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Abstract 

The Institute of Company Secretaries of India (ICSI) has strategically issued its first four 

Auditing Standards, collectively known as CSAS-1 to CSAS-4, to fortify the practice of 

Secretarial Audit in India. This framework, which includes CSAS-1 on Audit Engagement, 

CSAS-2 on Audit Process and Documentation, CSAS-3 on Forming of Opinion, and CSAS-4 

on Secretarial Audit, marks a critical evolution from a mere statutory compliance requirement 

into a structured, principles-based professional discipline. The standards, mandatory for 

engagements accepted on or after April 1, 2020 (and later revised to April 1, 2021), serve to 

provide procedural clarity and uniformity to the broad legal mandate of Section 204 of the 

Companies Act, 2013.   

 

This report presents an exhaustive review of the CSAS framework, analyzing its specific 

provisions, its synergistic relationship with existing legal and professional standards, and the 

practical challenges and opportunities of its implementation. The analysis demonstrates that 

CSAS elevates the role of the Practicing Company Secretary (PCS) from a mere compliance 

checker to a guardian of corporate legal health and a strategic advisor to management. While 

the standards provide a robust methodology for conducting audits, their effective 

implementation necessitates a fundamental shift in corporate culture toward proactive 

compliance and robust digital record-keeping. Together with professional standards such as 

those of the ICAI, the framework creates a multi-layered oversight mechanism that enhances 

transparency, accountability, and stakeholder trust in the Indian corporate ecosystem. 

 

Keywords: ICSI, Secretarial Audit, Company Secretaries, Corporate Governance, Companies 

Act, 2013, Auditing Standards 
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1. Introduction: The Evolution of Secretarial Audit and the Birth of CSAS 

1.1. Context and Legal Mandate: The Foundational Role of Section 204 

The legal framework for Secretarial Audit in India is firmly established under Section 204 of 

the Companies Act, 2013. This provision mandates that a Secretarial Audit must be conducted 

for every listed company and for public companies that meet specific financial thresholds, 

namely a paid-up share capital of ₹50 crore or more, or a turnover of ₹250 crore or more. The 

audit is a mechanism for ensuring a company's adherence to a wide array of legal and 

procedural rules, extending far beyond the financial sphere.   

 

The Companies Act exclusively recognizes a Practicing Company Secretary (PCS), a member 

of the ICSI holding a valid certificate of practice, as the sole professional qualified to conduct 

this audit. The audit's focus is on procedural compliance, examining the company’s internal 

legal framework, filings, resolutions, and statutory registers, rather than its financial 

statements. This distinct mandate separates the Secretarial Audit from a Statutory Financial 

Audit, each serving a unique but complementary function in the broader corporate governance 

landscape.   

 

1.2. Genesis of Auditing Standards: ICSI's Strategic Codification 

While the Companies Act established the legal requirement for a Secretarial Audit, it did not 

prescribe a detailed, standardized methodology for its execution. This absence led to a wide 

array of practices and approaches among professionals, creating a need for uniformity and a 

codified set of best practices. Recognizing this gap, the ICSI, through its Auditing Standards 

Board (ASB), formulated and issued the first four Auditing Standards (CSAS-1 to CSAS-4) in 

May 2019.  

 

Initially recommendatory, the standards became mandatory for all audit engagements accepted 

on or after April 1, 2020, with a revised version taking effect from April 1, 2021. The 

overarching objective of this initiative was to "bring uniformity and promote best auditing 

practices" among professionals. By codifying a standard approach, the ICSI has provided a 

clear and defensible methodology for its members, transforming the audit from an ad hoc 

exercise into a structured and repeatable professional service. This systematic approach 

enhances the reliability and credibility of the audit process, which in turn reinforces the 

integrity of corporate governance in India.   
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2. A Foundational Review of the CSAS Framework 

The ICSI Auditing Standards are a cohesive framework, with CSAS-1, CSAS-2, and CSAS-3 

providing generic principles applicable to all audit assignments, and CSAS-4 offering specific 

guidance for the Secretarial Audit. This integrated approach ensures a consistent and high-

quality audit process from initiation to conclusion.   

 

2.1. CSAS-1: On Audit Engagement 

CSAS-1, the Auditing Standard on Audit Engagement, establishes the foundational principles 

for initiating and managing an audit relationship. The standard is applicable to all audit 

engagements undertaken by a PCS, regardless of the governing statute, whether it is the 

Companies Act, 2013, the Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) Act, 1992, or any 

other law.   

