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Questions : 

1. What are three common pitfalls that should be avoided during brainstorming sessions? How 

can these problems be avoided?  

2. What are three important techniques to improve the effectiveness of a brainstorming 

session?  

Answer ; 

1.   Four common pitfalls can hinder an audit team’s brainstorming effectiveness: group 

domination, “social loafing,” “groupthink” and “group shift.”  

Group domination is one of the most corrosive problems. Because the goal of a 

brainstorming session is to have audit team members share thoughts and ideas, one or two 

participants dominating the process can quickly squelch the creative energies of the group as a 

whole, reducing the likelihood the team will identify any actual fraud risks.  

Audit teams are especially susceptible to this pitfall because of their traditional hierarchical 

structure. Senior team members may intimidate less experienced staff who look to them to 

lead the discussion. Other team members may defer to those assigned to lead the audit 

planning, believing they have had an opportunity to think in more detail about potential fraud 

risks. Furthermore, as in any group setting, there may be one or two vocal individuals with 

great confidence in their own ability and a determination to present their views. If any of these 

conditions are present, the intended benefits of fraud risk brainstorming—an exchange of 

ideas among the entire team—may never materialize.  

 

Social loafing, also called free-riding, is another potential pitfall of brainstorming activities. It 

occurs when participants disengage from the process, expecting that other team members will 

pick up the slack. Given their size and geographic dispersion, large audit teams may be 



Name : Sri Wahyu Handayani 

NPM : 21207047 

Lecturer : DR RR. DHARMA TINTRI EDIRARAS, Ak., MBA AUDITING 2 

2 

Gunadarma University  

particularly susceptible. Other reasons for such “loafing” may include the “why bother” feelings 

that stem from group domination, the absence of compelling incentives to actively participate in 

the discussion and an individual’s failure to make a sufficient personal investment in the group’s 

task. It may be that members of the engagement team are juggling numerous client engagements 

or some team members may be working on a specific aspect of the engagement, such as IT or tax 

specialty work and thus may “check out” when the discussion does not directly address their 

specific aspect of the engagement.  

Fear of losing credibility also may prevent individuals from participating. If individuals feel they 

need to protect their standing, they will be less likely to voice an unpopular idea or opinion. This 

may be a problem for less experienced audit staff members or others recently assigned to the 

client engagement. They may feel unqualified to speak openly about engagement-specific risks 

or be reluctant to do so in front of more experienced engagement team members, who eventually 

will play a role in their performance evaluations. Such self-censuring behavior can hinder a 

group’s ability to handle the complex nature of the fraud-risk-assessment process—the very type 

of problem for which “outside the box” thinking is critical.  

Groupthink is another pitfall to avoid. This phenomenon occurs when team members become so 

concerned with reaching consensus that they fail to realistically evaluate all ideas or suggestions. 

Audit teams can be particularly susceptible to this as auditors generally are very sensitive to 

time/budget pressures. Thus, they quickly may align with the group’s view of fraud risks in an 

effort to complete the task efficiently. Also, because the brainstorming requirement is new, there 

may be a lack of “buy in” that prompts team members to embrace the group’s views quickly in 

order to move to other tasks perceived as being more critical.  

Groupshift is the fourth pitfall. While a purpose of brainstorming sessions is to help the audit 

team collectively arrive at conclusions about fraud risks, team leaders must exercise caution to 

avoid allowing the team to take an extreme position on fraud risk. For example, a group whose 

members generally are conservative might shift toward a more conservative position while a 

group of risk-takers might lean toward even riskier positions. With the recent emphasis on fraud 
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detection, there is some cause for concern audit teams will assume the risks are high in all 

engagements.  

There are costs of such overreacting. For example, if there is an overrated risk of fraudulent 

activity within inventory, an auditor may expand audit procedures related to inventory 

observation, inventory pricing, and cutoff, leading to excessive and unnecessary audit work. 

Worse yet, an auditor may rush to judgment and accuse client personnel of wrongdoing without 

the proper basis for doing so. Given groupshift’s potential impact on audit effectiveness and 

efficiency, all audit teams should be concerned about it.  

BRAINSTORMING BASICS  

Brainstorming team leaders can avoid the pitfalls described above by following these guidelines.  

Assign homework. The discussion leader should inform participants well in advance of a 

scheduled meeting that they will discuss fraud risks so each team member can focus on 

coming up with ideas about how and where the entity is susceptible. Distributing the 

meeting’s agenda (see the example) will also provide greater context for participants to think 

about possible fraud risks and will further inform them about what to expect during the 

brainstorming session. Circulating meeting agendas in advance can be particularly helpful in 

larger audit engagements with several team members. In contrast, a small firm with only four 

audit personnel might not need to circulate an agenda before a brainstorming session because 

it has agreed upon a common agenda to be used across all engagements.  

