ACCOUNTING, FINANCE AND COMPUTATIONAL INTELLIGENCE

Factors Influencing Suboptimal Decision-Making by Auditors: The
Role of Intolerance of Ambiguity, Time Budget Pressure, and
Evidential Information

Article history @
1. Alireza Mollashahi': Department of Accounting, Go.C., Islamic Azad University, Gorgan,
Iran

Received: 03 June 2025

Revised: 06 September 2025
2. Mansour Garkaz'“*: Department of Accounting, Go.C., Islamic Azad University, Gorgan, Accepted: 16 September 2025
Iran. Email: mansour.garkaz@iau.ac.ir (Corresponding Author) Published: 18 October 2025

3. Ali Khozain'“: Department of Accounting, Ali.C., Islamic Azad University, Aliabad Katoul,
Iran

4. Alireza Maetoofi'-: Department of Accounting, Go.C., Islamic Azad University, Gorgan, Iran

Abstract:

This study examines the factors influencing suboptimal decision-making by auditors in Iran, with particular emphasis on the
role of evidential information, time budget pressure, and intolerance of ambiguity in this process. Considering the significance
of the behavioral perspective on auditors’ ethics, this research investigates auditors’ suboptimal decision-making when
confronted with intolerance of ambiguity, time budget pressure, and evidential information. The present study is applied in
purpose and field-based in terms of data collection method. The statistical population consists of audit partners, audit
managers, and audit supervisors working in Tehran Province, and the statistical sample includes 15 participants. The results
of this research indicate that valid and sufficient evidence, as one of the main pillars of auditors’ evaluations, has a
considerable effect on ethical behavior that influences the quality of their decision-making. Time budget pressure is another
factor that can affect the quality of auditors’ evaluations. Under time-constrained conditions, auditors are forced to make
quicker decisions, which may harm their behavior and the quality of their evaluations. This highlights the necessity of proper
time management and the allocation of sufficient resources to the audit process. Intolerance of ambiguity, as a psychological
factor, can also affect the decision-making process of auditors. When sufficient information is not available or uncertainty
exists, auditors may face challenges in evaluating inventory values. This underscores the importance of developing auditors’
abilities to manage ambiguity and uncertainty.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Auditing is inherently a judgment-based and decision-oriented process, and auditors are continuously required to make
complex decisions under varying conditions. Professional judgment constitutes a foundational pillar of the auditing profession
and is influenced not only by technical knowledge and experience but also by psychological traits, environmental pressures,
and individual characteristics of auditors (Delavar, 2014; Khosh Tinat & Bostanian, 2008). Previous studies have emphasized
that auditors’ judgments are shaped by a multitude of factors, including cognitive abilities, personality traits, time budget
pressure, ambiguity tolerance, and the structure of evidential information (Bakhtiari et al., 2021; Haeridistia & Fadjarenie,
2019; Soleimani et al., 2020). Notably, suboptimal decision-making often arises when auditors face time pressure or
ambiguous information, causing them to rely on heuristic and surface-level judgments rather than logical analytical processes
(Deck & Jahedi, 2015; Whitney et al., 2008).

The emergence of big data has intensified these decision-making challenges, as auditors now increasingly encounter large
volumes of unstructured data that are less transparent and harder to interpret. Such data elevate cognitive load, which can
lead to cognitive biases such as anchoring and risk aversion (Holt & Loraas, 2021; Richins et al., 2017). According to cognitive
load theory, increasing task complexity reduces individuals’ capacity to process information and heightens their susceptibility
to judgment errors (Sweller, 1988; Sweller et al., 1990). Under time-constrained environments, this cognitive overload
becomes more pronounced and drives auditors to adopt cognitive shortcuts and shallow judgments (Benjamin et al., 2013;
Mascha & Miller, 2010). Consequently, the quality of their evaluations declines, which heightens the risk of suboptimal
decision-making.