 

The standard lays out a multi-stage audit engagement process. It mandates a pre-engagement 

meeting between the auditor and the auditee to discuss the terms of engagement, prior audit 

findings, and the company’s business operations. A crucial part of this meeting is the auditor's 

disclosure of any potential conflicts of interest. Following this, the terms of the engagement 

must be documented in a formal Audit Engagement Letter. This letter is a vital document that 

clearly outlines the objective and scope of the audit, the respective responsibilities of the 

auditor and the auditee, the commercial terms, and any limitations. The standard also explicitly 

requires the new auditor to communicate in writing with the predecessor auditor before 

accepting the assignment.   

 

Beyond process, CSAS-1 establishes critical ethical and legal precepts. The auditor must accept 

engagements only within the limits prescribed by law or by the ICSI. It strictly prohibits any 

"substantial conflict of interest," defining this through specific thresholds, such as (i) holding 

more than 2% of the auditee's share capital, (ii) holding shares with a nominal value exceeding 

₹50,000, (iii) possessing more than 2% of voting power, (iv) being indebted to the auditee for 

an amount exceeding ₹500,000, or (v) having been employed by the auditee within the last two 

years. Any of these circumstances may seriously impair the auditor’s independence. The 

standard also reinforces the principle of confidentiality, obligating the auditor and their entire 

team not to disclose or misuse any information obtained during the audit except with proper 

authority or as required by law. 
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2.2. CSAS-2: On Audit Process and Documentation 

CSAS-2 governs the procedural and documentary aspects of the audit, emphasizing the 

importance of a systematic and evidence-based approach. This standard transforms the audit 

from a procedural check into a risk-based and evidence-driven professional engagement.   

 

The standard requires the auditor to create a comprehensive audit plan, which involves 

identifying broad audit areas, assessing the auditee's risks, and allocating resources. This 

planning stage is critical and must be executed with "professional skepticism". The standard 

mandates the use of "systematic and comprehensive audit checklists" to verify compliance 

requirements. The core of the audit process, as outlined in CSAS-2, is the collection and 

verification of "sufficient and appropriate" audit evidence to support the auditor's opinion. This 

evidence may include third-party confirmations, which the standard requires the auditor to 

obtain when necessary.   

 

The standard places a strong emphasis on documentation, a fundamental component of the 

audit process. Audit documents, including working papers, must be meticulously prepared and 

indexed to provide a clear trail of the work performed and the conclusions reached. The 

standard sets a clear timeline, requiring all audit documents to be collated within 45 days of the 

report's signing and retained for a period of eight years. This institutionalizes a rigorous record-

keeping policy that is essential for accountability and quality control.   

 

2.3. CSAS-3: On Forming of Opinion 

CSAS-3 focuses on the intellectual and professional rigor required for the auditor to form a 

final opinion on the audit findings. It provides the conceptual framework for translating audit 

evidence into a formal report. The standard mandates that the auditor's opinion must be based 

on an evaluation of the conclusions drawn from the audit evidence.   

 

Central to the standard is the concept of "materiality," which requires the auditor to exercise 

professional judgment to determine the significance of any misstatement or non-compliance. 

The standard also introduces the "principle of a contradictory process," which involves 

checking the accuracy of facts and incorporating responses from the auditee's management. 

The auditor is also encouraged to consider past precedents, clarifications, and conflicting 

interpretations when forming their opinion. The standard clearly distinguishes between an 

unmodified (clean) opinion and a modified opinion. A modified opinion is required when the 
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auditor concludes that there is a material non-compliance or is unable to obtain sufficient 

appropriate audit evidence to form a conclusion.   

 

2.4. CSAS-4: On Secretarial Audit 

CSAS-4 is the specialized standard that provides a detailed roadmap for conducting a 

Secretarial Audit. It operates in conjunction with CSAS-1, CSAS-2, and CSAS-3, ensuring that 

the general principles of audit engagement, process, and opinion formation are applied to the 

specific context of a Secretarial Audit.   

