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Abstract

The present study aimed to examine the relationship between ethical
orientations and the propensity for research misconduct, with the
moderating role of individual autonomy, among graduate accounting
students and graduates in Iran. This study employed a descriptive-
correlational research design. The statistical population consisted of
mastet's and doctoral students and graduates in accounting across the
country. A total of 174 participants were selected through convenience
sampling. Data were collected using standardized questionnaires. The
study was conducted in 2024. The proposed research model, comprising
four hypotheses, was analyzed using Partial Least Squares Structural
Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM) with SmartPLS software. The findings
indicated that consequentialist ethical orientation was negatively and
significantly associated with the propensity for research misconduct
among graduate accounting students and graduates. Likewise,
deontological ethical orientation showed a significant negative
relationship with the propensity for research misconduct. Furthermore,
individual autonomy played a significant moderating role by
strengthening the negative relationships between ethical orientations and
the propensity for research misconduct. In other words, higher levels of
individual autonomy intensified the inhibitory effects of both ethical
orientations on the propensity for research misconduct. These findings
highlight the importance of fostering ethical orientations and promoting
individual autonomy as complementary mechanisms for reducing the
propensity for research misconduct. Strengthening these factors may
contribute to enhancing the integrity, credibility, and trustworthiness of
academic research and, consequently, support the advancement of
scientific knowledge.
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Introduction

Research misconduct has become one of the major ethical challenges facing higher education
institutions and scientific communities worldwide. Unethical practices such as plagiarism, fabrication,
falsification, and selective reporting threaten research integrity and reduce public trust in scientific
findings (Fanelli, 2009; Martinson et al., 2005). Previous studies have emphasized that ethical
orientations play an essential role in ethical decision-making by guiding researchers' judgments
according to moral principles or expected consequences (Reidenbach & Robin, 1990; Tanner et al.,
2007). Nevertheless, ethical orientations alone may not be sufficient to prevent research misconduct
because researchers frequently experience pressures associated with publication requirements, academic
competition, and career advancement. Under such circumstances, individual autonomy may strengthen
the ability to act consistently with personal ethical values rather than external pressures (Ryan & Deci,
2020; Fink et al., 2023).

Although research misconduct has attracted increasing scholarly attention, empirical evidence
regarding the simultaneous effects of deontological and consequentialist ethical orientations together
with individual autonomy remains limited, particularly in developing countries and among accounting
students. Given the importance of professional ethics in accounting and its direct relationship with
public trust, investigating the mechanisms that discourage research misconduct is particulatly important.
Accordingly, the present study examines the relationship between ethical orientations and the tendency
to commiit research misconduct while investigating the moderating role of individual autonomy among

Iranian accounting graduate students and graduates.

Main Body

This study employed an applied explanatory-correlational research design using Partial Least Squares
Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). The statistical population consisted of mastet's and doctoral
accounting students and graduates across Iran. Using convenience sampling, 174 valid questionnaires
were collected during 2024.

Data were collected using the standardized questionnaire developed by Fink et al. (2023), measuring
four constructs: deontological ethical orientation, consequentialist ethical orientation, individual
autonomy, and tendency toward research misconduct. Reliability and validity of the measurement
model were evaluated using Cronbach's alpha, Composite Reliability (CR), Average Variance Extracted
(AVE), and discriminant validity according to the Fornell-Larcker criterion. All indices exceeded
recommended thresholds, confirming satisfactory psychometric properties of the measurement model.

The conceptual framework was developed based on ethical decision-making theory. Deontological

ethical orientation assumes that individuals evaluate ethical behavior according to universal moral duties
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and obligations regardless of outcomes (Kant, 2003; Reidenbach & Robin, 1990). Conversely,
consequentialist ethical orientation evaluates ethical decisions according to anticipated consequences
and expected benefits or harms. In addition, Self-Determination Theory proposes that autonomous
individuals are more capable of acting according to internal values instead of external pressures, thereby
strengthening ethical behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2020). Based on these theoretical foundations and
previous empirical evidence (Fink et al., 2023), four research hypotheses were proposed.

The structural model demonstrated satisfactory explanatory and predictive power. The coefficient
of determination indicated that ethical orientations and individual autonomy explained a substantial
proportion of the variance in research misconduct tendency. Furthermore, SRMR and Stone—Geisser's
(Q? statistics confirmed acceptable model fit and predictive relevance.

The findings demonstrated that deontological ethical orientation had a statistically significant
negative relationship with research misconduct tendency. Individuals who were strongly committed to
ethical duties and professional responsibilities reported lower intentions to engage in unethical research
practices. This finding supports previous studies emphasizing the preventive role of moral principles in
reducing unethical academic behavior (Tanner et al., 2007; Fink et al., 2023).

Similarly, consequentialist ethical orientation significantly reduced research misconduct tendency.
Participants who carefully evaluated the negative academic, professional, and social consequences of
unethical research behavior exhibited lower willingness to violate research integrity. This finding is
consistent with previous empirical studies suggesting that awareness of adverse consequences
discourages unethical decision-making (Fink et al., 2023).

The moderating analysis further revealed that individual autonomy significantly strengthened both
relationships. Researchers with greater autonomy were better able to translate ethical beliefs into ethical
behavior because they relied primarily on internal moral values rather than external academic pressures.
Consequently, individual autonomy reinforced the negative effects of both deontological and
consequentialist ethical orientations on research misconduct tendency.

Overall, the findings extend previous literature by demonstrating that ethical orientations and
individual autonomy function as complementary mechanisms in reducing research misconduct. While
ethical orientations provide moral guidance, autonomy enables researchers to implement these ethical
standards despite environmental pressures. Therefore, ethics education should move beyond simple
compliance with regulations and emphasize critical thinking, independent judgment, and personal

responsibility.

Conclusion
This study investigated the relationships between ethical orientations, individual autonomy, and

research misconduct tendency among Iranian accounting graduate students and graduates. The findings
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confirmed that both deontological and consequentialist ethical orientations significantly reduced
individuals' tendency to engage in research misconduct. Furthermore, individual autonomy
strengthened these negative relationships by enabling researchers to act consistently with their internal
ethical values.

These findings support previous research indicating that ethical decision-making depends not only
on ethical knowledge but also on personal autonomy and independent judgment (Ryan & Deci, 2020,
Fink et al., 2023). The study contributes to the literature by integrating ethical orientations and individual
autonomy into a comprehensive explanatory framework within the context of higher education in Iran.

From a practical perspective, universities should complement ethics education with programs that
promote critical thinking, self-regulation, ethical reasoning, and autonomous decision-making. Such
initiatives can strengthen research integrity, enhance public confidence in scientific findings, and reduce
unethical academic practices. Future research is encouraged to investigate these relationships across
other academic disciplines and institutional settings using longitudinal research designs and larger

representative samples.
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