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Objective: This study aims to identify the operational challenges
associated with implementing sustainability assurance reporting in Iran and
to propose a model for the adoption of these reports.

Method: This study employs a mixed-methods approach, combining
qualitative and quantitative methods. In the qualitative phase, the
implementation challenges were identified through semi-structured
interviews with 12 experts, including university professors who are Certified
Public Accountants (CPAs) with research backgrounds in sustainability, as
well as internal auditors. In the quantitative phase, a Likert-scale
questionnaire was administered to 253 respondents across all auditing ranks
and CPAs to validate the identified implementation challenges and the
proposed adoption model. Finally, the identified challenges were prioritized
using the Best—Worst Method (BWM) based on the opinions of 16 experts,
some of whom had also participated in the interview phase.

Results: Based on the interview findings and the ranking results, the
identified challenges were prioritized as follows: (1) difficulties in
quantifying and establishing auditability in the social and environmental
dimensions; (2) costs imposed on companies and institutions; (3) the scarcity
of specialized external personnel and experts; (4) the lack of comprehensive
and relevant regulations; (5) conflicts of interest and accountability issues;
(6) political constraints and barriers; (7) the mismatch between fee rates and
workload/responsibilities; and (8) violations of ethical principles.
Furthermore, the Likert-scale questionnaire results indicated that auditors
validated all identified challenges, recognized the innovative nature of
sustainability assurance reporting, and confirmed the suitability of the
integrated Rogers—Ajzen model for the adoption of these reports.

Conclusion: Given the novel nature of sustainability assurance reporting,
its implementation inevitably faces various challenges. Identifying these
obstacles can facilitate a smoother implementation process. Moreover,
because emerging practices require an appropriate framework for
acceptance, the integrated Rogers—Ajzen model provides a suitable
framework for promoting the adoption of sustainability assurance reporting.
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Introduction

Nowadays, maximizing profitability is no longer the sole objective of corporate managers, as issues
such as environmental impacts, organizational culture, and social responsibility have become integral
components of organizational goals. Consequently, traditional financial reporting no longer satisfies all
stakeholders' informational needs because it fails to capture an organization's social and environmental
impacts. This shortcoming has led to the development of sustainability reporting. The Global Reporting
Initiative (GRI) defines sustainability reporting as the practice of measuring, disclosing, and being
accountable to internal and external stakeholders for organizational performance toward sustainable
development by providing information across four dimensions: economic, social, environmental, and
corporate governance.

From a theoretical perspective, stakeholder theory argues that many business entities have grown to
such an extent that their impact extends far beyond the interests of shareholders alone. Accordingly,
corporations are viewed as social institutions that must be accountable to a broader range of
stakeholders. Addressing the ethical, economic, and social needs of stakeholders not only mitigates
conflicts of interest but also enhances stakeholder commitment, improves corporate performance, and
strengthens competitive advantages through greater transparency and improved reputation.

Despite these benefits, significant challenges remain in education, public awareness, and regulatory
frameworks. At the same time, increasing societal expectations have made the concept of corporate
profitability more complex, requiring organizations to incorporate both financial and non-financial
objectives into their business models while maintaining an appropriate balance between profitability
and sustainability.

Furthermore, financial crises and auditing scandals have elevated sustainability to a critical concern
among international corporations. The increasing publication of sustainability reports has created a
growing demand for assurance services to enhance the credibility and reliability of this information.
However, traditional audit reports provide only limited information regarding sustainability reporting
and its assurance. Moreover, concerns remain that existing assurance practices may place greater
emphasis on managerial interests than on public accountability. In some cases, companies may publish
sustainability reports that do not accurately reflect their environmental performance or make
unsupported commitments regarding future sustainability initiatives.

In Iran, although domestic standard-setting bodies, such as the Audit Organization, have taken steps
toward developing sustainability disclosure standards, no comprehensive reporting framework has yet
been established for companies. At present, [ranian companies are not required to prepare sustainability
reports and generally disclose sustainability-related information voluntarily within their boards of
directors' reports. Nevertheless, as regulatory bodies continue their efforts to establish a formal
reporting framework, sustainability assurance is receiving increasing attention.

Despite these developments, neither Iranian companies nor audit firms currently possess sufficient
experience or practical guidance comparable to internationally recognized standards such as ISAE 3000
and other international assurance frameworks. Even internationally, sustainability assurance remains
characterized by voluntary adoption, methodological diversity, and ongoing professional debate.
Furthermore, because sustainability assurance represents an innovative reporting practice, its adoption
by audit firms requires appropriate institutional conditions and effective implementation models. The
adoption of innovations often generates different responses among auditors and clients; therefore,
understanding these behavioral patterns is essential for designing effective educational and
implementation programs.

Overall, the implementation of sustainability assurance reporting in Iran faces substantial
operational challenges due to its novelty and the limited availability of practical experience. Since
successful implementation depends on broad acceptance, this study aims to identify the operational
challenges of sustainability assurance reporting, explain its implementation process in Iran, and develop
a comprehensive model to facilitate its adoption within the auditing profession.

Method

This study adopts a mixed-methods research design consisting of qualitative and
quantitative phases. In the qualitative phase, the implementation challenges were identified
using Colaizzi's phenomenological method through semi-structured interviews with 12 experts.
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The interview panel consisted of internal auditors and university professors who are Certified
Public Accountants (CPAs) with research expertise in sustainability.

In the quantitative phase, a Likert-scale questionnaire was administered to 253 respondents
representing all auditing ranks, including auditors and CPAs. Descriptive and inferential
statistical analyses were then conducted to validate both the identified implementation
challenges and the proposed adoption model. Finally, the identified challenges were prioritized
using the Best—Worst Method (BWM) based on the judgments of 16 experts, several of whom
had also participated in the qualitative interview stage.

Results

Based on the interview findings and the subsequent ranking analysis, the implementation
challenges were prioritized as follows: (1) methodological difficulties in quantifying and
establishing auditability for the social and environmental dimensions; (2) financial costs
imposed on companies and institutions; (3) the shortage of specialized external professionals
and subject-matter experts; (4) inadequate legal and regulatory frameworks; (5) conflicts of
interest and accountability issues; (6) political constraints and institutional barriers; (7) the
mismatch between professional fees and assigned responsibilities; and (8) violations of ethical
principles.

The findings from the Likert-scale questionnaire further confirmed that auditors recognized
all of the identified challenges, acknowledged the innovative nature of sustainability assurance
reporting, and considered the integrated Rogers—Ajzen model to be an appropriate framework
for facilitating its adoption.

Conclusion

The evolution of the concept of development has shifted corporate objectives beyond
financial profitability toward sustainable development, emphasizing environmental and social
responsibilities alongside economic performance. This transformation has increased the need
for sustainability reporting. At the same time, concerns regarding the reliability of
sustainability disclosures have highlighted the importance of developing standardized
assurance services for these reports worldwide.

Although sustainability reporting and assurance remain in their early stages in Iran and are
currently voluntary, alignment with international developments is likely to become inevitable.
Therefore, a clear understanding of the structural, legal, and cultural challenges associated with
sustainability assurance is essential for developing localized implementation strategies and
preparing the auditing profession for future regulatory requirements.

Moreover, one of the primary obstacles to this transition is the absence of a well-defined
framework for the adoption of sustainability assurance reporting. Accordingly, the integrated
Rogers—Ajzen model provides a coherent theoretical framework that can effectively explain
and facilitate the adoption of sustainability assurance practices within the auditing profession.
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