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Objective: The present study aimed to provide a multilevel analysis of causal factors
in the identity of public sector accountants.

Methodology: In terms of its objective, this research is classified as fundamental,
and in terms of methodology, it is a mixed-methods study. Data collection tools
included interviews, content analysis of articles, and questionnaires. The statistical
population consisted of accounting experts, with theoretical saturation achieved
through purposive sampling in interviews with 13 experts. MAXQDA and Excel
software were used for data analysis. After completing initial and axial coding of
interviews and extracting the model, the Fuzzy Delphi method was employed for the
final screening of codes obtained from the interviews. For this purpose, a
questionnaire containing 14 indicators of public sector accountants' identity extracted
from the interviews was distributed to the expert panel members. The Fuzzy Delphi
results were approved and agreed upon by the experts, indicating that the identified
indicators can explain the identity of public sector accountants. Subsequently, the
Interpretive Structural Modeling (ISM) method was used to depict the mutual
relationships and level structuring of the variables.

Findings: According to the results, level six was identified as the most influential
level. Level one was selected as the most influenced level, containing four indicators.
Additionally, the indicators within the same level were found to have mutual and
pairwise influence on each other.

Conclusion: The identity of public sector accountants is influenced by multilevel
factors, and the mutual interaction among these factors can provide a more
comprehensive understanding of professional identity and its development in this
field.

Keywords: Accountants' Identity, Personal Identity, Social ldentity, Collective
Identity, Professional Identity, Organizational Identity, Ethical Identity
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Identity, as one of the most significant components in the humanities and social sciences, has
garnered considerable attention from scholars in recent decades. It serves as a psychological and social
construct encompassing an individual’s thoughts, beliefs, and their relationships with others. The term
"identity" originates from the Latin Identitas and Idem, meaning "same" and "identical,” reflecting both
uniqueness that differentiates an individual from others and a sense of belonging to groups through shared
characteristics such as ethnicity and culture (Zhang, 2024). Identity is thus defined as the scientific
determination and recognition of societal groups and their complex and multifaceted interactions governed
by social norms and values. Accounting, essential for providing useful information to various stakeholders
like managers, investors, and creditors through data collection, analysis, and reporting, requires an
understanding of accountants' professional identity for a comprehensive grasp of the profession
(Karimabadi et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2023). Accountants develop professional identity through shared
responsibilities and tasks, anchoring themselves within their organizations and broader social systems
(Han et al., 2023; Kamyabi et al., 2023). This identity manifests in advanced cognitive skills, emotional
intelligence, and social competencies related to accounting activities, making the formation of a unified
professional identity challenging due to the profession’s diverse roles (Ott, 2022). Professional identity
formation is influenced by social changes from globalization, corporate scandals, and competitive
pressures, necessitating research into its development process (Brouard et al., 2017). Accountants often
define their professional identity by distinguishing themselves from other professions, fostering
competition and adherence to ethical standards (Arefmanesh & Mousavi, 2022; Ott, 2022). Ott (2022) found
that structured job advertisements reflect professional identity by highlighting required cognitive,
emotional, and social competencies (Ott, 2022). Xu et al. (2021) demonstrated that ethical leadership and
professional identity prominence influence accountants' ethical decisions (Xu et al., 2021). Arefmanesh and
Mousavi (2022) emphasized the moderating role of auditors’ professional identity on self-efficacy in client
negotiations and neutrality (Arefmanesh & Mousavi, 2022). Professional identity provides purpose and aids
in decision-making, problem-solving, and adaptation to new environments (Berzonsky & Kuk, 2005),
encompassing occupational interests, abilities, values, and ethical standards, with public sector
accountants embodying integrity and public service commitment (Xu et al., 2021). This study aims to
address the gap in accounting literature regarding public sector accountants’ identity by designing a
comprehensive model that enhances theoretical foundations, informs policymakers, and aids accounting
educators and students in understanding professional identity formation, contributing to future research
on the subject.

