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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate the mediating role of moral
sensitivity in the relationship between positive perfectionism and academic
dishonesty among university students. The target population included all
students at Yasouj University, from which a sample of 365 students was selected
using multi-stage cluster random sampling. Participants completed the Positive
Perfectionism Questionnaire (Terry-Short et al., 1995), the Moral Sensitivity
Questionnaire (Narvaez, 2001), and the Academic Dishonesty Questionnaire
(McCabe & Trevifio, 1996). Structural equation modeling was employed to test
the proposed model. The results indicated that the model had a good fit with the
data. Regarding the direct effects, the findings indicated that positive
perfectionism had a significant positive impact on moral sensitivity and a
significant negative impact on academic dishonesty. Moreover, moral
sensitivity did not have a significant effect on academic dishonesty. Additional
findings revealed that moral sensitivity did not play a mediating role in the
relationship between positive perfectionism and academic dishonesty. Overall,
the findings emphasize the importance of positive perfectionism and moral
sensitivity in reducing academic dishonesty. It is therefore recommended that
strategies aimed at fostering positive perfectionism be implemented to enhance
students' moral sensitivity and, in turn, decrease academic dishonesty.
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Introduction

Educational systems around the world face numerous challenges, with
one of the most significant being academic dishonesty. Academic
dishonesty refers to unethical behaviors such as plagiarism, cheating on
exams, and violations related to completing assignments, which
students engage in to achieve academic success without putting in real
effort (Rusdi et al., 2016; Marques et al., 2019; Costley, 2019).
Additionally, providing false information, such as making excuses to
extend assignment deadlines or delay exams, is also considered a form
of academic dishonesty (Whitley & Keith-Spiegel, 2002). These
behaviors threaten the integrity of the learning process and create a
significant barrier to institutions’ ability to achieve their true
educational objectives.

Research findings indicate that academic dishonesty is a widespread
and growing issue in educational systems worldwide (Baran & Jonason,
2020; Ives & Giukin, 2020; Hogan & Jaska, 2000). In Iran, academic
cheating is notably prevalent among students, and the methods used to
carry it out are varied. Studies have shown that the most common
cheating methods include looking at others' papers, placing sheets in
view, and exchanging answers through gestures, while the use of
electronic devices and keeping notes in easily accessible places show
the lowest prevalence. Furthermore, studies reveal that males tend to
cheat more than females, with a higher percentage of male students
falling into the high-cheating group. These results indicate that
academic dishonesty, as a serious challenge in educational
environments, is influenced by various factors, including gender.

Understanding and identifying the predictors of academic dishonesty
is crucial, as this phenomenon can disrupt the learning process and have
harmful consequences for those involved (Chow et al., 2022). One of
the key variables in this area is positive perfectionism (Gaudreau et al.,
2024). Perfectionism refers to a set of personality traits in which an
individual sets unrealistic standards for themselves, makes detailed
self-assessments of their performance, and engages in cognitive
distortion, such as “all or nothing” thinking, categorizing results solely
as complete success or total failure (Thomas & Bigatti, 2020). This
personality trait can manifest in both adaptive (positive) and
maladaptive (negative) forms. Positive perfectionism is primarily
reinforced through feelings of satisfaction with progress and receiving
positive feedback (Frost et al., 1993; Hamachek, 1978). Individuals
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with this trait tend to have greater flexibility in their beliefs, self-
control, positive self-assessment, balanced standards in interpersonal
relationships, and commitment to high ethical principles. As a result,
they are more likely to adhere to ethical values and act according to
their principles even in difficult situations (Cui et al., 2023).
Additionally, individuals with positive perfectionism, due to their focus
on high academic achievements and achieving positive outcomes,
demonstrate better academic performance and are less likely to engage
in unethical behaviors, such as academic cheating.

