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Abstract t 

Increasingg marketplace demand for real-time reporting of business information is inevitably leading 
too the requirement for more frequent assurance from auditors over the accuracy and reliability of such 
information.. The frequency and speed with which auditors must provide assurance, coupled with the 
globall  dispersion of business clients, place more demand on the use of electronic communication 
mediaa in all phases of the assurance process. However, there is littl e theoretical guidance concerning 
howw to best match various electronic communication media representations to audit tasks. 
Accordingly,, the purpose of this study is to develop a media-task fit (METAFIT) model that can 
bee used in future research endeavors, particularly for information inquiry tasks in judgment and 
decision-making.. The METAFIT model specifies conditions and factors leading to an optimal bilateral 
(auditor-client)) METAFIT, with the objective of maximizing task effectiveness. 
©© 2003 Elsevier Science Inc. All rights reserved. 
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1.. Introduction 

Advancingg discovery in digital technologies, increasing expansion of business global-
ization,, and escalating demand for more frequent reporting of business information are rapidly 

**  Corresponding author. Tel: +1-781-891-2422. 
E-mailE-mail address: jhunton@bentley.edu (J.E. Hunton). 

1467-0895/03/$$ - see front matter © 2003 Elsevier Science Inc. All rights reserved. 
doi:: 10.1016/S1467-0895(03)00003-4 

mailto:jhunton@bentley.edu


126 6 

convergingg toward equilibrium. As a result, there is growing interest in studying how these 
mergingg pressures will affect an array of organizational factors, such as cultural assimilation, 
businesss structures, decision processes, group dynamics, and bilateral exchanges. In this paper, 
wee focus on a subset of these issues by theorizing how electronic communication media can 
improvee the efficacy of audit tasks involving bilateral (auditor-client) information exchanges. 

Thee availability, scope, functionality, and ease-of-use of electronic communication media 
aree constantly improving, while at the same time costs associated with using such technologies 
aree rapidly dropping. Such developments have enabled a large range of businesses to adopt, 
implement,, and utilize information and communication technologies. For example, various 
electronicc communication representations (e.g. text, graphics, audio, video, and animation) 
alreadyy have been deeply integrated into the communication practices of most companies. 

Simultaneouss with widespread adoption of electronic communication media, the economic 
marketplacee is reaching across national borders, thereby creating an expansive global 
communityy that is unparallel in history. Audit firms are no exception to the move toward a 
borderlesss economy, as they and their client companies are becoming increasingly dispersed 
acrosss the world. While the globalization of businesses offers immense upward potential, one 
problemm that arises involves the time and cost of holding face-to-face meetings when the two 
partiess are separated by vast geographic distances, yet the circumstance demands bilateral 
communication.. This can be particularly problematic for audit firms when, say, an auditor 
needss to discuss various audit issues with a client. Adding another degree of difficulty to the 
auditt task, demand pressures for more frequent reporting of business information require that 
suchh bilateral communications take place rapidly. 

Inn the United States, business firms provide financial statements to capital markets in 
quarterlyy increments, and independent auditors offer review assurances on the first three 
quarterlyy statements and audit opinions on the fourth quarter (annual) statement. In addition, 
Internett capability and market demand have dramatically increased the volume and frequency 
off  nonfinancial statement disclosures to the marketplace, such as earnings expectations, 
capitall  acquisitions, organizational restructurings, sales trends, and so on. Further, there is 
mountingg demand pressure for companies to release financial statements on a more frequent 
basis.. The accounting profession recognizes that both regulators and investors are likely to 
insistt on greater frequency of financial reporting and related assurances from independent 
auditorss over the reliability of such information (Elliott, 1997). 

Inn a dynamic business environment of this nature, the ability of auditors to quickly analyze 
financiall  statements, investigate unusual fluctuations, and perform substantive testing where 
deemedd necessary is critical. Given that business organizations and auditing firms are 
geographicallyy dispersed across the globe, the efficient and effective use of electronic 
communicationn media in this regard, particularly for auditor-client information inquiry 
purposes,, is essential. Consequently, the need for virtual meetings between auditors and 
clientss is growing, and the solution can be found with electronic communication media. 

Extantt research has demonstrated to some degree that computer-mediated communications 
cann yield favorable effects on judgment and decision quality, particularly in the area of group 
decision-making.. Group support systems (GSS) were developed to assist collaborative work 
byy enabling individuals to hold virtual meetings regardless of their physical location and time 
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zone.. In addition to numerous GSS studies in information systems, the effects of GSS on 
groupp decision-making processes has also been examined in accounting contexts (e.g., 
Arnoldd et al., 2000; Bamber et al., 1996; Kerr and Murthy, 1994). Specifically, such studies 
primarilyy focus on intrateam communication processes in audit settings. 

Thee scope of the present theoretical model is related to GSS research, because we are 
similarlyy interested in the effective use of electronic communication media. However, rather 
thann examining group communications, our interest lies in how communication technologies 
cann facilitate bilateral communications between an auditor and a client, when both are 
geographicallyy dispersed and working under considerable time constraints. We suggest that 
bilateral,, cross-organizational information inquiry processes differ from previously inves-
tigatedd intraorganizational intragroup communication processes, because different issues are 
att stake. Studies on GSS involve teams of auditors with the same or similar backgrounds, 
corporatee cultures, and intentions of reaching consensus. Research in this area typically 
emphasizess the benefits that GSS bring to group communication processes, such as increased 
groupp member anonymity, reduced majority influence, facilitated consensus agreement, and 
negotiatedd collective settlement. 

Inn contrast, the media-task fit (METAFIT) model developed herein applies primarily to 
contextss that are characterized by intensive bilateral (as opposed to group) inquiry tasks, 
wheree the auditor collects new information during an investigation process to form judgments 
andd make decisions. We posit that bilateral information inquiry processes differ from group 
communicationn processes, particularly with respect to differing communication intentions, 
interpersonall  dynamics, cultural differences, and desired outcomes. While groups tendd to seek 
consensus,, the principal aim of bilateral communication is that of overcoming information 
asymmetryy between two parties who might hold conflicting agendas. 

Inn this study, we present a theoretical model that incorporates task-related, media-related, 
andd experiential factors as interacting determinants of effective communication. The model 
incorporatess extant theory and research evidence from the fields of information systems, 
communications,, auditing and cognitive psychology, and extends the discussion and critique 
off  the media richness construct as posited by Daft and Lengel (1984, 1986) and Daft et al. 
(1987).. Specifically, we question whether 'feedback immediacy' is a dimension of media 
richnessrichness or an independent construct in its own right. In this light, we posit a theoretical 
separationn of media richness and feedback immediacy (hereafter called 'media interactivity'). 
Thee independent effects of media interactivity on performance are explained using theory 
fromm the information processing literature. The METAFIT model next developed suggests 
thatt the most effective use of electronic communication media for client inquiry purposes is a 
functionn of task characteristics, time-on-task pressures, and experiential factors. 

2.. Audit tasks, audit environments, and technology requirements 

Wee begin by briefly reviewing key attributes that characterize audit tasks and audit 
environments,, as this will help to clarify and motivate the importance of studying the 
METAFITT model in the context of auditing. Decision-making in auditing requires a high level 
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off  professional judgment, particularly during the evaluation stage of an audit, e.g. assessing 
clientt explanations, appraising the effectiveness of controls, and determining the reliability of 
auditt evidence (Knechel, 2000; Trotman, 1998). Because evaluative judgments are subjective 
inn nature, a degree of risk is inherent in the audit environment. Compounding such 
uncertainty,, the audit environment also places a great deal of time pressure on auditors to 
arrivee at complex subjective decisions rather quickly. 

