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Executive Summary

Companies do not wake up one day and randomly decide they
hate their auditors. Dissatisfaction builds quietly, over multiple
audit cycles, as friction accumulates and value erodes.

What starts as minor annoyances-extra evidence requests, unclear
guidance, slow responses—eventually become business risks. Security
audits that were supposed to build trust begin to undermine it. Reports
fail to satisfy enterprise buyers. Findings feel arbitrary. Internal teams burn
out managing the process. Confidence in the final report declines.

This paper analyzes why audit
relationships break down, drawing
from years of firsthand experience
working across SOC 2@, ISO 27001,
HITRUST CSF®, PCI DSS, and other
complex compliance frameworks.
It explores the patterns behind
bad audit experiences, why many
organizations outgrow “check-the-
box™ auditors, and what sets apart
high-performing audit firms that
deliver predictable, defensible, and
improvement-oriented results.

The conclusion is simple but
important: a better audit experience
is possible—and increasingly
necessary—as organizations

scale, enter regulated markets,

and face more scrutiny from

buyers and regulators.



The Stakes Have Changed: Why Audit
Quality Matters More Than Ever

Security audits are no longer a compliance exercise done once a year and forgotten.
For SaaS companies, cloud service providers, healthcare organizations, and other
highly regulated businesses, audits now sit at the intersection of:

- Revenue and procurement
- Customer trust and brand credibility
- Regulatory exposure and operational risk
Mergers, acquisitions, and fundraising
SOC 2, 1SO 27001, and HITRUST CSF reports are routinely reviewed by enterprise buyers,
insurers, regulators, and boards. A report that’s poorly done or hard to understand

doesn’t just slow an audit; it can stall deals, raise red flags, or force remediation
under pressure.

The audit must evolve alongside as organizations grow because, when it doesn't,
dissatisfaction follows.



Why Organizations Become
Dissatisfied with Their Auditor

The various reasons organizations
become dissatisfied are remarkably
consistent across different industries.
While they may feel different depending
on company size and maturity, the
underlying causes tend to fall into a few
repeatable categories.

Inexperienced Audit Teams and Over-
Reliance on Junior Staff

One of the most common complaints
organizations report is use of
inexperienced “junior” auditors as the
primary point of execution.

Clients who know about audits can tell

right away if someone is new to the job.
Junior auditors often rely mainly on templates, escalate minor issues unnecessarily,
and have trouble answering basic questions without deferring to managers who
may only appear at kickoff and closing calls. This dynamic slows the audit, creates
confusion, and undermines confidence in the findings.

Instead of applying professional judgment, these lesser-experienced teams tend
to default to rigid interpretations, checklist logic, and prescriptive guidance that
doesn’t reflect how modern environments actually operate.

Check-the-Box Mentality with Limited Security Value

Many organizations describe audits that feel purely mechanical: evidence is
collected, controls are “tested,” and a report appears, often with little explanation
or insight.

Auditors focus on documentation completeness rather than risk. Findings are given
without any context. There is minimal feedback on how controls could be improved
or matured over time. Some companies use automated technologies to evaluate the



same controls every year, which makes
it seem like the audit happens passively,
without any real thinking.

As one auditor analogy puts it: it's like
driving by the audit firm with the window
down and the SOC 2 report just appears.

The result is compliance without
confidence.

Lack of Industry and Framework
Expertise

Modern environments are complicated.
Cloud-native architectures, DevOps
pipelines, shared responsibility models,
and sector-specific workflows need
auditors who understand how systems
actually function.

Yet many organizations end up with auditors who lack experience with SaaS
environments, containerized infrastructure, CI/CD pipelines, or regulated industry
workflows, particularly in healthcare and government-adjacent sectors. This gap
becomes even more visible in complex frameworks like HITRUST CSF, FedRAMP, or ISO
27001, where domain expertise is essential.

When auditors cannot explain why a control matters, or how it applies in context,
trust erodes quickly.

Rigid Interpretations and Moving Goalposts

Clients frequently report that controls accepted one year are suddenly deemed
nonconforming next, often due to staff turnover within the audit firm.

