WHY YOUR
GLOBAL AUDIT
IS A NIGHTMARE...
... and what to do about it
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Introduction
However you look at it, your global audit is a significant investment of
your time and source of stress. For many CFOs of international mid-market
companies, it’s not just the impact on your work life which frustrates, many a
holiday, family event, social commitment, or hobby has been ruined because of
‘problems with the audit’.
Even with the CFO (and senior members of the audit team) ‘jumping in’ at the last
minute and sinking hours into progressing the audit, hitting the deadline is never
guaranteed. In some of the worst cases, even with the CFO dropping everything
and everyone to rescue the situation, the audit has gone so far-off track that
hitting the deadline becomes a lost cause. This can lead to huge embarrassment
for all concerned and it really doesn’t have to be this way.
We know that you value your time and want to use this finite resource to have a
positive impact on your business. When it comes to the numbers, you want to be
forward looking, not backward looking and you want to be providing information
that supports and influences the business’s strategy. There is always a list of
important projects to work through; from digitalisation and automation, to M&A,
fundraising, forecasting, corporate restructuring, working capital management
... The list can seem endless.
This report has been written for CFOs of international mid-market companies so
you can have painless global audits, deliver exceptional value to your companies,
be highly respected by your colleagues and safeguard your personal time to enjoy
holidays, spend quality time with family and friends and pursue your hobbies.

WHAT YOU’LL DISCOVER
– The reality for most CFOs of international groups
– 11 key reasons you waste time dealing with the
group auditors
– The benefits of effective project management and
communication
– What actions you can take to avoid disaster
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The reality for most CFOs 					
of international groups
Whilst a small number of international mid-market CFOs are completely satisfied with their global audit
experience, sadly this is the exception rather than the rule. Global audits present unique challenges to CFOs
and auditors alike.
Challenges that in many instances CFOs and audit teams haven’t had the training and experience to manage.
This regularly leads to sub optimal outcomes for audit firms and their clients which manifests itself in some, or
in the case of an audit catastrophe, all of the following symptoms:
1. HUGE INVESTMENTS OF TIME. When audits
go wrong the inevitable consequence is
significant amounts of time being sucked out of
the CFO’s diary. This impacts your ability to do
other important tasks and projects, can lead to
bottlenecks and failure to deliver on other priorities
for the business. As well as potentially causing you
embarrassment with colleagues, the impact is likely
to also be felt at home with personal plans thrown
into chaos. The time investment isn’t just seen on
the client side, when audits go wrong, audit firms
can also throw resource at the problem seeking
to make progress. This often results in using the
wrong staff mix, higher costs of delivery and
significant inefficiencies.
2. EXPENSIVE MISTAKES. ‘Time is money’ is
an aphorism that could have been invented
for professional services. Not only does your
company bear the cost of you and your finance
team diverting effort to solve problems with the
audit from important internal tasks, the audit firm
will also want to discuss its cost overrun and agree
additional fees. Invariably a deal is done on the
cost overrun which leaves all parties dissatisfied.
3. LATE ADJUSTMENTS. Nothing can undermine a
CFO’s reputation more than significant last minute
audit adjustments. Explaining why the company’s
profits are materially different to expectation
following regular reviews of management accounts
by the Board during the year, can lead to significant
discomfort and in the worst cases be a humiliating
experience it is difficult to recover from.

