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Highlights:

* Meta-discourse analysis provides a platform for exploring hidden layers of meaning in audit
opinions.

+ With a one-unit increase in the auditor's legal obligations, the average number of weakening
meta-discourses in the audit opinion increases by about 6.5%.

* The larger the company, the more likely auditors are to use interactive-participatory meta-
discourses.

+ Auditor experience has a positive and significant effect with a probability of 2.9% on the
number of self-referential meta-discourses.

» There is no significant relationship at the 5% level between auditors' institutional
relationships with the government and their use of reinforcing meta-discourses in audit reports.

Abstract:

Audit reports, as one of the most important communication tools between independent
auditors and stakeholders, play a decisive role in economic decision-making. However, the
traditional focus on the content of these reports has often overlooked the critical role of the style
of expression and linguistic patterns used in them. Recognizing this gap, this study examines
the strategic role of metadiscourses - linguistic elements that guide the interaction between
the writer and the reader without directly adding to the content of the report - in the opinions
of independent auditors. The importance of this study lies in showing how subtle linguistic
choices can be a powerful tool for managing stakeholder perceptions and reducing legal risks.

Through a combined analysis of 136 audit reports, the research findings reveal that auditors
significantly use mitigating metadiscourses to avoid potential legal liabilities. In contrast, auditors
with higher professional experience are more likely to use self-referential metadiscourses,
thereby enhancing their professional identity and judgment. These results clearly confirm that the
metadiscourse style of reporting is not merely an aesthetic matter, but rather a factor influencing
the perception and judgment of stakeholders. As a result, this study emphasizes the key point
that paying attention to the metadiscourse dimension in audit reporting is not only an academic
scrutiny, but also a necessary factor for improving the quality of disclosure and transparency.
The findings of this study can provide a basis for developing practical guidelines and informing
auditors and standard setters to create more accurate, balanced, and impactful reports.

Key Words: Audit Opinion, Discourse Analysis, Interactive Meta-discourse, Interactional
Meta-discourse



Journal of
0 - - °
. / Professional Auditing Research :
u,:,lu,m\vy?:“ Spring 2026, V.6, No 22 pp 98-125 m——
Extended Abstract
Introduction

Independent auditors’ reports play a crucial communicative role in financial markets as they
assure the reliability of financial statements and support transparency and accountability in the
economy. Beyond their formal and technical structure, these reports are discursive artifacts that
reflect the auditors’ professional stance, institutional context, and interaction with stakeholders.
The linguistic and rhetorical features embedded in audit opinions shape readers’ perceptions of
credibility, independence, and professionalism.

In recent years, discourse and meta-discourse analysis have provided new perspectives for
understanding how auditors use language not merely to report findings but also to position
themselves, manage risk, and communicate with diverse audiences. Meta-discourse elements—
such as hedges, boosters, self-mentions, and engagement markers—help auditors balance
precision and caution, assert authority, or distance themselves from legal responsibility.

This study investigates how independent auditors in Iran employ meta-discursive resources
in their reports, and how such linguistic choices relate to contextual and institutional factors
such as legal liability, ownership concentration, government affiliation, and auditor experience.
The paper applies Hyland’s (2005, 2021) framework of interactive and interactional meta-
discourse to reveal the hidden layers of meaning and power relations embedded in audit
reporting.

Theoretical Framework and Hypotheses Development

According to Hyland’s model, meta-discourse consists of two main categories: interactive and
interactional elements. Interactive meta-discourse helps organize text and guide readers (e.g.,
transitions, frame markers). Interactional meta-discourse expresses stance and engagement,
allowing writers to comment on and evaluate their propositions (e.g., hedges, boosters, attitude
markers, self-mentions).

Applying this linguistic framework to auditing, we argue that auditors use meta-discourse
strategically to manage their institutional role and mitigate potential conflicts between
professional, legal, and organizational expectations. For instance, frequent use of hedging

99 <

language (“may,” “appears,” “likely”) indicates caution and legal protection, while boosters

99 < 99 <.

(“certainly,” “clearly”’) show confidence and assertiveness. Self-mentions (“we believe,” “we
examined”) express professional responsibility, while engagement markers (“note that,” “it
should be considered”) invite readers into the reasoning process. Drawing on prior research and
contextual considerations in Iran’s auditing environment, the study developed the following
hypotheses:

H1: Auditors use hedging meta-discourse more frequently to avoid potential legal liabilities.

H2: The use of interactive/interactional meta-discourse decreases as ownership concentration
increases.

H3: Auditors’ reports for firms with stronger institutional ties to the government contain

fewer booster meta-discourse elements.
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H4: More experienced auditors use self-mention meta-discourse more frequently, reflecting
higher professional confidence.

Research Methodology

The study adopts a mixed-method design combining quantitative and qualitative content
analysis. The sample includes 136 audit reports issued between 2017 and 2023 (1396—1402)
for companies listed on the Tehran Stock Exchange. To ensure representativeness, the sample
covers firms differing in ownership type (state-owned, semi-state, private), auditor experience,
firm size, and industry risk.

Data Collection and Coding

The textual corpus consisted of the auditor’s opinion section and explanatory paragraphs.
Using Hyland’s (2021) meta-discourse framework, each report was coded for occurrences of
hedges, boosters, engagement markers, and self-mentions. Two independent coders analyzed
the texts using MAXQDA software, and inter-coder reliability (Cohen’s Kappa) confirmed
consistency.

