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Highlights

1- Sustainability auditing offers multiple benefits that enhance organizational performance,
environmental stewardship, and stakeholder trust. By integrating environmental aspects into audit
practices, organizations can identify risks, improve compliance, and foster innovation.

2- The results of the study revealed 3 overarching themes (structural mechanisms of sustainability
auditing, value mechanisms of sustainability auditing, and characteristics of professionalism), 6
organizing themes (management mechanisms, legal mechanisms, social environment functions,
behavioral perspectives, adherence to professional codes of conduct for sustainability goals, and
specialized skills for adapting to sustainability goals), and 31 core themes.

3- The most motivating dimension of sustainability auditing is the social environment functions,
which is considered a driver arising from the model of value mechanisms of sustainability auditing.

4- By developing the possibility of changing traditional auditing methods, the career and
professional maturity of auditors is helped so that they can take measures to provide the necessary
solutions.

Abstract:

Sustainability auditing, with its numerous benefits, can enhance organizational performance,
environmental oversight, stakeholder trust, and foster both risk management and innovation. The aim
of this study is to model the systemic representation of sustainability auditing based on interactive
qualitative analysis. Due to the lack of a coherent framework in sustainability auditing, the study employs
thematic analysis through a review of previous research and expert interviews. Subsequently, using
Delphi analysis, the reliability of the identified dimensions is assessed. In the quantitative section, based
on systemic representation modeling, the drivers and outcomes of sustainability auditing are determined.
The statistical population of the study consists of 15 academic experts and auditing professors with
professional experience in the field of auditing, as well as members of the auditing standards drafting
committee in the year 1403 (2024-2025), selected through a snowball sampling approach. The research
findings reveal three overarching themes (structural mechanisms of sustainability auditing, value-
based mechanisms of sustainability auditing, and characteristics of professionalism), six organizing
themes (managerial mechanisms, legal mechanisms, functions of the social environment, behavioral
perspectives, adherence to professional conduct in line with sustainability goals, and specialized skills
aligned with sustainability objectives), and 31 basic themes. The quantitative findings indicate that the
most influential driver of sustainability auditing is the function of the social environment, which stems
from the value-based mechanisms model of sustainability auditing. The results of this study can be
used to develop and implement guidelines for maintaining sustainability auditing, in accordance with
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professional ethics codes and relevant directives. These guidelines, based on strategies emphasized
for advancing professional maturity in auditing, can help formulate necessary solutions and measures.

Key Words: sustainability audit, structural mechanisms, value mechanisms, characteristics of
professionalism

Extended Abstract:

1. Introduction

The auditing profession has always faced numerous challenges—ranging from deficiencies in
professional skills and poor-quality training to the neglect of psychological aspects such as the
recognition of emotions and feelings—which all significantly affect precise and ethical decision-
making in this field. Given the vital role of auditing in ensuring the validating financial statements
and verifying the reliability of financial information, this profession holds a key position in capital
markets and financial systems. Audit Standard No. 240 also emphasizes the auditor’s responsibility
to identify and report instances of fraud, requiring auditors to notify the relevant authorities if they
encounter evidence of material misstatement. Within this context, sustainability auditing, as a modern
branch of auditing, carries an ethical and social responsibility toward the public interest, including
shareholders, the environment, and regulators. This type of auditing, with its focus on non-financial
activities, evaluates the social, environmental, and economic performance of organizations and
strengthens the legitimacy of administrative institutions by enhancing transparency and accountability.
Despite the increasing importance of this approach, the lack of public awareness and active civil
society participation has posed serious challenges to the effective implementation of sustainability
auditing. Sustainability auditing may be regarded as a subset of social auditing, aimed at improving
organizational performance across the three main dimensions of sustainability—social, environmental,
and economic. However, these three dimensions have not yet been integrated into a unified managerial
system. Previous studies have also stressed the need to consider the well-being of a broader range of
stakeholders and to involve shareholders in the auditing process. In this regard, the present study is
designed with the objective of providing a model for sustainability auditing and examining its impact
on auditors’ professional maturity. The concept of professional maturity, despite its fundamental
importance in enhancing decision-making quality and professional conduct, has so far received little
attention in the Iranian auditing literature. Through expert interviews and the application of interactive
qualitative analysis, this research seeks to uncover the overlooked dimensions of sustainability auditing
and clarify its role in the professional and ethical development of auditors. The results of this study
may contribute to the advancement of auditing knowledge from two perspectives: first, by presenting a
localized and innovative framework for sustainability auditing in developing countries; and second, by
offering practical guidelines for regulatory bodies and standard setters to promote auditors’ professional
maturity through the improvement of information infrastructures, revisions of professional ethics codes,
and the design of targeted educational programs.

