ACCOUNTING, FINANCE AND COMPUTATIONAL INTELLIGENCE

Designing an Auditors’ Employability Model Based on
Organizational Learning Using an Interpretive Structural Modeling
(ISM) Approach

Article history
1. Mohammad Ali Dehnavi®: Department of Accounting, Sha.C., Islamic Azad University, e
Shahrood, Iran A
Received: 01 June 2026
2. Mahdi Moradi®*: Professor, Department of Accounting, Faculty of Administrative and Revised: 18 August 2026
Economic Sciences, Ferdowsi University of Mashhad, Mashhad, Iran. Email: Accepted: 26 August 2026

mhd_moradi@um.ac.ir (Corresponding Author) Inital Publish: 03 September 2026

Final Publish: 23 October 2027

3. Monir Jafaei Rahni®: Department of Accounting, Ma.C., Islamic Azad University,
Mashhad, Iran

4. Asghar Karami®: Department of Accounting, Isl.C., Islamic Azad University, Eslamshahr, Iran

Abstract:

This study aimed to develop and explain a structural model of auditors’ employability based on organizational learning and
to determine the hierarchical relationships among its principal dimensions within the professional auditing environment. This
applied-developmental study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design with a qualitative emphasis. In the qualitative
phase, data were obtained through a systematic review of the literature and semi-structured interviews with 15 academic
and professional experts in accounting, auditing, financial management, and human resource management. Participants were
selected through purposive and chain-referral sampling, and interviewing continued until theoretical saturation was
achieved. The data were analyzed through combined deductive—inductive content analysis using open, axial, and selective
coding. Content validity of the extracted indicators was assessed through expert judgment and the content validity ratio. In
the quantitative phase, Interpretive Structural Modeling and MICMAC analysis were applied to identify interrelationships
among the dimensions, establish their hierarchical levels, and determine their driving and dependence powers based on the
final reachability matrix. The ISM results indicated that cognitive and specialized skill learning occupied Level Il and
functioned as independent driving dimensions, whereas emotional skill learning was positioned at Level Il as a linkage and
mediating dimension. Occupational skill learning occupied Level | and represented the dependent and ultimate outcome of
the model. MICMAC analysis corroborated this hierarchical configuration, demonstrating the highest driving power for
cognitive and specialized skills and the greatest dependence for occupational skills. The effects of cognitive and specialized
learning on occupational skills were predominantly transmitted through the emotional dimension, while emotional skills
exerted the strongest direct influence on the development of occupational competencies. Auditors’ employability is a
progressive, multidimensional process that originates in cognitive and specialized learning, is reinforced through emotional
and interpersonal capacities, and ultimately manifests as occupational competencies. Audit firms and professional accounting
bodies should therefore design professional learning and development programs in accordance with this hierarchical
sequence.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Employability has increasingly shifted from a narrow conception of obtaining employment toward a multidimensional and
developmental capability that enables individuals to enter, remain in, adapt to, and progress within changing occupational
environments. Rapid technological transformation, changing competency requirements, and the growing importance of
knowledge-intensive work have made continuous learning central to sustainable employability. Contemporary scholarship
emphasizes that digital transformation and knowledge development are increasingly intertwined with workers’ capacity to
maintain employability over time, particularly in occupations characterized by rapid changes in technology and professional
expectations (Shah & Mola, 2026). Accordingly, employability is no longer determined solely by formal educational
credentials or technical expertise; it increasingly depends on cognitive flexibility, continuous learning, career adaptability,
interpersonal competence, and the capacity to translate acquired knowledge into effective professional performance.

This issue is particularly important in accounting and auditing, where professionals operate in complex, regulated,
judgment-intensive, and increasingly technology-mediated environments. International accounting education standards
emphasize the simultaneous development of technical competence, intellectual skills, interpersonal abilities, professional
values, and lifelong learning capacities (laesb, 2014). Previous research has similarly indicated that accounting graduates
require not only disciplinary knowledge but also generic attributes such as analytical thinking, problem solving,
communication, teamwork, and adaptability to function effectively in contemporary professional environments (Tempone et
al., 2012). However, a persistent gap has been identified between accounting education and actual professional
requirements, suggesting that formal education does not always provide the integrated competencies expected by employers
and professional organizations (Beik Boshrouyeh et al., 2023; Bui & Porter, 2010). Consequently, employability in auditing
should be regarded as an evolving professional capability developed through the interaction of education, workplace learning,
experience, and organizational support.

