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Highlights

« An independent auditor improves the credibility of financial statements

« Female auditors have more accuracy and audit quality compared to male auditors.
« Audit opinion shopping reduces the choice of a female auditor.

Abstract:

Women are comprehensive processors who tend to analyze all available information,
incorporating risk, ethical considerations and other secondary information in their decision-
making. Choosing an independent auditor is the most important decision for the credibility of
financial statements. Various factors affect the choice of auditor, among these factors, auditor’s
gender is one of these factors. Given to important role of women in improving audit quality,
the purpose of this research is to investigate the relationship between audit opinion shopping
and the selection of female audit partners. The current research is of applied type and has been
carried out with a descriptive-correlation approach and the necessary data has been analyzed
using the statistical population including 121 companies listed to the Tehran Stock Exchange
for the time period of 2013 to 2023 are using multivariate binary logistic regression. The results
of the research show that audit opinion shopping has a negative and significant relationship with
the choice of a female auditor. Also, the independence of the board of directors has a negative
and significant relationship with the probability of choosing a female auditor. Since female
auditors have more accuracy and audit quality compared to male auditors. Therefore, it can
be said that the companies that engagement of opinion shopping are less inclined to choose a
female auditor to confirm their financial statements.

Key Words: Audit Opinion Shopping, Auditor Choice, Audit Quality
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1. INTRODUCTION

Various studies have been conducted in the Iranian audit market about the selection of auditors.
These studies have examined the factors affecting the change of auditor and the selection of
a new auditor from different perspectives. Some studies indicate that managers change their
auditors in order to overstate profits (Bagherpour et al., 2014). Another study also showed that
the selection of auditors is affected by political relations (Banimahd et al., 2013). According
to the interests alignment hypothesis, audit opinion shopping is one of the consequences of
choosing an auditor. This hypothesis explains that by selecting a new auditor, managers impose
their desired audit opinion on the auditor. Auditing literatures indicate that female auditors
provide higher quality audit services compared to male auditors. Therefore, the appointment of
a female auditor will not be welcomed by managers. Therefore, the selection of a female auditor
will not be welcomed by managers who are looking for audit opinion shopping.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

The present study, due to its nature, is an applied research and in terms of method, it is
classified as a descriptive-correlational research. The theoretical foundations and research
data were collected through library studies. Since the statistical population of this study is a
real environment, namely companies listed on the Tehran Stock Exchange and the Iranian
OTC, this study is also considered a field study. The research hypotheses were tested based on
binary logistic regression using SPSS software No. 26. The research period is a 10-year period
between 2013 and 2022. The number of 121 companies were collected as data from the annual
financial reports of companies listed on the Tehran Stock Exchange and the Iranian OTC using
a screening method and were tested.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The research results show there is a significant and negative relationship between audit
opinion shopping and the selection of a female auditor. That is, as the audit opinion shopping
by the company increases, the probability of selecting a female auditor also decreases. Based on
the findings of this study, it can be argued that firms managers do not choose women as auditors
in order to impose their opinions on the auditor, because women provide higher audit quality.

4. CONCLUSION

The authors claim that female audit partners, due to their greater risk aversion compared to
male audit partners, observe professional ethics more, provide conservative audit judgments,
and are less involved in opinion shopping, ultimately providing higher audit quality. Therefore,
clients are not looking for female auditors.
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Highlights:

Investigating the Relationship between Joint Audit and Information Asymmetry with the
Mediating Role of Qualified Audit Opinion

« Joint auditing has a negative and significant effect on firms' information asymmetry.

o The qualified audit opinion acts as an effective mediating variable in the relationship
between joint auditing and information asymmetry.

« Joint auditing increases the likelihood of issuing a qualified opinion by enhancing auditor
independence and quality, which leads to greater information transparency.

« The findings support the necessity of encouraging joint auditing policies to improve capital
market transparency.

