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What To Expect From The SEC's New SOX Group
By Mike Plotnick, Aaron Lipson and Clarissa Moliterno (April 24, 2026, 4:06 PM EDT)

Recent reporting and official job postings indicate that the U.S. Securities and Exchange
Commission is forming a new group within its Division of Enforcement — dubbed the "SOX
Group" — to investigate and litigate potential violations of auditing standards, the
Sarbanes-Oxley Act and other federal securities laws by audit firms and their
professionals.[1] The group will report to the chief accountant for the Division of
Enforcement.[2]

With the SEC hiring supervisory and trial positions, we expect the group to grow to include
more attorneys and accountants than the SEC currently dedicates to auditor enforcement.
This article discusses the potential ramifications, including (1) whether auditors can expect
increased SEC scrutiny; (2) what it will mean for Public Company Accounting Oversight
Board enforcement; and (3) the implications of SEC-led auditor enforcement.

Increased SEC Auditor Enforcement?
The new SOX Group will likely increase SEC investigations into auditor misconduct. Although

the SEC has historically had authority to bring actions against auditors, its recent
enforcement activity has lagged far behind the PCAOB.
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Since 2021, the SEC has brought 50 stand-alone enforcement actions against auditors, while
the PCAOB has brought nearly four times as many.[3] Many of the SEC's recent actions have
focused on egregious conduct, such as complicity in corporate wrongdoing or a near-total
abdication of professional responsibility, rather than technical standards violations.[4]

Once fully staffed, the SOX Group's focused mandate should lead to increased
investigations, and we expect it will take the lead in matters where the SEC historically
deferred to the PCAOB.

Under current SEC leadership, however, the new group is unlikely to significantly expand
the types of matters the SEC pursues. Chairman Paul Atkins has emphasized a back-to-
basics approach, focusing on fraud and so-called bad actors rather than technical
violations.[5]
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This contrasts with the former PCAOB leadership's mandate to use "every tool in [its] enforcement
toolbox,"[6] which led to numerous matters involving technical reporting violations unrelated to audit



deficiencies.

Accordingly, despite increased scrutiny, the SOX Group will likely focus on the worst actors in the
profession rather than the largest, most sophisticated firms, and is unlikely to pursue the sweeps and
technical cases that characterized recent PCAOB enforcement. Should SEC leadership priorities change
under future administrations, however, the SOX Group's infrastructure could enable a significant ramp-
up in auditor investigations.[7]

It remains unclear how the SEC will adjudicate cases against auditors. Following the U.S. Supreme
Court's 2024 decision in SEC v. Jarkesy, the SEC stopped using in-house administrative proceedings for
litigated Rule 102(e) matters and dropped numerous pending cases.

On Nov. 21, 2025, however, the SEC announced a settled Rule 102(e) proceeding against John Michaels,
an individual auditor, imposing an industry bar and no penalties.[8] Additionally, on March 6 this year,
the SEC announced a settled Rule 102(e) proceeding against auditing firm EisnerAmper LLP imposing
compliance with remedial undertakings and a censure, while noting that no civil penalty was imposed
based on the firm's remediation efforts.[9]

Although the U.S. District Court for the District of Columbia on Jan. 8 upheld the SEC's ability to obtain
industry bars against professionals in administrative proceedings in Sztrom v. SEC, it is unclear whether
the commission will continue to attempt to use administrative proceedings to adjudicate allegations
raised by the new SOX Group.[10]

As the new job postings include both investigation and litigation-related positions, we expect the result
will be a mix of administrative proceedings seeking remedies that do not run afoul of Jarkesy, combined
with federal district court actions alleging that auditors violated or aided and abetted violations of the
federal securities laws.[11]

What Happens to PCAOB Enforcement?

The new SOX Group's impact on PCAOB enforcement remains unclear, but we expect it will supplant a
substantial portion of the PCAOB's enforcement program.

