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Background and Context
Remote auditing has become an increasingly significant practice within the certification and assurance landscape, accelerated by the need for flexibility and digitalisation in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. In the field of certificated safety schemes and pre-qualification questionnaire (PQQ) schemes, remote auditing enables organisations to demonstrate compliance and competence without the constraints of traditional onsite assessment. For many businesses, particularly those operating within construction, engineering, and safety-critical industries, certification through these schemes serves as an essential mechanism for market access and reputation building. The credibility of these schemes, and by extension of the organisations they certify, rests heavily on trust, legitimacy, and reputation.
At the same time, artificial intelligence (AI) is beginning to reshape auditing practices more broadly. AI-enabled tools are emerging that can perform document reviews, automate evidence checks, and apply risk-based analytics to identify anomalies or trends. In theory, these technologies offer efficiency gains, reduce duplication, and enhance the robustness of audit processes by drawing upon larger datasets than human auditors might feasibly analyse. In the context of safety and PQQ schemes, AI has the potential to standardise decision-making and provide objective evidence of compliance, thereby strengthening the credibility of certification outcomes.
However, the adoption of AI in assurance also presents challenges that extend beyond technical capability. Reputation is a socially constructed concept, dependent not only on the accuracy of outcomes but also on stakeholder perceptions of fairness, transparency, and legitimacy. Some stakeholders may view the integration of AI into remote auditing as an enhancement to objectivity and reliability, while others may fear that it erodes the human judgement, contextual sensitivity, and professional discretion that underpin the credibility of safety certification. In PQQ schemes, where reputational signals are central to procurement decisions, concerns over algorithmic bias, opacity, or depersonalisation may further complicate perceptions of legitimacy.
Existing research into AI and auditing has tended to emphasise measurable outcomes such as efficiency, error reduction, or cost savings. While these studies provide valuable insights into operational benefits, they often overlook the interpretive dimension of how stakeholders experience and perceive the role of AI in assurance processes. Furthermore, limited research directly addresses the reputational implications of AI in the specific domains of certificated safety and PQQ schemes. These gaps are significant given that the reputation of such schemes underpins not only their adoption but also their ongoing legitimacy within industry and regulatory contexts.
The significance of exploring perceptions of AI in this area is therefore twofold. First, it responds to an academic need to understand the lived experiences and meaning-making processes of those directly involved in certification and procurement. Second, it addresses a professional imperative to ensure that innovation in auditing, including the use of AI, is adopted in a way that maintains trust and credibility. By examining stakeholder perceptions through an interpretive lens, this study aims to generate insights into how reputation is shaped in the era of AI-enabled remote auditing, with implications for policy makers, certification bodies, and client organisations alike.
Anticipated Contribution
This research is expected to generate meaningful contributions to both academic knowledge and professional practice. From a scholarly perspective, it will extend phenomenological inquiry into the reputational dimensions of artificial intelligence within auditing, contributing to a deeper understanding of how legitimacy, trust, and professional identity are constructed in digitally mediated assurance contexts. From a professional standpoint, the study seeks to stimulate critical reflection among stakeholders-including auditors, certification bodies, and clients-on the advantages and limitations of integrating AI into remote auditing. By foregrounding stakeholder perceptions, the research aims to inform balanced discourse that recognises both the potential efficiencies and the ethical or reputational risks associated with algorithmic decision-making. The findings are intended to guide the responsible adoption of AI across certificated safety and pre-qualification schemes, supporting future policy, training, and governance frameworks that preserve credibility and trust in assurance processes.

Aims and Objectives
Aim
The aim of this research is to critically explore how stakeholders construct and interpret the influence of artificial intelligence (AI) on the reputation of remote auditing within certificated safety schemes and pre-qualification questionnaire (PQQ) frameworks.

Objectives
To achieve this aim, the study will:
· Examine how stakeholders conceptualise “reputation” in the context of remote auditing, with particular attention to trust, legitimacy, and professional credibility.
· Interrogate perceptions of AI as simultaneously enhancing and challenging the credibility, fairness, and transparency of safety and PQQ schemes.
· Analyse how lived experiences of AI in auditing shape stakeholder confidence, professional identity, and perceptions of authority within certification processes.
· Synthesise insights into how these interpretive accounts may influence the future recognition, legitimacy, and acceptance of AI-enabled remote auditing across safety and procurement contexts.