4. MISSED DEADLINES. International mid-market
companies are likely to have multiple internal
and external deadlines for obtaining signed
audited year-end financial statements. Externally
this could be required for regulators, funders,
investors, strategic partners, potential acquirers,
customers and suppliers, credit ratings agencies,
group auditors, government and tax authorities.
Commitments may also be made internally to
the Board, parent company, audit committee,
sales and R&D teams, joint venture partners,
staff and shareholders. Missing deadlines can
lead to embarrassment, erosion of trust and
credibility for the CFO as well as financial costs
for the company if fines, penalties and sanctions
are imposed. Borrowing costs and cost of capital
can increase, credit availability can reduce and
trading licenses can be withdrawn.
5. FRUSTRATION AND STRESS. Lack of continuity
whether in your finance team, the audit team
or both, if not managed correctly, is guaranteed
to lead to frustrations and a waste of time for
all concerned. ‘Stupid questions’ from junior
members of the audit team causes frustration
on the client side and when the CFOs staff start
saying “we told you the answer last year” or
“we’ve discussed this with the partner/manager,
haven’t they spoken to you?” to the audit team,
the ability to make progress is compromised.
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6. EMAIL TENNIS. It can seem like it takes an age to
clear points and no matter how many times the
CFO sends ‘the information’ the auditor never
seems happy. They keep asking for the same
thing over and over again, or request information
that simply isn’t available and the audit grinds to
a halt. The inevitable recriminations follow.
7. PROBLEM SUBSIDIARIES. Whilst the audit
might seem like it is on track, a problem might
be brewing at one of the subsidiaries which can
blow up at the last minute and throw a spanner
in the works. This puts the whole group audit
in jeopardy and causes stress for the CFO and
audit firm alike. Investment of time and cost is
the inevitable consequence as everyone pulls
together to try and find a solution.
8. RESOURCE CONSTRAINTS. When the agreed
timetable goes out of the window resourcing starts
to become an issue. Your team may now have to
work on management accounts, forecasts, tax
returns, regulatory reporting or a whole host of
other potential commitments which impact their
ability to spend time working on the audit. Holidays
and courses that were booked on the basis of the
audit having been put to bed, now couldn’t come
at a worse time. The audit partner scrambles
for resource and to work around other client
commitments that are agreed. Delays are inevitable
and the cost can start to balloon particularly if staff
that aren’t familiar with the audit are drafted in to
pick things up and get the job over the line.

9. CREATION OF NEW REPORTS. The audit team
request reports that the company have never
produced. Whilst the reports are not needed to
manage the business, somehow they are critical
for the audit. Significant time may end up being
spent by the CFO trying to produce the reports
which results in a backlog of other tasks and
pressure.
10. THE LANGUAGE BARRIER. Two languages need
to be considered when it comes to global audits:
foreign language and accounting language.
Auditors that try and do too much from where
the company is headquartered are asking for
trouble. Not knowing the local language and not
utilising their local international network firm
can result in misunderstandings and incorrect
interpretations of documents and other audit
evidence. Most audit firms are familiar with
the concept that different countries are likely
to have different accounting frameworks and
so GAAP adjustments might be required on
consolidation. However, unless dealing with
global audits is their ‘day job’ they may miss
some of the nuances. For example, when it
comes to accounting for provisions, the meaning
of ‘probable’, which is the key consideration, has
a different meaning in the US to what it has in
the UK. Utilisation and communication with the
local international network accounting firm is
critical to success.
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Where do you want to be?
When we start working with a new CFO and ask them what they want from their accountant and 			
their annual global audit, the following requests come up on a regular basis:
1. PAIN FREE GLOBAL AUDIT. The elements that make up a pain free global audit include:
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)
i)
j)

Meeting deadlines
Quick turnaround
No late surprises
No ‘stupid questions’ from auditors
No cost overruns
The group auditors being the focal point and project managing the component auditors
Early identification and communication of issues
Regular updates and communication on the assignment’s progress
Problem solving not problem creating
Leveraging simple, effective and easy to use technology

2. RELATIONSHIP. CFOs want the following when it comes to their relationship with their advisors:
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)

Face to face relationship
Quick, concise and clear responses to questions
Easy access to the partner
Reliability
Honest communication
Willing to go the extra mile
Sounding board
Peace of mind in the knowledge the advisor is ‘on their side’ and ‘part of their team’

3. ADDING VALUE. CFOs want their advisors to enable them to add value to their companies and therefore
want the following:
a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)

Quality commercial advice
Proactivity and advice that adds value
Help to achieve personal and business objectives
Technical expertise and specialist advice
Help the CFO identify and navigate future challenges and exploit future opportunities
Gateway to other value added services and specialist advisors
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11 key reasons you waste time dealing
with the group auditors
A CFO’s time is a valuable commodity, but the global audit has the capacity to drain this resource, reduce the
impact the CFO can have on and in their business as well as impacting their personal life. Addressing some of
the reasons global audits go wrong can mitigate this risk.

