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ABSTRACT
Objective: T This study aimed to design and validate a model of an ethical university
in Iranian medical universities.

Method: The research was applied and mixed-method. In the qualitative phase, data
were collected using the grounded theory approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) through
semi-structured interviews with 26 experts in professional ethics, educational
management, and higher education. Data were analyzed through open, axial, and
selective coding. The qualitative sample included managers and administrators from
medical universities in Zanjan, Qazvin, Qom, Saveh, Arak, and Alborz, faculty
members, Ministry of Health experts, and specialists in ethics and medical education.
In the quantitative phase, a 30-item researcher-made questionnaire based on qualitative
findings was developed and distributed among 384 managers, deputies, experts, faculty
members, and researchers. Data were analyzed using SPSS, AMOS, and Smart PLS.

Results: Second-order confirmatory factor analysis indicated satisfactory model fit:
y*/df=2.081, RMSEA = 0.040, CFI = 0.948, GFI = 0.962, and TLI = 0.956. Key factors
influencing the model included policies and structures, ethical education and research,
ethical leadership, ethical artificial intelligence, ethical culture and behavior of actors,
supervision, social responsibility, and ethical development. Thirty core indicators were
identified, including a code of ethics, ethics committees, training courses, responsible
research workshops, and ethical guidance for managers.

Conclusions: An ethical university is a multidimensional and dynamic phenomenon
that integrates policymaking, culture, education, and ethical technology. It can serve as
a framework for enhancing organizational health and professional ethics in medical
higher education in Iran.
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Introduction

Universities, as one of the most important social and
scientific institutions, play a fundamental role in
knowledge production, human resource development,
and ethical guidance of society. In recent decades,
attention to the ethical dimension of higher education
has been emphasized as a key indicator of quality,
credibility, and efficiency of universities (Ferasthkhah,
2018; UNESCO, 2025). Medical universities, due to
the professional nature of their missions and direct
engagement with human health and biomedical
research, face greater ethical challenges than other
universities. Studies indicate that institutionalizing
ethics in these universities can improve the quality of
education and research, professional responsibility,
public trust, and social accountability (Moorlock et al.,
2025). The concept of the “ethical university” is
multidimensional, emphasizing the link between
ethical values and core university functions.
Fundamental principles include justice, academic
honesty, human dignity, transparency, accountability,
and commitment to the public good (Teays & Renteln,
2022). Some approaches view the ethical university as
a platform for fostering ethical citizenship and critical
awareness (Chan, 2011; Waghid, 2023), while
managerial perspectives emphasize ethical leadership,
ethical climate, and quality assurance systems
(Kazmierczak et al., 2025). In Iran, despite increasing
attention to academic ethics, studies show a significant
gap between the current and desired state of
professional ethics, and structural barriers and policy
weaknesses have limited the practical realization of
ethical universities (Pourshafie & Ramazanzadeh,
2018). Therefore, in this study, an ethical university is
defined as an institution in which ethical principles and
values are systematically, sustainably, and measurably
embedded across education, research, management,
professional interactions, and social responsibility.

Method
Research Design

This applied study used a mixed-methods
(qualitative—quantitative) approach in a sequential

exploratory design for instrument development. In the
first phase, qualitative data were collected to extract
components and develop the conceptual model, and in
the second phase, the model was quantitatively tested
and validated (Abbaspour & Mojtabazadeh, 2022;
Blair et al., 2023).
Study Population and Sampling

The qualitative population included 26 academic
experts, managers, and researchers in university ethics,
educational management, and the health system,
working in medical universities and the Ministry of
Health. Participants included faculty members,
university managers, educational specialists, and
professional ethics researchers. Purposive sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was reached
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The quantitative population
consisted of managers, faculty, specialists, and
researchers from medical universities and the Ministry
of Health, with a minimum sample size of 384 based
on the 10:1 ratio of sample to variables for SEM (Kline,
2023). Stratified and cluster sampling was applied to
ensure representativeness.
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Participants were required to have relevant
experience as faculty members, managers, or
researchers in academic and professional ethics, and to
be familiar with practical aspects of university ethics.
Exclusion criteria included lack of effective
cooperation, job role changes, inability to complete the
study, or insufficient experience or time for
participation.
Data Collection

