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Abstract:

The present study aimed to develop a conceptual model for financial corruption detection based on transparency and
financial discipline using thematic analysis. This applied study adopted an exploratory qualitative design. Participants included
21 academics, auditors, inspectors, financial managers, and experts in accounting, internal control, financial supervision, and
corruption prevention in Tehran. They were selected through purposive criterion-based and snowball sampling. Data were
collected using in-depth semi-structured interviews, and recruitment continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
The data were analyzed through the six phases of thematic analysis, including familiarization with the data, initial coding,
searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and developing the final model. MAXQDA software
was used for data organization and retrieval. The credibility and dependability of the findings were ensured through member
checking, peer review, constant comparison, prolonged engagement with the data, and documentation of analytical
decisions. Analysis of the interviews generated 1,248 meaningful statements, 412 initial codes, 93 basic themes, 25 organizing
themes, and 6 overarching themes. The overarching themes comprised financial transparency infrastructure, financial
discipline mechanisms, intelligent detection and monitoring capacities, organizational governance and accountability,
barriers and corruption-risk conditions, and outcomes and feedback of financial corruption detection. The findings indicated
that financial transparency enhanced the visibility of irregularities through completeness, accuracy, timeliness, accessibility,
comparability, and traceability of information. Financial discipline provided standards for identifying misconduct through
budgetary, contractual, accounting, expenditure, payment, and internal-control requirements. Intelligent monitoring
capacities acted as an operational mechanism that converted financial information and disciplinary rules into risk alerts and
investigable evidence. Organizational governance, oversight independence, managerial accountability, and a supportive
reporting culture strengthened the model, whereas conflicts of interest, political interference, regulatory ambiguity,
concentration of authority, and organizational secrecy weakened its effectiveness. The outcomes of effective detection
included early identification, loss reduction, stronger deterrence, institutional trust, process correction, and organizational
learning.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Financial corruption is a multidimensional institutional phenomenon that undermines public trust, organizational
legitimacy, economic development, distributive justice, and the efficient use of public resources. It is not limited to explicit
acts such as embezzlement, bribery, or illegal payments; rather, it may also involve concealed liabilities, manipulation of
financial records, conflicts of interest, collusive contracting, unauthorized expenditure, diversion of resources, distortion of
reporting, and abuse of managerial discretion. In many organizations, corrupt practices gradually become embedded in
routine procedures and informal networks, making them difficult to identify through conventional audits or isolated control
mechanisms. Corruption may therefore be understood not only as an individual ethical failure but also as a systemic and
cultural problem shaped by weak accountability, political influence, regulatory ambiguity, organizational secrecy, and
normalization of misconduct (Ojok et al., 2024; Yusoff et al., 2023). Its consequences extend beyond direct financial losses.
Fraud and corruption distort resource allocation, weaken the reliability of financial information, discourage investment,
reduce capital market performance, and limit the ability of governments and public institutions to provide essential services
(John et al., 2023). In developing contexts, where institutional capacity and financial resources are often constrained, such
losses can seriously impede reconstruction, development, and national prosperity (Bharti, 2020; Chukwuebuka et al., 2022).

Public financial management provides the institutional framework through which revenues are collected, budgets are
prepared, expenditures are authorized, transactions are recorded, resources are controlled, and financial performance is
reported and audited. Effective financial management requires clear legal mandates, well-defined responsibilities,
enforceable budgetary rules, accurate accounting, and independent oversight (Adekoya, 2023). Accountability strengthens
economic development by ensuring that managers and public officials explain and justify the use of resources and bear
responsibility for deviations from approved objectives (Akinrujomu et al., 2024). Nevertheless, the existence of formal rules
does not automatically prevent corruption. Financial decisions may be influenced by informal power relations, political
pressure, hidden beneficiaries, and what has been described as invisible forces within public finance management (Ewane &
Elvis, 2023). Consequently, detecting financial corruption requires mechanisms capable of revealing not only accounting
irregularities but also concealed relationships, anomalous patterns, inconsistencies among documents, and deviations
between formal procedures and actual practice.