You have the wrong audit firm

1

CFOs need to understand what the group’s requirements are from an advisor
and what the CFO’s requirements are and pick the right firm for them. The Big 4
and larger mid-tier accounting firms are generally best placed to deal with public
interest entities, listed companies, very large groups of companies and companies
where the audit is extremely technically challenging. Most international mid-market
companies are well within the capability of mid-tier firms if they are members of
a quality global accounting network. The key benefits of a smaller global provider
of accounting services include speed, flexibility, quality of service and price. Some
international mid-market companies may be too small, not profitable enough and
viewed as low risk for larger accounting firms resulting in less care and attention
afforded to their affairs. These companies would be able to benefit from working
with a smaller accounting firm as long as the accounting firm has the skills,
expertise and international reach required to effectively service those companies.

You have the wrong audit partner

2
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Audit partners have different skills, experience and areas of expertise. CFOs need
to establish whether the audit partner they are working with is able to deliver a
robust, efficient and effective global audit. Some partners are better than others
when it comes to being flexible, willing to adapt to changing circumstances or
clients’ needs, invest time with their clients and solve problems. Relationship and
chemistry are important as well as the partner’s ability to add value personally and
spot opportunities for other specialists to add value.

Not enough time has been invested in planning, or
it has been too late
The audit planning process should start before the company’s year-end. As soon
as you know the outturn for the year you should be meeting with your auditors to
discuss in detail the company’s performance for the year and anything exceptional
or unusual. Any concerns, issues or queries should be raised so key audit issues
can be discussed and resolved up front. A pre year-end tax planning meeting is
also critical to ensure that all tax planning opportunities have been considered,
explored and put into action prior to the year-end. The CFO and auditors should
work together on a plan and attribute responsibility so that each party knows
what they are committing to and the implications if they do not meet those
commitments. A timeline with milestones should be created so that progress can
be monitored and communicated as the global audit progresses.
5
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Not enough time has been invested in planning
with subsidiaries finance teams or component
auditors
Audit planning meetings should be arranged for all material subsidiaries with the
finance teams and component auditors. These should follow the same format as
‘Key Reason 3’. Concerns, issues and queries arising from these meetings should
be shared with the group auditors.

The group auditors haven’t spent enough time in
planning with the component auditors
The group auditor should be able to flush out the key audit issues with the
component auditors and ensure they are dealt with early in the process so they
do not blow up at the end of the audit which can cause chaos with the timetable,
cost overruns and late adjustments.

The audit has started too early
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This is one of the most common mistakes made by auditors that lead to global
audits going wrong. Despite not being ready for the audit to commence, CFOs,
in the wrongful belief that they are pushing the audit along, insist on the audit
commencing despite not being ready. This is almost guaranteed to lead to cost
overruns and in many instances doesn’t lead to an earlier sign off. The audit
should not commence until all of the numbers are completely locked down, the
deliverables are complete and of high quality. The auditor can help the client here by
reviewing and discussing the numbers in detail and performing a ‘mini audit’ of the
deliverables to flush out any potential adjustments or issues which can be resolved
before the audit commences. Poor quality deliverables can also be highlighted to the
CFO so remedial action can be performed before the audit commences.

Nobody has taken responsibility for project
management
Having agreed responsibilities, timetables and milestones, a project manager
should be appointed to take responsibility for ensuring the deadlines and budget
are met. We insist that this individual is a member of the audit team who has been
trained in delivering projects such as these. Regular and effective communication
to all stakeholders is required to ensure the audit stays on track and everyone is
held to account for the commitments that they have made.

