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Abstract:

The present study aimed to design and present a model of apolitical behavior among auditors of the Court of Accounts of
Iran with emphasis on the process of detecting and disclosing violations in executive agencies and identifying the factors
influencing professional independence and neutrality in the public auditing system. This study was applied in terms of purpose
and qualitative-exploratory in nature using the grounded theory approach based on the Strauss and Corbin model. The
research population consisted of experts, managers, and senior auditors of the Court of Accounts of Iran. Using purposive
and theoretical sampling, 31 participants were selected until theoretical saturation was achieved. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding procedures. To assess coding
reliability, Cohen’s Kappa coefficient was calculated through SPSS version 24, yielding a value of 0.702, indicating acceptable
reliability. In the quantitative section, 170 auditors were selected through simple random sampling. The findings revealed
that auditors’ apolitical behavior is influenced by five major categories including causal conditions, contextual conditions,
intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. Human resource reform, professional independence, and occupational
dignity were identified as the most influential causal factors. Merit-based organizational culture, reduced political influence,
and independent decision-making authority were recognized as contextual conditions. Organizational independence,
specialized professional training, and psychological empowerment were identified as the most important strategic factors.
The results further demonstrated that the implementation of the apolitical auditing model contributes to ethical
improvement, enhanced transparency, reduced corruption, stronger work morale, healthier auditing practices, and increased
public trust in the supervisory system. The findings indicated that establishing apolitical behavior among auditors of the Court
of Accounts requires strengthening professional independence, institutionalizing professional ethics, implementing
meritocracy, and utilizing modern auditing technologies. These factors can significantly improve the effectiveness of detecting
and disclosing violations and contribute to financial transparency, institutional accountability, and public trust in the
administrative system.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Financial corruption, administrative violations, and manipulation of financial reporting are among the most critical threats
to transparency, accountability, and public trust in governmental institutions. In recent decades, the increasing complexity of
organizational structures, political interference in administrative systems, and the expansion of informal networks of
influence have intensified concerns regarding the independence and effectiveness of public auditors. Supreme audit
institutions are expected to function as independent oversight bodies capable of detecting, investigating, and disclosing
violations without political bias or organizational pressure. However, in many developing administrative systems, auditors
often encounter institutional barriers, political influence, and structural dependencies that weaken their professional
neutrality and reduce the effectiveness of the auditing process (Lanrewaju et al., 2024; Vorster & Nwosu, 2024).

The concept of apolitical behavior among auditors refers to the ability of auditors to maintain professional independence
and avoid influence from political interests, partisan affiliations, or informal power structures during the auditing and
reporting process. Auditor neutrality is considered one of the key determinants of audit quality and institutional legitimacy.
Research has shown that political interference and organizational pressure can significantly reduce audit effectiveness and
increase the probability of concealment of financial misconduct (Brown et al., 2025; McCarten et al., 2022). Studies have
further indicated that political connections among executives and public officials contribute to weaker enforcement
mechanisms and higher levels of corporate and governmental misconduct (Bandanipour et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2023).
Consequently, strengthening auditor independence has become a strategic necessity for improving transparency and
accountability in public sector governance.

The literature on financial misconduct emphasizes that corruption and fraud are often rooted in weak governance systems,
poor organizational ethics, and ineffective control environments (Kumar & Pinki, 2022; Velte, 2021). When organizational
culture tolerates political favoritism or informal influence, auditors may become reluctant to disclose violations involving
politically powerful actors. Such conditions can lead to self-censorship, weakened professional skepticism, and diminished
public trust in oversight institutions (Chan & Gibbs, 2022; Rose et al., 2020). In contrast, organizations characterized by
meritocracy, accountability, and ethical leadership provide a more supportive environment for independent auditing and
transparent reporting (Herbert & Agwor, 2021; Swandaru & Muneeza, 2022).

Whistleblowing systems and legal protection mechanisms are also recognized as important components in combating
corruption and financial misconduct. Research demonstrates that employees and auditors are more likely to report
irregularities when they are protected against retaliation and organizational punishment (Ali & Khan, 2022; Eyongndi & Opara,
2022). Effective whistleblowing frameworks contribute to increased detection of fraud and greater organizational
transparency (Gibbs, 2024; Raihan et al., 2024). However, in weak institutional environments, fear of political consequences
and lack of legal protection often discourage disclosure of violations (Xia et al., 2022). Therefore, promoting apolitical
behavior among auditors requires not only professional competence but also structural and legal safeguards.

Technological transformation has further altered the landscape of public auditing. The use of digital auditing systems,
artificial intelligence, and big data analytics has enhanced the ability of auditors to detect hidden patterns of corruption and
financial manipulation (Costa et al., 2023; Tommasetti et al., 2021). Technology-based auditing reduces dependence on

subjective judgments and limits opportunities for political manipulation of audit findings. Studies suggest that digital
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governance tools significantly improve transparency and strengthen anti-corruption efforts in public administration (Costa et
al., 2023; Greenman et al., 2023).

In the context of Iran, the Court of Accounts represents the highest supervisory authority responsible for monitoring the
financial performance of executive agencies and safeguarding public resources. Despite its strategic importance, concerns
have emerged regarding political pressure, organizational dependency, and limitations affecting the independence of
auditors. Existing studies have primarily focused on audit quality, fraud detection, and governance mechanisms, while limited
attention has been given to the political and behavioral dimensions of auditors’ professional conduct (Campa et al., 2023;
Kortz & Azeredo, 2022). Therefore, there is a need to develop a comprehensive model explaining the factors influencing
apolitical behavior among auditors within the Iranian public sector auditing environment.

