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Abstract:

This study investigates the impact of objectivity, political communication skills, and social undermining on auditors’ professional skepticism
and explores how this skepticism influences their willingness to report detected fraud. Financial transparency and increased public trust in
audit reports are among the main goals of this research. Auditors, as independent financial observers, must maintain high levels of
impartiality and precision in their judgment processes and avoid any bias or external influence. The present study aims to examine the
factors affecting this professional impartiality and independence. The research employed a descriptive-correlational design and utilized
Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to test the conceptual model. The statistical population consisted of members of the Iranian
Association of Certified Public Accountants who were either employed or partners in auditing firms during the winter of 2024. Data were
collected using a standardized questionnaire comprising items related to the research variables. The sample size was determined using
Cochran’s formula, and data analysis was conducted with AMOS version 26 software. The findings revealed that objectivity (impact
coefficient = 0.59) and political communication skills (impact coefficient = 0.50) have significant and positive effects on auditors’
professional skepticism. Conversely, social undermining showed a significant negative impact (impact coefficient = -0.04) on this variable.
Furthermore, it was found that professional skepticism, as an independent variable, directly increases auditors’ willingness to report
detected fraud. This indicates that auditors with higher levels of professional skepticism are more likely to report violations and prevent
the dissemination of misleading information. This study emphasizes that strengthening objectivity and political communication skills among
auditors leads to improved quality in professional judgment and enhances financial transparency. Additionally, social and organizational
pressures that compromise auditors’ independence and impartiality must be controlled and reduced, as these factors can decrease the
accuracy and reliability of audit reports. The findings of this study can be useful for regulatory bodies, financial policymakers, and auditing
organizations to help elevate professional auditing standards. It is recommended that training programs be developed to reinforce auditors’
professional skepticism and communication skills, enabling them to maintain independence and impartiality in the face of social and
organizational pressures. Finally, future research should examine the influence of other individual and organizational variables on
professional skepticism and fraud reporting and apply advanced analytical tools such as artificial intelligence and machine learning to
enhance fraud detection processes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In an era where corporate transparency and financial accountability are paramount to market stability and investor
confidence, the role of auditors as independent financial watchdogs has gained considerable importance. With financial
scandals and fraudulent reporting on the rise globally, the necessity for reinforcing ethical behavior and professional
judgment among auditors has emerged as a critical area of scholarly and regulatory interest. Central to this domain is the
concept of professional skepticism, which refers to a questioning mind and a critical assessment of audit evidence, considered
a vital component in ensuring audit quality and fraud detection (Agustina et al., 2021).

Recent scholarship has increasingly focused on identifying the antecedents of professional skepticism and the
organizational and individual factors that either promote or undermine it. Among these, three variables have attracted
particular attention: objectivity, political communication skill, and social undermining. Objectivity, a core value of professional
ethics, is defined as the ability to make judgments free from bias, personal feelings, or external influence, ensuring that
financial reports reflect reality and not managerial intent (Kim et al., 2024). Philosophical perspectives on objectivity in
accounting range from representational realism, which treats financial statements as a mirror of economic reality (Cahyono
& Daniel, 2023), to anti-representational views, which frame accounting data as socially constructed and context-dependent
(Garcia-Marza, 2005).

Empirical research has shown that training and emphasis on objectivity can enhance auditors' ability to exercise
professional skepticism, enabling them to resist managerial pressure and base their judgments on evidence rather than
persuasion or politics (Ying et al., 2022). Furthermore, studies by (Zhang et al., 2022) and (Liang & Gaoqing, 2019) suggest
that fostering objectivity in audit environments contributes to more accurate financial reporting and stronger auditor
independence.

Complementing the role of objectivity is political communication skill, which refers to the auditor’s ability to navigate
complex interpersonal and organizational dynamics while maintaining professional standards. According to (Almeida et al.,
2023) and (Akhtemzyanov, 2023), auditors with high political skill are more adept at managing stakeholder relationships and
resisting undue influence, thereby reinforcing their capacity for critical judgment. Political skill is particularly important in
settings where organizational hierarchies and power dynamics can compromise auditor independence (Citra, 2023; Jain,
2024).

However, while these individual competencies can enhance audit quality, organizational and social pressures may
undermine them. Social undermining—defined as behaviors that hinder an individual’s ability to establish and maintain
positive relationships or professional reputation—is a significant negative predictor of auditor judgment (Azghandi et al,,
2023). Findings from (Malaki et al., 2022) and (Michelle et al., 2002) confirm that such environments foster compliance over
critical thinking, encouraging conformity and discouraging whistleblowing or ethical disobedience.

