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Purpose: Unethical behavior in the accounting profession can have far-
reaching consequences for public trust, financial transparency, and
professional credibility. Therefore, identifying individual and cognitive
factors that influence the intention to engage in such behavior is of
particular importance. The present study aims to examine the factors
influencing unethical behavior intentions among accounting students.
Specifically, the effects of three constructs—moral disengagement, love of
money, and self-efficacy—on unethical behavior intentions were
investigated. In addition, the moderating role of self-efficacy in the
relationships between moral disengagement, love of money, and unethical
behavior intentions was analyzed.

Methodology: Data were collected from 166 accounting students using a
convenience sampling method, and Five hypotheses were developed and
tested using the partial least squares structural equation modeling (PLS-
SEM) approach.

Findings: The results indicate that moral disengagement and love of money
have a positive and significant effect on unethical behavior intentions,
whereas self-efficacy has a negative and significant effect. However, the
moderating role of self-efficacy in the relationships between moral
disengagement and love of money with unethical behavior intentions was
not supported.

Originality: These findings suggest that educational interventions and
training programs in the field of accounting should simultaneously focus on
reducing negative attitudes such as moral disengagement and love of
money, while also strengthening psychological resources such as self-
efficacy, to prevent the emergence of unethical behaviors.
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Introduction

he present study aims to investigate

the role of cognitive and attitudinal

factors in shaping accounting
students’ unethical behavior intentions. The
importance of this topic lies in the fact that
the decline of ethical values among
professionals and organizations has become
a crisis in the twenty-first century. Recent
large-scale accounting scandals have
significantly undermined public trust in the
profession (Liyanapathirana & Low, 2024).
Although regulators in many countries,
including Iran, have attempted to curb
unethical practices through legislation,
experience shows that deterrent rules alone
are insufficient. Thus, fostering moral
virtues through the education of future
accountants is essential (Mojtahedzadeh et
al., 2014).
From a theoretical perspective, several
frameworks explain ethical and unethical
behaviors. Bandura’s (1986) social
cognitive theory conceptualizes human
behavior as the result of reciprocal
interactions between personal, behavioral,
and environmental factors, with moral
disengagement and self-efficacy playing a
central role. Similarly, Ajzen’s (1991)
theory of planned behavior highlights
behavior intentions as the strongest
predictor of actual conduct, influenced by
attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived
behavioral control.
Prior  studies suggest that moral
disengagement—defined as  cognitive
mechanisms that allow individuals to justify
unethical  acts—positively  influences
unethical behavior intentions (Moore, 2008;
Seymore & Curtis, 2023; Ebrahimi &
Rostami, 2024). Love of money,
conceptualized as valuing financial gains as
a life priority (Tang, 1992), has also been
linked to unethical tendencies, as an
excessive focus on money may overshadow
ethical considerations (Elias & Farag, 2010;
Veetikazhi et al., 2022). In contrast, self-
efficacy, or individuals’ belief in their own
capabilities (Bandura, 1986), is found to

serve as a protective factor against unethical
pressure (Blewitt et al., 2018; Stenmark et
al., 2021).

Based on these insights, this study develops
five hypotheses: (1) moral disengagement
positively affects unethical behavior
intentions; (2) love of money positively
affects unethical behavior intentions; (3)
self-efficacy negatively affects unethical
behavior intentions; (4) self-efficacy
moderates the relationship between moral
disengagement and unethical behavior
intentions; and (5) self-efficacy moderates
the relationship between love of money and
unethical behavior intentions.

This study contributes theoretically to the
interdisciplinary literature on ethics and
accounting and, from a practical
perspective,  provides insights  for
universities and policymakers to design
educational programs that reduce unethical
intentions among future professionals.

Methodology

This study was conducted to examine the
role of attitudes and cognitive processes in
shaping accounting students’ unethical
behavior intentions. In terms of purpose, it
is applied research, and from a data
collection perspective, it adopts a
descriptive—correlational and Cross-
sectional design. Data were collected
through a structured questionnaire during
the first half of 2025. The instrument
consisted of two sections: demographic
items (e.g., age, gender) and specialized
items measuring the main constructs.
Unethical behavior intentions was assessed
through three accounting-related scenarios.
Moral disengagement was measured using
Moore et al.’s (2012) eight-item scale
covering mechanisms such as moral
justification, euphemistic labeling,
advantageous comparison, displacement
and diffusion of responsibility, distortion of
conseqguences, dehumanization, and
attribution of blame. Self-efficacy was
measured with the ten-item General Self-
Efficacy Scale (Schwarzer & Jerusalem,
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1995), while love of money was assessed
using Tang’s (1992) questionnaire. All
items were rated on a five-point Likert
scale. Content validity was ensured by
expert review.

The study population comprised senior
undergraduate accounting students in
Iranian universities. Using convenience
sampling, questionnaires were distributed
online via instructors and social media. Out
of more than 300 distributed, 166 valid
responses were retained for analysis. The
minimum required sample size was
calculated as 155 based on Kock &
Hadaya’s (2018) formula, confirming
adequacy. Data preparation was performed
in Excel 2019, and hypotheses were tested
using partial least squares structural
equation modeling (PLS-SEM) with
SmartPLS 4.

