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Introduction 

Forensic accounting has become an essential service around the world today and is rapidly becoming a globally 

used field. “Forensic accounting is the application of accounting principles, theories, and disciplines to facts or hypothesis 

at issue in a legal dispute and encompasses every branch of accounting knowledge” (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2007, p. 6). The 

broad field includes litigation services and investigative services. Analytical methodology is used to identify financial 

misconduct (Honigsberg, 2020). In 1934, Donald Cressey and Edwin Southland coauthored the Principles of Criminology, 

which helped create an understanding of fraud as a subject of scientific study (Rechtman, 2004). Elements of the fraud 

triangle have been included in standards and laws such as the Statement on Auditing Standards (SAS 99) (now AU 240), 

Sarbanes-Oxley Act (SOX), and the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) (Rechtman, 2004). Since 

the 1980s, the field of forensic accounting has become specialized and more in demand. The money today is in the area of 

litigation services and not necessarily just fraud. 

Need for Forensic Accountants 

The increased need for forensic accounting experts is due to scandals such as Enron and WorldCom (Wolosky, 

2004), along with divorces, bankruptcy, damage claims, valuation, and various other accounting and tax disputes. Terrorist 

attacks such as 9-11 contributed to increase growth in the forensic accounting field, which helps counter and trace terrorism 

funding. One part of forensic accounting is fraud examination, which is the methodology for resolving fraud allegations 

from inception to disposition, including obtaining evidence, interviewing, writing reports, and testifying (U.S. Dept. of 

Justice, 2007).  

Forensic accountants must think about the reports/accounts as being manipulated. They should review financial 

accounts with skepticism and think outside the box when looking at transactions (Arrowsmith, 2020). With the advancement 

in technology, reviewing data has been made easier in some ways, such as data mining and data reconstruction. This 

technology also increases the opportunity for fraud. Forensic accountants extract data physically and electronically 

(Carozza, 2019). They review the available evidence, interview suspects, and look at what they have access to. Forensic 

accountants frame a hypothesis using the fraud theory approach, review allegations, and decide on what evidence to look 

for (Carozza, 2019). A forensic accounting expert should get evidence directly from the source such as, the bank. It is often 

necessary to use subpoenas or search warrants to obtain documents of evidentiary value (Carozza, 2019). Sometimes a team 

is formed to collect and analyze data. A forensic accountant is not trying to prove guilt, but they are trying to get to the truth 

of whether a financial fraud/crime has occurred or not. Some forensic accountants provide litigation support services and 

sometimes serve as expert witnesses (Domino et al., 2017).  

Expert Witness 

An expert witness is a person who possesses specialized knowledge that is pertinent to the dispute and is permitted 

to speak at trial in court. A forensic accountant as an expert witness often helps in the discovery process, reporting, and 

testimony in a case. They research and analyze personal and business records, identify and trace funding 

sources/dispositions of illicit activities, identify assets for seizure/forfeiture, calculate losses, and utilize technology systems 

to perform in-depth examinations. Forensic accounting experts should possess the knowledge: to know what data to look 

for, who to interview, what data to request, the ability to analyze the data, and to communicate the findings. There are 

financial experts that work closely with lawyers, law enforcement, and other government agencies.  

Careers in Forensic Accounting 
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There are many available positions in the field of forensic accounting. Forensic accountants work for professional 

services firms, corporations, government or regulatory agencies, law enforcement agencies, and legal services organizations 

(U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2007). They aid local and federal government agencies in criminal investigations. Forensic 

accountants that work for the IRS review assets and purchases to see how they were paid for. They also review insurance 

policies to look for artwork, boats, and jet skis. The IRS has their forensic accountants looking to see if someone’s income 

matches what was reported looking for possibilities of tax evasion. The Dept. of Justice has forensic accountants working 

on many different cases (Honigsberg, 2020). Forensic accountants provide aid with white-collar crimes such as 

embezzlement, fraud, bribery, money laundering, and bid-rigging with related payoffs. They help in the examination and 

discovery phases to measure the economic consequences of the crime. Currently, experienced, and qualified forensic 

accountants are in short supply. Increasing interest and need for forensic accountants has resulted in the creation of 

specialized forensic certifications (Domino et al., 2017).  

