, which resulted in poor decisions and increased the need for budget revisions and time
pressure for the future audit. Past studies have found that many accountants have performed
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this dysfunctional audit behavior. First, Rhode (1977) researched a premature signing-off of a
required audit procedure, resulting in 60% of the respondents having done it sometime during
their careers. Following the research, Alderman and Deitrick (1982) found that premature
sign-off occurred in not only local and regional firms but also the national firms. A study
conducted by Otley and Pierce (1995) also found that 89% of participants have done
premature sign-off, and the rest led underreporting of time.

Moreover, the social image of auditing is highly associated with the preservation of a
high level of "professionalism" applied to the job. In that case, the apparent auditor behavior
is as important as work methods or technical competence, since behavioral aspects are more
visible (Gray, 1998). High levels of technical knowledge and training are characteristic of the
accounting profession that might influence the relative importance of each dimension of
professional commitment in explaining the audit outcomes (Hall et al. 2005).

Research from Yustina and Gonadi (2019), Chiang (2016), and Hurtt et al. (2013) state
that audit quality is also influenced by professional skepticism. This cautious behavior is very
mandatory for every auditor because it involves the output of the report it produces. Because
of this importance, audit standards make a professional skepticism as one of the mandatory
behaviors for auditors (SAS, 1997). To support SAS in setting the standard of behavior of an
auditor, Hurtt (2010) described in his research dividing professional skepticism into six parts,
one of which is a suspension of judgment. SAS insists that an auditor must gather complete
evidence before making judgments (SAS, 1997a).

A prior studies on logical relations between auditors' professional commitment and
experience on ethical evaluations and decision making, including premature sign-off shows
mix result. For example, Otley and Pierce (1996) find no significant relationship between
auditors' professional commitment and premature sign-off. Kaplan and Whitecotton (2001)
found that there is a positive relationship between sufficient professional commitment and
auditor's responsibility for reporting. In consideration of the mixed result of prior studies, this
study aims to examine the impact of those characteristics towards auditor intention to do
premature sign-off. Herda and Martin (2016) conducted a study that examined the effect of
professional commitment towards auditor's purpose in underreporting. Their study observed
that there is a significant relationship between professional commitment and underreporting
acceptance, influenced by auditor experience level. In addition, prior studies had examined
judgment auditor to professional skepticism (Yustina and Gonadi (2019); Hurtt (2010);
Nelson (2009); Otley and Pierce (1995). There is no study before explaining the relationship
between professional commitment, professional skepticism (including suspension of
judgment), and premature sign-off. Therefore, the researcher proposed to expand the
following study by examining the impact of professional commitment toward another
dysfunctional behavior, which is auditor's intention in premature sign-off. According to
Nelson (2009), auditor's pre-existing knowledge, traits, incentives, and suspension of
judgment could influence audit judgment and audit actions. In line with that, Nelson (2009)
argues that suspension of judgment can impact the quality of audit outcomes, which is
premature sign-off.

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND HYPOTHESIS

Professional Commitment

Professional Commitment becomes a factor that could influence an auditor in accepting
the dysfunctional audit behavior, which in this study refers to the premature sign-off.
According to Aranya and Ferris (1984), professional commitment could be described as the
level of individual identification, which involves in a profession includes the reliance and
acceptance of the objectives, principles of the willingness to employ effort, and a desire to be
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a part of the job. Furthermore, the concept of professional commitment is generally
categorized into the three-dimensional construct that consists of affective, continuance, and
normative professional commitment. Examining each concept could help find the correlation
between professional commitment and audit behavior.

First, affective commitment is related to the attachment that individuals had to stay
within the focal entity, which can result in both positive and negative outcomes for the body
(Meyer and Allen 1997). Essentially, the concept of affective commitment is when an
individual had a willingness to stay within the entity. Second, continuance commitment is the
concept of the extent to which individuals tended to "have to stay" within the focal object.
Based on Becker's (1960) theory, the reasons individuals remain committed to the entity are
due to an accumulation of investments associated with the focal body or a lack of alternatives.
Third, when individuals believe that they "ought to stay" to the focal entity, it could be
categorized as normative commitment (Mayer and Allen, 1997). The last stages of
commitment could arise from the socialization experiences that emphasize the relevance of
becoming part of the entity or when the individuals receive the benefits and perceive to
reciprocate towards them (Mayer and Allen, 1997).

