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Abstract

Purpose: This study aimed to develop and validate a model for enhancing academic integrity among master’s
students at Islamic Azad University in Tehran by identifying and explaining the individual, research-related,
interpersonal, and organizational components associated with academic integrity.

Methodology: This applied study employed an exploratory mixed-methods approach. In the qualitative
phase, participants consisted of higher-education experts, faculty members, academic-ethics researchers, and
educational policymakers affiliated with Islamic Azad University, who were recruited through purposive and
snowball sampling. Theoretical saturation was achieved after 14 in-depth semi-structured interviews.
Qualitative data were analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step method with MAXQDA 12. Coding reliability was
assessed using Cohen’s kappa, which yielded a coefficient of 0.79. In the quantitative validation phase,
exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses and structural equation modeling were employed. Sampling
adequacy and factorability were assessed using the Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin index and Bartlett’s test of sphericity,
while model fit was evaluated using x2/df, RMSEA, CFI, NFI, GFI, and AGFI indices.

Findings: The KMO value was 0.78, and Bartlett’s test of sphericity was statistically significant (X>=1425.3,
df=153, p=0.001), confirming the suitability of the correlation matrix for factor analysis. Structural equation
modeling demonstrated satisfactory model fit (x?/df=1.60, RMSEA=0.03, CFI=0.94, NFI=0.93,
GFI=0.98, and AGFI=0.92). Confirmed indicator factor loadings ranged from 0.58 to 0.82, indicating
adequate coherence and explanatory strength. The validated structure encompassed ethical commitment and
fundamental values, scientific accuracy, research behavior and group interactions, intrinsic motivation and
professional conscience, and educational and organizational support.

Conclusion: The validated model indicates that enhancing academic integrity requires an integrated,
multilevel approach combining students’ ethical commitment and rigorous research practices with intrinsic
motivation, responsible professional interactions, faculty support, and transparent institutional policies and
monitoring mechanisms. Accordingly, the proposed model can provide a practical framework for educational

planning and university policymaking aimed at institutionalizing academic integrity among graduate students.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

Academic integrity constitutes a fundamental foundation of higher education and scientific knowledge production because the credibility
of research, the legitimacy of academic institutions, and public trust in science depend substantially on adherence to ethical and
professional standards. Contemporary conceptualizations of academic integrity extend beyond the avoidance of plagiarism or examination
cheating and encompass accurate data collection and analysis, transparent reporting of findings, appropriate attribution of intellectual
contributions, responsible authorship, fair collaboration, accountability, and adherence to institutional and professional norms.
Bibliometric evidence indicates that scholarship in this field has progressively shifted from a narrow emphasis on detecting academic
misconduct toward a broader understanding of integrity as a multidimensional and institutionally embedded construct (Suprapto et al.,
2025). This broader perspective is particularly important in graduate education, where students transition from being primarily
consumers of knowledge to becoming active producers of scientific knowledge and therefore increasingly encounter issues associated

with research integrity, authorship, data management, and responsible scholarly conduct (Krasnican et al., 2024; Laas et al., 2025).

Despite growing institutional attention to research ethics, academic dishonesty remains a substantial challenge across higher education
contexts. Recent evidence suggests that plagiarism, inappropriate collaboration, inaccurate reporting, unauthorized assistance, and other
forms of misconduct continue to occur among university students and graduate researchers (Gallent-Torres & Sureda-Negre, 2025;
Kalantarnia Astanki et al., 2025). Academic behavior is influenced not only by students' ethical knowledge but also by academic
pressure, self-efficacy, personal values, perceived norms, and institutional conditions (Gheisari et al., 2023; Marcolin et al., 2015).
Furthermore, emerging technologies, especially generative artificial intelligence, have complicated traditional distinctions between
legitimate academic assistance and misconduct and have created new challenges for authorship, originality, assessment, and institutional
regulation (Bittle & El-Gayar, 2025; Loberes & Doroteo, 2025). Students' judgments regarding apparently straightforward practices
such as copying and pasting may themselves vary according to attitudes, experience, and self-efficacy (Huang et al., 2025).