Manyy studies of judgment and decision-making in auditing also consider individual 
differencess among decision-makers. For instance, experience, knowledge, motivation, and 
abilityy play a major role in decision-making (Libby and Luft, 1993), as do issues of personal 
ethicss {Knechel, 2000) and human cognitive limitations (Simon, 1990). We recognize the 
importancee of individual factors in decision-making tasks and incorporate experiential factors 
intoo our METAFIT model. However, our primary focus lies on a controllable factor—the 
selectionn of an appropriate electronic communication medium to facilitate bilateral informa-
tionn inquiry tasks. In particular, we focus on the 'fit ' between audit tasks and communication 
mediaa technology within the audit environment. 

Thee following section describes 'fit', a concept used for theory construction in various 
organizationall  disciplines, where the focus lies on optimally matching relevant variables. In 
Sectionn 4, we review pertinent theory and research evidence on communication media traits, 
ass factored into our general research model. Section 5 considers the environmental and task-
specificc characteristics related to METAFIT; task equivocally and time pressure are also 
consideredd to be important characteristics in the determination of METAFIT. In Section 6, we 
discusss the role of prior experience with the media, the co-communicator, the topic, and the 
context.. In Section 7, fit profiles are proposed pertaining to the general research model. 
Finally,, Section 8 discusses the relationship between METAFIT and performance. Although 
thee METAFIT model offers many potential applications, in this study the model is used to 
understandd how auditors can, on a task-specific basis, select the most effective electronic 
communicationn media to employ in a client-inquiry setting. 

3.. The concept of fit 

Scholarss from various disciplines have used the concept of'fit ' to investigate interrelation-
shipss among numerous variables (Venkatraman, 1989). The focal interest in this paper is the 
interrelationshipp between media and task factors, and their subsequent impact on a construct 
calledd the METAFIT. The concept of matching tasks with technology has been studied in 
variouss frameworks over recent years, such as the technology acceptance model (TAM) 
(Davis,, 1986, 1989, 1993; Davis et al., 1989) and the task-technology fit (TTF) model 
(Goodhue,, 1995; Goodhue and Thompson, 1995). Next, we review these theories. 

3.1.3.1. Technology acceptance model 

Thee powerful emergence of information technology (IT) in organizations in the 1970s and 
1980ss created a host of IT utilization studies in the management information systems (MIS) 
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literature.. In particular, user acceptance of technology has been a long-standing topic of 
interestt in MIS research. Researchers have focused particular attention on the determinants of 
userr acceptance, i.e. the individual, organizational, and technological factors leading to 
acceptancee and utilization of IT. 

Whilee early studies lacked strong theoretical foundations, more recent empirical research 
onn technology utilization has primarily relied on the TAM. The TAM is an application of the 
theoryy of reasoned action (TRA) (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975) to IT. The TRA suggests that 
beforee individuals change their behavior, there must be commensurate changes in their 
beliefs,, attitudes, and intentions. Thus, the TAM posits that usage of a technology is 
determinedd by beliefs a user holds about its perceived usefulness (PU) and its perceived 
easee of use (PEU). PU is defined as the degree to which a person believes that use of a system 
wouldd improve performance. PEU refers to the degree to which a person believes that using a 
particularr system would be relatively effortless. These beliefs (PU and PEU) then trigger a 
chainn of events that predict the attitude toward the technology, intention to use the 
technology,, and actual usage of the technology (Davis, 1989; Davis et al., 1989). 

TAMM has become one of the most widely used and cited models in the MIS literature for 
predictingg user acceptance and usage behavior. Davis and colleagues developed and validated 
thee original instrument for measuring the TAM constructs (Davis, 1986, 1989, 1993; Davis et 
al.,, 1989), and a range of scholars has replicated the TAM (e.g. Adams et al., 1992; 
Hendricksonn et al., 1993; Mathieson, 1991; Segars and Grover, 1993). The instrument has 
beenn used extensively by researchers investigating an array of issues in the area of user 
acceptancee (e.g. Moore and Benbasat, 1991; Olfman and Bostrom, 1991; Szajna, 1994, 1996; 
Taylorr and Todd, 1995; Trevmo and Webster, 1992; Venkatesh and Davis, 1996). 

Replicationss of the original works by Davis (1989) suggest that the predictive validity of 
thee TAM tends to hold across technologies, as well as across persons, settings, and times (e.g. 
Adamss et al., 1992; Moon and Kim, 2001; Szajna, 1994), the latter being a requirement for 
robustt theories (Cook and Campbell, 1979). Using different methodologies, numerous studies 
havee found that PU and PEU correlate well with IT acceptance across a variety of information 
systems. . 

Despitee an abundance of TAM replications and applications in the literature, a weakness 
shouldd be noted—it lacks a task-specific focus (Dishaw and Strong, 1999). While the 
'usefulness'' construct in the TAM implicitly includes 'task' (Goodhue, 1997) (i.e. usefulness 
meanss useful for something), more explicit inclusion of task characteristics may provide a 
betterr model of IT utilization. The TTF perspective, discussed next, addresses this issue. 

3.2.3.2. TTF model 

Thee TTF model links technology, task, and performance. It was developed by Goodhue 
(1995)) and Goodhue and Thompson (1995), and finds its origins in two research streams. 
Onee stream takes a 'utilization' focus, which is reflected in the TAM. The other research 
streamm centers on 'cognitive fit', suggesting that the 'fit ' between cognitive task demands and 
technologyy features/functionality is a primary determinant of performance (e.g. Benbasat 
ett al., 1986; Dickson et al., 1986; Vessey, 1991). 
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Combiningg the utilization and cognitive fit  theoretical frameworks, Goodhue and Thomp-
sonn (1995) developed the technology-to-performance chain (TPC). TPC theory states that 
humann performance is optimized when there is a proper matching among task requirements, 
technologyy functionality, and experience using the technology. The two dual dependencies 
(task/technologyy functionality and experience/technology functionality) generate a construct 
calledd 'task-technology fit' (TTF) and, according to TPC theory, TTF directly impacts 
performance.. The relatively complex TPC model was eventually reduced to what has later 
beenn referred to as the TTF model. 

Followingg the same reasoning as the TPC theory, the TTF model posits that technology 
wil ll  be used if and only if the functions available to the user support or 'fit ' the activities of 
thee user. Goodhue (1997) defined TTF as "the degree to which a technology (broadly defined 
too include information technologies, but also other manual technologies or techniques used to 
assistt in task accomplishment) assists an individual in performing his or her portfolio of tasks. . 
Moree specifically, TTF reflects the "fi t among task requirements, individual abilities, and the 
functionalityy and interface of the technology" (Goodhue, 1997, p. 449). 

Currently,, there is no single TTF framework, rather, a number of variations exist (Dishaw 
andd Strong, 1999). However, all models are common in that they consider task and 
technologyy characteristics as antecedents to the actual use of technology and performance 
outcomes.. Individual characteristics and technology experience are commonly added to TTF 
modell  variations. Apart from the early empirical studies, which focused on the impact of data 
representationn on performance, recent variations of the TTF model and related concepts of 
'fit '' have also appeared in the MIS and AIS literature (e.g. Dishaw and Strong, 1998; 
Goodhuee et al., 1997). 

3.3.3.3. METAFIT 

Similarly,, our central construct is termed METAFIT, i.e. the correspondence between task 
factorss (equivocality and time pressure), media factors (interactivity and richness) and 
experientiall  factors. Arguably, METAFIT can be examined in terms of task effectiveness 
andd efficiency, however, we examine the impact of METAFIT on performance effectiveness 
(i.e.. the extent to which a successful outcome is achieved), as existing theory does not 
providee sufficient support for predicting efficiency effects. 