Hall et al. (2005) explained that professional commitment has a relation to auditor sign-
off judgments, which also influence by several antecedents and correlates. The explanation
also supported by a study from Lord and Dezoort (2001), which resulted that auditors with a
lower level of affective commitment tend to signed-off higher account balances compared to
auditors with a high level of affective commitment. Also, according to Kaplan and
Whitecotton (2001) which found that there is a positive relation between affective
commitment and auditor's responsibility for reporting, which was, in turn, positively related to
auditor's reporting intention.

Suspension of Judgement

Hurtt (2010) developed a professional skepticism scale, which also defined
professional skepticism into six multi-dimensional constructs that consist of characteristics: a
questioning mind, a suspension of judgment, a search for knowledge, interpersonal
understanding, self-esteem, and autonomy. in this study, the researcher focuses on one
specific characteristic of professional skepticism, which is a suspension of judgment. Based
on Hurtt's (2010) research, suspension of judgment is one of the skeptic characteristics that
can trigger a person to form an understanding and eager to develop other skeptic
characteristics. Philosophers view skeptics as unwilling traits to admit assertions and claims,
and instead, as keeping an open mind and critically evaluating (Hallie, 1985; Kurtz, 1992),
also stated that suspension of judgement becomes an essential element of skeptical inquiry.
In psychology view, suspension of judgment is that characteristic that closely related to the
need for cognitive closure.

The need of cognitive closure itself could be described as "the desire for a definite
answer on some topic, any answer as opposed to confusion and ambiguity” (Kruglanski,
1989), and this desire shortly defined as a desire for a clear-cut answer on a topic that
requires judgmental decision-making. Under the auditing standards, SAS No. 1 indicates the
importance of suspending judgment until sufficient evidence is collected, and persuasive
evidence is found (Hallie, 1985; Kurtz, 1992).

Premature Sign-off

The auditor should do the audit procedures based on the professional auditing standards.
Meanwhile, several auditors failed to comply with the rules and this action known as
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dysfunctional audit behavior (Otley and Pierce, 1996). According to Paino et al. (2010),
premature sign-off is the following behavior includes failure to research an accounting
principle, premature sign-off of audit procedures, a quick review of documents, acceptance of
weak client explanations, and reduction of work on an audit step below the acceptable level.
Additionally, Shapeero et al. (2003) defined premature sign-off as an act when the auditor
documents the completion of a required procedure that is not supported by other audit
procedures, without performing the work or noting the procedures' emission. Unlike the
underreporting, which occurred when the audit procedures were already implemented,
premature sign-off has a direct effect on the audit quality and also violates the professional
auditing standard.

Hypothesis Development

Professional Commitment and Suspension of Judgement

A prior study by Meyer et al. (1993) argues that each dimension of professional
commitment could affect an individual's work performance. Furthermore, the study stated that
individuals with a high level of affective professional commitment and normative
professional commitment are likely to be more updated with developments of the profession
and more involved in the activities required to keep within the organization. Moreover,
individuals with a high level of professional commitment should have a greater sensitivity
towards professional ethics (Lord & DeZoort, 2001), which resulted in more responsibility to
comply with the existing professional standards. On the other hand, suspension of judgment is
the essential element of individuals' being skeptic in making a judgment until sufficient
evidence is gathered. This character helps auditors to comply with the professional auditing
standards regarding audit evidence.

Although there is no recent study that relates the concept between professional
commitment and suspension of judgment, the researcher found the same goal between those
variables. Both professional commitment and suspension of judgment are likely to enhance
auditor's compliance in collecting the evidence. Based on the following concept, the
researcher constructs the next idea:

H,: Professional commitment has a positive relation toward the suspension of judgment.

Suspension of Judgement and Premature sign-off

Prior study in psychology found that dispositional characteristics or traits (included a
tendency to exhibit suspicious behavior) could influence judgment and decisions (Ajzen,
2005). Moreover, based on the study of professional skepticism in auditing, Nelson (2009),
implies that auditors with a more skeptical disposition will exhibit more skeptical judgments
and decisions than auditors with a less cynical nature. The auditors would suspend their
experience and do a more substantive test to result in a more evidential outcome.