Evidence also suggests that educational and organizational environments are critical in shaping integrity. Ethics education, plagiarism-
awareness interventions, responsible authorship training, supportive supervision, and opportunities for ethical deliberation can strengthen
students' capacity for responsible decision-making (Demeter, 2025; Gladwin, 2018; Lofstrom, 2025; Prashar et al., 2024). Iranian
studies similarly indicate that academic misconduct is associated with individual, social, cultural, educational, and institutional factors
rather than a single determinant (Abdollah et al., 2022; Ahanchian et al., 2022; Aliverdinia et al., 2023; Sadeghi et al., 2017).
Previous attempts to develop policies and comprehensive models of academic honesty have further highlighted the importance of
integrating individual ethical commitment with institutional structures and organizational culture (M. Nemati et al., 2020;
Mohammadreza Nemati et al., 2020). Accordingly, there remains a need for a context-sensitive and empirically validated framework
specifically addressing master’s students within Islamic Azad University in Tehran. Therefore, the present study aimed to develop and

validate a model for promoting academic integrity among master’s students at Islamic Azad University in Tehran.
Methods and Materials

This applied study employed an exploratory mixed-methods design involving sequential qualitative model development and quantitative
validation. In the qualitative phase, participants consisted of experts and specialists in higher education, university faculty members,
researchers in academic and research ethics, and educational policymakers with professional experience related to Islamic Azad University,
particularly its Tehran branches. Participants were recruited using purposive sampling based on their expertise and direct experience with
academic integrity, research ethics, academic misconduct, and higher education policy. Snowball sampling was additionally used to
identify further knowledgeable participants. Data collection continued until theoretical saturation was reached after 14 in-depth semi-

structured interviews. Each interview lasted approximately 30—50 minutes.

Interview data were transcribed and analyzed using Colaizzi’s seven-step analytical procedure. The analysis included repeated
familiarization with interview transcripts, extraction of significant statements, formulation of meanings, organization of meanings into
thematic clusters, development of a comprehensive description, formulation of the fundamental structure of the phenomenon, and
validation of the findings. Coding was organized at basic, organizing, and overarching thematic levels and managed using MAXQDA
version 12. Trustworthiness was assessed through credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability procedures.

Approximately 30% of the interviews were independently coded by two coders, and inter-coder reliability was evaluated using Cohen’s

kappa.



Following qualitative model development, the identified in quantitatively evaluated using exploratory and contfi

factor analyses and structural equation modeling. Sampling adequac
the Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin coefficient and Bartlett’s test of sphericity. Mode

orability of the correlation matrix were

ated using the chi-square-to

ratio, root mean square error of approximation, comparative fit index, normed fi dness-of-fit index,

of-fit index. Factor loadings were subsequently examined to determine the contributi

proposed academic integrity model.
Findings

Qualitative analysis demonstrated that academic integrity among master’s students was a multidimensional and systematic phenomenon
shaped by the interaction of individual, research-related, interpersonal, educational, and organizational factors. Six major dimensions
emerged from the interviews: ethical commitment and fundamental values; scientific accuracy and rigor in research; research behavior in
group interactions; intrinsic motivation and professional conscience; the educational environment and faculty support; and organizational

culture and university policies.

Ethical commitment and fundamental values emerged as the central dimension. All interviewees emphasized adherence to ethical and
professional principles, avoidance of fabrication, plagiarism, and data distortion, respect for intellectual property, and personal
responsibility. Scientific accuracy and rigor included accurate data recording, truthful reporting of findings, appropriate referencing, and
impartial analysis. The interpersonal dimension incorporated fair participation in collaborative projects, acceptance of responsibility for
individual contributions, and honest professional feedback. Intrinsic motivation and professional conscience reflected students' belief in
the value of scientific work, personal motivation to respect ethical principles, and adherence to integrity independently of external
monitoring or rewards. The educational and organizational dimensions included continuous research ethics education, supportive and
exemplary supervisors, transparent regulations and monitoring systems, recognition of ethical students, deterrence of unethical

behaviors, and the establishment of an educational environment based on trust and cooperation.

