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High lights

environmental factors.

- Individual, professional, and regulatory factors directly influence whistleblowing.
- Organizational, managerial, and stakeholder factors indirectly influence whistleblowing.
- Whistleblowing is influenced by a complex interaction of individual, professional, organizational, legal, and

- Simultaneous management of whistleblowing factors leads to increased whistleblowing levels, improved financial
transparency, and reduced fraud
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ABSTRACT

Subject and purpose of the article: The objective of this study was to propose a
model for enhancing independent auditor whistleblowing in Iran using grounded
theory. The key influencing factors were identified to achieve this, followed by the
development of a model explaining these factors.

Research Method: The present study is applied research in nature and qualitative
research in terms of method. The participant population included CEOs, senior and
technical managers, and professors with relevant scientific backgrounds. Using
purposive sampling, 13 people were selected as the participant sample.

Research findings: Data were collected through interviews and analyzed in
MAXQDA software. In the open coding phase, 106 initial codes were extracted and
categorized into eight main themes, ten strategies, and four key outcomes resulting
from improved auditor whistleblowing: (1) increased auditor confidence in
maintaining their organizational position; (2) strengthening and safeguarding of
public interest; (3) enhanced ethical and professional behavior; and (4) improved
audit report quality.

Conclusion, Originality, and Contributions to the Knowledge: This study
concludes that auditors' individual and personality factors, professional factors, and
legal-regulatory factors directly impact whistleblowing. Additionally, managerial,
environmental, stakeholder, organizational, shareholder, and audit profession factors
indirectly influence whistleblowing warning.
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INTRODUCTION

Auditing serves as a social mechanism to
monitor and control managerial behavior and
as a supervisory tool for governments
(Noushfar et al., 2022). From an economic
perspective, auditors act as objective,
independent arbiters in economic relations,
seeking to mitigate potential informational
risks while providing assurance to decision-
makers and the general public. The primary
duty of auditors is to deliver high-quality audit
reports (Abbott et al., 2016).

The need to reassess the role and
significance of audit quality from a fresh and
innovative perspective has been emphasized.
Auditor expertise and competence are critical
factors in improving audit quality. These
competencies can be assessed in five
dimensions: professional commitment, social
obligations,  confidence, adherence to
professional ethics, and relationships with
fellow auditors. Beyond professional skills,
auditors must also be capable of analyzing
circumstances that shape their perceptions and
judgments  during  decision-making—a
concept known as "moral intensity" (Guerber
& Anand, 2019).

Professionalism and moral intensity are
two essential aspects of auditing. These
attributes not only ensure fair financial
reporting but also facilitate the detection and
disclosure of fraudulent activities (Majbouri
Yazdi et al., 2023). Audit professionals are
expected to safeguard not only specific
segments of society but the entire population
(Alleyne et al., 2013), prioritizing public
interest over personal gain (Domino et al.,
2015).

Whistleblowing serves as a control
mechanism and an integral part of corporate
governance, playing a crucial role in
preventing and detecting financial
misconduct. It acts as a system for identifying
and managing unethical behaviors within
organizations (Goldoust et al., 2018).
Organizational whistleblowing is closely
linked to individuals' perceptions of unlawful
and unethical behaviors. It is vital for
organizations as it can either harm their
reputation or help identify unintended errors,
preventing the escalation of issues (Aqgeli et
al., 2021).

This study aims to develop a model of the
factors influencing independent auditors'

whistleblowing in Iran. First, the key
influencing factors will be identified, followed
by the development of a model to explain
these factors.

The key research questions addressed in
this study include:

1. How can an appropriate model for the
factors influencing  independent
auditors' whistleblowing in Iran be
developed and validated?

2. What are the key factors affecting
independent auditors' whistleblowing
in Iran, and how do they interact?

To answer these questions, a grounded
theory approach is utilized with expert
opinions from senior auditing professionals.
Using qualitative and analytical methods
through interviews, this research aims to
propose a model and prioritize its dimensions
based on causal conditions, intervening
conditions, and context. Additionally, relevant
strategies and consequences are predicted and
formulated.

LITRATURE REVIEW

The term "whistleblowing" originates from
sports events, where referees use a whistle to
indicate illegal play. Researchers across
various disciplines have defined
whistleblowing differently. However, the
most widely accepted definition in accounting
research was provided by Near and Miceli in
1985. They define whistleblowing as the
disclosure of illegal, immoral, or illegitimate
practices within an organization by current or
former members to individuals or entities
capable of effecting action. In the 1980s,
researchers from multiple fields, including
psychology, organizational theory, and
business  ethics,  extensively  studied
mechanisms for encouraging whistleblowing
(Bani Mahd & Golmohammadi, 2017).
Numerous studies have been conducted on
auditor whistleblowing both in Iran and
internationally.

For instance, Tavangar Ranjbar et al.
(2022), in their study of whistleblowing
policies in Iran’s public organizations,
outlined the successful experiences of
developed countries in promoting
transparency and combating administrative
corruption through whistleblowing. Their
findings prompted Iranian policymakers and
anti-corruption advocates to propose the
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adoption of similar methods. They also
utilized well-established policy
implementation models, such as Van Horn-
Van Meter's Model and Edwards Model, to
develop an implementation model for
whistleblowing policies in Iran’s public
sector.

Additionally, Goldoust et al. (2018)
investigated the relationship between ethical
perception and ethical judgment among
public-sector accountants regarding
whistleblowing on financial misconduct with
ethical intelligence as the moderator variable.
Their findings revealed no direct relationship
between ethical perception and different
forms of whistleblowing. However, ethical
judgment significantly influenced
whistleblowing  behavior, and ethical
intelligence played a positive moderating role
in this relationship.

