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Abstract:

The present study aims to identify and conceptualize the effective dimensions and components shaping the social position of
forensic accountants through the framework of Social Identity Theory within the Iranian legal-professional context. This
qualitative research was conducted within an interpretive paradigm and is fundamental in purpose. Data were collected
through a systematic review of academic sources published between 2000 and 2025, including peer-reviewed articles,
professional books, and institutional documents. From an initial pool of 154 sources, 37 studies were retained after a four-
stage screening process. Additionally, purposive and snowball sampling techniques were used to conduct expert interviews
until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were analyzed using qualitative content analysis supported by MAXQDA
software. Rigor was ensured through intercoder agreement (Cohen’s Kappa = 0.74), Krippendorff’'s Alpha (0.84), and Content
Validity Ratio (0.84), confirming the reliability and validity of the extracted dimensions. The analysis resulted in three
overarching dimensions comprising eight sub-components. The identity—psychological dimension included specialization-
based differentiation, professional self-esteem, and emotional attachment. The interactional-structural dimension
encompassed intra-group boundary construction, social legitimacy and responsibility, and professional power and influence.
The developmental—strategic dimension consisted of structural barriers and professional socialization. The findings indicate
that the social position of forensic accountants emerges from the dynamic interaction between internal group identification,
external social recognition, and localized institutional conditions. The social standing of forensic accountants extends beyond
technical competence and represents a multidimensional construct rooted in professional identity formation, social
legitimacy, and institutional structures; therefore, strengthening collective identity, reforming structural mechanisms, and
enhancing symbolic professional capital are essential for consolidating their position within the judicial system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the contemporary global economy, financial crimes, complex fraud schemes, and cross-border illicit transactions have
become increasingly sophisticated, posing significant threats to economic stability, public trust, and institutional legitimacy.
Reports on occupational fraud consistently demonstrate that organizations worldwide continue to suffer substantial financial
losses due to corruption, asset misappropriation, and financial statement fraud, underscoring the urgent need for specialized
investigative expertise (Acfe, 2024; Association of Certified Fraud, 2024). Within this context, forensic accounting has
emerged as a strategic interdisciplinary field situated at the intersection of accounting, law, criminology, and financial
investigation. Unlike traditional auditors, whose primary role centers on assurance and compliance, forensic accountants
function as investigative experts tasked with uncovering the underlying narrative behind financial data and presenting legally
admissible evidence in judicial proceedings (Crumbley et al., 2023; Kranacher & Riley, 2019). Empirical studies in different
jurisdictions indicate that forensic accountants significantly enhance the quality of litigation support and fraud investigations
by integrating analytical rigor with legal awareness (Bennett & Dyson, 2018; DiGabriele, 2018).

Beyond technical proficiency, however, the effectiveness and influence of forensic accountants depend substantially on
their social position and professional identity. Research on professional prestige suggests that the social standing of a
profession shapes public trust, institutional collaboration, and the willingness of stakeholders to rely on expert judgment
(Alshurafat et al., 2020). In sociological terms, social status reflects a multidimensional construct encompassing prestige,
legitimacy, symbolic capital, and perceived authority. Studies across professions demonstrate that perceived social status
influences occupational commitment, recruitment attractiveness, and professional performance (Jadidi et al., 2022;
Khanipour et al., 2019). In accounting contexts, ethical orientation and relationship dynamics further affect public perception
and professional credibility (Vahabzadeh Gordroodbari & Banimahd, 2016).

Social Identity Theory provides a compelling analytical framework to understand how professional groups construct and
negotiate their social position. According to this theory, individuals derive part of their self-concept from membership in
social groups, and group-based identity influences attitudes, behaviors, and intergroup comparisons (Sadre Shirazi, 2025).
The process of self-categorization strengthens in-group cohesion while differentiating members from relevant out-groups,
thereby shaping collective prestige and legitimacy (Tear & Reader, 2023). In professional settings, strong collective identity
can enhance resilience, reduce burnout, and reinforce ethical commitment (Gomez & Chen, 2025). Psychological research
further suggests that high group-based self-esteem contributes positively to performance and social confidence (Orth &
Robins, 2022). Evidence from audit committee contexts similarly shows that professional identity significantly influences role
perception and authority within institutional environments (Kara et al., 2021).

The forensic accounting profession is currently undergoing profound transformation due to digitalization, artificial
intelligence, blockchain technologies, and cross-border financial investigations. Emerging technologies have reshaped
investigative methodologies and redefined the professional identity of forensic accountants from traditional financial analysts
to technologically informed evaluators of complex digital evidence (Ahmadi & Rostami, 2026; Miller & Thompson, 2026).
High-profile global cases have illustrated how forensic expertise contributes to institutional trust and economic justice in

transnational investigations (Bancroft & Williams, 2025; Dimitropoulos & Reading B, 2025). These developments suggest that
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the social position of forensic accountants is not static but dynamically constructed through evolving competencies,
institutional interactions, and societal expectations.