Those characteristics improved the auditor's willingness to search and fully observe the
evidence before making the judgment. As stated from the following theory, auditors that done
premature sign-off will not complete their job while not all audit procedures are done
correctly. Therefore, a high level of suspension of judgment will likely make the auditors hold
their decision until all trusted evidence collected. Such an eager intention of the auditor to
gather the proof could minimize the potency of premature sign-off. Accordingly, the
researcher constructs the idea:

H,: Suspension of judgment has a negative relation to premature sign-off.
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Suspension of judgment, professional commitment, and premature sign-off

Aranya and Ferris (1984) found that a certified public accountant or external auditor has
a higher level of professional commitment than the one who works in an industrial or
governmental organization. Moreover, they stated that the interaction of professional
commitment could help predict professional conflict. The result of their study explained that
auditors with a high level of professional commitment experience less professional conflict
and vice versa. Meanwhile, premature sign-off is the conflict that occurred due to the
individual fails to comply with the professional audit standard (Shapeero et al. (2003).

According to Hurtt (2010), the first characteristic of professional skepticism, which
includes a questioning mind, suspension of judgment, and searches for knowledge, is related
to how the auditor process the evidence. Based on this, this study argue that suspension of
judgment becomes an important supplementary trait that the auditors had to make decisions
carefully. The auditor will not perform the judgment before he/she satisfied with the evidence.
With better commitment, he/she has and supports by skepticism behavior; it will decrease the
intention to sign-off prematurely. The discussion leads to the hypothesis:
Hs: Suspension of judgment mediated the relationship between professional commitment and
premature sign-off.

RESEARCH METHOD

Sampling

The population in this research is auditors who are working at big ten public accounting
firms in Indonesia. Before distributing the questionnaire, a pilot test was conducted to 15
participants to obtain feedback in improving the quality of the questionnaire. The
questionnaires were distributed using a web-based survey to reach more respondents. All the
procedure follows Dillman (2000). Approximately 310 questionnaires were distributed to
Auditors who work in the Big-Ten Public Accounting firms in Indonesia. One hundred
twenty-six questionnaires were correctly filled completed, resulting in a response rate of
40.64% for this research. Most of the respondents are male auditors as many as 100 people,
with 79.37%. Meanwhile, female auditors participating in this research are only 26, with a
percentage of 20.63%. The respondents of this research are mostly the auditors aged between
21 — 25 years old as many as 79 people with a rate of 62.70%.

Of 100% respondents, 2.38% auditors had working experience more than 17 years,
4.76% had eleven to sixteen years working experience, 15.08% had five to ten years working
experience, and 77.78% had less than five years working experience. Therefore, this research
dominated by an auditor as associate auditor and supervisor (42.86% and 23.81%), which
indicated that all respondents are sufficiently experienced as an auditor. Followed by 18.25%
worked as a junior auditor, 12.70% worked as a manager, 1.59% worked as a partner, and
0.79% worked as directors.

Measurement

Professional Commitment

Professional commitment defined as the auditor's dedication and responsibility to
execute the auditing standards while performing their job. This variable was measured using
scales developed by Klein et al. (2014). The range has consisted of items using a Likert scale
of 1 to 5 points. One example of this instrument's statements is, "How dedicated are you to the
profession?".
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Suspension of Judgement

Suspension of judgment defined as the auditor's intention to hold their opinion until they
found sufficient evidence. This variable was measured using scales developed by Hurtt
(2010). Hurtt (2010) developed the scale to measure the professional skepticism in which
suspension of judgment is one of the characteristics of skeptics. Items used in measuring
suspension of judgment using a Likert scale that consist of 1 to 5 points. The sample
statement is, "l often reject statements unless | have proof that they are true.”

Premature Sign-off

Premature sign-off evaluated the auditor's response on how they finish the job if several
audit procedures were skipped or omitted. This variable was measured using items questions
developed by Raghunatan (1991). This variable was measured using a Likert scale that
consists of 1 to 5 points. The sample statement of these items is, "How frequent you publish
financial information without doing an analytical review?".

Statistical Analysis

Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) is used for this research to analyze the data.
According to Hair et al. (2013), using an SEM-PLS tool in analyzing is quite significant.
Thus, the sample used in this research could be categorized as a small sample using SEM-PLS
is effective since SEM-PLS can handle complex construct and even a small sample size.
Additionally, according to Chin and Newsted (1999), using the PLS approach in this study,
the structural model could maximize the variance described by variables in this study model
with R-square as the goodness-of-fit measure.

RESULT

Measurement Model Analysis

The relationship between the indicators (measures) with the construct that they
represent could be examined through the measurement model. Through the measurement
model, the researcher can identify the validity and reliability of indicators related to specific
constructs. Besides, the structural model assesses the relationships between constructs.
Although the structural and measurement models can be evaluated together, they should be
interpreted independently (Hulland, 1999).

