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Abstract:

The purpose of this study is to identify and explain behavioral and social factors influencing auditors’ opinion purchasing and
to propose a conceptual model for managing these challenges. This qualitative research applied grounded theory
methodology. Initially, key factors were identified through literature review. Semi-structured interviews with 15 audit experts
were then conducted until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data analysis followed the stages of open, axial, and selective
coding, leading to the construction of the final paradigmatic model. The study revealed that cognitive biases such as
confirmation, accessibility, optimism, overconfidence, and narcissism, together with economic pressures, conflicts of interest,
and institutional weaknesses, play a significant role in reducing the quality of auditors’ professional judgments. In total, 33
initial concepts and 73 key categories were extracted and classified into six dimensions: causal conditions, core phenomenon,
contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. The findings suggest that behavioral and social
challenges can undermine auditors’ professional independence and the credibility of audit reports. To mitigate these effects,
enhancing transparency, strengthening self-awareness in decision-making, and creating independent and evidence-based
work environments are essential.

Keywords: Cognitive biases; audit; purchasing; opinion; grounded theory; financial decision-making; social interactions

Citation: Mirzayi, E., Zeynali, M., Pourkarim, Y., Baradaran Hassanzadeh, R., & Badavar Nahandi, Y. (2026). Presenting a Model of Auditors’ Opinion Purchasing Challenges with

a Behavioral Approach and Social Interactions. Accounting, Finance and Computational Intelligence, 4(1), 1-21.

Copyright: © 2026 by the authors. Published under the terms and conditions of Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.


http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-2691-7463
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7791-0139
https://orcid.org/0009-0003-8352-9929
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2161-0321
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5053-202X

ACCOUNTING, FINANCE AND COMPUTATIONAL INTELLIGENCE

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Auditor independence and the integrity of audit judgments have long been considered central to the reliability of financial
reporting and the protection of stakeholders’ interests (Ali Zadeh, 2023). Nevertheless, numerous studies have indicated that
auditors are not immune to the influence of behavioral biases, organizational pressures, and socio-cultural dynamics that
may undermine their professional independence (de Lange, 2021; Hassel, 2023). Recent debates in both developed and
emerging markets highlight that audit quality is shaped not solely by technical competence but also by the broader behavioral
and institutional context (Hay et al., 2022; Libby & Trotman, 2022).

Behavioral biases such as confirmation bias, anchoring, overconfidence, and optimism are well documented in decision-
making research, and their implications for auditors’ judgments have received increasing attention (Boehm & Feld, 2022;
DeAngelo, 2021). These biases may lead auditors to interpret evidence selectively, rely excessively on prior assessments, or
underestimate risks, ultimately diminishing audit quality (Hassel, 2023; Tayler et al., 2021). At the same time, auditors face
external and organizational pressures, including economic constraints, client demands, and competitive market forces, which
may incentivize the compromise of independence (Cohen & Holder, 2022; Mahmoudi, 2021; Mills, 2022).

The institutional and cultural context also plays a crucial role. In emerging economies, weaker regulatory systems and
limited enforcement mechanisms may exacerbate the risks of compromised independence (Kazzami, 2024; Seif, 2022). Social
and cultural norms, such as the influence of networks and informal relationships, can significantly shape auditor behavior
(Cohen & Holder, 2021; Goh & Tan, 2023). For example, auditors may be selected based on personal or organizational ties
rather than objective criteria, which can further challenge independence. This is consistent with research that highlights how
social roles and cultural differences influence auditors’ accountability and behavior (Khani & Safari, 2025; Rajabi, 2025; Tayler
etal., 2021).

Ethical dilemmas are particularly salient in the auditor—client relationship. Studies have demonstrated that conflicts of
interest arising from long-term relationships, fee dependence, or reputational concerns may result in auditors aligning more
closely with client interests rather than maintaining professional skepticism (Boehm & Feld, 2022; Jin & Rezaee, 2023).
Additionally, institutional changes, such as regulatory reforms and shifts in audit standards, can both improve transparency
and create new challenges (Wu et al., 2024; Zhang & Li, 2024).

In the Iranian context, pressures from clients, cultural factors, and deficiencies in oversight have heightened the
importance of understanding the behavioral and social dimensions of audit decision-making (Kazzami, 2024; Seif, 2022). As
prior studies emphasize, auditor independence in Iran faces persistent threats from economic, organizational, and cultural
constraints, making it imperative to develop context-specific frameworks (Ali Zadeh, 2023; Mahmoudi, 2021). Moreover, the
growing attention to environmental and social accountability has expanded the scope of auditors’ responsibilities, with
evidence showing that stakeholder pressures increasingly shape auditors’ behavior (Rajabi, 2025; Soltani et al., 2025).

Given these realities, there is a strong need for conceptual models that integrate behavioral, organizational, and
institutional factors in explaining the challenges of auditor opinion purchasing. This study responds to that gap by employing
grounded theory to identify and categorize the behavioral and social challenges influencing auditor independence and
professional judgments.

Methods and Materials
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This study adopted a qualitative research design using grounded theory methodology. Initially, potential influencing
factors were identified through a systematic review of the literature. Semi-structured interviews were then conducted with
15 audit experts, including certified public accountants, senior auditors, and partners of audit firms, selected through
snowball sampling to ensure diversity of perspectives. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.

