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Abstract

Purpose — This study aims to examine and compare the mandatory joint audit report delays across joint audit
pairs between the European Union and the MENA region.

Design/methodology/approach — This study uses data from nonfinancial companies listed on the French,
Moroccan and Tunisian stock exchanges from 2014 to 2023 and uses multiple regression models to analyze
the data.

Findings — In France, joint audits involving two Big Four firms produce the shortest delays. In Morocco,
pairs of two non-Big Four local auditors are associated with the shortest delays, whereas in Tunisia, the
shortest delays occur when firms are audited by two non-Big Four international auditors. French firms
generally exhibit shorter delays than Tunisian firms, except for the two non-Big Four international auditor
pairs in Tunisia. Moroccan firms report faster than French and Tunisian firms, except, again, for the two non-
Big Four international auditor pairs in Tunisia. Additional analyses show that differences in audit report delays
across joint-audit pairings are minimal among large firms in all three countries and that the presence of at least
one industry-specialized auditor has no meaningful effect in most pairings.

Practical implications — The findings provide regulators and policymakers with evidence on how joint-
auditor pairings affect audit timeliness across different institutional settings and highlight important cross-
country variations in mandatory joint-audit regimes.

Originality/value — To the best of the authors’ knowledge, this is the first study to examine and compare
audit report delays across mandatory joint-audit regimes in the European Union and the MENA region, as well
as between developed and developing countries. It also investigates the effects of firm size and auditor industry
specialization on these delays. Furthermore, it is among the first to use a six-category classification of joint-
auditor pairings.
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1IJAIM 1. Introduction

Timely audited financial statements are essential for decision-making, enhance the relevance
of information, attract foreign investment and serve as important indicators of audit quality
(Al-Ajmi, 2008; Leventis et al., 2005; Onatuyeh et al., 2024). Numerous studies have shown
that audit report delays — defined as the number of calendar days between the fiscal year-end
and the date of the external auditor’s report (Wan Hussin and Bamahros, 2013) — can reduce
investor confidence in financial statements, increase information asymmetry (Bamber et al.,
1993) and signal problems during the audit process or difficulties in resolving sensitive audit
issues (Durand, 2019). Furthermore, timely reporting is regarded as an essential mechanism
for limiting the spread of rumors about a company’s financial condition and performance
(Al-Ajmi, 2008).

Despite regulatory emphasis on timeliness — illustrated by shortened SEC filing deadlines,
the EU Transparency Directive and repeated calls from standard-setters (Abernathy et al.,
2017; EU, 2004; Securities and Exchange Commission, 2002) — audit report delays remain
common in both developed and emerging markets. Building on this, joint audits may play a
vital role as one mechanism to reduce these delays. This is due to the leveraging of combined
resources, task division and knowledge sharing between the two audit firms in joint audit
practices (Hassan et al., 2024; Onatuyeh et al., 2024).

Empirical evidence on audit report delays in joint-audit settings is scarce, with only
Kuwait included (Alfraih, 2016; Almarzouq et al., 2025; Van der Zahn, 2023). Collectively,
these scarce studies, along with the limitations of the traditional three-category classification
of joint audit pairs (two Big Four, one Big Four with one non-Big Four and two non-Big
Four), highlight the need for further studies using a more comprehensive classification.
Furthermore, delays are particularly significant in emerging markets, where investors rely
almost exclusively on published financial statements as alternative information sources, as
channels such as press conferences, media releases and financial analyst forecasts remain
underdeveloped (Al-Ajmi, 2008). Therefore, further research is warranted to investigate
audit reporting delays in emerging economies, compare them with those in developed
economies and assess the role of joint audits in mitigating such delays.

Despite calls for comparative research on joint audits (Hassan et al., 2024), no study has
examined audit report delays across different mandatory joint-audit regimes, nor has any
addressed differences in joint audit report delays between developed and developing
contexts. Similarly, Hassan et al. (2024) highlight a scarcity of comparative auditing research
between EU and non-EU countries. Therefore, to bridge these gaps, this study examines and
compares how delays in mandatory joint audits vary across joint audit pairs in France
(developed/EU) with those in Tunisia and Morocco (developing/MENA region).

The selection of these countries reflects several factors. France, Tunisia and Morocco
have a longstanding joint auditing tradition dating back to the 1990s. France is the only EU
country to mandate joint audits for nonfinancial firms (Nurunnabi et al., 2020), and Tunisia
and Morocco are the only MENA region countries to impose this requirement on
nonfinancial companies. Moreover, to the authors’ knowledge, no previous study has
examined the effect of company size and auditor industry specialization on joint audit delays.
Our study also addresses these research gaps by conducting an additional analysis examining
the impact of both company size and industry specialization on the delays in mandatory joint
audit reports. Therefore, the following research questions guide the study:

RQ1. Are there statistically significant differences in audit report delays across the joint-
audit pairings within each country (France, Morocco and Tunisia)?
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RQ2. Do audit report delays differ across joint-audit pairings when comparing a International

developed-country setting (France) with emerging-country settings (Morocco and Journal of
isia)? .
Tunisia)? Accounting &
RQ3. Are there statistically significant differences in audit report delays across joint- Information
audit pairings between the two emerging-country settings (Morocco versus Management
Tunisia)?

To address the research questions, data were collected from 440 nonfinancial companies (359 in
France, 51 in Morocco and 30 in Tunisia) over the period 2014-2023. Given the small number
of firms from Morocco and Tunisia, the generalizability of results from these countries may be
limited. Audit report delay was measured as the number of calendar days from the fiscal year-
end to the date of the audit report. Moreover, consistent with Van der Zahn and Tebourbi (2023)
and Hassan et al. (2024), joint-audit pairs were classified into six categories: both Big Four
(B4B4), Big Four + non-Big Four international (B4S1), Big Four + local (B4S2), both non-Big
Four international (S1S1), non-Big Four international + local (S1S2) and both local (S2S2).
This study also analyzes the company samples separately for each country, dividing firms into
three size groups (small, medium and large) and assessing how the inclusion of at least one
industry specialist in a joint audit pair affects audit report delays relative to pairs without such a
specialist.

The results indicate that the effect of Big-IN participation differs markedly between
developed and emerging settings. In France, the shortest delays were observed for the B4B4
pair; in Morocco, for the S2S2 pair; and in Tunisia, for the S1S1 pair. French firms generally
exhibited shorter audit report delays than Tunisian firms across almost all pair types, except
for the S1S1 pair, for which Tunisian firms reported significantly faster delays. However,
Moroccan firms displayed shorter delays than French and Tunisian firms for nearly all
pairings, with the S1S1 pair showing no significant difference between Moroccan and
Tunisian firms. Additional analyses show that differences in audit report delays across joint-
audit pairings are minimal among large firms in all three countries. They also found that the
presence of at least one industry-specific auditor in a joint audit pair had no material effect on
audit delays in most pairs. However, these findings should be interpreted cautiously, given
the small sample sizes from Morocco and Tunisia.

This study contributes to the literature on audit report delays, both generally and in joint
audits, in several ways. First, it clarifies the role of joint audits in reducing these delays in
both developed and developing economies. In developing economies, audited financial
reports are a primary source of information for stakeholders (Al-Ajmi, 2008); thus, delays
matter because media outlets and press conferences are not yet well developed (Khasharmeh
and Aljifri, 2010). Second, this study explains how audit report delays differ across joint
audit pair compositions in different contexts. By categorizing audit pairs more broadly than
prior research, this analysis covers a range of types and sizes; it shows that audit report
delays depend on both the composition of joint audit pairs and the institutional context.
Notably, it highlights that the institutional context strongly affects audit report delays and
that big audit firms’ ability to reduce them varies across contexts. Third, the study clarifies
the impact of audited firm size, showing that large firms outperform SMEs in reducing delays
across most joint audit pair setups, regardless of context. Finally, it illustrates how auditors’
industry specialization affects delays in joint audits, finding that industry specialization has
little effect on most joint audit pairs across contexts and suggesting it may not be a key factor
in reducing delays.

Moreover, the findings of this study offer recommendations to researchers, regulators,
audit firms, companies and policymakers on addressing delays in mandatory joint audit
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IJAIM reporting, especially in weaker corporate environments. The results provide valuable insight
and point to new directions for future research on joint audits. These findings also suggest
that regulators should select joint audit teams based on demonstrated effectiveness, not
reputation and should not assume Big-N involvement always reduces delays. They
recommend strengthening auditor independence through legislation to improve efficiency
and attract international investment to MENA economies. Countries with mandatory joint
audits should establish clear guidelines for coordination to address collaboration challenges
and maximize benefits. These findings enable audit firms to assess and improve joint audit
collaboration, considering sector specialization to gain a competitive edge and achieve better
results.

Furthermore, audited firms can strengthen audit strategies by adhering to reporting
deadlines. For example, French companies may experience reduced delays when audit teams
consist of two Big Four firms (B4B4FR). Tunisian companies may achieve improved on-
time compliance by engaging international audit teams outside the Big Four (S1S1TU). In
Morocco, audit report delays can be minimized when teams include at least one local firm,
particularly when two local firms are involved (S2S2MO). Moreover, our findings confirm
the general benefits of joint audits in timely financial report publication. This evidence can
guide global decisions about adopting, enhancing or removing joint audit mandates —
including measures to boost auditor independence and attract investment. The current
absence of standardized joint audit guidelines suggests that standard-setters should address
this gap. Similarly, the minimal differences in audit report delays among large companies
indicate that policymakers could advise such firms to conduct joint audits. With these
findings and implications in mind, the paper proceeds as follows: Section 2 reviews the
literature and develops hypotheses; Section 3 presents the methodology; Section 4 reports
the main results; Section 5 provides additional analyses and robustness tests; Section 6
concludes by discussing implications, limitations and suggestions for future research.