Abstract:

The purpose of this study is to investigate the relationship between joint auditing and
information asymmetry, considering the mediating role of qualified audit opinions in companies
listed on the Tehran Stock Exchange. The present study investigates the impact of joint auditing
on information asymmetry, considering the mediating role of qualified audit opinions, in firms
listed on the Tehran Stock Exchange during the period 2014-2023. The research is applied
in purpose and descriptive-correlational in nature. A purposive sampling method was used to
select 88 companies. Data were collected from financial statements, accompanying notes, and
independent audit reports, and analyzed using multiple regression analysis. The findings indicate
that joint auditing has a significant negative effect on information asymmetry. Furthermore,
joint audits increase the likelihood of issuing qualified audit opinions, which in turn further
reduces information asymmetry. Thus, qualified audit opinions serve as a significant mediating
variable in the relationship between joint auditing and information asymmetry. The results
suggest that joint audits enhance auditor independence and improve audit quality, leading to
more accurate and realistic audit opinions. Such opinions increase information transparency and
contribute to greater market efficiency and optimal resource allocation. In this context, qualified
opinions function as warning signals, disclosing hidden information and enhancing the overall
transparency of the market. These findings are consistent with signaling theory, which posits
that qualified audit opinions act as credible signals to reveal private information to stakeholders.
By elucidating the transmission mechanism through which joint audits influence information
asymmetry via qualified opinions, this study fills a gap in the accounting and financial literature.
The findings have implications for policymakers in developing audit regulations, for managers
in auditor selection, and for investors in assessing firms’ informational environments.
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1. Introduction and Purpose

Information asymmetry (IA) is a critical problem in capital markets, often leading to
agency costs and suboptimal resource allocation. High-quality auditing is recognized as a key
mechanism for mitigating IA by improving the credibility of financial statements. Joint auditing
(JA), where two independent audit firms simultaneously audit a company, is proposed as a
method to enhance audit quality through increased competition, resource pooling, and improved
auditor independence. This study aims to investigate the relationship between joint auditing
and information asymmetry, specifically considering the mediating role of the Qualified Audit
Opinion (QAO). While previous studies have examined the direct effects of JA, the precise
mechanism through which it influences information environment particularly via changes in
the auditor's reporting behavior remains underexplored. This research seeks to fill this gap
by demonstrating that QAO serves as a signaling device that transmits the enhanced quality
derived from JA into reduced IA.

2. Methodology

This study employs an applied research approach with a descriptive-correlational design,
utilizing a causal post-event methodology. The statistical population consists of companies
listed on the Tehran Stock Exchange (TSE). A purposive sampling method was used to select
a sample of 88 companies for the period 2014 to 2023 (a 10-year span). Data were primarily
collected from the companies' financial statements, accompanying notes, and independent
audit reports, obtained from the official TSE database. The key variables are: Joint Auditing
(measured as a dummy variable), Information Asymmetry (proxied by the bid-ask spread),
and Qualified Audit Opinion (measured as a dummy variable for its issuance). The hypotheses
were tested using multiple multivariate regression analysis to assess direct relationships, and
the Sobel test was employed to formally examine the significance of the mediating effect of the
qualified audit opinion.

3. Results

The empirical results provide strong support for the hypotheses:

Direct Effect: The findings confirm a negative and statistically significant relationship between
joint auditing and information asymmetry. This result suggests that the utilization of two audit
firms enhances the diligence and depth of the audit process, leading to more reliable financial
reporting and subsequently lowering the level of informational disparities in the market.

Mediating Effect: Crucially, the analysis confirms that the qualified audit opinion acts as
a significant mediating variable in the relationship between joint auditing and information
asymmetry.

« First, joint auditing significantly increases the likelihood of the audit client receiving
a qualified audit opinion. This outcome is consistent with the view that the dual oversight
structure fosters greater auditor independence, making auditors less susceptible to management
pressure and more likely to issue a conservative opinion when warranted.

« Second, the issuance of a qualified audit opinion, in turn, leads to a further reduction in
information asymmetry. The QAO acts as a powerful negative signal to the market, publicly
disclosing critical concerns or deviations from GAAP. This disclosure enhances market
transparency by bringing hidden information to light.

4. Conclusion and Implications
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This research concludes that the effectiveness of joint auditing in reducing information
asymmetry is not merely a direct consequence of improved quality, but is significantly
channeled through the auditor's reporting decision. By enhancing auditor independence, joint
auditing increases the probability of issuing a more realistic, potentially qualified, opinion,
which serves as a vital signal that reduces information asymmetry and contributes to market
efficiency. These results are aligned with signaling theory and underscore the importance of
audit firm structure on reporting integrity.

