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Abstract:

The objective of this study was to identify and prioritize professional accounting ethics indicators that influence earnings
management and tone management. This applied and descriptive study employed the Analytic Hierarchy Process (AHP) to
collect and analyze data through pairwise comparison questionnaires. The statistical population consisted of certified public
accountants, independent auditors, auditors of the Audit Organization, and business unit managers, from whom 25 experts
were purposively selected. Content validity was assessed using the Lawshe Content Validity Ratio (CVR), and all indicators
were validated. Weights of criteria and subcriteria were computed using eigenvector analysis, and consistency ratios were
examined to ensure the reliability of comparisons. The AHP results revealed that “honesty and transparency” ranked first
with a weight of 0.339, demonstrating the strongest influence on reducing earnings management and tone manipulation.
“Professional responsibility” (0.222) and “fairness and justice” (0.207) ranked second and third, respectively, while
“confidentiality and integrity” had the lowest weight (0.097). Among subcriteria, “avoidance of factual distortion” (0.192)
was the highest-ranked indicator, followed by “stakeholder accountability” (0.084) and “compliance with laws and
regulations” (0.075). The overall consistency ratio was 0.006, indicating highly reliable pairwise judgments. The study
concludes that professional ethics indicators—particularly honesty and transparency—play a crucial role in mitigating
earnings management and tone manipulation and can serve as a foundation for developing ethical guidelines and regulatory
mechanisms to enhance the quality of financial reporting.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Ethical conduct in accounting has become a central concern in contemporary financial environments, where increasing
organizational complexity, accelerated technological developments, and rising stakeholder expectations place substantial
pressure on accountants and financial managers. Recent research demonstrates that professional ethics is not merely a
normative construct but a functional determinant of reporting quality, transparency, and public trust (Romero-Carazas et al.,
2024). Weaknesses in ethical judgment can manifest through financial misrepresentation, biased decision-making, and
opportunistic managerial behaviors—most notably earnings management and tone manipulation (Alrobai & Albaz, 2024).
While earnings management involves deliberate intervention in financial reporting to achieve certain managerial objectives,
tone management refers to strategically adjusting the linguistic framing of narrative disclosures to influence stakeholder
perception (Kayed & Meqgbel, 2024). Both practices can erode the credibility of financial communication and contribute to
information asymmetry in capital markets (Guan et al., 2025).

Professional ethics functions as a key safeguard against such distortions. Empirical and conceptual studies emphasize that
ethical values—including honesty, transparency, accountability, fairness, confidentiality, independence, and objectivity —
shape accountants’ moral reasoning and reduce the likelihood of unethical reporting choices (Ariail et al., 2024; Zhang, 2024).
Research further indicates that ethical competencies are influenced by educational experiences, organizational culture,
personal integrity, and institutional frameworks (Nguyen et al., 2025; Rosdiana et al., 2025). Educational programs that
strengthen ethical awareness have been shown to improve students’ and practitioners’ decision-making in morally
ambiguous financial situations (Okougho et al., 2021). Moreover, the structure and enforcement of ethical codes can
significantly impact compliance and reduce deviant behaviors in real reporting environments (Rogosi¢ & Perica, 2023).

At the same time, studies reveal that work environments characterized by cultural expectations of fairness, collective
responsibility, and transparency generate stronger adherence to ethical norms (Nahtani et al., 2024; Prabowo et al., 2025).
Conversely, environments marked by high conflict of interest, weak regulatory oversight, or substantial economic pressures
may reinforce incentives for opportunistic financial reporting (Ishaque, 2021). The role of audit firms and professional bodies
is equally important; research indicates that strong ethical infrastructure enhances audit quality and mitigates reporting
manipulation (Andini et al., 2025; Riyadi et al., 2025). Likewise, contemporary reviews of international studies note that global
discussions about ethics have intensified, reflecting increasing awareness of the risks associated with unethical financial
conduct (Moeinodin et al., 2024; O'Zodi et al., 2023).