PCAOB enforcement has already declined steeply since former Chair Erica Williams' departure in July
2025, with no public enforcement matters since new Chair Demetrios Logothetis was sworn in.
Additionally, with the December departure of the PCAOB's former director of the Division of
Enforcement and Investigations, Robert Rice, the move of other PCAOB enforcement employees to
board staff positions, and other staff departures, the division's enforcement staff has shrunk
considerably during the past year.

It is also unclear whether the PCAOB can currently adjudicate enforcement matters, as the
constitutionality of its enforcement program, including its use of in-house proceedings, is being
challenged in the D.C. district court in Doe v. PCAOB.[12] In fact, the board does not appear to have an
in-house hearing officer, as its website no longer lists a chief hearing officer on its senior staff page.

Despite these challenges, PCAOB enforcement is unlikely to stop entirely. The Sarbanes-Oxley Act
requires the PCAOB to conduct investigations and impose disciplinary proceedings,[13] and the 2026
budget continues to support enforcement. Recent comments from the SEC's chief accountant at the
annual SEC Speaks conference and the revised SEC Enforcement Manual suggest the SEC still sees a role



for PCAOB enforcement.[14]

The PCAOB also has advantages in investigating foreign auditors through cooperative agreements with
foreign regulators, including successfully investigating China-based auditors, while the SEC lacks
comparable access.[15] The PCAOB may also have advantages in enforcing cooperation with its
inspections program under PCAOB Rule 4006.[16][17]

Thus, although the SOX Group will likely displace significant PCAOB enforcement activity, we expect the
PCAOB will maintain enforcement focused on foreign auditors and compliance with its inspections
program, providing a nonduplicative complement to the SEC's new group.

Implications for Auditors

The shift from PCAOB-led to SEC-led enforcement will have significant consequences for auditors. Some
changes may be positive: the SEC's expected focus on clear-cut, egregious violations rather than
technical matters, and a likely reduction in overall resources dedicated to investigating auditor
misconduct compared to a fully staffed PCAOB Enforcement Division.

However, SEC investigations are not subject to the confidentiality provisions of Section 105 of the
Sarbanes-Oxley Act, under which PCAOB investigations, inspections and related documents, including
testimony transcripts, "shall be confidential and privileged as an evidentiary matter" and exempt from
civil discovery and Freedom of Information Act disclosure.[18] Civil litigants may therefore obtain
documents from SEC investigations, and witness testimony will be discoverable.

More enforcement matters will also become public, as SEC cases are adjudicated in federal court or
through public administrative proceedings, unlike nonpublic PCAOB disciplinary proceedings under SOX
Section 105(c).

Additionally, auditors will lose one level of appeal. Currently, auditors can contest PCAOB allegations
through a hearing, appeal to the board and then appeal to the SEC. SEC-initiated cases will cut at least a
year off the process and provide one fewer opportunity to prevail on the merits.

Finally, the dedicated SOX Group will likely lead to more investigations of public issuers' accounting. The
group's mandate references "provisions of the Sarbanes-Oxley Act and other relevant federal securities
laws," according to one of the job postings, and auditor-focused investigations could easily expand to
issuers.

Because the SEC has direct subpoena power, the SOX Group can compel documents and testimony from
both auditors and issuers, unlike the PCAOB, which has never promulgated rules to exercise its statutory
authority to seek SEC subpoenas for issuer documentation.

Key Takeaways

We expect the new SOX Group to increase SEC enforcement focus on auditors and public issuers, with
current leadership targeting principally the worst actors rather than large, sophisticated firms or
technical cases. Under future leadership with different priorities, however, the SOX Group could

substantially escalate enforcement.

Although the group is expected to assume much of the PCAOB's enforcement duties, the board will



likely continue investigating foreign firms and noncompliance with its inspections program.

For auditors, a shift to SEC enforcement brings potential benefits — including a more limited focus on
egregious conduct — but also risks, including the loss of confidentiality afforded to PCAOB
investigations, public disclosure of proceedings and fewer opportunities to appeal adverse findings.
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