In parallel, time budget pressure is one of the most common environmental challenges influencing auditors’ judgments.
Numerous studies have reported that time pressure leads auditors to reduce audit scope, skip certain testing steps, and focus
only on superficial evidence to accelerate task completion, thereby undermining the depth and quality of their evaluations
(Asare et al., 2000; Malone & Roberts, 1996; Sweeney & Pierce, 2004). Furthermore, Fathi et al. highlighted that time budget
pressure weakens the positive relationship between auditors’ philosophical mindset and their professional judgment,
compelling them to make hurried and shallow decisions (Fathi et al., 2021). This tendency is often accompanied by a shift in
auditors’ attitudes from professional responsibility to client satisfaction, increasing the likelihood of quality-reducing
behaviors (Amiruddin, 2019; Rakhshi et al., 2021). Time pressure thus generates ethical dilemmas that can push auditors
toward non-professional decisions, especially when combined with client-driven social and organizational pressures
(Golshaian et al., 2020; Sepehri & Pakmaram, 2015).

Another critical factor is ambiguity tolerance, a psychological trait that determines how individuals cope with uncertain or
conflicting information. Auditors with low ambiguity tolerance tend to respond to ambiguous or inconsistent data by using
simplified judgment strategies, which can lead to conservative or erroneous evaluations (Balkir, 2015; Yan & Xie, 2016). Prior
evidence suggests that role ambiguity can cause job stress and reduce judgment quality (Bamber et al., 1989; Khan
Mohammadi et al., 2017). This is especially common in public accounting firms, which operate under intense competitive and
institutional pressures. In contrast, auditors with higher professional resilience are better able to manage these pressures

and deliver higher-quality judgments (Karimabadi et al., 2024; Pourmazaheri et al., 2023).
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Furthermore, the structure of evidential information significantly shapes judgment quality. Unstructured evidence —such
as emails, images, and non-standard files—requires heavier cognitive processing and carries a higher risk of misinterpretation,
whereas structured evidence is clearer and enables more accurate evaluations (Etemadi & Jabari, 2008; Holt & Loraas, 2021).
Auditors encountering unstructured evidence may resort to overly conservative assessments, such as unnecessary inventory
write-downs, as a way to mitigate perceived risks—a form of suboptimal decision-making (Tat et al., 2022; Zandi, 2024).
Strengthening auditors’ analytical skills and their ability to classify and interpret complex evidence is therefore essential to
improve judgment quality (Heidari & Mashayekh, 2025; Shirowzhan & Fakhari, 2024).

Collectively, the literature suggests that auditors’ decision-making is shaped by a complex interplay of cognitive,
psychological, environmental, and structural factors, with time budget pressure, ambiguity tolerance, and evidence structure
emerging as key determinants of suboptimal decision-making. When auditors are simultaneously exposed to high time
pressure and ambiguous information, they are more prone to ignore contradictory data, abandon in-depth analyses, and
prioritize rapid task completion. Yet high-quality professional judgment requires comprehensive and analytical evaluation of
evidence and full consideration of potential risks (Glover, 1997; Olivia & Ratnawati, 2015; Sopp, 2023). Accordingly, examining
the combined effects of these three factors on auditors’ inventory valuation decisions can provide deeper insights into the
mechanisms underlying suboptimal decision-making and guide strategies to reduce quality-reducing behaviors in auditing
(Amoozad & Hassas Yeganeh, 2020; Rakhshi et al., 2021; Yazdi et al., 2024).

Methods and Materials

This study adopted an applied research design and employed a mixed-methods approach combining qualitative and
guantitative components. The research population consisted of audit partners, managers, and supervisors working in Tehran
Province, and a purposive sample of 15 experts was selected. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were
conducted using scenario-based questions on auditors’ inventory valuation decisions under varying conditions of evidence
structure (structured vs. unstructured), time budget pressure (low vs. high), and ambiguity tolerance (low vs. high). The
interviews were transcribed and coded through open, axial, and selective coding to extract conceptual codes and themes.
Participants also completed a standardized ambiguity tolerance scale, and based on their standardized scores, they were
classified into three groups: low, moderate, and high ambiguity tolerance. In the quantitative phase, these coded data were
quantified to examine patterns in auditors’ decision-making across the three experimental conditions.