Indicative Literature Review
Reputation, Trust, and Legitimacy
Reputation is a central concern in certificated safety and pre-qualification questionnaire (PQQ) schemes, where certification functions as a proxy for organisational competence. Rather than a fixed attribute, reputation is socially constructed and differently interpreted across stakeholder groups (Bryman, 2012). Legitimacy theory provides one explanatory lens, defining credibility as a “generalised perception” that organisational actions align with social norms and expectations (Suchman, 1995). This aligns with stakeholder theory, which emphasises that credibility emerges relationally through the judgements of key groups (Freeman, 1984). Trust is also critical: as Luhmann (1979) argues, trust reduces complexity under uncertainty, and in certification stakeholders often rely on trust in schemes as credible proxies for competence. These theories highlight that perceptions, as much as technical accuracy, underpin credibility.

Remote Auditing: Benefits and Concerns
Remote auditing gained prominence during the COVID-19 pandemic, providing continuity of assurance when onsite visits were constrained. Studies identify benefits including efficiency, cost savings, and environmental gains (Barker, 2014). Yet concerns persist about reduced informal dialogue, challenges in observing tacit practices, and digital exclusion (Luse et al., 2012). In safety-critical settings, questions remain as to whether remote audits hold the same reputational weight as physical visits. These debates suggest that credibility depends as much on perceived fairness and transparency as on technical outcomes.

Artificial Intelligence in Auditing and Assurance
Artificial intelligence (AI) is increasingly integrated into auditing through document automation, anomaly detection, and predictive analytics. While often framed as a driver of efficiency and objectivity, particularly in financial contexts (Creswell, 2013), challenges arise around algorithmic opacity and bias (Dawadi, Shrestha & Giri, 2021). From a socio-technical perspective, AI is not a neutral tool but shapes practices and meanings within organisational contexts (Orlikowski, 2007). Accordingly, the reputational implications of AI rest less on accuracy and more on whether stakeholders interpret its role as transparent and legitimate.

Perceptions of AI in Professional Contexts
Interpretive studies in healthcare and education illustrate ambivalence: professionals value AI’s efficiency but resist its depersonalisation and lack of ethical discretion (Israel, 2014; Bos, 2020). These findings reflect a phenomenological understanding of lived experience as historically and contextually shaped (Heidegger, 1962; Gadamer, 1975). In auditing, similar dynamics may arise, with AI seen as enhancing objectivity while challenging professional authority and identity. Trust in AI is therefore both individual and collective, influenced by organisational and sectoral narratives.

Interpretive and Phenomenological Perspectives
Phenomenology provides a useful frame for studying how stakeholders experience reputation, trust, and legitimacy. Husserl emphasised the description of lived experience, while Heidegger and Gadamer highlighted interpretation and historical context. Interpretive phenomenological analysis (IPA) has been applied in professional domains to explore perceptions of credibility and identity (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009). For auditing, this approach allows exploration of how stakeholders make sense of AI, not just in terms of outcomes but in how they interpret its fairness, transparency, and implications for reputation. This literature suggests that phenomenology offers a robust means of capturing the interpretive dimensions of AI in remote auditing.

Safety and PQQ Schemes as a Contextual Lens
Safety certification and PQQ frameworks such as SSIP act as gatekeepers in procurement, providing reputational signals of compliance. Their value is not only technical but also interpretive, shaped by perceptions of fairness and impartiality. Existing studies emphasise efficiency and simplification of processes, but rarely address how reputation is experienced. AI introduces further complexity: it may enhance consistency while provoking concerns over transparency and depersonalisation. This highlights a gap in knowledge around how stakeholders perceive AI’s influence on the reputation of such schemes.



Synthesis and Research Gap
The literature shows consensus that reputation and trust are critical yet underexplored in the context of digital assurance. Remote auditing is widely used but contested in terms of credibility. AI is positioned as efficient yet potentially opaque and depersonalising. While phenomenological studies exist in other fields, little research examines how stakeholders experience AI in relation to safety and PQQ schemes. This study therefore addresses a clear gap by exploring perceptions of AI and its reputational implications in remote auditing of these schemes.
This review therefore establishes the rationale for adopting an interpretivist, phenomenological approach to explore how AI shapes perceptions of reputation in remote auditing.

Proposed Methodology
Research Paradigm
This study is located within the interpretivist paradigm, which assumes that social reality is multiple, contextual, and co-constructed by human actors (Bryman, 2012; Creswell, 2013). The ontological position adopted is relativist: reputation is not a fixed entity but a phenomenon that emerges through social interactions and narratives. The epistemological stance is subjectivist: knowledge is generated through the perceptions and experiences of stakeholders rather than detached observation.
The choice of interpretivism and phenomenology is underpinned by the literature (see Indicative Literature Review), which highlights that reputation, trust, and legitimacy in auditing are best understood as lived and interpreted experiences rather than measurable outcomes. Phenomenology, particularly its hermeneutic orientation, provides a framework for exploring how participants construct meaning around AI in remote auditing.