Severall  types of TTF exist and the lackk of specification has been criticized in the literature 
(Belangerr et al., 2001; Drazin and Van de Ven, 1985). To resolve this issue, six forms of fit 
aree identified in Venkatraman's (1989) conceptual framework—fit as moderation, fit  as 
mediation,, fit as matching, fit  as gestalts, fit  as profile deviation, and fit as covariation. In the 
currentt study, METAFIT is defined as 'profile deviation'. 

Ann ideal profile is composed of an internally consistent set of environmental contingen-
ciess and strategy elements. According to this perspective, 'fit ' reflects the degree of 
adherencee to such an externally specified profile (Venkatraman, 1989). The profile deviation 
vieww of 'fit ' is different from other views, as profile deviation is anchored to a specific 
outputt criterion (typically performance). Greater adherence to a normatively ideal profile is 
expectedd to result in improved performance; thus, METAFIT represents adherence to an 
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Fig.. 1. METAFIT model. 

ideall  profile, which is composed of task features, environmental attributes, and technology 
elements. . 

Wee incorporate yet another stream of literature into our METAFIT model—media richness 
theories.. Whereas TAM and TTF address technology utilization, media richness theories 
focuss on the use of different media formats. Like TTF, theories on media usage propose that 
individualss choose the optimal communication media by matching the medium's inherent 
characteristicss and the objective requirements of the communication task (Fuik et al., 1987; 
Rice,, 1993). The next section describes media richness and related theories. We thus review 
mediaa technology elements (richness, interactivity, reprocessability, and rehearsability), task 
featuress (i.e. task equivocality), and environment attributes (i.e. time pressure) that impact 
METAFITT in an auditing context. We refer the reader to Fig. 1, as we develop the METAFIT 
modell  and related propositions in the following sections. 

4.. Communication media 

Duee to recent technological developments and increasing geographical dispersion of 
businessess and more frequent reporting of financial and nonfinancial information, the use 
off  electronic communication media for auditor-client information exchanges is expected to 
riserise considerably in the near future, as face-to-face meetings will likely become too costly 
withh respect to time and expense. For the development of our research model, we employ 
theoriess advanced by the reference disciplines of information systems, communications, and 
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cognitivee psychology. Specifically, social presence theory (SPT) (Short et al., 1976) and 
mediaa richness theory (MRT) (Daft et al., 1987) represent the central theoretical support for 
upcomingg research hypotheses. Furthermore, media synchronicity theory (Dennis and 
Valacich,, 1999) reflects an extension of MRT. Afterward, the concept of 'interactivity' will 
bee presented and treated separately from the media richness construct. 

4.1.4.1. Social presence and media richness 

Bothh SPT and MRT emphasize how communication media differ in the extent to which 
theyy (a) can overcome various communication constraints of, for example, time and location, 
(b)) transmit the social, symbolic, and nonverbal cues of human communication, and (c) assist 
inn performing tasks that are high in either equivocality or uncertainty (Rice, 1993). 

SPTT classifies traditional media along a single continuum according to its 'social presence', 
whichh is defined as "the capacity of a medium to transmit information about facial 
expression,, direction of looking, posture, dress and non-verbal cues" (Short et al., 1976, p. 
65).. A medium's social presence is conceptualized as a perceptual or attitudinal dimension of 
thee user—a 'mental set' toward the medium. Social presence is, thus, a subjective rather than 
ann objective quality of the medium. 

Sociall  presence differs among communication media according to such factors as the 
medium'ss ability to be personal, sociable, sensitive, and warm. Face-to-face communication 
iss deemed to have the greatest social presence, followed by audio plus video (e.g. video-
conferencing),, audio-only (e.g. telephone), and print (Short et al., 1976). The social presence 
approachh proposes that performance will improve if the social presence of the medium is 
matchedd to the communication requirements of the task. For instance, when a task is 
interpersonallyy involving (e.g. conflict and negotiation), individuals will prefer media with 
moree social presence. For simple information conveyance, media with less social presence 
wil ll  be favored, Since the concepts of social presence and media richness are very similar, 
hereafterr we will use the term 'media richness' to also represent a medium's social presence. 

Anotherr prominent theory of communication media preferences and usage in organiza-
tionall  settings is MRT, also known as information richness theory (Daft and Lengel, 1984, 
1986;; Daft et al., 1987). MRT suggests that task performance improves when task needs are 
matchedd to a medium's ability to convey information characterized by either equivocality or 
uncertainty. . 

Consistentt with SPT, Daft and Lengel (1984, 1986) and Daft et al. (1987) argue that media 
propertiess vary in richness, and that media can be ranked on a richness continuum based on 
theirr ability to handle equivocality and uncertainty. A medium's richness is based on four 
mediaa criteria: capacity to include personal focus, immediacy of feedback, conveyance of 
multiplee cues, and variety of language carried (Daft et al., 1987). 

Somee media have a higher capacity to include personal focus (e.g. face-to-face commun-
ication)) than others (e.g. e-mail). Daft et al. (1987) argue that "a message will be conveyed 
moree fully when personal feelings and emotions inftise the communication" (p. 358). 

Immediacyy of feedback reflects how quickly a medium allows users to respond to the 
communicationss they receive (Daft and Lengel, 1986). It is the ability of a medium to support 
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rapidd bidirectional communication. The immediacy of feedback is important in improving 
understanding,, since it enables intermediate adjustments in message transmission so that any 
misleadingg elements in the message can be quickly corrected (Dennis and Valacich, 1999). In 
thiss paper, immediacy of feedback will be treated as a separate construct from media richness, 
ass further developed in an upcoming section. 

Multiplicit yy of cues represents the number of ways in which a medium can communicate 
information,, such as auditory cues, e.g. voice tone and inflection or visual cues (facial gestures, 
bodyy language, and so on). Finally, language variety reflects the range of meaning that can be 
conveyedd with language symbols, such as numbers (conveying precision) and natural 
languagee (conveying understanding of a broader set of concepts and ideas) (Daft et al., 1987). 

MRTT maintains that the ability of media to transmit needed information depends on 
whetherr the information is used in situations of uncertainty or equivocality. The concept of 
equivocalityy will be reviewed in a corresponding upcoming section. 

Inn summary, both SPT and MRT propose that face-to-face is the richest medium, followed 
byy video systems, audio systems, and finally, text systems. In short, media with relatively 
moree capacity (bandwidth) are considered richer media, while those with less capacity are 
regardedd as leaner media (Burke and Chidambaram, 1999). The number of cues, or 
modalities,, that are transmitted by a medium (i.e. feedback, multiple cues, language variety, 
andd personal focus) increases its richness. 

Forr instance, when interviewing a client regarding a potentially significant audit exception 
(whichh triggers a possible fraud red-flag in the auditor's mind), audible and visual cues may 
helpp the auditor discern unspoken meaning. Client personnel who know something about the 
issuee may be reluctant to formally document what they know to the auditor for fear of 
incrimination.. Even if they did disclose information in writing (say, e-mail or letter), their 
wordss and phrases would likely be measured and cautious, as they would not want to signal 
anythingg to the auditor that would implicate them. However, in a video-conference or face-to-
facee communication format, involved individuals are more likely to relay unintended signals 
duringg contemporaneous discussion via use of body language or audible cues. Hence, we 
incorporatee media cues as proposed by MRT (except for feedback) in our research model as 
antecedentss to media richness via the following propositions: 

PII  a: Multiple cues and media richness are positively associated. 

Plb:: Language variety and media richness are positively associated. 

Pic:: Personal focus and media richness are positively associated. 

