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Abstract

Introduction: The existence of moral behavior in the auditing profession is of special importance. Moral identity is defined as a
person's commitment to perform ethical behaviors, which can be influenced by many individual factors. Personality is one of these
factors. In this regard, this research was conducted with the aim of investigating the relationship between Machiavellianism and
auditors' moral identity, considering the role of gender.

Material and Methods: This is an applied research and of a descriptive-correlation type. Statistical population of the study consists
of auditors working in private audit institutions. The statistical sample includes 228 people who were selected using the available
sampling method. The research variables were measured using standard questionnaires, and finally, multivariate regression was
used to analyze the collected data.

Results: The results of data analysis showed that Machiavellianism has a negative and significant effect on auditors' moral identity.
This effect is more intense for women auditors than men.

Conclusions: The results of this research can help to know the individual factors affecting the moral identity of auditors, in addition

to the development of behavioral accounting literature, it can provide useful information to the legislators and policymakers of the

profession and finally increase the motivation of ethical behavior of auditors.
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INTRODUCTION

The auditing profession is one of the professions whose
final result can affect a wide range of people in the
society. Therefore, society expects auditors to provide
quality reports [1] and since the basis of auditing is
judgment; Therefore, one of the key factors to achieve
this goal is to observe ethical principles in judgments and
decisions. On the other hand, the auditing profession
relies to a large extent on public trust, and the recent
scandals in large companies, which some believe are one
of the reasons for ethical failures [2], have faded the
public's trust in the accuracy of services provided by
auditors [3]. When the stakeholders' trust in the auditors'
reports decreases, the priority of the profession and
regulatory institutions is to identify the influential factors
to reach the correct judgment and restore this trust [3].
Meanwhile, many studies have pointed out the
importance of ethical behavior in the auditing profession
[4]. Ethical behavior is the ability to adapt or not to adapt
to the moral standards governing the society, which

appears in the form of repeated and continuous patterns
of behavior [5]. Professionals are trying to improve
ethical behavior in all accounting and auditing activities.
It can be said that in recent years, emphasis on ethics and
support for ethical behavior in organizations has
increased [6]. Studies show that the ethical behavior of
auditors has direct consequences on the value of the
company [7]. For this reason, professional and
regulatory institutions have set ethical requirements, but
it is the duty of auditors to implement these
requirements [1].

To explain moral behavior, one of the most influential
theoretical approaches is the cognitive development
model, which was first proposed by Piaget and later
developed by Lawrence Kohlberg and others [8]. The
basic principle of this model is that the complexity of a
person's moral reasoning predicts his moral behavior [9].
In other words, moral reasoning, which is the process of
conscious judgment about the goodness and
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consequences of actions [10], leads to moral behavior
[11]. In all the researches that have been conducted in the
field of ethical behavior, the variable of ethical reasoning
has had a special importance and position [6]. But
gradually some theorists criticized this theory and
believed that this theory cannot explain moral behavior
[12] and there is a weak connection between moral
reasoning and moral behavior [13]. The reason for these
inferences was that in many studies, immoral behaviors
were sometimes observed in people with moral beliefs.
This mismatch between moral judgment and moral
actions led to the conclusion that people's judgment of
the rightness or wrongness of an action does not always
predict whether they decide to do such an action or not
[14] To understand why some people behave according
to their moral judgments, while others do not, moral
psychologists have introduced the concept of moral
identity [15]. Moral identity has been described as a kind
of self-regulation mechanism that creates the necessary
motivation for moral action [16]. Some researchers
suggested that moral identity is a good predictor of moral
behavior and in fact they refer to it as the main driver of
moral behavior [17]. Studies have shown that moral
identity has a significant effect on moral leadership [18].
People with a strong moral identity will have more
motivation for moral behavior [19]. In fact, moral
identity acts as a bridge between judgment and moral
action [20]. Identification in the field of ethics is a time-
consuming process [21] and like other identities, a
person's moral identity may be related to certain beliefs,
attitudes and behaviors [22]. Since auditors' personality
traits that may affect their professional behavior are
considered a greater risk for unethical behavior;
Therefore, it is important to focus on the relationship
between personality and moral identity. Personality is
considered as the organizing force of individual
behavior. Based on personality traits, one can predict
people's reasoning and moral judgments [23].
Researchers showed that personality traits can predict
different aspects of moral decision-making [12]. In this
context, according to the investigations of moral
psychologists, the big five personality traits play a major
role in people's performance in terms of the components
of moral decision-making, and the lack of personality
development hinders moral actions [24]. The result of a
study also confirmed the negative and significant
relationship between the personality trait of neuroticism
and moral leadership [25].