Methodology

This fundamental research adopts a mixed-methods approach, integrating qualitative and
guantitative methodologies for a comprehensive exploration of the research problem. The sequential
exploratory design aligns with pragmatism, emphasizing practical solutions through inductive and
deductive reasoning. Data collection involved both library research and fieldwork, utilizing interviews for
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qualitative data and surveys for quantitative validation. The study population comprised public sector
accounting experts, including university faculty, financial managers, and senior accountants, selected
through purposive sampling. Thirteen experts participated, meeting criteria such as a minimum of ten
years of public sector accounting experience or university faculty membership. Data collection tools
included semi-structured interviews and a structured questionnaire developed from interview findings.
Thematic analysis was conducted using MAXQDA software for initial and axial coding, extracting key
concepts and categories. A total of 50 open codes were identified, categorized into 14 themes. To ensure
reliability, the Kappa coefficient was calculated, yielding a value of 0.758, indicating substantial
agreement among coders. The Fuzzy Delphi method was employed for expert validation, using triangular
fuzzy numbers to aggregate expert opinions. Two Delphi rounds confirmed all 14 indicators, with
defuzzified scores exceeding the acceptance threshold. Finally, Interpretive Structural Modeling (1ISM)
was applied to determine hierarchical relationships among the indicators, forming a multilevel structure
that highlights causal interdependencies and levels of influence.

Findings

The thematic analysis identified 14 indicators influencing the identity of public sector accountants,
categorized into organizational identity, cognitive factors, socioeconomic status, social networks, culture,
workplace spirituality, public interest, regulatory compliance, societal culture, organizational ethics,
economic policies, accounting profession conditions, organizational characteristics, and education and
research. Organizational identity encompassed a sense of belonging, commitment to organizational
success, and consideration of organizational consequences in decision-making. Cognitive factors included
intellectual abilities and conceptual understanding. Socioeconomic status covered income, occupation,
education, and living conditions. Social networks highlighted relationships with colleagues, relatives, and
community participation. Cultural aspects emphasized adherence to societal values and spirituality at
work. Public interest focused on aligning organizational decisions with societal welfare. Regulatory
compliance involved adherence to legal standards and awareness of regulatory requirements. Societal
culture underscored transparency, meritocracy, and social interaction. Organizational ethics reflected
employee commitment to ethical conduct and social responsibility. Economic policies addressed
economic instability, foreign investment, capital market development, and oil dependency. Accounting
profession conditions included professional associations, national standing, work environment, and
educational standards. Organizational characteristics considered operations, size, management
philosophy, and accounting systems. Education and research highlighted academic and professional
training, research initiatives, and effective reward systems. Fuzzy Delphi analysis validated all 14
indicators with defuzzified scores above 7, confirming expert consensus. ISM identified level six as the
most influential, with organizational culture and economic policies as key drivers. Level one, the most
influenced, included organizational identity, cognitive factors, socioeconomic status, and social networks.
Intermediate levels encompassed public interest, regulatory compliance, societal culture, organizational
ethics, accounting profession conditions, and organizational characteristics. The ISM matrix revealed
mutual influences within levels, indicating interdependencies. The final model depicted a hierarchical
structure with six levels, emphasizing the multidimensionality of public sector accountants’ identity and
the complex interplay among influencing factors.
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Discussion and Conclusion

The study’s multilevel analysis demonstrated that the identity of public sector accountants is
shaped by various interrelated factors spanning individual, organizational, and environmental dimensions.
Organizational culture and economic policies emerged as fundamental drivers, shaping the broader
context within which accountants operate. Public interest and regulatory compliance acted as mediators,
bridging macro-level influences with micro-level identity formation. Socioeconomic status, cognitive
abilities, and social networks were directly impacted by higher-level factors, highlighting the layered
nature of identity construction. The ISM model’s hierarchical structure illustrated the cascading effects of
economic and cultural factors on individual and organizational identities, emphasizing the need for holistic
approaches in addressing identity-related challenges in public sector accounting. The findings align with
previous studies that underscore the importance of organizational culture and economic stability in
professional identity development. The study contributes to the literature by offering a comprehensive
model that integrates diverse factors influencing public sector accountants’ identity, providing a
framework for future research and practical interventions. Limitations include the study’s focus on a
specific geographic region and reliance on expert opinions, which may limit generalizability. Future
research could explore additional regions, incorporate larger samples, and employ longitudinal designs to
capture identity evolution over time. Practical implications include developing policies that foster positive
organizational culture, enhancing economic stability, and providing continuous professional development
to strengthen accountants’ identity and performance.
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