Validity and Reliability Test

The evaluation of validity in this research tested by the convergent and discriminant
test. In testing convergent validity, this study used Average Variance Extracted (AVE).
According to Hulland (1999), a construct should have an AVE measure of 0.50 or more so
that it could be considered as having adequate convergent validity. As stated by Hair et
al. (2013) and Chin (1998a, 1998b) that if each indicator has a loading value of more than
0.70 and a significant p-value less than 0.05, the validity of convergent can be supported.

All the data presented in Table 1 are the data with AVE more than 0.50, and the AVE in
Table 1, ranging from the smallest, which is 0.516 to the highest 0.782, means that it becomes
evidence of adequate convergent validity. Additionally, to test the indicators' reliability, the
value of Cronbach Alpha and composite reliability should be more than. 0.7 (Chin and
Newsted, 1999). The composite reliabilities of this study are above the minimum level, with
the minimum score is 0.838 to 0.935. The researcher decided that all the data has been
qualified with their validity and reliability test.
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Table 1. Reliability and Convergent Validity

Mean SD Loading

Professional Commitment (Composite Reliability = 0.935; AVE = 0.782)

I do care about the audit profession 4.28 0.81 0.768

How dedicated are you to the audit profession? 4,15 0.82 0.909

To what extent have you chosen to be committed to the audit

profession? 4.10 0.85 0.915

How committed are you to the audit profession? 4.09 0.89 0.935
Suspension of Judgement (Composite Reliability = 0.838; AVE = 0.569)

I like to ensure that | have considered the most available 4.33 0.84 0.762

information before making a decision

I often reject statements unless | have proof that they are true 3.95 0.83 0.583

I wait to decide on issues until | can get more information 4.22 0.64 0.836

I do not like to decide until I have looked at all of the readily

available information 4.10 0.89 0.809
Premature Sign-off (Composite Reliability = 0.840; AVE = 0.516)

I often publish financial information without verifying the

information contained in a footnote disclosure 1.48 0.66 0.653

I often publish financial information without testing work

performed by the client's internal auditors 1.74 0.94 0.705

I often publish financial information without testing how well the

client’s internal controls work in practice 1.63 0.89 0.604

I often publish financial information without doing a substantive

test 1.48 0.80 0.805

I often publish financial information without obtaining

representation from management and outside legal counsel 1.70 1.01 0.803

When the square roots of AVE of its construct have to value that higher than to the
other construct, the data can be considered as valid data. Fornell and Larcker (1981) stated
that the research found has discriminant validity if the square root of AVE has a higher value
than correlation among variables and located in the same column. Table 2 presents the
comparison evidence of the square roots of AVE. As shown in table 2, all the diagonal
elements have a higher value than the correlation between each variable. The researcher
concludes that the discriminant validity of this study was accepted.

Table 2. Discriminant Validity

PC SOJ PSO
Professional Commitment (0.884)
Suspension of Judgement 0.423 (0.754)
Premature Sign-off -0.236 -0.482 (0.718)

Diagonal element: square root of AVE; off-diagonal: correlation between constructs

After determined the validity of the data, this study identified the reliability of the
constructs. According to Fornell and Larcker (1981), to see if the constructs are reliable, the
Cronbach's alpha should be equal or higher than 0.70, and an even more relaxed version sets
this threshold at 0.6 (Nunnally and Bernstein, 1994). As stated in Table 3, the Cronbach's
alpha for each variable has valued at least 0.744. The researcher's sum that composite
reliability is excellent.

Table 3. Reliability
PC S0J PSO

Cronbach Alpha 0.905 0.744 0.771
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Structural Model Analysis

In testing the hypothesis, this research used structural model analysis, particularly to
examine whether the suspension of judgment on premature sign-off is direct, and also
professional commitment is indirect as the suspension of judgment mediates it. Table 4 and
figure 1 presented the result of hypothesis testing. This research used an approach named
stepwise in performing analysis of our structural model (Baron and Kenny, 1986). The results
show that professional commitment positively related to the suspension of judgment (path
coefficient: 0.423:p<0.01). Therefore, hypothesis Hj, which states that professional
commitment has a positive relation towards the suspension of judgment, is supported.

We also did the same procedure to test H,, which results in that suspension of judgment
is negatively related to premature sign-off (path coefficient:-0.465;p>0.01).
Therefore, hypothesis H,, which states that suspension of judgment has a negative relation
towards premature sign-off, is supported.

