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Introduction: Given the decisive role of interpersonal relationships in students’ adjustment
to the university settings, and the potential importance of character traits and positive
emotions in stabilizing such relationships, the present study aimed to examine the mediating
role of positive academic emotions in the relationship between openness—conceptualized
here as forgiveness, patience, and tolerance—and students’ interpersonal relationships.
Method: This was a correlational study based on structural equation modeling (SEM). The
statistical population consisted of all undergraduate and master’s students at Shiraz
University during the 20212022 academic year. A sample of 354 students was selected
through multistage cluster random sampling. Data were collected using the Character Traits
Questionnaire (Khormaei et al., 2020), the Interpersonal Relationship Questionnaire
(Matson, 1986), and the Academic Emotions Questionnaire (Pekrun et al., 2002). Data were
analyzed through SEM using SPSS Version 24 and AMOS Version 23.

Findings: The findings showed that openness had a direct positive effect on interpersonal
relationships, B = .26, p < .001, and on positive academic emotions, = .23, p < .001.
Positive academic emotions also had a direct positive effect on interpersonal relationships,
B =.63, p <.001. In addition, the indirect effect of openness on interpersonal relationships
through positive academic emotions was significant, B = .15, p < .001. The final model
explained 54% of the variance in interpersonal relationships.

Conclusion: The results indicated that openness, in addition to its direct effect, contributes
to improved students’ interpersonal relationships by increasing positive academic
emotions—namely, enjoyment, hope, and pride. These findings underscore the need to
design and implement educational and counseling interventions to cultivate character
virtues and enhance positive academic emotions in university settings.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction and Objective: The university years, apart from their academic dimension,
constitute an important developmental period for the formation and stabilization of
interpersonal relationships. The quality of such relationships plays a decisive role in academic
adjustment, reducing feelings of loneliness and preventing academic decline. Among the
variables affecting interpersonal relationships, character traits—especially moral virtues—and
academic emotions are of particular importance.

A systematic review of the literature suggests, however, that most prior studies have limited
themselves to examining the separate effects of the components of openness—that is,
forgiveness, patience, or tolerance—while neglecting their combined effect as a higher-order
character construct. Furthermore, no previous study appears to have tested the mediating role
of positive academic emotions—enjoyment, hope, and pride—in the causal chain linking
openness to interpersonal relationships. In addition, existing models have largely been
developed in Western individualistic contexts and may not be readily generalizable to
collectivist societies with different moral character value systems, such as Iran.

Accordingly, the present study was conducted to empirically test the mediating role of positive
academic emotions in the relationship between openness and students’ interpersonal
relationships. Specifically, it addressed four principal questions:

1. Does openness have a direct effect on interpersonal relationships?
2. Does openness have a direct effect on positive academic emotions?

3. Do positive academic emotions have a direct effect on interpersonal
relationships?

4. Do positive academic emotions mediate the relationship between openness and
interpersonal relationships?

Method: In terms of purpose, this study was applied research; in terms of method, it was a
descriptive-correlational study using structural equation modeling. The statistical population
included all undergraduate and graduate students of Shiraz University during the 2021-2022
academic year. Based on Kline’s (2016) recommendation and considering 25 estimated
parameters, the minimum required sample size was set at 350 participants. Using multistage
cluster random sampling, 354 students were included in the final analysis (63.3% women; age
range: 19 to 26 years).

Data were collected electronically using three instruments:

e the Openness Scale (Khormaei et al., 2020), comprising three components—
forgiveness, patience, and tolerance—with 15 items (overall Cronbach’s alpha
=.87);

o the Interpersonal Relationship Questionnaire (Matson, 1986), with 19 items
(Cronbach’s alpha = .91);

e and the Academic Emotions Questionnaire (Pekrun et al., 2002), including
three components—enjoyment, hope, and pride—with 22 items (overall
Cronbach’s alpha = .91).

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-24 and AMOS-23. Confirmatory factor analysis was
used to examine construct validity, and structural equation modeling with maximum likelihood
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estimation was employed to test the hypotheses. The significance of indirect effects was
evaluated through bootstrapping with 5,000 resamples and 95% confidence intervals.

Findings: Before testing the model, the assumptions of normality were confirmed, with
skewness and kurtosis values falling within acceptable ranges (—3 to +3 and —10 to +10,
respectively), as was the linearity of relationships among variables. The measurement model,
assessed through confirmatory factor analysis, showed a good fit for all constructs.

The structural model indicated that the proposed model explained 5% of the variance in positive
academic emotions and 54% of the variance in interpersonal relationships. The direct effects of
openness on interpersonal relationships, f = .26, p <.001, and on positive academic emotions,
B =.23, p <.001, were both positive and statistically significant. Positive academic emotions
also showed the strongest direct effect on interpersonal relationships, B = .63, p <.001.

Most importantly, the indirect effect of openness on interpersonal relationships through positive
academic emotions was significant, f = .15, p <.001, 95% bootstrap CI [.07, .24]. The total
effect of openness on interpersonal relationships was .41, of which approximately 37% was
explained through the indirect, mediating pathway. Thus, all four research hypotheses were
supported.

Conclusion: The results of this study showed that openness, beyond its direct influence,
improves students’ interpersonal relationships by enhancing positive academic emotions. From
a theoretical standpoint, this finding has several important implications. First, by providing
evidence for the mediating role of emotions, it contributes to integrating personality theory
(Cloninger) with theories of academic emotions (Pekrun and Fredrickson). Second, by
conceptualizing openness as a character construct grounded in moral values—namely,
forgiveness, patience, and tolerance—rather than reducing it to a merely cognitive construct
such as openness to experience in the Five-Factor Model, it offers a richer theoretical
framework for the study of personality in collectivist societies.

In practical terms, these findings offer several clear implications for educational planners,
university instructors, and counseling centers. These include:

e designing and implementing evidence-based life-skills workshops to cultivate
structured forgiveness, patience practices, and tolerance training;

e creating joyful, hopeful, and pride-enhancing learning environments through
participatory teaching methods, positive feedback, and reduced reliance on
stress-inducing evaluations;

o offering in-service training for faculty members on the theoretical foundations
of academic emotions and practical strategies for fostering positive emotions in
the classroom;

e and screening students with low levels of openness and positive academic
emotions through university counseling centers and providing targeted
interventions.

This study was subject to several limitations, including its cross-sectional design, which
precludes firm causal inference; its reliance on self-report measures, which may introduce
common-method bias and social desirability effects; and its restriction to students from a single
university, which limits generalizability. Future researchers are therefore encouraged to employ
longitudinal designs, multiple data sources (e.g., peer ratings, instructor reports, behavioral
observations), examination of moderating variables such as gender, educational level, and
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attachment style, and samples drawn from different universities and cultural settings. Designing
randomized clinical trials to evaluate the effectiveness of educational programs focused on
cultivating openness and positive emotions would also be an important next step in this field.

Overall, this study demonstrated that the simultaneous cultivation of character virtues—
forgiveness, patience, and tolerance—alongside positive academic emotions may serve as an
effective, evidence-based strategy for strengthening students’ psychological and social capital
and improving the quality of their interpersonal relationships in university settings.
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1. Matson, Heinze, Helsel, Kapperman, & Rotatori
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1. Academic Emotions Questionnaire (AEQ) 4. Learning related emotions
2. Pekrun, Goetz, Titz, & Perry 5. Test related emotions
3. Class related emotions
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