2. Theoretical Foundations

Auditing, as a systematic and impartial process for evaluating organizations based on predetermined
criteria, plays a fundamental role in ensuring economic, social, and environmental integrity.
Within this context, sustainability auditing, as a comprehensive approach, examines organizational
operations, policies, and practices with the aim of identifying opportunities for improvement across
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the three main dimensions of sustainability—social, environmental, and economic. This type of
auditing assists organizations in fulfilling their accountability to stakeholders and in enhancing
transparency and social legitimacy. With the expansion of industrial activities and the growing
environmental and social consequences of corporate performance, the role of sustainability auditing
as an ethics-driven and responsible mechanism has become increasingly prominent. Beyond financial
auditing, this approach assesses organizational commitments to society and the environment, and it is
defined within the broader framework of social and environmental accounting. Sustainability reports
combine both financial and non-financial information, reflecting the impact of an organization’s
economic actions on its surrounding environment. At the theoretical level, sustainability auditing is
closely associated with concepts such as social auditing, business ethics, and corporate accountability.
Related theories emphasize the necessity for organizations to be accountable to both internal and
external stakeholders and introduce sustainability auditing as a tool for assessing and improving
performance in non-financial domains. The experiences of countries such as the United States and
the United Kingdom in developing environmental auditing guidelines, as well as the establishment
of international expert working groups such as INTOSALI, highlight the global significance of this
approach. Sustainability auditing offers multiple advantages to organizations, including improved
resource efficiency, increased environmental awareness among managers, the formulation of
sustainable strategies, and the early identification of potential risks before they escalate into crises.
This type of auditing can take various forms—such as compliance auditing, process auditing, and
risk auditing—each with its own objectives and methods for assessing environmental performance.
The process of sustainability auditing consists of two main stages: assessment and validation. In
the assessment stage, managerial activities, control systems, and environmental procedures are
reviewed. In the validation stage, the auditor issues an opinion on organizational performance based
on the evidence collected. Careful planning, information processing, and analysis of environmental
conditions are key pillars of this process.

Ultimately, business ethics, as a prerequisite for the success of sustainability auditing, emphasizes
organizations’ responsibility for social and environmental consequences. Companies are obliged
to consider the interests of all stakeholders—including employees, shareholders, citizens, social
ingtitutions, and the government—in their decision-making. The European Commission likewise
views organizational sustainability as a multidimensional concept encompassing environmental and
social reporting as well as stakeholder engagement.

3. Methodology

From the perspective of its objective, the present study falls within exploratory research, while
in terms of its outcome, it belongs to the category of developmental studies, since no coherent
model for sustainability auditing has yet been presented. This study seeks to contribute to theoretical
integration in this field by designing a conceptual framework. Methodologically, the research adopts
a mixed-methods approach, combining both qualitative and quantitative analyses to explore the
hidden dimensions and systemic implications of sustainability auditing. The research philosophy
is grounded in the intersection of voluntarism and structuralism within the philosophy of science,
and it employs a hybrid reasoning approach that integrates both induction and deduction. In the
qualitative phase, the main components of sustainability auditing were first extracted using thematic
analysis. Subsequently, the reliability of the identified dimensions was evaluated through Delphi
analysis. Following this, systemic representation modeling was employed to identify the drivers and
consequences of sustainability auditing.
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Data collection in this research was carried out through two main methods:

* Document review: A systematic review of library sources and analysis of the relevant theoretical
literature.

* Semi-structured interviews: In-depth interviews with auditing experts aimed at steering
discussions in line with the research objectives and eliciting participants’ beliefs and attitudes.

The statistical population for the qualitative phase consisted of academic experts, auditing
professors with professional experience, and members of the audit standards-setting committee.
Sampling was conducted using a combination of purposive and snowball techniques. Initially, three
individuals were selected purposively, and additional participants were included through referrals from
interviewees. Data collection concluded upon reaching theoretical saturation, which was achieved
with the participation of 15 experts. These same 15 participants also took part in the interpretive
structural modeling analysis, as this method requires a high level of expertise and experience in the
field under study. Considering the systemic nature of the analysis and to avoid data distortion, the
sample size in this phase was determined in accordance with theoretical recommendations of 10 to
25 participants.

