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The objective of the current study was to ascertain the components and establish a
framework for the ethics of Iranian students. At the conceptual ordering level, a
qualitative approach and grounded theory method were implemented to achieve this
objective.Data collection was conducted using a variety of sources, including two
distinct categories: documentary and field-based. The documentary section drew
inspiration from the ethical charters of prestigious universities worldwide, the
teachings of the Holy Quran, Nahj al-Balagha, and positive psychology. Semi-
structured interviews were employed to recount events that involved ethical issues in
the field-based section, which was based on the perceptions of 67 students from
universities in Tehran during the years 2022-2023. Purposive sampling was
implemented to determine the enrollment of students. Data saturation was attained
during the sixty-seventh interview. The constructivist analytical approach and
MAXQDA2018 software were employed to conduct the data analysis. The ethical
framework was used to incorporate and categorize the extracted codes from both the
documentary and field sections into 16 overarching codes. Consequently, the
instances associated with each ethical code were arranged within a three-dimensional
conceptual framework of student ethics, which was further divided into three
categories: educational ethics, research ethics, and public ethics. The conceptual
framework that has been proposed offers a suitable foundation for the development
of tools to measure student ethics and the design of intervention programs that are
intended to improve the ethical standards of Iranian students.
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Extended Abstract
Aim

Based on the National Comprehensive Scientific Map of the country (Negahdari, 2007), universities serve as
primary centers for research and innovation across various scientific and technological domains, contributing to
profound cultural, social, and political transformations (Klaasen, 2020). Furthermore, they advocate for and
promote ethics, science, and wisdom while supporting knowledge-based enterprises. In Iranian and global
universities, ethics has received increasing attention, and various definitions and standards have been proposed
for different professional fields. These definitions are presented as ethical codes based on cultural principles,
religious teachings, social norms, and relevant regulations. Despite the substantial richness of our religious and
cultural texts and the importance that universities currently place on this issue, ethics within universities has not
yet received the level of attention it deserves. According to the views of faculty members, students,
administrators, and higher education policymakers, the state of scientific ethics in Iran remains a contentious
issue (Heller, 2022). Therefore, the present study was conducted to identify and present the components of an
ethical framework for Iranian students.

Due to the paradigmatic differences between quantitative and qualitative methods, qualitative studies employ
a conceptual framework to guide the development of research questions rather than a theoretical framework to
develop and test hypotheses (Maxwell, 2005; Salehi et al., 2015). The conceptual framework of the present study
is grounded in a social interpretivist perspective and informed by constructivism. From a constructivist
standpoint, entities are regarded as matters of definition and dialogue, existing within the minds of individuals
who conceive of them (Lincoln & Guba, 2013). Based on this ontological assumption, the understanding and
meaning of phenomena are inherently subjective and mediated through participants’ perspectives and
experiential knowledge. As Lincoln and Guba (2013) note, “knowledge is not discovered but constructed; it
exists only within the time—space context in which it is produced” (p. 40). Within this approach, research is
conducted collaboratively, with participants and researchers engaging as partners in sharing, exploring, and
developing the subject under investigation. This perspective emphasizes the importance of adopting a holistic
and process-oriented approach to research, highlighting that knowledge is formed within social contexts and
through interactions among individuals as active agents (Merrill, 1992). A central assumption of this perspective,
which serves as the theoretical lens of the present study, is that knowledge is actively constructed based on
individuals’ experiences and personal interpretations of the world and develops within real-life contexts.

Methodology

The present qualitative study employed a constructivist grounded theory approach at the conceptual ordering
level. The research population consisted of undergraduate, master’s, and doctoral students at public and Islamic
Azad universities in Tehran during the 2021-2022 academic year. Participants were selected through criterion-
based purposive sampling. In the first step, 67 students participated in individual semi-structured interviews and
narrated events involving ethical issues in student life. Sample adequacy was determined based on saturation, as
codes and extracted cases began to recur.

