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Abstract:

This study aims to identify and conceptualize the core elements of audit marketing in Iragi audit firms using the relational paradigm to
provide a localized framework for competitiveness and sustainable client relationships. This exploratory qualitative research employed a
grounded theory approach (Strauss and Corbin). Data were collected through a systematic literature review and semi-structured interviews
with 15 experts, including senior academics from top Iraqi universities and senior partners of major audit firms. Purposeful snowball
sampling was applied, and data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding to build a conceptual model of audit marketing.
The results revealed that causal conditions driving audit marketing include intense market competition, demand for comprehensive
services, the importance of reputation and trust, privatization, digital technologies, and regulatory requirements. Contextual factors
encompass regulatory and cultural environments, limited infrastructure, political instability, and workforce knowledge gaps. Intervening
conditions such as corruption, economic volatility, threats to professional independence, and resource constraints influence the process.
Key strategies identified include service diversification, networking, digital marketing, reputation management, and the development of
communication skills, leading to outcomes such as client loyalty and satisfaction, improved audit quality, growth in non-audit revenues,
and reduced marketing costs. The findings highlight that success for Iragi audit firms in complex and unstable environments depends on
adaptive marketing strategies, sensitivity to sociocultural contexts, and leveraging relational approaches to foster trust and long-term client
engagement. The proposed model offers practical guidance for professional marketing development and organizational resilience in
challenging economic and political conditions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Audit firms worldwide are experiencing a profound transformation as competitive pressures, technological advancements,
and shifting stakeholder expectations reshape how professional services are delivered and sustained (Bushkov, 2019; Shoja
et al., 2018). Among these developments, the marketing of auditing services—long considered controversial due to concerns
over independence—has gained new legitimacy as firms seek to differentiate themselves, attract clients, and build durable
market positions (Pezeshk & Rahnamay Roudposhti, 2021; Shoja et al., 2018). Traditional transactional marketing approaches,
however, have shown limitations in highly complex and trust-sensitive sectors such as auditing. In response, the relational
paradigm has emerged as a promising framework that emphasizes trust, reciprocity, and long-term relationship building
rather than one-off service exchanges (Walsh et al., 2021; Zebryté et al., 2024).

In the Iraqgi context, these challenges and opportunities are particularly acute. Irag’s auditing environment has been
shaped by decades of political instability, weak regulatory frameworks, and pervasive corruption, factors that have eroded
public trust in both state oversight and private audit providers (Abdulameer & Obaid, 2023; Ahmed & Saleh, 2022; Salehi et
al., 2022). Supreme audit institutions have been criticized for inefficiency and lack of accountability (Salih & Almajdob, 2019;
Thabit et al., 2019), while private audit firms operate in a fragmented market characterized by limited infrastructure,
knowledge gaps, and inconsistent enforcement of standards (Azimi Yancheshmeh & Mirzaei, 2020; Sepasi et al., 2018). At the
same time, privatization and globalization have expanded the demand for credible audit services, pushing firms to adopt
innovative client engagement and marketing strategies (Mar'an, 2020; Thottoli, 2023).

Technological shifts are further transforming the landscape. Digital tools, social media platforms, and analytics capabilities
are enabling new forms of client communication and reputation building (Allami et al., 2023; Shahbazi Takabi et al., 2023).
Evidence shows that social media presence can positively influence audit firm performance and client attraction (Obradovic
et al., 2023), while integrating information technology into audit practices enhances efficiency and perceived service quality
(Allami et al., 2023; Yamrali et al., 2024). Yet, technology adoption in Irag remains uneven, constrained by cultural resistance
and limited digital literacy (Sepasi et al., 2018).

Concurrently, resilience and sustainability imperatives are reshaping the profession. Research highlights that auditor
resilience reduces turnover intentions and mitigates quality-threatening behaviors in high-stress environments (Smith et al.,
2020; Zhang et al., 2023). Firms capable of fostering supportive, relationally oriented workplaces are better equipped to
navigate instability and maintain service quality (Haga & Ittonen, 2024; Sarraf & Sarraf, 2020). Global attention to
sustainability has also pressured firms to incorporate ethical, social, and environmental accountability into their value
propositions (Soltani et al., 2025; Thottoli, 2023).

Despite these global insights, there is a noticeable gap in context-specific models of audit marketing for Iraq. Most
available frameworks are derived from stable markets or generalized professional service contexts and lack adaptation to
Iraq’s socio-political complexity (Bonollo, 2019; Razmi et al., 2022). The present study addresses this void by developing a
conceptual model of relationship-oriented audit marketing for Iraqgi audit firms, grounded in local realities while drawing on
relational paradigm theory. This approach provides a holistic understanding of the causal, contextual, and intervening factors
shaping marketing success and offers actionable strategies for building trust, client loyalty, and sustainable growth.

