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Abstract:

The objective of this study is to examine the relationship between individual ethics and the disclosure of audit report errors using the
DEMATEL method. This applied, mixed-method study involved a qualitative meta-synthesis of 37 selected articles out of 279 reviewed
publications. In the quantitative phase, a DEMATEL-based questionnaire was developed and distributed to 20 certified auditors with over
10 years of professional experience. The data were analyzed using matrix-based causal relationships and categorized into five dimensions:
causal conditions, context, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. The results revealed that the most influential factors were
"inherited and acquired personality and behaviors," "auditors’ decision-making and professional judgment," "moral sensitivity and
courage," and "commitment and responsibility." Conversely, the most affected factors included "organizational laws and requirements,"
"supportive rules and incentives," "individual reactions," "community norms and values concerning whistleblowing," and "organizational
structures of audit institutions." Among all variables, auditors’ decision-making and judgment had the highest impact on whistleblowing
tendencies. The findings suggest that fostering audit error reporting requires a synergistic integration of personal ethics with supportive
organizational and cultural environments. Establishing secure, reward-based systems and nurturing a strong sense of professional
commitment among auditors can enhance ethical behavior and the willingness to report detected misconduct in audit processes.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

In the contemporary audit environment, the disclosure of errors in audit reports—commonly known as whistleblowing—
is increasingly recognized as a cornerstone of ethical auditing and organizational accountability. Whistleblowing, when driven
by individual ethical values, serves as a critical mechanism to curb fraudulent practices, enhance transparency, and safeguard
stakeholder interests. Given the complex interplay between personal convictions and institutional norms, understanding the
predictors and dynamics of whistleblowing in the auditing profession has become an essential area of inquiry. The ethical
responsibilities of auditors transcend compliance with technical standards, extending deeply into the domain of individual
moral judgment and professional integrity (Ramazani et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2009).

Existing literature highlights that ethical decision-making, including the intent to report misconduct, is influenced by a
constellation of individual and contextual factors such as personality traits, professional judgment, organizational culture,
and institutional frameworks (Manesh et al., 2024; Ng, 2020). According to the theory of reasoned action, behavior such as
whistleblowing is predicted by attitudes, perceived behavioral control, and subjective norms, all of which are shaped by trust
and social accountability (Ng, 2020). Empirical evidence suggests that even in the presence of formal codes of ethics, without
robust internal values and organizational support, the likelihood of reporting unethical conduct diminishes (Caillier, 2017;
Namazi & Fahimeh, 2016).

Furthermore, the social and organizational environment plays a pivotal role in either enabling or deterring ethical
disclosures. Research indicates that institutions with a strong culture of justice, fairness, and ethical leadership are more likely
to empower auditors to disclose wrongdoing (Brink, 2021; Daryayi et al., 2020). Conversely, high power-distance societies
and environments characterized by fear of retaliation tend to suppress whistleblowing behaviors despite the presence of
legal protections (Puni & Anlesinya, 2017; Puni & Hilton, 2020).

In addition to internal values and organizational culture, external regulatory frameworks and socio-cultural norms also
influence auditors' behavior. Institutional arrangements such as confidential reporting systems, anti-retaliation laws, and
public accountability mechanisms increase the perceived safety of whistleblowing and reinforce ethical norms (Okafor et al.,
2020; Resimic, 2024). The importance of such systemic support becomes more evident in countries where financial fraud and
information asymmetry significantly affect investor confidence and market performance (Ellili, 2022; Rizwan, 2019). Thus,
the current research seeks to explore the causal and structural relationships between individual ethics and the inclination to
disclose audit errors using a structured methodology, offering insights into the conditions that facilitate ethical disclosures in
auditing.

Methods and Materials

This study utilized a mixed-method approach. In the qualitative phase, the meta-synthesis technique was applied to
identify and categorize relevant ethical dimensions associated with whistleblowing in audit contexts. The meta-synthesis
covered academic sources published between 2018 and 2024, and from 279 initial studies reviewed, 37 articles were selected
through systematic elimination criteria.