The semi-structured interview guide was developed based on ethical theories and the principles proposed by
Bani-Asadi and Salehi (2019). Interviews were conducted face-to-face using probing questions and lasted 45-60
minutes. With participants’ consent, interviews were audio-recorded, transcribed, and analyzed using Kathy
Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory approach through initial and focused coding with MAXQDA 2018.

To enhance the credibility of the findings, triangulation, member checking, negative case analysis, and
intercoder reliability procedures were employed. Test-retest reliability based on the recoding of two interviews
after a 20-day interval was 78%, while agreement between two coders was 73%.

The codes extracted from the student interviews were combined with codes obtained from the University
Ethics Development Plan (Khodayarifard et al., 2020), the Holy Quran and Nahj al-Balagha, student ethics codes
of prestigious universities worldwide, and the Positive Psychology Code of Ethics (Jarden et al., 2019). The
resulting codes were reviewed by five psychology researchers with different areas of expertise using an
evaluation form. Sixteen codes were subsequently revised based on the experts’ evaluations. Finally, the
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identified components of student ethics were categorized into three domains: educational ethics, research ethics,
and general ethics.

Findings

The experts organized the identified codes, comprising 85 ethical instances, into 16 organizing categories:
Integrity Orientation, Commitment to Justice, Gratitude, Respectfulness, Rule Adherence, Moral Courage,
Critical-Thinking Orientation, Optimism, Transcendent Self-Awareness, Collaborative Spirit, Kindness,
Forgiveness, Altruistic Self-Sacrifice, Faithfulness to Ethical Commitments, Patience, and Responsibility. Based
on the theoretical foundations of the study, a conceptual definition was also provided for each ethical
component.

The identified components were subsequently classified into three main domains: educational ethics, research
ethics, and general ethics. Overall, 85 ethical instances were identified and organized within these three domains,
resulting in the development of a three-domain conceptual model of student ethics.

Educational ethics refers to ethical principles and behaviors related to students’ educational activities,
interactions with instructors and peers, adherence to academic rules, and responsibility for learning. The
components and initial codes identified in this domain are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. Components and Initial Codes of Educational Ethics

Organizing Category

Initial Codes

Integrity Orientation

Commitment to Justice
Gratitude

Respectfulness

Rule Adherence

Moral Courage
Critical-Thinking Orientation
Optimism

Transcendent Self-Awareness
Collaborative Spirit
Kindness

Forgiveness

Altruistic Self-Sacrifice
Faithfulness to Ethical
Commitments

Patience

Responsibility

Avoiding plagiarism and unauthorized reproduction; honesty in academic activities; avoiding
identity fraud and impersonation; reporting academic misconduct; avoiding cheating in examinations
and assignments; acknowledging the contributions of others

Respecting equal rights; avoiding discrimination; fair treatment of classmates; defending the rights
of others; avoiding favoritism; refraining from unfair competition

Expressing appreciation to professors and classmates; appreciating educational opportunities;
acknowledging others’ help and support

Respecting professors and classmates; respecting different opinions; observing interpersonal
boundaries; using respectful language; respecting university regulations

Following academic regulations; complying with examination rules; respecting university policies;
observing classroom rules; accepting institutional procedures

Speaking up against unethical behavior; reporting violations; defending ethical principles despite
possible negative consequences; refusing to participate in unethical activities

Questioning unethical practices; evaluating information critically; avoiding blind acceptance of
opinions; examining the ethical consequences of decisions

Maintaining a positive outlook toward educational challenges; hopefulness regarding academic
progress; constructive responses to difficulties

Awareness of moral values; reflection on the consequences of one’s actions; attention to higher
ethical principles; self-reflection regarding ethical behavior

Cooperation with classmates; participation in group activities; sharing knowledge and resources;
helping peers in academic tasks

Showing consideration toward classmates; helping students experiencing difficulties; responding
sensitively to others’ needs

Forgiving classmates’ mistakes; avoiding resentment; giving others opportunities to correct their
mistakes