2. Literature review, research gaps and hypotheses developments

2.1 Literature review and research gaps

Users of financial statements regard annual audited reports as a reliable source of
information. Nevertheless, there is a lag between the fiscal year-end and the release of these
statements. Although this interval is necessary to produce high-quality information,
excessive delays can impair its usefulness and relevance (Rusmin and Evans, 2017). Audit
report lag (ARL; also referred to as audit report delay) is defined as the number of calendar
days from the fiscal year-end to the date of the auditor’s report (Al-Ajmi, 2008). Knechel and
Payne (2001) decompose total ARL into three components:

(1) scheduling delay (from fiscal year-end to the start of fieldwork);
(2) fieldwork delay (time required to complete fieldwork); and
(3) reporting delay (from the end of fieldwork to the signing of the audit report).

Consequently, audit report delays have attracted considerable research attention because the
time required to complete an audit directly affects the timeliness of corporate financial
reporting (Alfraih, 2016). Delays in issuing financial reports increase information
asymmetry (Al-Ajmi, 2008), reduce the relevance of the reported information (Durand,
2019) and may undermine investor confidence. Prior studies have used ARL as a proxy for
audit efficiency and effort (Bamber et al., 1993) and regard timeliness as an essential
dimension of audit quality (Al-Ajmi, 2008). From an agency theory perspective, delays
exacerbate information asymmetry between managers and shareholders, underscoring the
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external auditors’ monitoring role. For these reasons, accounting researchers, regulators and International
policymakers continue to show strong interest in factors that influence audit report Journal of
timeliness.

Although audit report delays have been extensively researched within individual
countries, cross-country comparative studies remain scarce. Comparative studies may lead to
new and important discoveries. For instance, Toumi et al. (2025) were among the first to Management
examine the influence of Hofstede’s cultural dimensions on audit report delays across 36
countries (2017-2018 data). They found that national culture is associated with delay, with
the strength of this relation moderated by the timeliness of the disclosure regime and the
nature of the legal enforcement system. Similarly, Lee et al. (2008) compared local and
multinational firms. They found weak evidence that auditors need more time for
multinational clients, but strong evidence that managers of multinational firms release
earnings announcements earlier. More recently, Zhou et al. (2024) found that firms that apply
International Financial Reporting Standards (IFRS) exhibit longer audit report delays than
those that follow US Generally Accepted Accounting Principles.

Furthermore, most prior studies have been conducted in single-audit regimes. Only a
handful have investigated joint-audit settings, notably Alfraih (2016), Almarzouq et al. (2025)
and Van der Zahn (2023). All three examined audit report delays in Kuwait and concluded
that mandatory joint audits are associated with significantly shorter delays. Additional
comparative research on audit report delays is therefore needed, particularly in mandatory
joint-audit environments. Hassan et al. (2024) highlighted the scarcity of studies comparing
EU and non-EU countries in their systematic review of European Union audit research. Given
that the cultural and institutional environments in the MENA region differ substantially from
those in Western countries (Al-Hiyari et al., 2022), the present study seeks to extend the audit
report delay literature by analysing and comparing the effects of different joint-audit pair
compositions in two distinct institutional contexts:

Accounting &
Information

(1) France — the only EU member state that mandates joint audits for nonfinancial
listed companies (Hassan et al., 2024) — ; and

(2) Morocco and Tunisia, the only MENA countries with similar mandatory joint-audit
requirements for certain nonfinancial firms.

2.2 Theoretical analysis and hypothesis development
External auditing plays a crucial role in the financial reporting environment. According to
agency theory, the primary purpose of auditing is to verify the integrity of financial
statements, thereby enhancing stakeholder confidence and facilitating informed economic
decisions (Jensen and Meckling, 1976). However, the separation between ownership and
management creates conflicts of interest that can delay financial reporting and impede audit
procedures (Bahrawe, 2024). In this context, external auditing can help reduce both financial
report delays and conflicts of interest (Chow, 1982). Despite this benefit, variations in
auditors’ work quality significantly affect the objectivity, credibility and quality of reported
earnings (Rusmin and Evans, 2017). Consequently, the audit period length varies depending
on the auditor’s size and affiliation (Habib et al., 2019). For instance, DeFond and Zhang
(2014) note that the auditing literature categorizes external audit firms into large (the Big
Four) and smaller (non-Big Four) firms. Additionally, external audit firms can be classified
as Big Four, international or local firms (Sutaryo and Lase, 2015).

Several studies found that companies audited by Big N, especially Big Four auditors, issue
reports earlier than those audited by smaller auditors (e.g. Alfraih, 2016; Almarzouq et al., 2025;
Ghafran and Yasmin, 2018; Ismail et al., 2022; Khoo et al., 2020; Rusmin and Evans, 2017;
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1IJAIM Walker and Hay, 2013; Wan Hussin et al., 2018). This earlier reporting is attributed to factors
such as greater experience and competence (Ashton et al., 1989), more efficient auditing, flexible
schedules (Carslaw and Kaplan, 1991), increased resources (Schroeder and Hogan, 2013), highly
qualified staff, advanced technology (Leventis et al., 2005), enhanced monitoring (Al-Ajmi,
2008) and a focus on maintaining their reputations (Afify, 2009). However, although numerous
previous studies have documented the pivotal role of Big N quality in reducing financial
reporting delays, information on what happens in the context of joint audits is limited.

In France, Tunisia and Morocco, company law requires nonfinancial listed companies to
appoint at least two separate external audit firms (Abdelmoula, 2023; Ayyash, 2025; Ratzinger-
Sakel et al., 2012; Nekhili et al., 2018). These auditors work together to prepare a single audit
report, which is signed by both firms. Each company is free to choose its auditors. As a result,
auditor selection varies from company to company, leading to differences in reporting
timeliness. In the context of mandatory joint audits, we classify auditors into three categories:

(1) Big Four (Deloitte, EY, KPMG and PwC);
(2) other international firms (not part of the Big Four); and

(3) local firms (neither Big Four nor international).

Therefore, there are six possible combinations:
(1) two Big Four;
(2) one Big Four and one other international;
(3) one Big Four and one local;
(4) two other international;
(5) one other international and one local; and
(6) ortwo locals.

This categorization enables a more detailed analysis of the impact of auditor type on audit
delays. Therefore, in line with previous studies, it is expected that the greater the number of
international audit firms, particularly the Big Four firms, the shorter the delay in issuing audit
reports.

Additionally, signaling theory suggests that companies use distinct signals to assure
investors of their quality (Alves and Carmo, 2022). In this study, mandatory joint audits
between two audit firms may serve as a clear signal to investors regarding audit report delays.
The nature of these signals depends on the audit firms forming the joint audit pair. An increase
in the number of international firms, particularly the Big Four, is expected to strengthen
perceptions of more timely, higher-quality financial reporting. On the other hand, compliance
theory emphasizes the importance of auditors adhering to professional standards and
regulations. This theory also suggests that auditors have a responsibility to complete audits and
issue reports promptly so that users can make informed decisions based on financial data
(Abouelela et al., 2025). Therefore, according to compliance theory, it is essential for an
individual or organization, such as an auditor, to complete the audit process within the
timeframe stipulated by applicable regulations (Abdillah et al., 2019). However, this obligation
may vary depending on the type of audit firm involved in the joint audit. International audit
firms, particularly the Big Four, may be more compliant with regulations than smaller firms
regarding the timely submission of financial reports and disclosure of information.

Moreover, communication theory examines how information is exchanged and interpreted
within a specific context (Rahaman and Bhuiyan, 2024). Therefore, according to this theory,
having two audit firms auditing the same client may lead to information exchange between
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them, potentially enabling them to overcome audit challenges and complete the audit in the International
shortest possible time. Therefore, the result of cooperation between the two audit firms through Journal of
various joint audit pairs may increase the efficiency of audit processes within each pair,
regardless of the types of firms that make up the pair, thereby reducing differences in the timing
of audit reports across pairs. However, Deng et al. (2014) hypothesized that joint audits with a
large and a small firm could weaken the audit process due to free riding: the less experienced Management
auditor might rely on the more experienced one, who would then face the complete reputational
loss. However, Deng et al.’s (2014) model does not expect free-riding in joint audits involving
two Big Four firms. They argue that both would face reputational losses equally, given their
strong standing and resources. Moreover, international audit firms, both Big Four and non-Big
Four, may have similar technological skills. Therefore, the preceding discussion underscores the
role of Big-N audit firms in reducing audit report delays. This may be more evident in advanced
contexts such as France, where strong governance structures enable large audit firms to
complete their work efficiently. Thus, this study hypothesizes the following:

Accounting &
Information

HI1. Mandatory joint audit report delays are negatively associated with the number of
Big-N auditing firms that audit French firms’ financial statements.