The findings have several practical implications: Policymakers should consider supporting or
mandating joint auditing for large public interest entities to enhance capital market transparency.
Managers may use the adoption of joint auditing as a positive market signal of their commitment
to high-quality financial reporting, thereby building investor confidence. Investors can use
the presence of joint auditing and the nature of the ensuing audit opinion as indicators of the
reliability of disclosed information. Future research should examine the effectiveness of various
combinations of audit firms (e.g., Big 4 with non-Big 4) in the Iranian market context.
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Highlights:

» Cognitive dissonance can exacerbate the gap between auditors’ professional skepticism
judgments and actions, leading to reduced audit quality.

» When facing cognitive dissonance, auditors adjust their perceptions of their actions and
overestimate their level of professional skepticism.

* Cognitive dissonance also influences auditors’ risk perceptions, potentially resulting in
insufficient testing and weaker risk assessments.

* The use of responsibility-denial mechanisms reduces the intensity of cognitive dissonance
but may undermine motivation for professional improvement.

Abstract:

This study examines the role of cognitive dissonance in explaining the gap between auditors’
judgments based on professional skepticism and their corresponding actions. Although
professional skepticism is a key factor in audit quality, evidence suggests that some auditors
engage in actions that fall short of their professionally skeptical judgments. Drawing on cognitive
dissonance theory, a behavioral experiment was conducted involving 87 accounting students,
between 2024 and 2025, who were randomly assigned to one of three groups: no dissonance,
dissonance, and dissonance-reduction. Data analysis using SPSS software revealed that
exposure to cognitive dissonance led to shifts in attitudes toward audit procedures and inflated
self-assessments ofthe level of professional skepticism. Additionally, reduced risk assessments
and distorted self-evaluations were observed as further consequences of this dissonance.
Participants who had the opportunity to deny responsibility for their decisions experienced
less cognitive dissonance than those who did not. These findings suggest that professional
skepticism is a fluid and psychologically influenced construct. Accordingly, the development
of behavioral evaluation tools, independent oversight, and clearly defined responsibilities is
essential for mitigating the negative impact of cognitive dissonance on audit quality.

Key Words: Cognitive Dissonance, Professional Skepticism, Auditor Judgment, Audit
Action
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1. INTRODUCTION

Nelson’s (2009) professional skepticism model in auditing introduces two key elements:
judgment based on professional skepticism and actions based on professional skepticism, both
of which are critical for ensuring audit quality. Iranian auditing standards also emphasize the
importance of a questioning mindset, awareness of indicators of misstatement, and critical
evaluation of evidence (Auditing Standards Nos. 200, 240, 315, and 500). Previous studies
have examined various dimensions of professional skepticism, including the role of personality
traits and individual motivations (Hardies et al., 2020; Karahan, 2022), emotional intelligence
and self-efficacy (Cilliers, 2023; Muterera et al., 2023), and organizational and environmental
factors (Hardies et al., 2025). However, these studies largely assume that accurate professional
judgment automatically leads to professional action and have not addressed the behavioral gap
between skeptical judgment and action (Royai et al., 2014; Rajab et al., 2016).

This study focuses on cognitive dissonance as a psychological mechanism and examines its
impact on the gap between judgment and action based on professional skepticism. Cognitive
dissonance can reduce the actual level of professional skepticism even when initial judgments
are accurate, and cognitive dissonance may be exacerbated under environmental pressures.
This study is the first to analyze the behavioral conflict between judgment and action both
theoretically and empirically. It demonstrates that focusing solely on professional judgment
without attention to practical actions is insufficient. Therefore, the following hypotheses are
proposed:

Hypothesis 1: Auditors who face a conflict between high-level judgments and low-level
actions in professional skepticism experience greater cognitive dissonance and tend to rate
weak actions more favorably than auditors who are not exposed to such a conflict.

Hypothesis 2: Auditors who encounter a dissonance between high-level professional
skepticism judgments and low-level actions are likely to experience cognitive dissonance and
lower their risk assessments relative to auditors who are not exposed to such dissonance.

Hypothesis 3: Auditors who are in a position to deny responsibility when facing cognitive
dissonance between judgment and action experience less cognitive dissonance compared to
auditors without this opportunity.