Wee recognize that there are exceptions to the overall notion that increased modalities result 
inn richer media (e.g. Markus et al., 1993; Rice and Shook, 1988; Soe and Markus, 1993; 
Walther,, 1996). For instance, MRT was developed and tested by making comparisons among 
traditionall  media, such as face-to-face, telephone, written addressed documents, and written 
unaddressedd documents (El-Shinnawy and Markus, 1997). Despite its original objective, 
MRTT has frequently been applied to managers' use of new media, and thus finds a significant 
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amountt of criticism in the literature (e.g. D'Ambra et al., 1998; Dennis and Valacich, 1999; 
El-Shinnawyy and Markus, 1997; Fuik et al., 1987; Lee, 1994; Ngwenyarna and Lee, 1997; 
Suh,, 1999). Such criticism is largely motivated by the fact that new media, such as electronic 
maill  (e-mail), bulletin boards, etc., offer features beyond those suggested by MRT. We next 
presentt an extension of MRT, which attempts to address the abovementioned criticism by 
broadeningg the media richness construct to include additional media characteristics, often-
timess found in new electronic media. 

Denniss and Valacich (1999) proposed a variation of MRT called media synchronicity 
theory.. In summary, the authors expand the set of media characteristics that can affect 
communicationn to include parallelism, reprocessability, and rehearsability. 

Theyy define parallelism as the number of simultaneous conversations supported by the 
medium.. Historically, only traditional written media (letters or interoffice memos) could 
supportt multiple communications. However, with the advent of groupware this is no longer 
thee case. Although parallelism is a communication media trait that may impact group work, 
thee current study focuses on factors that impact the efficiency and effectiveness of 
communicationn between two co-communicators (auditors and clients). Therefore, parallelism 
iss not applicable to our research model. 

Reprocessabilityy refers to media that make the message available for re-examination by the 
co-communicatorss while engaged in conversation. Like parallelism, reprocessability was 
previouslyy only available when communicating via letters or traditional interoffice memos. 
However,, contemporary electronic communication media allow for reprocessability, since 
messagess can be stored and reviewed at a later time. Also, by allowing the co-communicators 
too examine the message while communicating (e.g., electronic chat), reprocessability enables 
themm to request further clarification of information that they find confusing or vague. Further, 
inn situations of information overload, recipients are less likely to miss pieces of information 
sincee they have the opportunity to re-read messages at a later time. Thus, reprocessability 
facilitatess communication dialogue by enabling the communication of additional informa-
tionall  cues, which ultimately facilitates understanding. However, we do not view reprocess-
abilityy as an antecedent of richness, because it can occur independently. We later return to this 
mediaa attribute when considering fit  profiles. 

Rehearsabilityy reflects the medium's ability to edit or polish a message before transmis-
sion.. We argue that the effect of rehearsability on performance largely depends on the 
sender'ss underlying motives. For instance, suppose an auditor detects some unusual 
fluctuationss in the client's financial statements and wishes to further inquire with manage-
ment.. The client replies to the auditor using a medium high in rehearsability. If the client's 
intentionss are to deceive the auditor, rehearsability may facilitate coherent phrasing of a 
misleadingg response, because the client has the means to go over his/her response repeatedly 
beforee sending it to the auditor. In this scenario, rehearsability may impede the auditor's 
accuratee judgment and decision-making, and thus lead to low performance in this regard. On 
thee other hand, given a client with honest and sincere intentions, rehearsing a message may 
helpp him/her to explain an issue thoroughly and truthfully, and thus have a positive impact on 
finall  judgment and decision-making. Hence, while media rehearsability is likely to influence 
performance,, we argue that the extent and direction of influence depends on the client's 
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intentions.. However, the METAFIT model does not address the client's underlying motives 
duringg information inquiry. Therefore, we do not incorporate rehearsability into the 
METAFITT model. Next, we review the literature on interactivity. 

4.2.4.2. Media interactivity 

Thee theoretical frameworks discussed in the previous section consider various character-
isticss of media when assessing richness. Among these characteristics is usually a medium's 
feedbackk capability. For the following reason, we argue that feedback immediacy should be 
treatedd as a separate construct, rather than merely a dimension of media richness. 

Onee criticism of MRT regards its weakness in explaining the use of new technology-based 
media,, such as e-mail. Due to its written nature, e-mail had originally been ranked low on the 
richnessrichness scale, particularly since e-mail cannot offer language variety, multiple cues, and 
personall  focus as described in MRT. Empirical evidence, however, accounts for high richness 
perceptionss with respect to e-mail (e.g. El-Shinnawy and Markus, 1997; Markus et al., 1993; 
Ricee and Shook, 1988; Soe and Markus, 1993; Walther, 1996). It can be argued that e-mail, 
althoughh lean in its capability to convey language variety, multiplicity of cues, and personal 
focus,, has the benefit of high interactivity. Given that co-communicators are concurrently on-
line,, messages can be sent back and forth on an instantaneous basis. Thus, we distinguish a me-
dium'ss richness from its feedback capability, as suggested by El-Shinnawy and Markus (1997). 

Interactivityy is often cited as a primary distinction of new electronic media and finds plenty 
off  definitions in the communications literature. Most definitions are common in that they 
conceptualizee interactivity as a continuum spanning from declarative (one-way) to reactive 
(two-way)) to fully interactive (Rafaeli, 1988; Rogers, 1986). Zack (1993) summarizes a 
numberr of benefits of interactive communication: simultaneous exchange (Schegloff, 1987), 
continuouss feedback (Goffman, 1967), joint, spontaneous involvement (Goffman, 1967), the 
abilityy to interrupt or preempt (Goldberg, 1990), and mutual construction of messages 
(Goldberg,, 1990; Schegloff, 1987). 

Viaa the characteristics just mentioned, interactivity enables communicators to reduce the 
timee required to achieve mutual comprehension of messages (Clark and Wilkes-Gibbs, 1986), 
enhancess the accuracy of communication (Kraut et al., 1982; Leavitt and Mueller, 1951), and 
minimizess the time to accomplish a task (Kraus and Bricker, 1966). Empirical evidence 
suggestss that lack of immediate synchronous response increases the number of words needed 
too communicate messages, and thus increases the time required to complete the task (Kraus 
andd Bricker, 1966). 

Withh regard to communication media, some scholars treat interactivity as a process-related 
andd perception-based construct of communication settings (e.g. Rafaeli, 1988). In the current 
study,, interactivity is viewed as a technical characteristic of the medium. We are interested in 
thee normative presence or absence of interactivity in communication, rather than the 
perceptionss and actual usage of interactivity. We posit that a medium's technical ability to 
offerr immediate dialogue response time enables realization of the interactivity characteristics 
listedd above. Hence, in this study, we use the term interactivity to reflect the inherent potential 
off  a medium to offer immediate dialogue response time between co-communicators. 
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Inn spite of some empirical findings with regard to interactivity, extant theory fails to 
explainn in detail how media interactivity influences cognitive processes that improve the 
accuracyy of communication and reduces the time to accomplish a task. We turn to the 
informationn and attentional processing literature to theorize effects of media interactivity. 
Here,, we are primarily interested in tasks that require attentional processing, where the focus 
iss on conscious mental attention and effort, and where a single information input at a time is 
usuallyy manipulated (Glass and Holyoak, 1986; Shiffrin and Dumais, 1981). 

Attentionall  processing can be split into the categories of selective attention and divided 
attentionn (Eysenck and Keane, 1995; Proctor and van Zandt, 1994). Selective attention is also 
knownn as 'focused attention' and refers to the process of focusing awareness on a limited 
rangee of stimuli. Selective attention concerns our ability to focus on certain sources of 
informationn and ignore others (Proctor and van Zandt, 1994). The typical example given for 
selectivee attention is that of a cocktail party where people focus on one single conversation 
whilee they are confronted with a variety of multimodal stimuli. When trying to focus in on 
moree than one conversation, people tend to lose their concentration. 

