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Objective: This study aims to design and validate a competency planning model for
accountants and auditors aligned with the requirements of digital transformation.
Methodology: This research is developmental in purpose and employed an exploratory
mixed-methods approach. In the qualitative phase, data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with 23 experts, academics, and professionals in accounting and
auditing using snowball sampling until theoretical saturation was achieved. Qualitative
data were analyzed based on grounded theory through open, axial, and selective
coding. In the quantitative phase, a 108-item questionnaire derived from qualitative
findings was administered to 385 accounting managers and supervisors of firms listed
on the Tehran Stock Exchange. Data were analyzed using confirmatory factor analysis
and structural equation modeling with LISREL and SmartPLS software.

Findings: The results of structural equation modeling indicated that the proposed
model demonstrates acceptable goodness of fit and that all hypothesized paths are
statistically significant. Technical competencies, soft skills, and leadership in digital
transformation emerged as the core dimensions, exerting significant effects on strategic
actions and outcomes of competency planning. The impacts of causal conditions,
contextual factors, and intervening conditions on the structural relationships of the
model were also confirmed.

Conclusion: The validated competency planning model provides a robust and practical
framework for guiding professional development, capacity building, and policy
formulation for accountants and auditors in the era of digital transformation.
Keywords: Competency planning, accountants/auditors, digital transformation,
competency model
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Audit quality and the effectiveness of professional judgment have become central concerns in
contemporary accounting and auditing environments due to increasing complexity in business operations,
regulatory pressures, and the rapid diffusion of digital technologies. Over the past two decades, a
substantial body of research has demonstrated that auditor competence is one of the most influential
determinants of audit quality, alongside independence and professional ethics. Competence is no longer
viewed as a unidimensional construct limited to technical accounting knowledge; rather, it is increasingly
conceptualized as a multidimensional capability encompassing professional skills, experience, ethical
reasoning, judgment quality, and adaptability to technological change. Empirical studies consistently
indicate that higher levels of auditor competence are associated with improved audit outcomes, stronger
professional judgments, and enhanced credibility of financial reporting (Alsughayer, 2021; Arvianty &
Tandiontong, 2020; Cahyono & Hastuti, 2024).

Recent literature further emphasizes that the relationship between auditor competence and audit
quality is shaped by contextual and behavioral factors such as time budget pressure, task complexity,
organizational culture, and professional skepticism. Under conditions of heightened pressure and
uncertainty, auditors with stronger competencies are better equipped to maintain objectivity and apply
sound professional judgment (Hendar & Harahap, 2023; Nurmawanti et al., 2024; Sari et al., 2021). At the same
time, research highlights that competence interacts with independence and ethical commitment,
suggesting that these attributes jointly influence audit effectiveness rather than operating in isolation
(Daryaei & Azizi, 2024; Defond et al., 2024; Rezaei Rajani et al., 2024).

The accelerating pace of digital transformation has further reshaped expectations regarding auditor
competence. The adoption of advanced audit technologies, data analytics, and artificial intelligence tools
has introduced new skill requirements and altered traditional audit processes. Studies conducted in
different institutional contexts show that information technology usage and digital skills mediate the
relationship between auditor competence and audit effectiveness, particularly in complex financial
environments (Nugrahanto & Alhadi, 2021; Ridzuan et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2024). Moreover, emerging
evidence suggests that auditors’ knowledge, professional skepticism, and openness to innovation
significantly affect the adoption and effective use of artificial intelligence in auditing practices
(Moshayekhi & Amirollah, 2025; Torroba et al., 2025).

In parallel, behavioral and cultural perspectives have gained prominence in auditing research.
Scholars have demonstrated that personality traits, psychological capital, and professional norms influence
auditors’ judgments, ethical sensitivity, and responses to environmental challenges (Arefmanesh & Safari,
2025; Rajabi, 2025; Ridzuan et al., 2022). Cross-cultural studies further indicate that institutional and cultural
differences shape how competence is enacted and evaluated across jurisdictions, underscoring the need
for context-sensitive competency frameworks (Rajabi, 2025; Rashidah & Habibpour, 2023).

Despite extensive empirical work on individual determinants of audit quality, the literature reveals
a gap in integrative models that systematically organize auditor competencies within a coherent planning
and alignment framework. Many studies focus on isolated variables or linear relationships, offering
limited guidance for strategic competency development in the digital era (Kusmayasari et al., 2023; Riyadi



et al., 2025; Seyfi et al., 2024). In response to these limitations, the present study seeks to develop and
validate a comprehensive competency planning model for accountants and auditors that aligns
professional, behavioral, and digital dimensions within a structured analytical framework.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a developmental research design using an exploratory mixed-methods
approach. In the qualitative phase, semi-structured interviews were conducted with experts, academics,
and senior professionals in the fields of accounting and auditing. Participants were selected through
snowball sampling, and interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. The qualitative
data were analyzed using grounded theory methodology, following systematic open, axial, and selective
coding procedures to identify concepts, categories, and core dimensions related to auditor competency
planning.

Based on the qualitative findings, a comprehensive questionnaire was developed to operationalize
the identified constructs. In the quantitative phase, the questionnaire was administered to a sample of
accounting and auditing professionals. The collected data were analyzed using confirmatory factor
analysis and structural equation modeling to examine the validity of the measurement model and to test
the hypothesized relationships among competency dimensions, contextual factors, strategic mechanisms,
and outcomes.

Findings

The results of the data analysis indicated that the proposed competency planning model
demonstrates satisfactory goodness-of-fit indices, confirming the adequacy of both the measurement and
structural models. Three core competency dimensions emerged as central components of the model:
technical competencies, soft skills, and leadership in digital transformation. These core dimensions
showed significant direct effects on strategic actions related to competency development and on
professional outcomes.

The structural analysis revealed that technical competencies form the foundational layer of auditor
capability, while soft skills serve as a critical mediating mechanism that enhances the translation of
technical knowledge into effective professional judgment. Leadership in digital transformation exhibited
a significant influence on strategic alignment, indicating that the ability to guide and manage technological
change is an essential component of contemporary auditor competence.

The analysis further showed that causal conditions such as regulatory demands and environmental
complexity exert significant indirect effects on competency outcomes through the core dimensions.
Contextual and intervening factors, including individual attributes and organizational conditions, were
found to moderate several key relationships within the model. Overall, the findings support the robustness
of the proposed framework and highlight the interdependence of professional, behavioral, and digital
competencies in shaping audit effectiveness.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the necessity of reconceptualizing auditor competence as a
multidimensional and dynamic construct that extends beyond traditional technical expertise. The
identification of technical competencies, soft skills, and digital leadership as core dimensions reflects the
evolving nature of the auditing profession in an environment characterized by technological disruption
and heightened stakeholder expectations. The results suggest that audit quality and professional
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effectiveness are optimized when these competencies are developed in an integrated and strategically
aligned manner.

The validated model demonstrates that competency planning is not merely an individual-level
concern but a systemic process influenced by environmental pressures, organizational contexts, and
strategic interventions. By emphasizing the role of soft skills and leadership in digital transformation, the
study highlights the importance of behavioral and managerial capabilities in sustaining audit quality under
conditions of complexity and change.

In conclusion, this research contributes to the auditing literature by offering a comprehensive and
empirically validated competency planning framework tailored to the digital era. The model provides a
structured basis for aligning professional development initiatives with emerging technological and
institutional demands. It offers practical value for professional bodies, audit firms, and policymakers
seeking to enhance audit quality and strengthen public trust through systematic competency development.
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