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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the effects of individual, organizational, and environmental factors on internal
auditors’ professional behavior and to determine the relationship between independent auditors’
evaluations of these factors and their reliance on the internal audit function. This applied study employed
a descriptive-survey design. The statistical population comprised independent auditors who were members
of the Iranian Association of Certified Public Accountants. Using convenience sampling, 117 completed
and usable questionnaires were obtained from independent auditors. Data were collected through a
structured scenario-based questionnaire. Content validity was confirmed by five auditing academics and
experts, while instrument reliability was supported by a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.91. Multiple linear
regression was used to examine the effects of individual, organizational, and environmental factors on
internal auditors’ professional behavior. Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient was employed to assess
the relationship between independent auditors’ evaluations of these factors and their reliance on the
performance of the internal audit function. Multiple regression analysis indicated that individual factors
(B=0.396, B=0.632, t=9.521, p<0.001), organizational factors (B=0.220, 3=0.195, t=2.915, p=0.004), and
environmental factors (B=0.330, f=0.269, t=4.028, p<0.001) had significant positive effects on internal
auditors’ professional behavior. The regression model explained 50.2% of the variance in professional
behavior (R2=0.502, F=37.937, p<0.001; f2=1.008), with individual factors emerging as the strongest
predictor. Furthermore, a strong, positive, and statistically significant relationship was found between
independent auditors’ evaluations of the factors influencing internal auditors’ professional behavior and
their reliance on the internal audit function (r_s=0.918, p<0.001). Internal auditors’ professional behavior
is jointly shaped by individual, organizational, and environmental factors, with individual attributes and
professional competencies exerting the greatest influence. More favorable evaluations of these factors are
also strongly associated with greater independent auditor reliance on the internal audit function.
Accordingly, strengthening internal auditors’ professional competence and ethical conduct, while improving
organizational support, professional independence, and regulatory frameworks, may enhance external
auditors’ confidence and promote more effective coordination between internal and independent auditing.

Keywords: Internal auditors’ professional behavior; internal audit effectiveness; independent auditors;
individual factors; organizational factors; environmental factors.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Internal auditing has evolved from a primarily compliance-oriented and control-focused activity into
a central component of corporate governance, risk management, internal control, and organizational
accountability. As organizations operate in increasingly complex, technology-driven, and highly
regulated environments, the internal audit function is expected not only to identify weaknesses in
controls but also to contribute to risk assessment, organizational improvement, fraud prevention, and
the enhancement of decision-making processes. Consequently, the effectiveness of internal auditing
increasingly depends on the quality of professional judgments and conduct demonstrated by internal
auditors. Professional behavior is particularly important because internal auditors frequently operate
in situations characterized by ambiguity, competing interests, organizational pressures, and ethical
dilemmas. Their ability to maintain integrity, objectivity, independence, professional competence,
confidentiality, and due professional care therefore constitutes a fundamental determinant of the
credibility and usefulness of internal audit activities (Abdelrahim & Al-Malkawi, 2022; Koutoupis et al.,
2021).
Professional behavior in internal auditing is a multidimensional phenomenon that is influenced by
interacting personal, organizational, and environmental determinants. At the individual level,
professional competence, experience, ethical commitment, psychological resources, independence
of judgment, moral courage, and professional identity can influence how internal auditors interpret
evidence and respond to conflicting demands. Recent research has demonstrated that psychological
capital and moral courage can enhance internal audit effectiveness by strengthening auditors’ ability
to confront sensitive issues and maintain professional standards under pressure (Karamshahi et al.,
2025). Similarly, audit experience and organizational ethical culture have been associated with the
quality of internal auditors’ ethical judgments, suggesting that professional conduct is shaped not
merely by formal awareness of ethical principles but also by accumulated professional experience
and the context in which judgments are made (Khademi Khuzani & Aghaei Chadgani, 2025).
Professional and organizational identity can further affect the extent to which internal auditors
internalize professional values and reconcile organizational loyalty with obligations relating to
independence and objectivity (Akhtarian et al., 2025). Evidence from the digital audit environment
also indicates that professional competency and professional behavior are complementary
determinants of internal auditor performance (Zamzam et al., 2024).
Organizational conditions constitute another important dimension of professional behavior. Internal
auditors operate within organizational structures that may either facilitate or constrain their
independence, objectivity, and willingness to report unfavorable findings. Management support, the
organizational status of the internal audit function, reporting arrangements, organizational ethical
culture, reward systems, internal control structures, and the availability of adequate resources can
all affect professional conduct. Studies of internal audit effectiveness have emphasized that
organizational independence, senior management support, appropriate structures, and auditor
competency are important prerequisites for high-quality internal auditing (Abdelrahim & Al-Malkawi,
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2022; Ganji et al., 2023). Moreover, role conflict and role ambiguity may contribute to organizational
silence among internal auditors, particularly when auditors perceive that communicating problematic
findings could produce negative personal or organizational consequences (Ebrahimi & Sarikhani,
2023). Conversely, independence, perceived supervisory support, self-efficacy, and moral courage
can reduce silence and foster the reporting of professionally relevant information (Babaei Khalili et
al., 2021). Audit committee expertise and effective governance oversight may similarly constrain
strategic or opportunistic auditor behavior and create conditions that support professional judgment
(Hansen et al., 2021).