The data were analyzed through a three-stage coding process: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. In the open
coding phase, interview transcripts were reviewed line by line, resulting in the extraction of initial concepts. Axial coding was
then applied to group these concepts into categories, while selective coding integrated them into a central phenomenon and
a paradigmatic model. Triangulation was achieved through combining interviews with a supplementary questionnaire to
validate key findings. The final model included causal conditions, core phenomenon, contextual factors, intervening
conditions, strategies, and consequences.

Findings

The data analysis yielded 33 initial concepts that were refined into 73 categories, ultimately integrated into six major
dimensions. The central phenomenon identified was “ambiguity in auditor opinion purchasing as shaped by behavioral biases,
institutional weaknesses, and external pressures.”

Causal conditions included economic pressures from clients, conflicts of interest, and inadequate institutional support for
independence. Contextual factors encompassed weak legal frameworks, organizational culture of clients, and structural
characteristics of the audit market. Intervening conditions reflected auditors’ experience, team cohesion, and institutional
trust. Strategies observed among auditors included professional tolerance, conservatism in issuing opinions, and reliance on
informal negotiations with internal regulators. Consequences involved reduced credibility of audit reports, erosion of public
trust, and psychological stress experienced by auditors.

Behavioral biases emerged as highly influential. Confirmation bias led auditors to prioritize evidence that aligned with
client expectations. Accessibility bias encouraged reliance on recent experiences rather than comprehensive analysis.
Anchoring bias was observed when auditors overly depended on initial management estimates. Optimism bias caused
underestimation of audit risks, while overconfidence and narcissism contributed to resistance against external feedback and
failure to detect errors.

The findings also indicated that social networks and informal relationships played a decisive role in auditor selection. In
many cases, personal ties overshadowed professional criteria, compromising independence. Cultural norms emphasizing
harmony and avoidance of conflict further discouraged auditors from issuing unfavorable reports. Additionally, increasing
stakeholder expectations regarding environmental and social accountability introduced new pressures, compelling auditors
to balance professional standards with societal demands.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study confirm and extend prior research emphasizing the multifaceted nature of challenges to auditor
independence. Consistent with previous studies, the evidence highlights that behavioral biases are deeply embedded in
auditor decision-making (de Lange, 2021; Hassel, 2023). Similar to earlier findings, confirmation and anchoring biases were
especially prevalent, aligning with research showing that auditors often over-rely on initial information and selectively
interpret evidence (DeAngelo, 2021; Libby & Trotman, 2022). The presence of optimism and overconfidence further echoes

prior results that link such biases to reduced professional skepticism (Boehm & Feld, 2022; Tayler et al., 2021).
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The significant impact of economic pressures observed in this study is consistent with prior work documenting how budget
constraints, client demands, and market competition threaten auditor independence (Cohen & Holder, 2022; Mahmoudi,
2021; Mills, 2022). This study also resonates with research indicating that in highly competitive markets, audit firms may
sacrifice independence for client retention (Hay et al., 2022).

The role of networks and cultural dynamics in shaping auditor behavior is also validated by earlier research. Studies have
shown that informal relationships and social expectations influence auditor selection and judgments (Cohen & Holder, 2021;
Goh & Tan, 2023). Likewise, the emphasis on cultural and social norms in this study corroborates findings that auditors’
decisions are influenced not only by technical standards but also by their embeddedness in cultural contexts (Khani & Safari,
2025; Rajabi, 2025; Tayler et al., 2021).

The ethical dilemmas and conflicts of interest highlighted here align with empirical evidence showing that fee dependence
and long-term auditor—client relationships undermine independence (Boehm & Feld, 2022; Jin & Rezaee, 2023). This finding
also supports classical arguments that conflicts of interest erode both actual and perceived independence (DeAngelo, 2021;
Kazzami, 2024).

Institutional weaknesses, particularly in emerging markets, remain a critical issue. This study adds to evidence that weak
regulatory systems exacerbate risks to independence (Kazzami, 2024; Seif, 2022). Moreover, the finding that regulatory
changes can both strengthen transparency and create new challenges is in line with previous results (Wu et al., 2024; Zhang
& Li, 2024).

Finally, the growing influence of stakeholder pressures regarding environmental and social issues extends the scope of
audit responsibility beyond financial concerns. This trend is consistent with recent research emphasizing the integration of
sustainability considerations into audit practice (Rajabi, 2025; Soltani et al., 2025).

In conclusion, this study contributes to the literature by offering a grounded model of auditor opinion purchasing
challenges that integrates behavioral, organizational, and institutional dimensions. The evidence underscores that improving
audit quality and independence requires addressing not only technical and regulatory aspects but also the cognitive and social
dynamics shaping auditors’ judgments. Enhanced transparency, strengthened institutional frameworks, and auditor

awareness of behavioral biases are essential for restoring public trust in the auditing profession.
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! Anchoring Bias
2 Optimism Bias
3 Overconfidence Bias
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! Egocentric Bias
2 Status quo Bias
3 Bandwagon Effect
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