Dividedd attention, also called dual task performance—i.e. simultaneously attending to two 
orr more stimuli—is studied by presenting at least two stimulus inputs at the same time, but 
withh instructions that equal attention and a response must be given to all stimulus inputs 
(Eysenckk and Keane, 1995). Studies on divided attention provide useful information about 
humann processing limitations, i.e. the ability to divide attention among multiple tasks. For 
example,, consider talking on the phone while driving a car, i.e. engaging in two attentional 
processingg tasks simultaneously. 

Wee argue that a medium's interactivity level influences co-communicators' attention 
selectionn (i.e. selective or divided), and thus performance. A medium with a high level of 
interactivityy facilitates communication because it offers immediate dialogue response time 
betweenn co-communicators. Hence, co-communicators are not given the opportunity to 
engagee in alternative tasks while waiting for the other party to respond. Instead, they focus 
theirr undivided (selective), continuous attention on the communication process and the task to 
bee solved. On the other hand, consider two persons communicating via a medium low in 
interactivity.. Particularly in situations of high time pressure, individuals will be compelled to 
dividee their attention to other tasks while waiting for the other party to respond. This in turn 
causess them to engage in what is called divided attention. As a result, we argue that 
individualss using such media are likely to lose continuity and flow, which may reduce the 
levell  of communication effectiveness, as well as increase overall time on task. As will be 
elaboratedd in more detail when we discuss fit profiles, we also posit that media interactivity is 
particularlyy important for highly equivocal tasks, because it allows for rapid clarifications and 
reductionn of misunderstanding between communication partners. 

Notee that the above reasoning applies to a limited number of communication activities. We 
arguee that tasks differ in how much they require an immediate dialogue response time. For 
example,, communication tasks with the objective to execute or generate ideas may not require 
ann immediate dialogue response time, because implementation is carried out primarily on an 
individuall  level, rather than through a constant exchange. On the other hand, we consider 
taskss with the objective to choose a correct or a preferred answer, or make an optimal 



137 7 

judgment,, which call for instant feedback. Thus, a high level of interactivity is preferred in 
suchh situations. The next section elaborates on the issue of task specificity. 

5.. Communication tasks 

Ass argued in the previous section, the richness and interactivity levels required for 
communicationn depend largely on the nature of the task to be performed. This section 
furtherr defines the task dimensions and environments to which the present study applies 
(pleasee refer to Fig. 2 during the following discussion). 

5.1.5.1. Defining task 

Thee model developed in this study is not intended to encompass all possible tasks related 
too auditor-client communications. Instead, it focuses on judgment and decision-making tasks 
inn communication. The task type most applicable to the METAFIT model can be identified in 
McGrath'ss communication task circumplex (Fig. 2) (McGrath, 1984), later extended to also 
categorizee task types in a mediated environment (McGrath and Hollingshead, 1993). The task 
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Fig.. 2. McGrath's (1984) task circumplex. 
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circumplexx is arranged around four general objectives of communication tasks: generate 
(potentiall  alternative solutions), choose (among alternatives), negotiate (resolve conflicts), 
andd execute. Each quadrant in the taxonomy focuses on task types. This representation of 
taskss has two dimensions, with the horizontal dimension showing a continuum of behavioral 
andd conceptual tasks. The vertical dimension illustrates a continuum reaching from cooper-
ationn to conflict. Even though McGrath's task taxonomy was intended primarily for group 
decision-making,, we posit that it applies equally to decisions made as a result of bilateral 
mediatedd communication. 

Thee METAFIT model is appropriate for audit communication tasks that are highly 
conceptuall  in nature, where the objective is to find an answer for a given problem, as 
exemplifiedd by Quadrant II ('choose') of McGrath's task circumplex. Some tasks enable 
decision-makerss to derive a correct answer (not necessarily the correct answer) for a given 
problemm (called an 'intellective' or 'judgment'), whereas the other tasks rely on the selection 
off  a preferred alternative ('decision-making' task). The METAFIT model applies to both task 
types,, since the focus is on finding the correct or preferred alternative after engaging in 
bilateral,, computer-mediated communication. 

5.2.5.2. Defining unique task characteristics and environments 

Thee understanding of task characteristics and environments is important in the study of 
auditorr judgment and decision-making (Solomon and Shields, 1995) and the use of 
communicationn technologies (e.g. Daft et al., 1987). Herein, we are primarily interested in 
thee task characteristic of equivocality and the environmental attribute of time pressure, for 
reasonss discussed below. 

5.3.5.3. Task equivocality 

Equivocalityy is a central task characteristic considered in the model developed in the 
presentt study. Equivocality plays a central role in Karl Weick's (1979) model of organization 
informationn processes. Weick stresses the autonomy of individuals and the looseness of the 
relationss linking individuals in an organization. Although his model views organizations as 
informationn processing systems, the purpose of processing information is not decision-
makingg or problem-solving in the first instance. Instead, the focus lies on reducing the 
equivocalityy of information about the organization's external environment. This view of 
equivocalityy and its importance in judgment and decision-making has similarly been 
employedd in the development of MRT, one of the chief theories employed in the upcoming 
propositionn development. Namely, MRT posits that managers' media choice and media usage 
outcomess are highly contingent on the level of equivocality and uncertainty of a given task 
(Daftt et al., 1987). In brief, equivocal tasks require intensive discussion, multiple cues, and 
sociall  support-—features that are only offered by richer communication media. On the other 
hand,, tasks characterized by uncertainty can be accomplished using lean media. 

Thee primary problems with equivocal tasks are the absence of concrete questions that 
cann be asked and the lack of an objective data pool that can be accessed in order to 
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providee answers. Equivocality exists when there are multiple (and possibly conflicting) 
informationn needs, cognitive processing schemata, and interpretations for given problem 
situationss (Daft and Macintosh, 1981; Weick, 1979). Thus, resolution of equivocal prob-
lemm representations often requires the exchange of subjective views among decision-
makerss to define problems and resolve disagreements (Daft et al., 1987). Under equivocal 
conditions,, individuals are not certain what questions to ask, and if questions are posed, 
theree is no common store of declarative or procedural knowledge with which to process 
thee response. 

Inn a task characterized by a low level of equivocality, uncertainty may still be an issue. In 
thee case of uncertainty, a framework for interpreting a message is available (i.e. the decision-
makerr holds or acquires declarative knowledge stores and procedural knowledge schemata 
forr given problem representations), but there is insufficient information to solve the problem 
att hand. In other words, decision-makers know what information is missing, seek such 
informationn (e.g. via client inquiries or substantive tests), identify alternative courses of 
action,, and make a choice from the set of alternatives that holds the highest likelihood of 
achievingg a successful outcome. 

Wee posit that auditor-client information inquiry tasks may be characterized by either 
highh or low equivocality. Further, we argue that the consideration of task equivocality is 
cruciall  when examining the match between task and communication media. Depending 
onn the circumstances, the auditor may initially possess declarative and procedural 
knowledgee schemata regarding the client, the client's financial statements, and potential 
causess for any inconsistencies. In this case, uncertainty exists, but the questions to be 
askedd to the client are clear, and lean communication media may suffice to reach a 
judgmentt or decision. However, equivocal information inquiry tasks, resulting from a lack 
off  declarative and procedural knowledge, require the use of richer media for effective 
communication.. Consequently, the consideration of task equivocality in this context is 
relevant. . 