Findings

Analysis of the interviews yielded 185 code occurrences representing 115 unique conceptual codes related to auditors’
approaches to inventory valuation. Participants with low ambiguity tolerance frequently emphasized rapid decision-making,
reliance on prior experience, and preference for conservative risk assessments, while those with high ambiguity tolerance
were more likely to engage in thorough evidence evaluation and seek additional corroborating documentation.

In scenarios presenting unstructured evidence, auditors exhibited higher perceived risk, applied more conservative
valuation judgments, and showed greater tendencies to record inventory write-downs compared to scenarios with structured
evidence. The cognitive burden of processing unstructured data appeared to heighten auditors’ risk aversion and led them
to overestimate potential misstatements.

Under high time budget pressure, auditors reduced the breadth and depth of their testing, skipped certain audit steps,

and focused only on surface-level indicators. They were less likely to question management assertions, often accepted client
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explanations without sufficient corroboration, and rarely explored contradictory evidence. These behaviors were especially
pronounced among auditors with low ambiguity tolerance.

Moreover, a significant interaction effect emerged: the combination of high time budget pressure and low ambiguity
tolerance led to the highest incidence of suboptimal decision-making, characterized by premature judgments, omission of
critical procedures, and conservative overvaluation of risks. Conversely, auditors with high ambiguity tolerance demonstrated
more balanced judgments and were less affected by time pressure.

Across all groups, auditors consistently viewed reliable and sufficient evidence as essential to making accurate judgments
and reducing behavioral biases. Structured evidence reduced perceived uncertainty and encouraged more deliberate,
comprehensive evaluations, while unstructured evidence increased ambiguity and triggered defensive, risk-averse
judgments.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study reveal that suboptimal decision-making among auditors is strongly shaped by the interplay of
evidence structure, time budget pressure, and ambiguity tolerance. Unstructured evidence heightened cognitive load,
increased perceived risk, and led auditors to adopt conservative strategies such as unnecessary inventory write-downs. This
supports the notion that ambiguous, unstructured data trigger risk-averse and heuristic judgments, as described in cognitive
load theory.

Time budget pressure emerged as another major driver of suboptimal decision-making. Under tight deadlines, auditors
curtailed their testing scope, neglected contradictory evidence, and prioritized quick task completion over thorough
evaluation. This aligns with prior evidence that time pressure reduces audit depth and judgment quality, and can shift
auditors’ focus from professional responsibility to client satisfaction, increasing the risk of ethical compromises.

Ambiguity tolerance played a critical moderating role. Auditors with low ambiguity tolerance reacted to uncertainty by
making premature, overly conservative judgments, while those with high ambiguity tolerance maintained analytical
approaches even under ambiguous conditions. Importantly, the negative impact of time budget pressure was strongest
among low-ambiguity-tolerant auditors, suggesting a compounding effect of psychological vulnerability and environmental
constraints.

Reliable and structured evidence mitigated these adverse effects by reducing uncertainty and cognitive burden, enabling
auditors to conduct more accurate and unbiased evaluations. This underscores the importance of providing auditors with
structured information systems and training to strengthen their analytical skills, ambiguity management capabilities, and
professional resilience.

In conclusion, suboptimal decision-making arises from the combined effects of high cognitive load from unstructured
evidence, time-induced pressure to accelerate audits, and low psychological tolerance for ambiguity. Reducing time budget
pressure, improving the structure and reliability of audit evidence, and developing auditors’ ability to tolerate ambiguity can
significantly enhance judgment quality and reduce the incidence of quality-reducing behaviors in auditing. This study
highlights the need for organizational interventions that integrate technical tools and behavioral training to empower

auditors to maintain high-quality professional judgment even under challenging conditions.
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