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Abstract:

This study aimed to identify and prioritize the components of a model for financial and investment consulting service
companies from the perspective of institutional investors’ decisions and to determine the causal relationships among these
components using fuzzy DEMATEL. This applied study employed a sequential mixed qualitative—quantitative design. In the
qualitative phase, grounded theory and semi-structured interviews were used with 37 experts, including 12 institutional-
investor representatives, 13 experts from financial consulting companies, and 12 regulatory experts. Participants were
selected through purposive and criterion-based sampling, and interviews continued until theoretical saturation. Data were
analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding using MAXQDA 20. In the quantitative phase, 24 principal criteria extracted
from the qualitative model were evaluated using fuzzy DEMATEL. Of 37 pairwise-comparison questionnaires distributed to
experts, 34 complete questionnaires were included in the analysis to determine the prominence, influence, and dependence
of the criteria. The findings produced a paradigmatic model comprising causal conditions, central phenomenon, contextual
conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences. Causal conditions received the highest overall weight of
0.347. In the final prioritization, macroeconomic uncertainty ranked first with a final weight of 0.148, institutional investment
decision-making ranked second with 0.140, and use of financial consulting services ranked third with 0.083. Fuzzy DEMATEL
analysis showed that the necessity of developing financial consulting companies had the highest network prominence at
17.2823, whereas sanctions and severe market volatility had the strongest causal effect, with a causal index of 0.7543. The
findings indicate that an effective model for financial and investment consulting companies should emphasize uncertainty
management, structured support for institutional decision-making, professional analysis, independence, information
transparency, risk management, and customization of services to capital-market conditions. Sustainable development of the
industry therefore requires simultaneous improvement in economic, regulatory, technological, and organizational
dimensions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Institutional investors play a central role in contemporary financial markets because their investment decisions involve
substantial financial resources and may influence market liquidity, price formation, corporate governance, and capital
allocation. Unlike individual investors, institutional investors typically possess greater analytical capacity, professional
expertise, and access to information; nevertheless, their decisions are not immune to uncertainty, information asymmetry,
behavioral biases, regulatory constraints, and rapidly changing macroeconomic conditions. Previous research has
demonstrated that behavioral factors can substantially affect institutional investment decisions and trading patterns (Azad &
Sharma, 2025; Waweru et al., 2007; Zeinivand et al., 2021; Zeynali, 2010). Moreover, institutional trading behavior may
interact with stock-market volatility, emphasizing the systemic importance of the decision processes employed by these
investors (Saranj & Zolfaghari, 2025). From a portfolio-management perspective, institutional investors therefore require
systematic mechanisms for integrating expected return, risk, diversification, and resource-allocation considerations into
investment decisions (Wu, 2025).

Financial and investment consulting companies can support this process by collecting and interpreting information,
analyzing investment alternatives, assessing risks, preparing scenarios, and translating complex financial evidence into
actionable recommendations. The need for such services is particularly important when investors face limitations in time,
specialist expertise, or analytical capacity. Financial literacy and investment-related anxiety have also been associated with
the tendency to seek professional financial advice (Gerrans & Hershey, 2016). At the same time, the quality of advice cannot
be taken for granted because advisers' recommendation behaviors may themselves be influenced by psychological
orientations, professional incentives, and organizational conditions (Ewe et al., 2020). Consequently, professional
independence, ethical conduct, transparency, accountability, disclosure of conflicts of interest, and the reliability of financial
reporting are critical determinants of the value of advisory services (Mohammadi, 2011; Okeke et al., 2023).

Technological transformation has further altered the financial-advisory landscape. Digital wealth management, robo-
advisers, machine learning, deep reinforcement learning, and generative artificial intelligence increasingly support portfolio
construction, behavioral assessment, risk evaluation, and personalized investment recommendations (Bhatia et al., 2022;
Bonelli & Liu, 2024; Huang et al., 2024; Wang & Yu, 2021; Zhu et al., 2024). Nevertheless, technological systems do not entirely
eliminate investor psychology or cognitive bias, and the interaction between cognitive biases, robo-advice, and investment
decisions remains significant (Ahmad et al., 2025). Moreover, unstructured data such as adviser notes and social-media
information have become relevant inputs for understanding investor behavior and financial-market information flows (Chen
etal., 2012; Pagliaro, 2021). The assessment of advisory quality must therefore extend beyond traditional financial indicators
and incorporate reporting comparability, nonfinancial measures, governance-related information, and broader stakeholder
concerns (Li et al., 2025; Mirmohammadi & Talaneh, 2021). Institutional investors may also influence corporate conduct in
areas extending beyond conventional profitability, including environmental, social, and governance-related dimensions
(Lassoued et al., 2025).

