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Abstract

This study aims to identify and analyze the ethical responsibilities of universities in the higher
education system and design a multilayer stakeholder-based model. The research employed
qualitative thematic analysis with an interpretive approach, analyzing 28 authoritative sources
including national and international scholarly articles, books, and policy documents selected through
purposive sampling. The theoretical framework integrates Rest's Four-Component Model of moral
development (moral sensitivity, judgment, motivation, and behavior), Freeman's stakeholder theory,
and complementary theories including Noddings' ethics of care and Turiel's domain theory of moral
development. Validation was confirmed with a kappa coefficient of 0.75 and content validity above
0.85. Findings revealed that universities' ethical responsibilities can be explained through five core
stakeholder groups: faculty (moral modeling, emotional education, enhancing moral intelligence),
students (developing human qualities, social responsibility), counselors (guidance in ethical
conflicts), administrators (implementing ethical codes, strategic planning), and citizens
(institutionalizing ethical values). The proposed three-layer model comprises the core layer (ethical
mission), middle layer (stakeholder interactions), and outer layer (social outcomes). Results
demonstrate that ethical responsibility in universities is a systematic and interactive process requiring
multilateral stakeholder cooperation and redefining the university's role from merely educational
institution to a workshop for human cultivation and civilization-building. This study provides
operational solutions at micro, meso, and macro levels and can serve as a foundation for revising
policy documents, designing curricula, and developing ethical charters for higher education
institutions.
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Extended Abstract

Universities face increasing demands to fulfill ethical responsibilities beyond knowledge production,
including cultivating responsible citizens and addressing societal challenges based on Islamic
teachings and universal ethical principles. This study identifies and analyzes universities' ethical
responsibilities in Iran's higher education system through a multilayer stakeholder-based model.
Using qualitative thematic analysis of 28 authoritative sources, the research integrates Rest's Four-
Component Model, Freeman's stakeholder theory, and complementary ethical frameworks to propose
a three-layer interactive model encompassing five stakeholder groups: faculty, students, counselors,
administrators, and citizens. Findings reveal systematic patterns of moral responsibility distributed
across stakeholders, validated through inter-rater reliability (k=0.75) and expert content validity
(>0.85). The model provides practical implications for curriculum design, institutional policy, and
national assessment systems.

Introduction

Contemporary universities must redefine their ethical missions amid rapid social transformations,
extending beyond traditional teaching to cultivating responsible citizenship and addressing societal
challenges grounded in Islamic values and universal ethical principles. Iran's Comprehensive
Scientific Map emphasizes training pious, creative, and confident individuals at world-class levels
while promoting human capital development. The document further stresses integrating education
with Islamic upbringing, ensuring equitable access to knowledge, and strengthening professional
ethics as fundamental pillars of the scientific system. Recent policy documents from the Ministry of
Science, Research and Technology (2023) identify social capital enhancement as a strategic goal,
manifested through training committed human resources, consolidating scientific ethics, and
reducing social gaps through educational justice.

Existing research has examined various dimensions of these responsibilities. Studies emphasize
creating dynamic and joyful environments as essential foundations for moral education, while others
adopt a societal perspective viewing universities as workshops for training committed and
responsible human resources. Research demonstrates that balancing scientific education with moral
training constitutes the cornerstone of sustainable human development. Universities must transcend
traditional educational boundaries by articulating the social and cultural dimensions of their
responsibilities to strengthen characteristics of the complete human being.

The digital age introduces novel challenges. Studies show that neglecting ethical training in
cyberspace can lead to social isolation, identity crises, and weakened interpersonal relationships.
Other research emphasizes the importance of effective faculty-student communication as the axis of
moral education, suggesting that relationship quality prepares students for active engagement with
societal challenges.