Machiavellianism is one of the characteristics of the dark
personality and a personality variable that affects the
behavior of each person, which can affect the integrity of

people [26]. Researches that examine Machiavellian
personality traits show that Machiavellianism is an
important variable that can affect people's behavior at
work [27]. According to studies, Machiavellianism has a
positive and significant effect on the incidence of
fraudulent financial reporting [28]. In other words,
Machiavellianism is related to deceitful tendencies and
disregard for common moral principles [29]. Part of the
findings of a study showed that Machiavellianism plays
an important role in predicting behavioral risk-taking
and moral indifference [30]. Other researches have also
shown that negative personality traits such as
Machiavellianism are related to violation of empathy and
tendency to utilitarian moral judgments [29, 31].
Examining the characteristics of Machiavellianism of
official accountants of the United States of America also
indicated that people with this personality trait tend
towards a relativistic moral position [27].

In addition to the importance of examining the impact
of personality traits on moral identity and the occurrence
of moral behaviors, since the issue that women and men
reason differently about morality [32], researchers have
proven evidence of differences They have achieved
gender in ethics, both in general and in negotiations [33].
According to the findings of a research, since the
development of professional identity and personal
identity is different for men than for women, this causes
a difference in their moral judgments [34]. Other
research results aimed at investigating the effect of
professional commitment on ethical disclosure of
auditors, emphasizing the moderating role of gender and
age variables, indicated that professional commitment as
one of the ethical mechanisms can lead to the disclosure
of violations and warnings by auditors. Meanwhile,
gender and age variables also have a moderating effect on
the relationship between professional commitment and
the level of ethical disclosure of independent auditors
[35]. Studies have shown that women's stronger moral
identities than men's create an obstacle against the
temptation to justify and engage in unethical behavior in
competitive negotiations [36]. The results of a study that
was conducted among the members of the public
accountant’s community of Iran in 2017 also showed that
conscientiousness and moral consequentialism are more
among female accountants than men, and women have
higher levels of conscientiousness and moral
consequentialism [37].

On the other hand, according to some researchers, a
person's moral identity may have a social reference. This
social reference can be membership in a real group, a
known person, or any other social structure, and like
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social identities that people have accepted, moral identity
can also be the basis for social identity that people use to
build their definitions. 17). In fact, social structures,
including social institutions, etc., play an effective role in
promoting moral identity [38]. Therefore, it can be said
that moral identity is another potential social identity
that may form a part of a person's personal social
schemal5. According to the code of professional and
ethical behavior, professional accountants are expected
to act honestly, reliably and independently when faced
with a conflict of interest. These behavioral expectations
clearly go beyond the observance of the code of
professional conduct. In other words, the public culture
in this profession is based on the principle of prioritizing
public interest over the individual and observing ethics.
Researches related to the influence of personality traits
on the components of moral decision-making, including
moral identity, are very limited, and despite the
importance of understanding the processes as well as
gender differences, the moral differences of men and
women have received relatively little attention. With the
aim of better understanding the factors affecting non-
compliance with ethics and professional conduct, this
research seeks to find the answer to the question whether
Machiavellianism can predict the ethical identity of
auditors or not. In addition, what is the role of factors
such as gender, level of education, official accountants of
non-partner auditors and the trustworthiness of the
auditing firm in this process.

MATERIAL AND METHODS

The current research is practical in terms of its purpose
and is among descriptive and correlational researches.
The statistical population consists of auditors working in
private sector audit institutions. Considering the
unlimited population and based on Cochran's formula,
the number of sample members was estimated. Based on
this, using available sampling method, 250
questionnaires were distributed electronically and face-
to-face, and finally, after removing unusable

Due to the closeness of the mean and median values, it
can be stated that the distribution of the variables is
normal. In the following, the results of the linear
regression between the research variables and the
estimation of the models are stated in Tables 2 and 3.

In order to test the hypotheses of the research, at first, an
estimation of the regression model was made. Based on
this, the values of (4.684) and (3.905) of the F statistic for
models 1 and 2 with a significance level of zero confirm
the validity and existence of the regression line. On the

questionnaires, the data of 228 questionnaires were
analyzed.

