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Objective: This study investigates the relationship between the Dark Triad of personality
traits and moral idealism with academic cheating among university students, focusing on
the mediating roles of conscientiousness and honesty-humility.

Method: The research employed a descriptive-correlational design based on structural
equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of 12,000 students at Urmia
University during the 2023-2024 academic year. Using Cochran’s formula with a 5%
margin of error, a sample of 384 students was selected through simple random sampling.
Participants completed the Dark Triad Personality Questionnaire (Johnson & Webster,
2010), Forsyth’s Ethics Ideology Scale (1980), the short form of the NEO Personality
Inventory (McCrae & Costa, 1985), McCabe and Treviiio’s Academic Cheating
Questionnaire (1996), and the HEXACO Personality Inventory (2004). Data analysis was
conducted using AMOS version 24.

Findings: The study indicates that all paths in the research model are statistically significant
at the 95% confidence level, based on T-statistics and path coefficients. The findings reveal
both positive and negative effects of personality traits (narcissism, Machiavellianism,
sociopathy, and moral idealism) on the mediating variables (conscientiousness and honesty-
humility), which in turn influenced academic cheating.

Conclusion: Based on the results of the analyses and the direct relationship between Dark
Triad of personality traits and academic cheating, the enhancement of moral virtues within
university environments—grounded in Islamic teachings—is recommended.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction and Objective: Higher education systems, in addition to fostering students’
academic development, bear the crucial responsibility of strengthening their moral values, as
students represent a talented group and the future builders of society. Academic cheating is one
of the most serious problems in educational settings, threatening the quality of education,
fairness in evaluation, and students’ ethical values.

Previous studies have shown that negative personality traits—especially the Dark Triad of
narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy—can predispose individuals to unethical
behaviors such as cheating. In contrast, positive personality traits such as conscientiousness and
honesty—humility, along with moral idealism, play an important deterrent role in reducing such
behaviors. However, the interaction between dark traits and positive moral traits, as well as the
mediating role of the latter in relation to academic cheating, has not yet been comprehensively
examined among university students. This study aims to fill this gap by investigating the
relationship between the Dark Triad of personality and moral idealism, and academic cheating,
while also examining the mediating role of positive personality traits such as conscientiousness
and honesty—humility. Accordingly, the study aims to answer the following key question: Do
positive personality traits such as conscientiousness and honesty—humility mediate the
relationship between the Dark Triad of personality and moral idealism, and academic
cheating among students?

Method: This research is applied in terms of its objective and descriptive-correlational in terms
of data collection, specifically based on structural equation modeling (SEM). The statistical
population consisted of 12,000 students at Urmia University during the 2023-2024 academic
year. Using Cochran’s formula with a margin of error of 0.05, a sample of 384 students was
selected through simple random sampling.

Data were collected using questionnaires (which included demographic information and
specialized items) and analyzed with AMOS version 24. To measure the Dark Triad of
personality, the MDT questionnaire was used, comprising three subscales: narcissism,
Machiavellianism, and psychopathy. Cronbach’s alpha coefficients in this study were 0.75 for
Machiavellianism, 0.63 for psychopathy, and 0.85 for narcissism. Moral idealism was assessed
using Forsyth’s questionnaire, which included 10 items, with reliability reported at 0.74.
Conscientiousness was measured using the NEO-FFI, and honesty—humility was measured
using the HEXACO-PI-R, with Cronbach’s alpha coefficients of 0.81 and 0.77, respectively.
Academic cheating was measured using McCabe and Trevifio’s questionnaire, which consists
of 10 items across two subscales (exam cheating and assignment cheating), with reliability
reported at 0.81.

Scoring of the questionnaires was based on 5-point and 9-point Likert scales. The validity and
reliability of all instruments had been previously confirmed in various studies, enabling
examination of the relationships among the Dark Triad of personality, moral idealism, positive
personality traits, and academic cheating.

Findings: Demographic data showed that 52.3% of respondents were female and 47.7% male,
with the largest age group being 21-25 years (59.9%). The majority of students were
undergraduates (80.7%), and participants represented various faculties of Urmia University,
including engineering, agriculture, veterinary medicine, literature, economics and management,
computer science, natural sciences, architecture and urban planning, sports sciences, and natural
resources.
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Tests of skewness and kurtosis confirmed that the data were normally distributed, and
descriptive indices of the variables were within acceptable ranges. Hypotheses were tested
using SEM with AMOS version 24, and model fit indices indicated good fit with the data
(RMSEA = 0.056, CFI = 0.951, y?/df = 2.187).

Direct effects analysis showed that narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy had
significant negative effects on conscientiousness and honesty—humility, and significant positive
effects on academic cheating. In contrast, moral idealism had significant positive effects on
conscientiousness and honesty—humility, and a significant negative effect on academic
cheating.

Indirect effects through conscientiousness and honesty—humility demonstrated that these
personality traits significantly influenced academic cheating. Examination of total effects
confirmed that the combined direct and indirect effects of all paths were significant, indicating
that personality traits and moral idealism play a substantial role in predicting academic cheating.

Conclusion: This study, conducted to examine the relationship between the Dark Triad of
personality traits (narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy) and moral idealism, and
academic cheating, while considering the mediating role of conscientiousness and honesty—
humility among students, revealed that negative personality traits are directly and indirectly
associated with reduced conscientiousness and honesty, thereby increasing the likelihood of
unethical behaviors such as cheating. These findings are consistent with previous studies,
including those of Mahmoud Fakhkhe (2023), Curtis (2023), and Sijtsma et al. (2019), which
explain that individuals with dark personality traits tend to disregard the rights and needs of
others in pursuit of their own goals, sometimes engaging in deceptive or dishonest behaviors.

Furthermore, moral idealism was found to have a significant positive effect on
conscientiousness and honesty, acting as a deterrent against cheating. This result aligns with
the studies of Mahini (2022) and Mir & Rezapour (2024). The present findings can also be
interpreted through the lens of Islamic teachings: The Qur’an and the sayings of the Prophet
(PBUH) emphasize honesty, conscience, humility, and respect for others’ rights, while traits
such as narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy stand in opposition to these values.

Analysis of indirect effects confirmed that personality traits influence academic cheating
through their impact on conscientiousness and honesty, highlighting the mediating role of these
positive traits. The study’s limitations include its focus on a specific age group, which may
restrict generalizability.

It is recommended that educational and counseling programs be designed to strengthen Islamic
moral values and highlight the negative consequences of dark personality traits, particularly by
introducing successful religious and academic role models and reinforcing positive moral traits
such as conscientiousness and honesty. Future research should employ larger samples across
different academic levels and universities and utilize multi-method assessment tools to more
precisely examine the mediating and moderating effects of personality traits on ethical and
unethical behaviors.
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