Accordingly, the present study aimed to design and present a model of apolitical behavior among auditors of the Court of
Accounts of Iran from the perspective of detecting and disclosing violations in executive agencies.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative-exploratory design using the grounded theory approach based on the systematic model
of Strauss and Corbin. The research population consisted of senior auditors, managers, and experts working within the Court
of Accounts of Iran. Participants were selected using purposive and theoretical sampling methods. Data collection continued
until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in interviews with 31 participants.

Semi-structured interviews were conducted to explore participants’ experiences and perceptions regarding political
influence, auditor independence, fraud detection, organizational culture, and disclosure of violations. The interviews were
recorded, transcribed, and analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding procedures. During open coding, key concepts
and primary categories were identified. In axial coding, relationships among categories were examined, and in selective
coding, the core category was integrated into a conceptual model.

To assess coding reliability, Cohen’s Kappa coefficient was calculated using SPSS version 24. The obtained coefficient was
0.702, indicating acceptable agreement and reliability among coders. In addition, a quantitative phase was conducted to
validate the extracted model. The statistical population in this section consisted of 305 auditors employed in the Court of
Accounts, from which 170 participants were selected using simple random sampling based on Cochran’s formula.

The identified categories were organized into causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies,
and consequences. The final conceptual model was developed through systematic integration of the extracted categories
and concepts.

Findings

The findings revealed that apolitical behavior among auditors is a multidimensional phenomenon influenced by
interconnected organizational, professional, and political factors. The core phenomenon identified in the study was “technical
professionalism and non-dependence of auditors on political interests.” This phenomenon included concepts such as
professional independence, resistance to political pressure, merit-based promotion, ethical commitment, organizational
impartiality, and avoidance of informal political influence.

In the category of causal conditions, the most influential factors included human resource reform, professional

independence, organizational perspective, occupational dignity, and preparedness against institutional threats. Participants
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emphasized that meritocracy and competency-based recruitment significantly strengthen auditors’ confidence and reduce
political vulnerability.

Contextual conditions included organizational culture, merit-based management, reduced political intervention, decision-
making authority in financial violations, and avoidance of recommendation-based systems. The findings indicated that
politically influenced environments weaken audit transparency and discourage independent reporting.

Intervening conditions included auditors’ political behavior, moral and religious values, transparency of information,
alignment between compensation and responsibilities, and replacement of legality with relational influence. Participants
reported that inadequate financial security and political favoritism increase the likelihood of self-censorship and compromise
audit neutrality.

The strategic category consisted of organizational independence, specialized professional training, psychological
empowerment, political awareness, and macro-level anti-corruption strategies. Auditors emphasized the necessity of
strengthening institutional independence and developing ethical and technological capabilities to improve fraud detection
and reporting processes.

The consequences of apolitical behavior included enhancement of professional ethics, stronger organizational morale,
healthier auditing systems, increased transparency, reduction of corruption, and greater public trust in the supervisory
system. The findings further demonstrated that politically neutral auditing contributes to improved accountability and more
effective disclosure of violations within executive agencies.

Theoretical saturation was reached after the twenty-ninth interview, although interviews continued until the thirty-first
participant to ensure conceptual completeness. The resulting model demonstrated systematic relationships among causal,
contextual, intervening, strategic, and consequential dimensions of apolitical auditing behavior.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrate that apolitical behavior among auditors is essential for improving
transparency, accountability, and effectiveness within public sector auditing systems. Auditor independence was identified
as the central component of the proposed model, influencing auditors’ willingness to detect and disclose violations without
fear of political or organizational consequences. The results indicate that when auditors operate within merit-based and
ethically supportive environments, they are more likely to maintain professional skepticism and resist external pressure.

The study further revealed that political influence and informal organizational relationships constitute major barriers to
effective auditing. Auditors exposed to political pressure often adopt conservative reporting practices, avoid disclosure of
sensitive violations, or engage in organizational silence. Such conditions weaken the supervisory role of public audit
institutions and reduce public confidence in governmental accountability systems.

Another important finding concerns the role of organizational culture and ethical commitment in strengthening auditor
neutrality. Ethical values, professional responsibility, and organizational transparency were found to significantly contribute
to auditors’ resistance against political manipulation. In this regard, institutional support mechanisms, fair compensation
systems, and legal protection frameworks are critical for fostering independent professional judgment.

The findings also highlight the growing importance of technology-based auditing systems in reducing corruption risks and

strengthening audit transparency. Digital auditing tools, data analytics, and automated fraud detection systems can reduce
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dependence on subjective judgments and minimize opportunities for political interference. Technological innovation
therefore represents an important strategic tool for enhancing the integrity of public sector auditing.

Overall, the proposed model suggests that strengthening apolitical behavior among auditors requires simultaneous
attention to structural independence, ethical professionalism, meritocracy, legal protection, and technological development.
The implementation of such a model can contribute to healthier governance systems, improved financial accountability,
enhanced public trust, and more effective detection and disclosure of violations in executive agencies.
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