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Abstract

Aim: This study aimed to examine the structural relationships between the Dark
Triad personality traits (Psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and Narcissism), moral
disengagement, impulsivity, and academic dishonesty among university students.

Methods: The current study was a descriptive-correlational study that employed a
structural equation modeling (SEM) approach. The research society was Urmia
University students. The cluster sampling method was used in this study (N = 385,
55.30% female and 44.70% male, Meanage = 19.60, SDage = 1.65). Data were analyzed
using structural equation modeling (SEM) with SPSS-24 and AMOS-26 software. To
collect data, the Moral Disengagement Scale, Short Scale of Dark Personality, Traits-
The Dirty Dozen, Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (BIS-11) and Academic Dishonesty
Questionnaire were used.

Results: The analysis confirmed that all three structural models demonstrated
excellent fit indices (e.g, for Narcissism: CMIN/DF=2.00CMIN/DF =
2.00CMIN/DF=2.00, CFI=0.93CFI = 0.93CFI=0.93, GFI=0.93GFI = 0.93GFI=0.93,
RMSEA=0.05RMSEA = 0.05RMSEA=0.05). Findings revealed that while Psychopathy
had a direct effect on academic dishonesty, the influence of all three Dark Triad traits
was significantly mediated by moral disengagement and impulsivity. Specifically, the
pathways of influence varied across traits: Machiavellianism and Psychopathy were
strongly linked to dishonesty through both mediators, whereas Narcissism’s impact
was primarily driven by impulsivity and its indirect link through moral
disengagement.

Conclusion: The findings of the present study suggest that the psychological
mechanisms underlying academic dishonesty differ across the Dark Triad traits. The
present findings extend the application of the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) by
demonstrating that background personality characteristics may influence academic
dishonesty through different psychological pathways. Moral disengagement emerged
as a primary mechanism for psychopathy and Machiavellianism, whereas impulsivity
preceded moral disengagement only in the narcissism model. These findings suggest
that incorporating moral-cognitive mechanisms into TPB may provide a more
comprehensive explanation of unethical academic behavior These findings suggest
that educational interventions should focus on enhancing both moral reasoning and
emotional self-regulation to effectively mitigate academic misconduct.

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Shahid Chamran University of Ahvaz. This is an open-access article distributed
under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which
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1. Introduction

Academic dishonesty (AD) is a global phenomenon with a long history associated with what is
right and wrong (Peled & Khaldy, 2013). Korn and Davidovitch (2016) explain that
dishonesty in education is a behavior that learners, in particular, engage in without regard to
the consequences and is linked to cheating and plagiarism in the performance of academic
duties. The findings of Alsuwaileh et al. (2016) suggest that AD is highly common among
college students since the benefits of AD are high. This is the case while the likelihood of being
caught and severity of punishment as well as withdrawal are relatively low.

Khamesan and Amiri (2011) suggested several dimensions of AD include cheating on
exams (copying others' exam papers and allowing others to transcribe them) and cheating
on homework (using unreliable online resources and falsifying sources as well as
bibliographies). In another category, the dimensions of AD encompass behaviors such as
plagiarism, active cheating, and passive cheating. Plagiarism implies presenting an idea,
expressing or copying the content of another's work without acknowledging the source or
claiming authorship, and appropriating the academic work of others. Active cheating means
gaining points for oneself, while passive cheating refers to gaining points for others in the
form of help (Anderman & Murdoc, 2007; Etemad & Jokar, 2018).

Mc Nair and Oye (2018) believe that students who cheat in high school are more likely to
cheat in college. According to Hasanah and Maharani (2020), academic dishonesty is an
unethical academic practice since it reflects students' moral attitudes through behaviors
such as cheating, sharing answers along examinations, and submitting group work as
individual work. They further argue that when such behaviors are not detected and
addressed, students may carry these unethical tendencies into the workplace, augmenting
the likelihood of engaging in unethical professional conduct. Some researchers believe that
AD is usually the cause and predictor of other violations in other areas of life, such as work
(e.g., Klocko, 2014; Parnther, 2020).

Thus, efforts to lower academic dishonesty among students is important (Qudsyi et al.,
2018). Nevertheless, to achieve this goal, it is necessary to study the various factors
associated with AD or its precursors. Then, the findings of research that need further
investigation or contradict each other should be emphasized so that interventions in future
research can be planned, implemented, and studied to prevent or mitigate AD based on a
strong background. In other words, it seems necessary to explore and identify the
predictors of AD to prevent as well as correct it.

Theorical Frame of The Study and Research Literature

In studies on academic misconduct, two theories called The Theory of Reasoned Acon
(Fishbein, 1979) or TRA and The Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) or TPB have
been applied and developed. Ajzen (1991) ameliorated TRA through adding a perceived
behavioral control factor. Beck and Ajzen (1991) introduced a modified version of TPB by
including the fourth variable, moral commitment. These authors argue that moral
commitment heightens the predictive power of planned behavior theory. Alleyne and
Phillips (2011) applied the extended version of Beck and Ajzen's TPB (1991) to students'
decisions to participate in academic dishonesty (cheating and lying). This model suggests
that students' intentions to engage in dysfunctional behaviors may be affected by moral
commitment in addition to attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control.
The results indicated that, with the exception of subjective norms that only predicted
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students 'intent to cheat, attitudes, perceived behavioral control, and moral obligation were
significant predictors of students' intent to commit academic dishonesty in the form of
cheating and lying.

Alleyne and Phillips (2011) also found that through adding moral commitment to the
TPB theory, the theory was still able to predict academic dishonesty (in this study, lying
and cheating). Elsewhere, Harding et al. (2007) in their research, in addition to moral
commitment, introduced another moral component called moral reasoning in their
proposed conceptual model along with other structures influencing the intention to commit
cheating behavior and demonstrated its relationship with academic dishonesty through
intention.

Meanwhile, research evidence suggests the development of this theory by adding
personality traits as predictors of intentions. For instance, Stone et al. (2010) found that
prudence (similar to conscientiousness) is a personality precursor that predicts attitudes
and subjective norms pertained to academic misconduct. Curtis et al. (2022) noted that
psychopathy and Machiavellianism predict contract cheating through intent. Esteves et al.
(2021) disclosed that Machiavellianism and narcissism are positively linked to cheating
behaviors. However, the other result of the mentioned study indicated that psychopathy
was not related to academic cheating behaviors.

Another study discovered the relationship between the dark three traits, especially
psychopathy and cheating (Zhang et al.,, 2019). Other evidence has suggested that the goals of
triumph and the lack of moral disinhibition incite psychopaths to cheat (Williams et al., 2010).

In general, according to studies and the mentioned theories, personality traits have been
studied as precursors of intention. Factors including attitude to behavior, subjective norm,
perceived behavioral control, and moral components including moral commitment and
moral reasoning have been regarded as effective factors on intention. In these models,
intention and/or these factors have mediated the relationship between personality and
behavior (Figure 1).

Subjective norms, Attitude,
Perceived behavioural control

Personality)

Moralcomponent

> Intention »

Figure 1. Behavioral precursors based on TRA and TBP as well as related research

Regardless of the type of academic dishonesty behavior, there are several reasons and
factors for its occurrence, including demographic characteristics (such as gender), attitudes
toward cheating, personality traits, contextual factors, and the expected reward (Kanat-
Maymon et al., 2015).

In addition to TRA and TPB-based studies, there are various studies that have reported
predictors of academic dishonesty.

Personality traits are one of the individual factors. Nathanson et al. (2006) and Williams et
al. (2010) suggested that the three dark characteristics of Machiavellianism, narcissism, and
psychopathy (Jones and Paulhus, 2011), when compared with the five major personality
traits: openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and emotional stability, are
better predictors of student engagement in academic misconduct. Probably these three dark
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personality traits are the ones that are more likely to be involved in norm-breaking behaviors
(Muris et al., 2017).

In the present study, considering the theoretical and research background of academic
dishonesty and emphasizing individual factors, the variables of dark personality traits,
impulsivity and moral disengagement are examined as the preconditions of academic
dishonesty (in the current study of plagiarism, active cheating, and passive cheating).

We consider moral disengagement as the moral component which influences the behavior,
and expectedly, as with the two moral components (moral commitment and moral reasoning)
moral disengagement mediates the relationship between personality and behavior. Each of
the mentioned variables is described in the following.

Further, the regression investigations have indicated that moral disengagement and
impulsivity could predict academic dishonesty, so that people with higher moral
disengagement and impulsivity are more likely to cheat (Farnese et al,, 2011). Other studies
have noted the relationship between AD and impulsivity (Angell, 2006; Patton et al., 1995),
AD and moral disengagement (Barbee, 2020; Risser & Eckert, 2016). Research has
demonstrated that each of the dark personality traits is associated with impulsivity (For
instance: Kiire et al., 2020; Jones and Paulhus, 2011).

