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A Day in the Life of Brent Dorsey 
A Staff Auditors’ Professional Pressures1 

Learning Objectives 

  Understand some of the pressures faced by young professionals in the workplace 

 Generate and evaluate alternative courses of action to resolve a difficult workplace issue 

 Understand more fully the implications of "eating time" and "premature sign-off" 

 More fully appreciate the need to balance professional and personal demands 

Brent Dorsey graduated eight months ago with a master's degree in accounting. After graduating, Brent began working with a 
large accounting firm in Portland. He is now on his second audit engagement—a company called Northwest Steel Producers. Working 
day-to-day with Brent on the audit are two other staff auditors, Scott Olsen and Megan Mills, along with the senior auditor, John 
Peters. Scott and Megan are both second-year staff accountants and are anticipating a promotion to senior in the next year. 

John Peters has been with the firm for about five years and has been a senior-level auditor for almost three years. Following this 
busy season, the partners and managers will sit down and decide which seniors to promote to managers. The rumor around the 
office is that only four or five of the seven eligible seniors in the office will be promoted in the Portland office. Those not promoted in 
Portland will most likely be asked to transfer to other offices within the firm that need new managers. Some may even be 
"counseled out" of the firm. John has done a reasonably good job in the audits he's been in charge of, yet he feels he is "on the bubble" as 
far as the promotion in Portland goes. He has recently received several performance evaluations that have criticized him for letting his jobs get "out of 
control" (i.e., over budget and beyond deadline). He believes his performance on the Northwest Steel Producers audit could make a difference in his 
chances to stay in Portland. John and his wife are from the Portland area and neither one is ready for a transfer. 

Northwest Steel is one of the office's biggest clients. The firm has been auditing Northwest for the past 13 years. Because of the client's 
reporting deadline, the Northwest Steel audit is notorious for tight deadlines and long hours. 

 

An Auditor’s Life 
With a final click on his laptop, Brent finished his audit work associated with Northwest's largest cash account. It was 5:45 p.m. on a Friday 

evening, and Brent was looking forward to a much-needed day off to spend some time with his wife, Katherine, who had a demanding job as a young 
attorney. They both understood that the degree of tension they had been feeling at home was probably due primarily to their stressful careers, and 
they felt a need to discuss their relationship in an attempt to "clear the air." It seemed there had been precious little time for any serious discussions 
these past few weeks. 

Brent started saving files so he could shut down his computer when the door of the small conference room he was using as an office opened a 
crack. Brent's briefcase partially blocked the door. "Door's open," Brent called out. "Just push a little harder." The door opened wider and Scott Olsen 
poked his head in. By the expression on Scott's face, Brent had a feeling the news wasn't going to be good. "Hi Scott, what's up?" asked Brent, trying to 
be upbeat. 

"John wants the audit team together for a meeting in 15 minutes," Scott said as he pushed his shoulders through the doorway. 
Brent glanced quickly at his watch. "It's almost 6:00! What's he doing calling a meeting at this time of the day?" 
"I don't know. He just called from his cell phone and said that he was on his way and that it was important that we all meet with him as soon as 

possible. But I have a feeling it's going to mean more work," Scott said as he pulled himself back out the doorway. "I've got to run down a couple of 
things before the meeting, so I'll see you there." Scott disappeared just as quickly as he had appeared. 

Brent picked up the phone and called Katherine, who had just arrived home from work. "Hi Kate. John just called an emergency meeting. I'm 
going to be late again." 

                                                           
1This case was prepared by Frank A. Buckless, Ph.D. and Mark S. Beasley, Ph.D. of North Carolina State University and Steven M. Glover, Ph.D. 

and Douglas F. Prawitt, Ph.D. of Brigham Young University, and revised, edited and expanded by J. Christopher Westland, CPA as a basis for class 

discussion. It is not intended to illustrate either effective or ineffective handling of an administrative situation. 
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"Brent, this is getting ridiculous. Just because those people don't have a life doesn't mean we can't. I picked up a couple videos and some take-
out on the way home. Just leave John a note that you had plans with your wife and come home." 