Financial transparency is one of the principal foundations of corruption detection. It entails the availability of
comprehensive, accurate, timely, understandable, comparable, and traceable information about financial decisions,
transactions, commitments, contracts, payments, and outcomes. Transparent public-sector accounting practices can improve
accountability by reducing information asymmetry and making managerial actions more observable (Amalia, 2023). However,
transparency cannot be reduced to the publication of financial statements. Local-government experience demonstrates that
transparency practices differ substantially in quality, accessibility, completeness, and usefulness (Krah & Mertens, 2020).
Publicly accessible digital budgets can contribute to a transition from secrecy to openness and allow citizens and oversight
bodies to evaluate whether public spending creates adequate value (Olarewaju, 2026). Digitalization can also enhance
traceability, information sharing, and coordination across financial and operational processes (Igbal & Ahmad, 2022). Yet the
publication of fragmented, delayed, or technically inaccessible data may create only superficial transparency. For

transparency to support corruption detection, financial events must be linked across budgetary, contractual, banking,
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accounting, and reporting systems, and the identities and responsibilities of all decision-makers and beneficiaries must be
traceable.

Financial discipline complements transparency by providing the rules and standards against which observed financial
behavior can be evaluated. It encompasses budgetary control, expenditure discipline, contract compliance, segregation of
duties, internal control, accurate accounting, management of commitments, and corrective accountability. Fiscal rules and
governance arrangements establish boundaries for managerial discretion and create measurable criteria for identifying
deviations (Awwad & Hamada, 2025; Smith, 2025). Effective budgetary control allows actual expenditures and commitments
to be compared with approved allocations and organizational objectives (Isaac et al., 2024). Financial oversight further
improves the efficiency of public spending by identifying waste, unauthorized expenditures, and inconsistencies in resource
use (Al-Ghamdi, 2024). Internal control and managerial accountability are particularly important because they reduce the
opportunity for a single individual or unit to initiate, authorize, record, and conceal an irregular transaction (Teguh & Bahtiar,
2021). Transparency, accountability, employee morality, and competent human-resource management have also been
associated with fraud prevention in decentralized financial systems (Purnamasari, 2021; Susanto et al., 2022).

Institutional reforms such as treasury single accounts, international public-sector accounting standards, continuous
auditing, and digital control systems have sought to reduce financial leakage and strengthen oversight. Treasury single-
account arrangements can consolidate public funds, reduce off-budget accounts, and improve the traceability of cash flows
(lvungu et al.,, 2020; Nsofor et al.,, 2024; Udoikah et al.,, 2023). Standardized public-sector reporting may enhance
comparability and reduce opportunities for concealment and manipulation (Tawiah, 2021). Digital technologies can produce
electronic audit trails, automate data matching, and support the identification of unusual transactions (Ismail et al., 2023).
Fiscal monitoring and targeted inspection may similarly increase the likelihood that financial irregularities are detected and
corrected (Li et al., 2026; Nakhmurina, 2020). Nevertheless, these tools may remain ineffective when systems are fragmented,
oversight bodies lack independence, alerts are not investigated, or organizational leaders resist disclosure. Therefore,
corruption detection should be conceptualized as an integrated process in which transparency makes financial events visible,
financial discipline establishes criteria for judging them, intelligent oversight converts information into risk signals,
governance supports enforcement, and feedback transforms detected cases into organizational learning. Accordingly, the
present study aimed to develop a conceptual model of financial corruption detection based on transparency and financial
discipline through thematic analysis.

Methods and Materials

This applied qualitative study used an exploratory thematic-analysis design. The study population consisted of academics,
auditors, inspectors, financial managers, internal-control specialists, and senior experts with professional experience in
accounting, auditing, public financial management, financial transparency, organizational supervision, and corruption control
in Tehran. Participants were selected through purposive criterion-based sampling, supplemented by snowball sampling to
identify information-rich experts. Eligibility criteria included at least a master’s degree in accounting, financial management,
public administration, economics, financial law, or a related field; a minimum of 10 years of relevant professional or academic
experience; direct involvement in auditing, inspection, financial control, investigation of financial misconduct, or

development of transparency policies; and willingness to participate. Twenty-one experts were interviewed. Theoretical
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saturation was reached after the eighteenth interview, and three additional interviews were conducted to confirm saturation
and stabilize the emerging themes.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting between 45 and 75 minutes. The interview guide
addressed the nature and indicators of financial corruption, financial-information transparency, budgetary discipline,
expenditure and payment controls, contract supervision, internal control, digital monitoring, accountability, regulatory
barriers, and corrective mechanisms. Interviews were audio-recorded with consent, transcribed verbatim, and supplemented
with field notes. Relevant financial directives, internal-control documents, audit reports, and organizational regulations were
also reviewed to enrich contextual interpretation. Data analysis followed the six phases of thematic analysis: familiarization,
initial coding, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the final conceptual
model. MAXQDA was used to organize and retrieve data. Credibility was strengthened through prolonged engagement,
member checking with six participants, peer review by two qualitative researchers, constant comparison, documentation of
analytical decisions, and expert evaluation of the preliminary model.