The Dark Triad of personality

Based on the research background, some personality traits can predict academic self-
handicapping (Allipour Birgani et al, 2011), achievement motivation (Zarea, &
Mohammadzadeh, 2012), and academic performance (Atashafrouz, & Araban, 2017). On the
other hand, higher level of academic motivation and lower level of academic self-
handicapping in students would lower the tendency to cheat (Afzali et al., 2020).

In recent years, psychologists have turned their attention to a group of personality traits
or features commonly characterized by a lack of empathy, an instrumental attitude toward
people, egoism, the tendency to deceive others in interpersonal relationships, as well as the
exploitation of interpersonal partners (Paulhus, 2014). These traits, known as dark
personality traits, represent a range of disturbing and undesirable social traits which include
narcissism, Machiavellianism, and psychopathy (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). The narcissism
trait refers to relatively stable individual differences characterized by arrogance, selfishness,
grandiosity, self-love, and inflated self-views (Morf & Rhodewalt, 2001). People with high
narcissism exhibit feelings of greatness, superiority, and dominance (Jonason & Webster,
2010) and tend to make risky decisions (Chatterjee & Hambrick, 2007) while also lying in
selection interviews (Paulhus et al,, 2013).

The concept of Machiavellianism refers to a lack of affection and empathy, profit motives
(e.g., money and power), pursuit of personal goals, exploitation, hypocrisy, and antisocial
tendencies (Abell et al,, 2015). Those with high Machiavellianism tend to control others for
their own interests through deceptive behaviors (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). They carefully
plan for their cheating (Williams et al.,, 2010).

Individuals with high psychopathy are more impulsive and less empathetic (Paulhus &
Williams, 2002). Psychopathy includes a tendency to be impulsive, to engage in sensation-
seeking, as well as to resist stress, all being associated with AD (Ternes et al., 2019). One of
the definitions of psychopathy is based on the triarchic model of psychopathy, which includes
the dimensions of boldness, meanness, and disinhibition (Patrick et al., 2009). In the triarchic
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model of psychopathy, boldness signifies confidence, fearlessness, and a high tolerance for
stress and unfamiliarity. Exhibiting interpersonal deficits such as lack of empathy, cruelty,
and exploitation, and disinhibition, meanness suggests a tendency toward impulsivity, poor
self-regulation, and a focus on immediate gratification. Those with high psychopathy are
more impulsive and less empathetic (Paulhus and Williams, 2002).

Ternes et al. (2019) explored the relationship between dark personality traits and academic
misconduct. The results indicated that only psychopathy was related to AD (usually copying the
work of others). In another study, Baughman et al. (2014) tested the relationship between lying
as well as dishonesty and these traits. Their findings demonstrated that psychopathy and
Machiavellianism were correlated with lying in various fields, including the educational field.
Research by Esteves et al. (2021) also noted that narcissism might predict a person's
involvement in cheating, as well as introducing and initiating cheating. Other studies have
reported that narcissists are more likely to engage in behaviors associated with AD, such as
cheating (Brunell et al., 2011; Menon & Sharland, 2011). Those with high narcissism represent
feelings of greatness, superiority, and dominance (Jonason & Webster, 2010).

Moral Disengagement

Academic dishonesty and all its subordinate behaviors are inherently a form of academic
misconduct violating social norms and are therefore considered immoral behavior (Moeck,
2002).

Moral disengagement, which Bandura introduced through Moral Agency Theory in the
social cognitive perspective, encompasses strategies that people consciously or unconsciously
employ to enable them to engage in immoral behaviors while concurrently identifying
themselves as moral (Bandura et al., 2001).

Moral disengagement is a cognitive state and a form of self-regulatory behavior in which
ethical standards pertained to one's activities, become inactive (Seriki et al., 2020) and they
protect themselves from immoral acts through denying or neutralizing personal
responsibility (Stephens, 2018).

Bandura (2016) suggests eight mechanisms for moral disengagement which are believed
to make the deactivation process of moral self-regulation possible; these mechanisms tend to
justify immoral behaviors to protect self-esteem. The mechanisms of moral disengagement
involve: (a) moral justification, (b) euphemistic labeling, (c) advantageous comparison, (d)
displacement of responsibility, (e) diffusion of responsibility, (f) distortion or disregarding of
consequences, (g) dehumanization, and (h) attribution of blame. The first two mechanisms
indicate justifying immoral behavior as a means to an end and blazoning an immoral act in a
way that does not make you feel ashamed, respectively. Advantageous comparison and
displacement of responsibility deal with comparing immoral acts with worse acts, thus
making them appear insignificant, putting responsibility for one's immoral action on
someone else, and running away from moral principles, respectively. Further, diffusion of
responsibility indicates that deciding on a bad deed is easier as a group than deciding
whether to do it individually. Also, distortion or disregard of consequences means ignoring
the damage or distorting the consequences so that they do not feel ashamed. Additionally,
dehumanization and attribution of blame represent equating others with inhuman beings, not
seeing the need to deal morally with them, as well as blaming another person's action or
speech for immoral behavior, respectively. These mechanisms cause a person to engage in
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dishonest behavior or cheating without feeling guilty and could be affected by personality
traits. For instance, narcissism is characterized by self-entitlement and arrogance which
cause individuals to prioritize personal goals and interests over legal and moral laws as well
as principles and do anything to achieve them. The desire to show off and self-enhancement
makes this group always seek to shine and exhibit their superiority in educational and
competitive contexts (Brunell et al, 2011). Thus, they attempt to ameliorate their
performance to show off more, and one of the simple ways is to behave and act contrary to
ethics and norms.

On the other hand, investigations have noted that moral disengagement could predict AD,
so people with higher moral disengagement are more likely to cheat (Farnese et al., 2011).
The results of Barbee (2020) revealed that AD is positively correlated with moral
disengagement. Likewise, Risser and Eckert (2016) suggested moral disengagement as a
predictor of AD. Considering the aforementioned points and the literature (e.g., Barbee,
2020), it was hypothesized that a dark triad of personality traits could influence AD through
moral disengagement in our proposed theoretical model.

Various studies have noted that activation of moral disengagement mechanisms plays a
key role in the occurrence of dishonest and deceptive behaviors (i.e. Fida et al., 2018; Shu et
al, 2011; Stephens, 2018; Vincent et al, 2013). Moral disengagement seems to facilitate
participation in immorality and makes personal inappropriate goals more valuable than
accepted personal as well as social principles and norms. The studies conducted in this field
have indicated that these mechanisms facilitate the possibility of participating in the
immorality within the educational system and allow students to deny the immoral nature of
academic dishonesty behavior and make it a viable option (Fida et al., 2018).

Impulsivity

Impulsivity was another individual variable of the study. Indeed, it is characterized by four
main characteristics: i) unplanned tendency to act, ii) lack of perseverance or inability to
perform difficult tasks or duties, iii) feeling urgent to act hastily in times of distress, and iv)
sensation seeking or the need for freshness of excitement (Burnett et al,, 2012). Preference
for short-term interests, momentary decisions, risky behaviors, greater tendency to abnormal
and illegal behaviors, low self-control, more experience of negative emotions, and poor
academic performance are characteristics of impulsive individuals (Herman et al., 2018;
Lozano etal., 2014).

The findings of the study conducted by Anderman et al. (2009) have noted that impulsivity
is a significant predictor of academic fraud.

Some studies have revealed that impulsivity could predict AD, so people with higher
impulsivity are more likely to cheat (e.g., Farnese et al., 2011).

As such, those with this trait are more likely to commit fraud or similar behaviors.
Nonetheless, another investigation by Barbee (2020) demonstrated that academic dishonesty
is negatively correlated with impulsivity, honesty-humility and conscientiousness, and found
that some cheaters require preparation and authority to succeed. For instance, if a non-
impulsive person decides that he does not want to study for the test but wants to get a good
grade, he can prepare the answers in advance to sneak into the test room. On the contrary, if
an impulsive person decides not to study, they are less likely to prepare the answers in
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advance and may skip or take the exam while simply guessing the answers. Perhaps highly
impulsive people who do not have high academic motivation choose not to be dishonest

According to Barbee (2020), the relationship between impulsivity and AD needs to be
further explored in the future. We supposed that impulsivity associates with self-control and
inhibitory ability and can result in behaviors that according to study of McTernan et al.
(2014), lead them to achieve the goal faster, behaviors like cheating.

Angell (2006) predicted that cheating was positively linked to impulsivity and negatively
correlated with personal effectiveness as well as academic motivation. Patton et al. (1995)
found positive correlations between impulsivity and dishonesty in their research, both across
the undergraduate population and across the prison population.

