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Abstract:

This study aimed to design and explain a structural model of auditor competencies through systematic identification of
competencies, screening them using the discrete consensus support method, and determining the hierarchical relationships
among the selected components. This applied study employed an exploratory mixed-method and modeling approach. In the
first stage, auditor competencies were identified through a systematic review of the relevant literature. The extracted
competencies were subsequently screened using the discrete consensus support method based on expert judgments. The
study population consisted of practicing auditors in Iraq with at least 5 years of professional auditing experience and
university academics in Iran and Iraq with at least 8 years of teaching experience. Participants were selected using non-
probability snowball sampling, and 24 experts participated in the study. The content validity of the instruments was evaluated
by university academics and professional experts, and the necessary revisions were subsequently made. Finally, interpretive
structural modeling was employed to determine the interrelationships, driving and dependence powers, and hierarchical
levels of the selected auditor competencies. The discrete consensus support analysis indicated that 15 of the 18 initially
identified competencies achieved an acceptable level of expert agreement and support, whereas 3 competencies were
excluded. The highest levels of consensus were obtained for professional ethics and independence, accounting and auditing
knowledge, professional judgment and skepticism, and audit risk management. Interpretive structural modeling classified the
retained competencies into 6 hierarchical levels. Adaptability and flexibility occupied the most fundamental level and
demonstrated the highest driving power. Continuous learning and professional development and knowledge of laws and
regulations were also identified as major driving competencies. In contrast, documentation and reporting demonstrated the
highest dependence power and occupied the uppermost level as the final outcome of interactions among other
competencies. Professional judgment and skepticism and audit risk management were also identified as highly dependent,
higher-level performance competencies. The proposed model demonstrates that auditor competency is multidimensional
and hierarchical, and strengthening fundamental competencies, particularly adaptability, continuous learning, and regulatory
knowledge, can facilitate the development of technical, analytical, and managerial competencies and ultimately improve
professional judgment, audit risk management, and reporting quality.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Auditing plays a fundamental role in enhancing the credibility of financial reporting, reducing information asymmetry,
strengthening accountability, and supporting confidence in organizational and capital-market information. As business
environments become increasingly complex, technology-driven, and subject to evolving regulatory requirements, the
effectiveness of auditing depends not only on formal standards and audit procedures but also on the competencies of the
auditors who apply them. Auditor competency has therefore become a central issue in both auditing research and
professional practice. Contemporary perspectives increasingly define auditor competency as a multidimensional construct
encompassing technical knowledge, professional judgment, ethical conduct, independence, analytical ability, digital
capabilities, communication skills, adaptability, and continuous professional development. The growing importance of
competencies is also evident in broader governance contexts, where effective implementation of oversight and governance
mechanisms depends substantially on the competence of individuals serving within supervisory and assurance structures
(Aslani et al., 2026).

Auditor competency cannot be reduced merely to technical accounting knowledge. Although mastery of accounting
principles, auditing standards, financial reporting frameworks, internal control systems, and regulatory requirements remains
essential, effective auditing also requires the ability to apply such knowledge under conditions of uncertainty and complexity.
Auditors are routinely expected to evaluate evidence critically, identify material risks, exercise professional skepticism,
communicate findings, manage time pressures, interact with audit teams and clients, and maintain independence and ethical
integrity. Previous efforts to develop competency models for auditors have similarly demonstrated that professional
competency is composed of interrelated technical, behavioral, ethical, and individual dimensions rather than a single
capability (Abolhasan Tash et al., 2024). This multidimensional perspective is especially important because different
competencies may not function independently; rather, some may constitute foundational capabilities that enable the
development of higher-order professional behaviors.

The importance of auditor competency is closely linked to audit quality. Evidence indicates that competence, professional
qualifications, experience, and due professional care can significantly affect audit quality (Rashidah & Habibpour, 2023).
Other research has similarly demonstrated that auditor competence, independence, integrity, due professional care, and
experience jointly contribute to the quality of auditing and that their effects may vary according to individual characteristics
(Rezaei Rajani et al., 2024). Ethical orientation and professional experience also appear to interact with competence in
determining audit outcomes (Daryaei & Azizi, 2024). Furthermore, auditor competency and professional ethics have been
associated with the quality of financial reporting, emphasizing that competent and ethically responsible auditors can improve
the reliability of reported information (Seyfi et al., 2024). These findings suggest that competency should be conceptualized
as a system of complementary abilities that jointly shape the quality of professional judgment and reporting.

Independence and ethical integrity are particularly important because auditing is fundamentally based on public trust.
Even a technically knowledgeable auditor may fail to provide reliable assurance if independence is compromised. Research
examining the tension between competence and independence has demonstrated that auditors’ relationships within clients’

business communities may have implications for the balance between professional knowledge and objective judgment
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(Defond et al., 2024). Accordingly, a comprehensive competency model should integrate ethical and independence-related
dimensions alongside technical and behavioral capabilities.