 

The standard requires the auditor to first identify and segregate all laws applicable to the 

auditee, which can range from corporate and securities laws to industry-specific regulations 

and general laws like labor and environmental laws. The auditor is then tasked with verifying 

compliance with these laws, including both event-based and calendar-based compliances, by 

examining the company's records and other relevant sources. A significant part of the standard 

is dedicated to the verification of corporate conduct and governance. This includes assessing 

the composition of the Board of Directors and its various committees, as well as scrutinizing 

board processes to ensure decisions are recorded in compliance with the Companies Act and 

other applicable standards like Secretarial Standard-1 (SS-1). The standard also explicitly 

requires the auditor to evaluate the efficacy and adequacy of the auditee's internal systems and 

processes for legal compliance. Furthermore, CSAS-4 places a specific responsibility on the 

auditor to detect and report fraud in accordance with the procedures laid down in the 

Companies Act, 2013, verifying whether the management and other auditors have reported any 

such instances.   

 

3. The Nexus of Standards and Law: A Synergistic Analysis 

3.1. CSAS and the Companies Act, 2013: A Complementary Ecosystem 

The CSAS framework does not exist in a vacuum; it operates as a complementary layer to the 

Companies Act, 2013. The Act serves as the legal spine of corporate regulation in India, setting 

out the foundational requirements for governance, disclosure, and auditing. However, as with 

many legislative frameworks, it often provides a broad mandate without specifying the granular 

procedures for its execution. This is precisely the gap that CSAS is designed to fill.   

 

For instance, the Companies Act provides a high-level mandate for Secretarial Audit under 
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Section 204. CSAS-4, in turn, provides the detailed procedural roadmap for conducting this 

audit, specifying the verification of board processes and the evaluation of internal systems. 

Similarly, while the Companies Act mandates fraud reporting under Section 143(12) for 

statutory auditors, CSAS-4 requires the Secretarial Auditor to check if the company's audit 

committee or board has commented on a suspected fraud and if other auditors have reported it, 

thereby creating a multi-layered oversight mechanism. The synergy between the Act and CSAS 

creates a more robust and defensible corporate compliance ecosystem, moving beyond a simple 

legal check to a systematic, professional evaluation.   

 

3.2. CSAS versus ICAI Standards on Auditing (SAs): A Tale of Two Disciplines 

A thorough understanding of the auditing landscape in India requires a comparison of the ICSI 

Auditing Standards with the Standards on Auditing (SAs) issued by the Institute of Chartered 

Accountants of India (ICAI). While both professional bodies issue auditing standards, their 

objectives, scope, and areas of expertise are distinct yet complementary. 

 

The primary objective of a Statutory Financial Audit, governed by ICAI's SAs, is to provide an 

opinion on the "true and fair view" of a company's financial statements, ensuring they are free 

from material misstatements and are in compliance with applicable accounting standards. This 

audit is conducted by a Chartered Accountant, whose expertise lies in finance, accounting, and 

taxation.   

 

In contrast, a Secretarial Audit, governed by the CSAS framework, is conducted by a Company 

Secretary in Practice, a professional specializing in corporate law and governance. The 

objective of this audit is to verify a company's adherence to corporate and economic laws and 

to assess the adequacy of its internal compliance systems. The scope of a Secretarial Audit 

extends to non-financial aspects, such as board and committee meeting minutes, statutory 

registers, and regulatory filings, areas not covered by a financial audit.   

 

Together, the two audits provide a holistic health check of a company, with the Statutory Audit 

ensuring financial integrity and the Secretarial Audit ensuring legal and procedural integrity. 

The combined effect is a more holistic and robust framework for corporate governance that 

protects the interests of all stakeholders. 
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Table 1: Comparative Analysis of Secretarial Audit vs. Statutory Audit 

Feature Secretarial Audit (CSAS) Statutory Audit (ICAI SAs) 

Primary 

Objective 

To verify a company's compliance with 

laws and assess the adequacy of internal 

systems.   

To provide an opinion on the "true 

and fair view" of a company's 

financial statements.   

Scope Non-financial aspects: board processes, 

statutory registers, corporate conduct, 

and compliance with various laws.   

Financial aspects: books of 

accounts, financial transactions, 

and financial statements.   

Governing 

Law 

Section 204 of the Companies Act, 2013 

and ICSI Auditing Standards (CSAS).   

Section 143 of the Companies Act, 

2013 and Standards on Auditing 

(SAs) issued by ICAI.   

Professional 

Body 

Institute of Company Secretaries of 

India (ICSI).   

Institute of Chartered Accountants 

of India (ICAI).   

Authorized 

Professio

nal 

A Practicing Company Secretary (PCS).   A Chartered Accountant (CA).   