On the other hand, unlike in developed countries, audit reporting delays are particularly
pronounced in emerging economies, where alternative information channels, such as press
conferences, media releases and financial analyst forecasts, are underdeveloped (Abernathy
et al., 2017). Also, weak governance, limited ongoing disclosure and ineffective regulation
further underscore the importance of audit report delay in these contexts. Furthermore,
according to reputational protection theory, big auditors focus on safeguarding their
reputation and reducing the risk of lawsuits (Khoo et al., 2020). Therefore, weak governance
in developing countries such as Morocco and Tunisia may prompt Big N auditors to conduct
more detailed audits to protect their reputations, address governance flaws and identify
material misstatements. Consequently, they might spend more time reviewing accounting
systems, thereby increasing their workload and delaying the issuance of the audit report.

Moreover, Boone et al. (2010), Cassell et al. (2013) and Hogan and Martin (2009) argued that
Big Four auditors do not necessarily deliver higher-quality audits than mid-tier audit firms. Also,
mid-tier firms may serve as a more viable alternative to the Big Four than smaller audit firms.
Consequently, auditors in the “next tier” after the Big Four can offer valuable insights into the
reporting timeliness literature (Abernathy et al., 2017). In addition, local auditors likely have an
information advantage and can reduce information asymmetry with clients by acquiring client-
specific knowledge more efficiently than nonlocal auditors. Local auditors also access client
information more often and stay informed through local media, enhancing their ability to monitor
clients. This easier access to information, combined with greater awareness of regional economic
and regulatory contexts, can make local audits more efficient and reduce audit delays (Dong et al.,
2018). This may be particularly evident in developing economies where press conferences and
media releases are not yet fully developed (Khasharmeh and Aljifri, 2010). Furthermore,
approximately 72% of Moroccan companies and 90% of Tunisian companies rely on local
financial reporting standards. Consequently, local auditors may play a significant role in reducing
audit report delays in these contexts. Thus, this study also relies on the following hypotheses:

H2. Mandatory joint audit report delays are positively associated with the number of Big-
N auditing firms that audit the financial statements of Moroccan and Tunisian firms.

Furthermore, academics have recently applied institutional theory extensively. This theory focuses
primarily on understanding organizational performance and growth within broader social and
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IJAIM cultural systems (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). According to this theory, organizational behavior
is determined by the environment in which it operates, encompassing all its cultural, religious,
political and social dimensions (Krane and Eulerich, 2020). Therefore, since this study examines
the delay in joint audit reporting in Tunisia and Morocco — two under-researched institutional
environments — institutional theory can help us understand how the delay in joint audit reporting
varies between different pairs in these emerging institutional economies compared to advanced
economies, potentially leading to different outcomes.

Additionally, institutional isomorphism posits that organizations adjust to environmental
pressures, including legal frameworks and social norms, by adopting analogous structures and
practices, resulting in organizational homogeneity (Torres et al., 2020). In line with this, France,
Morocco and Tunisia have all implemented mandatory joint audit requirements since the 1990s,
and Morocco and Tunisia have adopted elements of the French public accounting system (Khlif
et al., 2020). Furthermore, the legal deadlines for publishing audited financial reports are identical
at 4months in France, Morocco and Tunisia (Moalla et al., 2024; Fakhfakh Sakka and Jarboui,
2016). As a result, these long-standing regulatory traditions may standardize professional practices
across different joint audit pairs, thereby reducing substantial differences in audit report delays
across countries. Nevertheless, important differences that can influence these delays remain. For
instance, there is variation in the adoption of IFRS: around 89.28% of French companies adopt
IFRS, while only 28.63% of Moroccan and 10% of Tunisian firms do so. Given that companies
applying IFRS may experience longer delays (Zhou et al., 2024), audit delays are expected to be
longer in French companies. Conversely, unlike France, neither Morocco nor Tunisia regulates the
division of labor among joint auditors. Since a balanced distribution of work may help reduce
audit report delays (Hassan et al., 2026), this difference could result in shorter audit report delays
in France. Finally, auditor tenure also differs: French auditors serve six-year terms that can be
renewed (Nekhili et al., 2018); Moroccan auditors serve three-year terms that can be renewed
once for a total of six years; and Tunisian auditors serve three-year terms that can be renewed up to
two times, followed by a mandatory three-year break (Lajmi et al., 2021). Because changes in
auditors require time to understand a new client’s operations (DeAngelo, 1981), which may delay
the issuance of audit reports, audit report delays are again predicted to be shorter in French
companies. Thus, this study also relies on the following hypotheses:

H3. Mandatory joint audit report delays for French joint audit pairs are shorter than those
for Moroccan and Tunisian pairs.

On the other hand, according to institutional isomorphism, given that Tunisia and Morocco share
regional and developmental characteristics, we expect joint audit pairs to exhibit organizational
convergence in audit practices, potentially reducing the audit report delay gap between the two
countries. However, Tunisia has faced political, economic and social instability since the
Tunisian Revolution of December 17, 2010, and its aftermath (Moalla, 2017), which may delay
the submission of audited financial reports by listed companies. Therefore, our research also
relies on the following hypothesis:

H4. Mandatory joint audit report delays for Moroccan joint audit pairs are shorter than
those for Tunisian pairs.

3. Research methodology

3.1 Sample and data collection

To construct the sample, we begin with all nonfinancial firms available in Worldscope that
were listed on the major stock exchanges in France, Morocco and Tunisia during 2014-2023.
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The selection of these countries is based on multiple considerations. First, the accounting International
systems in Tunisia and Morocco show a strong influence from French practices, stemming Journal of
from their historical connections, as both countries have adopted the French public
accounting system (Khlif et al., 2020). Therefore, France, Tunisia and Morocco share
specific regulations, as they also boast a longstanding tradition of joint auditing, originating
in the 1990s and persisting to the present. France is the only EU member state to mandate
joint audits for nonfinancial firms (Nurunnabi et al., 2020). Likewise, Tunisia and Morocco
are unique in the MENA region for imposing this requirement on nonfinancial companies.
However, unlike France, Tunisia has not established laws governing the allocation of joint
audit work (Abdelmoula and Afess, 2019). The same applies to Moroccan law. Second,
however, all three countries restrict nonaudit services; French firms predominantly use IFRS,
while Moroccan and Tunisian firms apply local standards, potentially contributing to cross-
country differences in audit report delays. Finally, while extensive joint audit research in
general has been scrutinized in France, few efforts have targeted Tunisia and Morocco.
Given the scant literature on joint audit report delays in general and, especially, between
developed and developing countries, this study aims to bridge that gap by focusing on these
two distinct regions.

Our sample comprised 820 companies: 664 in France, 75 in Morocco and 81 in Tunisia.
We excluded 100 financial firms — 50 in France, 20 in Morocco and 30 in Tunisia — because
their accounting rules were too complicated. We also excluded 67 firms (55 in France, 1 in
Morocco and 11 in Tunisia) that were audited only by a single auditor throughout the sample
period or by a single auditor at times and more than one auditor at other times. Additionally,
we excluded 213 companies for which we could not obtain the necessary financial data from
Worldscope (France: 200; Morocco: 3; Tunisia: 10). The final usable sample consisted of 440
nonfinancial companies listed over 10 years. This yielded 4,400 observations: 359
companies in France (3,590), 51 in Morocco (510) and 30 in Tunisia (300). The limited
sample sizes of the Moroccan and Tunisian samples may restrict the generalizability of this
study’s findings.

We obtained study data from two sources:

Accounting &
Information
Management

(1) financial information was gathered from the Worldscope database, while; and

(2) other information, such as auditor type (Big Four, international or local) and ARL,
was collected by hand from annual reports of companies listed on the stock markets
of France, Morocco and Tunisia from 2014 to 2023.

Table 1 explains the sample selection procedure.

3.2 Models and variables

France, Morocco and Tunisia have implemented mandatory joint audit requirements since the
1990s. In addition, Morocco and Tunisia have adopted elements of the French Public
Accounting System (Khlif et al., 2020). However, despite these similarities, significant
contextual differences persist and can influence audit practices and the outcomes of
mandatory joint audits. Therefore, a comparative analysis that considers both the shared
regulatory traditions and these contextual differences can address a notable gap in the existing
literature. For example, because auditor characteristics and resources significantly affect audit
efficiency (Sutaryo and Lase, 2015), we divided the joint audit pair affiliations into six
different pairs consistent with Hassan et al. (2026) and Van der Zahn and Tebourbi (2023):
two Big Four auditors (B4B4), one Big Four auditor and one non-Big Four international
auditor (B4S1), one Big Four auditor and one local auditor (B4S2), two non-Big Four
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IJAIM Table 1. Sample selection procedures

Data France  Morocco Tunisia  Total
Total sample 664 75 81 820
Financials 50 20 30 100
Companies with a single audit or mixed single and joint audit

during the sample time 55 1 11 67
Companies with missing financial data during the sample period 200 3 10 213
Final sample 359 51 30 440
Total number of observations 3,590 510 300 4,400

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

international auditors (S1S1), one non-Big Four international auditor and one local auditor
(S1S2) and two local auditors (S2S2).

