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Abstract:

The present study was conducted with the aim of predicting auditors’ accountability behavior toward environmental issues
using social role analysis. In this study, the social role of auditors was considered as the main factor, institutional pressures
as the mediating variable, and ethical commitment as the moderating variable. The statistical population included auditors
active in the country’s major auditing organizations, from which 200 individuals were selected through stratified random
sampling, and data were collected via questionnaire. The data were analyzed using structural equation modeling. The results
showed that the social role of auditors has a positive and significant effect on environmental accountability behavior.
Furthermore, institutional pressures acted as a mediator of this relationship, and ethical commitment played a moderating
role. The findings confirm the importance of considering social and ethical dimensions in the auditing profession and highlight
the key role of auditors in promoting environmental responsibility. This study provides practical recommendations for
professional bodies, policymakers, and organizations to enhance auditors’ environmental accountability.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In recent decades, environmental challenges such as climate change, resource depletion, and pollution have transformed
the global landscape of accountability and sustainability. Stakeholders, including investors, regulators, and civil society,
increasingly expect organizations to demonstrate transparency and responsibility in their environmental performance. This
demand has created significant implications for the auditing profession, where auditors are no longer confined to validating
financial statements but are expected to evaluate and report on environmental and social dimensions as well (Smith & White,
2021). The shift highlights the relevance of auditors’ social role in ensuring legitimacy and accountability of organizations in
addressing environmental issues.

The legitimacy theory suggests that organizations must align their activities with the expectations of society to maintain
their license to operate (Smith & White, 2021). Auditors serve as the guarantors of legitimacy by verifying environmental
reports, which strengthens the credibility of corporate disclosures (Kamali, 2025). In particular, auditors’ accountability
toward environmental concerns has emerged as a critical element in sustaining trust and enhancing corporate legitimacy
(Jafari, 2022). Beyond the traditional financial role, auditors’ engagement with environmental auditing reflects their evolving
social role as agents of both professional ethics and societal expectations (Karimi et al., 2025; Najafi, 2025).

Empirical evidence confirms that auditors’ accountability behavior is shaped by a combination of social role awareness,
institutional pressures, and ethical commitment. Institutional pressures—ranging from regulatory frameworks and
international auditing standards to societal demands—serve as significant drivers of auditors’ responsiveness to
environmental concerns (Moradi, 2024). For example, Garcia and Thompson demonstrated that strong institutional
pressures, especially strict regulations, increase auditors’ accuracy in environmental reporting (Garcia & Thompson, 2024).
Similarly, the adoption of global auditing standards has been shown to enhance accountability in environmental disclosures
(Nasiri & Hosseini, 2025).

Cultural norms and professional values also play a defining role in shaping auditors’ behavior. Rajabi emphasized that
differences in cultural contexts lead to varying levels of responsiveness to environmental auditing across nations (Rajabi,
2025). Lee and Kim confirmed this by showing that auditors’ practices in Asia and Europe are significantly influenced by
professional norms and cultural orientations (Lee & Kim, 2023). These findings reinforce the notion that auditors’
accountability cannot be explained solely through regulatory pressures but must also incorporate socio-cultural dimensions
(Sharifi, 2024).

Another critical factor influencing auditors’ accountability is the emergence of modern technologies. Innovations such as
blockchain, artificial intelligence (Al), and data mining have the potential to revolutionize environmental auditing by
increasing transparency, accuracy, and efficiency (Alipour et al., 2025; Saadati et al., 2025). Mohammadi and Talebi
highlighted the role of new technologies in improving the quality of environmental audits in Iran (Mohammadi & Talebi,
2023), while Brown and Green showed that technology adoption globally transformed auditors from passive checkers to
proactive problem-solvers (Brown & Green, 2022). Likewise, blockchain-based models provide traceability and transparency,
further enhancing auditors’ accountability (Nami Fard Tehran, 2024).

Ethical commitment is another central dimension that moderates the relationship between auditors’ social role and

accountability. Evidence suggests that auditors with higher ethical standards demonstrate stronger accountability in
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environmental auditing (Khani & Safari, 2025). Najafi’s theoretical work emphasized that social role theory alone is
insufficient without considering ethical responsibility as a reinforcing element (Najafi, 2025). This view is consistent with
Sotoudeh and Samet’s findings that social responsibility interacts with risk factors to shape accountability outcomes
(Sotoudeh & Samet, 2022).