This research, inspired by experiences from Germany and grounded in Rest's theory, addresses
existing gaps in understanding responsibility in higher education (including neglect of socio-
organizational dimensions, absence of comprehensive stakeholder models, and weakness of
indigenous frameworks) to establish balance between educational missions and societal needs. The
central research question asks: What are the conceptual components of universities' ethical
responsibilities in Iran's higher education system?
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Methods

This study employed qualitative thematic analysis using an interpretive paradigm. Twenty-eight
authoritative sources were purposively selected, including peer-reviewed articles from national
databases (SID) and international platforms (ScienceDirect, Elsevier, Scopus, PubMed), books from
reputable publishers (Springer, Cambridge, Penguin), and upstream policy documents. The analytical
process followed seven systematic stages: (1) formulating research questions, (2) sample selection,
(3) determining analytical approach, (4) designing coding procedures, (5) implementing coding, (6)
establishing validity and reliability, and (7) analyzing results.

The theoretical framework integrated Rest's Four-Component Model (moral sensitivity, judgment,
motivation, and behavior) as the primary coding structure, Freeman's stakeholder theory for
identifying key groups, Noddings' ethics of care for analyzing relational dimensions, and Turiel's
domain theory for distinguishing universal moral rules from socio-cultural norms. Haidt's Moral
Foundations Theory (care, fairness, loyalty, authority, sanctity, and liberty) further informed the
analysis of diverse responsibilities.

Content validity was assessed by five experts (three higher education professors, two professional
ethics specialists), yielding content validity indices above 0.85 for all themes. Inter-rater reliability
was established by having two independent coders analyze 30% of the data (8 of 28 sources: P1, PS5,
P8, P12, P16, P20, P23, P27). Among 48 sub-themes identified in these sources, 42 showed
agreement and 6 showed disagreements, yielding a Cohen's kappa coefficient of 0.75, indicating
substantial agreement according to McHugh's (2012) classification.

Results

Thematic analysis identified ethical responsibilities distributed across five core stakeholder groups.
Faculty responsibilities include emotional and ethical training, value-based moral modeling,
enhancing moral intelligence, and professional responsibility. Student responsibilities encompass
developing human qualities and social responsibility awareness. Counselors provide guidance in
ethical conflicts and decision-making. Administrators implement ethical codes in educational
environments and conduct strategic planning. Citizens contribute through institutionalizing ethical
values and reducing value-behavior gaps.

The proposed three-layer model positions the ethical mission at the core, incorporating Rest's four
components (sensitivity, judgment, motivation, behavior) as foundational elements. The middle layer
emphasizes dynamic interactions among five stakeholder groups through mechanisms of moral
modeling, service-oriented learning, transparent oversight, conflict resolution, and value
institutionalization. The outer layer addresses social outcomes including enhanced ethical capital,
reduced social harms, educational justice, sustainable development, civilization-building, and civic
participation.

Analysis revealed that each stakeholder group strengthens specific components of ethical behavior:
faculty enhance students' moral sensitivity through modeling and emotional education; students
demonstrate moral motivation through social activities; administrators provide institutional
structures facilitating ethical behavior; counselors bridge judgment and ethical action; and citizens
complete the social feedback cycle through value institutionalization. This structure extends Rest's
individual-level model to institutional and multi-stakeholder levels, demonstrating that each
component of ethical behavior is distributed among all university community groups.
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Conclusion

This research demonstrates that universities' ethical responsibilities constitute a multilevel system of
interactions where five stakeholder groups form a virtue-oriented cycle through complementary
roles. The three-layer model provides a comprehensive framework for understanding and
operationalizing responsibility in higher education by positioning ethical mission at the core,
stakeholder interactions in the middle layer, and social outcomes in the outer layer.

Practical recommendations include: (1) at the micro level, incorporating mandatory "Professional
Responsibility" courses with situation-based approaches across all disciplines; (2) at the meso level,
establishing university ethics committees with balanced representation from all stakeholder groups;
(3) at the macro level, designing a national ethical monitoring system with measurable indicators and
digital platforms for sharing ethical experiences. Future research should validate this model in
specific contexts (medical sciences, technical universities), conduct comparative studies with other
countries' higher education systems, and examine emerging technologies' roles in moral education.
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