Research has noted that each of the dark personality traits is associated with impulsivity.
For instance, the results of research by Kiire et al. (2020) indicated that psychopathy has a
positive relationship with all dimensions of UPPS-P impulsivity, while Machiavellianism has a
negative relationship with lack of perseverance as well as lack of foresight. Further,
narcissism was negatively associated with a lack of perseverance and had a positive
association with Sensation Seeking. In the study by Jones & Paulhus (2011), psychopathy was
most linked to dysfunctional impulsivity, while narcissism was associated with functional
impulsivity. The narcissistic impulsivity seems to involve venturesome social participation
while the psychopathic impulsivity is weak owing to self-regulation. Machiavellianism had no
fixed association with any type of impulsivity.

The current study

In the present study, we studied research undertaken within the framework of TPB and
research related to AD. Even though the present study did not directly appraise the core
constructs of the TPB, including attitudes, subjective norms, perceived behavioral control,
and behavioral intentions, the theory acknowledges personality traits as background
factors that shape behavior indirectly through cognitive and moral-cognitive processes.

In these studies, structural relationship models or regression models were explored.
Based on the results of studies such as Curtis et al. (2022), dark personality traits might also
be included in the model as a predictor variable of factors affecting intention. Also, other
investigations have shown that undesirable and socially disturbing personality traits can be
valid predictors of law-breaking behaviors across various contexts, including educational
settings (Anderman et al, 2009; Ternes et al, 2019; Baran & Jonason, 2020). Thus, we
hypothesized that each of the dark personality traits of psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and
narcissism could forecast academic dishonesty behavior. Considering the expanded version of
TPB (Beck and Ajzen, 1991) as a frame, and based on the study by Harding et al. (2007) as
well as Barbee (2020) which examined moral disengagement as a predictor of dishonesty, we
hypothesized that moral disengagement could be an influential moral component on a
behavior in the theoretical model. Further, the mediate role of moral disengagement in the
correlation of empathy and aggression (Wang et al., 2017) and aggressiveness across various
contexts (Cuadrado-Gordillo et al., 2020) with academic misconduct has been noted in some
studies. Hence, it was postulated that this variable would be able to mediate the relationship
between dark personality traits and academic dishonesty. As such, we designed a model in
which each of the characteristics of dark personality traits predicts academic dishonesty
behavior by the mediating role of moral disengagement.
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On the other hand, impulsivity is one of the variables that has been noted in research to be
able to serve as a predictor and positively explain the behavior of academic dishonesty (such
as Farnese et al,, 2011). Yet, in another investigation (Barbee, 2020), a negative correlation
was found between academic dishonesty and impulsivity in students. In any case, according
to Barbee (2020), the relationship between impulsivity and academic dishonesty needs to be
further examined in the future. Studies have also exhibited a link between impulsivity and
misconduct behaviors (e.g., Vogel & Barton, 2013), and hence we included it in the model as
well. In this way, we drew a direct path from impulsivity to dishonesty; that is, it was assumed
that impulsivity would be able to predict academic dishonesty. In his dissertation, Stevens,
Littlefield, Talley, & Brown (2017), on the subject of impulsivity and the behavior-intention
relationship in relation to alcohol consumption in adults discusses almost similar discussions
based on the TPB. He challenges hypotheses about the role of impulsivity as well as its related
dimensions in the behavior-intention relationship. For instance, it examines the hypothesis
that impulsivity through mediating intention can influence alcohol consumption behavior.
Accordingly, and given the existing background on the relationship between impulsivity and
academic dishonesty, the question arises as to whether the effective factors on intention or
precursors of intentions can drive the mechanism of the relationship between impulsivity and
academic dishonesty. Also, we examined the indirect path from impulsivity to academic
dishonesty mediated by moral disengagement as a moral component affecting intention in
the theoretical model. In the sense that impulsivity was assumed to be able to predict
academic dishonesty through the mediating role of moral disengagement.

Eventually, research suggests a relationship between the dark triad of personality traits
and impulsivity (e.g., Dubas et al,, 2017; Kiire et al., 2020; Jones, & Paulhus, 2011). Thus, a
path was drawn from each of the dark traits of personality to impulsivity. Further, Dubas et al.
(2017) also found that impulsivity and dark personality traits are effective on the
development of problematic behaviors in adolescents. In this way, we also considered an
indirect path from personality to academic dishonesty mediated by impulsivity. In other
words, with regard to the relationship between personality and impulsivity; as well as
between impulsivity and academic dishonesty, impulsivity is probably a variable that can
justify the relationship between personality and academic dishonesty as an underlying
mechanism. Thus, it is assumed that each of the dark personality traits of psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, and narcissism are able to explain academic dishonesty through impulsive
mediation.

As described, paths were drawn based on the research and theoretical background in
which, dark personality traits predict academic dishonesty (i.e., active cheating, passive
cheating, and plagiarism) directly and indirectly (through moral disengagement and
impulsivity), along with impulsivity directly and indirectly (through moral disengagement) .

Different studies have researched academic dishonesty of the students (e.g., Chudzicka-
Czupata et al, 2016; Lonsdale, 2017). In particular, in studies that have acted within the
theoretical framework of TPB, we did not find either of these two variables in the model.
Another innovation of the present study is the examination of impulsivity variable as a
mediating variable of the relationship between personality and academic dishonesty. The
third issue is the role of moral disengagement as a moral component that has a relationship
with individuals in engaging in behaviors such as academic dishonesty, which in the present
model has been proposed as a mediating variable between personality as well as impulsivity
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and academic dishonesty. In the present study, we presented an integrated model based on
TPB pathways and research literature. The findings of the present study can add to the
existing knowledge gap in the field of identifying individual factors forecasting academic
dishonesty in the form of a theoretical model based on TPB and research literature.

According to the above-mentioned explanations, the proposed model is displayed in
Figure 2.

Dark
personality
traits

Moral
disengagement

Impulsivity

Academic
dishonesty

Figure 2. The proposed model

3. Methods
The current study was a descriptive-correlational study which employed a structural

equation modeling (SEM) approach.

3.1. Sample and Procedure
The sample was derived from the students enrolled in classes at Urmia University faculties

via the cluster sampling method. The university accommodates 12,000 people and 12
faculties. Six faculties were randomly selected from among 12 in the first stage. The total
population of the students in the selected faculties studying in the academic year was 4,157.

In the second stage, the minimum sample size was initially estimated using Krejcie and
Morgan's sampling table based on the target population. Nevertheless, since structural
equation modeling (SEM) was the primary analytical approach, the adequacy of the final
sample was also ascertained according to established SEM recommendations.
Methodological guidelines indicate that SEM generally requires a minimum sample of
approximately 200 participants for stable parameter estimation, with larger samples
recommended for models of moderate complexity (Kline, 2023; Hair et al., 2022). Hence,
the final sample of 385 participants was considered adequate to provide stable parameter
estimates and sufficient statistical power for the proposed structural models.

Next, as a precaution 395 were randomly distributed among students from the selected
faculties who were present in various classrooms, computer labs, and libraries. Initially, the
students were explained about the field of cooperation and the questions of the
questionnaires, and if they agreed, the questionnaire was given to them. It was indicated
that 385 questionnaires were completely filled out, meaning that the response rate was
97%.
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The sample included 385 students (213 people or 55.30% Female, 172 people or 44.70
% male, 363 people or 94.30% married and 22 people or 5.70% single; Mean age = 19.60,
Standard deviation (SD)age = 1.65). Participants were recruited from the faculties of
Literature and Human Sciences (n = 114), Engineering (n = 84), Agriculture (n = 23),
Economics and Management (n = 40), Sport Sciences (n = 21), and Sciences (n = 103).

3.2. Research Tools

3.2.1. Moral Disengagement Scale (Bandura et al., 1996)

This 32-item scale measures 8 mechanisms of moral disengagement (moral justification (1-
9-17-25), euphemistic labelling (2-10-18-26), advantageous comparison (27-19-11-3),
displacement of responsibility (29-21-13-5), diffusion of responsibility (4-12-20-28),
dehumanization (7-15-23-31), distortion of consequences (6-14-22-30), and attribution of
blame (8-16-24-32)) on the Likert scale (1= strongly disagree, 2=disagree, 3= no idea,
4=agree 5=totally agree), developed by Bandura et al (1996). The Cronbach's alpha in
Zelidman'’s (2014) research was reported as .88. Suri et al. (2018), with Mahmoodfakhe et
al. (2022) calculating the Cronbach's alpha equal to .84. and .80 respectively.

In the present study, after eliminating items with factorial loading lower than 0.30 (9-
17-2-26-4-28-23-6-8-16-5-13-21-29), the measurement model of this scale revealed an
acceptable fit (CMIN=369.296; DF=177.000; CMIN/DF=2.086; CFI=0.922; GFI= .920,
AGFI=.886, SRMR=0.064; RMSEA=0.053). Cronbach's alpha of the entire scale was .82 and
the reliability range of its components was obtained from .74 to .91. Average Variance
Extracted (AVE) was calculated in order to examine validity. AVEs for moral justification,
euphemistic labelling, advantageous comparison, displacement of responsibility, diffusion
of responsibility, dehumanization, distortion of consequences and attribution of blame
were equal to 0.53, 0.60, 0.57, 0.59, 0.56, 0.61, 0.60 and 0.51, respectively. Composite
Reliability (CR) for the above-mentioned components was equal to 0.74, 0.80, 0.77, 0.79,
0.77, 0.72, 0.70 and 0.75, respectively. In a measurement model composite of items of all
variables, AVE and CR for the entire scale were 0.56 and 0.77 respectively.