Research Design
A qualitative phenomenological design will be adopted to explore stakeholder perceptions of AI and its reputational implications. Rather than seeking generalisable measures, the focus is on eliciting rich, interpretive accounts of lived experience. This aligns with existing phenomenological research in professional contexts, where interpretive approaches have been used to explore perceptions of credibility and professional identity.

Data Collection
Data will be collected through semi-structured interviews, allowing participants to narrate experiences in their own terms while ensuring that core themes (AI, reputation, trust, and certification) are addressed. Open-ended questions will prompt reflection on how participants perceive AI’s role in remote auditing and how it affects their sense of credibility and legitimacy. Interviews will last approximately 45-60 minutes and be conducted online or in person depending on participant preference.

Sampling Strategy
Purposive sampling will be used to recruit participants from three key stakeholder groups: auditors, client organisations, and industry representatives (e.g. scheme management bodies). This ensures that multiple perspectives are captured, reflecting the assumption of multiple realities in interpretivist research. A sample of 8-12 participants is proposed, sufficient to achieve depth of insight within the idiographic focus of interpretive phenomenological analysis (Smith, Flowers & Larkin, 2009).

Data Analysis
Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) will be applied, following established stages: immersion in transcripts, exploratory noting, theme development, clustering of emergent themes, and cross-case comparison. The aim is to interpret how participants construct meaning around AI’s role in certification, rather than to measure impact in a positivist sense. Reflexivity will be central: as a practitioner-researcher, my own assumptions will be critically examined through journaling to maintain transparency in the interpretive process.

Rigour and Ethical Integrity
Trustworthiness will be ensured through established qualitative criteria (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility will be supported by member checking; dependability by maintaining an audit trail; confirmability through reflexive journaling and supervisory debriefing; and transferability through detailed contextual description. Ethical approval will be sought from the university’s Research Ethics Committee prior to data collection, with strict attention to informed consent, confidentiality, and GDPR compliance.


Interested Parties and Certification Process
The stakeholder landscape that underpins remote auditing of safety schemes can be understood through the combined lenses of stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984) and legitimacy theory (Suchman, 1995). At the apex of the supply chain, Major Contractors and Blue-Chip Clients act as primary stakeholders whose procurement requirements define access to markets. By stipulating certification as a prerequisite for supplier approval, they exert coercive influence that drives widespread adoption of accredited schemes. Their expectations frame legitimacy as conformity with established norms of competence and safety. Understanding these stakeholder dynamics is essential for contextualising how perceptions of AI shape the reputation of remote auditing.


Chart 1: The Certification Process as a Cycle of Stakeholder Influence and Legitimacy

Chart 1 illustrates the triangular relationship between Major Contractors/Blue-Chip Clients, Certification Schemes, and Clients, with cyclical arrows depicting feedback loops and the adaptive nature of legitimacy.

Certification schemes—including SSIP, SafeContractor, SMAS, CHAS, ISO 45001, and BAFE—function as mediating institutions that operationalise these expectations. From a legitimacy perspective, schemes codify the requirements of dominant stakeholders into auditable frameworks, thereby transforming abstract demands for trust and accountability into measurable compliance criteria. In doing so, they institutionalise norms and provide an infrastructure of credibility that is widely recognised across sectors.
At the operational level, Clients (suppliers and contractors) engage with these schemes to obtain certification. For these actors, participation represents not only compliance but also a strategic attempt to signal trustworthiness and competence to external audiences. In line with stakeholder theory, clients are motivated to satisfy the expectations of powerful stakeholders while simultaneously safeguarding their own professional identity and reputation.