Research in accounting has further demonstrated that employability involves both technical and nontechnical dimensions.
Technical knowledge, professional judgment, communication competence, self-management, and transferable skills jointly
contribute to readiness for professional work (Ebaid, 2021; Senan & Sulphey, 2022; Zureigat, 2015). In particular, soft skills
have become increasingly important because accountants and auditors must communicate with clients, collaborate within
teams, manage conflicting demands, and respond appropriately to organizational pressures (Dolce et al., 2019). Emotional
and interpersonal capabilities have likewise been identified as essential in audit work environments because professional
performance occurs within networks of interaction, feedback, teamwork, and responsibility (S. Crans et al., 2021). More
recent evidence also demonstrates that social-emotional learning may enhance perceived future employability by
strengthening career engagement (Kirikkanat, 2026), while career adaptability and active career engagement can mediate
the relationship between individual resources and employability perceptions (Ayvaz & Elhatip, 2026; Nimmi et al., 2026).

Organizational learning provides an important theoretical basis for understanding how these competencies are developed.
Formal and informal workplace learning have both been associated with enhanced employability because employees
continuously reconstruct their knowledge and skills through training, observation, interaction, reflection, and practical
experience (Van Der Heijden et al., 2009). Organizational learning at the individual level has also been linked to perceived

employability, indicating that the learning opportunities available within organizations can influence employees’ capacity to
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maintain and develop their occupational competencies (Wisniewska et al.,, 2021). Knowledge-sharing mechanisms,
supportive learning cultures, and organizational social capital further facilitate the movement of knowledge from individual
experience to collective professional capability (Dehghani Soltani et al.,, 2020; Khalegkhah et al., 2015). Similarly,
organizational coaching and developmental support can strengthen the organizational conditions under which learning
occurs (Saghafi et al., 2020), while knowledge management in audit institutions may enhance organizational performance
through organizational learning processes (Mirzaei-Mehr & Fazlzadeh, 2018).

Workplace learning is particularly central to auditing because much professional expertise is developed informally through
engagement in actual audit assignments. Auditors acquire proficiency by observing supervisors, receiving feedback,
interacting with colleagues and clients, solving real audit problems, and reflecting on prior experience (Kusaila, 2017, 2019).
Contemporary frameworks of learning in auditing similarly emphasize that professional development results from an
ecosystem of formal learning, informal learning, social interaction, performance evaluation, workplace experience, and
feedback (Dierynck et al., 2024). Authentic learning environments are therefore likely to strengthen perceived employability
by bringing learning tasks closer to actual professional requirements (Martinez-Argtelles et al., 2023), while learning spaces
that support interaction and experience can positively influence employability outcomes (Selvaratnam, 2021).

Despite these advances, existing research has often examined technical competence, cognitive skills, emotional
capabilities, organizational learning, and career development separately. Moreover, career growth opportunities and
perceived professional development are particularly important in accounting firms because limited advancement
opportunities can increase turnover intentions (Nouri & Parker, 2013), while career adaptability and perceived career success
contribute to more effective career management (Rajab Pour & Soheili Nik, 2011). In auditing, career-capital research has
demonstrated the usefulness of structural approaches for identifying hierarchical relationships among professional
development factors (Taherinia & Saedi, 2020). Nevertheless, an integrated model explaining how cognitive, specialized,
emotional, and occupational learning dimensions interact hierarchically in the development of auditors’ employability
remains insufficiently developed. Therefore, the present study aimed to design and explain an auditors’ employability model
based on organizational learning and to determine the hierarchical relationships among its dimensions using Interpretive
Structural Modeling.

Methods and Materials

This applied-developmental study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design with qualitative dominance. The study
population consisted of auditors and experts associated with professional accounting and auditing organizations in Iran. The
research process integrated deductive evidence derived from the theoretical literature with inductive evidence obtained
directly from professional experts.

In the qualitative phase, relevant employability concepts, dimensions, components, and indicators were initially identified
through a systematic review of theoretical and empirical literature. Semi-structured interviews were subsequently conducted
with 15 experts in accounting, auditing, financial management, and human resource management. Participants were selected
through purposive and chain-referral sampling based on professional and academic expertise. Eligibility criteria included at
least 10 years of relevant professional experience, a master's or doctoral degree in an appropriate field, and familiarity with

professional training and development. Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.
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The interview data and literature-derived evidence were analyzed using combined deductive-inductive content analysis.
Analysis proceeded through open, axial, and selective coding. During open coding, meaning units and initial concepts were
identified. During axial coding, duplicate and semantically overlapping codes were integrated and relationships among
categories were examined. Selective coding was subsequently used to organize related categories into higher-order
dimensions. This process produced 10 principal categories and 76 indicators before subsequent validation. Content validity
was evaluated by 15 academic and professional experts using the content validity ratio, and indicators below the
predetermined threshold were excluded from the final analytical framework.

In the structural phase, Interpretive Structural Modeling was applied to identify directional relationships among the
principal dimensions. A structural self-interaction matrix was constructed on the basis of expert judgments and was
transformed into an initial and then final reachability matrix after consideration of transitivity and logical consistency.
Reachability and antecedent sets were used to determine hierarchical levels. MICMAC analysis was subsequently performed
to classify dimensions according to their driving and dependence power and to distinguish independent, linkage, and
dependent variables.