3.2.2. Short Scale of Dark Personality Traits- The Dirty Dozen (Jonason & Webster, 2010)
This 12-item questionnaire cover three traits of Machiavellianism (1-4), psychopathy (5-8)

and narcissism (9-12) on a 5-point Likert scale (almost never= 1 to always= 5), with a
minimum score of 12 and a maximum score of 84 was developed by Jonason & Webster
(2010). In various studies, these researchers reported Cronbach's alpha levels of .72 to .77
(Machiavellianism), .66 to .69 (psychopathy) and .78 to .85 (narcissism). In the study by
Yousefi & Piri (2016), Retest coefficients for the entire scale and components lied within the
range between 0.66 and 0.80. The internal consistency coefficient of the subscales was
between 0.68 and 0.77. Mahmoodfakhe et al. (2022) reported that Cronbach's alpha for the
entire scale was equal to .80.

In the present study, Cronbach's alpha for narcissism, Machiavellianism, and
psychopathy was .80, .79, and .88, respectively. Also, the measurement model of this scale
revealed an appropriate fit and construct validity (CMIN=89.449; DF=48.000;
CMIN/DF=1.864; CFI=0.951; GFI=.964, AGFI=.942, SRMR=0.054; RMSEA=0.047). The AVE
and CR for psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism were equal to (0.55,0.71), (0.56,
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0.71) and (0.51, 0.80), respectively. In a measurement model composite of items of all
variables, AVE and CR for the entire scale were 0.55 and 0.79 respectively.

3.2.3. Barratt Impulsiveness Scale (BIS-11)
This 30-item questionnaire measures the three components of lack of planning (1*-7*-8*-

10*-12*-13*-14-15*%-18-27-29), motor impulsivity (2-3-4-16-17-19-21*-22-23-25-30%), and
cognitive impulsivity (5-6-9*-11-20-24-26-28) on a four-point Likert scale (rarely= 1 to
always= 4). The * reflects the reverse score. This scale has been developed by Patton et al.
(1995). Cronbach's alpha in various studies by Patton et al. (1995) was calculated for a total
score from 0.79 to .83. Ekhtiary et al. (2008) found an alpha coefficient of 0.78 for cognitive
impulsivity, 0.63 for motor impulsivity, 0.74 for unplannedness impulsivity and 0.83 for the
entire test. In the research by Mikaeli Manee et al. (2019), reliability using Cronbach's alpha
for the entire test was 0.80 and the sub-scales of motor, cognitive, and lack of planning, was
0.74, 0.75, 0.0 and 0.70, respectively. The items with factorial loading lower than 0.30 were
eliminated (8-10-15-18-27-29-17-21-23-24). The measurement model of this scale
revealed acceptable model fit fitness and confirmation of construct validity
(CMIN=298.549; DF=152.000; CMIN/DF=1.964; GFI=923, AGFI=.894, CFI=0.882;
SRMR=0.060; RMSEA=0.050). In the present study, internal consistency coefficients (using
Cronbach's alpha) for motor impulsivity, cognitive impulsivity, and lack of planning were
.73, .74, and .78, respectively. Further, the internal consistency coefficient for the entire
scale was .75. The AVE and CR for motor, cognitive, and lack of planning were equal to
(0.60,0.79), (0.56, 0.78) and (0.57, 0.80), respectively. In a measurement model composite
of items of all variables, AVE and CR for the entire scale were 0.59 and 0.81 respectively.

3.2.4. Academic Dishonesty Questionnaire
In its original form, this 17-item questionnaire was developed by Khamesan and Amiri

(2011) to explore academic cheating through measuring two components of cheating in
exams and cheating in homework, on a 5-point Likert scale (never = 1 to always = 5) among
Iranian students. After performing exploratory factor analysis via principal components
method with Varimax rotation and considering the desirability of indicators, three factors
were extracted by Etemad and Jokar (2018); according to research literature (such as
Anderman & Murdock, 2007), they were named plagiarism such as item 11: "I have added
items to the list of sources, without using them in writing the article"; Active cheating such
as item 1: "I have used unauthorized notes in the class exam"; And passive cheating such as
item 15: " have done homework or lab work or .... etc. for other students." In addition to the
components, the questionnaire provides a total score. In their work, Questions 3, 13, and 16
were eliminated. Etemad and Jokar (2018), obtained Cronbach's alpha of .88 for the entire
scale. Further, the Cronbach's alpha levels for the mentioned components were .80, .79, and
.75, respectively. In the current study, Cronbach's alpha for the entire scale was .74 and its
levels for plagiarism, active fraud, and passive fraud were .75, .78, and .71, respectively.
Also, the measurement model of this scale demonstrated desirable fit and construct validity
(CMIN=236.033; DF=89.000; CMIN/DF=2.652; CFI=0.923; GFI= .928, AGFI=.890,
SRMR=0.064; RMSEA=0.066). The AVE and CR for active fraud, plagiarism and passive
fraud were equal to (0.54,0.80), (0.53, 0.71) and (0.54, 0.72), respectively. In a



Psychological Achievements, 2025, 32(Special Issue), 99-132 110

measurement model composite of items of all variables, AVE and CR for the entire scale
were 0.56 and 0.86 respectively.

HTMT (Heterotrait - Monotrait Ratio) for Academic Dishonest Behavior- Impulsivity,
Academic Dishonest Behavior- Moral Disengagement, Academic Dishonest Behavior-
Psychopathy, Academic Dishonest Behavior- Machiavellianism, Academic Dishonest
Behavior- Narcissism / Impulsivity- Moral Disengagement, Impulsivity- Psychopathy,
Impulsivity- Machiavellianism, Impulsivity- Narcissism / Moral Disengagement-
Psychopathy, Moral Disengagement- Machiavellianism, Moral Disengagement- Narcissism /
Psychopathy- Machiavellianism, Psychopathy- Narcissism, Machiavellianism- Narcissism
were calculated; which were equal to 0.488, 0.472, 0.532, 0.531, 0.532 / 0.402, 0.563, 0.560,
0.560 and 0.523, 0.51, 0.52 / 0.38, 0.41, 0.30 respectively. All values were less than 0.90.
Thus, discriminant validity of the variables was acceptable.

3.3. Ethical Considerations
The students were briefed that participation was not compulsory and no bonus was offered.

They were assured that the questionnaire information would be employed only for the
purpose of the research and would remain completely confidential. Next, they were given a
deadline of one week. This process lasted a month.

The present study did not entail potential harm, and participation was voluntary in
accordance with APA ethical principles. Data were anonymized and kept strictly
confidential, with respondents being free to withdraw from the study at any time. Thus,
obtaining approval from an Institutional Review Board (IRB) or Research Ethics Committee
was not required.

Data Analyses
Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling (SEM) by SPSS-24 and AMOS-26

software. Several key assumptions of structural equation modelling, including outliers,
missing data, normality, and multicollinearity, were examined to ensure that the data in this
study would fulfil the underlying assumptions of structural equation modelling. Further,
box plots of the observed variables were examined to track univariate outliers. Multivariate
outlier data were also ascertained using the Mahalanobis Distance Index through the
analysis of torque structures. The results indicated that there was not any univariate and
multivariate outlier data. Also, regarding the missing data, none of the questionnaires had
an unanswered item since all papers were checked, and the participants were encouraged
to answer all of the questions carefully. The skewness and kurtosis of variables were
employed to check the normality of the univariate. In terms of the skewness coefficient and
kurtosis coefficient, as their values were within the range (-2, 2) for all variables, it can be
mentioned that the data distribution has been close to the normal distribution (Table 1).
Accordingly, there was no violation of data normality. In addition, the multicollinearity of
the predictor variables was explored using tolerance statistics (T) and the variance inflation
factor (VIF). For the predictor variables, namely, Machiavellianism, psychopathy,
narcissism, impulsiveness, and moral disengagement, the obtained T values were above .10
(0.74, 0.85, 0.84, 0.85, and 0.81, respectively), while the VIF values were below 10 (1.34,
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1.16, 1.18, 1.16, and 1.23, respectively), indicating absence of multicollinearity of the
predictor variables.

The data were analyzed after confirming the structural equation modelling assumptions.
Following the two-step approach recommended by Anderson and Gerbing (1988), the
measurement characteristics of each instrument were first ascertained at the item level
(examination the measurement models) using confirmatory factor analysis. After
confirming the construct validity of the instruments, the structural models were estimated
using the validated subscale scores as indicators of the latent constructs rather than
individual items. This approach lowered model complexity while preserving the theoretical
multidimensional structure of each construct.