The demographic information of the statistical sample
members shows that 160 (70%) of the participants are
male and 68 (30%) are female. Of these, 17 are female
certified accountants and 34 are male certified
accountants who have been employed by auditing firms
but have not yet become partners of the auditing firm. 54
people (80 percent) of women and 123 people (76
percent) of men are active in the trusted audit
institutions of the Stock Exchange Organization and the
rest are working in other institutions. In the statistical
sample of women, 20 people (30%) have a bachelor's
degree, 41 people (60%) have a master's degree, and 7
people (10%) have a doctorate. In the statistical sample
of men, 46 people (29%) have a bachelor's degree, 94
people (59%) have a master's degree, and 20 people
(12%) have a doctorate. 31 women and 50 men are audit
partners. In this research, two standard questionnaires of
Machiavellianism and moral identity were used to collect
data. The Machiavellianism questionnaire contains
twenty questions on a five-option Likert scale from
completely disagree to completely agree [39]. Also, the
moral identity questionnaire includes 15 questions on a
6-point Likert scale (from "not at all" score 1 to "very
much” score 6) [40]. The content validity of the
questionnaires has been confirmed by experts, and the
Cronbach's alpha coefficients calculated for the
Machiavellianism questionnaire are equal to 78% and
moral identity is equal to 81%, which indicates the
appropriate reliability of these questionnaires. The data
obtained from the questionnaires were summarized in
Excel software and analyzed using SPSS software
through multivariate regression.

RESULTS

As can be seen, descriptive statistics indicators including
mean, median, standard deviation, minimum and
maximum for Machiavellianism and moral identity
variables are presented in Table 1.

other hand, since the value of the variance inflation
factor for each independent and control variable is less
than 5, there is no strong autocorrelation between the
independent and control variables. The values of 2.204
and 1.933 for the Durbin-Watson test confirm the
absence of autocorrelation between the error values of
the models.

Examining the coefficients of the regression model
shows that Machiavellianism has a negative relationship
with moral identity with the coefficients (-0.514) and (-
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0.404) for women and men, respectively, and since the
significance level of these coefficients is equal to zero.
That is, it is less than 5%; Therefore, this relationship is
meaningful. In addition, the large coefficient of
Machiavellianism for women also shows that the
negative relationship between Machiavellianism and
moral identity is more intense in women. Other findings
of this research indicate that being an official accountant

of non-partner auditors can also affect the ethical
identity of auditors. This effect is negative and significant
in women, but despite the positive relationship for male
auditors, the significant level (0.612) proves the rejection
of the research hypothesis for men. Variables such as the
level of education, trustworthiness of the audit firm and
audit partner have no effect on the moral identity of
female and male auditors.

Table 1. Descriptive Findings Related to Research Variables

Statistical indexes Mean Median SD

Variable Women Men Women Men Women

Machiavellianism 51.3 51.73 51.50 51.00 8.289 7.25 28 35 67 71
Morality 76.00 75.94 77.00 77.00 9.128 8.615 51 51 90 90

Table 2. Regression Analysis Results (Model 1-Women)

Description Coefficient T-Value Variance Inflation Factor
Fixed coefficient 104.714 10.726 0.000 -
Machiavellianism -0.514 -3.930 0.000 1.205
Education 0.334 0.186 0.853 1.206

Official accountant -5.073 -2.203 0.031 1.034

Partner of audit -0.710 -0.360 0.720 1.006
Trustworthy of institute -2.305 -0.925 0.359 1.056

t-value 4.684 The whole model is statistically significant.

Sig. 0.001
Adjusted R*: 0.216

The whole model is statistically significant.
Durbin-Watson: 2.204

Table 3. Regression Analysis Results (Model 2-Men)

Description Coefficient Variance Inflation Factor
Fixed coefficient 98.621 16.783 0.000 -
Machiavellianism -0.404 -4.387 0.000 1.041
Education -0.884 -0.798 0.426 1.116

Official accountant 0.833 0.509 0.612 1.055

Partner of audit 0.801 0.561 0.576 1.031
Trustworthy of institute 0.367 0.227 0.820 1.091

t-value 3.905 The whole model is statistically significant.

Sig. 0.002
Adjusted R*: 0.084

The whole model is statistically significant.
Durbin-Watson: 1.933

DISCUSSION

The purpose of this article is to investigate and study the
relationship between Machiavellianism and the moral
identity of auditors in two samples of men and women in
the auditing profession. The research results show that
Machiavellianism has a negative and significant
relationship with moral identity. Since Machiavellianism
is described as a negative character trait including
hypocrisy and deceit, it is obvious that people with this
character trait do not believe in the chosen moral values.
On the other hand, people with high moral identity
consider performing moral behaviors as a part of their
identity. As a result, according to these findings,
Machiavellian character-characteristic can explain the
violation of ethics and especially moral identity. Some
researches in this field have somehow confirmed the
results found [27, 29, 30]. On the other hand, studies

