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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify key factors influencing the synergy between the Supreme Audit Court and internal auditing in
the National Iranian South Qilfields Company and to propose a conceptual model for improving financial transparency and
public trust. This qualitative study employed grounded theory methodology. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 12 experienced experts and senior managers in auditing and financial oversight. Purposive and snowball
sampling were used until theoretical saturation was reached. Data were analyzed inductively through open, axial, and
selective coding. To ensure the credibility of findings, expert review and model refinement were performed. The results
revealed that effective synergy depends on having clear and precise financial and regulatory frameworks, strong managerial
support and commitment, transparent and accessible financial data, organizational readiness and a culture of audit
acceptance, and high professional and technical competencies among auditors. Key strategies included strengthening legal
frameworks, promoting audit and oversight culture, utilizing advanced information technologies, enhancing inter-
institutional collaboration, and empowering human resources. Outcomes of this model comprised improved financial
transparency, increased effectiveness of oversight, stronger accountability, enhanced institutional coordination, and greater
public trust. The proposed model serves as a practical roadmap for oversight bodies and senior managers in the oil and gas
sector to overcome structural, legal, and cultural barriers, strengthen technological and human resource capacities, and
ultimately improve financial oversight and restore public confidence.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The increasing complexity of public sector organizations and the growing scope of financial operations have intensified
the need for effective oversight mechanisms to ensure accountability, transparency, and optimal resource utilization. In this
context, the Supreme Audit Court (SAC) and internal auditing units are recognized as two essential pillars of financial
governance. When these two entities work in synergy, they can significantly enhance the effectiveness of financial control,
reduce fraud, and strengthen public trust (Azar & Habashi, 2017; Babajani, 2020). However, studies have shown that the lack
of a coherent and standardized model for cooperation between these institutions can lead to duplicated efforts, conflicting
mandates, and diminished audit quality (Amirazad et al., 2018; Barzideh et al., 2018).

In recent years, technological innovations have opened new opportunities for improving oversight quality. The adoption
of artificial intelligence and deep learning, for instance, has enabled anomaly detection in financial data, providing early
warning mechanisms for auditors (Farhadi Touski & Doustian, 2025). Simultaneously, research emphasizes that the size and
structure of internal audit units must be scientifically determined to match organizational complexity and ensure sufficient
capacity for effective oversight (Asadzadeh & Nikbakht, 2024; En-nejjari et al., 2024). Beyond structural considerations, the
psychological and professional attributes of auditors, such as professional skepticism, ethical judgment, and independence,
remain vital determinants of audit quality (Ahmadi Hesar et al., 2018; Sgrensen & Ortegren, 2021).

International evidence further illustrates that in politically dominated or unstable contexts, oversight bodies often face
challenges to independence and credibility. Public sector performance auditing in such environments tends to be weakened
by political interference and a lack of institutional support (Sabet, 2020; Sumiyana et al., 2021). In Iran, despite the SAC’s
strong constitutional mandate, gaps in legal clarity, inconsistent data access, and insufficient inter-agency collaboration have
been reported (Fazeli Nezhad & Shafi'i Sardasht, 2021; Mohammadi et al., 2020). Meanwhile, internal audit units are often
criticized for limited technical expertise and insufficient value creation due to outdated practices and lack of technological
adaptation (Ahmadi Hesar et al., 2018; Morshedipour et al., 2016).

Previous studies also highlight the crucial role of leadership commitment and organizational culture in shaping oversight
quality. When senior management provides resources and frames auditing as an opportunity for continuous improvement
rather than a compliance burden, the probability of successful monitoring outcomes increases (Bamari et al., 2024; Lee et al.,
2016). Conversely, cultural resistance to transparency and fear of accountability often weaken the potential for inter-
institutional collaboration (Hassas Yeganeh et al., 2016; Molaei, 2024). Similarly, international comparative studies show that
robust legal frameworks, transparency standards, and the use of integrated information systems help to counteract political
and operational risks and to strengthen the legitimacy of oversight institutions (Akins et al., 2017; Axelsen et al., 2017;
Habashi, 2016).

Against this background, the present study aimed to bridge the conceptual gap in the Iranian public sector by developing
a grounded theory-based synergy model between the Supreme Audit Court and internal auditing in the National Iranian South
Oilfields Company (NISOC). This model addresses the need for integrated legal frameworks, technological infrastructure,
professional capacity building, and cultural readiness to enable efficient oversight, reduce redundancy, and rebuild public
confidence in the transparency of strategic sectors such as oil and gas.