Hypothesis 4: Auditors who experience cognitive dissonance and adjust their attitudes to
reduce it will, after completing their work, overestimate their overall level of professional
skepticism.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

This study was conducted in 2024-2025. A total of 87 accounting students were purposefully
selected and, after receiving training on professional skepticism and risk assessment, were
allocated to three groups. Participants studied a fraud scenario in revenue and receivables,
assessed audit risk, and ranked six audit procedures according to the level of professional
skepticism required. All participants then completed a responsibility questionnaire and re-
evaluated their judgments and rankings. Stroop and cognitive reflection tests, along with written
exercises, were used to enhance participants’ accountability. Changes in risk assessment and
procedure rankings were considered indicators of cognitive dissonance.
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3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The findings of this study indicate that cognitive dissonance has a significant impact on the
gap between professional skepticism judgment and action. One-way ANOVA and Tukey’s post-
hoc tests for Hypothesis 1 showed that participants in the dissonance groups (Groups 2 and 3)
ranked low-skepticism actions higher in the final ranking compared to the no-dissonance group
(F(2,84)=35.545, p<0.001), with the greatest change observed in Group 2. For Hypothesis 2,
ANOVA results revealed that audit risk assessments in Groups 2 and 3 decreased significantly
(F(2,84)=907.521, p<0.001), with the largest reduction in Group 2. Independent-samples
t-tests for Hypothesis 3 showed that the opportunity to deny responsibility in Group 3 reduced
cognitive dissonance (AverageRankDifference: t(56)=3.291, p=0.002; RiskDifference:
t(56)=18.712, p<0.001). ANOVA for Hypothesis 4 indicated that Group 2 reported the highest
level of self-reported professional skepticism (F(2,84)=9.559, p<0.001). These results highlight
that cognitive dissonance significantly influences changes in action ranking, risk reassessment,
and perceived professional skepticism.

4. CONCLUSION

This study examined the role of cognitive dissonance in the gap between auditors’
professional skepticism judgments and actions. Behavioral experimental results showed that
even highly skeptical auditors may act inconsistently with initial judgments when facing
cognitive dissonance, which can alter risk perception and inflate self-reported skepticism.
Allowing responsibility denial reduced dissonance, highlighting the role of situational factors.
Findings emphasize that professional skepticism is not fixed but influenced by psychological
mechanisms. Practical implications include the need for training on stress and ethical pressures,
stronger accountability, team reviews, and interventions to mitigate judgment—action gaps to
enhance audit quality and decision-making reliability.

Keywords: Cognitive Dissonance, Professional Skepticism, Auditor Judgment, Audit Action
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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
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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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Highlights:

1. Psychological safety is one of the fundamental human needs and a key factor influencing
professional behavior. This safety enhances individual well-being, team cohesion, and the
quality of auditing. Psychological safety is shaped by professional pressures, personal traits,
and job-related circumstances.

2. Psychological safety among internal auditors contributes to improved quality, effectiveness,
and professional independence. Individual, organizational, and environmental factors all play a
role in shaping this safety, which in turn increases the auditors’ willingness to report financial
misconduct.

3. The present study identified 4 overarching themes, 11 organizing themes, and 55
basic themes. These include professional awareness, effective communication, continuous
development, and the stimulation of social identity. Quantitative findings indicate a positive
impact of psychological safety on the tendency to report financial violations.

4. Psychological safety plays a critical role in enhancing performance, independence,
and transparency in auditing. A comprehensive framework of psychological safety has been
developed based on psychological theories. The study’s themes—professional awareness,
effective communication, professional development, and social identity stimulation—highlight
how psychological safety fosters transparency, public trust, and financial health within
organizations.

Abstract:

Psychological safety, as an invisible bridge between the individual and the workplace,
plays a crucial role in shaping professional behavior. This concept serves as a prerequisite
for achieving justice, transparency, and accountability within organizations. Internal auditors,
as guardians of financial and ethical integrity, require such safety to act courageously and
impartially. This mixed-method study investigates the impact of psychological safety on
internal auditors’ willingness to report financial misconduct and enhance audit quality. In the
qualitative phase, thematic analysis and expert interviews were used to identify key components
of psychological safety. In the quantitative phase, structural equation modeling and Smart
PLS3 software were employed to test the research hypotheses. Data were collected using a
researcher-developed questionnaire for psychological safety and a standardized questionnaire
for reporting misconduct. Findings revealed a significant positive effect of psychological safety
on the willingness to report violations. The results of the present study showed 4 overarching
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themes (1- auditors' professional recognition, 2- effective communication and team synergy, 3-
continuous professional development and improvement, and 4- stimulation of auditors' social
identity), 11 organizing themes (the role of a safe environment in improving audit quality, risk
management in a supportive professional environment, improvement of cognitive processes
in a professional environment, team coordination in a supportive professional environment,
professional handling of criticism and feedback, interaction with new technologies in a
professional environment, professional development of auditors in a supportive environment,
flexibility in dealing with organizational changes, effectiveness of perceived support in auditors,
effectiveness of reflecting performance feedback to auditors, and effectiveness of institutional
and social encouragement of auditors) and 55 basic themes. The results offer practical guidance
for designing supportive work environments and educational programs, contributing to public
trust in the auditing profession. The proposed model also provides a solid foundation for future
research in metacognition and professional ethics in auditing.