Education Requirements 

The education required to be a forensic accountant depends on the entity you work for. Preferred bachelor’s degrees 

for forensic accountant experts are in accounting or other related fields such as criminology, sociology, psychology, law, 

computer science, and business with at least some college accounting courses (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2007). Prior related 

job experience is preferred. Many colleges and universities now have degree programs in place for forensic accounting. 

Certification credentials add value for future career advancement. Robert Half in 2015 listed the Certified Fraud Examiner 

(CFE) as one of the most marketable credentials available (Domino et al., 2017, p.638). Other top-rated certifications are 

Certified Forensic Accountant (CRFAC), Certified in Financial Forensics (CFF), Certified Financial Planner (CFP), and 

Accredited in Business Valuation (ABV). Domino et al. (2017) found that these three forensic accounting certificates were 

perceived to be more valuable: CFF, CRFAC, and ABV. Credentials are important when being an expert witness in court. 

Specialization increases weight in the findings and opinions of the forensic accounting expert witness, and prior experience 

helps (Stimpson, 2007).  

Experience Requirements 

Experts should have years of experience in accounting and be high-level professionals. A forensic accounting expert 

witness should have strong skills sets in multiple areas such as communications, organization, determination, flexibility, 

auditing, accounting, criminology, courtroom behavior, technology, and professionalism. Having some education and/or 

experience in criminology related to fraud, financial crimes, and ethical issues can be beneficial to a forensic accounting 

expert. Forensic accounting experts use their experience in auditing and technology to aid them in analyzing data such as 

financial reports, bank and credit card statements. An expert should be able to leverage their skills and abilities from one 

area when working in others (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2007). They must be able to effectively communicate the accounting 

principles and/or violations so that it is easily understood by everyone to help make a successful case (Cendrowski Corporate 

Advisors, 2020). Experts also should have knowledge: in business law, internal controls and possess the ethical framework 

for appropriate decision-making in cases.  

Types of Cases Involving Forensic Accounting Expert Witnesses 

Forensic accountants investigate financial crimes such as mortgage fraud, banking fraud, health care fraud, 

securities, and commodities fraud. They review cases that range from civil to criminal cases. Some types of cases that 

forensic accountants assist in are business valuation, contract disputes, embezzlement, white-collar crime, bankruptcies, 

IRS audits, money laundering, Ponzi schemes, and wire fraud. The factors of the fraud triangle are higher during times of 

crisis. Individuals tend to rationalize their unethical behavior more during economic hardships. The poor economy results 

in rapid changes such as layoffs. Companies tend to cut programs and have less segregation of duties, which results in a 

weakened internal control system for the company and increases the company’s risk for fraud (Tracey and Gordon, 2009). 

Fraud awareness education is one of the best ways to prevent fraud. Studies show that fraud increases during times of crisis, 

which increases the demand for forensic accounting experts to aid in criminal investigations. Natural disasters, economic 

downturn, and terrorist acts cause increased pressure and opportunities for fraud. In the Fraud in the Wake of COVID-19: 

Benchmarking Report, December 2020 Edition, it states that 79 percent of respondents said they experienced an observable 

increase in the number of fraud cases in times of economic distress such as COVID-19 (ACFE, 2020).  