Methods and Materials
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This research employed a qualitative design using the grounded theory approach to explore the mechanisms of synergy
between the SAC and internal auditing. Data were collected through semi-structured, in-depth interviews with 12 highly
experienced experts, including internal auditors, SAC auditors, senior financial managers, and chief accountants within NISOC.
Participants were selected using purposive and snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was reached. Data collection
and analysis occurred concurrently and iteratively. Interview transcripts were coded in three phases—open, axial, and
selective coding—to identify key concepts and their relationships. Constant comparative analysis guided the refinement of
categories, and the emerging theoretical model was validated through expert review and iterative adjustments to enhance
credibility and dependability.

Findings

Data analysis revealed that achieving synergy between the SAC and internal auditing is contingent upon a set of well-
defined causal, contextual, and intervening conditions. The first and most fundamental causal condition is the existence of
precise and transparent financial and regulatory frameworks. Clear delineation of the responsibilities, powers, and reporting
obligations of each oversight body prevents functional overlap and fosters coordinated action. Another critical factor is
managerial support and commitment; top executives’ allocation of resources, advocacy for transparency, and reinforcement
of accountability culture significantly shape the success of collaborative auditing.

The study found that organizational readiness and a culture of accepting oversight play a vital enabling role. Organizations
that perceive auditing as an opportunity for improvement rather than punishment are more likely to embrace and facilitate
joint monitoring. In addition, the professional competence of auditors, including analytical, technical, and communication
skills, emerged as an essential driver of effective inter-institutional collaboration. Building technical expertise through
continuous training and the adoption of modern tools such as artificial intelligence-based anomaly detection systems were
highlighted as enablers of enhanced audit performance.

Technological infrastructure also emerged as a pivotal contextual condition. Integrated financial information systems that
provide timely and accurate data enable both internal auditors and the SAC to conduct deep analyses and reduce redundant
data collection. Political and legal support, including robust policies for financial reporting transparency and independence of
oversight bodies, were recognized as indispensable for sustaining long-term synergy.

However, several intervening barriers were also identified. Structural inertia in traditional, hierarchical organizations,
cultural resistance to transparency, legal ambiguities, political interference, and budgetary constraints were reported as
major obstacles to collaboration. The lack of specialized human resources and insufficiently advanced IT systems further
constrained the capacity for dynamic and responsive oversight.

Based on these insights, the study developed a strategic model outlining actionable pathways to strengthen synergy. These
strategies include revising and updating legal frameworks to eliminate overlap and clarify inter-agency relationships, fostering
a positive organizational culture toward auditing through education and leadership commitment, deploying advanced digital
platforms to enable real-time data exchange, and empowering human resources through targeted professional development
and ethical reinforcement.

The application of these strategies is expected to produce several key outcomes: improved financial transparency,

increased efficiency and impact of oversight activities, strengthened accountability across managerial levels, enhanced
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institutional coordination between oversight bodies, and ultimately, greater public trust in the integrity of financial
governance within the oil and gas sector.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings confirm that synergy between the Supreme Audit Court and internal auditing is not merely a structural or
procedural issue but a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by legal, organizational, cultural, technological, and human
factors. The prominence of clear legal and regulatory frameworks aligns with previous studies that have identified regulatory
gaps as a core obstacle to accountability and transparency (Babajani, 2020; Fazeli Nezhad & Shafl'i Sardasht, 2021). Similarly,
the role of leadership commitment and organizational culture identified in this study echoes earlier findings on the impact of
managerial support and positive oversight perception on audit effectiveness (Bamari et al., 2024; Lee et al., 2016).

Another significant contribution of this study is the emphasis on technological advancement as an enabler of synergy. The
deployment of integrated information systems and Al-driven analytics supports timely and accurate decision-making and
reduces duplication of oversight activities, resonating with global research advocating technology-driven audit innovation
(Axelsen et al., 2017; Farhadi Touski & Doustian, 2025). Additionally, the emphasis on professional competencies and
continuous skill development is consistent with literature linking auditors’ technical and psychological preparedness to high-
quality judgments and independence (Ahmadi Hesar et al., 2018; Sgrensen & Ortegren, 2021).

Importantly, the study sheds light on the interplay between contextual and intervening barriers such as political
interference, legal ambiguity, and resource limitations. These findings corroborate international experiences in politically
dominated environments where independence and credibility of oversight mechanisms are vulnerable (Sabet, 2020;
Sumiyana et al., 2021). Addressing these barriers requires systemic reform, policy support, and stable legal environments
that protect oversight institutions from undue influence.

By integrating these insights, the proposed synergy model provides a practical roadmap for enhancing oversight quality in
strategic industries. It demonstrates that sustained improvement requires simultaneous action across multiple domains —
legal harmonization, cultural transformation, capacity building, and technological modernization. Beyond its application in
the Iranian oil and gas sector, this model may serve as a blueprint for other public sector organizations seeking to strengthen

accountability and restore public confidence in financial governance.
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