Environmental factors also contribute to professional behavior through legal requirements,
professional standards, regulatory pressures, economic conditions, technological developments,
and stakeholder expectations. Professional frameworks establish expected patterns of conduct and
provide standards through which accountability can be enforced. Evidence indicates that adherence
to international professional practice frameworks improves internal audit effectiveness and
reinforces common expectations concerning competency, independence, objectivity, and
professional performance (Tajik Jalairy et al., 2022). Independence and ethical orientation are also
associated with professional skepticism and audit quality, demonstrating the broader importance of
the regulatory and ethical environment in shaping professional conduct (Lamba et al., 2020).
Technological transformation has further altered the audit environment, increasing the importance
of information technology competencies while simultaneously introducing new forms of risk and
judgment complexity (Janvrin et al., 2018).

The professional behavior of internal auditors is particularly consequential from the perspective of
independent auditors because external auditors may rely on the work performed by the internal audit
function when planning and conducting external audit engagements. Such reliance can improve
audit efficiency, reduce duplication of effort, and facilitate coordination between internal and external
assurance providers. Nevertheless, reliance is not automatic. Independent auditors must form
judgments regarding the competence, objectivity, credibility, and quality of internal audit work.
Research indicates that external auditors’ reliance decisions are strongly affected by the perceived
competence and objectivity of internal auditors and by the quality of coordination and communication
between the two audit functions (Chui et al., 2024). Trust and cooperation between internal and
independent auditors are also influenced by professional competence, job performance,
coordination, and participation (Nazari Pour & Ahmadzadeh, 2022; Nazari Pour & Ahmadzadeh, 2023).
Furthermore, positive working relationships between internal and external auditors can reinforce
internal auditors’ ethical commitment and strengthen professional cooperation (Salari et al., 2024).
The organizational positioning of the internal audit function may likewise influence reliance decisions.
When internal auditing is perceived as serving management-development objectives or functioning
as a management training ground, external auditors may question the objectivity and professional
independence of internal auditors and consequently reduce their reliance on internal audit work
(Menati & Alipour, 2021). More generally, internal audit effectiveness has been associated with
management support, independence, cooperation with external auditors, and organizational
incentives (Heliyon, 2023). These findings suggest that external auditors’ reliance decisions are not
determined solely by the technical content of internal audit reports but also by their assessment of
the broader behavioral and institutional conditions under which those reports are produced.
Contemporary audit research similarly emphasizes that auditor behavior, judgment, and decision-
making emerge from the interaction of individual characteristics and contextual conditions (Rialdy et
al., 2023; Tonye & Odoni, 2025).
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Despite this growing literature, previous studies have often examined individual, organizational, or
environmental determinants separately, while fewer studies have simultaneously assessed their
relative effects on internal auditors’ professional behavior from the perspective of independent
auditors. Moreover, the direct relationship between independent auditors’ evaluations of these
determinants and their reliance on the internal audit function remains insufficiently examined.
Accordingly, this study aimed to investigate the effects of individual, organizational, and
environmental factors on the professional behavior of internal auditors from the perspective of
independent auditors and to determine the relationship between independent auditors’ evaluations
of these factors and their reliance on the performance of the internal audit function.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a descriptive-survey design and used field data to examine
determinants of internal auditors’ professional behavior. The statistical population consisted of
independent auditors who were members of the Iranian Association of Certified Public Accountants.
Based on the available population and accessibility considerations, convenience sampling was
employed. Although the estimated minimum required sample size was 93 participants, 186
guestionnaires were distributed to accommodate the anticipated response rate. A total of 117
complete and usable questionnaires were ultimately included in the analysis, while incomplete
guestionnaires were excluded.

Data were collected using a structured scenario-based questionnaire incorporating positive and
negative evidence concerning individual, organizational, and environmental factors associated with
internal auditors’ professional behavior. The preliminary instrument was evaluated by five academics
and professionals with expertise in auditing, and modifications were made based on their
assessments to establish content validity. Internal consistency reliability was evaluated using
Cronbach’s alpha, which yielded a coefficient of 0.91, indicating excellent reliability.

The first hypothesis examined whether individual, organizational, and environmental factors
significantly predicted the professional behavior of internal auditors. Multiple linear regression was
used for this purpose. Regression assumptions were evaluated before model estimation. The
Durbin-Watson statistic was 1.50, indicating no problematic autocorrelation of residuals. Tolerance
and variance inflation factor values were within acceptable ranges, indicating the absence of
problematic multicollinearity. Visual examination of the residual histogram, normal probability plot,
and residual scatterplot further supported the assumptions of residual normality and
homoscedasticity. The second hypothesis examined the relationship between independent auditors’
overall evaluations of the factors affecting professional behavior and their reliance on the internal
audit function. Because Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests indicated non-normal
distributions for the study variables, Spearman’s rank-order correlation coefficient was used.
Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS at a 95% confidence level.

