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The financial reporting regime in Australia relies heavily on 

auditing firms. Recently concerns have been raised about the 
effectiveness of auditing in Australia, especially in light of the 
perceived lack of competition in the market for large-firms 
audits, with just four firms auditing 96% of Australia’s ASX 200. 

Collectively referred to as the Big Four, these firms are PwC, EY, 
KPMG, and Deloitte. 

In this piece, we show that the reality is perhaps even worse. 

While there are notionally four audit firms that service large 

Australian firms, one of these firms (Deloitte) has very little share 
among the bigger public companies, suggesting that larger firms 
effectively select auditors from a more restricted “Big Three”. 

The Big Four 

With origins in firms that emerged in the 19th century, by the 
1980s, the global accounting business was dominated by the Big 
Eight. A wave of mergers that continued into the 1990s led to a 
consolidation into the Big Five. In 2002, a scandal-plagued Arthur 

Andersen was dissolved in the wake of the bankruptcy of its client 

Enron, leaving just the Big Four we have today. 

The Big Four dominate auditing of large companies around the 
world, auditing 99% of the S&P 500 (USA) and 97% of the FTSE 

350 (UK). This concentration is perceived to adversely affect the 
quality of auditing. In 2016 the editor of London’s Financial Times 
called for greater competition in auditing: “Four big firms are too 
few, not least because their very scarcity makes the application 

of strict regulation more difficult.”a As some commentators have 
put it the Big Four are “too few to fail”.b 

Competition in the Australian audit market 

In early 2019 the Australian Parliamentary Joint Committee on 

Corporations and Financial Services (PJC) suggested: “The 
dominance of the big four accounting firms therefore raises 

questions about the extent to which effective competition 
operates within the audit industry with respect to the auditing of 

major corporations.” 

Subsequently, an inquiry in the regulation of auditing in Australia 
was established with terms of reference including a review of “the 
level and effectiveness of competition in audit and related 

consulting services”. 

Market share analysis 

Under AASB 1054, each public company is required to disclose fees 
paid to its external auditor (including any network firms) for the 

audit itself and separately for all other services performed during 
the reporting period. We source most of our data from a database 

curated by Securities Industry Research Centre of Asia-Pacific 

(SIRCA) except that we flag anomalies and rectify these by 
collecting data from annual reports directly.c 

The figure below shows the market share of the Big Four audit 

firms for firms in various ASX indexes from 2008 though to 2019. 

In 2019, the market leader is PwC, which commands 56% of the 
audit fees paid by the ASX 20 firms and nearly 40% of the audit 

fees paid by the ASX 300 firms. Jostling for the number 2 and 3 
spots are KPMG and EY. Among ASX 20 firms, KPMG has a greater 

share than EY. But the order reverses once we move to the ASX 
100 universe. 

Deloitte stands out as the smallest of the Big Four, especially 
among larger firms. In the ASX 20, Deloitte’s only client is 

Woolworths and its share is a trifling 1.5%. Things are not much 
better among the ASX 50 firms, with share of just 2.1%. Deloitte’s 
share does increase as we expand the scope of the index 
considered. But its 6.9% share of audit fees paid to ASX 300 firms 

is just above the quarter of that of the next smallest firm (KPMG). 

Interestingly, Deloitte’s modest share of the big-company audit 
market is not a new phenomenon. Its share across the five 
indexes remained relatively unchanged over the period covered 

by our database apart from a small increase in share of the ASX 

200 from 4.9% in 2008 to 6.3% in 2019. 

Despite lagging in auditing, Deloitte is the second in terms of 
total firm revenue in Australia. This is driven by its strong position 

in advisory services. A concern for regulators and users of 
financial statements would be that its weak position in auditing is 
a result of strategic choices. If a Big Four firm audits a company, 
its ability to offer advisory services is limited by auditor 

independence requirements. If one of the Big Four were choosing 
advisory work over auditing, then competition might be even less 
than it appears. 
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a See p.4 of Ian Gow and Stuart Kells (2018). The Big Four: The Curious Past and Perilous Future of the Global Accounting 

Monopoly. LaTrobe University Press. 
b See Joseph Nocera (2005). “Auditors: Too Few to Fail” New York Times. June 25. 
c As an aside, manual data entry appears to account for some of the errors. The need for manual data entry is a reflection of 

the antiquated technology used in company filings in Australia. 
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