In the current study, after conducting confirmatory factor analysis for the measurement
models, questions with a factor load of lower than 0.30 or insignificant factor values were
eliminated from the model. Among the major methods of estimating reliability, Cronbach's
alpha coefficient (an acceptable value above .70) was applied to determine the reliability of
the questionnaire. Average Variance Extracted (AVE) was calculated in order to explore
Validity (more than 0.50 is acceptable) and Composite Reliability (CR) (more than 0.70 is
acceptable). Also, for testing AVE and CR for the total scores of the latent variables, a
measurement model including all of the items of the research variable was analyzed.

Further, Discriminant validity was supported through HTMT (Henseler et al, 2015).
HTMT was calculated based on the values of correlation matrix between items of each pair
of the variables and the HTMT formula (Henseler et al, 2015) in the Excel.

Owing to covariance in one model and the uninterpretability of variables (Lynam, Hoyle
et al,, 2006), each of the three dark personality traits was examined separately in the three
models. Following previous recommendations, the three Dark Triad traits were inspected
in separate structural equation models rather than concurrently. This approach was
adopted since the Dark Triad traits are conceptually distinct despite being moderately
intercorrelated (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). Simultaneously estimating highly correlated
personality constructs may obscure their unique effects and complicate the interpretation
of parameter estimates because of shared variance (Lynam et al, 2006). Accordingly,
separate models allowed the specific mechanisms through which each dark triad trait was
linked to impulsivity, moral disengagement, and academic dishonesty to be examined more
accurately.

Since all study variables were appraised using self-report questionnaires collected from
the same participants at a single time point, Harman's single-factor test was undertaken to
examine the potential influence of common method variance. An unrotated exploratory
factor analysis including items of the all of the means indicated that the first factor
accounted for 14.19% of the total variance, which is substantially below the commonly
recommended threshold of 50%. Thus, common method variance was unlikely to represent
a serious threat to the validity of the findings (Podsakoff et al., 2003).

The data analysis was based on structural equation modelling using AMOS-26. Since the
models are multi-mediation and it is essential to know the indirect effects of each of the
mediators individually, instead of total indirect effects, specific indirect effects were
calculated using plugins in AMOS-26 (Gaskin et al., 2020) which considers indirect effects
using Bootstrapping. The upper and lower extends as well as P-values are reported in Table 3.
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4. Results
Descriptive findings are outlined in Table 1.
Table 1. Descriptive indices and Pearson correlation test
1 2 3 4 5 6
1 Psychopathy 1
2 Machiavellianism 27 1
3 Narcissism 36** .08 1
4 Impulsivity 27 28** .18** 1
5 Moral Disengagement 35 31 5% 26%* 1
6 Academic Dishonest Behavior A1 28%* 5% .38 30%* 1
Mean+SD 226+.72  24+71 314295 2.09+35 2.50+37 2.12+.63
Skewness .86 10 -.05 .39 -.03 .55
Kurtosis .95 -18 -42 .65 26 .06

The results of the research hypotheses and paths of the models are presented in Tables 2

and 3, and Figures 3, 4, and 5.

Table 2. Standardized regression weights for direct paths

Model Direct paths B S.E. C.R. P Result
Impulsivity <--- Psychopathy 461 428 3139 .002 Approved
Moral disengagement <--- Psychopathy 466 388  3.867 kK Approved

Moral disengagement <--- Impulsivity .083 .089 1.033 .302 Refused
a AD <--- Psychopathy 403  1.223 3409 kK Approved
AD <--- Impulsivity 223 304 2608 .009 Approved
AD <---  Moral disengagement  .260 246 3406  ***  Approved

R2 AD=.503

Impulsivity <--- Machiavellianism .548 569 2952 003 Approved
Moral disengagement <--- Machiavellianism 470 514 2781 .005  Approved

b Moral disengagement <--- Impulsivity 068 113 0591 554 Refused

AD <--- Machiavellianism 162 1.274 1170 242 Refused
AD <--- Impulsivity 364 357 3.064 .002 Approved
AD <---  Moral disengagement  .280 261 3255 .001 Approved

R2 AD=.414

Impulsivity <--- Narcissism 333 110 3,572 kK Approved

Moral disengagement <--- Narcissism -056  .078 -792 428 Refused
Moral disengagement <--- Impulsivity 354 .091 3619 **  Approved

¢ AD <--- Narcissism .043 .268 .637 524 Refused
AD <--- Impulsivity 342 326 3.509 ork Approved
AD <---  Moral disengagement  .435 291 5381 kK Approved

R2 AD=.420

According to Table 2, in model ‘a@’, psychopathy can predict AD directly. Psychopathy can
predict 40% of the variance of the AD at the significant level of 0.001. It means that when the
level of this trait RISES by 1 standard deviation, AD increases by 40 standard deviations. In

the other words, the characteristics of the other two traits do not directly reflect the tendency

to AD; but perhaps there are other mechanisms that link these traits to AD.
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Also, in all three model's impulsivities directly and positively predicts AD (Table 2). In
model ‘a, b and ¢/, impulsivity can predict 22, 36 and 34% of the variance of the AD at the
significant level of 0.01 and for model 3, 0.001. It means that when the level of impulsivity
grows by 1 standard deviation, AD rises by 22, 36 and 34 standard deviations.

In the models a, b and c, moral disengagement can predict 26, 28 and 43% of the
variance of AD significantly. According to Table 2, the path coefficient of narcissism to
moral disengagement is insignificant. but in the other two models, Psychopathy and
Machiavellianism can predict moral disengagement significantly and positively. The level of
these traits more, the moral disengagement more. It implies that when the level of each of
these traits goes up by 1 standard deviation, moral disengagement grows by 46 and 47
standard deviations. Also, Impulsivity just in model ‘c’, for trait narcissism, directly and
positively predicts 35% of variance of moral disengagement. Then, when the level of
Impulsivity rises by 1 standard deviation, moral disengagement increases by 35 standard
deviation.

Table 3. Standardized regression weights for specific indirect effects

Model Indirect Path B Lower Upper Va l;le Result
Psychopathy --> Impulsivity --> Moral disengagement 0.038 -.057 0473 0.232  Refused
Psychopathy --> Impulsivity --> Moral disengagement --> AD 0.038 -0.020 0.502 0.156 Refused

a Psychopathy --> Impulsivity --> AD 0.103* 0.197 2524 0.047 Approved
Psychopathy --> Moral disengagement --> AD 0.121** 0.556 2.893 0.004 Approved
Impulsivity --> Moral disengagement --> AD 0.022 -0.023 0.364 0.190 Refused

Machiavellianism --> Impulsivity --> Moral disengagement 0.037 -0394 0.520 0.536 Refused

Machiavellianism --> Impulsivity --> Moral disengagement -->AD 0.037  -.251 0.550 0411  Refused

b Machiavellianism --> Impulsivity --> AD 0.200* 0.521 4.597 0.027 Approved
Machiavellianism --> Moral disengagement --> AD 0.132* 0373 3.114 0.023  Approved
Impulsivity --> Moral disengagement --> AD 0.019 -0.153 0.331 0476 Refused
Narcissism --> Impulsivity --> Moral disengagement 0.118* 0.064 0.243 0.001 Approved
Narcissism --> Impulsivity --> Moral disengagement --> AD 0.118** 0.102 0435 0.000 Approved

¢ Narcissism --> Impulsivity --> AD 0.114** 0.196 0.823 0.004 Approved
Narcissism --> Moral disengagement --> AD -0.025 -0365 0.092 0362  Refused
Impulsivity --> Moral disengagement --> AD 0.154** 0.276 0975 0.001 Approved

Significance of Estimates: *** p < 0.001, ** p < 0.010, * p < 0.050, T p < 0.100

Further, based on Table 3, Machiavellianism and psychopathy have an indirect effect on
AD through the mediation of moral disengagement, in other words, moral disengagement has
a mediating role in the models ‘aand b’.

It means that Machiavellianism and psychopathy could explain variance of AD through
moral disengagement in a way that by increase in the level of these two traits, the level of
disengagement in moral behaviors and deactivation of the moral regulation prosses increases
(according to table2 { is positive and significant). Then deactivation of this prosses goes the
tendency to AD up (according to Table 2 [ is positive and significant). Consequently,
according to Table 3, 13 and 12 percent of the ability of Machiavellianism and psychopathy to
explain variance of AD, is related to the mediator role of moral disengagement. These values
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that their upper and lower extends do not include zero, are significant at the level of 0.01. The
mediating role of moral disengagement in the relationship between narcissism and AD is
insignificant. If the interval confidence includes zero, then the regression coefficient is not
significant. Then, apparently the probable association between narcissism and AD is different
from the two other traits one.

Further, according to Table 3, impulsivity had a positive and significant mediation role in
the relationship between dark traits and AD in all three models. 10, 20 and 12% of the ability
of psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism to explain variance of AD, is related to the
mediator role of impulsivity. By increasing in the level of the traits, impulsivity rises; then AD
grows.