Key Report 

Format 

Form MR-3.   Auditor's Report in the prescribed 

format.   

 

4. Practical Realities: Implementation Challenges and Professional Best 

Practices 

4.1. Obstacles to Effective Adherence 

Despite the clarity provided by the CSAS framework, its practical implementation is not 

without challenges. These obstacles often stem from the existing corporate culture and 

infrastructure, which may not be fully aligned with the standards' requirements. A primary 

challenge is inadequate record-keeping and the lack of proper documentation. The audit 

process relies heavily on the quality and accessibility of the company's records, including 

minutes of meetings and statutory registers, and disorganized or incomplete records can lead 

to significant delays and qualified reports.   
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Another significant hurdle is the lack of cooperation from company staff or management. The 

audit is often perceived as an adversarial process rather than a collaborative one, which can 

lead to delays in sharing information and a reluctance to address non-compliances. The 

complexity of ensuring compliance with a multitude of laws—spanning corporate, economic, 

and industry-specific regulations—is also a major challenge for companies and their auditors. 

Furthermore, time constraints often force audits to be conducted hastily, thereby compromising 

quality. The standards require a high degree of professional judgment and an evaluation of the 

efficacy of intangible systems and processes, an area that can be subjective and difficult to 

audit. This inherent complexity can present a barrier to full adherence, especially for companies 

with limited internal resources.   

 

4.2. Strategies for Overcoming Hurdles 

Addressing these challenges requires a shift in mindset and the adoption of strategic practices. 

Proactive planning and the fostering of a culture of continuous compliance are essential. 

Companies that view compliance as an ongoing process rather than a year-end cleanup activity 

are better prepared for the rigor of a Secretarial Audit. Implementing systematic and robust 

documentation systems, including digital platforms, is a crucial step toward maintaining 

impeccable and accessible records. This practice not only streamlines the audit but also serves 

as a strategic asset for the company.   

 

Cultivating a collaborative and transparent relationship between the auditor and the auditee is 

also vital. The auditor should be seen as a strategic partner and advisor, not merely a fault-

finder. Companies should provide the auditor with unrestricted access to all necessary 

information and be upfront about any potential non-compliances. The use of technology, such 

as compliance management software and AI-powered tools, can significantly mitigate many of 

the logistical challenges by automating routine tasks, centralizing data management, and 

providing real-time compliance tracking. These solutions can free up the auditor to focus on 

applying professional judgment and providing substantive insights.   

 

5. Broader Impact: CSAS as a Pillar of Corporate Governance 

5.1. The Auditor as a Sentinel 

The CSAS framework has a transformative effect on the role of the Company Secretary in 

Practice. By institutionalizing a comprehensive and rigorous audit process, the standards 
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elevate the auditor to the position of a "watchdog" who provides an unbiased report on the 

company's legal health. This enhanced accountability strengthens the auditor's professional 

standing and public trust. The standards also expand the auditor's role to that of a "strategic 

advisor," guiding the company to strengthen its internal controls and governance processes. 

This advisory function, rooted in a deep understanding of compliance, allows the auditor to 

contribute strategically to the company's risk management and long-term sustainability.   

 

5.2. Moving Beyond "Tick-the-Box" Compliance 

The introduction of the CSAS framework represents a significant step towards moving 

corporate governance in India beyond a superficial, procedural exercise. By emphasizing 

principles like prudence, probity, and professional judgment, the standards compel both the 

auditor and the auditee to engage with governance in a more substantive manner. The 

requirements to conduct risk assessments, evaluate internal systems, and apply professional 

judgment to issues of materiality, transform the audit from a "tick-the-box" activity to a 

comprehensive evaluation of a company's governance framework. This shift from mere 

procedural adherence to a more principled and value-driven approach is essential for building 

a resilient and transparent corporate ecosystem.   

 

5.3. Critique and Future Trajectory 

While the CSAS framework is a significant achievement, its long-term effectiveness hinges on 

its ability to evolve. A common critique of governance codes is that they can sometimes lead 

to an overemphasis on the "means" of governance rather than its ultimate "objectives," 

potentially encouraging a bureaucratic approach over a substantive one. The ongoing challenge 

for the ICSI will be to ensure the standards remain flexible enough to adapt to new technologies 

and business models while maintaining their rigor. The rise of digitalization, for example, 

presents new challenges for auditing and record-keeping that will require continuous updates 

to the standards. Future amendments and professional training should focus on leveraging 

technology to enhance the audit process and on fostering a professional culture that fully 

embraces the auditor's elevated role as a strategic partner in governance.   