There is a long tail

8

Having completed the onsite audit fieldwork and progressed through manager
and partner reviews the finishing line is in sight. This is the point where all
parties need to come together to get the job killed off but at the vital moment
momentum can be lost. Having reached this milestone, the auditors should take
stock of where the audit is and develop a plan and realistic timetable with the CFO
to finish the job. Some energy at this point from all parties can save months of
anguish as the audit lingers over everybody’s head.

6

Poor communication

9

There tends to be a lot of moving parts with global audits and many stakeholders.
Regular and effective communication with all stakeholders to keep the audit on
track is paramount. Multiple forms of communication should be used depending
on the nature of the communication. A big mistake made by auditors and CFOs is
not doing enough communication by phone (or in these times Teams/Zoom/Video
calls). A phone call allows the auditor and CFO to emphasise what is important
and ensure all issues are understood and discussed. Collaboration is much easier
and more effective. Sometimes it’s a good idea to follow up in email so everyone is
clear on action points and responsibilities.

Not enough focus on key estimates & judgements
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If a CFO has put good internal controls in place, the core accounting by the
company should be accurate which will make a significant proportion of the audit
work straightforward. Where the complexity comes in is the key estimates and
judgements included in the financial statements. These should be discussed in
detail and addressed as soon as possible. If the CFO wants to remove any potential
barriers in this area, they should prepare detailed papers for the auditors setting
out the basis of the estimates and judgements, linking that to the company’s
accounting policies and accounting standards, producing detailed calculations and
providing supporting information to validate the estimates and judgements made.

The intercompany balances don’t reconcile

11

A classic mistake all too often made by CFOs is not ensuring that intercompany
balances reconcile when tying down the year-end numbers. This mistake can be
compounded if the auditors do not check that these reconcile before the audit
commences. Missing or incorrect intercompany transactions have the capacity
to change every number in the accounts and can create huge inefficiencies and
duplication of work for the auditors and CFO alike. A group audit should never
commence without the balances being reconciled.
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How effective project management		
and communication can help
Working with a firm and team that specialise and are trained in delivering global audit assignments can
transform a CFO’s view of the annual audit. While many firms have the technical capability to deliver a
global audit, few have the project management and communication skills required to make the process
painless, efficient and cost effective.
At Ecovis we give equal prominence to project management and communication skills training to all members
of the audit team as we do technical audit training. We have developed our own in-house training programmes
focused on project management and communication and these are delivered to the team on a quarterly basis.
An important part of this process is self-reflection, and we review and appraise assignments to see what we can
learn and to drive continuous improvements. So, how can effective project management and communication
take the pain away from the annual audit? We’ve identified 10 main ways:
1. Collaborating and agreeing a plan at the
outset with clarity on roles, responsibilities
and consequences for non-delivery will ensure
everyone is on the same page, pulling in the
same direction and can be held accountable
for what they have been tasked with delivering.
CFOs will be able to effectively delegate, free up
time and have confidence that the audit will be
delivered on time and on budget.
2. Ensuring that all of the numbers are tied down
early in the process will enable CFOs to manage
expectations in their company if changes are
required to management information previously
shared with the Board. This also minimises the
risk of cost overruns as the auditors will not have
to duplicate work or refresh their files.