Moral sensitivity is considered one of the key factors in preventing
academic dishonesty, as it plays a crucial role in individuals' perception,
judgment, and ethical decision-making in educational environments
(Gotmann et al., 2021). This trait refers to the ability to recognize
ethical issues, assess the consequences of decisions, and understand the
reactions of others (Kim et al., 2020). Individuals with higher moral
sensitivity tend to show greater responsibility when facing academic
challenges and are less likely to resort to unethical behaviors.
Moreover, positive perfectionism can act as a reinforcing factor in this
context, as individuals who strive for genuine progress tend to adhere
more closely to ethical principles. Research has shown that individuals
with higher moral sensitivity are less likely to engage in unethical
behaviors such as cheating and plagiarism, and they are more
committed to values such as honesty, fairness, and responsibility in
their studies (Smith et al., 2013; Bloodgood et al., 2010; Luthy et al.,
2009). Furthermore, educational environments that focus on promoting
academic ethics and raising students' awareness of the consequences of
academic dishonesty are more successful in reducing this phenomenon
(McCabe et al., 2001).

Additionally, studies have shown that positive perfectionism is
closely related to moral sensitivity (Yang et al., 2015). Perfectionists,
due to their desire for flawlessness, tend to have a clear understanding
of right and wrong in various situations and make efforts to act in
accordance with ethical principles (Stoeber & Yang, 2016).

Given the negative impacts of academic dishonesty on the quality of
learning and the credibility of educational systems, research in this area
is essential. Understanding the relationship between positive
perfectionism, moral sensitivity, and academic dishonesty could
contribute to the development of effective strategies for reducing
unethical behaviors in educational settings.
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Research Question
Does moral sensitivity play a mediating role in the relationship between
positive perfectionism and academic dishonesty?

Literature Review

Several studies have explored the relationship between perfectionism,
moral sensitivity, and academic dishonesty. For instance,
Mohammadzadeh (2023) found no significant link between
perfectionism and academic dishonesty, suggesting that factors like
moral sensitivity may play a role, which was not examined in the study.
Similarly, Shagirbasha et al. (2023) found a negative relationship
between adaptive perfectionism and cheating but did not explore moral
sensitivity as a mediator. These studies highlight a gap in the research
on how moral sensitivity mediates the relationship between positive
perfectionism and academic dishonesty.

Other studies, like those by Alnajjar & Abou Hashish (2021) and
Stoeber & Yang (2016), have shown that moral sensitivity impacts
unethical behaviors but did not address its role in the context of
perfectionism and academic dishonesty. Overall, while perfectionism
and moral sensitivity both affect academic behavior, the mediating role
of moral sensitivity in the link between positive perfectionism and
academic dishonesty remains underexplored. This calls for further
research to better understand these relationships.

Methodology

This study used a descriptive-correlational research design with
structural equation modeling to collect data. The target population
consisted of all students at Yasouj University enrolled in the first
semester of the 2023-2024 academic year, totaling 6,300 students.
Based on the Morgan table, the sample size was determined to be 361,
but 400 students were selected through multi-stage cluster sampling due
to questionnaire dropouts. Initially, two faculties (Humanities and Basic
Sciences) were chosen, and four departments from each faculty were
selected. Three classes from each department participated, and
questionnaires were distributed. The researcher clarified any
uncertainties and ensured that the students understood the concepts and
questions before they completed the questionnaires. After collecting the
completed questionnaires, 35 were discarded due to errors, leaving 365
valid questionnaires for analysis. Criteria for inclusion included
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students' consent and enrollment status, while exclusion criteria
involved unwillingness to complete the questionnaires, incomplete or
invalid responses, graduation status, or enrollment at a university other
than Yasouj. Ethical considerations emphasized voluntary
participation, confidentiality, and honesty in data collection.

This study used three measurement tools: the Terry Short et al.
(1995) Perfectionism Questionnaire, which measures positive
perfectionism with 20 items and has a Cronbach's alpha coefficient of
0.87; the Narvaez (2001) Moral Sensitivity Questionnaire, which
includes 26 items and has a Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.87; and
the McCabe & Trevifio (1996) Academic Dishonesty Questionnaire,
which contains 10 items and a Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.77. The
collected data were analyzed using both descriptive and inferential
statistics, and structural equation modeling, with the help of SPSS-24
and AMOS-24 software.

Results

In this study, 365 students (310 female and 55 male) were selected as
the sample, with 303 undergraduate, 52 master's, and 10 doctoral
students, ranging in age from 18 to 55. Preliminary analyses were
conducted to gain initial insights into the data. The results of skewness
and kurtosis tests indicated that all variables fell within the acceptable
range of -2 to +2, suggesting that the distribution of scores was not
significantly skewed. Additionally, tolerance statistics were above the
acceptable threshold (0.1), and variance inflation factors (VIF) were
below 10, indicating no multicollinearity among predictor variables.
The Durbin-Watson statistic ranged from 1.5 to 2.5, confirming the
independence of errors and the appropriateness of structural equation
modeling (SEM).