Professional judgment and skepticism are also central to competent auditing. Audit planning, risk assessment, evidence
evaluation, and reporting all require judgments that cannot be fully standardized. Competence and experience have been
shown to influence audit judgment, while task complexity may mediate this relationship (Hanum & Rahmadana, 2024).
Similarly, professional skepticism, professional skills, accountability, and competence have been linked to audit quality, with
time budget pressure potentially altering these effects (Cahyono & Hastuti, 2024). These findings indicate that higher-order
judgment competencies emerge through the interaction of technical knowledge, analytical ability, experience, ethical
orientation, and contextual understanding.

Digital transformation has further expanded the definition of auditor competency. Auditors are increasingly expected to
work with information systems, digital evidence, analytical tools, automated controls, and data-driven risk assessment
procedures. The sustainability of the audit profession in the digital era has been linked to both professional competency and
digital technology capabilities, particularly in fraud-risk detection (Razali et al., 2025). Information technology has also been
found to mediate the relationship between professionalism, competency, and auditor performance (Hatami et al., 2024),
while technology usage can strengthen the contribution of internal audit processes and auditor competence to internal audit
effectiveness (Zhang et al., 2024). Audit technology, task structure, and auditor competence likewise influence fraud-risk
judgment performance (Nandemar, 2024). Consequently, digital capability should no longer be regarded as an optional
supplementary skill but as an integral component of contemporary auditor competency.

Competency must also be understood in relation to environmental and organizational pressures. Internal audit quality is
affected by competence, time budget pressure, professional attitudes, and role conflict (Nurmawanti et al., 2024). Auditor
performance in the digital era is similarly associated with competency and professional behavior, while time budget pressure
may influence the strength of these relationships (Zamzam et al., 2024a; Zamzam et al., 2024b). In addition, competence is
essential for effective internal auditing when combined with organizational factors such as independence and senior
management support (Yousef Zadeh et al., 2023). Auditor competence is also necessary for understanding internal control
structures and assessing control risk appropriately (Portimoori & Zarei, 2023). At a broader organizational level, core
competency can have important informational and performance-related consequences, suggesting that individual
professional competencies develop and operate within organizational systems rather than in isolation (Hasannejad Nisi et al.,
2024).

Despite the growing body of research, many prior studies have examined competency as a single explanatory variable or
have focused on its direct relationship with audit quality, judgment, performance, or effectiveness. Less attention has been
given to identifying a comprehensive set of auditor competencies, reducing them through a systematic consensus
mechanism, and then determining their hierarchical and structural relationships. Such an approach is important because
some competencies may function as drivers, while others may represent dependent or outcome-oriented capabilities.
Therefore, the present study aimed to design a hierarchical auditor competency model by systematically identifying
competencies, screening them through the discrete consensus support method, and structuring their interrelationships using
interpretive structural modeling.

Methods and Materials
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This applied study employed a multi-stage exploratory and modeling design. In the first stage, a systematic review of the
literature was conducted to identify the initial set of competencies associated with effective auditing. Concepts extracted
from the reviewed studies were coded, compared, merged where conceptually overlapping, and organized into an initial
competency framework. In the second stage, the discrete consensus support method was used to screen and reduce the
identified competencies. Experts evaluated the importance and appropriateness of each competency, and their discrete
judgments were aggregated to determine the degree of collective support and consensus. Competencies that achieved an
acceptable level of agreement were retained for structural modeling, whereas those with insufficient consensus were
excluded.

The expert population consisted of professional auditors working in Iraq with at least five years of auditing experience and
university faculty members in Iran and Iraq with at least eight years of teaching experience in accounting, auditing, financial
management, or related disciplines. Non-probability snowball sampling was used to recruit participants. A total of 24 experts
participated, including 14 professional auditors and 10 university faculty members. The instruments included a systematic-
review extraction form, a discrete-consensus expert questionnaire, and an interpretive structural modeling questionnaire.
Content validity was examined by university academics and professional experts. Based on their evaluations, wording,
explanations, and ambiguous statements were revised before final administration.

After the consensus stage, interpretive structural modeling was used to determine the relationships among the retained
competencies. Pairwise relationships were elicited from experts and used to construct the structural self-interaction matrix.
This matrix was then transformed into the initial and final reachability matrices. Transitivity was applied to identify indirect
relationships. Reachability and antecedent sets were then determined for each competency, and the competencies were
hierarchically leveled through an iterative process. Finally, driving power and dependence power were calculated to classify
competencies as autonomous, dependent, linkage, or independent variables.

