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Abstract:

This study aims to conceptualize auditors’ cognitive flexibility and examine its effect on ethical duty orientation in the auditing
profession. This research adopts a developmental-applied and mixed-methods design. In the qualitative phase, thematic
analysis of 14 in-depth expert interviews was conducted to extract the dimensions of auditors’ cognitive flexibility, and their
reliability was confirmed through the Delphi technique. In the quantitative phase, data were collected from 395 auditors
using a researcher-developed cognitive flexibility questionnaire and a standard ethical duty orientation scale, and analyzed
using partial least squares structural equation modeling. Qualitative findings identified three overarching themes, eight
organizing themes, and forty-eight basic themes. Inferential results revealed that auditors’ cognitive flexibility has a positive
and statistically significant effect on ethical duty orientation at the 95% confidence level. The results demonstrate that
cognitive flexibility enhances auditors’ ethical decision-making capacity and strengthens their commitment to ethical duties,
thereby contributing to higher audit quality and increased professional credibility.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The auditing profession operates within an increasingly complex, ambiguous, and high-stakes environment shaped by
rapid economic change, technological advancement, and heightened societal expectations for transparency and
accountability. In such conditions, professional judgment is no longer driven solely by technical expertise or compliance with
auditing standards; rather, it is profoundly influenced by auditors’ cognitive capacities and ethical orientations. Recent
research has emphasized that audit quality is contingent upon auditors’ ability to process uncertain information, manage
conflicting evidence, and uphold ethical principles under pressure (Chen et al., 2023; Moustafa Abdallah et al., 2024). These
demands position cognitive flexibility as a central psychological capability in contemporary auditing practice.

Cognitive flexibility refers to the mental ability to shift perspectives, adapt cognitive strategies, integrate contradictory
information, and respond effectively to novel or uncertain situations. Advances in cognitive psychology and neuroscience
demonstrate that this capability is supported by complex neural mechanisms enabling adaptive control, attentional switching,
and higher-order reasoning (Hauptman et al., 2024; Kupis & Uddin, 2023). Empirical studies further suggest that cognitive
flexibility is associated with enhanced problem-solving, decision quality, and resilience in demanding professional contexts
(Birney & Beckmann, 2022; Martins & Gongalves, 2022). In auditing, where professionals must continuously reassess
assumptions and interpret evolving evidence, cognitive flexibility represents a critical resource for sound judgment.

Parallel to this cognitive dimension, ethical duty orientation constitutes a foundational pillar of auditing professionalism.
Rooted in deontological ethics, ethical duty orientation emphasizes adherence to moral obligations such as integrity,
objectivity, independence, and social responsibility, regardless of external pressures or personal consequences (Rottinghaus
et al.,, 2005; Russell, 2008). Prior studies consistently show that ethical commitment among auditors is essential for
maintaining audit credibility, preventing dysfunctional behavior, and sustaining public trust (Akbar & Kuntadi, 2024; Svanberg
& Ohman, 2016). However, auditors frequently face ethical dilemmas characterized by competing interests, time pressure,
and organizational constraints, which complicate the practical enactment of ethical duties.

Emerging literature suggests that ethical decision-making is not merely a normative process but is deeply intertwined with
cognitive and metacognitive functioning. Research indicates that auditors’ metacognitive beliefs, awareness, and cognitive
styles significantly influence professional judgment and ethical behavior (Chen & Wang, 2020; Mohamed & Lashine, 2022;
Taylor et al., 2021). Furthermore, studies on cognitive biases reveal that rigid thinking patterns increase susceptibility to audit
errors and unethical conduct, whereas flexible cognitive processing can mitigate such risks (Karimi et al., 2021; Kohandel et
al., 2025; Nemati-Keshteli et al., 2020). Despite these insights, the empirical relationship between cognitive flexibility and
ethical duty orientation in auditing remains underexplored.

This gap is particularly notable given interdisciplinary evidence from affective neuroscience and occupational psychology
demonstrating that adaptive cognition supports ethical regulation under stress and uncertainty (Munidewi et al., 2024;
Ponomareva et al.,, 2020). By integrating cognitive flexibility with ethical duty orientation, a more comprehensive
understanding of auditors’ professional behavior can be achieved. Accordingly, this study seeks to extend the auditing
literature by examining how auditors’ cognitive flexibility contributes to the strengthening of ethical duty orientation, thereby
enhancing professional judgment and audit quality.

Methods and Materials
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This study adopted a developmental—-applied research design with a mixed-methods approach, integrating qualitative
exploration and quantitative hypothesis testing. In the qualitative phase, in-depth semi-structured interviews were
conducted with academic experts and senior practitioners in auditing. Participants were selected through purposive and
snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. The interview data were analyzed using thematic analysis to
identify the core dimensions of auditors’ cognitive flexibility. To ensure the reliability and robustness of the extracted themes,
a Delphi technique was employed across multiple rounds, leading to the refinement and validation of the conceptual
structure.

Based on the validated qualitative findings, a researcher-developed questionnaire was designed to measure auditors’
cognitive flexibility. Ethical duty orientation was assessed using a standardized instrument previously validated in auditing
research. In the quantitative phase, data were collected from professional auditors working in public and private audit
institutions. Structural equation modeling using the partial least squares approach was employed to test the hypothesized
relationship between cognitive flexibility and ethical duty orientation.

Findings

The qualitative analysis resulted in the identification of three overarching themes, eight organizing themes, and forty-eight
basic themes representing the multidimensional structure of auditors’ cognitive flexibility. These themes captured adaptive
analytical thinking, flexible mental frameworks, and professional cognitive requirements essential for navigating complex
audit environments. The Delphi analysis confirmed the reliability and relevance of all organizing themes, supporting the
conceptual coherence of the proposed model.

Quantitative analysis demonstrated a positive and statistically significant relationship between auditors’ cognitive
flexibility and ethical duty orientation. The structural model exhibited satisfactory fit indices, and the path coefficient from
cognitive flexibility to ethical duty orientation was significant at the 95% confidence level. These results indicate that auditors
with higher levels of cognitive flexibility are more likely to demonstrate stronger commitment to ethical duties in professional
practice.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the pivotal role of cognitive flexibility in reinforcing ethical duty orientation within
the auditing profession. The results suggest that ethical conduct among auditors is not solely determined by normative
knowledge or professional standards, but is substantially shaped by cognitive capabilities that enable adaptive interpretation
and application of ethical principles in complex situations. Cognitive flexibility allows auditors to move beyond rigid rule-
following and engage in reflective, context-sensitive ethical judgment.

By demonstrating a significant positive effect of cognitive flexibility on ethical duty orientation, this study contributes to a
more integrated understanding of professional ethics in auditing. The findings highlight that flexible cognitive processing
supports auditors in managing ethical dilemmas, resisting dysfunctional pressures, and maintaining principled judgment
under uncertainty. This reinforces the view that ethical professionalism is deeply embedded in cognitive functioning rather
than being an isolated moral attribute.

From a theoretical perspective, the study bridges cognitive psychology, ethics, and auditing research by proposing a unified
framework in which adaptive cognition underpins ethical responsibility. Practically, the results suggest that enhancing

cognitive flexibility through targeted training and supportive organizational environments can strengthen ethical
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commitment and audit quality. Overall, this research advances the discourse on auditor professionalism by illuminating

cognitive flexibility as a foundational driver of ethical duty orientation and sustainable audit practice.
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