have shown that the between

Machiavellianism and moral identity is stronger in

relationship

women than in men. In explaining such differences,
many researches have pointed to different moral
development between women and men, which
ultimately leads to different attitudes and behaviors in
them [41]. The results of several researches have pointed
to the moral differences between the two groups of men
and women [33-35]. In another part of this research, the
relationship between the formality of non-partner
auditors and their moral identity was investigated. This
relationship was negative and significant for women, but
positive and meaningless for male auditors. According to
the literature of previous researches, background
variables such as social structures have a significant role
on moral identity. In other words, a person's moral
identity may have a social reference that people use to
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build their definitions. [17]. Chartered Accountant is a
title that refers to qualified professional accountants
who, by having a legal license and establishing an
auditing firm, can provide services in the field of audits,
etc., according to the rules of the Chartered Accountants
Society of Iran. But in the auditing profession, achieving
higher career ranks requires spending more time to learn
and gain experience. The results of previous researches
show that auditors with high background (job rank) and
more experience make more ethical judgments [42].
With these explanations, the results obtained in this
research can be blamed on the fact that although many
studies have shown that women have higher levels of
moral consequentialism than men [37] and act more
ethically than men [43]. However, many believe that the
reason for this is women's need for approval from others
[44], and finally, if women have a special reason or
justification for an immoral act, for example, when they
ignore the consequences of their actions, they do an
immoral act [45].

Considering that ethical identity is defined as a person's
commitment to perform ethical behaviors in order to
protect the interests of others, therefore, creating a high
ethical identity in auditors leads to improving their
performance and increasing audit quality. For this
reason, the results of this research can provide useful
information about the effect of personality traits on
moral identity, as well as the effect of experience and
gender on the emergence of ethical behaviors, to the
legislators and policymakers of the profession, in order
to implement appropriate programs from Including
training can increase the motivation of auditors to
perform ethical behavior. In addition, it is suggested to
auditing institutions after hiring auditors, by creating
equal conditions in order to improve the moral identity
of their male and female employees, in order to witness
the emergence of ethical behavior in all employees of
auditing institutions. On the other hand, it should be
noted that personality traits are not the only predictors
of moral identity, and therefore, it is suggested to
examine other individual influencing factors as well as
other contextual components.

There were some limitations in relation to the present
research. The main limitation was the use of the
questionnaire tool, which is considered an inherent
limitation due to reasons such as the researcher's lack of
control over the answers, which is beyond the
researcher's control.

CONCLUSION

Ethical judgments and the existence of ethical behavior
in the auditing profession are of particular importance.

Experts are trying to improve ethical behavior in all
accounting and auditing activities. But the results of
many researches indicated that some people do not
behave according to their moral judgments. Because
apart from moral reasoning, people need moral
motivation to lead them to perform moral actions. Moral
identity creates this motivation. Identification in the field
of ethics is a time-consuming process [21] and many
individual and contextual factors can affect the
formation of moral identity of people. At the individual
level of character, it is one of these cases. The
characteristic of Machiavellianism is a personality
variable that affects the behavior of each person. This
feature is related to negative behaviors such as fraud and
non-adherence to ethics to achieve a specific goal, which
can distort the main duty of auditors, which is to
prioritize the interests of the public over their own
interests. On the other hand, each person can identify his
identity with others in many variables, including
common characteristics, similar interests, etc. [17] and
these variables may also be related to higher order social
identities such as professional groups [46]. The public
culture in the auditing profession is based on the
principle of prioritizing the public interest over the
individual and observing ethics. According to the results
obtained from this research, the Machiavellian
personality trait of auditors predicts their moral identity,
and this relationship is more intense for female auditors.
Many believe that the different results between male and
female auditors are caused by the difference in the
development of professional identity and personal
identity of men and women, which ultimately leads to
differences in their moral judgments [34]. However,
based on the results of the research and in order to
achieve ethical behavior and consequently increase the
audit quality, it is suggested to the audit institutions to
pay attention to their personality traits when hiring
auditors. Also, in order to improve the ethical behavior
of female auditors, it is suggested to create conditions for
them to progress and gain experience along with creating
individual motivations so that we do not witness the
occurrence of some unethical behaviors that may be
caused by ignoring their actions.

Ethical Considerations

In this research, following the ethical principles of
keeping the respondents' opinions confidential, data was
collected among the sample members. Also, by
introducing the sources used, the ethical principle of
trustworthiness was respected in writing the article.
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