5.4.5.4. Time pressure 

Asidee from task equivocality, it is argued that certain levels of time- or deadline-pressure 
characterizee auditor-client information inquiry tasks, and that the consideration of time 
pressuree is crucial when assessing the most appropriate medium for a given task. An 
increasingg amount of research is investigating the effect of time pressure on judgment and 
decision-makingg in the information systems literature (e.g. Ben Zur and Breznitz, 1981; 
Ordonezz and Benson, 1997; Payne et al., 1988), as well as the audit literature (Alderman and 
Dietrick,, 1982; Arnold et al., 2000; Kelley and Margheim, 1990; McDaniel, 1990; Smith et 
al.,, 1997). There is also an emerging view that decisions in organizations need to be made on 
ann increasingly rapid or instant basis (Smith and Hayne, 1997). 

Withh respect to auditors, recent concerns have been raised regarding potential deleteri-
ouss effects of continuously increasing time pressure on auditors' judgments and audit 
qualityy (Arnold et al., 2000). Arnold et al. (2000) also note that extant research has not 
thoroughlyy explored the influence of time pressure in the context of technology-supported 
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decision-makingg processes, such as GSS or, as investigated in our paper, electronic 
communicationn media representations in bilateral communication scenarios. These issues 
andd concerns motivate the importance of incorporating time pressure into the METAFIT 
model. . 

Inn the cognitive psychology and organizational behavior literatures, time pressure has been 
conceptualizedd as a phenomenon comparable to stress, taking place when the time available 
forr a given task is restricted (Svensson and Edland, 1987). Time pressure is subjective 
becausee different individuals may have varying perceptions for the same time limit (Bronner, 
1982).. Bronner (1982) suggests two conditions necessary for time to function as a stressor. 
First,, individuals must be aware that there is some deadline for completion of a task or 
reachingg a decision. Second, individuals must believe that there is something at stake, such as 
ann opportunity cost. 

Individualss adapt various strategies to cope with time pressure in decision-making. For 
example,, under moderate levels of time pressure, people tend to accelerate their decision 
processs by increasing the rate of information search ('acceleration') (Ben Zur and Breznitz, 
1981).. Another reaction to time pressure is to process only a subset of the most important 
information,, a strategy referred to as 'filtration' (Miller, 1960). However, when the level of 
timee pressure exceeds a certain level, information is processed selectively ('avoidance') (Ben 
Zurr and Breznitz, 1981; Miller, 1960). 

Paynee and Luce (1996) argue that in the auditing environment, time pressure is not so 
muchh due to "strict deadlines as it is to the potential opportunity cost of delaying decisions" 
(Paynee and Luce, 1996, p. 131). Adopting this definition of time pressure, the current paper 
suggestss that high time pressure is associated with an opportunity cost. Specifically, the extent 
too which time pressure impacts task performance (effectiveness) depends on the opportunity 
costt of arriving at a suboptimal decision by mismatching an electronic communication 
mediumm to the task at hand. 

Inn addition, the METAFIT model suggests that a task that is recognized as highly 
equivocall  wil l exacerbate time pressure perceptions. For instance, assume that an 
individuall  realizes that the task to be performed is more equivocal in nature than first 
expected.. It is then likely that he/she will fall under the impression that time is scarcer 
thann it was before this realization. Therefore, we offer the following proposition (see 
Fig.. 1): 

P2:: Task equivocality has a positive effect on the perception of time pressure. 

6.. Experiential factors 

Thee METAFIT model also considers the individual factor of prior experience with the 
medium,, the communication co-participant, the organizational context, and the message 
topic.. Support for the proposed relationship in this regard is taken from channel expansion 
theoryy (Zmud and Carlson, 1999) and prior auditing and accounting judgment and decision-
makingg research (Bonner, 1990; Fredrick, 1991; Libby, 1995). We posit that in the METAFIT 
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model,, the suggested experiential factors influence performance by (1) altering richness 
perceptions,, (2) impacting task equivocality and holding all else constant, (3) affecting 
performance. . 

6.1.6.1. Richness perceptions 

Channell  expansion theory was developed as a reaction to contradictory empirical findings 
inn media richness perceptions, particularly regarding new communication media. Zmud and 
Carlsonn (1999) suggest that media richness perceptions are influenced by prior experiences 
withh the media (i.e. usage and co-communicator) and the task (i.e. topic and context). Hence, 
aa given medium may be perceived as lean in one instance and rich in another, depending on 
thee level of the user's experience media and task. 

Withh regard to media richness, Zmud and Carlson (1999) thus provide evidence that 
richnessrichness perceptions are influenced by prior experiences with the media and co-commun-
icator.. Hence, media richness is not inherently static; rather, it is associated with specific 
levelss of prior experience. As individuals gain experience using a particular medium, they 
wil ll  tend to learn how to use all the 'bells and whistles' effectively, thereby increasing 
perceivedd media richness. In addition, co-communicator experience enables the development 
off  a form of 'shorthand' that facilitates the conveyance of more informational cues than 
wouldd be otherwise possible (Zmud and Carlson, 1999). This leads to the following 
propositionss (see Fig. 1): 

P3a:: Media usage experience and media richness are positively associated. 

P3b:: Co-communicator experience and media richness are positively associated. 

6.2.6.2. Equivocality perceptions 

Further,, extant research (Libby, 1995; Zmud and Carlson, 1999) suggests that topic 
experiencee is a determinant of perceived task equivocality. Prior accounting research (Libby, 
1995)) indicates that increases in task-specific experience are associated with increases in the 
availablee stores of procedural and declarative knowledge. In the METAFIT model, we 
distinguishh between tasks that are and are not highly equivocal in nature, and posit different 
experientiall  impacts depending on the nature of the task at hand. 

First,, let us consider tasks that are not highly equivocal in nature, but may be perceived 
ass such by an inexperienced auditor. If auditors have littl e or no prior experience with a 
particularr audit anomaly (e.g. an unusual fluctuation in the estimated allowance for bad 
debts),, they may not know exactly what questions to ask the client. Furthermore, once a 
questionn is posed, they may have difficulty determining whether the client's response is 
reasonablee (i.e. high perceived task equivocality). As the auditors become more experi-
enced,, they will better know what questions to ask the client and be more capable of 
assessingg the client's response. We suggest that over time, experienced auditors will 
eventuallyy understand the task requirements to the point that initial perceived equivocality 
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iss reduced to a lower level. Thus, for tasks that are inherently low in equivocality, meaning 
aa framework for performing the task can be developed over time, we posit a negative 
relationshipp between topic experience and perceived task equivocality, as presented in the 
followingg proposition: 

P4a:: When assessing tasks that are not highly equivocal in nature, topic experience and 
perceivedperceived task equivocality are negatively associated. 

However,, some tasks will remain equivocal, despite increases in task experience. In other 
words,, certain tasks are so specific to each situation and require such unique declarative and 
procedurall  pools of knowledge that it would be difficult, if not impossible, for auditors to 
developp cognitive processing schemata sufficient to handle each unique circumstance. For 
suchh tasks, Libby (1995) and Zmud and Carlson (1999) argue that increases in topic (task) 
experiencee may initially decrease perceived task equivocality; however, as the store of 
procedurall  and declarative knowledge increases, perceived task equivocality may intensify 
oncee again. For instance, after an initial decrease in perceived task equivocality, as auditors 
becomee more experienced with the topic, they may begin to recognize situational subtleties 
thatt a less experienced auditor might miss (e.g. indications of possible earnings manipula-
tion/fraud).. Thus, more experienced auditors would realize that there are (once again) 
multiplee and perhaps conflicting explanations for the audit anomaly (i.e. increased 
perceivedd task equivocality). Thus, we posit a nonlinear (U-shaped) relationship between 
topicc experience and task equivocality for certain tasks, as presented in the following 
proposition: : 

P4b:: When assessing tasks that are highly equivocal in nature, increases in topic experience 
areare associated with initial decreases in perceived task equivocality; however, once beyond a 
certaincertain individual specific point, further increases in topic experience are associated with 
increasesincreases in perceived task equivocality. 