Furthermore, the presence of at least one industry- specialized auditor within a joint audit
pair may reduce delays in issuing mandatory joint audit reports, as a specialized auditor
understands their sector in depth. This could lead to a more comprehensive grasp of sector
characteristics (Owhoso et al., 2002). As a result, joint audit pairs with at least one industry-
specialized auditor can complete audits more quickly than those without industry specialization.
Therefore, the auditor industry specialization was accounted for in this study using a dummy
variable set to 1 if at least one audit firm was industry-specialized and 0 otherwise. Moreover,
the audit opinion may vary depending on the composition of the audit pairs, and as companies
receiving a qualified opinion may experience longer audit delays (Bamber et al., 1993). Thus,
this study also controls for the auditor’s opinion using a dummy variable that equals 1 if the
opinion is qualified, negative or a disclaimer of opinion, and 0 otherwise.

Moreover, risk assessment is a key part of the audit process, influencing both its scope and
timing. For example, audit risk tends to rise when companies face financial problems, such as
losses, or have high leverage or low return on assets (ROA) (Durand, 2019). Losses suggest
higher business risk and thus require more detailed audits (Bamber et al., 1993). Similarly, high
leverage indicates increased financial risk, a greater chance of default and higher audit risk,
which can affect audit timing (Carslaw and Kaplan, 1991). Given that the study sample includes
most of the listed French, Tunisian and Moroccan nonfinancial companies, we address these
factors by including a dummy variable for negative annual net income (loss) and by measuring
leverage with the debt-to-assets ratio (LEV) and ROA. Additionally, the presence of
restatements in financial statements, which indicates misrepresentation, may increase the risk
of litigation against the auditor and, in turn, elevate business risk, thereby delaying the issuance
of audit reports (Durand, 2019). As a result, we incorporated this variable (Restatement) into our
models, assigning 1 if the financial statements were restated in the year and 0 otherwise.

Additionally, the term of audit tenure in France differs from that in Tunisia and Morocco.
Specifically, French auditors serve six-year renewable terms (Nekhili et al., 2018), while
Moroccan auditors have three-year terms, renewable once, for a maximum of six years, and
Tunisian auditors also serve three-year terms, but these are renewable twice, followed by a
mandatory three-year break (Lajmi et al., 2021). These variations in audit tenure may impact
auditor continuity. Building on this, changes in auditors can influence joint audit practices, as
auditors need time to understand a new client’s operations and systems (DeAngelo, 1981). This
may delay the issuance of audit reports. To reflect this, a dummy variable for auditor changes is
included: 1 if the company changed at least one joint auditor during the year, and O otherwise
(CHANGE). Furthermore, there is variation in the application of IFRS across countries.
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Approximately 89.28% of French companies adopt these standards. In comparison, only 28.63% International
of Moroccan companies and 10% of Tunisian companies do so. The application of IFRS can Journal of
affect audit timing. For example, Zhou et al. (2024) found that firms adopting IFRS experienced
longer delays. Therefore, to account for these differences within and between countries, a dummy
variable was introduced: 1 for firms adhering to IFRS and 0 for other firms.

On the other hand, this paper is based on most of the listed French, Tunisian and Moroccan Management
nonfinancial companies. These companies differ in several ways. For example, large
companies exert greater pressure on auditors and typically have stronger internal controls.
These factors reduce delays in the preparation of audit reports (Ashton et al., 1989).
Therefore, to account for firm size, the LnTA variable represents the natural logarithm of total
assets at year-end t. Moreover, firm age can also significantly influence audit practices, as
older firms are generally less prone to bankruptcy (Haak et al., 2018). Therefore, age is
adjusted using the square root of the firm’s age (Sqrt_Age). This is calculated as the square
root of the number of years from incorporation to year t. In addition, the number of sectors in
which a firm operates can affect audit practices, as different sectors require different audit
approaches (Chan et al., 1993). An increasing number of subsidiaries leads to more inter-
company transactions and a greater workload for auditors (André et al., 2016). Consequently,
these factors can delay the release of the audit report. To address these complexities, the
square root of the number of subsidiaries (Sqrt_Sub) of firm i at year-end t was included as a
control variable. The companies in the sample may also differ in their financial position and
ability to meet obligations. As a result, the audit effort required by different joint audit pairs
may differ. Since audits often focus on current assets (Myers, 1977), the current-to-current-
liabilities (LIQ) ratio is used to measure liquidity risk as a control variable.

Furthermore, most companies in the sample have a fiscal year-end of December 31. Since
client balance sheet dates during peak periods can cause scheduling problems for auditors and
potentially delay the audit process (Carslaw and Kaplan, 1991), the audit season duration
(BUSY) was included as a dummy variable: companies ending their fiscal year on December 31
or January 31 were assigned a value of 1, while all others were assigned a value of 0. Ownership
structures also vary across these companies; in concentrated ownership, major shareholders may
closely monitor activities, reducing the need for audits and affecting their timing (Palmrose,
1986). To account for ownership concentration, the percentage of closely held shares (SHARES)
was used as a control. Also, the market-to-book ratio was included as a control variable; values
greater than 1 indicate greater conservatism (Elmashtawy et al., 2024). Finally, to isolate the
effects of industry and year in our analyses, we included industry- and year-fixed effects in our
models, as in most previous studies. Table 2 summarizes variable definitions and measurements.

The empirical analysis relies on three primary regression specifications. Model 1
examines within-country differences in audit report delay across the six joint-audit pair types
separately for France, Morocco and Tunisia. The functional form is presented below:

Accounting &
Information

ARL; (= fy + p1BAS1FR; , + p,BAS2FR; ; + B3 SIS1FR; ; + B4 S1S2FR;  + psS2S2FR;
+ PsLNTA; ; + p,IFRS; ; + fgOPINION; ; + BoSPEC; , + f,(CHANGE;
+ pLossi i+ BioLEVi + B3 LIQ; ; + P14 SHARES; ; + B15Sqrtsus; ; + P16ROA;
+ p7BUSY; ; + p1sMTB; ; + ﬁ]gSthAgei_, + ByoRestatment, it ZYEARFE

+ YINDFE +¢;, (1)
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IJAIM Table 2. Summary of variables definitions

Variable Definition

Panel A: Audit firm classification

B4 The audit firms (1) Deloitte and Associes; (2) ERNST and YOUNG; (3) KPMG and (4)
Price Waterhouse Coopers (PwC) are classified as Big4 audit firms

S1 Internationally affiliated audit firms: Baker tilly, BDO, Crowe Howarth, Grant Thornton,
Mazars, Nexia, PKF, RSM and BM&A

S2 Audit firms not identified B4 or S1 recognized as local auditing firms

Panel B: Independent variables (joint audit combinations)

B4B4 If the external audit of the firm, I in year t, is conducted by a joint audit comprising Two (2)
Big4 audit firms, then it is scored One (1); otherwise, it is scored zero (0)

B4S1 If the external audit of the firm, I in year t, is conducted by a joint audit comprising One Big4
and One international auditing firm, then it is scored One (1); otherwise, it is scored zero (0)

B4S2 If the external audit of the firm, I in year t, is conducted by a joint audit comprising One Big4
and One local auditing firm, then scored One (1); otherwise, scored zero (0)

S1S1 If the external audit of the firm, I in year t, is conducted by a joint audit comprising Two
international auditing firms, then scored One (1); otherwise scored zero (0)

S1S2 If the external audit of the firm, I in year t, is conducted by a joint audit comprising One
international and One local auditing firm, then scored One (1); otherwise scored zero (0)

S282 If the external audit of firm [, in year t, is conducted by a joint audit comprising Two local

auditing firms, then scored One (1); otherwise scored zero (0)

Panel C: Dependent variables
ARL The number of days from the end of the financial year (i.e. 31 December) of firm i in year t to
the date the independent audit report is signed and issued

Panel E: Control variables

Sqrt_Sub Square root of the number of subsidiaries of firm I in year t

LOSS an indicator variable that takes the value of 1 if net income is negative, and 0 otherwise
ROA Ratio of net income of firm I reported for year t to the total assets of firm i at the end of year t
LEV Ratio of total debt to total assets of firm I at the end of year t

SHARES The percentage of closely held shares
Restatement ~ An indicator variable equal to 1 if a financial statement restatement has been reported in the
current year and 0 otherwise

OPINION Firm i in year t is scored One (1) if the audit opinion is a qualified, adverse or disclaimer
opinion; otherwise, it is scored zero (0)

MTB The ratio of the market value of equity of firm i at the end of year t to the book value of
equity of firm i at the end of year t

BUSY Equals One for firms with a fiscal year-end date between 12/31 and January, zero otherwise

LNTA Natural logarithm of total assets of firm i at the end of year t

CHANGE 1 if the client firm changed auditor during the year, and 0 otherwise

Sqrt_Age Square root of the number of years since establishment

IFRS In yeart, a firm receives a score of One (1) if it adopts IFRS standards; otherwise, it is
assigned a score of zero (0)

SPEC Dummy variable equal to 1 if at least One audit firm is an industry specialist and zero
otherwise

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

Model 1 runs separately for France, Morocco and Tunisia. ARL is the dependent variable
and measures audit report delay as the number of calendar days from the fiscal year-end to
the date the joint-audit report is signed. The model is estimated six times in each country,
each time using a different joint-audit pair category as the reference (omitted) category. This
approach allows pairwise comparisons across all six categories and robustly identifies which
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pair type(s) are associated with the shortest (or longest) delays in each country. Consistent International
with Hassan et al. (2026) and Van der Zahn and Tebourbi (2023), the six joint-audit pair Journal of

dummy variables are defined as follows: Accounting &

B4B4 — 1 if both auditors are Big Four, 0 otherwise; Information
B4S1 - 1 if one auditor is Big Four and the other is non-Big Four international, 0 Management
otherwise;

B4S2 — 1 if one auditor is Big Four and the other is local (noninternational), 0
otherwise;

S1S1 -1 if both auditors are non-Big Four international, 0 otherwise;

S1S2 -1 if one auditor is non-Big Four international and the other is local, 0
otherwise; and

S2S2 —1 if both auditors are local, 0 otherwise.

