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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this research was to investigate the mediating role of moral
sensitivity in the relationship between moral identity and academic dishonesty
of Yasouj University students. The statistical population of this study included
all students of Yasouj University from which a sample of 365 people was
selected from this population by multi-stage random cluster sampling, and the
academic dishonesty, moral sensitivity and moral identity questionnaires were
completed by the sample. Evaluation of the proposed model was done using
path analysis. The findings showed that the proposed model has a good fit with
the data. The findings related to the direct effects showed that both
symbolization and internalization of moral identity had a positive and
significant effect on moral sensitivity; moral sensitivity and internalization of
identity had a negative and significant effect on academic dishonesty. Also,
symbolization of identity had no significant effect on academic dishonesty.
Regarding the indirect paths, the findings showed that moral sensitivity has a
mediating role in the relationship between internalization and symbolization
with academic dishonesty. Overall, the results of this study emphasize the role
of moral identity and moral sensitivity in reducing academic dishonesty;
therefore, it is suggested that to increase moral sensitivity and consequently
reduce academic dishonesty, attention should be paid to cultivating students'
moral identity.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Academic dishonesty refers to unethical
behaviors such as cheating, plagiarism, and
outsourcing assignments, which students use
to gain success without effort (He et al.,
2024). This issue is widespread across
educational environments and leads to
negative consequences like undermining
educational goals, disrupting classroom
dynamics, and increasing the likelihood of
future unethical conduct. Studies show that
academic dishonesty is prevalent globally,
including among Iranian students, with
diverse methods of cheating (Aliverdinia et
al., 2023). One major factor influencing
academic dishonesty is moral identity,
which consists of two components:
internalization and symbolization.
Internalization reflects the centrality of
moral values in one’s self-concept, while
symbolization refers to the outward
expression of these values in social behavior
(Aquino & Reed, 2002). Students with
strong moral identity are significantly less
likely to engage in dishonest behavior
(Wowra, 2007). Another related factor is
moral sensitivity—the ability to recognize
ethical issues, evaluate consequences, and
understand others’ emotions (Chen et al.,
2025). Moral identity and moral sensitivity
are interlinked, with the former predicting
the latter (Hardy et al., 2015). This study
aims to examine the mediating role of moral
sensitivity in the relationship between moral
identity (internalization and symbolization)
and academic dishonesty among students at
Yasouj University. Using  ethical
psychology frameworks and advanced
statistical analysis, the research seeks to
uncover mechanisms for reducing cheating
and enhancing ethical standards in academic
settings. The hypotheses propose that moral
sensitivity mediates both relationships.

Method

This study employed a descriptive-
correlational  design  using  structural
equation modeling to examine relationships
among variables. The statistical population
included all students at Yasouj University
during the first semester of the 2023-2024

academic year. Out of approximately 6,300
students, 400 were selected through
multistage cluster random sampling. After
removing incomplete questionnaires, 365
were analyzed. Most participants were
female undergraduate students, with an
average age of around 22 years.

To measure moral identity, the study used
Aquino and Reed’s (2002) questionnaire,
which includes  two  components:
internalization and symbolization. The 10-
item scale uses a 7-point Likert format, and
reliability in this study was reported as 0.75
for internalization and 0.71  for
symbolization. Moral sensitivity was
assessed using the Persian version of
Narvaez’s (2001) questionnaire, which
contains 26 items across seven dimensions.
Reliability coefficients for these dimensions
ranged from 0.69 to 0.86.

Academic dishonesty was measured
using McCabe and Trevino’s (1997) 10-item
questionnaire, which evaluates cheating on
exams and assignments. Responses were
recorded on a 5-point Likert scale, and
reliability scores in this study ranged from
0.71to 0.77. Data analysis was conducted in
two stages: descriptive statistics using SPSS-
24 and inferential statistics using PLS3. The
study hypotheses were tested through path
analysis.

Results

In  the preliminary analysis phase,
descriptive  statistics and  statistical
assumptions were examined. Results
indicated that the distribution of scores was
normal and no multicollinearity was
detected. The Durbin-Watson statistic
confirmed the independence of errors,
validating the use of structural equation
modeling. Correlation analysis revealed that
internalization and symbolization were
positively associated with moral sensitivity
and negatively associated with academic
dishonesty. Moral sensitivity also showed a
significant negative  correlation  with
academic dishonesty.

In the final structural model, 15% of the
variance in academic dishonesty was
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explained by internalization, symbolization,
and moral sensitivity. Model fit indices were
within acceptable ranges, confirming the
model’s validity. Regarding direct paths,
internalization had a significant negative
effect on academic dishonesty (p = -0.15, p
= 0.03) and a significant positive effect on
moral sensitivity (B = 0.35, p < 0.001).
Symbolization significantly predicted moral
sensitivity (f =0.19, p=0.006), but its direct
effect on academic dishonesty was not
statistically significant (p = 0.34).

For indirect paths, the mediating role of
moral sensitivity ~ was confirmed.
Internalization indirectly reduced academic
dishonesty through moral sensitivity (f = -
0.10, p = 0.005), and symbolization also had
a significant indirect negative effect via
moral sensitivity (B = -0.04, p = 0.048).
These findings highlight the crucial role of
moral sensitivity in mitigating academic
dishonesty and suggest that strengthening
components of moral identity can foster
ethical behavior in educational settings.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study aimed to examine the mediating
role of moral sensitivity in the relationship
between moral identity and academic
dishonesty among university students. The
findings revealed that moral identity
indirectly reduces academic dishonesty by
enhancing moral sensitivity. The two core
components of moral identity—
internalization and symbolization—both
contribute to the development of moral
sensitivity. Internalization integrates ethical
values into one’s self-concept, while
symbolization reflects those values in social
behavior, thereby strengthening moral
awareness.

Students with a strong moral identity are
less likely to engage in dishonest behaviors

because they perceive ethical principles as
part of their personal identity. For them,
cheating is not merely a violation of
academic rules but a breach of their own
moral  standards.  Such individuals
demonstrate greater self-regulation and
discipline, enabling them to resist external
pressures and uphold ethical conduct even in
challenging situations. Their commitment to
values like fairness, justice, and respect
guides their decisions.

Processes such as self-reflection and
moral awareness, rooted in moral identity,
enhance students’ ability to evaluate the
ethical consequences of their actions. Those
with high moral sensitivity not only adhere
to ethical principles but also understand the
broader impact of academic dishonesty on
the educational community. This awareness
fosters a sense of moral responsibility and
encourages ethical decision-making, even
when faced with temptations or social
pressure.

Another key finding showed that
internalization directly and indirectly
influences academic dishonesty, while
symbolization affects it only through moral
sensitivity. Thus, promoting internalization
through educational workshops, counseling,
and group discussions can effectively reduce
dishonest behavior. However, the study has
limitations, including the exclusion of
psychological variables like academic stress
and reliance on self-reporting methods,
which may introduce bias. Future research
should consider mixed methods and
moderating  factors to yield more
generalizable and valid results.
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