The leader should encourage team members to use the experiences and knowledge obtained 

during previous audits and recent interactions with the client. Also, he or she should stress 

that the assignment should not be overly time-consuming; members can be formulating ideas 

as they perform their day-to-day tasks. Leaders should ask individuals to come to the meeting 

with a list of their ideas. If leaders believe it would help members who are shy about speaking 

at meetings, the lists prepared in advance can be discussed or distributed without identifying 

the preparer.  
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Both large and small firms use various forms of fraud checklists and other assessment tools for 

accumulating and assessing fraud risk indicators. Some firms complete those checklists as part of 

the client acceptance or continuance procedures or just prior to the brainstorming session. Thus, 

part of the assigned homework may include completion of the checklists or other tools in 

advance of the meeting. Checklist topics may provide a useful framework for beginning the 

brainstorming discussion. And, the brainstorming discussion may lead to other useful insights 

that help update initial checklist responses.  

Establish ground rules. The leader should establish a strong foundation for brainstorming 

sessions by communicating fundamental ground rules before a session begins: Do not criticize 

others’ ideas, let each person speak, and try to build on others’ ideas. Audit team members 

should know what to expect of themselves and others. It is particularly important that all 

participants feel their input is valued and their voice will be heard. The leader also should make 

certain that participants understand how the session will proceed and how ideas generated during 

the meeting will impact the audit.  

Some firms schedule stand-alone meetings to conduct the brainstorming sessions. This is most 

common for large or complex engagements. Other firms allow the brainstorming discussions to 

be part of a larger initial planning meeting, particularly when the audit engagement is relatively 

straightforward. When the sessions are part of a larger meeting, the engagement leader should 

ensure that sufficient time is allocated to this component of the meeting agenda.  

Set the tone. At the beginning of a meeting, the leader should genuinely encourage all audit team 

members, including less experienced staff, to express any idea no matter how unusual it may 

seem. Because not everyone enters the brainstorming activity with a similar level of knowledge 

or experience with the client or willingness to share ideas about fraud risk in an open-ended 

fashion, it is important to establish a comfortable environment. There is no substitute for having 

the engagement leader stress to the audit team the importance of the brainstorming session, 

emphasizing that every idea is valued and everyone has something to contribute to the discussion. 

Demonstrated genuine involvement by the engagement leader will go a long way towards setting 

the stage for all team members to engage in the activity.  
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Take a “zero tolerance” stance on criticism. The leader must make it clear that no criticism 

about any issue presented will be allowed while the group is generating ideas about fraud risks. 

Imagine the reaction of a new staff person whose manager laughs or rolls her eyes at that 

individual’s suggestion. Any perception of criticism can quickly shut down a team member’s 

willingness to participate. Criticism also may negatively affect the efficiency of the 

brainstorming activity by diverting attention from the risk assessment process to other subjects. 

With a “zero tolerance for criticism” expectation, the team is less likely to fall prey to the pitfalls 

noted. Open-mindedness, not conformity, should be the meeting’s goal.  

Encourage more not less. Participants should make every effort to generate as many ideas as 

possible about how and where the entity may be susceptible to fraud and how management might 

conceal its actions. The greater the number of ideas about potential fraud risks, the more likely 

the group will accurately identify and assess relevant fraud risks and develop appropriate audit 

responses to them. If idea generation about fraud risks within a particular business process (for 

example, inventory management) or account (investments) begins to wane, the leader should 

shift the discussion to another business process (purchasing) or account (receivables) or rephrase 

the current question to get the group thinking differently. So, if the group is discussing how 

receiving personnel might steal inventory and the brainstorming process begins to slow, the 

session leader might ask participants to think about how purchasing personnel could 

misappropriate inventory (for example, redirecting inventory orders to unauthorized locations). 

Reframing issues from different perspectives can be a valuable technique for increasing the 

number of ideas generated about a particular fraud risk.  

Credit the group, not individuals. It is important for the leader to assign credit for ideas 

generated to the group as a whole rather than to a contributing member. Recognizing group 

ownership of ideas is more likely to increase the team’s interest and its commitment to its goals 

than when individuals are rewarded personally.  

Manage group size and composition. When determining which members to include in 

individual brainstorming sessions, team leaders must not only include the ones who will be key 
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to the discussion at hand, but also understand how group size might affect the outcomes. Thus, 

the number of people participating in sessions may vary across an engagement.  