In Iran, scholarly attention to the social status of accounting-related professions has been limited, although emerging
research indicates structural and institutional challenges affecting professional identity and prestige (Hosseini, 2026). Studies
highlight that the contribution of forensic accounting to administrative health and anti-corruption efforts enhances
occupational status and social legitimacy (Karimi et al., 2025). Moreover, broader sociological perspectives emphasize that
occupational status is strengthened when professions cultivate shared norms, institutional recognition, and collective identity
(Kontogiannis et al., 2019). Cultural values and social identity processes also shape professional attitudes and perceived
legitimacy within specific socio-cultural contexts (Eslami Fard et al., 2023). Despite these insights, there remains a conceptual
gap in systematically identifying the dimensions and components shaping the social position of forensic accountants from a
Social Identity Theory perspective within the Iranian context.

Methods and Materials

This research was conducted within an interpretive qualitative paradigm and is fundamental in purpose. A systematic
literature review covering the period 2000-2025 was performed using international and domestic academic databases. An
initial pool of 154 relevant publications was identified through keyword combinations related to forensic accounting, social
status, and social identity theory. After a four-stage screening process based on relevance and methodological rigor, 37 core
sources were selected for detailed analysis. In addition to documentary analysis, purposive and snowball sampling techniques
were used to conduct semi-structured interviews with university professors, judicial experts, and experienced forensic
accountants until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Data were analyzed through qualitative content analysis using MAXQDA software. An inductive coding strategy was
employed to extract primary codes, which were subsequently grouped into categories and higher-order dimensions.
Reliability was ensured through intercoder agreement and consistency checks, and credibility was strengthened through
participant validation and triangulation of documentary and interview data.

Findings

Content analysis resulted in the identification of three overarching dimensions comprising eight sub-components that
collectively shape the social position of forensic accountants.

The first dimension, identity—psychological, encompasses specialization-based differentiation, professional self-worth,
and emotional attachment. Specialization-based differentiation includes unique expertise, mastery of interdisciplinary
knowledge (finance, law, digital investigation), and perceived role as an analytical arm of the judicial system. Professional
self-worth reflects group-based self-esteem, intrinsic satisfaction, and perceived social prestige. Emotional attachment refers
to a sense of belonging to the professional community and identification with its ethical mission.

The second dimension, interactional-social, includes intra-group boundary construction, legitimacy and social
responsibility, and professional power and influence. Intra-group boundary construction involves positive bias toward the
profession and differentiation from traditional auditing roles. Legitimacy and social responsibility incorporate supervisory
accountability, protection of public interest, commitment to transparency, and fraud prevention. Professional power and
influence consist of access to confidential information, participation in regulatory processes, and cooperation with judicial

and law enforcement institutions.
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The third dimension, developmental—strategic, includes structural barriers and professional socialization. Structural
barriers comprise low remuneration structures, non-professional competition, and weaknesses in self-regulatory
mechanisms. Professional socialization involves continuous education, enhancement of technical and digital competencies,
institutional strengthening, and reform of human resource management practices.

The findings indicate that the social position of forensic accountants is constructed through the interplay of internal
identity consolidation, external recognition, and institutional conditions. Technical competence alone does not determine
social standing; rather, legitimacy, collective identity, and structural context collectively shape perceived prestige and
authority.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results demonstrate that the social status of forensic accountants is a multidimensional construct embedded in
identity formation, social interaction, and institutional frameworks. At the psychological level, strong professional identity
and collective self-esteem enhance perceived legitimacy and resilience. At the interactional level, social responsibility and
ethical commitment reinforce trust and institutional collaboration. At the strategic level, structural reforms and continuous
professional development are necessary to sustain and elevate social standing.

The study highlights that forensic accounting in Iran is positioned at a critical juncture. While technological transformation
and anti-corruption initiatives provide opportunities to strengthen professional prestige, structural constraints and
inadequate institutional support may undermine collective identity. Enhancing social status therefore requires coordinated
efforts to reinforce professional branding, reform remuneration systems, promote interdisciplinary education, and
strengthen self-regulatory institutions.

In conclusion, the social position of forensic accountants extends beyond technical capability and reflects a socially
constructed identity shaped by legitimacy, ethical responsibility, and institutional recognition. Strengthening this position
demands simultaneous attention to psychological identity, social interaction, and structural reform, thereby enabling the

profession to function not merely as a technical service but as a trusted guardian of financial justice.
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