Despite this expanding literature, the components defining an effective financial and investment consulting company have
generally been investigated separately, whereas institutional investors make decisions within an interconnected system of

economic uncertainty, information quality, advisory competence, regulation, technology, organizational capability, and




GHADERI DEHKORDI ET AL.

professional trust. Accordingly, identifying these components alone is insufficient; their relative importance and causal
interdependencies must also be determined. This study therefore aimed to identify and prioritize the components of a model
for financial and investment consulting service companies from the perspective of institutional investors' decisions and to
determine the causal relationships among these components using fuzzy DEMATEL.

Methods and Materials

This applied study employed a sequential mixed-method design consisting of qualitative and quantitative phases. In the
qualitative phase, grounded theory was used to identify the principal dimensions and components of the proposed model.
The study population consisted of executive managers of institutional investors, professionals working in financial and
investment consulting companies, financial analysts, individuals responsible for corporate shareholding affairs, and
regulatory experts. Participants were selected through purposive and criterion-based sampling, supplemented where
necessary by snowball sampling. Eligibility criteria included postgraduate academic education, relevant expertise in finance,
investment, accounting, financial analysis, or financial consulting, and more than seven years of professional experience.

A total of 37 experts participated in the qualitative phase, comprising 12 institutional-investor representatives, 13 experts
from financial consulting companies, and 12 regulatory experts. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews.
Interviews were audio-recorded where permitted, accompanied by field notes, transcribed, and analyzed until theoretical
saturation was reached. Saturation was considered achieved when additional interviews no longer generated substantively
new concepts and the experts' statements became predominantly repetitive.

Qualitative analysis was performed using open, axial, and selective coding with MAXQDA 20. Meaningful statements were
first identified and transformed into initial concepts. Similar concepts were then grouped into subcategories and axial
categories. Finally, related categories were integrated within a paradigmatic structure consisting of causal conditions, central
phenomenon, contextual conditions, intervening conditions, strategies, and consequences.

The quantitative phase used fuzzy DEMATEL to examine the structural relationships among the 24 principal criteria
extracted from the qualitative model. A 24 x 24 pairwise-comparison questionnaire was distributed to the same expert panel.
Experts evaluated the influence of each criterion on every other criterion using five linguistic categories ranging from no
influence to very high influence. These linguistic evaluations were converted into triangular fuzzy values. Of the 37 distributed
questionnaires, 34 were completely answered and retained for quantitative analysis, whereas three incomplete
qguestionnaires were excluded. Expert judgments were aggregated, normalized, transformed into total-relation values, and
defuzzified. A threshold value was then established to retain substantive relationships. Finally, prominence and causal-role
indices were calculated for each criterion, and the criteria were classified as either causal or effect-oriented. Global and
within-group weights were also used to establish the final priority ordering.

Findings

The qualitative analysis produced a six-dimensional paradigmatic model. The central phenomenon consisted of three
major categories, 11 axial codes, 26 open codes, and 43 indicators. Causal conditions included five major categories, 21 axial
codes, 53 open codes, and 106 indicators. Contextual conditions comprised four major categories, 18 axial codes, 37 open
codes, and 70 indicators. Intervening conditions consisted of six major categories, 24 axial codes, 56 open codes, and 78
indicators. Strategies included three major categories, 20 axial codes, 41 open codes, and 52 indicators, while consequences

comprised three major categories, 20 axial codes, 41 open codes, and 67 indicators.
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The principal causal-condition criteria were macroeconomic uncertainty, use of financial consulting services, information
asymmetry in the capital market, investors' specialist limitations and growing demand for advisory services, and the necessity
of developing financial consulting companies. The central phenomenon consisted of institutional investment decision-
making, the role of financial consulting companies in institutional investors' decisions, and the role of regulators in financial
and investment consulting services. Contextual criteria included the institutional and structural characteristics of Iran's capital
market, limitations in the development of financial instruments and technology, customized financial consulting services, and
legal frameworks and regulatory gaps. The intervening conditions included trust in consulting companies, sanctions and
severe market volatility, weaknesses in governance and supervision, organizational capabilities, conflicts of interest and
professional independence, and macroeconomic and political shocks.