Fraud Cases During Times of Crisis 

COVID-19 
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COVID-19 has caused many new obstacles in the field of forensic accounting, such as working remotely, no face-

to-face interviews, documents are harder to obtain, social distancing, and court closures. Many forensic accountants have 

had to learn to reorganize how they work to continue effective collaboration with internal groups, attorneys, law 

enforcement, subjects, and witnesses (Courbe et al., 2020). Also, additional fraud prevention measures are needed for home 

computers and Zoom meetings. Restrictions due to COVID-19 have complicated the asset tracing process. The majority of 

the document review and analysis process can be performed remotely and is not affected by the new restrictions (Wiesenfeld, 

2020). The attorney general issued a memo regarding fraud linked to COVID-19. There have been numerous types of fraud 

related to the COVID-19 pandemic, such as stimulus fraud, healthcare, bank, elder, and government fraud schemes. There 

has been a formation of the COVID-19 work-group, which has a total of 500 participants from the Dept. of Justice and FBI 

across the U.S. to fight the criminals (Shivers, 2020). “As of May 28, 2020, the Internet Crime Complaint Center (IC3) 

received nearly the same amount of complaints in 2020 (about 320,000) as they had for the entire 2019 year (about 400,000) 

(Shivers, 2020). The massive volume of complaints involving fraud is making for a large workload for the FBI. 

Paycheck Protection Program Loan Fraud Cases 

Paycheck Protection Program Loan fraud cases are one the types of fraud cases that the FBI and other law 

enforcement agencies are investigating. Examples of court cases related to fraud due to COVID-19 that required forensic 

accounting experts and multi-level agency collaboration are the United States of America v. David Butziger and the United 

States of America v. David A. Staveley aka Kurt D. Sanborn. In these cases, two Rhode Island men were the first in the U.S. 

to be charged with fraud relating to the CARES Act (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2020a). David A. Staveley, aka Kurt D. Sanborn, 

was charged with identity theft and conspiring to seek Paycheck Protection Program Loans from the SBA for multiple 

businesses that did not have employees. David Butziger was charged with bank fraud. They were both charged with making 

false statements to the SBA and conspiracy to commit bank fraud. Multiple agencies worked together investigating these 

cases, such as the IRS Criminal Investigation (IRS-CI), FBI White Collar Squad, Justice Department’s Criminal Division, 

SBA Inspector General Hannibal “Mike” Ware, Rhode Island State Dept. of Revenue, Assistant Chief Lawrence Atkinson 

of the Criminal Division’s Fraud Section, Assistant U.S. Attorney Lee H. Vilker for the District of Rhode Island, FDIC, and 

the Office of the Inspector General (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2020a). 

A Texas man also was charged with $24 million in COVID-19 relief fraud involving the Paycheck Protection 

Program Loan in the case of the United States v. Dinesh Sah (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2020b). The decision alleges Dinesh 

Sah submitted fifteen loan applications at eight different SBA approved lending institutions. The government also alleges 

he falsified financial reports, tax returns and that he filed the applications under various business names, which all had no 

actual employees. He has been charged with three counts of wire fraud, three counts of bank fraud, and one count of money 

laundering. Mr. Sah allegedly used the funds he received to buy personal luxury items such as houses and cars. Various 

levels of government agencies collaborated from local to federal to make this case. The government has recovered 6.5 

million in his assets so far (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2020b). Financial issues due to the COVID-19 pandemic may have caused 

increased pressures and more opportunities for fraud from relief funds available from the Paycheck Protection Program and 

other programs.  

Bankruptcies and COVID-19 

The COVID-19 pandemic has and is affecting people financially across the nation and the world. COVID-19 has 

caused a rise in Chapter 11 bankruptcies by large corporations by almost 200 percent during Jan–Aug 2020 versus 2019 

(Wang, 2020). Unemployment levels also rose to high numbers because of the pandemic causing financial issues for many 

Americans. COVID-19 affected large retail corporations that were already struggling before the pandemic causing many to 

file for bankruptcy. The Dining Sector also was hit hard due to closures and restrictions in place for social distancing during 

COVID-19. The government has signed in place several acts to help provide some financial relief during this time of crisis. 