One category is omitted in each estimation to avoid perfect collinearity. All other independent
variables and controls are identical to those described earlier. Complete variable definitions
and measurement details are provided in Table 2.

Model 2 examines differences in audit report delays between French firms and either
Moroccan or Tunisian firms, while controlling for the presence of at least one Big Four
auditor in the joint-audit pair. The functional form is as follows:

ARL; ( =, + ;Morocco; ; + , Tunisia; ; + S ATLEASTABIG; ; + Control variables; , + &;,
)

In this specification, France is the reference country. ARL is defined as previously described.
The dummy variables are:

FR; -1 for French firm-years, 0 otherwise (reference category);

MO, -1 for Moroccan firm-years, 0 otherwise;

TU; ;1 for Tunisian firm-years, 0 otherwise; and

ATLEASTONE_BIG4; ;- 1 if at least one of the two auditors is Big Four, 0 otherwise.

All other control variables are identical to those used in Model 1 (see Table 2 for complete
definitions and measurements). Moreover, Model 3 combines country and joint-audit pair
indicators to provide a comprehensive comparison of audit report delays across the three
countries and the six pair types. The functional form is presented below.

ARL; = f, + $B4B4MO; , + ,B4SIMO; ; + $;B4S2MO; ; + ,S1SIMO; , + 5S1S2MO;

+ fS2S2MO; ; + Control variables; , + €; , 3)

Model 3 provides a complete pairwise comparison of audit report delays across the six joint-
audit pair types and the three countries. The specification is estimated separately for each
country-pair combination (France—Morocco, France—Tunisia and Morocco—Tunisia).

Within each country-pair analysis, the model is run six times, each time using a different
joint-audit pair from the reference country as the omitted (baseline) category. This allows
direct statistical comparison of every joint-audit pair in one country against all pairs in the
other country. For example:
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1IJAIM *  One specification uses B4B4FR as the reference and compares all six Moroccan
pairs (B4B4MO ... S2S2MO) to it.

The next uses B4S1FR as the reference and again compares all six Moroccan pairs to
it, and so forth.

The same rotating-reference procedure is applied to the France—Tunisia and Morocco—Tunisia
comparisons. The dependent variable (ARL), control variables and measurement details
remain the same as in Models 1 and 2 (see Table 2 for complete variable definitions and
measurements).

4. Main results

4.1 Descriptive results

4.1.1 The allocation of joint audit pairings across nations. Figure 1 presents the distribution
of joint-audit pair types across the three countries. The Big Four dominate the French market:
74.82% of French firm-year observations are audited by one of the three pair types that
include at least one Big Four auditor (B4B4, B4S1, B4S2), leaving only 25.18% audited
exclusively by non-Big Four firms. In contrast, the Big Four are far less dominant in Morocco
and Tunisia, where only 48.04% and 59.00% of observations, respectively, involve at least
one Big Four auditor. This indicates a more balanced audit market in the two MENA
countries.

4.1.2 The distribution of audit delay days over countries. Table 3 reports the proportion
of firms that publish audited financial statements within four months (approximately
120 days) of the fiscal year-end. Compliance is high in France (81.73% of firm-years) and
particularly high in Morocco (91.76%). In sharp contrast, only 42.99% of Tunisian firm-
years meet this four-month threshold (Fakhfakh Sakka and Jarboui, 2016). These results
underscore marked cross-country differences in reporting timeliness.

4.1.3 Sample descriptive statistics. Table 4 reports descriptive statistics for all continuous
and dummy variables separately by country. Mean audit report delay is 103.75 days in France,
96.13 days in Morocco and 144.01 days in Tunisia. The shortest observed delays are 21 days
(France), 35 days (Morocco) and 54 days (Tunisia), whereas the longest are 311 days (France),

Distribution of joint audit pairs across countries
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Figure 1. Distribution of joint audit combinations over three countries
Source: Authors’ own creation
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Table 3. Distribution of audit delay days over three countries International

Audit Delay Days Country Journal of
N Franf’;o CUM N Mmf/:o CUM N Tum's'/l: CUM Accounting &

21-45 42 1.17 1.17 20 3.92 3.92 R - - Information

46-60 208 5.79 6.96 22 431 8.23 1 0.33 0.33 Mana gement

61-75 352 9.81 16.77 33 6.47 14.7 12 4.00 433

76-90 560 15.60 3237 171 33.53 48.23 15 5.00 9.33

91-105 475 13.23 45.6 59 11.57 59.8 31 10.33 19.66

106-120 1297 36.13 81.73 163 31.96 91.76 70 2333 42,99

121-150 508 14.15 95.88 42 8.24 100.00 75 25.00 67.99

151-348 148 4.12 100.00 - - - 96 32.00 100.00

Total 3590 100.00 100.00 510 100.00 100.00 300 100.00 100.00

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

148 days (Morocco) and 348 days (Tunisia). Standard deviations are 29.35 days, 24.22 days and
55.58 days, respectively. These comparisons indicate that Moroccan firms, on average, publish
audited reports fastest, followed by French firms; Tunisian firms exhibit the longest delays and
the greatest dispersion. However, differences in firm characteristics, regulatory deadlines and
market practices across the three countries preclude direct causal attribution of these disparities
solely to the joint-audit regime.

4.2 Multivariate analysis

4.2.1 Regression results for the effect of different joint audit pairs on audit report delays in
the French, Moroccan and Tunisian companies. Table 5 presents the results of Model 1
estimated separately for France, Morocco and Tunisia. For each country, the model is run six
times, each time omitting a different joint-audit pair as the reference category (Models 1-6).
This rotating-reference approach permits full pairwise comparisons of delay across all six
pair types. The statistical significance of these pairwise differences is summarized in
Figures 2 (France), 3 (Morocco) and 4 (Tunisia).

The results in Table 5 and Figure 2 show that French companies audited by two Big Four
firms (B4B4FR) have the shortest delays. This is followed by companies audited by B4S1FR,
B4S2FR, S1S1FR, S1S2FR, and finally S2S2FR, with the longest delays. Most pairwise
differences are statistically significant, confirming H1: more international auditors, especially
Big Four, on an audit team reduce delays, especially in advanced contexts such as the French
context. This is consistent with prior evidence linking greater Big Four involvement to faster
completion (Khoufi and Khoufi, 2018; Alfraih, 2016). Consequently, these findings highlight
the quality and rigor of external audits in minimizing delays and indicate that Big Four auditors
finish audits more quickly than non-Big Four firms, likely due to superior resources, expertise
and greater reputational incentives (Al-Ajmi, 2008; Afify, 2009). These outcomes also align
with those of Deng et al. (2014), who assumed that free-riding does not occur in B4B4 pairs,
suggesting that multiple perspectives facilitate better decision-making and reduce audit delays.

Furthermore, unlike in France, Table 5 and Figures 3 and 4 show that audit report delays
are longer when Moroccan or Tunisian companies are audited by a pair of Big Four firms
(B4B4MO/TU) than in other joint auditor pairings. These findings confirm the second
hypothesis: in developing contexts such as Tunisia and Morocco, pairs involving two Big
Four firms may increase delays as they protect reputations and mitigate litigation risks by
expanding audit scope to compensate for weak governance. For Moroccan firms, Table 5 and
Figure 3 show the shortest delays among those audited by two local auditors (S2S2MO),
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Table 4. Sample descriptive statistics
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Variables Mean SD Min p25 Median p75 Max
Panel A: France (N = 3,590; 359 companies)

Panel Al Continuous variables

ARL 103.751 29.346 21 85 110 119 311
LNTA 13.24 2.384 3.178 11.525 13.022 14.896 18.833
SHARES 52.327 26.012 0.01 33.73 56.804 71.64 99.97
LEV 27.547 17.809 0.12 13.44 25.96 38.69 76.15
ROA -0.077 12.230 -41.19 -0.04 3.14 5.89 17.1
MTB 1.898 1.746 0.02 0.79 1.35 2.37 7.54
Sqrt_SUB 6.909 6.419 0 2.646 5 8.485 52.431
Sqrt_Age 6.822 2.503 2.646 5 6.164 8.426 13.191
Variables YES %
Panel A2: Dummy variables

LOSS 1015 28.27
IFRS 3205 89.28
BUSY 2927 81.53
OPINION 3521 98.08
Restatement 798 22.23
CHANGE 245 6.82
Panel B: Morocco (N =510; 51 companies)