Key Words: Psychological safety of internal auditors, self-awareness, audit quality,
willingness to report financial irregularities.

Extended Abstract
Providing a Framework for Psychological Security of Internal Auditors and Examining Its
Effect on the Willingness to Report Financial Violations

1. Introduction

Psychological safety is a fundamental human need that significantly influences professional
behavior. Based on the Theory of Behavioral Approach, individuals’ beliefs and sense of security
shape their workplace actions. In internal auditing, psychological safety allows auditors to express
opinions, admit mistakes, and communicate openly without fear of negative consequences. This
enhances personal well-being, team cohesion, and audit quality. Auditors who feel safe are more
creative and effective in internal control processes. Their sense of safety is shaped by professional
pressures, personal traits, and job conditions, helping prevent psychological burnout.

One critical professional behavior is the willingness to report financial misconduct, especially
amid rising fraudulent activities. Internal auditors play a key role in detecting and preventing
such irregularities. This study investigates how psychological safety affects auditors’ readiness
to report misconduct. Through expert interviews and empirical analysis, it proposes educational
and policy strategies to strengthen this relationship. The findings may guide regulatory reforms,
training programs, and legal protections for auditors. Ultimately, the research presents a
theoretical and practical framework that bridges psychology, accounting, and management. It
highlights psychological safety as essential for organizational justice and ethical responsibility,
offering new interdisciplinary directions for future inquiry.

2. Theoretical Foundations

Psychological safety among internal auditors is essential for enhancing audit quality,
effectiveness, and independence. It reflects an environment where auditors can express concerns
and ideas without fear of judgment or retaliation. This safety is shaped by individual traits (e.g.,
self-confidence, experience, communication skills), organizational factors (e.g., trust-based
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culture, managerial support), and environmental conditions (e.g., workplace stability, economic
context). In supportive settings, auditors are more likely to report financial misconduct—a
behavior rooted in ethics and governance. Psychological safety, combined with personal
responsibility and secure reporting mechanisms, reduces fear of retaliation and increases
motivation to disclose wrongdoing. Using thematic analysis and expert interviews, this study
identifies a framework with four overarching themes—professional awareness, effective
communication, continuous development, and social identity reinforcement—supported
by eleven organizing themes and fifty-five foundational codes. Quantitative results confirm
a significant positive relationship between psychological safety and auditors’ willingness to
report misconduct.

Enhancing psychological safety not only boosts individual and organizational performance
but also fosters transparency, curbs corruption, and strengthens public trust. The proposed
multidimensional model aligns with prior research and offers valuable insights into psychological
dynamics within professional environments.

3. Methodology

This study is developmental in nature and exploratory in purpose, offering a novel framework
for psychological safety among internal auditors. Data were collected using a mixed-methods
approach. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 15 academic
experts and professional internal auditors, selected through purposive and snowball sampling
until theoretical saturation was reached. In the quantitative phase, 400 questionnaires were
distributed among members of the Iranian Association of Internal Auditors, with 392 valid
responses returned.

Data analysis was performed using structural equation modeling and Partial Least Squares
(PLS) to assess the impact of psychological well-being on the willingness to report misconduct.
The psychological safety components were extracted using thematic analysis based on the
Attride-Stirling (2001) framework. Delphi analysis was then used to evaluate the reliability of
these components before designing a researcher-made questionnaire. The dependent variable—
willingness to report financial misconduct—was measured using a standardized 7-item
questionnaire developed by Allen et al. (2013), rated on a five-point Likert scale.

4. Research Findings

Psychological safety components were identified through thematic analysis using the Attride-
Stirling (2001) framework. From 27 initial sources, 12 studies were selected, and 5 validated
by experts, resulting in 4 categories, 11 components, and 55 conceptual codes. Delphi analysis
confirmed reliability, with mean scores above 5 and agreement coefficients over 0.5.