The Cares Act made amendments to the bankruptcy code regarding the Small Business Reorganization Act of 2019 (SBRA) 

to increase the eligibility threshold for businesses filing under Subchapter V of Chapter 11 from $2,725,625 of debt to 

$7,500,000 (U.S. Bankruptcy Court, Southern District of Alabama, 2020). COVID-19 Bankruptcy Relief Extension Act 

extended personal bankruptcy relief provisions that were part of the CARES Act and CAA 2021. As part of the COVID-19 

Bankruptcy Relief Extension Act, one provision stated that stimulus payments are not part of the bankruptcy estate. Also, 

this Act states that debtors in bankruptcy cannot be denied a mortgage forbearance, and the Chapter 13 debtor can move the 

plan so they can make planned payments over seven years (U.S. Bankruptcy Court, Southern District of Alabama, 2020). 

The government also has set up task forces to help combat fraud related to programs set up to provide relief. 
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Task Forces 

The FBI has already formed the Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) Fraud Working Group, in coordination with 

the Justice Dept.’s Fraud Section and the SBA Office of Inspector General. The PPP Fraud Working Group has already 

investigated around 100 cases; they have identified over $42 million in fraud and recovered $900,000 (Shivers, 2020). 

Learning from prior disasters has established the understanding for the quick formation of task forces and working groups 

to combat fraud. Hurricane Katrina was a wake-up call regarding the need for task forces and programs to investigate 

complaints and fraud during times of crisis. In the two years since the Hurricane Katrina Fraud Task Force was established, 

it has filed federal charges against 700 individuals for various hurricane fraud-related crimes such as emergency benefit 

fraud, identity theft, procurement fraud, and public corruption (Hemann and Maton, 2020). The formation of the National 

Center for Disaster Fraud (NCDF) focuses on detecting, preventing, investigating, and prosecuting fraud related to all types 

of disasters (natural and man-made) (Hemann and Maton, 2020). It is a partnership between the U.S. Dept. of Justice and 

various law enforcement and regulatory agencies to form a national coordinating agency within the Criminal Division of 

the Dept. of Justice. The National Center for Disaster Fraud was established in 2005 in the wake of Hurricane Katrina. The 

National Center for Disaster Fraud has received over 100,000 complaints via the disaster fraud hotline since it was 

established (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2020c). On August 31, 2017, the Dept. of Justice announced the formation of a working 

group made up of representatives from various levels of law enforcement to investigate and prosecute illegal activity relate 

to Hurricane Harvey (U.S. Dept. of Justice, 2017). 

Hurricane Harvey 

The National Center for Disaster Fraud reported an increase of fraud cases from 79 cases the week before Hurricane 

Harvey to 425 cases the week after the storm hit (Jackman, 2017). False claims, extortion, bank larceny, overbilling, public 

corruption, identity theft, and using fictitious social security numbers are frauds stemming from Harvey. Reports show there 

have been more than 3,200 claimants of potential cases of fraud related to Harvey per the Texas attorney general’s office 

(Jackman, 2017). As of January 3, 2018, there were a total of 811 Hurricane Harvey fraud-related cases being investigated 

totaling $420,952 (Texas Health and Human Services, 2018). Having forensic accounting experts and other investigators 

reviewing transactions, financial reports, claims, complaints, and tracing assets to find the money is essential in the recovery 

process. 

Conclusion 

U.S. government agencies are building on experience from prior crises and having programs in place to help combat 

fraud and investigate fraud during national emergencies. Agencies should require forensic accounting experts to possess 

specific accounting and fraud-related degrees. They also should require a certain amount of continued education each year 

to help stay current on advancing technologies. Advancement in technology is crucial for fraud detection and prevention in 

fighting fraud. Continuing education is essential in the field of forensic accounting. The forensic accounting field is a 

globally in-demand field. Colleges and universities have built degrees and other programs to focus on this area to help meet 

the growing demand for qualified entry-level employees. Forensic accounting experts are essential throughout a criminal 

investigation in aiding agencies in financial reviews and tracing assets to uncover the fraud. For more details about expert 

witnessing, see Chapters 8 and 9 of Crumbley and Fenton (2021). 
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