Variables and Measures

Dependent Variables: Frequency counts of each meta-discourse category (hedging, boosting,
interactional, self-mention).

Independent Variables: Legal liabilities, ownership concentration (measured by Herfindahl-
Hirschman Index), institutional relationship with government (dummy variable), and auditor
experience (years).

Control Variables: Audit firm size, company size (natural log of assets), industry type (risk-
based), and type of audit opinion (unqualified, qualified, adverse, disclaimer).

Statistical Model

Given the count nature of dependent variables, Poisson regression was employed. The
estimation was conducted via the Newton—Raphson algorithm to ensure stability and
convergence. Both descriptive and inferential analyses were performed using SPSS.

Results

Descriptive statistics indicated that auditors’ reports contained varying degrees of meta-
discursive elements, with hedging being the most prevalent form. The regression analyses
produced the following key findings:

Legal Liabilities and Hedging (H1):

There was a significant positive relationship between the level of potential legal liabilities
and the use of hedging expressions (p < 0.05). For each unit increase in legal risk, hedging
frequency rose by approximately 6.5%. This supports the view that auditors use linguistic
caution to minimize exposure to legal consequences.

Ownership Concentration and Interactive Meta-discourse (H2):
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No statistically significant relationship was found (p = 0.408). However, larger firms tended
to use more interactional elements, possibly due to broader stakeholder audiences. The result
suggests that ownership structure alone may not strongly influence the communicative style of
audit reports in Iran.

Government Affiliation and Booster Meta-discourse (H3):

The link between institutional relations with government and booster usage was not
statigtically significant at the 5% level but showed a weak positive tendency at the 10% level.
Contrary to expectations, auditors of state-linked firms sometimes employed slightly more
assertive language, perhaps to emphasize legitimacy and compliance rather than independence.

Auditor Experience and Self-mentions (H4):

A significant positive relationship was observed (p = 0.029). Experienced auditors used
more self-mention elements (e.g., “we found,” “our examination revealed”), indicating greater
professional confidence and self-positioning in the text. Larger audited firms also exhibited a
higher frequency of self-referential discourse.

Discussion

The findings demonstrate that language in audit reports is not neutral but serves as a tool
for managing professional identity, institutional pressure, and audience expectations. The
prevalence of hedging confirms that auditors strategically use linguistic caution to mitigate
legal risk, consistent with studies by Flowerdew & Wan (2010) and Freeman & Zack (2022).

The lack of significant association between ownership concentration and interactive discourse
suggests that [ranian audit reports remain relatively standardized regardless of corporate control
structure, possibly due to uniform regulatory templates. However, firm size and industry risk
were important contextual moderators, implying that communication complexity increases
with organizational scale and stakeholder diversity.

The insignificant relationship between government affiliation and booster use might
reflect the institutionalized nature of audit discourse in Iran’s public sector—where formal,
impersonal, and conformity-driven language dominates. This aligns with DiMaggio & Powell’s
(1983) theory of institutional isomorphism: auditors tend to reproduce the linguistic norms of
the dominant institutional environment rather than challenge them.

Finally, the strong effect of auditor experience on self-mention elements underlines the role of
expertise and professional confidence in shaping discourse. Experienced auditors appear more
comfortable asserting their voice and professional judgment, while less experienced ones rely
on impersonal and detached phrasing to maintain perceived neutrality. This mirrors findings by
Lee (2014) and Wang (2023) emphasizing how experience and linguistic stance co-evolve in
professional communication.

Implications

his study has both theoretical and practical implications.

From a theoretical perspective, it extends meta-discourse analysis to the domain of auditing,
demonstrating how linguistic choices encode institutional power relations and professional
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attitudes. Integrating Hyland’s linguistic framework with auditing theory enriches our
understanding of the “social construction” of audit assurance.

From a practical standpoint, regulators such as the Iranian Association of Certified Public
Accountants and the Audit Organization can develop guidelines for clearer and more consistent
reporting language. Overuse of hedging may weaken users’ trust, while excessive boosting
could misrepresent assurance levels.

Training programs for auditors should therefore include modules on professional writing and
discourse awareness. As international evidence shows (Flowerdew & Wan, 2010; Humphrey &
Mandel, 2020), linguistic precision enhances audit quality and transparency.

Moreover, because concentrated ownership reduces the diversity of report users, policymakers
may require additional disclosure rules to ensure fair access to information. Introducing
linguistic clarity criteria in audit quality assessments can also foster accountability.

Conclusion

The study reveals that meta-discourse is a central, yet often overlooked, component of audit
communication. Auditors’ linguistic strategies—especially the balance between hedging and
self-assertion—reflect broader tensions between professionalism, legal accountability, and
institutional conformity.

In the Iranian context, where legal systems and institutional pressures differ from Anglo-
Saxon models, meta-discursive patterns reveal adaptive behaviors by auditors seeking to
maintain credibility while mitigating risk. Recognizing these linguistic mechanisms helps
academics, practitioners, and regulators better understand how audit discourse constructs
meaning, trust, and legitimacy.

Future research can expand this line of inquiry by employing text-mining, computational
linguistics, or machine learning to automatically detect meta-discursive patterns in large
audit corpora, or by exploring cross-country comparisons to identify cultural and institutional
variations in audit language.
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