Ass posited by channel expansion theory, in addition to topic experience, we would 
expectt the auditor's prior organizational context experience to be a determinant of task 
equivocality.. Again, we distinguish between inherently high and low equivocality tasks. 
Forr tasks that are not highly equivocal in nature, an auditor who has other clients in the 
samee industry using similar business processes would have a more highly developed 
cognitivee processing schema to apply to the current audit situation. Hence, the auditor 
wouldd be better able to formulate appropriate questions and evaluate responses, than an 
auditorr who has littl e or no prior contextual experience. This suggests the following 
proposition: : 

P4c:: When assessing tasks that are not highly equivocal in nature, context experience and 
tasktask equivocality are negatively associated. 

Ass in the case of topic experience, we recognize that for tasks that are equivocal in nature, 
taskk equivocality would initially be reduced by experience. However, one could expect a 
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moree experienced auditor to recognize subtleties and nuances that a less experienced auditor 
mightt miss, thereby creating a delayed positive relationship between context experience and 
taskk equivocality. Thus, we suggest the following proposition: 

P4d:: When assessing tasks that are highly equivocal in nature, increases in context 
experienceexperience are associated with initial decreases in task equivocality; however, once beyond a 
certaincertain individual specific point, further increases in topic experience are associated with 
increasesincreases in perceived task equivocality. 

6.3.6.3. Performance 

Finally,, the METAFIT model considers the direct impact of experience (task and media) 
onn task performance. Prior research (Bonner, 1990; Fredrick, 1991; Libby, 1995), as well as 
channell  expansion theory (Zmud and Carlson, 1999), provides evidence that, after 
controllingg for all exogenous and endogenous factors, experience (both task and medium) 
iss positively associated with task performance. This suggests that, controlling for METAFIT, 
overalll  task efficiency and effectiveness will be highest for high levels of prior experience 
andd lowest for low levels of prior experience. Hence, we offer final propositions in this 
regard: : 

P5a:: Controlling for METAFIT, media experience and task performance are positively 
related. related. 

P5b:: Controlling for METAFIT, task experience and task performance are positively 
related. related. 

7.. Fit profiles 

Thuss far, descriptions have been provided of the concepts considered in the METAFIT 
modell  and their origin in the research literature. It has been argued that the effectiveness of 
computer-mediated,, auditor-client communication depends on media-related factors (i.e. 
mediaa richness, media interactivity, and media reprocessability), task-related factors (i.e. task 
equivocality),, environmental factors (i.e. time pressure), and individual attributes (i.e. 
experiencee with the topic, context, medium, and co-communicator). While individual 
experiencee is posited to have a direct effect on media richness, task equivocality, or 
performance,, respectively, we also suggest a combined effect of the media and task-related 
factorss on performance. Table 1 illustrates the possible METAFIT profiles and how they 
affectt performance (judgment/decision quality), as described next. 

Next,, we provide justification and propositions for the profiles of the media and task-
relatedd attributes chosen for this study. We offer only a limited set of communication 
scenarioss to highlight when different media attributes may be important to consider. Note that 
wee do not claim to cover all possible scenarios, as this would go beyond the scope of this 
paper. . 
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Tablee 1 
Fitt profiles for task equivocality, time pressure, media richness, media reprocessability and media interactivity 

Proposition n 

P6 6 

P7a,, P7b 

P8a a 

P8b b 

Task k 
equivocality y 

Low w 
Low w 
Low w 
Low w 
High h 
High h 
High h 
High h 
High h 
High h 
High h 
High h 
Low w 
Low w 
Low w 
Low w 

Time e 
pressure e 

High h 
Low w 
High h 
Low w 
High h 
Low w 
High h 
Low w 

Media a 
richness s 

High h 
Low w 
High h 
Low w 
High h 
Low w 
High h 
Low w 

Media a 
reprocessability y 

High h 
Low w 
Low w 
High h 

Media a 
interactivity y 

Low w 
Low w 
Low w 
Low w 
High h 
Low w 
Low w 
High h 
High h 
Low w 
Low w 
High h 
High h 
Low w 
Low w 
High h 

METAFIT T 

High h 
High h 
Low w 
High h 
High h 
Low w 
Low w 
Moderate e 
High h 
Low w 
Low w 
High h 
High h 
High h 
Low w 
High h 

7.. L The fit profile for media richness and media reprocessability when task equivocality and 
interactivityinteractivity are low 

Inn the first interactive proposition (P6), we consider situations of low task equivocality and 
loww media interactivity to highlight the importance of reprocessability. Holding task 
equivocalityy and media interactivity low, we suggest that METAFIT will be high given most 
mediaa richness and reprocessability levels. Due to low equivocality, decision-makers know 
whatt information they need and how to process such information once acquired. Accordingly, 
theyy can effectively accomplish their task using almost any type of electronic communication 
mediaa available. A low richness (i.e. text-based) medium allows the message recipient to read 
thee acquired information at his/her own pace, whether the information is subsequently 
archivedd (high reprocessability) or not. However, a high richness medium (e.g. voice) is 
expectedd to only produce a high METAFIT when the information can be reprocessed. When a 
mediumm is used that is high in media richness but low in media reprocessability, we expect the 
resultt to be a significantly lower METAFIT. Consider, for example, an information inquiry 
usingg nonarchived voicemail. Due to the inherently low interactivity level, the decision-
makerr is forced to pose all his/her questions at once and is likely to receive a long response, 
comprisingg all the answers at once. While the information itself is unequivocal and easy to 
process,, the receiver may have difficulties with the information volume. Hence, we offer the 
sixthh proposition (P6) (see Table 1 and Fig. 3): 

P6:: When task equivocality and media interactivity are low, the relationship between 
METAFITMETAFIT and media reprocessability is positive when media richness is high, but high and 
constantconstant when media richness is low. 



—— Low media richness 
 High media richness 

Loww media High media 
reprocessabilityy reprocessability 

Fig.. 3. Interaction between media richness and media reprocessability when task equivocality and media 
interactivityy are low (P6). 

7.2.7.2. The fit profile for media richness and media interactivity when task equivocality is high 

AA high level of media richness is preferred when task equivocality is high, as media 
richnessrichness provides co-communicators the means to reach agreement via media characteristics 
previouslyy discussed. In summary, media richness is defined by the medium's multiplicity of 
cues,, language variety, and capacity to include personal focus. Further, individual experience 
withh media usage and the co-communicator positively affects media richness. Tasks 
characterizedd by a high level of equivocality require rich media to be accomplished 
effectively. . 

Additionally,, a high level of media interactivity is required when task equivocality is high, 
ass equivocal tasks call for an immediate ongoing dialogue between communicating parties to 
resolvee issues, as discussed previously. Hence, for highly equivocal tasks, we suggest that 
METAFITT will be most (least) optimal when media richness and interactivity are both high 
(low). . 