Table 4. Structural Model Result

Coelj‘zf}lit:ient T-value p-value Result
PC -> SOJ (Hypothesis 1) 0.423 4,515 0.000 Supported
SOJ -> PSO (Hypothesis 2) -0.465 5.712 0.000 Supported
PC -> SOJ -> PSO (Hypothesis 3) -0.197 3.254 0.001 Supported

Next, we can also see that suspension of judgment mediating the relation between
professional commitment towards premature sign-off. In testing the mediating role, this study
using the Variance Accounted For (VAF) method developed by Preacher and Hayes (2004;
2008), as suggested by Hair et al. (2013). According to Hair et al. (2013), this test is more
powerful than Sobel's test. If the VAF value is above 80%, then the variable is fully mediated,
range between 20%- 80%, then it is partially mediated, then below 20%, the variable is not
mediated. Based on table 5, VAF value for the mediating role of SOJ is 0.831 (83.1%), then it
can be concluded that the variable is fully mediated. As the statement above, hypothesis
Hs, which states that suspension of judgment mediated the negative relationship of
professional commitment towards premature sign-off, is supported.

Table 5. VAF Test

Indirect effect (PC-SOJ-PSO) 0.423 x -0.465 -0.197
Direct effect (PC-PSO) -0.040
Total effect -0.237
VAF -0.197/-0.237 0.831
R>=0.179 R>=0.234

Professional Premature

0423 Suspension _  _0.465"* Sign-Off

of Judgment

Commitment

-0.040***
Figure 1. Full Model
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Discussion and Implications

This study proposed that suspension of judgment could be the mediating variable
between professional commitment and premature sign-off. This study also examined the
mixed result of the previous research on the relationship between professional commitment
towards premature sign-off. The result shows that both professional commitment and
suspension of judgment could decrease an auditor's intention to do a premature sign-off. The
supported result of this study could give more awareness for public accountants and
accounting firms to minimize the number of premature sign-off occurred to increase and
maintain the quality of audit outcomes. Applied theory from Nelson (2009) state that when
auditors with a more skeptical disposition will exhibit more skeptical judgments and
decisions than auditors with a less suspicious placement.

The hypothesis from professional commitment is reflected in a high level of
professional commitment; the auditors are likely not performing premature sign-off. This
result is confirmed to the study conducted by Kaplan and Whitecotton (2001), where there is
a positive relationship between effective professional commitment and auditor's
responsibility for reporting, which supported by the result that the auditor is less likely to
perform premature sign-off. Thus, they tend to be more concern about their future careers as
professional auditors. A high level of professional commitment also showed that the auditors
have a great responsibility to comply with the audit professional standards.

Lastly, the suspension judgment hypothesis as the mediating role in the relationship
between professional commitment and premature sign-off is fully mediating. The fully
mediating means that professional auditors with a high level of suspension of judgment after
in line with a high level of professional commitment will decrease the intention of auditors to
do premature sign-off. However, there are still other factors that also can influence
professional commitment to reducing the tendency to do premature sign-off.

CONCLUSION

This study introduces the impact of professional commitment and suspension of
judgment in minimizing the intention of auditors to do premature sign-off. One hundred
twenty-six collected data from professional auditors Big-Ten public accounting in Indonesia
using a web-based survey. The researcher using SEM PLS as the statistical analysis tool to
test the three hypotheses.

The result shows that professional commitment positively related to the suspension of
judgment. Furthermore, professional commitment could minimize the auditor's intention to
do premature sign-off. This study also proved that suspension of judgment is effectively
meditating the relationship between professional commitment and premature sign-off. This
result demonstrates that auditors' high level of professional traits is essential to minimize the
intention to do dysfunctional behavior. Thus, public accounting firms and the auditors
themselves must enhance the professional characteristics that will be resulted in good quality
of the outcome.

The limitations of this study come from the method of collecting the data. This study
only used a web-based survey method with several weaknesses, such as several
questionnaires that did not answer and could result in a low response rate. The next research
could use another way, for instance, interview. Due to the limitations of time, the researcher
could only gather data among public accountants in Jakarta. Future research could expand to
broader areas.

The last, this research only uses one characteristic among the six attributes of the
professional skepticism model developed by Hurtt (2010). Future research could individually
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examine another component, for instance, questioning mind and search for knowledge to
explore the impact on the intention of premature sign-off. Other variables, for example, audit
tenure, audit experience, or audit rotation, could be used in examining to detect the
relationship between professional commitment and premature sign-off (Herda and Martin,
2016).
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