In addition, for the model ‘c’, moral disengagement had a positive and significant
mediating role in predicting AD by impulsivity and regarding the models ‘a and b’, the indirect
effect of impulsivity on AD through moral disengagement is insignificant. In model ‘c’, 15
percent of the ability of impulsivity to explain variance of AD, is pertained to the mediator
role of moral disengagement. For narcissism, upon increasing in the level of the impulsivity,
moral disengagement is heightened; then AD increases.

Further, there is a serial mediation path (each of the personality traits --> impulsivity -->
moral disengagement --> AD) that is significant only for narcissism (11%) and confirm the
previous results that were significant only for this trait. In sum, notably based on the above-
mentioned findings each of the traits predict and explain the tendency to or the behavior of
Ad in a different way and under various mechanisms. The Discussion Section deliberates the
results and interpretations.
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Figure 5. Standardized regression coefficients for model ‘¢’
Table 4 reports fit indices for the proposed models.

Table 4. Fit Indices for the proposed model

Indices CMIN df P CMIN/DF RMSEA CFI GFI IFI PNFI

Criterion - - - 3> .08> 90< 90< 0-1 >0.50
Modela 212.296 101 .000 2.102 .054 918 935 920 .637
Modelb 190.540 101 .000 1.887 .048 922 944 924 .633

Modelc 206.662 103 .000 2.006 0.051 0933 936 934 .664
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As Table 4 reports, all three research models have an acceptable model fit with data.
Also, the combination of personality traits, impulsivity and moral disengagement in each of
the proposed theoretical models ‘a, b and c’, explain .50, .41 and .42% of the variance of AD
at a significant level.

Among the three models, the psychopathy model explained the largest proportion of
variance in academic dishonesty, followed by the Machiavellianism and narcissism models.
Nevertheless, since the models were estimated separately, no formal statistical comparison
of the explained variance across models was conducted.

5. Discussion
The present study aimed to predict and explain AD in the form of a conceptual model

through each of the dark personality traits, directly and indirectly, via moral
disengagement and impulsivity, as well as impulsivity, directly and indirectly, through
moral disengagement. The results presented good fit for the models and some of the
hypotheses. Even though the present study did not directly examine the core TPB
constructs, such as attitudes, subjective norms, perceived behavioral control, or
behavioral intentions, the theory recognizes personality characteristics as background
factors that influence behavior through cognitive and moral-cognitive processes

The first hypothesis was that 'each of the dark personality traits of psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, and narcissism could predict AD behavior'. The findings of the present
study indicated that psychopathy could directly predict AD, but Machiavellianism and
narcissism were not predictors of AD behaviors among the students. This finding is in in
accordance with the results of previous studies, suggesting that this trait is associated
with AD and related behaviors and can predict them (e.g., Baran & Jonason, 2020; Curtis
et al, 2022; Baughman et al, 2014; Ternes et al, 2019). Even in some studies,
psychopathy has been most strongly linked to academic fraud (e.g., Cheung & Egan, 2020;
Williams et al., 2010; Zhang et al., 2019).

Inconsistent with the findings of the current study, Esteves et al. (2021) concluded that
Machiavellianism and narcissism are positively linked to cheating behaviors.
Nevertheless, they found no association between psychopathy and the involvement of
someone in cheating or the initiative to commit cheating. Other studies noted that
Machiavellianism is associated with academic fraud and dishonesty and can predict it
(e.g., Markowitz & Levine, 2021; Williams et al., 2010).

Those with high psychopathy are more impulsive as well as less empathetic and tend
to engage in antisocial behaviors (Paulhus & Williams, 2002). This finding of the current
study can be interpreted through the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) (Ajzen, 1991).
According to TPB, behavior is primarily determined by behavioral intentions, which are
influenced by attitudes toward the behavior, subjective norms, as well as perceived
behavioral control. Even though Machiavellian individuals while typically characterized
by strategic thinking and goal-oriented manipulation, and narcissistic individuals seek
admiration and social approval, these traits may not necessarily translate into academic
dishonesty when subjective norms discourage cheating or when students perceive a high
likelihood of cheating identification and punishment. In contrast, psychopathy is
characterized by impulsivity, low empathy, disregard for social norms, and diminished
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sensitivity to negative consequences. These characteristics may undermine the influence
of social norms and perceived behavioral control, making psychopathic individuals more
likely to commit academic dishonesty regardless of contextual constraints. Cultural
context, measurement differences, and sample characteristics could explain the
discrepant results.

For instance, in the research by Nathanson et al. (2006) and Williams et al. (2010)
psychopathic have shown a relationship with cheating. These researchers explain that
perceptions of academic cheating might vary considerably among different nationalities
(e.g., Burns et al, 1998). In Brazil, academic cheating can be viewed as a negative
manifestation of the Brazilian way, characterized by acquisition of immoral or illicit
benefits through trickery (Ferreira et al., 2012). Contrary to the psychopathic tendency to
engage in antisocial behaviors (Paulhus and Williams, 2002), the Brazilian way reflects a
misconception about moral and legal constraints, and creates the misconception that
transgression of social norms such as academic cheating is acceptable (Fernandes et al.,
2015). Thus, AD may reflect the influence of the Brazilian way rather than a particular trait.

One possible explanation is that, across the Iranian university context, cultural and
educational values may further explain why Machiavellianism and narcissism did not
predict AD. Iranian students are often educated in environments that emphasize moral,
religious, and social responsibilities. Hence, concerns about social reputation, family
expectations, and institutional sanctions may inhibit students with Machiavellian or
narcissistic tendencies from engaging in academic dishonesty, in spite of their self-serving
motivations. Nevertheless, since psychopathy is linked to a diminished concern for moral
obligations and social consequences, these cultural and normative influences may be less
effective in preventing dishonest behavior among individuals high in psychopathy.

Another research finding was that psychopathy and Machiavellianism could predict AD
behavior through the mediation of moral disengagement. It suggests that each of the
traits, psychopathy and Machiavellianism forecast moral disengagement on the one hand,
and moral disengagement predicts AD on the other, which are in accordance with the
results of other studies (e.g., Fida et al., 2018; Shu et al., 2011; Stephens, 2018; Vincent et al.,
2013).

The mediating role of moral disengagement can also be interpreted within the
framework of the extended Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB). Although the original TPB
(Ajzen, 1991) emphasizes attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived behavioral control
as the primary determinants of behavioral intention, subsequent studies have suggested
that incorporating moral constructs, such as moral obligation, personal moral norms, and
moral commitment, ameliorates the model's ability to explain unethical behaviors. From
this perspective, moral disengagement can be viewed as a moral cognitive mechanism
which weakens individuals' internal moral standards. Through cognitively justifying
unethical actions and reducing anticipated feelings of guilt or self-condemnation, moral
disengagement diminishes moral commitment and facilitates the formation of intentions
to engage in academic dishonesty. Thus, psychopathic and Machiavellian traits may
promote academic dishonesty indirectly since these personality characteristics encourage
moral disengagement, which, in turn, reduces moral restraints and elevates the likelihood
of dishonest behavior.
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Explaining this finding based on Bandura's (1991) Social Cognitive Theory, it can be
postulated that moral norms regulate human behavior. When a person commits an
immoral act, a kind of cognitive conflict develops within their mental system which
results in feelings of shame, guilt, and dissatisfaction. In such a situation, the person
attempts to apply various strategies to turn off moral self-regulation and to downplay the
moral aspects of their wrongdoing. Indeed, in spite of the tendency of individuals to
incorporate values and beliefs into their activities, mechanisms of moral disengagement
are effective as a facilitator of AD (Shu et al., 2011) and as a mediating variable in the
occurrence of deceptive behaviors (Farnese et al,, 2011; Vincent et al.,, 2013). As such,
people whose moral self-regulation is easily disrupted are more likely than others to
violate moral standards and feel less guilty of committing transgressions. For this reason,
in academic situations, they commit behaviors that are considered dishonest. Moral
disengagement causes individuals to be motivated to engage in immoral behavior without
feeling uncomfortable about themselves since through justifying and explaining the
academic misconduct behavior according to their rational opinion, on the one hand, they
protect their self-concept and achieve the desired goal and result, on the other.