The size of the group affects the structure of the session: Smaller groups (seven or fewer 

individuals) tend to complete tasks more quickly and reduce the potential for group domination 

or social loafing; larger groups (twelve or more individuals), on the other hand, are better 

problem solvers and idea generators because there are more individuals thinking about fraud 

risks. However, large groups tend to deter certain individuals from participating. Therefore, for 

some very large engagements, the leader may find it advisable to divide the engagement team 

into subgroups, perhaps along the client’s business segments, for detailed brainstorming about 

fraud risks in those segments. Later, representatives from each subgroup can convene to discuss 

the risks identified at the segment level and to brainstorm about consolidated risks.  

For example, when engagement personnel are located in multiple offices, one national firm 

conducts an initial brainstorming conference call with engagement leaders in various locations 

working on the client engagement. Subsequent to that conference call, each local engagement 

leader then conducts brainstorming sessions with his or her engagement personnel. Fraud risk 

issues identified in local office sessions are discussed in a follow-up conference call involving 

key engagement leaders from all offices serving the client.  

2. BRAINSTORMING TECHNIQUES  

There are a number of well-defined brainstorming techniques. Here are three that team leaders 

might find appropriate for auditors.  

Open brainstorming is an unstructured technique auditors can use in which discussions follow 

very few rules and procedures. In this type of brainstorming, individuals share ideas as they 

come to mind in a kind of free-for-all. Although this approach often is used, it is erroneous to 

assume that merely forming a group to share ideas is all one needs to generate a large number of 

high-quality ideas about fraud risks. In fact, if the brainstorming basics discussed above are 

ignored, open brainstorming’s unstructured environment can result in a degenerating process in 

which only one or a few individuals participate.  
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If audit teams decide to use this approach, it is best to have someone not participating in the 

brainstorming session record ideas. This might be a new staff person on the engagement who has 

little knowledge about the client’s business and environment and who will benefit by better 

understanding.  

Round-robin brainstorming is a structured technique characterized by a session that begins with 

a period of no talking during which team members engage in silent “self-brainstorming,” or 

“brainwriting,” to form their ideas. The team, informed of the issues, assigned homework well in 

advance of the meeting and knowing they have to make a list of their ideas in priority order, will 

be more responsive to sharing with the group. After the brainwriting phase, each individual 

presents his or her ideas. One way to do this is to have members post their lists on a wall or 

bulletin board for all to see. This can be particularly useful if people are reluctant to speak up. 

And, it is efficient since all participants share in the process.  

Round-robin brainstorming eliminates the problem of group domination because each team 

member has a turn, participation is equal and otherwise quiet individuals have a chance to speak. 

Of course, the structure this method imposes has a downside—a possible loss in creativity and 

spontaneity. Generally, round-robin brainstorming results in fewer ideas, and group members 

may feel less connected to the group’s mission if there is little time for “freewheeling.” 

Consequently, a leader can increase idea generation and encourage a higher level of interaction if 

members are allowed to express additional ideas after the last individual has been heard.  

Electronic brainstorming is an increasingly popular technique that combines open brainstorming 

with software technology. Team members are told well before they gather, either in one room or 

from remote locations via an electronic link, to think about potential fraud risks. Electronic 

brainstorming begins when a participant or session leader presents an idea about a potential fraud 

risk to the group. In contrast to round-robin brainstorming, team members can share ideas as they 

come to mind. There is no need to wait for a turn to “speak” because the technology eliminates 

the problem of “talking over one another.” Specifically, participants silently share ideas by 

typing them into a computer, which quickly displays them on everyone’s monitor or a projection 

screen. Some technologies also provide participants with periodic feedback about the number 
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and types of ideas to help reduce the likelihood of social loafing due to the anonymous and silent 

nature of this technique. Idea generation continues until the group has exhausted all of its ideas. 

Then the brainstorming software assists the team with the discussion and consolidation of its 

ideas.  

Electronic brainstorming generally shortens meeting times, increases idea generation and reduces 

the possibility of personalizing ideas because an idea’s author remains anonymous. Group size 

ceases to be a limiting factor as well. Current technology eliminates many coordination and 

communication problems, allowing reasonably large groups to have virtual meetings in which 

participants may or may not be in the same location as long as there is access to the appropriate 

software. So, this technique may be a tool for large, multinational client engagements where 

audit team members are globally dispersed.  

Of course, there are disadvantages to electronic brainstorming. One of the most obvious is the 

loss of social interaction; while face-to-face teams are often less efficient, the nonverbal cues 

present in such settings help build trust and collegiality among team members. Because 

electronic brainstorming allows for idea generation and sharing in an anonymous setting, 

individuals may not receive the credit they feel they are due. Consequently, some group 

members will feel that there is no incentive to participate and will coast on the ideas of others.  

 

Source: 

http://www.journalofaccountancy.com/Issues/2003/Dec/APrimerForBrainstormingFraudRisks.ht
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