3. Considering whether there is scope to perform
interim work prior to the year-end, so that work
can be front loaded, can take the pressure off
the main fieldwork stage and accelerate or build
slack into the timetable. This can include dealing
with complex technical issues or ‘mini projects’
that are going to be required.
4. Addressing key estimates and judgements at
the outset will give the CFO confidence that late
adjustments will be unlikely if the internal controls
are robust and the core accounting has been
performed diligently. Input from the CFO as the
audit progresses should be limited to being kept
informed of progress and enabling their team to
deliver on their tasks in the required timeframe to
ensure that deadlines are met and overruns are
avoided.
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5. Having a pre year-end tax planning meeting can
give the CFO peace of mind that all tax planning
opportunities have been considered and savings
realised. The tax compliance process can also be
planned to ensure that the process is efficient
and doesn’t cause delays to the audit, which
typically has an earlier finalisation deadline.
6. Investing time up front with subsidiary finance
teams and component auditors can enable the
CFO and group auditors to identify potential
problems early and put a plan in place to
mitigate risk of delays and cost overruns. In
some instances, subsidiary finance teams may
need support and resource to deal with yearend procedures because of skills or resource
constraints and the CFO will have the time to
deal with this in a managed way.
7. Agreeing key milestones and an associated
communication plan during the audit where the
auditors and the CFO can take stock of progress,
tweak plans as necessary and communicate
with all stakeholders can minimise the risk of
going off track and missing deadlines. Two-way
communication can ensure issues, queries or
concerns on either side are addressed in real
time and avoid frustrations building up which can
result in stress and loss of motivation leading to
sub optimal outcomes at best. It’s important that
some of the meetings are done face to face.
8. Having tied down the numbers before the
audit commences, the opportunity arises to
prepare draft financial statements prior to, or
during the early stages of, the audit. At Ecovis,
we aim to share draft financial statements with
the client prior to the commencement of the
audit fieldwork. This enables the CFO to ensure
the trial balance is correctly mapped into the
accounts, makes the auditors’ lives easy and
gives the CFO plenty of time to work on the

cash flow statement, pull together information
required for disclosures as well as draft the
directors’ report, strategic report, Section 172
statement, and notes to the accounts. It also
means that the tax provisioning work can be
performed early in the process and not hold
things up as the deadline approaches. It’s
not uncommon when audits go badly for the
financial statements to be dealt with at the end
and in a rush. This can impact on the quality of
the ‘final product’, not show the company in the
best possible light and add to the stress levels of
all concerned.
9. Technology and tools can be used to
support project management processes and
communication and to save some of the ‘heavy
lifting’. We are increasingly using Microsoft
Teams in collaboration with clients to enable
quick and effective communication and to ensure
that all communication is democratised across
the team. Documents that were previously
emailed back and forth can also be loaded into
Teams to create live documents that everyone
can work on and see the most up to date picture.
Market leading data analytics tools have also
been built into our audit processes to maximise
the value that can be derived from a company’s
data, reduce the work required by clients and
audit teams and to drive efficiencies.
10. A key element of project management is the
preparation and use of the budget. Not only
does this enable the auditor to price up the
assignment but it should act as a guide to the
audit team so progress can be monitored and
communicated. Changes of scope, non-delivery
or issues can be spotted in real-time by the team
and flagged up so remedial action can be taken
to ensure the job stays on track, deadlines are
met and overruns are minimised.
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Where to start
So, now you need an action plan, and you need to get on with it.
Here are 5 key actions to get you started:
1. Make sure that you have engaged the right audit firm and you have the right
partner at that firm.
2. Arrange an audit and tax planning meeting with your group auditors and tax
advisors, subsidiary finance teams and component auditors a couple of months
before your year-end with a view to ensuring all meetings happen a couple of
weeks before your year-end. Discuss all key judgements and estimates.
3. Agree timetables with all auditors and subsidiary finance teams and appoint
your project manager.
4. Do not start the audit until the numbers are tied down and all intercompany
balances are reconciled. You might want to start before then but do not do it!
5. Arrange a meeting with all auditors and subsidiary finance teams for when the
audit manager and partner reviews are complete to take stock of progress and
agree a plan to finish the job.

Take a shortcut and call us
We specialise in delivering pain free global audit assignments to international
mid-market companies. We also specialise in advising CFOs of international midmarket companies enabling you to deliver exceptional value to your companies,
be highly respected by your colleagues and safeguard your personal time to enjoy
holidays, spend quality time with family and friends and pursue your hobbies.
Ecovis Wingrave Yeats is the exclusive UK accounting member firm of ECOVIS
International, a network of audit, tax, accounting, consulting and legal firms with
8,500 people operating in 80 countries around the globe. Marcum (referenced
below) is the exclusive US accounting member firm of ECOVIS International.