Beyond traditional ethical concerns, new technological and organizational developments introduce fresh challenges. The
integration of artificial intelligence and advanced analytical tools into accounting systems can improve efficiency while
simultaneously presenting opportunities for new forms of manipulation or ethical negligence (Calado & Veloso, 2025).
Additionally, the growing use of forensic accounting techniques highlights the need for ethical clarity in identifying and
preventing fraud (Maulidi et al., 2025). Systematic reviews of unethical behavior in accounting emphasize persistent global
concerns and call for frameworks that more effectively identify critical ethical indicators (Maunzagona, 2025).

Despite extensive scholarly attention to professional ethics, significant gaps remain in understanding how specific ethical
indicators directly influence earnings management and tone manipulation. Only a limited number of studies have examined

these behaviors concurrently or assessed ethical variables through structured prioritization frameworks (Ghasemi et al,,




GHASEMI ET AL.

2025). Thus, identifying and ranking the ethical dimensions that most strongly prevent manipulation in accounting
communication is essential for strengthening policy development, educational programs, and organizational governance.

Accordingly, the present study aims to identify and prioritize the professional accounting ethics indicators that influence
earnings management and tone management.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied descriptive design based on expert judgment. The research utilized the Analytic Hierarchy
Process (AHP) to identify and prioritize ethical indicators relevant to earnings management and tone manipulation. The
statistical population consisted of certified public accountants, independent auditors, auditors from the Audit Organization,
and business unit managers. Twenty-five experts were selected purposively based on professional experience, academic
qualifications, and extensive involvement in financial reporting or auditing.

Data were collected through a pairwise comparison questionnaire constructed on the standard nine-point Saaty scale.
Experts evaluated relative importance among five main ethical criteria and their associated sub-criteria. Content validity was
assessed using the Lawshe Content Validity Ratio (CVR), and all indicators exceeding the minimum threshold were retained.
Pairwise matrices were aggregated using geometric means, and weights were computed through eigenvector analysis.
Consistency ratios were examined to ensure logical coherence of the comparisons. Finally, hierarchical weighting produced
a prioritized list of both main criteria and subordinate ethical indicators.

Findings

The demographic analysis showed that most experts possessed more than 20 years of professional experience and held
graduate-level academic qualifications. All ethical indicators achieved acceptable CVR scores, confirming their suitability for
inclusion in the AHP assessment.

Results of the AHP analysis revealed that “honesty and transparency” received the highest overall weight (0.339),
establishing it as the most influential ethical dimension in mitigating both earnings management and tone manipulation.
Following this, “professional responsibility” (0.222) ranked second, and “fairness and justice” (0.207) ranked third.
“Independence and objectivity” held the fourth position (0.134), while “confidentiality and integrity” received the lowest
weight (0.097).

At the sub-criteria level, “avoidance of factual distortion” ranked first (0.192), followed by “stakeholder accountability”

(0.084) and “compliance with laws and regulations” (0.075). Other ranked indicators included “honest reporting,” “full
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financial disclosure,” “avoidance of discrimination,” “adherence to professional standards,” and “avoidance of personal
interests.” The consistency ratio for all matrices was below 0.10, demonstrating reliable expert judgments.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results indicate that honesty and transparency are fundamental ethical components that exert the strongest influence
on reducing both numerical manipulation and linguistic distortion in the reporting process. These findings underscore the
centrality of truthfulness in shaping responsible financial communication and align with global concerns regarding report
credibility. The prominence of professional responsibility further highlights the need for accountable decision-making and
strict adherence to laws and standards. Ethical conduct rooted in fairness and justice likewise supports balanced decision

environments where opportunistic behavior becomes less likely.
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Independence and objectivity, although ranking lower, remain essential safeguards that ensure unbiased judgment and
reduce susceptibility to internal and external pressures. Confidentiality and integrity, while foundational to professional
conduct, demonstrate limited direct impact on managerial manipulation behaviors, suggesting that their preventive role may
be more indirect or context-dependent.

Overall, the study provides a systematic ethical framework that can help organizations prioritize interventions, strengthen
ethical infrastructure, and guide educational programs aimed at minimizing manipulation in both quantitative and narrative
aspects of financial reporting. The structured identification and ranking of ethical indicators offer important implications for
professional bodies, regulators, and accounting educators seeking to enhance the reliability and trustworthiness of financial
communication.
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