Certification Process
The certification process can be conceptualised as a cycle of assurance, influence, and adaptation rather than a simple linear pathway.
· Major Contractors and Blue-Chip Clients exert coercive influence by stipulating certification as a contractual prerequisite. In line with stakeholder theory, their expectations carry disproportionate weight in shaping procurement practices across entire sectors.
· Certification schemes (e.g. SSIP, SafeContractor, SMAS, CHAS, ISO 45001, BAFE) institutionalise these expectations by translating them into auditable frameworks. This represents the process of legitimacy-building, where compliance is codified into recognised standards of credibility and trustworthiness.
· Clients (suppliers and contractors) engage with schemes to secure certification, thereby signalling competence and reputational credibility to external audiences. Their participation reflects both a pragmatic need for market access and a strategic effort to align with stakeholder expectations.
This cycle is iterative. Audit outcomes, client feedback, and operational realities generate insights that inform revisions to scheme criteria. Simultaneously, broader regulatory shifts and industry trends feed into the ongoing redefinition of what constitutes legitimate compliance.
Remote auditing introduces a new dimension into this cycle. While it promises efficiency, accessibility, and environmental benefits, it also raises questions about visibility, transparency, and embodied assurance. These tensions suggest that the reputational authority of certification now rests not only on technical rigour but also on how remote processes are perceived within this stakeholder ecosystem.

Ethical Considerations
Ethics are central to qualitative research, particularly when adopting an interpretivist, phenomenological paradigm. Unlike positivist designs that prioritise objectivity and detachment, interpretive inquiry emphasises relational engagement, meaning-making, and co-construction of knowledge. This orientation brings with it a set of responsibilities to protect participants, respect subjectivity, and ensure transparency in how findings are generated (Bos, 2020).
Informed Consent and Autonomy
Participants will be provided with detailed information sheets outlining the aims of the study, the nature of their involvement, and how their data will be used. Written consent will be obtained prior to interviews, with explicit confirmation that participation is voluntary and that withdrawal is possible at any stage without penalty. In line with social science research ethics guidance, consent will be understood as a continuous process rather than a one-off transaction, with participants reminded of their rights throughout (Israel, 2014).
Confidentiality and Anonymity
Given the relatively small and interconnected community of auditors, certification bodies, and client organisations, particular care will be taken to protect confidentiality. All transcripts will be anonymised using pseudonyms, and identifying details (e.g., specific company names or client projects) will be removed. Reports will be written in a way that avoids attributing comments to identifiable individuals or organisations. As Bos (2020) notes, maintaining anonymity is not only a technical procedure but also a matter of trust between researcher and participant; protecting confidentiality is therefore fundamental to sustaining the credibility of the research relationship.
Data Protection and GDPR Compliance
In accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), data will be stored securely on encrypted university-approved systems. Audio recordings will be deleted once transcription is complete, and transcripts will be password-protected. Only the researcher and supervisory team will have access to raw data. Data will be retained only for the period required by university policy before being securely destroyed. These measures align with contemporary expectations for research integrity and responsible data management (Bos, 2020).
Power Dynamics and Voluntariness
As a practitioner-researcher, I occupy a dual role: both as an insider within the auditing profession and as a doctoral researcher. This positioning creates potential power imbalances, particularly if participants perceive professional obligations to participate. To mitigate this, recruitment will be conducted transparently, and participants will be reminded that their involvement is entirely voluntary. Care will also be taken to ensure that consent is freely given and not influenced by professional hierarchy or existing networks. Reflexive journaling will be used to critically examine how my positionality shapes the research process.
Managing Sensitivity and Risk
Discussions of reputation and AI in auditing may surface concerns about job security, organisational credibility, or professional identity. Such issues may be sensitive, particularly if participants feel that their views could reflect negatively on their employers or the wider certification community. To address this, interviews will be conducted in a supportive, non-judgemental manner, and participants will be reminded that there are no “right” or “wrong” answers. Should any discomfort arise, participants will be free to pause or withdraw from the interview.
Reflexivity and Ethical Integrity
Hermeneutic phenomenology recognises that the researcher cannot fully bracket out their own assumptions; instead, meaning is co-constructed through dialogue. Reflexivity therefore forms a core ethical responsibility. A research diary will be maintained to record decisions, assumptions, and reflections throughout the study. This will help ensure that interpretations remain grounded in participants’ accounts rather than dominated by my own professional background. By being transparent about my interpretive role, I aim to enhance both the ethical and methodological integrity of the study.
Approval and Compliance
Formal approval will be sought from the university’s Research Ethics Committee before data collection commences. The study will comply with institutional and sectoral codes of conduct, including principles of beneficence, respect for persons, and justice (Israel, 2014).
These considerations extend beyond procedural compliance to encompass the relational and interpretive nature of qualitative research. Key principles include ensuring informed consent, safeguarding confidentiality, managing data responsibly, and maintaining reflexive awareness of power and positionality. By embedding ethics as an ongoing, situated practice rather than a static requirement, the study aligns with guidance for responsible social science research (Bos, 2020; Israel, 2014), supporting both the protection of participants and the trustworthiness of the knowledge generated.
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