Panel B1 Continuous variables

ARL 96.127 24.217 35 82 92 117 148
LNTA 12.106 1.584 8.537 10.841 12.05 13.358 15.741
SHARES 70.059 15.399 5.56 62.49 71.415 80.26 97.91
LEV 21.003 17.208 0.02 6.79 18.825 30.86 71
ROA 5.672 6.045 -8.28 2.38 5.37 9.45 18.79
MTB 2.384 1.742 0.13 1 1.975 3.48 6.74
Sqrt_SUB 1.521 1.757 0 0 1 2.449 8.66
Sqrt_Age 7.022 1.844 3 5.477 6.782 8.602 10.247
Panel B2: Dummy variables

Variables Yes %
LOSS 85 16.67
IFRS 146 28.63
BUSY 500 98.4
OPINION 486 95.29
Restatement 44 8.63
CHANGE 52 10.20
Panel C: Tunisia (N = 300; 30 companies)

Panel C1 Continuous variables

ARL 144.013 55.583 54 115 130.5 160.5 348
LNTA 11.583 1.069 8.65 10.818 11.477 12.302 14.181
SHARES 69.318 13.124 24.82 61.467 73.061 76.153 96.37
LEV 36.948 24.358 0.02 14.79 38.535 55.205 91.94
ROA 5.22 7.236 -9.85 1.475 5.31 10.13 21.23
MTB 1.662 1.336 0.12 0.595 1.455 2.43 5.12
Sqrt_SUB 1.815 1.937 0 0 1.573 2.646 9.487
Sqrt_Age 5.956 1.801 2.646 4.583 5.916 7.106 9.95

(continued)




International

Table 4. Continued Journal of
. Accounting &

Variables YES % .

Information

Panel C2: Dummy variables Management

LOSS 101 33.67

IFRS 30 10

BUSY 300 100

OPINION 296 98.67

Restatement 45 15

CHANGE 36 12

Source(s): Authors’ own creation

followed by one non-Big Four international and one local (S1S2MO), then one Big Four and
one local auditor (B4S2MO). This pattern supports the second hypothesis, suggesting that
local auditors outside the Big Four may reduce delays by maintaining ongoing access to
client information and greater regional awareness. Table 5 and Figure 4 also indicate that
Tunisian firms audited by two non-Big Four international auditors (S1S1TU) experience
significantly shorter delays than those audited by any other pair. This underscores the
substantial role international auditors can play in reducing delays. Therefore, results confirm
that delays in the mandatory joint audit report vary not only with joint audit pair composition
but also with institutional context. However, caution is warranted due to small sample sizes
in Morocco and Tunisia, which may limit generalizability.

4.2.2 Regression results for the effect of different joint audit pairs on audit report delays
across French, Moroccan and Tunisian companies. Table 6 reports the results of Model 2
and Model 3, which provide pairwise cross-country comparisons of audit report delays
(France vs Morocco, France vs Tunisia and Morocco vs Tunisia). For each country-pair
comparison, the model is estimated six times, each time using a different joint-audit pair
from the reference country as the omitted benchmark. We summarized the statistical
significance of these cross-country comparisons in Figures 5 and 6.

Table 6 and Figure 5 show that audit reporting delays are significantly shorter in Moroccan
companies than in French companies, both overall and across almost every pair of joint audits
(statistically significant at the 1% level), contradicting H3. In partial agreement with H3, both
Table 6 and Figure 6 indicate French firms have shorter delays than Tunisian firms at the 1%
significance level, except for the Tunisian pair S1S1TU (two international auditors from outside the
Big Four), which submits reports faster than all French pairs. Table 6 and Figure 6 further show that
Tunisian firms generally experience longer delays than Moroccan ones, with the same S1S1TU
exception, which is not significantly different from Moroccan pairs, thus confirming H4. Therefore,
these findings also confirm the argument that international auditors can play a significant role in the
reporting delays literature (Abernathy et al., 2017). Moreover, while these findings are unique in
the audit delays literature, they are consistent with the institutional theory framework and highlight
the role of institutional context in reporting delays. However, small sample sizes in Morocco and
Tunisia warrant cautious interpretation, as they may limit generalizability.

5. Additional analysis and sensitivity tests

5.1 Audited company size and audit report delays across various joint audit pairs
Although firm size is controlled for in the main models, we further examine its effects by
partitioning firms in each country into small, medium and large terciles based on total assets
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Figure 2. Differences in audit report delays in the French firms across joint audit pairs
Source: Authors’ own creation
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Figure 3. Differences in audit report delays in the Moroccan firms across joint audit pairs
Source: Authors’ own creation
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Figure 4. Differences in audit report delays in the Tunisian firms across joint audit pairs
Source: Authors’ own creation

(Simunic, 1980) and re-estimating the models separately for each tercile. For brevity, the full
regression tables are not presented; instead, the key results are summarized in Figures 7—12.
Audit services for large companies can be time-consuming due to the complexity of their
financial reports (Hamdallah et al., 2021). However, Figures 7-9 indicate that most joint audit pairs
exhibit comparable delays in audit reporting between large firms in France, Morocco and Tunisia.
These findings are consistent with institutional theory, which suggests that large firms are generally
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Differences in audit report delays between French and Moroccan firms International
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Figure 5. Differences in audit report delays between French and Moroccan firms across joint audit pairs
Source: Authors’ own creation

Differences in audit report delays in France vs. Tunisia and Morocco vs. Tunisia
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Figure 6. Differences in audit report delays between Tunisian firms and French and Moroccan firms
across joint audit pairs
Source: Authors’ own creation

Differences in audit report delays in the French firms across firm sizes
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Figure 7. Differences in audit report delays in the French firms across joint audit pairs across firm sizes
Source: Authors’ own creation
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Figure 8. Differences in audit report delays in the Moroccan firms across joint audit pairs across firm sizes
Source: Authors’ own creation

Differences in audit report delays in the Tunisian firms across firm sizes
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Figure 9. Differences in audit report delays in the Tunisian firms across joint audit pairs across firm sizes
Source: Authors’ own creation

more compliant with regulatory requirements and professional standards, likely due to coercive
pressures and the diversity of stakeholder expectations (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983). Furthermore,
strong internal controls in large firms may reduce year-end audit work (Ashton et al., 1989), leading
these firms to demand timely audit reports. These factors, taken together, may explain why delays
in joint audit reports are minimal among most joint audit pairs in large firms. However, while the
B4B4MO/TU pair’s role in reducing audit report delays is generally weak compared to other pairs
in both Morocco and Tunisia in the main analysis, this pair plays a key role in reducing audit report
delays compared to other pairs in large Moroccan and Tunisian firms, and this advantage persisted
in reducing audit report delays in the French context. These findings thus highlight the role of the
Big Four audit firms in large companies in completing audits on time to maintain their reputation
and standing (Afify, 2009). Nevertheless, given the small sample sizes in Morocco and Tunisia, we
interpret these results with caution, as they may limit their generalizability.
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Figure 10. Differences in audit report delays between French and Moroccan firms across joint audit
pairs across firm sizes

Source: Authors’ own creation

Differences in audit report delays between French and Tunisian firms across firm sizes
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Figure 11. Differences in audit report delays between French and Tunisian firms across joint audit pairs
across firm sizes

Source: Authors’ own creation

Furthermore, as illustrated in Figures 10—12, the audit report delay comparisons
between different joint audit pairs across French, Tunisian and Moroccan firms did
not differ significantly from the results presented in Section 4.2.2, which may support
and confirm these findings. However, the results show that the Tunisian pair
comprising two non-Big Four international auditors (S1S1TU) exist only among large
firms. This result may likely explain why S1S1TU is the most effective pair in
reducing delays, both among Tunisian firms (Table 5) and between Tunisian firms and
French or Moroccan firms (Table 6). Nevertheless, given the small sample sizes in
Morocco and Tunisia, we interpret these results with caution, as they may limit their
generalizability.
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Figure 12. Differences in audit report delays between Moroccan and Tunisian firms across joint audit
pairs across firm sizes

Source: Authors’ own creation

5.2 Auditor industry specialization
This analysis tests whether having at least one industry specialist among six joint audit pairs

reduces audit delay in France, Morocco and Tunisia by comparing cases with and without
industry expertise.

5.2.1 Model design. Industry specialization is not directly observable, so prior
research relies on proxies such as market share, portfolio share or weighted share
(Audousset-Coulier et al., 2016). The market-share approach is the most common, as
frequent service of a sector is assumed to build expertise (Yeboah et al., 2023). While
Palmrose (1986) designated specialists as the top three providers in a sector, Audousset-
Coulier et al. (2016) review five common market-size proxies (audit fees, total assets,
sales, number of clients and the square root of assets or sales). Given the limited fee
disclosure in the present sample, total client assets are used here. Following Audousset-
Coulier et al. (2016), the auditor with the largest asset-based market share in each two-
digit industry is classified as the industry specialist:

"
2= 1Aiik @

ik ik 4
i=1 Zj=lAle

where: MS is the market share of auditor i in industry k, i = 1, 2,... indexes audit firms, j = 1,2,...
indexes client firms and k= 1,2,... indexes industries. A;; represents the total assets of client j in
industry k audited by auditor i. The auditor with the largest market share (by client assets) in each
two-digit industry is designated the industry specialist. To examine the effect of industry
specialization on audit report delay in a joint-audit setting, the following model is estimated:

MSy =

DELAY;, = fy + B4B4_SPEC; ; + Control variables; ; + &;; )
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The dependent and control variables in this model are identical to those used in the main models. International
The variables B4B4_SPEC;,, B4S1_SPEC;,, B4S2_SPEC;,, S1S1_SPEC;,, S1S2_SPEC;, and Journal of
S2S2_SPEC;, test audit report delay when at least one auditor in the respective joint-audit pair is

A ting &
an industry specialist (coded 1) versus when neither auditor is a specialist (coded 0). ccounting

As shown in Table 7, the model is estimated six times independently for each country Information
(France, Morocco and Tunisia), each time using a different one of these six variables as the test Management
variable. We summarized the statistical significance of these delay differences in Figure 13
within each country.