In the fuzzy DEMATEL phase, the maximum row total of the aggregated fuzzy matrix was 17.022. Following normalization
and calculation of total relations, the defuzzified threshold was 0.3348. Relationships above this value were retained as
meaningful causal links.

Regarding network prominence, the necessity of developing financial consulting companies ranked first with a prominence
value of 17.2823. It was followed by use of financial consulting services at 16.7693, limitations in the development of financial
instruments and technology at 16.6701, organizational capabilities at 16.6594, and customized financial consulting services
at 16.5641. Institutional investment decision-making also displayed substantial network prominence, with a value of 16.5020.

The causal analysis showed that sanctions and severe market volatility had the strongest positive causal role, with a causal
index of 0.7543. Other influential causal factors included development of the financial consulting industry at 0.6402,
institutional and structural characteristics of Iran's capital market at 0.6397, macroeconomic and political shocks at 0.5534,
improved productivity at 0.5434, and regulation and improvement of the performance of financial consulting companies at
0.5142. Conversely, matching investors' constraints and preferences with financial consulting analysis was among the most
effect-oriented criteria, with a value of -0.7393, followed by weaknesses in the supervisory and governance system at -0.7382
and the necessity of developing financial consulting companies at -0.6484.

At the broader dimensional level, causal conditions obtained the highest final weight at 0.347, followed by the central
phenomenon at 0.220, contextual conditions at 0.168, intervening conditions at 0.122, strategies at 0.093, and consequences
at 0.051. In the final overall ranking, macroeconomic uncertainty ranked first with a final weight of 0.148, institutional
investment decision-making ranked second with 0.140, use of financial consulting services ranked third with 0.083,
institutional and structural characteristics of Iran's capital market ranked fourth with 0.084, and managerial and decision-
making strategies ranked fifth with 0.057. The remaining priorities included the role of financial consulting companies in
institutional investment decisions, information asymmetry, trust-related factors, financial and organizational performance,
technological and financial-instrument limitations, sanctions and market volatility, alignment of consulting analysis with
investor constraints, the role of regulators, and development of the financial consulting industry.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that the effectiveness of financial and investment consulting companies cannot be explained by a
single attribute such as analytical expertise, reputation, or technological capacity. Instead, advisory effectiveness emerges
from an interconnected system in which macroeconomic instability, information quality, institutional structures, professional

trust, regulation, technology, and organizational capabilities simultaneously influence decision-making.
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The highest overall priority assigned to macroeconomic uncertainty demonstrates that consulting companies operating in
volatile markets must develop capabilities extending beyond conventional security analysis. Scenario planning, stress testing,
dynamic risk assessment, macroeconomic monitoring, and rapid updating of investment assumptions should constitute core
advisory competencies. The high priority of institutional investment decision-making further indicates that consulting
companies should participate throughout the decision process rather than merely provide isolated recommendations.

The fuzzy DEMATEL results also reveal an important distinction between prominence and causal influence. The necessity
of developing financial consulting companies was the most prominent criterion in the network but was primarily effect-
oriented, suggesting that the demand for industry development arises from deeper structural pressures. In contrast,
sanctions and severe market volatility represented the strongest causal driver, indicating that external shocks propagate
through multiple components of the advisory system. Therefore, reforms targeting only advisory firms without addressing
information infrastructure, regulation, professional standards, and market structure are unlikely to produce optimal
outcomes.

Overall, the proposed model suggests that an effective financial and investment consulting company should function as
an independent analytical partner, information intermediary, risk-management facilitator, and decision-support institution.
Such firms should combine professional expertise with advanced technology, transparent reporting, conflict-of-interest
management, customized advisory services, continuous monitoring, and strong accountability mechanisms. For regulators,
the results emphasize the importance of professional licensing, systematic supervision, performance ranking, standardized
disclosure, and continuous professional education. For institutional investors, the findings indicate that advisory
recommendations should be integrated into structured internal evaluation processes rather than accepted mechanically. The
study concludes that improving the quality of institutional investment decisions requires simultaneous attention to causal
economic pressures, decision-process design, market institutions, advisory capabilities, regulatory quality, and the strategic

development of the financial consulting industry.
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