 

 

 

 

http://www.whiteblacklegal.co.in/


www.whiteblacklegal.co.in 

Volume 3 Issue 2 | Sep 2025        ISSN: 2581-8503 

Page | 3576   

6. Conclusion and Recommendations 

6.1. Summary of Findings 

The ICSI Auditing Standards (CSAS-1 to CSAS-4) are a crucial and well-conceived 

framework that has institutionalized and elevated the practice of Secretarial Audit in India. The 

standards provide a structured, principles-based methodology that complements the legal 

mandate of the Companies Act, 2013, by offering procedural clarity and fostering uniformity 

across the profession. The framework transforms the role of the Company Secretary in Practice 

into a powerful sentinel of corporate governance, ensuring a company's legal and procedural 

health through a rigorous, evidence-based process. While the implementation faces practical 

challenges related to documentation and corporate culture, these are addressable through 

proactive planning and the strategic adoption of technology. The synergistic relationship 

between the CSAS and other professional standards, such as ICAI's SAs, collectively 

contributes to a multi-layered system of oversight that strengthens corporate accountability and 

integrity. 

 

6.2. Recommendations for Stakeholders 

Based on this analysis, the following recommendations are proposed to further entrench the 

principles and practice of the CSAS framework: 

● For the ICSI: The Institute should continue to refine and update the standards to 

address the challenges of digitalization and the evolving legal landscape. It should also 

focus on capacity building for its members, emphasizing professional judgment and the 

strategic advisory role of the auditor. 

● For Regulators: Regulators should recognize and leverage the critical, complementary 

role of the Secretarial Audit in their enforcement and oversight activities. This could 

involve promoting the Secretarial Audit as a key risk management tool. 

● For Practicing Professionals: Auditors should embrace the standards not as a checklist 

but as a guide for exercising professional judgment and acting as a strategic partner to 

their clients. Cultivating transparent and collaborative relationships with auditees is 

paramount. 

● For Corporate Boards: Boards of directors should view the Secretarial Audit not as a 

mere regulatory burden but as a strategic asset for risk management and enhanced 

corporate governance. Investing in robust compliance systems and fostering a culture 

of continuous compliance will not only ensure a smooth audit but also protect the 
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company and its stakeholders. 

 

Appendices 

Table 2: Key Provisions and Objectives of CSAS 1-4 

Standard Objective Scope Key Provisions 

CSAS-1: 

Auditing 

Standard on 

Audit 

Engagement 

To prescribe 

principles and 

procedures for an 

auditor while 

accepting or 

continuing with an 

audit engagement.   

Applicable to any 

audit engagement 

under any statute.   

Pre-engagement meeting, 

Audit Engagement Letter, 

Communication to 

predecessor auditor, Limits 

on engagements, Conflict of 

interest, Confidentiality.   

CSAS-2: 

Auditing 

Standard on 

Audit 

Process and 

Documentat

ion 

To prescribe 

principles for 

conducting an audit 

and maintaining 

documentation to 

support the audit 

report.   

Applicable to the 

audit process and 

documentation for 

all engagements.   

Audit planning, Risk 

assessment, Collection and 

verification of sufficient and 

appropriate audit evidence, 

Third-party confirmation, 

Documentation, Record 

keeping and retention.   

CSAS-3: 

Auditing 

Standard on 

Forming of 

Opinion 

To lay down the basis 

and manner for 

forming an opinion 

based on audit 

evidence and 

expressing it in a 

written report.   

Applicable to the 

basis and manner 

of forming an 

auditor's opinion.   

Consideration of 

materiality, adherence to the 

principle of a contradictory 

process, professional 

judgment and precedence, 

third-party reports, and the 

distinction between 

unmodified and modified 

opinions.   
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CSAS-4: 

Auditing 

Standard on 

Secretarial 

Audit 

To establish 

principles for 

conducting a 

Secretarial Audit and 

verifying compliance 

with laws and 

standards.   

Applicable to the 

Secretarial Audit 

undertaken by a 

Practicing 

Company 

Secretary.   

Adherence to other CSAS, 

Identification of applicable 

laws, Verification of 

corporate conduct and 

compliance, Board 

composition and processes.  
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