Wee further suggest that METAFIT will be low when interactivity is low and richness is 
high,, because rapid response time is essential under conditions of task equivocality. We offer 
thee information overload explanation to account for the negative outcome of this richness-
interactivityy combination. To compensate for the lack of immediate feedback and dialogue 
possibilities,, users of media providing low interactivity may choose to send large volumes of 
informationn at a time. Suppose that the medium used is high in richness, for example, 
voicemail.. The receiver of the information is able to hear the sender's tone of voice and 
therebyy make certain conclusions regarding the meaning of the message that might not have 
beenn detected if a leaner medium had been used. However, given that the load of information 
iss considerably large, the receiver will face difficulties grasping its entirety. As a result, a 
significantt part of the meaning is lost, due to information overload. Finally, if interactivity is 
highh and richness is low, we argue that METAFIT will rise to a moderate level, since some of 
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thee communication loss attributed to low richness is compensated for by high interactivity. 
Basedd on theory and reasoning presented thus far, we offer our seventh proposition (see Table 
11 and Fig. 4, Panel A): 

P7a:: When task equivocality is high, the relationship between METAFIT and media 
richnessrichness is positive for high media interactivity but constant and low for low media 
interactivity. interactivity. 

Onn the other hand, as long as communication partners have an ongoing dialogue via 
interactivity,, issues inherent with equivocal tasks can be solved in due time, particularly if 
mediaa richness is also high. Accordingly, the second part of proposition seven (P7b) is posed 
(seee Table 1 and Fig. 4, Panel B): 

P7b:: When task equivocality is high, the relationship between METAFIT and media 
interactivityinteractivity is positive, and highest when media richness and interactivity are both high. 

Panell A 

Loww media 
interactivity y 
Highh media 
interactivity y 

Loww media richness High media richness 

Panell B 

1 --

u. . 
< < 1 --
111 1 
S S 

/ / 

^^ ^^ // ^^-^ 
^^>^ ^^>^ 

Loww media richness 
Highh media richness 

Loww media interactivity High media interactivity 

Fig.. 4. Interaction between media richness and media interactivity when task equivocality is high. Panel A: P7a; 
Panell  B: P7b. 
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7.3.7.3. The fit profile for media interactivity, task equivocality, and time pressure on METAFIT 

Thee eighth (P8a and P8b) proposition suggests a three-way interaction among media 
interactivity,, task equivocality, and time pressure on METAFIT. Given a highly equivocal 
task,, we contend that METAFIT will be high (low) when the media interactivity is high (low), 
regardlesss of time pressure. This relationship arises because media interactivity is a necessary 
conditionn for a proper METAFIT for highly equivocal tasks, as discussed previously. Thus, 
wee offer the next proposition (see Table 1 and Fig. 5, Panel A): 

P8a:: When task equivocality is high, there is a positive relationship between METAFIT and 
mediamedia interactivity. 

Panell  A 

-•—— Low media interactivity 

•• High media interactivity 

Loww time pressure High time pressure 

Panell B 

Loww media interactivity 

Highh media interactivity 

Loww time pressure Highh time pressure 

Fig.. 5. Interaction of task equivocality, time pressure and media interactivity. Panel A: High task equivocality, time 
pressure,, and media interactivity —> METAFIT (P8a). Panel B: Low task equivocality, time pressure, and media 
interactivityy -»METAFIT (P8b). 
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Iff  task equivocality is low, the interaction of time pressure and media interactivity is 
proposedd to have a significant impact on METAFIT for the following reasons. A high level of 
mediaa interactivity is preferred when time pressure is high, as co-communicators are likely to 
increasee their rate of information search ('acceleration'). High interactivity provides the 
meansmeans for accelerated cognitive processing by enabling an immediate ongoing dialogue and 
permittingg a greater degree of information transfer in a fixed period of time. Even if time 
pressuree is low, a medium that is capable of offering high interactivity will also facilitate an 
optimall  METAFIT since the co-communicators can choose the level of interactivity they 
desiree to accomplish the task. However, METAFIT will be least optimal when time pressure is 
highh and media interactivity is low because the means to accelerate an information search 
processs is not offered by the medium. Accordingly, P8b is offered (see Table 1 and Fig. 5, 
Panell  B): 

P8b:: When task equivocality is low, the relationship between METAFIT and time pressure is 
constantconstant and high for high media interactivity, but negative for low media interactivity. 

Whilee far more METAFIT profiles are possible, we have limited our discussion to three 
profiless for the five task- and media-related attributes on METAFIT, due to lack of theoretical 
supportt for additional combinations and to maintain a certain level of parsimony for the 
positedd profiles. 

8.. Performance 

Wee expect a positive relationship between METAFIT and performance, as we use a fit type 
thatt is anchored to the criterion of performance (see Section 3). Performance is here viewed in 
termss of judgment and decision quality as perceived by the auditor having reviewed pertinent 
client-providedd information. Thus, we posit that a good fit between media and task will have 
aa positive influence on judgment and decision quality. 

P9:: METAFIT is positively related with performance. 

9.. Limitations 

Onee major problem with MRT is that empirical tests thereof have frequently resulted in 
inconsistentt findings. Primary counter-evidence consists of studies showing that media 
proposedd to be lean by theory (e.g. e-mail) are actually effectively used for tasks requiring 
richerricher media (e.g. face-to-face) (e.g. El-Shinnawy and Markus, 1997; Markus et al., 1993; 
Ricee and Shook, 1988; Soe and Markus, 1993; Walther, 1996). While we offer a possible 
solutionn to these inconsistencies by separating media interactivity from media richness, we 
acknowledgee that all factors that determine the optimal use of communication media cannot 
bee included in a single research model. Additionally, we recognize that actual media choices 
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mayy be mandated in many situations or limited by factors not considered in this paper, such as 
organizationall  directives, media availability, or cost-benefit tradeoffs related to setting-up 
andd maintaining various communication media. 

Ass noted, we have limited our discussion to three fit profiles, while many more 
combinationss of task- and media-related factors are possible. From a theoretical as well as 
empiricall  point of view, it would be desirable to extend this list of fit profiles to other 
combinations. . 

10.. Contribution 

Thee METAFIT model developed in this study provides incremental theoretical 
contributionn to both information systems and auditing literatures, as it incorporates 
seminall  information systems research while delineating theoretical differences between 
bilaterall  communication and GSS in a judgment and decision-making context. The model 
alsoo specifies conditions and factors that predict a 'fit ' between electronic communication 
mediaa and information inquiry tasks. The METAFIT model can be a particularly useful 
researchh framework for investigating audit decision-making under increasing levels of 
timee pressure. 

Thee METAFIT model offers an integrated overarching framework that incorporates 
featuress from cognitive fit  theory, SPT, and MRT, along with recent extensions of MRT 
(i.e.. media synchronicity theory and channel expansion theory). The METAFIT model 
extendss extant theory in three ways. First, contrary to MRT, we propose that media 
interactivityy is a separate construct rather than a mere dimension of richness. Second, we 
includee time pressure in the determination of METAFIT, which is increasingly applicable 
inn audit contexts where the capability to engage in real-time dialog between co-
communicatorss is crucial during client inquiry tasks. Finally, rather than studying GSS, 
wheree the focus is on improving communication among many intraorganizational team 
members,, the METAFIT model shifts the focus to interorganizational, bilateral commun-
icationn between auditors and clients. 

Thee METAFIT model, while not perfect and certainly in need of further refinement, 
servess as a starting point for examining a host of issues surrounding the impact of 
electronicc media on bilateral communications between affected individuals in a variety of 
judgmentt and decision-making task domains. For instance, the METAFIT model can be 
usedd to better understand and predict the optimal 'fit ' between electronic communication 
mediaa and information inquiry tasks, particularly in environments where time pressure is 
high,, tasks are highly equivocal in nature, and co-communicators are geographically 
dispersed.. Under these conditions, the use of electronic communication media becomes 
ann essential tool for bilateral communication. However, littl e empirical research, particu-
larlyy in the auditing and accounting literature, has examined which medium best fits what 
circumstance.. Accordingly, the METAFIT model provides a framework that may be used 
too match communication media choices to task characteristics, as a high 'fit ' in this 
regardd is expected to improve decision and judgment quality. 
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