"Katherine, you know I would rather be home with you than in another meeting, but at this stage in my career I don't think blowing off an 
urgent meeting would be the wise thing to do. I'll get home as soon as I can. Should I invite John over to watch the videos with us?" 

"Very funny. Actually, maybe you should bring him along so I can try to talk some sense into him. Our lives seem so crazy. I don't know how 
much more of this I can take. I see the city bus driver more than I see you." 

"It'll get better, Katherine. Once we get through with the Northwest audit, things will lighten up. But for now, this is a good opportunity for me 
to prove I'm a team player and that I can work as hard as the next guy. I've already seen how important a reputation is in this firm. I've done pretty well 
so far, and that's why they put me on this audit. If I can prove myself, at some point I'll have more control over my day-to-day schedule. It is just really 
important that I build a good foundation for my career." 

"I know, but I worry that it will never stop. There will always be another client, another promotion. If we don't establish a good pattern now, 
when will we? Anyway, you do what you've got to do. I'll put your dinner in the fridge, and I'll tell you how the video was." A cold "click" sounded in 
Brent's ear. 

Brent slowly put the receiver back on the hook and stared at the small picture he kept in his briefcase. The picture was taken on Brent and 
Katherine's wedding day almost ten months ago. They were now expecting their first child, due in another five months. Brent acknowledged he had 
been working a lot lately, but he felt a strong need to prove himself in the firm. He felt challenged and fulfilled by his work, and he felt that some 
sacrifice now would open up more opportunities in the future. Then he could spend more time with his family. Speaking of family, why did this baby 
have to come along now, of all times? He and Katherine had wanted children, but not quite this soon. They would soon be facing the difficult issues 
that come with balancing two careers and a family. 

With a start he realized nearly 15 minutes had passed, and the meeting was about to begin. Jumping up, he grabbed his planner and ran out the 
door, knocking his briefcase to the floor. When he arrived at the other conference room that John was using as his on-site office, Scott and Megan were 
already there. Just as Brent nodded to Scott and Megan, both looking glum, John came into the room. 

"Sorry to call a meeting so late, but we have something very important to talk over," John said. "So far on this audit we are more than 30 hours 
over budget." He slumped into his chair. We absolutely have to make some of this time up. We need to come in pretty close to budget on this audit, 
and we've absolutely got to get it wrapped up in time for the client's scheduled earnings release at the end of next week." John shuffled through some 
papers on the table. He finally came to the one he was looking for. "I've been looking over the budgeted hours for the remaining segments of the audit. 
One of the remaining areas is accounts payable. That segment's got a budget of 42 hours. But I'd like to see it completed in no more than 35 hours. 
We're running out of chances to bring in this audit close to budget. Do a good job, but I really think it should take 35 hours max to do payables and I'd 
like it wrapped up by Monday afternoon." Megan and Scott exchanged a glance. 

John stood up and paced around the room. "I know I said I thought we'd be able to take Saturday off. But this is an important engagement and 
we need to deliver. We all stand to gain on our performance evaluations if we come in looking good on this audit. So let's keep our heads down a few 
more days. I need your help on this guys." John stopped pacing and put his hands on his hips. "Scott, I want you and Brent to start on payables first 
thing in the morning. Megan, you make sure you get receivables tied down by the time you go home tomorrow. You're still on track for coming in 
under budget on receivables, aren't you?" John stared until Megan nodded hesitantly. "Good. Well, that's it. I'll see you all tomorrow morning." John 
gathered up his things and walked out of the room, looking like he had the world on his shoulders. 

"Great! There goes the weekend," said Megan as soon as John was out of sight. "Yeah, my wife and I had big plans, too," muttered Scott, 
glancing down at the stack of folders on his lap. Just then, Scott's pager went off. "Now what?" said Scott as he started for the door. Then he mumbled 
through a wry smile, "Maybe my house is on fire. At least then maybe I could take the rest of the weekend off." 

 
What are the Alternatives? 
Brent sat slumping in his chair, wondering how on earth he and Scott were going to finish accounts payable in 35 hours. Rumor had it that last 

year's team may have "eaten time" to get some parts of last year's audit done within budget, and this year's budget was even lower than last years' 
reported time. Brent looked up at Megan, who sat in her chair looking bleary-eyed. "How on earth are Scott and I going to get payables tied down in 
35 hours, Meg?" 