Instrument reliability was assessed using confirmatory factor analysis and Average Variance
Extracted (AVE). All factor loadings exceeded 0.7, and AVE values were above 0.5, confirming
convergent validity. Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability indicated strong internal
consistency. Discriminant validity, verified via the Fornell-Larcker method, showed each
construct’s AVE square root exceeded its correlations with others. Hypothesis testing revealed
a significant positive relationship between psychological safety and willingness to report
misconduct, with a path coefficient of 0.664 and a t-value of 20.090—well above the 1.96
threshold.
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5. Discussion and Conclusion

Psychological safety is a vital concept in organizational psychology and ethics, influencing
audit performance, independence, and transparency. This study introduces a comprehensive
framework and examines its impact on auditors’ willingness to report financial misconduct. The
qualitative phase identified four overarching themes, eleven organizing themes, and fifty-five
foundational codes, including professional awareness, communication, development, and social
identity. Quantitative findings confirmed a significant positive effect of psychological safety on
reporting behavior. These results highlight the role of organizational support, risk management,
and continuous learning. The proposed model enhances individual and organizational outcomes,
promoting transparency and public trust, and offers insights for future interdisciplinary research
in psychology, accounting, and management.
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Highlights:

» The adoption and use of big data analytics in the audit profession is of considerable
importance.

» The application of innovative techniques for big data analytics in banking audits is an
undeniable necessity.

* Big data analytics in banking audits leads to a more complete and accurate analysis of
financial records.

* The components of initial trust and performance expectation play a role in the behavioral
intention of big data analytics by banking auditors.

Abstract:

Identifying the factors affecting the acceptance and use of big data in jobs related to the
auditing profession is of considerable importance. The purpose of this study is to study the
factors affecting the behavioral intention of analyzing big data by bank auditors based on the
initial trust approach model, task-technology fit, and performance expectations. The statistical
population of the study includes bank auditors working in banks listed on the Tehran Stock
Exchange and the statistical sample includes 386 people selected based on the Cochran
formula. The data collection tool is a questionnaire, the research period is winter 2025, and the
statistical analysis method of the data is based on structural equation modeling using Smart PLS
software. According to the results of the study, the components of initial trust and performance
expectations have a significant and positive effect on the behavioral intention of analyzing
big data by bank auditors, but the task-technology fit component does not have a significant
effect. Considering these results; The use of innovative techniques for processing and analyzing
data within the framework of banking audits is an undeniable necessity, and the acceptance of
big data analysis as one of the new technological achievements can play an effective role in
analyzing banking data and understanding the complex information relationships between this
data by banking auditors.

Key Words: Initial trust, Task-technology fit, Performance Expectation, Big Data,
Acceptance of big data analytics.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rapid growth of data volumes and advances in analytical technologies have transformed
organizational decision making processes across industries. Big Data Analytics (BDA),
characterized by the ability to process large volumes of structured, semi structured, and
unstructured data using advanced computational techniques, has become a critical driver of
performance improvement and competitive advantage. Prior research emphasizes that data
driven organizations tend to make more accurate and effective decisions compared to intuition
based approaches (McAfee & Brynjolfsson, 2012).

In the accounting and auditing domain, BDA offers significant opportunities to enhance audit
quality through improved risk assessment, anomaly detection, fraud identification, and the
analysis of complex and unstructured datasets. Auditors can leverage BDA tools to obtain more
sufficient and appropriate audit evidence, thereby increasing the overall level of assurance.
However, despite its potential benefits, the adoption of BDA in auditing practices—particularly
in the banking sector—remains uneven and faces behavioral, technological, and organizational
barriers.

Banking auditors operate in highly regulated and risk sensitive environments where trust in
new technologies, perceived alignment between technology and job tasks, and expectations of
performance improvement play a decisive role in technology acceptance. While prior studies
have examined technology adoption using models such as UTAUT and Task—Technology Fit
(TTF), limited empirical research has focused on BDA adoption among banking auditors,
especially in emerging economies.

Accordingly, this study aims to examine the role of initial trust, task—technology fit, and
performance expectancy in shaping the behavioral intention to adopt Big Data Analytics
among banking auditors. By focusing on auditors employed in banks listed on the Tehran
Stock Exchange, this research contributes to the growing literature on data driven auditing and
provides practical insights for policymakers and bank managers seeking to facilitate digital
transformation in audit functions.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS

This research is descriptive—applied in nature. The statistical population consists of banking
auditors working in banks listed on the Tehran Stock Exchange. Data were collected over the
period February to May 2025 using a structured questionnaire.