Qualitative data were collected through semi-
structured interviews developed based on a systematic
review of domestic and international literature (Chan,
2011). Interviews were conducted with informed
consent, recorded, and included open-ended questions
to identify components, requirements, and outcomes of
an ethical university. Quantitative data were collected
using a 30-item researcher-made questionnaire based
on the qualitative phase findings, using a five-point
Likert scale. Face and content validity were confirmed
by experts, and construct validity was assessed using
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confirmatory factor analysis and AVE and Fornell—
Larcker indices. Reliability was confirmed via
Cronbach’s alpha and composite reliability.
Data Analysis

Qualitative data were analyzed using grounded
theory in three stages: open, axial, and selective coding.
Initial concepts were extracted, categorized, and the
conceptual model of an ethical university for Iranian
medical universities was developed (Strauss & Corbin,
1990; Mojtabazadeh et al., 2018). Quantitative data
analysis was conducted using SPSS 29, AMOS 29, and
Smart PLS 4. Sample adequacy was confirmed with
KMO = 0.986 and Bartlett’s test x> = 21288, df = 435,
p <0.01. First- and second-order CFA were conducted
to examine factor loadings, construct effects, and
explanation of the main ethical university construct. In
first-order CFA, all factor loadings were above 0.30
and significant, with the greatest effects for ethical
assessment, transparent decision-making, and digital
ethical literacy. In second-order CFA, ten first-order
factors explained the main construct; ethical Al, social
responsibility, and ethical development had the highest
impact, while oversight and accountability had the
least. Model fit indices were satisfactory: CMIN/DF =
2.081, RMSEA = 0.040, GFI = 0.962, AGFI = 0.953,
CFl = 0.948, NFI = 0.968, TLI = 0.956, IFI = 0.964,
RFI1 =0.932, PRATIO = 0.592, PNFI = 0.634, PCFI =
0.614.
Validity and Reliability

In the qualitative phase, credibility, transferability,
dependability, and confirmability were ensured
through participant review, data triangulation, and
coder agreement. Cohen’s kappa was 0.888, indicating
very high agreement. In the quantitative phase,
convergent validity, composite reliability, Cronbach’s
alpha, and AVE were all above thresholds.
Discriminant validity (Fornell-Larcker criterion)
confirmed conceptual independence of constructs.

Results

Qualitative findings indicated that an ethical
university in Iranian medical universities is a
multidimensional construct requiring interaction

among contextual, causal, intervening, and outcome
components. From 26 interviews, 90 initial concepts
were extracted, grouped into 30 categories, and finally
refined into ten core categories: policies and structures,
ethical education and research, ethical leadership,
ethical praxis, ethical artificial intelligence, actor
ethical behavior, ethical culture, oversight and
accountability, social responsibility, and ethical
development. These categories were mapped onto
contextual, causal, intervening, and outcome
dimensions. The ethical university functions as an
“ethical university ecosystem,” where dynamic
interaction among institutional policies and structures,
ethical education and research, actor behavior, ethical
leadership, praxis, ethical Al, oversight and
accountability, social responsibility, and ethical
development consolidates ethical culture and enhances
ethical sensitivity.

Conclusions

The ethical university model in Iranian medical
universities is a multidimensional construct requiring
dynamic interaction among contextual, causal,
intervening, and outcome components. Key
components include policies and structures, ethical
education and research, ethical leadership, ethical
praxis, ethical Al, actor ethical behavior, ethical
culture, oversight and accountability, social
responsibility, and ethical development. Policies and
structures provide the foundation, ethical education and
research transmit values, ethical leadership and praxis
guide implementation, ethical Al addresses
technological ethics, actor behavior and culture
consolidate outcomes, oversight ensures continuous
monitoring, and social responsibility and ethical
development reflect sustainable ethical and social
outcomes. The model demonstrates high validity and
reliability and can serve as a scientific tool for
assessment and guidance of medical universities in
Iran. Limitations include sample restriction, potential
biases, and conceptual complexity. Recommendations
include expanding research to other universities, ethics
training, designing accountability  systems,
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strengthening ethical leadership, and conducting
longitudinal and advanced quantitative studies to assess
the model’s impact on ethical culture and
organizational behavior.
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