Shah-Alizadeh et al. (2022) examined the
mediating role of emotional intelligence in the
relationship between ethical leadership and
whistleblowing intentions in audit firms. They
conducted a survey in private and public audit
firms in 2020 and used structural equation
modeling to analyze the data. They found that
adherence to ethical leadership principles and
ethical wvalues in workplace interactions
increased auditors' intention to blow the
whistle. Furthermore, ethical leadership in
audit firms enhanced employees' awareness
and attention to emotional capabilities,
thereby improving their ~ emotional
intelligence. They concluded that auditors
with high emotional intelligence are better
equipped to manage their emotions and those
of others in complex situations, making them
more likely to engage in whistleblowing when
witnessing misconduct. This study highlights
the importance of ethical leadership, employee
emotional intelligence, and ethical behavior in
reducing financial misconduct in Iran’s
auditing profession.

Based on the theoretical background, the
present research aims to answer the following
key questions:

1. How can an appropriate model for the
factors  influencing  independent
auditors' whistleblowing in Iran be
developed and validated?

2. What are the key factors affecting
independent auditors' whistleblowing
in Iran, and how do they interact?

METHODOLOGY

This study proposes a model for auditor
whistleblowing in Iran using an exploratory
and explanatory approach. A qualitative
research methodology is employed, and data
are collected through a review of existing
literature, followed by interviews. A
purposive sampling method is used, and
qualitative data analysis is conducted through
content analysis based on grounded theory.
The data analysis involves three stages of
coding: open coding, axial coding, and
selective coding. After extracting concepts
during the open coding phase, axial coding is
performed to establish relationships between
identified categories. Subsequently, the study
identifies key components, challenges, and
strategies. The population consists of CEOs,
senior and technical managers, and academic
experts with relevant experience in auditing
and accounting firms. From this population,
13 individuals are selected as the sample.

FINDINGS
This study aims to identify the factors
influencing independent auditors'

whistleblowing in Iran. Since this research is
conducted  within  real-world  auditing
environments, including audit firms registered
with the Iranian Association of Certified
Public Accountants (IACPA) and the Audit
Organization, it qualifies as a field study.

The research findings are analyzed
qualitatively. The variables required to
develop the research model are extracted from
the interviews, and their interrelationships are
established. The descriptive statistics of the
interviewees are initially examined, followed
by validation of the research using Lincoln and
Guba's (1980) credibility method as well as
reliability assessment based on inter-observer
agreement. Data analysis, including code
extraction and categorization, is performed
using MAXQDA software.

During the open coding phase, 106 initial
codes are identified and categorized into eight
themes. These include:

e Causal conditions that directly
influence whistleblowing,
comprising individual and
personality factors of auditors,
professional and occupational factors,
and legal and regulatory factors.
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¢ Intervening conditions, including
managerial factors, organizational
factors, and stakeholder/shareholder-
related factors.

e Contextual conditions that indirectly
affect  whistleblowing, including
environmental factors and factors
related to the auditing profession.

Additionally, ten strategies are derived
from the analysis, which could lead to four key
outcomes when implemented:

1. Enhancing auditors' confidence in
maintaining  their  organizational
position.

2. Strengthening and preserving public
interest.

3. Promoting ethical and professional
behavior.

4. Improving the quality of audit
reports.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The proposed model demonstrates that
individual and personality factors of auditors,
professional and occupational factors, and
legal and regulatory factors directly influence
independent auditors' whistleblowing
behavior.

Individual and personality factors include
religious beliefs, fairness, altruism, family and
social relationships, and personal courage.
Interviewees indicated that auditors with
strong  religious  convictions feel a
responsibility toward both their Creator and
society, making them less likely to
compromise ethical principles for personal or
financial gain. Additionally, courageous
auditors do not allow fear—such as job
insecurity—to deter them from
whistleblowing. Conversely, some auditors
may exhibit conservatism, which could reduce
their willingness to report misconduct. One
interviewee emphasized that well-informed
auditors, committed to public and shareholder
interests, perceive themselves as part of the
broader society and prioritize public welfare.

Professional and occupational factors,
including job satisfaction and professional

commitment, significantly impact
whistleblowing behavior. Some individuals
derive fulfillment from their work and
consider it central to their lives, while others
view it merely as a necessity. Auditors lacking
job satisfaction and professional attachment
may be more inclined to prioritize financial or
personal benefits over ethical obligations.
Moreover, auditors facing job insecurity may
be more susceptible to collusion with
managers or clients in exchange for financial
gain. In some cases, whistleblowing could
result in job loss or reputational damage, with
concerns that other firms might hesitate to hire
auditors known for exposing fraud and
misconduct.

Interviewees also identified legal and
regulatory elements as direct determinants of
whistleblowing behavior. The high legal
burden associated with whistleblowing was
cited as a significant deterrent. Additionally,
weak enforcement of laws, standards, and
requirements creates an  environment
conducive to fraud and discourages auditors
from whistleblowing.

Organizational culture, managerial
attitudes, shareholder characteristics, and
ethical climate within firms were found to
indirectly impact whistleblowing behavior.
Key factors include management attitudes,
shareholder type and sensitivity, leadership
behavior, managerial knowledge, and tone at
the top.

Broader contextual factors indirectly
influence auditors' whistleblowing tendencies.
These include economic, political, and
cultural conditions as well as challenges
within the auditing profession, such as weak
reporting structures, bureaucratic constraints,
favoritism in work allocation, and unequal
distribution of contracts.

The proposed model demonstrates that
implementing appropriate strategies within
these causal, intervening, and contextual
conditions can enhance whistleblowing
behavior, leading to positive outcomes such as
improved transparency, ethical conduct, and
higher-quality audit reports.
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