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Objective: This study aims to explain the concept and underlying generative
mechanisms of auditors’ resilience in Iraqi audit firms through the lens of critical realist
ontology.

Methodology: Adopting a qualitative and exploratory design, the study employs a
grounded theory approach. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with 15 experts, including senior academics and managing partners of audit firms in
Irag. Purposeful and snowball sampling were used until theoretical saturation was
achieved. Data analysis followed open, axial, and selective coding procedures,
complemented by retroductive reasoning to identify empirical, actual, and deep
structural layers of auditors’ resilience.

Findings: The findings indicate that auditors’ resilience is a multi-layered
phenomenon emerging from the interaction between generative mechanisms—such as
professional ethics, cognitive agility, moral courage, and support networks—and
macro-level regulatory, economic, and cultural structures. These interactions, when
activated by empirical events including professional pressure, institutional uncertainty,
and corruption, shape subjective outcomes such as self-efficacy, job satisfaction, and
the maintenance of professional independence.

Conclusion: The study concludes that enhancing auditors’ resilience in the complex
Iragi context requires an integrative approach that simultaneously addresses individual
capacities and structural conditions; critical realism offers a robust framework for
uncovering these dynamics and informing adaptive, context-sensitive strategies.
Keywords: auditors’ resilience; critical realism ontology, grounded theory; Iraqi
audit firms
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In recent years, the auditing profession has increasingly been exposed to complex, high-pressure,
and uncertain environments, particularly in developing and post-conflict contexts. Auditors are expected
to maintain professional judgment, independence, and ethical integrity while operating under intense
regulatory demands, organizational constraints, and socio-political instability. These challenges are
especially pronounced in countries such as Iraq, where auditing firms function within fragile institutional
frameworks, pervasive economic uncertainty, and heightened risks of financial and administrative
corruption (Ahmed & Saleh, 2022; Salih & Almajdob, 2019; Thabit et al., 2019). In such contexts, traditional
technical competence alone is insufficient to ensure audit quality; rather, auditors’ capacity to remain
effective, adaptive, and ethically resilient under sustained pressure becomes a decisive factor.

The concept of resilience has therefore gained prominence in auditing and organizational research.
Resilience broadly refers to the capacity of individuals or organizations to sustain performance, adapt, and
recover in the face of adversity, stress, and disruption (Coutu, 2002; Masten, 2001). Prior research in auditing
has demonstrated that higher levels of auditor resilience are associated with reduced stress, lower burnout,
decreased turnover intentions, and fewer quality-threatening behaviors (Smith & Emerson, 2017; Smith et
al., 2020; Zhang, 2023). Empirical studies further suggest that resilient auditors are better equipped to cope
with role conflict, time pressure, and ethical dilemmas, thereby safeguarding audit quality (Arad et al.,
2020; Sarraf & Sarraf, 2020).

Despite these advances, much of the existing literature conceptualizes resilience as an individual
psychological trait and examines it using predominantly positivist, variable-oriented approaches (Sapiri,
2024; Siadati & Sepasi, 2024). Such approaches, while valuable for identifying statistical associations, offer
limited insight into the deeper causal mechanisms and contextual structures that shape resilience in
practice. This limitation is particularly salient in environments characterized by institutional fragility,
where auditors’ experiences are profoundly influenced by regulatory ambiguity, power relations, and
socio-cultural norms (Al-Ameedee et al., 2023; Maddahi et al., 2023).

Critical realism provides a powerful ontological and methodological alternative for addressing this
gap. By distinguishing between the empirical, actual, and deep structural levels of reality, critical realism
emphasizes that observable events are generated by underlying mechanisms embedded within social,
organizational, and institutional structures (Fleetwood, 2005; Pourkarim et al., 2014). Recent studies have
highlighted the relevance of critical realism for accounting and auditing research, particularly in
explaining complex phenomena such as ethical behavior, audit quality, and organizational resilience
(Boughey & McKenna, 2017; Ehsani Moghadam et al., 2020; Vatanparast, 2016). Moreover, the integration of
critical realism with qualitative methodologies such as grounded theory has been shown to facilitate the
identification of deep causal mechanisms operating across multiple levels of analysis (Elahi et al., 2024;
Samimi & Vahidi Nasab, 2024; Samsonsen & Heggdalsvik, 2024).

