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1. INTRODUCTION
Accountability and professional ethics are two critical pillars in the structure and function of modern public sector management. As societies evolve and governance becomes more transparent and citizen-centric, there is increasing pressure on public managers to act not only effectively but also ethically and responsibly. Professional ethics refer to the moral standards and principles that govern the behavior of individuals within a particular profession. These include honesty, integrity, respect for others, commitment to fairness, and a dedication to public service. Accountability, on the other hand, reflects the obligation of managers to answer for their actions and decisions, particularly in the public sector where the primary stakeholders are the citizens themselves.
In the Iranian context, the importance of these two concepts has been highlighted in numerous reforms aimed at improving public administration. Failures in accountability have been linked to inefficiencies, corruption, and a decline in public trust. Conversely, when public managers are held accountable for their actions, there tends to be a significant improvement in transparency, responsiveness, and adherence to ethical standards.
The present study was initiated to investigate the direct and indirect influence of accountability on the professional ethics of public sector managers in Iran. Specifically, the study aimed to (1) identify key components and indicators that demonstrate how accountability can foster ethical behavior among managers, and (2) prioritize these components based on expert evaluations. The findings contribute to both academic literature and practical policy-making, especially in terms of managerial training and performance evaluation systems in the public sector.

2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
The research adopted a qualitative exploratory approach using content analysis and semi-structured interviews to identify the key components of accountability that influence professional ethics. The study was carried out in 2023 (1402 in the Iranian calendar).
Sampling and Participants
The study sample consisted of 15 experts selected through purposive sampling. These experts included:
· 7 public sector accountants
· 3 public sector financial managers
· 5 university faculty members specializing in public administration, ethics, and accounting
This composition ensured a balanced view of both academic and practical perspectives.
Data Collection
Two primary tools were used:
1. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with all participants, focusing on their views and experiences with ethical practices and accountability mechanisms in public institutions.
2. Expert questionnaires were also distributed to validate the relevance and importance of identified components and indicators.
Data Analysis
The data was analyzed using three phases of coding based on grounded theory:
· Open coding: Initial concepts were extracted from interviews and literature.
· Axial coding: Related codes were grouped into coherent categories.
· Selective coding: Relationships between categories were analyzed to develop a conceptual model.
To validate the findings, a Delphi technique was also used to refine and confirm the final framework. Descriptive statistics and Friedman's ranking test were then applied to prioritize the identified components.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Identified Components and Indicators
The qualitative analysis led to the identification of five major components and 29 specific indicators through the combined interview and coding process. The components are:
1. Promotion of Responsibility
· Emphasis on timely and quality execution of duties
· Openness to criticism and feedback
· Upholding ethical standards
· Responsible decision-making
· Organizational, individual, and public accountability
2. Enhancement of Public Trust
· Honest communication with stakeholders
· Ethical leadership
· Transparency in decision-making
· Alignment of personal conduct with organizational values
3. Improvement in Transparency
· Timely and accessible dissemination of information
· Clear delineation of organizational responsibilities
· Integrity in reporting and performance documentation
4. Commitment to Ethical Principles
· Adherence to rules and professional codes
· Ethical conduct in internal and external interactions
· Continuous professional development
5. Strengthening of Public Relations
· Effective communication with the public
· Social responsibility and responsiveness
· Trust-building interactions with stakeholders
Expert Evaluation and Prioritization
The identified components were evaluated by experts using a Likert scale, and the results were analyzed using Friedman’s test. The findings are summarized below:
	Component
	Mean Score
	Rank

	Promotion of Responsibility
	4.56
	1

	Enhancement of Public Trust
	4.39
	2

	Improvement in Transparency
	4.09
	3

	Commitment to Ethical Principles
	3.76
	4

	Strengthening of Public Relations
	3.56
	5



All components received mean scores above 3, indicating strong agreement among experts regarding their relevance. The statistical significance (p < 0.05) confirms that the differences in ranking were meaningful.
Thematic Insights
The results provide compelling evidence that accountability is not a standalone concept but intricately woven into the ethical fabric of public sector management. Key insights include:
· Responsibility as a foundation: The highest-ranked component reflects the idea that ethical behavior is rooted in personal and professional responsibility. Managers who are accountable tend to be more diligent, transparent, and ethical in their decisions.
· Trust as a social outcome: Public trust emerges when managers consistently demonstrate accountability, leading to better acceptance of public policies and institutional legitimacy.
· Transparency as both cause and effect: While transparency is a result of accountability, it also reinforces ethical conduct by exposing unethical behavior and creating pressure for compliance.
· Ethical commitment as a cultural norm: True ethical behavior is not merely about avoiding wrongdoing but about cultivating a culture of integrity, reinforced by accountability structures.
· Public relations as a behavioral extension: Effective communication and responsiveness, though ranked lowest, are crucial in bridging the gap between organizations and citizens, making ethics visible and tangible.

4. CONCLUSION
This study set out to explore how accountability influences professional ethics among public sector managers in Iran. Through qualitative interviews, coding analysis, and expert validation, the research uncovered a comprehensive framework of five interconnected components and 29 detailed indicators that explain this relationship.
Major Findings:
· Accountability directly contributes to ethical behavior by encouraging transparency, fostering trust, and enforcing responsibility.
· The most critical component was promotion of responsibility, followed closely by public trust and transparency.
· A consistent and reliable accountability framework can act as a preventive mechanism against ethical misconduct and as a driver of ethical decision-making.
Practical Implications:
· Policymakers should design and implement accountability systems that emphasize responsibility, transparency, and ethical compliance.
· Public sector organizations must incorporate these components into their performance evaluations, leadership training, and regulatory oversight frameworks.
· Academic institutions and training centers should focus on developing ethical sensitivity and decision-making capacity in future public managers.
Recommendations for Future Research:
· Comparative studies across countries to explore cultural and structural differences in ethical accountability.
· Empirical analysis of the impact of digital technologies (e.g., e-governance) on ethical conduct and transparency.
· Exploration of the relationship between accountability and organizational justice or job satisfaction in public institutions.
In conclusion, accountability is not merely a bureaucratic requirement—it is a moral imperative that underpins ethical public service. Strengthening accountability systems will lead to more ethical, effective, and trusted public management, ultimately enhancing citizen satisfaction and governance quality.