Findings

Multiple regression analysis showed that individual, organizational, and environmental factors all
exerted statistically significant positive effects on the professional behavior of internal auditors.
Individual factors produced an unstandardized regression coefficient of B = 0.396 and the largest
standardized coefficient (3 = 0.632, t = 9.521, p < 0.001), demonstrating that individual
characteristics represented the strongest predictor in the model. Organizational factors also had a
significant positive effect (B = 0.220, B = 0.195, t = 2.915, p = 0.004). Environmental factors
significantly predicted professional behavior as well (B = 0.330, = 0.269, t = 4.028, p < 0.001), with
a greater standardized effect than organizational factors but a smaller effect than individual factors.
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The overall regression model was statistically significant (F = 37.937, p < 0.001) and accounted for
50.2% of the variance in internal auditors’ professional behavior (R* = 0.502). The reported effect
size was f2 = 1.008, indicating substantial explanatory power. The resulting regression equation was
IAPB = -0.205 + 0.396(Individual Factors) + 0.220(Organizational Factors) + 0.330(Environmental
Factors). Accordingly, the first hypothesis was supported.

Analysis of the second hypothesis revealed a strong positive association between independent
auditors’ evaluations of the factors influencing internal auditors’ professional behavior and their
reliance on the internal audit function. Spearman’s rank correlation coefficient was r_s = 0.918 with
p < 0.001 for 117 observations. The magnitude and direction of the coefficient demonstrated that
more favorable evaluations of the individual, organizational, and environmental conditions
associated with internal auditors’ professional behavior were accompanied by substantially greater
reliance on internal audit performance. Therefore, the second hypothesis was also supported.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that professional behavior in internal auditing is shaped by multiple levels
of influence rather than by a single category of determinants. Individual, organizational, and
environmental conditions each made an independent contribution to professional behavior, while
their combined explanatory capacity was substantial. The results therefore support a
multidimensional understanding of professional conduct in which auditors’ personal capabilities
interact with organizational arrangements and the broader professional environment.

The predominance of individual factors suggests that professional competence, integrity, objectivity,
ethical commitment, independent judgment, and related personal attributes represent the immediate
foundation of professional conduct. Internal auditing repeatedly requires professionals to exercise
judgment in situations in which formal rules do not provide a complete solution. Under such
circumstances, professional behavior depends heavily on the auditor's capacity to evaluate
evidence, withstand pressure, recognize ethical implications, and maintain professional standards.
Organizations seeking to strengthen internal audit quality should therefore view recruitment,
professional development, ethical training, and competency enhancement as central components of
audit governance.

Nevertheless, the significant effects of organizational and environmental factors indicate that strong
individual qualities alone cannot guarantee professional behavior. Internal auditors require
organizational arrangements that protect independence, clarify responsibilities, facilitate transparent
reporting, and support the communication of unfavorable findings. Similarly, a credible legal and
professional environment provides standards, expectations, and accountability mechanisms that
reinforce appropriate conduct. Professional behavior should therefore be regarded as the product of
interaction between individual capability and contextual opportunity.

The strong correlation between independent auditors’ evaluations and their reliance on internal audit
work is particularly important. A coefficient of 0.918 indicates that perceptions of the conditions
underlying professional behavior are closely connected to reliance decisions. Independent auditors
appear to consider not merely the final technical output of internal auditing but also the behavioral
and organizational context in which that output is produced. When internal auditors are perceived as
competent, ethical, objective, adequately supported, and operating within an appropriate
professional environment, independent auditors are considerably more willing to rely on their work.
These findings have implications for audit efficiency and corporate governance. Strengthening the
professional behavior of internal auditors can generate benefits beyond the internal audit function
itself by increasing external auditor confidence, facilitating coordination, reducing unnecessary
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duplication of audit procedures, and potentially improving the allocation of external audit resources.
The results also suggest that organizations should not treat internal audit professionalism as an
individual responsibility alone. Effective professional behavior requires simultaneous investment in
human capital, organizational independence, ethical culture, governance structures, and appropriate
regulatory conditions.

In conclusion, individual, organizational, and environmental factors significantly and positively
influence the professional behavior of internal auditors, with individual factors representing the
strongest determinant, followed by environmental and organizational factors. Moreover, independent
auditors’ favorable evaluations of these determinants are strongly associated with greater reliance
on the internal audit function. Enhancing internal auditors’ competencies and ethical qualities while
strengthening organizational support, professional independence, and regulatory frameworks can
therefore improve both internal audit professionalism and the effectiveness of coordination between
internal and independent auditors.
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