Meanwhile, some attributes are linked to Machiavellianism, such as self-entitlement,
grandiosity, irresponsibility, poor empathy, and lying. Moreover, those with high
Machiavellianism tend to control others for their own interests through deceptive
behaviors (Paulhus and Williams, 2002). Machiavellianism is characterized by lying in
various contexts (including educational settings), deception and trickery to achieve
personal goals and interests, as well as tendency to engage in immoral behaviors
(Barbaranelli et al., 2018; Williams et al., 2010). The psychopathy trait is characterized by
confusion and disorder at the level of emotional and interpersonal relationships, together
with the dysfunction of moral reasoning (Gong et al., 2019). These attributes of these two
traits put one at risk for engaging in behaviors such as AD. Specifically, the deception trait
leads this group to cheat in competitive or progressive situations that have the potential
to deceive others. These people, even when they do not need to cheat, resort to deception
and immoral behavior since they desire control and greed to achieve the goal.
Machiavellian individuals apply deception as a common way to prevent the slightest
chance of failure. Accordingly, moral disengagement frees individuals from the agony of
conscience and feeling of being guilty caused by inconsistencies between behavior and
internal standards (Bandura, 1990). In other words, moral disengagement is a way to deal
with cognitive inconsistencies arising from the conflict of actual behavior with moral
principles, values, beliefs, and attitudes (Stephens, 2018). This mechanism allows people
to justify their misbehavior (Peeters et al., 2019).

Unlike the current research, a significant impact of narcissism on moral
disengagement was observed in other studies (e.g., Fossati et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2017).
This finding may be interpreted within the framework of the Theory of Planned Behavior
(TPB) (Ajzen, 1991). In the extended TPB, moral factors affect behavioral intentions
through strengthening or weakening individuals' internal moral standards. Nevertheless,
narcissistic individuals are primarily motivated by maintaining a positive self-image,
gaining admiration, as well as preserving their social reputation rather than by
cognitively justifying unethical behavior. Thus, unlike psychopathic and Machiavellian
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individuals, they may not rely on moral disengagement mechanisms to engage in
academic dishonesty. Instead, their behavioral decisions may depend more on contextual
factors, such as the anticipated influence of cheating on their social image, perceived
social norms, or the likelihood of being caught. From this perspective, even though
narcissistic individuals may possess a strong desire for achievement and recognition, they
are also highly concerned with how they are perceived by others. Committing academic
dishonesty could threaten their desired image if discovered. Thus, their intentions to
cheat may be influenced more by concerns about reputation and social evaluation than by
reductions in moral self-regulation through moral disengagement. This may explain why
moral disengagement failed to mediate the relationship between narcissism and academic
dishonesty in the present study.

Across the Iranian university context, where academic reputation, family expectations,
and social evaluation are highly valued, narcissistic students may be particularly
motivated to protect their public image. As a result, concerns about social approval and
reputation may outweigh the tendency to morally justify dishonest behavior, thereby
diminishing the mediating role of moral disengagement

The results indicated that impulsivity directly predicts AD in all three models. This
finding accords with the results of studies conducted by Anderman et al. (2009) and
Bacon et al. (2020), implying that impulsive people have been shown to engage in AD
behaviors, such as cheating, more than others. These individuals become involved in
illegal and immoral behaviors owing to low self-control, an inability to delay gratification,
and low regulatory self-efficacy. Low self-control (Callender et al., 2010) and higher levels
of sensation seeking (Deandrea et al., 2009) are also linked to cheating and attitudes
toward AD. Although TPB assumes that personality traits primarily influence behavior
indirectly through behavioral intentions, the direct impact of impulsivity observed in the
present study may indicate that impulsivity compromises self-regulatory processes
involved in implementing behavioral intentions. This interpretation is consistent with
extended TPB models, acknowledging the role of individual differences in facilitating or
inhibiting the enactment of intended behavior.

Further, impulsive people with low self-control are usually in a hurry to reach the goal,
whereby the immediate benefits of achieving it are obvious, attractive, and motivating for
them. Meanwhile, its negative and harmful impacts seem insignificant to them. Hence,
they desire to achieve academic success at any cost and under any circumstances, even if
the price is to violate moral principles and harm others. Characteristics such as low self-
control, sensation seeking, and short-term reward preferences can be predictive and
triggering behaviors linked to academic dishonesty, such as cheating, in students.
Accordingly, such behaviors are shortcuts to achieving personal interests faster (Bacon et
al,, 2020).

The fourth finding was that impulsivity indirectly influenced AD through moral
disengagement, among those with higher levels of narcissism. This finding can be
interpreted within the framework of the TPB (Ajzen, 1991, 2020). From this perspective,
impulsivity may augment individuals' tendency to morally justify dishonest behavior
through weakening moral self-regulation and facilitating mechanisms of moral
disengagement. Once moral standards are cognitively disengaged, individuals may
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perceive fewer internal barriers to committing academic dishonesty. Thus, moral
disengagement can be understood as a cognitive moral mechanism through which
impulsive tendencies are translated into dishonest academic behavior. Since impulsivity
disrupts the process of thoughtful control, and moral reasoning as well as the activation
of moral standards require contemplative thinking, they are more likely to be indifferent
to moral norms and principles while also engaging in academic misconduct behaviors. In
other words, impulsive traits such as poor self-control, inability to control thoughts, and
low self-regulatory pave the way for applying such mechanisms.

The significant indirect impact observed in the narcissism model suggests that
narcissistic traits alone may not be sufficient to promote academic dishonesty.
Nevertheless, when narcissistic individuals are also characterized by higher impulsivity,
they may become more likely to activate mechanisms of moral disengagement, such as
justifying dishonest behavior or minimizing its consequences. In this way, impulsivity
appears to facilitate translation of narcissistic tendencies into academic dishonesty
through diminished moral self-regulation. An interesting finding of the present study was
that moral disengagement did not mediate the relationship between narcissism and
academic dishonesty, whereas it significantly mediated the correlation between
impulsivity and academic dishonesty within the narcissism model. This finding suggests
that narcissistic traits alone may not be sufficient to activate the cognitive mechanisms of
moral disengagement that facilitate dishonest academic behavior. Rather, impulsivity
appears to play a key role in translating narcissistic tendencies into academic dishonesty.
Those with narcissistic characteristics often strive to maintain a positive self-image and
seek admiration from others, which may discourage them from engaging in unethical
behavior that could threaten their social reputation. Nevertheless, when narcissistic
individuals also exhibit high levels of impulsivity, they may be less likely to regulate their
immediate reactions and more likely to justify dishonest actions through mechanisms of
moral disengagement. Hence, impulsivity may weaken moral self-regulation, making it
easier for narcissistic individuals to rationalize academic dishonesty and engage in such
behavior.

Impulsivity disrupts the process of thoughtful control, and moral reasoning a well as
the activation of moral standards require contemplative thinking; thus, they are more
likely to be indifferent to moral norms and principles while also engaging in deviant
behaviors. In other words, impulsive traits such as poor self-control, an inability to
control thoughts, and low self-regulation pave the way for utilizing such mechanisms.
According to Bandura (1999), moral self-regulation can be selectively and voluntarily
disabled using cognitive mechanisms of moral disengagement. Moral disengagement
mechanisms tend to justify immoral behaviors aimed at protecting one's self-esteem
(Caprara et al.,, 2009). These mechanisms determine how human beings, despite their
commitment to moral principles, may commit behaviors that violate moral principles,
while still believing in those principles. These mechanisms prevent feelings of conflict,
shame, and remorse (Farnese et al, 2011). Also, narcissists tend to act under the
influence of their egos (Wallace & Baumeister, 2002). As a result, academic cheating in
narcissists can be affected by their need to maintain a positive self-image.
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Another research finding was that each dark personality trait could explain AD
through impulsive mediation. The findings of the study by Baran and Jonason (2020)
indicated that students with higher levels of meanness and lack of inhibition, but not
boldness, reported repeated AD along their higher education. The association between
lack of inhibition and AD can signal impulsive cheating owing to self-control problems
and the inability to predict the possible negative consequences of cheating (Drislane et al.,
2014). In a study, among all aspects of psychopathy, lack of inhibition was the strongest
predictor of AD, which confirmed the role of impulsivity in forecasting risky behavior
(Bacon et al.,, 2020) and the role of delay in satisfaction in refraining from academic
misconduct (Amigud & Lancaster, 2019). Also, the results of studies by Anderman et al.
(2009) confirmed that impulsivity has a positive relationship with AD behaviors, such as
cheating. Disinhibition requires impulsivity, difficulty regulating emotions, poor self-
control, hostility, and mistrust (Patrick & Drislane, 2015). Characteristics of psychopathy
include callousness, shallow affect, manipulativeness, lack of empathy, impulsiveness,
grandiosity, and social aggressiveness (Miller & Lynam, 2015). Thus, the relationship
between this personality trait and impulsivity is not so impossible. The results of the
research by Kiire et al. (2020) revealed that psychopathy has a positive relationship with
all dimensions of UPPS-P impulsivity, while Machiavellianism showed a negative
relationship with lack of perseverance and lack of foresight. In addition, narcissism was
negatively linked to a lack of perseverance and a positive correlation with Sensation
Seeking. These findings are in line with the theoretical perspective (Jones, 2016; Jones &
Paulhus, 2011). Miller et al. (2011) also reported that there is a negative relationship
between narcissism and lack of perseverance, which is one of the dimensions of
impulsivity. In Jones and Paulhus (2011) study based on regression analysis, psychopathy
was most associated with dysfunctional impulsivity whereas narcissism was linked to
functional impulsivity. The narcissistic impulsivity seems to involve bold social
participation while the psychopathic impulsivity is owing to weak self-regulation.
Machiavellianism had no fixed association with any type of impulsivity. In summary, the
members of the Dark Triad have demonstrated a coherent pattern of relationships with
impulsivity. Two negative personality traits linked to impulsivity were narcissism (Vazire
& Funder, 2006) and psychopathy (Jones and Paulhus, 2011). Of the two, narcissism was
consistently associated with extraversion, while psychopathy was consistently correlated
with conscientiousness (in a less amount) (Paulhus & Williams, 2002).