The correlation analysis revealed significant relationships between
the variables. Positive perfectionism showed a significant negative
correlation with academic dishonesty (r = -0.13, p < 0.01), indicating
that higher levels of positive perfectionism are associated with lower
levels of academic dishonesty. Similarly, moral sensitivity exhibited a
significant negative correlation with academic dishonesty (r = -0.26,
p < 0.01), suggesting that students with higher moral sensitivity are less
likely to engage in academic dishonesty. Additionally, a positive and
significant correlation was found between positive perfectionism and
moral sensitivity (r = 0.21, p < 0.05). Structural equation modeling
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revealed that 12% of the variance in academic dishonesty was explained
by positive perfectionism and moral sensitivity. Furthermore, the t-
values for the paths from positive perfectionism to moral sensitivity and
from moral sensitivity to academic dishonesty were greater than 2.58,
indicating significance. However, the path from positive perfectionism
to academic dishonesty was not significant. Overall, the model
demonstrated good fit indices, suggesting it was a reliable
representation of the data.

Tab 1. Model Fit Indices for the Proposed Model
X2 df P X¥df GFI AGFI NFI CFlI IFI RMSEA

Fit
Indices

Proposed
Model 62.18 33 001 183 096 094 096 0.96 096 0.04

Additional findings indicated that the path coefficients for positive
perfectionism to moral sensitivity (B = 0.76, p = 0.009) and positive
perfectionism to academic dishonesty (B = -0.46, p = 0.000) were
statistically significant. Moreover, the path from moral sensitivity to
academic dishonesty was removed from the proposed model due to its
non-significance. Furthermore, the indirect effect of positive
perfectionism on academic dishonesty was 0.000, meaning that moral
sensitivity does not serve as a mediator in the relationship between
positive perfectionism and academic dishonesty.

Discussion
Positive perfectionism serves as a protective factor against academic
dishonesty, as it is associated with self-regulation and an intrinsic
commitment to learning. Individuals with this trait are less likely to
engage in dishonest behaviors because they perceive success as a result
of their own effort and skills. Research has shown that positive
perfectionism is linked to increased academic self-efficacy and
emotional regulation, which ultimately reduces the likelihood of
academic dishonesty. Additionally, embracing failure as part of the
learning process plays a crucial role in this relationship, highlighting
the importance of fostering this trait in educational settings to enhance
academic integrity.

Positive perfectionism, as a multidimensional trait, has a significant
impact on moral sensitivity, as individuals striving for excellence gain
a deeper understanding of ethical principles. Their continuous
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commitment to personal growth and overcoming psychological
challenges enhances their ability to recognize moral situations and
make ethical decisions. However, research indicates that moral
sensitivity alone does not effectively reduce academic dishonesty.

External factors such as environmental pressures, social norms, and
performance goals play a crucial role in shaping academic behavior. In
competitive settings, moral sensitivity may be influenced by external
motivations and fail to prevent dishonest behaviors. Additionally,
mechanisms like moral disengagement and moral identity affect this
relationship; mere moral sensitivity is insufficient—ethical values must
be internalized to have a tangible impact on academic behavior.

The findings indicated that positive perfectionism plays a significant
role in reducing academic dishonesty, and fostering this trait through
educational workshops, counseling sessions, and group discussions on
ethical issues can be beneficial. However, the study faced limitations
such as student participation rates, restricted access to resources, and
reliance on self-report questionnaires, which affect the generalizability
of results. Employing supplementary methods like in-depth interviews
and field observations could enhance the accuracy and reliability of
findings. Additionally, given the correlational nature of the study,
conducting longitudinal research is recommended to further explore
causal relationships between positive perfectionism, moral sensitivity,
and academic dishonesty.

Conclusion

In conclusion, positive perfectionism can serve as a protective factor
against academic dishonesty by enhancing self-regulation, fostering an
intrinsic commitment to learning, and promoting moral sensitivity.
However, moral sensitivity alone is insufficient to prevent unethical
behavior; ethical values must be internalized to exert a meaningful
influence. Additionally, external factors such as environmental
pressures and moral identity play a crucial role in shaping academic
behavior.
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