"We've been auditing this firm for years, so you'd think by now we would know how long it takes to audit accounts payable, wouldn't you? Last 
year it took almost 50 hours. I don't know why we insist on lowering the budget every year," said Megan. "I worked on payables last year and there 
weren't any problems with them at all. Or the year before, for that matter. In fact, I don't think there has ever been a problem with payables in all the 
years we've been auditing Northwest. I say if they want to cut the budget they should change the audit plan. Last year we pulled thirty invoices. Maybe 
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this year we only need to pull twenty. That would save a few hours. Maybe that's what you and Scott should do. Why invest the extra time when you 
know there aren't going to be any problems anyway?" 

"I see what you mean. Can we make that decision?" Brent asked. 
"I don't see why not. They want us to finish on time and to work another Saturday. What do they expect?" responded Megan. 
Brent walked slowly back to his conference room, thinking about what Megan had said. Northwest's people had mostly gone home almost an 

hour ago. At this time of the evening only the custodial crews were in action. As he reached his office, he saw Scott coming down the hall. 
"Hey Scott, got a minute?" 
"Yeah, what's up Brent?" 
"I'm wondering what we're going to do to come in so far under budget on payables." 
"Well, I've found that in times like this, you just have to work until it's done. If we put in a long day tomorrow, we should be about halfway 

through. Then we can get in here early Monday and get going again. My wife and I were thinking about going to the coast for the weekend but now it's 
going to be me, you, and piles of invoices, P. O.s, and receiving reports. Romantic, huh?" Scott waved a handful of papers at Brent. "And, frankly, given 
this audit program, not only will we not get payables done in 35 hours, who knows if we can get them done in less than 40 or 45." 

"What's John going to say when we come in over 35 hours?" 
"Nah, you're not getting it. I just work as much as I need to, to get the work done. Then I report that it took me the budgeted amount of 

hours—in this case 35, I guess. As long as the work gets done and we look good on our performance evals, I figure a few hours won't kill me. I just 
figure I'm donating a few extra hours to the firm. Plus, the way John is stressing out lately, it is not worth even thinking about coming in over his 35 
hours. Well, I've got to get some hotel reservations cancelled and get home and tell my wife how great the next trip is going to be. I'll see you first 
thing tomorrow morning to get started on those lovely payables." 

Brent stepped into conference room and sat down. He wanted to do the right thing for himself, the client, the firm, and all involved. Megan's 
and Scott's ideas kept going around in his mind. His old auditing professor's sermons about an auditor's duty to the public seemed so long ago and so 
far removed. "Are there other alternatives?" he asked himself. "On the other hand, maybe I'm being too idealistic." He glanced at the clock and decided 
he'd better head for home and warm up his dinner. By the time he fought the rush hour traffic, it was going to be late enough as it was. He gathered up 
his things and headed out the door and into the parking lot. 

On his way home Brent began to think of all the issues he had been putting off. Katherine hadn't been feeling well lately and he had planned on 
stopping off to get her a little gift to cheer her up. Suddenly the car made that funny noise again, and Brent remembered for the twentieth time that he 
needed to get it into the shop before it died completely. Then he thought of his long-abandoned exercise program. "Yeah, right, exercise," thought 
Brent. "Maybe I'll start doing jumping jacks and lifting weights at the office, between audit memos." On top of the long hours and mounting pressures 
at work, Katherine was insisting that Brent help more around the house and spend more time with her, and he had to admit it was only fair. The traffic 
didn't bother Brent as much as usual. He had a lot to think about. 

 

For Discussion 
1. What alternatives are available to Brent in regards to the audit of payables? What are the pros and cons of each alternative? 
2. What consequences for Brent, the auditing firm, and others involved, may arise out of "eating time," as Scott suggested? Similarly, what 

consequences for Brent, the auditing firm, and others involved, may arise out of not completing audit procedures, as Megan suggested? 
3. In your opinion, which of Brent's alternative courses of action would provide the best outcome and why? What should Brent do? How 

would you handle the ethical issues involved in this situation? 
4. What could John Peters and the other auditors do to better handle the demands of career and family life? 
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