5.2.2 Regression results. Table 7 and Figure 13 show that industry specialization
generally does not affect audit report delays in the French, Moroccan or Tunisian samples. For
most joint-audit pairs, the presence or absence of a specialized auditor yields no significant
difference in delay. This finding is consistent with prior research (e.g. Abdillah et al., 2019;
Bhuiyan and D’Costa, 2020). One possible explanation, in line with communication theory, is
that collaboration between the two audit firms may facilitate information exchange and error
detection, regardless of auditor industry specialization. However, a few country-specific
exceptions are noteworthy. In France, the absence of a specialist in the B4S1 and S1S1 pairs is
associated with significantly shorter delays (coefficients of 7.776 and 19.18, both significant
at the 1% level). In Morocco, the presence of a specialist in the B4S2 pair is linked to
substantially shorter delays (coefficient —77.51, significant at the 1% level). No meaningful
effects are observed in Tunisia. These contrasting patterns indicate that the impact of auditor
industry specialization on audit report delays in mandatory joint audits varies across national
contexts. Given the small subsamples for Morocco and Tunisia and the known sensitivity of
specialization measures (Audousset-Coulier et al., 2016), these results should be interpreted
with caution.

5.3 Sensitivity and robustness tests

Several additional tests were conducted to verify the robustness of the main findings. First,
multicollinearity was assessed using variance inflation factors (VIFs). All VIF values were
well below the conventional threshold of 10, indicating no serious multicollinearity concerns.
Second, the main regressions were reestimated after (i) taking the natural logarithm of audit
report delay and (ii) winsorizing or excluding extreme outliers in delay duration. The
untabulated results were materially unchanged in terms of coefficient magnitude, sign and
statistical significance.

Third, to address potential endogeneity arising from nonrandom auditor selection,
Heckman’s (1979) two-stage procedure was applied. In the first stage, a probit model was
estimated separately for each country to predict the likelihood of having zero, one or two Big
Four auditors, using firm size, leverage, loss incidence, closely held shares, ROA and
number of subsidiaries as instruments. The resulting inverse Mills ratios (IMR1 and IMR2)
were then included in the second-stage audit-delay regressions. The untabulated Heckman-
corrected results were virtually identical to the main findings, confirming that self-selection
bias does not drive the reported associations. Overall, these robustness checks reinforce the
reliability of the study’s conclusions. (Tables available on request.)

6. Conclusion

This study examines audit report delays under mandatory joint-audit regimes using data on 440
nonfinancial firms (359 French, 51 Moroccan, 30 Tunisian) from 2014 to 2023. Results reveal
distinct country patterns: in France, B4B4 pairs produce the shortest delays, followed by B4S1;
in Morocco, two local auditors (S2S2) are fastest, followed by S1S2; in Tunisia, two non-Big
Four international auditors (S1S1) perform best. French firms generally report faster than

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers.conijainarticle-pdf/doi/10.1108/1JAl M 05-2025-0160/ 11721015/ i j ai m 05- 2025- 0160en. pdf by guest



(panunuod)

UONEAID UMO SIOYINY :(5)3danog
A[2AN0ads31 ‘S[2AA] 9DURDYTUSIS 940T PUR ‘G ‘T 18 JULIYTUTIS SANRIIPUT 4. ‘s ‘s 2(S)ION
98L°0 £280 0€€°0 LSED 6L1°0 981°0 LSED 9E1°0 pazenbs-y
L8 15 €67 L6€ yIT 6.8 260°T Sz SUONIRAIDSGO
(07'6Y) #%+9'S0€E (9°069) 1188 (7€°ST) #4x16'56 (0S°61) wxx€'LLT (LLTD) wxxb'LBT (I€°0T) #9891 (£96°L) wxxT 19T (€T #0891 JuRISUOD)
SIA SIA SIA SoA SIA SOA SoA SOA a4 \mbm:w:_
SIA SIA SIA SIA SOA SIA SIA SIA EERLDIN
(0ST°S) #¥67"6~ (2989) 09°01 (622°€) 0050 (9167 €70°T (828°€) ¥1¥°0~ (€95°T) ##+T9T 'Y (€251 TET°0- (2£8'1) #8900~ JRWRISNY
(8£1°0) ZET'0- (15£°0) 06T°0 (£5L0°0) #+S61°0 (L2L0°0) +xL9T°0 (0£80°0) #xxTST'0~ (18€0°0) ¥0¥0°0~ (8620°0) #xx6¥80°0 (S0€0°0) #4x0PT'0 SHUVHS
(S86°7) #x0€S L~ (0£'29) 8929~ (655°0) #%+998 T~ (625°0) S65°0 (686°0) 4491 T €~ (¥62°0) 907°0~ (2z€'0) +2€9°0 (€6€°0) x99 T~ a8y ubs
(6620°0) 67€0°0 (€21°0) 951°0— (0S10°0) 61200°0 (€610°0) 6110°0— (¥910°0) 6€10°0~ (95800°0) #xLOE0"0~ (€£€800°0) S9100°0~ (TET0°0) sl SP0°0— oIl
(€6T'1) #xS1T6 (S'6€1) §'591- (629°0) ##+8Y9 T~ (z290) vL1°0- (zvv'0) 8950 (E61°0) #x+T61°T (161°0) S190°0- (0ET°0) ##x9610— qnsubs
(590°2) 00T°T (v6L°€) €0V~ (6£80) 2670~ (088°0) L6V T~ (880'1) 8090 (8££°0) +1£9°0 (L17°0) 55 T9T'T~ (S65°0) wx#SPL T~ 4L
(€55°0) 8120 (9££'T)8ST'T (P£1°0) T¥E00~ (1£1°0) 0TT°0- (8TZ°0) #+64¥°0 (E2L0°0) ##+SEE0 (£080°0) 00800°0~ (86T°0) ##+£85°0~ vou
(8TT°0) wxxLLED (Ser°0) S02°0— (1ZL0°0) 4xx1ST°0~ (98£0°0) STT'0 (Z560°0) #xx09€"0~ (9v10°0) 20200°0 (¥820°0) 450110~ (5€90°0) %ZTT°0 AdT
(210'2) 0¥0°S (SET°6) 0101 (S01'7) 8S8'T (€19°€) 9¥8°C (S89°€) ##+8E'LT (LLB'T) 44676'€ (988'T) 865'T- (€9£°7) 866°C— SSO'1
(0£L'7) Y9670~ (111 L0°0T (LET'Y) 88Y'0 (8er°€) vS6'T (995'7) Z16°0 (€LLD) 98T (19£72) 885 (€S€°€) x9819 AONVHO
(¥86'9) 618'8 - (Sv2'6) T0'ST ay 1 oryi- (15°01) 909°C (STI'9) IS H- (€8€°€) 65T (66°L) ST NOINIdO
(9z°ST) 61L°€~ (SEv8) TI'TL~ (€S7'€) 00£'T (6YS°€) ###85 V1~ 8vLY) ¥S6'S (r18'1) 1712 (VS6'7) ##+ETET- (2v6'9) xxEV LT~ SYAI
- - (6EE°T) ##%C65'6 (LLO'E) ##%509'8~ (815°9) +29°01~ (€59°T) +€88'7— (SSLT) #4088°E (8TT°7) ##%095 6~ Asnd
(1S€°2) #ix0EET— (zyon) LvTL- ©LLDTITT (9VE'T) #x606'T— (0€9°D) wx TP T P~ (S29°0) ##xG9T 'S~ (S85°0) ##xBES T~ (069°0) #%x920°2— VINT
- DHdS 2S7TS
(568°€) THE'Y DddSSTIS
(LVE'9) 4xx8T 6T DHdS TS TS
(6€8') S29°0- DHdS 7S vd
(060°9) 9€T'9 (8ZV'T) wxn9LL'L DHdS 1S v
(v6'8€) 810~ (0£9'7) Y8BT T~ OddS vd ve
4 T 9 S ¥ € 4 1 SI[qRLEA

URIDO0I0N Jouarg

saruedwod UBISIUN T, PUB UBDIOIOJA ‘YDUL] 3y} ul sAe[ap 31odaz jipne uo uonezierdads Ansnpur 10J1pne Jo 1039JJa 9y} 10§ SINSAI UOISSAIZNY °/ d[qeL,