Against this backdrop, the present study seeks to advance the auditing literature by developing a
multi-layered explanation of auditors’ resilience in Iraqi audit firms, grounded in the ontological
assumptions of critical realism. By moving beyond surface-level descriptions and quantitative



correlations, the study aims to uncover how individual capacities, organizational arrangements, and
institutional conditions interact to generate resilience in a highly challenging professional environment.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative, exploratory research design grounded in the principles of critical
realism and informed by the grounded theory methodology. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 15 experts, comprising senior academic scholars in auditing and experienced partners of
audit firms operating in Irag. Participants were selected using purposive and snowball sampling strategies
to ensure substantial professional experience and deep familiarity with the Iraqi auditing context. Data
collection continued until theoretical saturation was achieved.

Interviews were designed to elicit participants’ experiences, perceptions, and interpretations of
professional pressures, ethical challenges, organizational practices, and coping strategies related to
resilience. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using a systematic coding process. Open
coding was employed to identify initial concepts, followed by axial coding to establish relationships
among categories, and selective coding to integrate these categories into a coherent explanatory
framework. In line with critical realist logic, retroductive reasoning was applied to move from observed
experiences to the identification of underlying generative mechanisms across individual, organizational,
and institutional levels.

Findings

The findings reveal that auditors’ resilience in Iraqi audit firms is a multi-dimensional and multi-
layered phenomenon generated through the dynamic interaction of individual attributes, organizational
conditions, and broader institutional structures. At the individual level, key generative mechanisms
included professional ethics, moral courage, cognitive agility, emotional regulation, and self-efficacy.
Auditors who demonstrated strong ethical commitment and adaptive cognitive capacities were better able
to withstand professional pressure, maintain independence, and manage role-related stress.

At the organizational level, resilience was shaped by the presence or absence of supportive
leadership, transparent procedures, collegial trust, and informal support networks. Participants
emphasized that organizations fostering ethical climates, open communication, and shared professional
values enhanced auditors’ capacity to cope with stress and uncertainty. Conversely, weak governance
structures, ambiguous expectations, and punitive control mechanisms undermined resilience and
amplified vulnerability to burnout and dysfunctional behavior.

At the institutional level, findings highlighted the profound influence of regulatory instability,
economic volatility, and perceived corruption on auditors’ professional experiences. Participants
described how inconsistent enforcement of regulations, political interference, and societal normalization
of unethical practices created persistent pressure on auditors. These conditions activated or constrained
individual and organizational mechanisms, shaping auditors’ lived experiences of resilience, stress, and
professional identity.

Importantly, resilience emerged not as a static trait but as an emergent outcome of interactions
across these levels. Individual strengths alone were insufficient to sustain resilience in the absence of
supportive organizational and institutional contexts. Likewise, structural reforms without attention to
individual and organizational mechanisms were perceived as ineffective.

Discussion and Conclusion
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The findings demonstrate that auditors’ resilience in Irag cannot be adequately understood through
individualistic or purely behavioral lenses. Instead, resilience emerges as an outcome of complex causal
configurations operating across multiple layers of reality. By adopting a critical realist perspective, this
study illuminates how observable experiences of stress, adaptation, and professional endurance are
generated by deeper mechanisms embedded in ethical norms, organizational practices, and institutional
arrangements.

The results underscore the central role of professional ethics as a foundational mechanism of
resilience. Ethical commitment functioned as an internal stabilizer, enabling auditors to resist external
pressures and preserve professional judgment even in adverse conditions. At the same time, organizational
environments that reinforced ethical norms and provided relational support amplified this mechanism,
while dysfunctional structures weakened it.

From a theoretical standpoint, the study contributes to auditing scholarship by advancing a multi-
layered, causally grounded conceptualization of auditor resilience. It demonstrates the value of critical
realism for moving beyond descriptive accounts and uncovering the generative mechanisms that sustain
or erode professional capacity in challenging contexts. Methodologically, the integration of grounded
theory with retroductive reasoning offers a robust framework for studying complex professional
phenomena in settings characterized by institutional fragility.

In conclusion, this study shows that strengthening auditors’ resilience requires more than
individual training or psychological interventions. Effective strategies must simultaneously address
individual capacities, organizational cultures, and institutional conditions. By providing a deep, context-
sensitive explanation of resilience in lIraqi audit firms, the study offers a foundation for more informed
research, policy development, and professional practice in auditing environments marked by uncertainty
and risk.
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