To evaluate the reliability of the study, researcher triangulation was employed. Specifically,
interview and coding stages were conducted in parallel by two researchers. Approximately 20% of
the interviews (four cases) were given to the second researcher, and the inter-coder agreement was
calculated. The resulting agreement rate was 91%, indicating high coding reliability. In the quantitative
phase, the construct validity of the study was assessed through Delphi analysis, conducted to evaluate
the theoretical adequacy of the identified components within the target population.

4. Research Findings

In line with the research objectives and considering the absence of a coherent framework in the
field of sustainability auditing, the findings of this study are presented in three analytical stages:
thematic analysis, Delphi analysis, and systemic representation analysis. In the first stage, using
thematic analysis based on the Attride—Sterling (2001) approach, basic, organizing, and global
themes related to the sustainability auditing model were identified. This analysis, conducted
inductively, integrated similar studies with semi-structured expert interviews. After screening 27
initial sources, 12 relevant studies were selected, and 6 were validated through critical appraisal.
Based on scoring against sub-criteria, the main organizing themes were extracted, while themes such

29 ¢

as “digitalization capabilities,” “setting clear goals for stakeholder accountability,” and “professional
judgment” were eliminated due to scoring below the mean. Subsequently, thematic networks were
graphically illustrated, enabling a visual analysis of non-hierarchical relationships among the themes.
These networks served as analytical tools that allowed for a more precise interpretation of the text
and the conceptual structure of sustainability auditing. In the second stage, to assess the reliability
of the identified themes, Delphi analysis was employed. A seven-item questionnaire was designed
and distributed in multiple rounds among the expert panel. Results based on the two criteria of
mean scores and consensus coefficient indicated that all the main themes met acceptable reliability
thresholds; the mean scores were above 5, and the consensus coefficient exceeded 0.5. These findings
confirmed the construct validity of the proposed model within the target community. In the final stage,
to identify the internal relationships among components and determine the drivers and outcomes of
the sustainability auditing model, systemic representation analysis was applied. This analysis was
conducted using a matrix checklist and ordinal scoring system (1: direct effect, 2: inverse effect, 3:
no effect). The results revealed that “functions of the social environment” was the most influential
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driver in the sustainability auditing model, exerting the strongest impact on managerial outcomes.
It was also found that most relationships between drivers and outcomes were direct, with only three
relationships showing indirect effects. The delta value (the difference between inputs and outputs)
was calculated for each component, and based on this, the components were classified as either
systemic drivers or systemic outcomes. Finally, a systemic representation diagram was drawn, in
which the drivers and outcomes were positioned on opposite sides of the system and connected
through direct and indirect links. This visual structure provided deeper insights into the causal and
systemic relationships among sustainability auditing components, highlighting the dual role of the
social environment in generating both primary and secondary outcomes.

5. Discussion and Conclusion

This study, aimed at developing a systemic representation model of sustainability auditing, sought
to identify and explain the conceptual dimensions, operational mechanisms, and outcomes of this
emerging approach through the use of interactive qualitative analysis. The findings revealed that
sustainability auditing is not only a tool for enhancing organizational transparency and accountability
but also a transformative mechanism for promoting sustainable development and ethics-driven
practices in capital markets. Results from the qualitative and quantitative analyses led to the
identification of three overarching themes (Structural mechanisms, value-based mechanisms, and
features of professionalism), six organizing themes, and thirty-one basic themes. Among these,
“functions of the social environment” emerged as the most influential driver in the sustainability
auditing framework. Rooted in value-based mechanisms, this factor plays a pivotal role in shaping
systemic outcomes. At the macro level, sustainability auditing—by drawing upon social customs,
norms, and cultural values—contributes to enhancing organizational responsibility toward future
generations and strengthens the credibility of financial reporting within a broader social context.
At the organizational level, aligning corporate practices with socially-driven standards fosters
respect for the rights of shareholders and investors. Leveraging media and communication tools, this
approach can further serve as a competitive advantage in marketing and investment attraction. The
professional attributes of auditors, including technical expertise and ethical conduct, were found to
be crucial for the success of sustainability auditing. Companies with competent and ethical auditors
demonstrate more accurate performance in the interests of stakeholders and strengthen public trust
through credible reports. These findings are consistent with the results of previous studies conducted
by Ferreira, Rodrigues, Pramukti, Handoko, Jain, and Bhasin. Finally, as with other qualitative
research, this study is subject to certain limitations—such as the restricted generalizability of findings
to different research contexts and the relative stability of the identified dimensions over the long term.
Nevertheless, by employing a deductive—inductive reasoning cycle, this study has made a meaningful
contribution to theory-building and the development of a sustainability auditing framework.
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