Methods and Materials
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This study employed an exploratory qualitative design using the grounded theory approach of Strauss and Corbin. Data
were collected through two main channels: (1) a systematic review of relevant literature on audit marketing, relational
paradigms, and professional service development in emerging markets; and (2) semi-structured interviews with fifteen
purposefully selected experts, including senior academics in accounting and auditing, as well as partners and directors from
leading Iragi audit firms. A snowball sampling technique was utilized to reach participants with deep expertise and diverse
perspectives. Data analysis followed the three-step coding process of open, axial, and selective coding to derive categories,
identify relationships, and develop a theoretical model of audit marketing tailored to the Iragi environment.

Findings

The analysis revealed a rich and interconnected set of factors shaping the marketing of audit services in Iraq. Causal
conditions driving the adoption of marketing strategies included intense market competition, heightened demand for
comprehensive service offerings, the critical importance of reputation and trust, privatization trends, digital transformation,
and evolving legal and regulatory requirements. Firms cited escalating client acquisition costs and the erosion of default trust
in traditional audit networks as key motivators for proactive marketing.

Contextual conditions highlighted structural and cultural barriers to marketing innovation. The fragmented business and
regulatory environment, cultural norms rooted in oral traditions and relationship-based commerce, political volatility,
inadequate digital and professional infrastructures, and persistent workforce knowledge gaps were frequently reported.
These factors collectively complicated the transition from transactional to relationship-based marketing models.

Intervening conditions further moderated marketing outcomes. Systemic corruption and economic instability weakened
confidence in auditing as an institution, while threats to auditor independence and resource scarcity forced firms to balance
ethical imperatives with survival strategies. Nevertheless, these same challenges also created opportunities: firms that
explicitly positioned themselves as transparent, independent, and socially responsible were better able to differentiate their
services.

Strategic responses to these dynamics coalesced around several themes. Diversifying service portfolios beyond statutory
audits to include advisory and risk assessment offerings was common. Firms also invested in networking and relationship-
building, leveraging personal trust and referrals to offset market opacity. Digital marketing, including targeted use of social
media and online reputation management, emerged as an effective yet underutilized tool. Commitment to quality assurance,
staff skill development (especially communication and relational competencies), and the deliberate cultivation of an ethical
brand image were identified as core enablers of competitive advantage.

Outcomes associated with implementing these strategies included stronger client loyalty, improved market reputation,
enhanced audit quality, reduced marketing costs, and growth in non-audit service revenue streams. Additionally, firms that
adopted relational and resilience-oriented strategies reported greater operational stability, lower employee turnover, and
increased capacity to withstand political and economic shocks.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study advances understanding of how audit marketing can be effectively redefined in fragile and trust-deficient
contexts. The findings demonstrate that Iraq’s unique environment—marked by regulatory gaps, cultural complexity, and

economic uncertainty—necessitates a shift from transactional, price-driven competition toward relational, trust-based
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marketing. Such an approach is not merely a promotional tactic but a strategic framework for rebuilding credibility, stabilizing
client bases, and fostering long-term sustainability.

The central contribution lies in integrating relational paradigm theory with grounded, locally derived insights. By mapping
causal and contextual factors alongside intervening challenges, the model explains why conventional marketing frameworks
often fail in Iraq: they underestimate the salience of cultural trust networks, the persistence of systemic corruption, and the
fragility of professional independence. In contrast, relationship-centered strategies—rooted in personalized service,
transparency, and adaptive resilience—can counteract these barriers and support both growth and ethical practice.

Technology and digital marketing, while promising, are not panaceas; their success depends on cultural adaptation and
capability development within firms. Digital tools can enhance visibility and client engagement, but they require parallel
investments in human capital and ethical safeguards to avoid undermining independence. Likewise, diversification of services
can strengthen market relevance but must be aligned with quality assurance systems to maintain credibility.

Finally, the study underscores that marketing in auditing must extend beyond client acquisition to encompass societal
trust-building. By aligning marketing with sustainability narratives, social responsibility, and transparency, Iragi audit firms
can help restore public confidence in professional oversight and contribute to economic development. The proposed model
thus offers not only practical guidance for practitioners but also theoretical enrichment by demonstrating how the relational
paradigm can be operationalized in post-conflict and transitional economies.

This research highlights the strategic imperative for Iragi audit firms to adopt relationship-driven, context-sensitive
marketing as a pathway to resilience and competitive strength. By moving beyond traditional transactional logics and
embracing trust, adaptability, and stakeholder responsiveness, audit firms can navigate volatility while elevating professional

standards and long-term viability in one of the most challenging markets globally.
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