Interpretations vary across auditors, teams, and audit cycles. Compensating
controls are dismissed. Risk context is ignored. The audit begins to feel arbitrary
rather than fair.

This inconsistency is especially frustrating for organizations investing in long-term
security maturity, only to discover that predictability is missing from the process.



Poor Communication and Weak Project Management

When communication breaks down, it makes every other problem worse.
Organizations cite unclear timelines, vague evidence requests, inconsistent
updates, and slow responsiveness as major contributors to audit breakdowns. In
many cases, audit firms lack a clear project plan and struggle to hold themselves-or
their clients—accountable to milestones.

Organizations lose time to fix problems when discoveries come in late. Teams
become stuck when inquiries aren’t answered. What should be a planned meeting
turns into a mess of audits.

Outgrowing Basic Audit Services

Early-stage companies often tolerate basic audits because they meet minimum
requirements at a lower cost. But as organizations scale—approaching 300
employees, entering regulated markets, or hiring in-house security leadership-the
limitations of check-the-box audits become clear.

It's common for experienced CISOs,
vCISOs, and enterprise buyers to
start scrutinizing reports more
closely. In some cases, regulated
customers explicitly reject low-
quality reports and require higher
assurance standards. This is often
the moment organizations realize
they have outgrown their auditor.

These problems are more than
just annoying; they can damage
confidence, raise operating costs,
and lower the credibility of your
compliance program.



Why the Audit Experience Breaks Down

An audit relationship typically breaks down when it stops feeling predictable, fair,
and valuable.

In a lot of cases, dissatisfaction traces back to misalignment from day

one. Organizations choose an auditor mostly based on pricing, without fully
understanding why one firm is significantly cheaper than another. The scope is
loosely defined and expectations are unclear, while the audit relies heavily on
tools and templates rather than judgment.

These static, low-feedback audits repeat year after year, offering little guidance
on how to improve security posture. Over time, trust in the auditor-and the report
itself-declines.

Often, the breaking point comes when:
A customer questions the quality of the report
A deal is delayed or lost due to audit concerns
New executives replace legacy audit relationships

At that point, organizations reassess not just who their auditor is, but what role
the audit is meant to play.



What Better Looks Like: Challenges for
the High-Performing Auditor

High-performing audit firms distinguish themselves—-not because they
are lenient-but by being consistent, risk-aware, and credible.

Audits Viewed Through a Risk Lens

Effective audits prioritize risk over rote evidence collection. Controls
are evaluated based on intent, effectiveness, and context-not just
documentation completeness. This method yields findings that are
defensible, relevant, and aligned with real-world threats.

Deep Framework and Domain Mastery

High-performing auditors show mastery
of the frameworks they assess and the
industries they serve. They understand
how SaaS platforms, healthcare
workflows, cloud infrastructure, and
regulatory requirements intersect.
Because they are experts, they can
clearly explain what is expected,
consistently interpret controls, and
work with both technical teams and
executive stakeholders in a credible way.

Consistency Year Over Year

Predictability is a hallmark of quality.
When organizations work with the same
audit teams over time, they get to
know the business better, keep track
of improvements, and help audits grow
along with the business. Improvements
are recognized. Expectations are
stable. Surprises are minimized.

Proactive, Two-Way Communication



Strong audit experiences begin with proper scoping during the sales process
and continue with clear milestones, defined responsibilities, and regular
updates. Communication is not one-directional. Both teams are accountable,
questions are answered promptly, and potential risks are surfaced early.

Fair, Defensible Findings

High-quality findings are evidence-based, not opinion-driven, and they withstand
scrutiny from customers, regulators, and boards. The outcome is a report that

stakeholders can trust-not one that needs constant explanation or justification.

Improvement-Oriented Mindset

While auditors must remain independent, the best firms still leave organizations
in a better place. They share emerging risks, highlight trends, and provide
actionable insights without crossing into implementation. Over time, this
approach strengthens both security posture and audit outcomes.
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The Solution Blueprint: How
Organizations Can Break the Cycle

Breaking the cycle of audit dissatisfaction requires requires a deliberate shift in
how organizations define audit success, prepare for assessments, and integrate
compliance into the business. Organizations that see consistently better outcomes
tend to follow a similar blueprint.

