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Abstract

The purpose of this research is to investigate the role of individual and organizational ethics
factors in explaining the ethical behavior of certified accountants, in order to provide a new
model of ethical decision-making behavior in accounting. The statistical population of this
research is made up of independent certified accountants working in audit institutions that
are members of iranian association of certified public accountants. The methodology of this
research is descriptive, survey and applied in terms of purpose; And the data collection tool
was based on a standard questionnaire. The analysis of findings based on correlation tests
and structural equation modeling indicates that among the factors of moral ideology,
relativism has a significant relationship on the ethical behavior of certified accountants;
Also, the structures that professionalism constructions (except formal commitment and
independence) have a significant relationship on the ethical behavior of accountants.
Perception of the ethical climate of auditing firms is also significant on the ethical behavior
of accountants. The identified factors affecting the ethical behavior of working official
accountants can be used for policy making in the formulation of regulations as well as
educational systems and methods and can also be used to strengthen the ethical climate of
auditing firms as a required aspect for the ethical behavior of accountants.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The accounting profession holds a pivotal role in
supporting informed decision-making for a diverse
set of stakeholders including investors, regulators,
creditors, and clients. In recent decades, high-
profile financial scandals such as those involving

Enron, WorldCom, and Parmalat have amplified
public scrutiny on accountants' ethical behavior.
These scandals have underscored the critical
necessity of maintaining high ethical standards
within the profession. In particular, the integrity,
objectivity, and independence of professional
accountants are central to ensuring the reliability of
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financial information and, consequently, the
trustworthiness of financial markets.

Despite the establishment of global ethical codes
such as those issued by the International Ethics
Standards Board for Accountants (IESBA) there
remains an evident gap between codified standards
and actual ethical conduct. The present study seeks
to bridge this gap by exploring how individual and
organizational ethical factors shape the ethical
behavior of professional accountants in Iran. More
specifically, it examines the influence of ethical
ideology (idealism vs. relativism), professional
commitment (including organizational and formal
components), and the perceived ethical climate
within auditing firms on ethical decision-making.

This study builds upon prominent theoretical
frameworks in ethical decision-making such as
Rest’s Four-Component Model (1979) and
Kohlberg’s Moral Development Theory, while also
integrating cultural, psychological, and
professional variables pertinent to the Iranian
accounting environment.

Methodology

The research adopts an applied and descriptive-
survey design, employing quantitative methods to
assess relationships among key constructs. The
population of interest comprises professional
accountants working in audit firms affiliated with
the Iranian Association of Certified Public
Accountants (IACPA). A stratified random
sampling approach was used to select participants
from among active certified accountants.

Data were collected via a standardized
questionnaire composed of four main sections:

1- Ethical Behavior: Adapted from Oboh (2019),
using a 17-item scale on a 5-point Likert scale to
measure ethical decision-making.

2- Ethical Ideology: Based on Forsyth’s (1980)
Ethics Position Questionnaire, comprising 20 items
10 measuring idealism and 10 measuring
relativism.

3- Professional Commitment: Based on Hampton
and Hampton (2004), evaluating five dimensions:
organizational commitment, professional
commitment, formal commitment, independence,
and diligence.

4- Ethical Climate: Assessed using items from
Schwepker and Hartline (2005), evaluating the
perception of ethical practices within the
organization.

A total of 125 valid responses were obtained.
Reliability of the scales was confirmed through
Cronbach’s alpha (a > 0.7 for all scales), and
validity was evaluated using Composite Reliability
(CR) and Average Variance Extracted (AVE), in
accordance with Fornell and Larcker’s (1981)
criteria.

To test the proposed hypotheses, the researchers
employed Structural Equation Modeling (SEM)
using the AMOS software, along with Pearson
correlation analysis to identify the strength and
direction of relationships among variables.