Collectively, the literature suggests that auditors’ accountability toward environmental issues is a multifaceted
phenomenon shaped by social, institutional, ethical, cultural, and technological factors. However, empirical studies in Iran
remain scarce, with limited focus on behavioral and professional responses of auditors to environmental challenges. Existing
research has primarily examined links between environmental disclosures and financial performance (Akbari & Pourzamani,
2020; Sotoudeh et al., 2020), leaving a gap in understanding how auditors themselves perceive and enact accountability in
this domain. Thus, this study applies social role analysis to predict auditors’ accountability behavior, integrating institutional
pressures as a mediating factor and ethical commitment as a moderating factor, thereby offering a comprehensive framework
for understanding environmental auditing in Iran.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a descriptive—correlational research design aimed at predicting auditors’ accountability behavior
toward environmental issues through the lens of social role analysis. The statistical population consisted of professional
auditors employed in large auditing organizations across Iran in 2025. Using stratified random sampling to ensure
proportional representation across organizational and regional strata, 350 participants were initially selected. After data
collection and cleaning, 320 valid questionnaires were used for analysis.

Data were collected through a structured questionnaire designed to measure constructs related to social role perception,
institutional pressures, ethical commitment, and environmental accountability behavior. All items were scored using a five-
point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Content validity of the questionnaire was confirmed
by academic experts in accounting and environmental management, while reliability was verified using Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients, all exceeding 0.80.

Data analysis was performed using structural equation modeling (SEM) with SmartPLS 3. Preliminary descriptive statistics,
normality tests, and correlations were conducted before testing hypotheses. Path analysis was used to examine causal
relationships among variables, while model fit was assessed using composite reliability, AVE, and goodness-of-fit indices.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that among the 320 respondents, 61% were male and 39% female. Approximately 45% had
more than 10 years of auditing experience, and 78% were employed in organizations required to provide environmental
reporting. The mean score for auditors’ social role perception was 3.95 out of 5, while environmental accountability behavior
averaged 4.02, suggesting relatively high levels of both constructs.

Normality tests confirmed that data for all variables were normally distributed (p > 0.05). Reliability tests yielded
Cronbach’s alpha values above 0.82 for all constructs, with ethical commitment achieving the highest value (0.91). Correlation
analysis revealed significant positive relationships among all variables, with the strongest correlation (r = 0.62, p < 0.01)
between social role and accountability behavior.

The SEM results demonstrated that auditors’ social role had a strong direct effect on environmental accountability

behavior (B = 0.61, t = 9.32, p < 0.001). Social role also significantly influenced institutional pressures (B = 0.58, t = 8.10, p <
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0.001), which in turn positively affected accountability behavior (B = 0.48, t = 6.94, p < 0.001). The mediating role of
institutional pressures was thus supported. Furthermore, ethical commitment moderated the relationship between social
role and accountability behavior (B = 0.17, t = 2.41, p < 0.05), indicating that auditors with higher ethical standards exhibited
stronger accountability when perceiving a strong social role.

The model achieved good fit, with GOF = 0.494, surpassing the threshold of 0.36, demonstrating that the model explained
a substantial portion of the variance in environmental accountability behavior. Overall, all hypotheses of the study were
confirmed, highlighting the combined importance of social, institutional, and ethical factors in shaping auditors’
environmental accountability.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide strong empirical support for the argument that auditors’ social role significantly
influences their accountability toward environmental issues. Auditors who perceive themselves as active social actors, rather
than merely technical verifiers of financial data, are more likely to adopt responsible behavior in environmental auditing. This
underscores the necessity of re-conceptualizing the auditing profession as a socially embedded practice that extends beyond
compliance with financial reporting standards.

The mediating role of institutional pressures suggests that regulatory frameworks, societal expectations, and professional
norms act as channels that transform social role awareness into concrete accountability behaviors. In practice, this implies
that auditors’ responsiveness cannot be separated from the institutional environments in which they operate. Strengthening
these institutional frameworks, therefore, becomes crucial for promoting consistent and reliable environmental auditing.

The moderating effect of ethical commitment emphasizes the centrality of professional ethics in enhancing auditors’
accountability. While institutional pressures provide external incentives for responsible behavior, ethical commitment
reflects internalized values that drive auditors to uphold accountability even in the absence of coercive pressures. This
highlights the dual importance of external regulations and internal moral standards in shaping the profession’s future
trajectory.

Overall, this study contributes to the growing body of knowledge on environmental auditing by offering a multidimensional
framework that integrates social role theory, institutional pressures, and ethical commitment. It extends existing research by
focusing on behavioral aspects of auditors in Iran, addressing a gap in both national and international literature. The findings
have significant implications for policymakers, auditing bodies, and organizations, suggesting that enhancing auditors’ social
awareness, strengthening institutional structures, and promoting ethical standards are essential pathways toward improving

environmental accountability.
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