Results

Analysis of descriptive statistics shows that
most participants were female (68%), while
32% were male. Regarding age,
approximately 90% of the students were
between 20-25 years old, and only 10%
were above 25.

Descriptive  statistics for the main
constructs reveal that self-efficacy showed
the highest mean and lowest standard
deviation (M = 3.84, SD =0.89), indicating
arelatively strong and consistent perception
of ability among students. In contrast,
unethical behavior intentions had the lowest
mean and highest standard deviation (M =
2.18, SD = 1.14), suggesting generally low
levels of unethical tendencies, but with
substantial variability among respondents.
In measurement model evaluation section,
convergent validity was assessed through
factor loadings, composite reliability (CR),
Cronbach’s alpha, and average variance
extracted (AVE). With the exception of one
indicator of moral disengagement, all
loadings exceeded 0.40. Composite
reliability values were above 0.70, and
AVEs exceeded 0.50, confirming
convergent validity (Hair et al., 2022).

Discriminant validity was examined using
the heterotrait—-monotrait ratio (HTMT). All
values were below the 0.90 threshold,
confirming  satisfactory  discriminant
validity.

For structural model evaluation, Table 1
summarizes the  path  coefficients.
Hypothesis 1 was supported: moral
disengagement positively and significantly
predicted unethical behavior intentions (f =
0.513, t = 8.54, p < 0.001). Hypothesis 2
was also supported: love of money had a
positive effect (B = 0.171, t = 2.51, p =
0.012). Hypothesis 3 was confirmed,
showing a negative effect of self-efficacy (B
= -0.164, t = 2.84, p < 0.05). However,
Hypotheses 4 and 5, which proposed
moderating roles of self-efficacy, were not
supported; the interaction terms were
nonsignificant (p > 0.05).

Table 1. Structural Model Results

Path B t- p- f2
value | value
Moral 0.513 8.54 0.000 | 0.353

disengagement
— Unethical
behavior
intention

Love of money | 0.171 251 0.012 | 0.043
— Unethical
behavior
intention

Self-efficacy — | -0.164 2.84 0.005 | 0.041
Unethical
behavior
intention

Self-efficacy x | —0.029 0.39 0.697 | 0.001
Moral
disengagement
— Unethical
behavior
intention

Self-efficacy x | —0.051 0.61 0.543 | 0.003
Love of money
— Unethical
behavior
intention

The coefficient of determination (R?) for
unethical behavior intentions was 0.441,
indicating that the three predictors
explained 44% of the variance. In terms of
effect size (f?), moral disengagement
demonstrated a large effect, whereas money
attitude and self-efficacy showed small but
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meaningful effects. Interaction effects were
negligible, underscoring the absence of
moderation.

Conclusions

This study investigated the factors
influencing unethical behavior intentions
among accounting students, focusing on the
effects of moral disengagement, love of
money, and self-efficacy, as well as the
potential moderating role of self-efficacy.
Five hypotheses were tested using partial
least squares structural equation modeling
(PLS-SEM). The findings revealed that
moral disengagement and love of money
both exert positive and significant effects
on unethical behavior intentions. These
results are consistent with prior studies
(e.g., Moore, 2008; Elias & Farag, 2010;
Seymore &  Curtis, 2023) which
demonstrate  that when individuals
rationalize unethical behavior or prioritize
financial motives, the likelihood of
unethical decision-making increases. In
other words, weakened internal moral
restraints combined with heightened
material incentives create fertile ground for
unethical choices.

In contrast, self-efficacy was found to have
a negative and significant effect,
confirming its role as a protective factor.
This aligns with Bandura’s (1986) social
cognitive  theory,  suggesting  that
individuals with strong confidence in their
ability to manage difficult situations are
more inclined to act ethically and resist
external  pressures.  However, the
hypothesized moderating effects of self-
efficacy were not supported. This indicates
that while self-efficacy reduces unethical
intention directly, it does not significantly
buffer or amplify the effects of moral
disengagement or love of money.

Overall, the results highlight moral
disengagement and love of money as risk-
enhancing factors, whereas self-efficacy
functions as a deterrent. Theoretically, this
underscores that unethical behavior is not
only shaped by environmental or structural

weaknesses but also rooted in internal
mechanisms of justification and value
orientation. Practically, the findings suggest
that universities and policymakers should
integrate ethics education with
psychological skills training. Programs that
strengthen  self-efficacy and  self-
management, while also addressing
tendencies toward moral disengagement
and excessive money orientation, can help
reduce students’ unethical intentions.

Like all studies, this research has
limitations. Data were self-reported, which
may introduce response bias, and the
sample was restricted to students, limiting
generalizability. Future research could
employ mixed methods and more diverse
populations and explore additional
variables such as social norms and peer
pressure to provide a deeper understanding
of unethical behavior.
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