This finding can be interpreted within the framework of the TPB (Ajzen, 1991, 2020).
Even though the present study did not directly explore the core constructs of TPB, the
theory considers personality characteristics as background factors that influence behavior
through psychological and cognitive processes. From this perspective, impulsivity can be
regarded as an important self-regulatory mechanism through which dark personality traits
are translated into academic dishonesty. Those with higher levels of psychopathy,
Machiavellianism, or narcissism may be more likely to act impulsively, making rapid
decisions with limited consideration of ethical standards or potential consequences. As a
result, impulsivity may lower the capacity for self-regulation and raise the likelihood that
these personality characteristics are expressed in dishonest academic behavior.
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An additional finding of the present study was that the serial mediating effect of
impulsivity and moral disengagement was significant only in the narcissism model. This
pattern suggests that the psychological mechanisms linking narcissism to academic
dishonesty differ from those associated with psychopathy and Machiavellianism.
Specifically, psychopathy and Machiavellianism exerted direct impacts on moral
disengagement, while narcissism did not. Instead, narcissism influenced moral
disengagement only indirectly through impulsivity. This finding implies that narcissistic
tendencies alone may not be sufficient to compromise moral self-regulation. Rather, higher
levels of impulsivity appear to facilitate activation of moral disengagement mechanisms
among narcissistic individuals.

From the perspective of the TPB, this finding suggests that background personality
characteristics may influence dishonest behavior through differing cognitive pathways. In
the case of narcissism, impulsivity appears to represent an important self-regulatory
process which precedes moral disengagement. Diminished self-regulatory capacity may
promote the tendency to justify unethical academic behavior, thereby facilitating academic
dishonesty. In contrast, psychopathic and Machiavellian traits appear to affect moral
disengagement more directly, without requiring impulsivity as an intermediate
psychological mechanism.

Another notable point is that beyond statistical considerations, separate models were
theoretically justified as previous research suggests that the three Dark Triad traits, in
spite of sharing a common antagonistic core, differ in their motivational and behavioral
processes. Estimating separate models enabled identification of trait-specific pathways
linking psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism with impulsivity, moral
disengagement, and academic dishonesty.

In general, the results revealed the power of personal variables in the occurrence of
dishonest behavior. This can be attributed to the influence of personality traits and moral
arguments on the occurrence as well as continuation of immoral behaviors. This complex
and multifaceted academic dishonesty behavior is the outcome of numerous individual
factors that interact with each other and cause academic dishonesty. Accordingly, it can be
stated that human beings are influenced by personal and individual characteristics in most
of their life that are rooted in their inherited and educational inputs. These traits are very
stable and resilient; in difficult and sensitive times, such as stressful and competitive
educational environments, they take the lead and control the human behaviors. Therefore,
an impulsive person with flexible moral principles who is selfish, self-centered, and
competitive will exhibit more behavioral examples of academic dishonesty than those
without these characteristics.

6. Limitations and Recommendations
One of the limitations of this study was non-examination of the types of AD. Thus, it is

suggested that future research explore the relationship between dark personality traits and
various types of AD and moral disengagement. The other limitation was the application of
self-reported tools that could be subject to bias (Budd, 1987). Thus, it is possible that
students did not answer honestly on certain items and that their answers did not reflect
their actual behavior. Nevertheless, Cronbach's alpha and the measurement model of the
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means indicated adequate psychometric characteristics of the measures. Further, since all
study variables were appraised using self-report questionnaires collected from the same
participants at a single time point, Harman's single-factor test was undertaken to examine
the potential influence of common method variance. Common method variance was equal
to 14.19% and was unlikely to represent a serious threat to the validity of the findings
(Podsakoff et al., 2003).

Another limitation was the cross-sectional nature of the present study. Since
longitudinal research provides more information about the causal relationships between
model variables, it is suggested that research relationships be explored longitudinally in
future research. Further, the authors did not control the participant's academic
performance. For instance, students with lower-than-average performance tend to cheat.
Then, future research should inspect whether or not academic performance can influence
the relationship between exogenous variables and AD.

The results are based on the Urmia University sample; caution should be exercised when
generalizing them to other samples as well as universities.

7. Conclusion
In general, the findings exhibited the power of personal variables in the occurrence of

dishonest behavior. This can be attributed to the influence of personality traits and moral
arguments on the occurrence and continuation of immoral behaviors. Previous studies have
also revealed that personal characteristics predict immoral behavior across educational
settings (e.g., Kanat-Maymon et al,, 2015; Maloshonok & Shmeleva, 2019; Starovoytova &
Namango, 2016). Accordingly, human beings are influenced by personal and individual
characteristics rooted in their inherited and educational inputs. These traits are highly
stable and resilient and take the lead as well as control human behaviors in difficult and
sensitive times, such as stressful and competitive educational environments. As such, an
impulsive person with flexible moral principles who is selfish, self-centered, and
competitive will exhibit more behavioral examples of AD than those without these
characteristics.

The findings of the present study suggest that the psychological mechanisms underlying
academic dishonesty differ across the Dark Triad traits. Psychopathy demonstrated both a
direct relationship with academic dishonesty and an indirect association through moral
disengagement, while Machiavellianism influenced academic dishonesty primarily through
moral disengagement. In contrast, narcissism did not directly activate moral
disengagement; instead, its impact on academic dishonesty emerged through a sequential
process in which impulsivity augmented moral disengagement, ultimately facilitating
dishonest academic behavior. These findings reveal that impulsivity and moral
disengagement represent distinct yet complementary psychological mechanisms linking
maladaptive personality traits with academic dishonesty.

The present findings extend the application of the TPB by indicating that background
personality characteristics may influence academic dishonesty through different
psychological pathways. Rather than operating through a single mechanism, the Dark Triad
traits presented distinct cognitive and self-regulatory processes. Specifically, moral
disengagement emerged as a primary mechanism for psychopathy and Machiavellianism,
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whereas impulsivity preceded moral disengagement only in the narcissism model. These
findings suggest that incorporating moral-cognitive mechanisms into TPB may offer a more
comprehensive explanation of unethical academic behavior.

Further, as previously reported, there are contradictory results about the relationships
among the research variables. A possible explanation for these discrepant results is that the
perception of academic cheating can vary significantly across different nationalities (e.g.,
Burns et al., 1998). It was also demonstrated that both situational variation and personality
dimensions could predict honesty and dishonesty, but the effects of personality were not
uniform across situations (Markowitz & Levine, 2021). Further, some studies have
employed different means to measure dark personalities. For instance, in the study by
Williams et al. (2010), narcissism and Machiavellianism were appraised via the Narcissistic
Personality Inventory (Raskin & Terry, 1988) and the 20-item Mach-IV (Christie & Geis,
1970), respectively, with psychopathy measured using the 64-item Self-Report
Psychopathy scale (Paulhus et al, in press). Accordingly, the findings of studies on similar
subjects can vary.

In general, this study contributes to the academic cheating behavior literature,
documenting that behaviors engaging someone and taking the initiative in cheating are linked
to the dark triad, impulsivity, and moral disengagement. Briefly, the present research has
contributed to a better understanding of the predictors of AD. As the world faces countless
ethical and social crises, studying AD in academic institutions becomes significant.

Considering the mediating and significant role of moral disengagement in the occurrence
of dishonest behavior, it is suggested to underscore the strengthening of moral related
components and responsibility in academic and school situations as well as to design
programs to improve and correct it.

Universities are asked to make institutional efforts to keep sustainability on track. The
results of the current study can be useful in accomplishing this goal. For example,
considering the mediating and significant role of moral disengagement in the occurrence of
dishonest behavior, it is suggested that the strengthening of moral-related components and
responsibility be emphasized in academic as well as school situations and programs be
designed to improve and correct it. The authors encourage future researchers to replicate
this research and continue examining other potential causes of AD.

Universities should develop interventions aimed at strengthening students' moral self-
regulation and reducing moral disengagement through ethics education, reflective moral
reasoning, and integrity-based educational programs

Given the significant role of impulsivity, training programs that promote self-regulation,
emotional regulation, and delayed decision-making may lower students' tendency to
engage in academic dishonesty.

Students with elevated psychopathic characteristics may require more intensive
preventive interventions since academic dishonesty appears to occur even in the absence of
moral disengagement.
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