Findings

The systematic review initially identified 18 auditor competencies. These included technical accounting and auditing
knowledge, professional judgment and skepticism, ethics and professional independence, analytical thinking and problem-
solving, information technology and data analytics, professional communication, teamwork and collaboration, time
management and planning, business and industry knowledge, audit risk management, continuous learning and professional
development, leadership and team guidance, adaptability and flexibility, documentation and reporting, knowledge of laws
and regulations, emotional intelligence and self-control, negotiation and conflict management, and creativity and innovation.

The discrete consensus support analysis retained 15 of the 18 competencies. Ethics and professional independence
received the highest consensus support value at 0.96, followed by technical accounting and auditing knowledge at 0.94,
professional judgment and skepticism at 0.93, and audit risk management at 0.92. Analytical thinking and problem-solving
received a consensus value of 0.91, knowledge of laws and regulations 0.90, information technology and data analytics 0.89,
business and industry knowledge 0.87, continuous learning and professional development 0.86, documentation and reporting
0.86, professional communication 0.84, teamwork and collaboration 0.82, time management and planning 0.80, leadership
and team guidance 0.78, and adaptability and flexibility 0.77. Emotional intelligence and self-control, negotiation and conflict
management, and creativity and innovation were excluded because their support levels were below the acceptance

threshold.
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Interpretive structural modeling produced a six-level hierarchical structure. Adaptability and flexibility occupied the
deepest and most fundamental sixth level. Continuous learning and professional development and knowledge of laws and
regulations were positioned at the fifth level. Technical accounting and auditing knowledge, information technology and data
analytics, business and industry knowledge, and ethics and professional independence constituted the fourth level. Analytical
thinking and problem-solving, professional communication, teamwork and collaboration, time management and planning,
and leadership and team guidance formed the third level. Professional judgment and skepticism and audit risk management
were positioned at the second level, while documentation and reporting occupied the first and most outcome-oriented level.

The driving-dependence analysis showed that adaptability and flexibility had the highest driving power, with a value of 12,
followed by continuous learning and professional development with 9 and knowledge of laws and regulations with 7.
Documentation and reporting demonstrated the highest dependence power, with a value of 15, followed by audit risk
management with 11 and professional judgment and skepticism with 10. Adaptability and flexibility, continuous learning,
knowledge of laws and regulations, information technology, business knowledge, ethics and independence, professional
communication, and time management were primarily classified as independent driving variables. Professional judgment and
skepticism, analytical thinking, audit risk management, and documentation and reporting were classified as dependent
variables. Technical accounting and auditing knowledge and leadership and team guidance showed linkage characteristics,
while teamwork and collaboration was classified as relatively autonomous.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that auditor competency is a hierarchical and interconnected system rather than a flat collection
of independent skills. The strongest consensus around ethics and professional independence confirms that professional
credibility remains central to competent auditing. At the same time, the structural results indicate that ethics does not
operate in isolation; it interacts with technical knowledge, judgment, risk assessment, and reporting quality.

The placement of adaptability and flexibility at the most fundamental level suggests that contemporary auditing requires
the capacity to respond effectively to changing technologies, regulations, organizational environments, and business models.
Adaptability enables auditors to update their knowledge and modify professional practices as environmental requirements
evolve. Continuous learning and regulatory knowledge also emerged as foundational drivers, indicating that professional
development should be viewed as an ongoing process rather than a periodic training requirement.

Technical knowledge, information technology capability, business understanding, and ethical independence formed the
core professional layer of the model. These competencies provide the knowledge base and professional orientation needed
for higher-order capabilities. Analytical thinking, communication, teamwork, time management, and leadership were
positioned above them as operational and interactive competencies. Their intermediate location indicates that they translate
foundational knowledge into coordinated professional action.

Professional judgment, skepticism, and risk management appeared as higher-order dependent competencies. This pattern
implies that high-quality judgment cannot be developed through isolated training alone. Instead, it emerges from the
integration of technical expertise, ethical reasoning, analytical capability, business understanding, regulatory awareness, and
accumulated professional learning. Similarly, effective audit risk management represents a synthesized professional

capability rather than a single technical skill.
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Documentation and reporting occupied the final level and showed the greatest dependence on other competencies. This
finding is particularly important for practice because documentation quality is often treated as a stand-alone performance
indicator. The present model suggests that poor reporting may reflect deficiencies in deeper competencies such as risk
assessment, judgment, technical knowledge, communication, or ethical discipline. Accordingly, attempts to improve audit
reporting should address the broader competency system rather than focusing only on report-writing procedures.

Overall, the model provides a structured basis for recruitment, training, professional development, and performance
evaluation in auditing. It suggests that competency-development programs should begin with adaptability, continuous
learning, regulatory knowledge, digital capability, and ethical foundations before progressing toward advanced judgment,
risk management, and reporting competencies. The study therefore concludes that an effective auditor competency
framework should be designed as a layered developmental system in which foundational capabilities enable professional and
operational competencies, which in turn support higher-order judgment and final audit outputs.
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