Findings

The participants included 15 men and 6 women aged between 36 and 64 years, with a mean age of 49.38 years and a
mean professional experience of 18.62 years. Thirteen held doctoral degrees and eight held master’s degrees. Their
professional backgrounds included university teaching, external and internal auditing, governmental inspection, financial
management, public-sector supervision, economics, and financial law.

The analytical process initially generated 1,248 meaningful statements. After removal of repetitions, conceptual
integration, and refinement, 412 initial codes were retained. These codes were organized into 93 basic themes, 25 organizing
themes, and 6 overarching themes. The six overarching themes were financial-transparency infrastructure, financial-
discipline mechanisms, intelligent detection and monitoring capacities, organizational governance and accountability,
barriers and corruption-risk conditions, and outcomes and feedback of financial-corruption detection.

Financial-transparency infrastructure was the most frequently emphasized theme. It included completeness and accuracy
of disclosure, timeliness and accessibility, traceability and documentation, standardization and comparability, and multilevel
reporting. Financial-discipline mechanisms comprised budgetary discipline, expenditure and payment control, transaction
and contract discipline, accounting and internal-control discipline, and corrective responsibility. Intelligent detection and
monitoring capacities included integrated information systems, data analysis and anomaly detection, continuous risk-based
auditing, and interinstitutional information exchange. Organizational governance and accountability included oversight
independence, senior-management support, managerial answerability, and a culture of misconduct reporting. Barriers
included conflicts of interest, political influence, regulatory ambiguity, concentration of authority, weak segregation of duties,
secrecy, and organizational resistance. The principal outcomes were early detection, loss reduction, stronger deterrence,
institutional trust, process correction, and organizational learning.

The conceptual model indicated that transparency and financial discipline function as two complementary pillars.
Transparency makes financial events visible and traceable, whereas financial discipline provides the standards required to
identify noncompliance. Intelligent monitoring capacities operationalize these pillars by converting data and rules into

warnings, evidence, and investigable patterns. Governance and accountability strengthen the model, while conflicts of
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interest, political interference, ambiguous regulations, and organizational secrecy weaken it. Detection outcomes feed back
into the system by improving controls, revising procedures, and strengthening future transparency and discipline.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that effective financial-corruption detection is not the product of a single control, audit
procedure, or disclosure requirement. It is generated through the interaction of information quality, enforceable financial
rules, integrated technology, independent supervision, managerial accountability, and corrective learning. Transparency
without discipline may reveal transactions without providing a clear basis for determining whether they are improper.
Discipline without transparency may establish rules whose violation remains invisible. Similarly, both may fail when
information systems are fragmented, auditors lack access, political influence obstructs investigations, or warning signals are
ignored.

The model also shows that corruption detection should move beyond retrospective examination toward continuous, risk-
based, and data-driven monitoring. Connecting budget, contract, procurement, payment, banking, and accounting
information makes it possible to identify duplicated payments, fragmented transactions, unusual contract amendments,
hidden related parties, and inconsistencies between recorded expenditures and actual delivery. Nevertheless, technology
cannot substitute for governance. Digital systems are useful only when records are complete, access is controlled, analytical
warnings are reviewed, and responsible officials are required to respond.

Another important implication is that detection must be linked to organizational learning. Identifying and sanctioning an
individual offender is insufficient when the process that enabled misconduct remains unchanged. Each detected case should
therefore be used to identify control weaknesses, revise access rights, redesign approval procedures, improve risk indicators,
and strengthen the protection of whistleblowers. The proposed model conceptualizes corruption detection as a cyclical rather
than linear process: transparency and discipline support detection, detection produces evidence and corrective action, and
corrective action strengthens subsequent transparency, control, and oversight.

In conclusion, the study provides an integrated conceptual framework in which financial transparency and financial
discipline constitute the foundational pillars of corruption detection; intelligent monitoring converts these pillars into
actionable evidence; governance and accountability provide the enabling institutional environment; corruption-risk
conditions weaken the process; and corrective feedback promotes resilience and continuous improvement. The model can
serve as a basis for developing assessment instruments, designing organizational anti-corruption systems, and empirically

testing relationships among transparency, discipline, governance, technology, and financial-corruption detection.
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