1. Redefine Your Auditor Expectations

The most successful audit engagements begin with clarity, and that happens long
before the first evidence request is sent. Organizations must reset expectations
around what a “good” audit experience looks like and hold audit firms accountable to
those standards. At a minimum, organizations should expect:

- Transparency into the process, including how controls will be evaluated, how
findings are determined, and how decisions are documented

Industry-expert audit teams who understand the organization’s technology
stack, operating model, and regulatory context

Minimal evidence redundancy, with requests mapped cleanly across
frameworks and aligned to how the organization actually operates

Mature project management, including
defined timelines, milestones, owners, and
escalation paths

A clear communication cadence, so teams
are not guessing where the audit stands or
what is coming next

No surprises on pricing or scope, with
changes addressed proactively rather than
through late-stage change orders

When these expectations are not explicitly
defined upfront, organizations often default
into reactive, inefficient audits that feel chaotic
rather than controlled.
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2. Strengthen Your Readiness
Approach

A common source of frustration in

audits is the mistaken belief that the
auditor should help “fix” gaps during the
engagement. Independence rules prevent
that and, moreover, when readiness

is weak, the audit inevitably becomes
painful. Organizations that consistently
succeed treat readiness and auditing as
distinct but complementary activities.

A vCISO or readiness partner can support
critical pre-audit work, including:

Designing or maturing the overall
security and compliance program

Documenting controls in a way that aligns with framework intent
Developing and maintaining policies and standards
Preparing evidence that is complete, consistent, and audit-ready

In this model, the audit becomes what it is meant to be: verification, not
remediation. Teams get fewer surprises, faster timelines, and findings that feel fair
rather than arbitrary.

3. Choose an Auditor Positioned for Your Stage and Needs

Not every audit firm is built for every organization. Many audit failures stem from a
mismatch between the firm’s operating model and the client’s maturity.

- Growth-stage SaaS companies typically need flexibility, speed, and auditors
who understand modern cloud-native environments

Mid-market organizations often require coordinated, multi-framework audits
that reduce duplication and internal burden

Enterprise organizations demand scalability, consistency, and high-quality
reporting that can withstand regulatory and customer scrutiny
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There is no universally “best” auditor-only the best fit for what the organization
is trying to accomplish at a given stage. Selecting an auditor without
considering this alignment often leads to dissatisfaction later.

4. Consider a Multi-Framework Audit Strategy

As organizations expand into regulated markets, audit scope almost always
grows. Treating each framework as a standalone exercise increases cost,
effort, and fatigue.

More mature organizations take a layered approach:
Using SOC 2 or ISO 27001 as foundational baselines

Mapping overlapping controls to support future frameworks such as
HITRUST CSF, PCI DSS, or NIST

Reusing evidence intelligently rather than recreating it for each
assessment

This approach reduces redundancy and shortens future audit cycles, allowing
compliance programs to scale without multiplying pain.
5. Build a Sustainable Compliance Lifecycle

The final and most important step is moving beyond the annual audit scramble.
Companies that break the cycle embed compliance into daily operations rather
than treating it as a once-a-year event. This includes:

Shifting toward continuous monitoring and control ownership

Integrating compliance considerations into engineering, HR, IT, and
product workflows

Using audit results to inform governance, risk management, and
strategic planning

When compliance is treated as a living program instead of a recurring fire drill,
audits become more predictable, less disruptive, and far more valuable.
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A Better Audit is Possible

Organizations do not switch auditors lightly. When they do, it is rarely due to a
single issue. It is the cumulative effect of low-value reports, high friction, poor
communication, and lost trust. As audits become more visible, more scrutinized,
and more central to business outcomes, organizations must rethink what they
expect from their auditor. A better audit experience is not about shortcuts or
leniency. It is about judgment, consistency, transparency, and value. A better
audit experience is about judgment, consistency, transparency, and value - not
shortcuts or leniency.

If your audit no longer feels predictable, fair, or useful, it may not be a temporary
frustration. It may be a signal that your organization has outgrown its auditor.
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