Inter-coder analysis showed 158 agreements and 22 disagreements across 180 units of analysis, producing an initial agreement rate of

87.8% and a Cohen’s kappa coefficient of 0.79, indicating very good coding reliability.

Quantitative analyses supported the adequacy of the proposed factor structure. The Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin coefficient was 0.78, and
Bartlett’s test of sphericity was statistically significant (x?=1425.3, df=153, p=0.001), demonstrating that the correlation matrix was
appropriate for factor analysis. Among the extracted indicators, adherence to ethical and professional principles accounted for 10.8% of
variance, honesty in reporting results for 10.3%, accurate recording of data and information for 9.5%, appropriate referencing for 9.0%,

impartial analysis for 8.5%, fair collaboration in group projects for 8.0%, and honest feedback for 7.5%.

Structural equation modeling demonstrated satisfactory overall fit. The chi-square-to-degrees-of-freedom ratio was 1.60, RMSEA was
0.03, CFI was 0.94, NFI was 0.93, GFI was 0.98, and AGFI was 0.92. These indices collectively indicated an acceptable-to-strong fit

between the proposed conceptual structure and the empirical data.

Confirmatory factor analysis further demonstrated that the identified indicators contributed meaningfully to the model. Factor loadings
ranged from 0.58 to 0.82. The strongest loading was observed for adherence to ethical and professional principles (0.82), followed by
honesty in reporting results (0.80), accurate data recording (0.78), appropriate referencing (0.76), impartial analysis (0.74), fair
collaboration (0.71), and honest feedback (0.70). Other indicators included belief in the scientific importance of activities (0.69), personal
motivation to comply with ethical principles (0.68), research ethics education (0.66), exemplary and supportive faculty members (0.65),
transparent regulations and monitoring systems (0.63), recognition of academically honest students (0.61), deterrence of unethical

conduct (0.60), and an educational environment based on trust and cooperation (0.58).

Discussion and Con

integrity among master’s students should be understood as an integrated system rather than as the

ity must be manifested thro research practices. Academic integrity therefore involves both ethical

echnical research competence.
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The identification of fair collaboration and honest feedback as important components further demonstrates that integrity is fundamentally
relational. Graduate research increasingly occurs through interaction with supervisors, peers, research teams, and co-authors.
Consequently, responsible allocation of contributions, acceptance of individual responsibility, constructive criticism, and transparent

communication are integral elements of ethical research behavior.

Intrinsic motivation and professional conscience provide another critical layer of the model. External controls can discourage misconduct,
but they cannot ensure responsible behavior in every academic situation. Students frequently make research decisions in contexts where
direct monitoring is absent. Developing an internal commitment to scientific values is therefore essential for maintaining integrity under

academic pressure, time constraints, competition, or uncertainty.

The findings also emphasize that responsibility for academic integrity cannot be assigned exclusively to students. Faculty behavior,
supervision quality, educational programs, organizational culture, institutional rules, monitoring mechanisms, incentives, and the broader
learning climate all contribute to the formation and maintenance of responsible academic behavior. Universities that seck to promote
integrity should therefore combine preventive, educational, supportive, and regulatory strategies rather than relying primarily on

punishment after misconduct has occurred.

The favorable quantitative fit indices and coherent factor loadings provide empirical support for the proposed multidimensional
framework. The model integrates individual ethics, rigorous research behavior, responsible collaboration, intrinsic motivation, faculty
support, and institutional governance within a unified structure. This integration is particularly relevant to master’s students, who occupy

a transitional position between academic learning and independent knowledge production.

In conclusion, academic integrity among master’s students at Islamic Azad University in Tehran is a dynamic and multidimensional
construct that emerges from the interaction of personal ethical commitment, rigorous scientific practice, responsible interpersonal
conduct, intrinsic professional motivation, supportive academic supervision, and coherent institutional policies. The validated model
provides a potentially useful framework for developing educational programs, supervisory practices, quality-assurance procedures, and

university policies designed not merely to detect academic misconduct but to establish a sustainable culture of responsible scholarship.
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1 - Exploratory factor analysis
2 - Confirmatory factor analysis
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