Giving up personal interests for the benefit of others; helping others without expecting
compensation; prioritizing collective interests when appropriate

Fulfilling academic and interpersonal commitments; keeping promises; maintaining consistency in
ethical behavior

Tolerance of educational difficulties; patience with classmates and instructors; avoiding impulsive
reactions; allowing sufficient time for problem resolution

Taking responsibility for academic duties; completing assignments on time; accepting responsibility
for mistakes; being accountable for one’s academic behavior

Research ethics concerns ethical principles governing students’ research activities, including honesty,
respect for intellectual property, responsible conduct, and adherence to research standards. The components and
initial codes identified in this domain are presented in Table 2.
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Table 2. Components and Initial Codes of Research Ethics

Organizing Category

Initial Codes

Integrity Orientation
Transcendent Self-Awareness
Commitment to Justice
Gratitude

Forgiveness

Altruistic Self-Sacrifice

Faithfulness to Ethical Commitments
Patience

Respectfulness

Kindness

Collaborative Spirit

Rule Adherence

Responsibility

Moral Courage

Critical-Thinking Orientation

Optimism

Accurate reporting of research findings; avoiding data fabrication and falsification; accurate
citation of sources; avoiding plagiarism; reporting research procedures honestly

Awareness of ethical principles in research; reflection on the consequences of research decisions;
consideration of the broader impact of research activities

Fair treatment of research participants; fair allocation of research responsibilities; respecting
participants’ rights; avoiding discrimination in research

Acknowledging the contributions of supervisors, colleagues, participants, and other sources of
support; proper recognition of intellectual contributions

Tolerance of research-related mistakes; constructive responses to errors made by research
colleagues; allowing opportunities for correction

Prioritizing the interests of participants and the research community when appropriate;
contributing time and effort for the benefit of others; placing scientific integrity above personal
gain

Adhering to research commitments; fulfilling responsibilities toward participants and colleagues;
maintaining confidentiality; honoring agreements

Patience in conducting research; tolerating delays and difficulties; avoiding premature
conclusions; carefully reviewing research procedures

Respecting participants, colleagues, supervisors, and intellectual property; respecting different
scientific perspectives

Consideration for participants and colleagues; responding appropriately to participants’ needs;
supporting other researchers

Cooperation with research colleagues; sharing knowledge and resources; contributing fairly to
research teams

Following research regulations and ethical guidelines; obtaining necessary permissions; complying
with institutional and professional standards

Taking responsibility for research procedures and findings; protecting research data; fulfilling
assigned responsibilities

Reporting research misconduct; refusing to engage in unethical research practices; defending
ethical standards despite possible consequences

Critical evaluation of research evidence; questioning methodological and ethical assumptions;
identifying potential biases and limitations

Maintaining constructive attitudes toward research challenges; persistence in the face of research
difficulties; hope for scientific progress

General ethics encompasses ethical principles and behaviors that extend beyond specific educational or
research activities and concern students’ individual and social conduct. The components and initial codes
identified in this domain are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Components and Initial Codes of General Ethics

Organizing Category

Initial Codes

Commitment to Justice

Altruistic Self-Sacrifice

Rule Adherence

Respectfulness

Moral Courage

Gratitude

Faithfulness to Ethical Commitments
Optimism

Kindness

Responsibility

Forgiveness

Respecting the rights of others; treating people fairly; avoiding discrimination; supporting social
justice

Helping others without expecting personal benefit; prioritizing others’ needs when appropriate;
contributing to the well-being of others

Respecting social and institutional rules; complying with laws and regulations; observing accepted
ethical standards

Respecting others’ dignity; respecting differences; using appropriate language and behavior;
respecting personal boundaries

Defending ethical principles; opposing unethical behavior; expressing ethical concerns despite
possible negative consequences

Appreciating others’ support and kindness; expressing gratitude; recognizing the contributions of
others

Keeping promises; fulfilling commitments; maintaining trust in interpersonal relationships;
consistency in ethical conduct

