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Objective: Academic dishonesty has emerged as a significant challenge in contemporary
educational systems, undermining not only academic integrity and scientific credibility but
also ethical principles and social values. Moral character, as a fundamental personality trait,
may play a crucial role in preventing unethical behaviors. However, other personality
characteristics, such as perfectionism, may strengthen or weaken this relationship. The
present study aimed to examine the relationship between moral character and academic
dishonesty, with perfectionism as a mediating variable, among students.

Methods: This applied study employed a quantitative, descriptive—correlational (cross-
sectional) design and was conducted using structural equation modeling. The statistical
population consisted of all upper secondary school students in Rudan city during the 2022—
2023 academic year. A total of 352 students were selected through multistage cluster
random sampling. Data were collected using standardized measures of moral character,
perfectionism, and academic dishonesty, and analyzed with AMOS-24 software. Ethical
considerations, including informed consent, voluntary participation, and confidentiality of
information, were fully observed.

Results: The findings indicated that moral character directly and negatively predicted
academic dishonesty. Moreover, perfectionism played a significant mediating role in the
relationship between moral character and academic dishonesty.

Conclusion: The results suggest that strengthening moral character and regulating
maladaptive aspects of perfectionism may be effective in reducing academic dishonesty.
Accordingly, educational interventions focused on moral character development and the
management of maladaptive perfectionism can contribute to enhancing students’ ethical and
academic well-being.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction and Objective: Academic dishonesty has emerged as a pervasive and growing
concern in contemporary educational systems, particularly within highly competitive academic
environments. Behaviors such as cheating on examinations, plagiarism, unauthorized
collaboration, and falsification of assignments not only undermine academic integrity but also
erode moral values and weaken trust in educational institutions. Previous research has identified
multiple individual and contextual antecedents of academic dishonesty, including performance
pressure, fear of failure, parental expectations, and inadequate self-regulatory skills. Among
individual factors, moral character has been consistently recognized as a key protective variable
against unethical behavior. Moral character refers to a constellation of stable dispositions—
such as moral motivation, moral identity, and moral self-regulation—that guide individuals to
distinguish right from wrong and act in accordance with internalized ethical standards.

At the same time, perfectionism represents a complex and multidimensional personality
construct that may function as either a protective or risk factor in academic contexts. While
adaptive dimensions of perfectionism (e.g., high personal standards and organization) are
associated with achievement motivation, maladaptive dimensions (e.g., excessive concern over
mistakes and perceived parental pressure) may increase vulnerability to stress, anxiety, and
unethical coping strategies. Empirical findings regarding the relationship between
perfectionism and academic dishonesty have been inconsistent, suggesting the need for more
integrative models.

Despite substantial evidence supporting the negative association between moral character and
academic dishonesty, limited research has examined the psychological mechanisms underlying
this relationship. In particular, the mediating role of perfectionism remains underexplored.
Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the relationship between moral character and
academic dishonesty, with a specific focus on the mediating role of perfectionism among high
school students.

Method: This applied study employed a quantitative, descriptive—correlational (cross-
sectional) design and utilized structural equation modeling (SEM) to test the proposed
conceptual model. The statistical population consisted of all upper secondary school students
in Rudan City, Hormozgan Province, Iran, during the 2022-2023 academic year. Using
multistage cluster random sampling, 378 students were initially selected from nine randomly
chosen schools. After excluding 26 questionnaires identified as outliers, the final sample
comprised 352 students (190 females and 162 males). The sample size met the recommended
criteria for SEM analysis (Kline, 2015). Data were collected using three validated instruments:

1. Moral Character Scale for Adolescents (Khormaei & Ghaemi, 2018), assessing Six
moral traits (o = .87);

2. Frost Multidimensional Perfectionism Scale (Frost et al., 1990), with four retained
dimensions after confirmatory factor analysis (a = .78);

3. Academic Dishonesty Scale (McCabe & Trevifio, 1997), measuring cheating on exams
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and assignments (a = .80).

Confirmatory factor analyses supported the construct validity of all measures, and reliability
coefficients indicated acceptable internal consistency. Data analysis was conducted using
SPSS-24 and AMOS-24, employing maximum likelihood estimation and bootstrapping (2,000
resamples, 95% confidence interval) to test indirect effects. Ethical principles, including
informed consent, voluntary participation, and confidentiality, were strictly observed.

Findings: Descriptive statistics indicated moderate levels of moral character and perfectionism,
alongside relatively low levels of academic dishonesty. Pearson correlation analyses revealed
significant relationships among most study variables. Moral character was negatively correlated
with both dimensions of academic dishonesty, while several dimensions of perfectionism
showed significant associations with both moral character and academic dishonesty. SEM
results demonstrated that the proposed model exhibited acceptable fit indices (y*/df = 1.89, CFI
=.90, IFI =.90, RMSEA = .05). Moral character directly and negatively predicted academic
dishonesty (B =—.77, p <.001), indicating that higher levels of moral character were associated
with lower engagement in dishonest academic behaviors. Moral character also significantly
predicted dimensions of perfectionism. It positively predicted parental expectations (p = .27, p
<.001), organization/order (f =.83, p <.001), and personal standards (f =.76, p <.001), while
negatively predicting concern over mistakes (B = —.25, p < .01). Among perfectionism
dimensions, parental expectations (B = .35, p <.001) and organization/order (B =.51, p <.001)
positively predicted academic dishonesty, whereas personal standards and concern over
mistakes were not significant predictors. Bootstrapping analysis confirmed a significant indirect
effect of moral character on academic dishonesty through perfectionism (B = —.38, p < .05).
Approximately 32% of the variance in academic dishonesty was explained by the combined
direct and indirect effects of moral character, indicating a partial mediation.

Conclusion: The findings of this study underscore the pivotal role of moral character in
reducing academic dishonesty among students, while simultaneously highlighting the dual and
complex role of perfectionism in this relationship. Although moral character exerts a strong
protective effect against unethical academic behavior, certain dimensions of perfectionism—
particularly excessive parental expectations and rigid organization—may inadvertently increase
students’ susceptibility to academic dishonesty. These results suggest that even students with
strong moral foundations may engage in dishonest behaviors when exposed to intense external
pressures or inflexible self-regulatory standards. Consequently, interventions aimed at reducing
academic dishonesty should not only focus on strengthening students’ moral character and
ethical identity (Cohen & Morse, 2014; Linder et al., 2020), but also on regulating maladaptive
aspects of perfectionism, particularly those rooted in external evaluation and unrealistic
expectations (Stoeber & Young, 2016). Educational policymakers, school counselors, and
teachers are encouraged to implement programs that promote moral development, foster
adaptive perfectionism, and guide parents toward setting realistic and supportive academic
expectations. Such comprehensive approaches may contribute to enhancing both the ethical
climate and academic well-being of students.
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