JAIM

05-2025- 0160en. pdf by guest

ijaim

m article-pdf/doi/10.1108/1JAI M 05-2025-0160/ 11721015/

ijai

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. com



[ 4=
S S & 5 £
— oo g
.m = =
SESE S
== =R = =
5238 2
= O & ®©
= 9- =
- <
668°0 000'T 000'T 66L°0 6120 000°T 5760 v0L0 9vL0 L18°0 parenbs-y
68 vz ot S0t 15 14 96 418 LS L01 SUONIRAIRSGO
(65°08) +SP¥T 0) Tr1°TI- (0) 1'€92- (€°0V1) #xx9'8EY (€68°T) 2SK'T (0) 8591~ (1'esy) v8'8L (€£0'8€) 1209 (£191) 9907 (21°89) +€8'96 JuRISUOD)
SaA SIA Sax Sax SaA SOA Sax SIA SaX. SaX. 1 Ansnpup
SoA SaA SoA SaA SoA SaA SaA SOA SaA SaA EERLE)N
(€2°01) 5992~ 0) 2629 (26€9) LY6'L (88'11) ¥T'ST— (0)8'€Le (9v0'9) T16°L~ (0€7°9) 06T°€E (09€2) 8650~ (580°7) 01S°S WAWANRISAY
(zz¥°0) 6620070~ (o) zezr- (0)sese (¥12°0) 00Z°0- (€v2°T) 2690 0)v88'T (0890°0) €7900°0~ (9VT°0) #5780 (zvy°0) 650~ (80T°0) sxx TTH0~ STUVHS
(89°€T) ¥S¥'T- 0) L10'% (0)9990 (220°T) wsexTSV'L (8'£2€) 8528~ (0) g€zt~ (66°2€) S¥8'T- (PLT'T) #xL S8V~ (688°S) 90¥"L (989°%) ++9T'TT a8y ubg
(2850°0) +STT'0- ) vL6'S (0) 8920~ (5090°0) sxxTLT 0~ (0£1°0) LOT 0~ (0) 196'0- (9220°0) 8£T0°0- (T6€0°0) #sex TVT°0~ (¥670°0) #++0ST'0 (1620°0) S210°0 OI1
(0ST'9) ##+16'8C (0) 906'92~ - (00v°'€) 050~ (5's€€) €881~ (0) 5°s6z (95'95) 6V1° T (Pr9'T) wxxLBY L~ (oz L) vroe (6ET'T) ##x2ST'S qns~ubs
(555°9) ZV6°0 (0) 7689~ 0)zo1T (£89°€) +060°L (961°9) 9¥5°8 ) 1781~ (096'T) +685"€~ (T€9°€) #xEVE L (IvL'1) S26°2- (€01°T) L98°0 aIN
(564°0) Z8%°0 (0)00%9- (0) ¥86°0~ (088°0) +5L9'T- (550°'1) €00°T (0) L1€°0~ (915°0) 0280 (ss0)zzeT- (607°T) 06T T~ (L6E°0) #xVP6°0~ voa
(S6€°0) ZST'0 [(OX:p7AS (0) L87TT- (TZE€°0) #4+ET6°0 (z8v'z) z8e’e (0) €s5v- (9€2°0) 28T°0 (97€°0) Z0E0- (062°0) Sz¥°0 (90Z°0) ##+6E6°0 ATT
(PE'ET) +6T'ET (0)9'8€6— (8T°€T) 8T'TT~ (P0'ZT) ##+859€ (0) ezzr (11€'8) 999°L (109'9) ¥0Z°0 (Lzye) 60°LT- (296°9) +€56°6— SSOT
(¥°0T) 950°€~ 09712 (0) 10°8T (619'8) veV'8 (15°'12) 661~ (0) 6697 (zr'11) 592'9 (Sze'L) 6EV'6- (7£0'9) 6ES'Y (650°6) 8E€'6— IONVHD
(00%2) 80S°T - - - - - (L1 80°LT- (0TZ'8) +x99'6T (605°L) +¥E'ET (€62°S) wiex [V'9T— NOINIdO
(68°€€) #xx6'60T (0) evT'9p— - (FZ'0T) 5xx €S TH— (5°182) 58'65— - (F'veT) S0°6€~ (15€°8) #xx09'92— (ysD) TeErT- (8¥€9) 790'8 SYAI
- - - - - - (1°£12) 8299~ - - - Asnd
(0r'y1) 610°T- 0 z16'T (0)8zze (89°0T) #4x8€'82— (ET°2P) +%89°06— [(OF42] (1€€9) 10€°6 (601°€) 0ET'S (v€6°£) 959°0 (2L1°e) LY8'y- VINT
(61T¥2) 0T'TT- (6£°€9) 8T"0€- DddS TS TS
(0) €56°€S (Lzze) €501 DddS SIS
- (¥6'9) T8'YS DddS TS TS
(8£69) T2L'6 (€THT) wonn 1S°LL— DddS ¢S vd
(50°ST) +05'9T OHdS TS v
- DHdS ve ve
9 S 14 € 4 1 9 S 4 € sa[qetiep
uersiung, URDDOION

panunuo) °z qeL

05-2025- 0160en. pdf by guest

ijaim

m article-pdf/doi/10.1108/1JAI M 05-2025-0160/ 11721015/

ijai

Downl oaded from http://ftp. nowublishers. com



IJAIM The effect of auditor industry specialization on audit report delays across countries

80
60

2 I
20
0 -—. - - —

20 B4Ba_!’EC B4S1_SPEC B4S2_SPEC S1S1_SPEC $1S2_SPEC szsl-
-40
-60
-80
-100

["France = Morocco ™ Tunisia]

Figure 13. Effect of auditor industry specialization on audit report delays in the French, Moroccan and
Tunisian companies across joint audit pairs

Source: Authors’ own creation

Tunisian firms across almost all pairings, except for the Tunisian S1S1 pair, which outperforms
every French combination. Moroccan firms consistently show shorter delays than French
and Tunisian firms (again, excepting S1S1TU). Additional tests reveal that differences across
joint-audit pairs largely disappear among large firms in all three countries, and auditor industry
specialization has no material effect on most of the joint audit pairs’ delay.

This study contributes to the literature on audit report delays, both in general and in joint
audits, by clarifying the role of joint audits in reducing them. It considers their impact not
only in advanced economies but also in developing economies. In such economies, audited
financial reports are a primary source of information for various stakeholders (Al-Ajmi,
2008). Delays in issuing audit reports are significant because media outlets and press
conferences are not yet sufficiently developed (Khasharmeh and Aljifri, 2010). This study
also contributes by examining how audit report delays vary by joint audit pair composition
across developed and developing contexts. It classifies these pairs into broader categories
than previous studies. This classification enables examination of different types and sizes of
joint audit pairs, and shows that delays vary with pair composition and across institutional
contexts. The study emphasizes the significant role of institutional context in audit report
delays and shows that the effectiveness of large audit firms in reducing delays varies across
contexts. Furthermore, this study offers a deeper analysis of firm size, showing that large
firms have an advantage over small and medium-sized enterprises in reducing audit report
delays across most pair types and contexts. Finally, the study assesses the role of industry
specialization in reducing delays in joint audits and finds that it rarely affects delays,
suggesting it may not be central to joint audits.

The findings of this study offer practical implications and recommendations for
researchers, regulators, audit firms, companies and policymakers regarding delays in
mandatory joint audit reporting, especially in weaker corporate environments. The results
provide valuable insight and point to new directions for future research on joint audits. These
findings also suggest that regulators should select joint audit pairs based on demonstrated
effectiveness, not reputation and should not assume Big-N firms’ involvement always
reduces delays. It also recommends strengthening auditor independence through legislation
to improve efficiency and attract international investment to MENA economies. Countries
with mandatory joint audits should establish clear guidelines for coordination to address
collaboration challenges and maximize benefits. These findings also enable audit firms to
assess and improve joint audit collaboration, considering industry specialization to gain a
competitive edge and achieve better results. Moreover, audited firms can enhance audit
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strategies by meeting reporting deadlines. For instance, French companies may experience International
reduced delays when audit teams consist of two Big Four firms (B4B4FR). Tunisian Journal of
companies may achieve better on-time compliance with international audit teams outside the Accounting &
Big Four (S1S1TU). Moroccan companies are likely to minimize audit report delays when : .

teams include at least one local firm, especially when two local firms are involved Information
(S2S2MO). Management

Furthermore, our findings confirm the general benefits of joint audits in timely financial
report publication. This evidence can guide global decisions about adopting, enhancing or
removing joint audit mandates, including boosting auditor independence and attracting
investment. The lack of standardized joint audit guidelines suggests that standard-setters
should update audit standards. Minimal differences in audit report delays across large
companies suggest that policymakers can recommend joint audits for large companies. Our
study also indicates a lack of direct disclosure of audit fees in published Tunisian financial
reports, which limited our ability to include audit fees as a control variable. Therefore, we
recommend that regulators and policymakers increase the disclosure of audit fees in Tunisian
companies. This would allow researchers to examine variations in audit fees across the three
countries studied and their impact on audit reporting delays.

Like all research, this study has limitations that identify directions for further
investigation. The sample covers only 20142023, focuses solely on audit report delays, and
is constrained by small subsamples in Morocco and Tunisia. Future research could extend
the analysis and replicate the study in other mandatory joint-audit jurisdictions (e.g. Taiwan)
or compare mandatory versus voluntary joint audits. Moreover, this study focused only on
the nonfinancial sector; future research can replicate it by extending it to the financial sector,
especially the banking sector.
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