+44 (0)20 7495 2244

enquiries@ecovis.co.uk

10

What our clients say about us
Antenna International - a $30m revenue group of companies headquartered in the UK.

“Ecovis were appointed the UK Groups auditors following a very tight competitive process, which Stuart lead,
and have just completed the first-year engagement across sixteen entity and/or branch operations. Stuart and
his team, through their thoughtful communication, meticulous project management and professionalism have
transformed the Groups internal attitude to the audit process and ensured timely delivery against the audit’s
objectives. The leadership team have appreciated Stuarts leadership, especially in the wake of COVID-19, and I
look forward to working with Stuart, Jess and the wider Ecovis team moving forward.”
Matthew Hook, Group CFO
Inspired Entertainment Inc - a NASDAQ listed £200m revenue group of companies headquartered in the UK.

“We had a situation where Marcum were our group PCAOB auditors based out of New York and KPMG were our
UK auditors. This left us in a painful situation where all of our numbers, regardless if they were the same under
different GAAP regimes, were being audited twice. As well as incurring unnecessary cost, this meant complete
inefficiency from the standpoint of my team’s time. I approached Marcum to come up with a better solution
and together with Ecovis they have nailed the brief. Other than GAAP differences, all substantive work only takes
place once as the UK team leverages the work of the US team. Regarding these GAAP differences and local UK
reporting, where more questions are naturally needed from the UK team, I have found Ecovis’ questions very
relevant and their approach sensible and pragmatic.”
Stewart Baker, Groups CFO
Motorsport Network - a global group of companies with operations in >80 countries & headquartered in the US.

“The UK Ecovis team under the leadership of Stuart has been excellent - focus - execution - reasonableness. The
team managed; in part complex circumstances across multiple entities and regions not just with highest level
of professionalism and integrity but more importantly helping the companies to improve going forward. It is a
pleasure to work with Stuart, Jess and team.”
Jan Reese, Group CFO
Need It Now! Delivers - a private equity backed group of companies headquartered in the US.

“My Company needed a buy-side diligence analysis performed in the UK. As a US-based company looking to
make its first foreign acquisition, we didn’t have much experience in this area. Marcum connected us with their
Ecovis group and Stuart Hinds. Stuart and his team engaged and executed on a process immediately. Not only
was their work timely, they uncovered several insights and nuances about the business that were critical to our
deal structure. I would gladly use Ecovis again and plan to engage them long-term as we move into Europe.”
Peter Iannone, Group CFO
Italmatch Chemicals Group - a private equity backed group of companies headquartered in Italy.

“Stuart has been our audit partner at Ecovis for a numbers of years. To deliver the audit, the audit team have
to liaise with our local finance team and the finance team of our Italian parent company. The audit has always
been well organised and managed with tight deadlines met. Where we have acquired new subsidiaries in the
UK we’ve looked to appoint Ecovis as the auditors. It is a pleasure to work with Stuart and his team.”
Foort de Jong, Director

11

Our Team
Our team of experts that specialise in servicing international mid-market
companies are as follows:

STUART HINDS, Partner

JESSICA TEAGUE, Partner

Auditor to International Mid-Market Companies;
Advisor to International Mid-Market CFOs.

Auditor to International Mid-Market Companies;
Advisor to International Mid-Market CFOs.

stuart.hinds@ecovis.co.uk

jessica.teague@ecovis.co.uk

GERRY COLLINS, Partner

RUTH POTTER, Partner

Outsourced Accounting Services for
Foreign Direct Investment into the UK;
Advisor to UK Subsidiaries’ Finance Teams and
Overseas Parent Companies CFOs.

International Tax;
Advisor to International Mid-Market CFOs and
in-house Heads of Tax.

gerry.collins@ecovis.co.uk

ruth.potter@ecovis.co.uk
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Ecovis Wingrave Yeats
3rd Floor, Waverley House, 7-12 Noel St
London W1F 8GQ
T:		
E:		
W:		

+44 (0)20 7495 2244
enquiries@ecovis.co.uk
www.ecovis.co.uk