Findings

The qualitative analysis demonstrated that auditors’” employability could be organized into four principal learning
dimensions: cognitive skill learning, specialized skill learning, emotional skill learning, and occupational skill learning. These
dimensions represented an integrated progression from fundamental professional learning capabilities toward observable
career-related outcomes.

Interpretive Structural Modeling produced a three-level hierarchical structure. Cognitive skill learning and specialized skill
learning were positioned at Level lll, representing the foundational and independent dimensions of the model. Cognitive
learning included analytical, exploratory, mental, behavioral, problem-solving, active-learning, prioritization, knowledge-
sharing, and adaptive thinking capabilities. Specialized learning included professional auditing knowledge, practical and
experiential learning, digital skills, knowledge of standards and regulations, task-specific competence, and the application of
technical knowledge within actual auditing activities.

Emotional skill learning was positioned at Level Il and functioned as a linkage or mediating dimension. This dimension
included flexibility, self-management, teamwork, participation in group decision-making, adjustment to workplace change,
stress management, professional confidence, emotional control, ethical orientation, and the capacity to balance individual
work objectives with support for colleagues. Its intermediate position indicated that cognitive and specialized competencies
were translated into professional outcomes partly through emotional and interpersonal capacities.

Occupational skill learning was positioned at Level | and represented the most dependent and final dimension. It
comprised career planning, awareness of professional development goals, future career orientation, continuous self-
development, recognition of occupational opportunities, alignment between abilities and job requirements, and the capacity
to apply learned competencies in career progression.

MICMAC analysis confirmed the hierarchical results. Cognitive and specialized learning demonstrated high driving power
and comparatively low dependence and were therefore classified as independent variables. Emotional learning showed
relatively high driving and dependence power and was classified as a linkage variable. Occupational learning exhibited the

greatest dependence and comparatively limited driving power, placing it in the dependent cluster. Overall, the results




DEHNAVI ET AL.

demonstrated that auditors’ occupational competencies emerge from a sequential process in which cognitive and specialized
learning provide the primary foundations, emotional competencies facilitate and stabilize their application, and occupational
competencies constitute the final manifestation of the employability development process.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that auditors’ employability is best understood as a progressive learning system rather than a
collection of isolated competencies. The structural model indicates that professional employability begins with cognitive and
specialized capabilities. Auditors must first possess the capacity to analyze evidence, solve problems, make professional
judgments, understand technical standards, use relevant technologies, and acquire knowledge from actual workplace
experiences. These capabilities provide the structural foundation upon which more advanced employability outcomes can
develop.

The simultaneous placement of cognitive and specialized learning at the independent level is particularly meaningful.
Technical knowledge alone cannot ensure effective professional performance unless an auditor can interpret, evaluate,
prioritize, and apply that knowledge to complex situations. Similarly, analytical ability without sufficient professional
knowledge cannot generate reliable audit judgments. Their joint position therefore reflects the complementary relationship
between knowing professional content and being able to think professionally.

The intermediate role of emotional learning further indicates that professional knowledge does not automatically translate
into occupational competence. Auditing occurs in socially demanding environments characterized by teamwork, client
interaction, time pressure, uncertainty, ethical responsibility, and continuous change. Flexibility, self-management,
confidence, stress regulation, interpersonal communication, and emotional competence enable auditors to mobilize their
technical and cognitive resources under actual workplace conditions. Emotional learning therefore acts as a conversion
mechanism through which foundational capabilities become effective professional behavior.

The dependent position of occupational learning suggests that career development is a cumulative outcome rather than
an isolated training target. Career planning, recognition of occupational opportunities, professional growth, and the ability
to maintain employability depend on previously developed cognitive, specialized, and emotional resources. Attempts to
improve auditors’ career outcomes without strengthening these underlying dimensions are therefore unlikely to be
sustainable.

The model also highlights the organizational nature of employability development. Audit firms provide a natural learning
environment in which interaction with clients, observation of managers, teamwork, exposure to real professional problems,
feedback, and responsibility for actual audit outputs facilitate the development of all four dimensions. Consequently,
employability should be regarded as a shared developmental responsibility between auditors and their organizations.

In conclusion, the study provides a hierarchical model in which cognitive and specialized skill learning constitute the
principal drivers of auditors’ employability, emotional learning serves as the mediating and integrating mechanism, and
occupational skill learning represents the ultimate developmental outcome. The proposed model extends understanding of
auditors’ employability by specifying not merely which competencies are important, but how they are structurally related
and in what developmental sequence they should be strengthened. The model can therefore provide a conceptual basis for
designing professional learning systems, training priorities, mentoring programs, career-development initiatives, and human-

resource policies in auditing firms and professional accounting organizations.
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