The sample size was determined using Cochran’s formula. Given the large population
size, it was treated as infinite, resulting in 386 valid and completed questionnaires collected
through simple random sampling. The questionnaire items were adapted from established
studies to ensure content validity. Initial trust was measured using three items adapted from
Heidari et al. (2020), task—technology fit was measured with four items based on Goodhue
(2018), performance expectancy was assessed using four items from Alawneh et al. (2017),
and behavioral intention to adopt BDA was measured using five items adapted from Queiroz
and Wamba (2019). All constructs were measured on a four point Likert scale, ranging from
“Strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.”

Data analysis was conducted using Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling
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(PLS SEM) via SmartPLS 3.2.3. This method was selected due to its suitability for predictive
research, complex models, and non normal data distributions. The analysis followed a two step
approach, assessing the measurement model (reliability and validity) prior to evaluating the
$tructural model.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1. Measurement Model Assessment

The measurement model demonstrated satisfactory reliability and validity. Cronbach’s alpha
values for all constructs exceeded the recommended threshold of 0.70, indicating acceptable
internal consistency. Indicator loadings were all above 0.40 and statistically significant, with t
values greater than 1.96, confirming indicator reliability.

Convergent validity was established as all Average Variance Extracted (AVE) values
exceeded 0.50. Discriminant validity was confirmed using three criteria: the Fornell-Larcker
criterion, cross loadings, and the Heterotrait-Monotrait (HTMT) ratio. All HTMT values were
below 0.85, indicating adequate discriminant validity among the constructs.

Structural Model Assessment

The structural model exhibited moderate explanatory power. The coefficient of determination
(R2) for behavioral intention to adopt BDA was 0.457, indicating that initial trust, task—
technology fit, and performance expectancy jointly explain a substantial portion of the variance
in adoption intention. Predictive relevance was confirmed with a Stone—Geisser Q2 value of
0.228, reflecting moderate predictive capability. The overall Goodness of Fit (GOF) index was
0.535, indicating a strong model fit.

Path analysis results revealed that initial trust has a strong and statistically significant positive
effect on auditors’ intention to adopt BDA. This finding highlights the importance of auditors’
confidence in the reliability, security, and institutional support surrounding BDA systems.
Similarly, performance expectancy showed a significant positive effect, suggesting that auditors
are more likely to adopt BDA when they believe it will enhance job performance, improve
decision making, and increase work efficiency.

In contrast, task—technology fit did not exhibit a statistically significant effect on adoption
intention. This result may indicate that although auditors recognize the potential benefits of
BDA, they may perceive a mismatch between existing audit tasks and current BDA applications,
or lack sufficient practical experience to fully integrate these tools into daily audit routines.

These findings align with the argument of McAfee and Brynjolfsson (2012) that data driven
performance gains depend not only on technology availability but also on organizational
readiness, skills, and trust based cultures.

The structural model results indicate that initial trust and performance expectancy exert
significant positive effects on auditors’ behavioral intention to adopt big data analytics, whereas
task—technology fit does not show a statistically significant influence (Table 1).
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Table 1. Summary of Structural Model Results

Path Standardized Coefficient t-value Result
Initial Trust —>.Behav1oral 0.642 19.098 Supported
Intention
Task—Technology Fit —
Behavioral Intention 0.021 0.264 Not Supported
Performance Expectancy — 0287 4132 Supported

Behavioral Intention

4. CONCLUSION

This study examined the determinants of Big Data Analytics adoption among banking
auditors, with a particular focus on initial trust, task—technology fit, and performance
expectancy. The results demonstrate that trust in BDA systems and expectations of performance
improvement are critical drivers of adoption, whereas perceived task—technology alignment
alone is insufficient to motivate usage.

The findings offer important practical implications. Bank managers and regulators should
prioritize training programs, institutional support mechanisms, and clear legal and technological
safeguards to strengthen auditors’ trust in BDA systems. Emphasizing tangible performance
benefits can further enhance adoption intentions. Future research may extend this model by
incorporating organizational and environmental factors or by employing longitudinal designs
to capture changes in adoption behavior over time.

KEYWORDS
Big Data Analytics; Behavioral Intention; Initial Trust; Performance Expectancy; Task—
Technology Fit; Banking Auditors
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