Maintaining hope and a positive outlook; responding constructively to difficulties; believing in the
possibility of improvement

Showing compassion and consideration; helping people in need; responding sensitively to others

Accepting responsibility for one’s actions; fulfilling personal and social duties; being accountable
for one’s behavior

Forgiving others’ mistakes; avoiding resentment; responding constructively to interpersonal
conflicts
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Organizing Category Initial Codes
Transcendent Self-Awareness Awareness of moral values; self-reflection; consideration of the broader consequences of one’s
behavior; attention to higher ethical principles
Integrity Orientation Honesty in interpersonal relationships; avoiding deception; acting consistently with ethical
principles
Patience Tolerance of difficulties; controlling emotional reactions; avoiding impulsive decisions; giving

others time to respond or change
Collaborative Spirit Cooperation with others; helping community members; sharing resources and knowledge;
contributing to collective goals

Critical-Thinking Orientation Evaluating situations carefully; questioning assumptions; considering different perspectives; making
reasoned ethical decisions

Overall, the findings resulted in a model comprising 16 ethical components organized into three domains:
educational ethics, research ethics, and general ethics. The model integrates the cthical situations identified
through student interviews with the ethical principles derived from the theoretical and documentary sources
examined in the study. The findings also show substantial overlap with ethical components reported in previous
Iranian and international studies, while providing a more detailed classification and an integrated framework for
student ethics. This framework can provide a basis for developing an instrument to assess student ethics and for
designing educational interventions aimed at promoting ethical conduct among university students.

Conclusion

In the present study, 85 ethical situations identified through preliminary student interviews, together with
codes derived from the Holy Quran, Nahj al-Balagha, student ethical codes of prestigious universities
worldwide, and the Ethical Charter of Positive Psychology, were classified into three domains: educational,
research, and general ethics. Based on expert judgment and the theoretical foundations of the study, a
comprehensive model of student ethics comprising 16 moral virtues was developed: integrity, justice-seeking,
transcendent self-awareness, ethical trustworthiness, gratitude, law-abidance, respect, responsibility,
assertiveness, criticality, optimism, cooperativeness, kindness, forgiveness, altruism, and patience. The findings
indicate that student ethics encompasses academic and research conduct as well as students’ individual and
social responsibilities within the university environment.

The findings are broadly consistent with previous studies in Iran and other contexts, while providing a more
detailed classification of student ethical behaviors. Previous studies have identified various dimensions of
student ethics, including personal and professional integrity, research ethics, social behavior, responsibility,
fairness, and respect (Esmacilpour Zanjani et al., 2013; Ahmadi-Hedayat et al., 2016; Kalantari Qazvini et al.,
2017a, 2017b). The present study extends these findings by organizing diverse ethical situations into 16 moral
virtues within an integrated three-domain framework.

The study has two main limitations. First, participants were predominantly from psychology, social sciences,
and management at the University of Tehran, and participation from other universities and disciplines was
relatively limited. Second, the study focused specifically on student ethics, although the ethical climate of
universities is also influenced by administrators, faculty members, and staff. Future studies could therefore
examine the proposed model across a wider range of universities and disciplines and consider the ethical roles of
other members of the university community.

Given the importance of ethics in higher education, the proposed model can provide a basis for designing
interventions to promote student ethics by relevant educational and university organizations. It may also be used
to develop structured forms or rubrics for describing and assessing students’ professional ethical competencies
across different fields and educational levels. Overall, the findings provide a culturally informed and integrated
framework that may contribute to the development of ethical educational environments and the promotion of
ethical conduct among university students.

Keywords: Education Ethics, Ethics Model, General Ethics, Research Ethics, Student Ethics.

Ethical Considerations

This study was conducted as a qualitative study using the grounded theory method. No intervention involving
human participants was conducted. All ethical principles of research, including accurate citation, avoidance of
plagiarism, integrity in reporting findings, and prevention of data distortion, were observed.
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