In the quantitative phase, the Decision-Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory (DEMATEL) method was employed to
analyze causal relationships among the extracted factors. A structured DEMATEL-based questionnaire was developed and

distributed to 20 expert certified auditors. These individuals were selected based on their professional experience (minimum
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of 10 years) and academic qualifications (at least a master's degree). The experts rated the degree of influence among
identified variables, and the resulting matrices were used to compute direct and indirect relationships, ultimately categorizing
variables as either causal (influential) or effect (influenced).

Findings

The data analysis revealed that among the nine key dimensions explored, four were categorized as influential (causal)
factors: (1) inherited and acquired personality and behaviors, (2) auditors’ decision-making and professional judgment, (3)
ethical sensitivity and courage, and (4) personal commitment and responsibility. These factors had a positive D—R value in the
DEMATEL analysis, indicating their role as primary influencers.

Conversely, the remaining five dimensions were found to be influenced (effect) variables: (1) organizational laws and
requirements, (2) supportive rules and incentives, (3) individual emotional responses, (4) social norms and values regarding
whistleblowing, and (5) the organizational structure of audit firms. These dimensions showed negative D-R values, denoting
their susceptibility to influence from the causal factors.

Among all factors, the highest causal weight was attributed to auditors’ decision-making and professional judgment,
followed by personality traits, ethical courage, and personal responsibility. Organizational structures, despite being classified
as effect variables, were still found to play a considerable role in shaping auditors’ ethical behaviors, particularly when aligned
with ethical norms and internal controls.

Moreover, findings illustrated that fear of retaliation (from supervisors, colleagues, or regulatory bodies) and lack of
institutional anonymity mechanisms hindered the willingness to report errors. Conversely, structured incentives and ethical
leadership helped foster an environment conducive to ethical disclosures. The results confirmed the presence of a strong
interplay between individual-level ethics and system-level supports, establishing the need for integrative frameworks to
promote whistleblowing behaviors in the audit profession.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study support the broader understanding that individual ethics are critical determinants of
whistleblowing behavior among auditors. The identification of decision-making and professional judgment as the most
influential factor aligns with prior studies that position moral reasoning at the heart of ethical behavior. Auditors who exhibit
stronger analytical rigor and independence in judgment are more likely to report observed misconduct. This reinforces the
significance of cultivating cognitive and reflective competencies in audit training and continuing education.

The strong role of inherited and acquired personality traits further underscores the importance of early ethical
socialization and the role of long-standing values in guiding professional conduct. These findings suggest that recruiting
individuals with demonstrated ethical sensitivity and moral integrity can enhance the ethical climate within audit
organizations. Furthermore, sensitivity and ethical courage emerged as a linchpin of ethical action, especially in contexts
where institutional support may be limited or ambiguous.

The categorization of organizational rules, societal norms, and emotional responses as effect variables highlights the
reactive nature of these elements in the face of strong ethical actors. Nevertheless, their importance should not be
understated. The potential for institutional frameworks to reinforce or undermine individual moral action is well-
documented. While individual ethics may initiate whistleblowing behavior, sustained reporting is contingent upon systemic

supports such as legal protections, managerial endorsement, and organizational justice mechanisms.
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These insights collectively indicate that whistleblowing behavior cannot be fully explained by either personal or structural
variables in isolation. Rather, an integrated approach that considers the dynamic relationship between personal ethics and
organizational culture is necessary. Strengthening this interface can lead to enhanced professional accountability and a more
resilient audit ecosystem.

From a policy perspective, the findings emphasize the need for audit institutions to invest in ethical culture-building,
develop clear reporting protocols, and ensure protective mechanisms for whistleblowers. Embedding ethical values into audit
firm structures and creating recognition programs for ethical behavior may shift cultural norms over time. Moreover, as the
financial landscape continues to evolve, future-proofing ethical behavior will require agile responses that bridge regulatory
expectations and internal governance.

In conclusion, this research contributes to the growing body of literature exploring ethical conduct in the auditing
profession by offering a causally informed model grounded in empirical data. By delineating the factors that influence and
are influenced by individual ethics, the study provides actionable insights for academic researchers, practitioners, and

policymakers aiming to promote transparency, integrity, and ethical vigilance in audit practices.
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