The final behavioral outcome of interest in this study is the willingness to report discovered frauds, which is essential for
maintaining public trust in financial systems. According to (Milojevic et al., 2024) and (Dyck et al., 2010), this willingness is
grounded in ethical courage, professional independence, and a robust sense of accountability. It is influenced not only by
institutional structures but also by individual auditor characteristics and their levels of skepticism. While previous studies

such as (Nugrahanti et al., 2023) and (Al-Sabti et al., 2023) have explored the mediating role of professional skepticism in
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fraud detection, there remains a gap in understanding how objectivity, political communication skills, and social undermining
interact to shape that skepticism and subsequent auditor behavior.

The current study seeks to fill this research gap by empirically examining the effect of objectivity, political communication
skills, and social undermining on professional skepticism, and in turn, the influence of professional skepticism on the
willingness to report detected fraud. By building upon existing theoretical frameworks and integrating them with a novel
empirical model, this research contributes to both academic discourse and practical applications in audit training and
governance policy.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-correlational research design with a structural equation modeling (SEM) approach to
test the proposed conceptual framework. The statistical population consisted of certified public accountants working in audit
firms across Iran during the winter of 2024. A total of 310 questionnaires were distributed using Cochran’s sampling formula,
out of which 284 completed responses were considered valid for analysis.

Data were collected using a structured questionnaire comprising five segments aligned with the study's variables.
Objectivity was measured using six items based on Svanberg et al.’s instrument. Political communication skills were assessed
using eight items adapted from Ferris et al. Social undermining was evaluated through five items taken from Duffy et al.'s
scale. Nine items from Hurtt’s scale measured professional skepticism, while the willingness to report detected fraud was
captured through eleven items derived from Fullerton and Durtschi’s framework.

Data normality was confirmed using skewness and kurtosis indices, and all indicators fell within acceptable ranges. The
measurement model’s reliability and validity were verified through confirmatory factor analysis, composite reliability, and
Cronbach’s alpha. The final model was tested using AMOS v26 and maximum likelihood estimation.

Findings

Descriptive statistics showed that auditors scored highest in their willingness to report fraud (M = 3.5), followed by
objectivity (M = 3.1), political skill (M = 3.3), and professional skepticism (M = 2.8). Social undermining received the lowest
mean score (M = 2.9), indicating relatively low perceived social pressure among respondents.

The results of confirmatory factor analysis confirmed the adequacy of the measurement model. All factor loadings
exceeded the 0.50 threshold, and composite reliability values were greater than 0.70 for each construct. Average variance
extracted (AVE) values also met the minimum requirement of 0.50, supporting convergent validity.

Path analysis using SEM revealed that objectivity had a significant and positive impact on professional skepticism (f = 0.59,
p < 0.01), as did political communication skill (B = 0.50, p < 0.01). Conversely, social undermining negatively affected
professional skepticism (B =-0.04, p < 0.01). Furthermore, professional skepticism was found to have a significant and positive
impact on the willingness to report discovered fraud (B = 0.59, p < 0.01).

The model fit indices indicated a good fit: x2/df = 3.13, RMSEA = 0.054, GFl = 0.90, CFl = 0.916, and RFI = 0.674. These
values confirmed that the conceptual model adequately represented the data.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study highlight the critical role of personal competencies and organizational environment in shaping
auditors' professional skepticism and ethical behavior. The findings affirm that objectivity is a cornerstone of professional

skepticism, enabling auditors to resist bias and approach audit evidence with impartiality. Political communication skills
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further support this process by enhancing auditors’ capacity to navigate complex organizational settings without
compromising ethical standards.

At the same time, the study demonstrates that social undermining acts as a substantial barrier to professional skepticism.
Auditors who operate in environments where they experience professional devaluation, exclusion, or undue pressure are less
likely to maintain a questioning mindset. This, in turn, diminishes their likelihood of reporting fraud, even when such fraud is
detected.

Ultimately, professional skepticism emerged as a powerful predictor of the willingness to report fraudulent activities. This
suggests that fostering a culture of critical inquiry, ethical resilience, and professional independence among auditors is
essential for the detection and prevention of corporate misconduct. Regulatory bodies and audit firms must therefore
prioritize the development of competencies that enhance objectivity and political skill while actively working to reduce
organizational pressures that undermine auditor judgment.

These insights not only contribute to the literature on behavioral auditing but also offer practical implications for audit
education, recruitment, and corporate governance. Strengthening these capacities can enhance public trust in financial
systems, ensure more accurate reporting, and prevent the recurrence of high-profile financial scandals. As audit
environments continue to evolve in complexity and scale, embedding professional skepticism at the heart of audit practice

remains a strategic imperative.
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