Results and Discussion
Descriptive Statistics

The sample consisted predominantly of male
accountants (81.6%), with most holding bachelor’s
(67.2%) or master’s degrees (26.4%). Descriptive
analysis showed relatively high variability in the
ethical ideology scores, suggesting differing levels
of idealism and relativism across the sample.

Hypothesis Testing: Three main hypotheses were
examined:

H1: Ethical ideology (idealism and relativism)
significantly influences ethical behavior.

e Results showed a positive and significant
correlation between relativism and ethical
decision-making (r = 0.550, p < 0.05),
while the correlation with idealism was not
statistically significant (p > 0.05). This
suggests that in the Iranian context, ethical
relativism plays a more prominent role in
shaping behavior than idealism.

e These findings resonate with Oboh (2019)
and Craft (2013), highlighting that
relativists may demonstrate inconsistent
ethical judgments depending on situational
factors, which can explain greater variance
in decision-making behaviors.

H2: Professional commitment
influences ethical behavior.

significantly
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« Among the five components of professional
commitment, all except  "formal
commitment™ and "independence” had
statistically significant correlations with
ethical decision-making.

« Notably, organizational commitment (r
0.233), professional commitment (r
0.356), diligence (r = 0.408), and
professional identification (r = 0.356) were
positively and significantly associated with
ethical behavior (all p < 0.05).

e These results align with Hampton and
Hampton (2004) and Ajibolade (2018),
suggesting that higher levels of emotional
attachment and identification with the
profession contribute to ethical conduct.

H3: Ethical climate significantly influences ethical
behavior.

e The correlation between perceived ethical
climate and ethical behavior was positive
and statistically significant (r = 0.122, p <
0.05).

e This finding indicates that ethical norms
and the tone set by organizational leaders
contribute  meaningfully to individual
ethical decisions. It echoes the work of
Victor and Cullen (1987) and Schwepker
and Hartline (2005), who argue that ethical
climates foster environments where ethical
behavior is both expected and rewarded.

Structural Model Analysis: The SEM results
confirmed that ethical ideology (especially
relativism), professional commitment, and ethical
climate collectively explain a substantial
proportion of variance in ethical behavior. Path
coefficients supported the model's validity,
suggesting a well-fitting structure among variables.

These findings collectively reveal that ethical
decision-making among professional accountants
is shaped not solely by external codes of conduct
but significantly by internal beliefs, attitudes
toward the profession, and perceptions of
workplace ethics.

Conclusion

This study underscores the multidimensional
nature of ethical behavior in the accounting
profession. It reveals that ethical ideology

particularly relativism exerts a strong influence on
accountants' ethical judgments, highlighting the
need for greater emphasis on moral reasoning and
consistency in ethical education. Furthermore,
professional commitment, especially emotional
and organizational dimensions, plays a pivotal role
in fostering ethical conduct. Equally important, a
positive ethical climate within audit firms
significantly contributes to ethical behavior,
reinforcing the importance of leadership and
ethical tone at the top.

Implications for Practice:

o Audit firms and professional bodies should
invest in ethics training programs that focus
on reducing relativistic tendencies by
promoting  moral  consistency  and
principled reasoning.

e Organizations must foster a strong ethical
climate by clearly articulating ethical
expectations, modeling ethical leadership,
and implementing robust monitoring
systems.

o Professional identity and engagement
should be nurtured from early stages of
education  through  to  professional
development programs to reinforce long-
term ethical commitment.

Recommendations for Future Research:

o Replicating this study in different cultural
contexts to examine whether the dominance
of relativism is culture-specific or
universal.

o Investigating potential moderating effects
of demographic variables (e.g., gender,
education level) on ethical behavior.

e Exploring the impact of regulatory reforms
and evolving international standards on
ethical behavior over time.

In sum, this study contributes valuable insights to
the discourse on accounting ethics by integrating
individual belief systems with organizational
influences. It offers a nuanced understanding of the
drivers of ethical behavior and provides a roadmap
for developing a more ethically resilient
accounting profession.
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