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ABSTRACT

Received: 02 Jun 2026 This study aimed to explain employees’ moral identity based on transformational leadership and an
Accepted: 07 Oct 2026 autonomy-supportive environment, with particular emphasis on the mediating role of organizational
First Available: 08 Oct 2026 co_mmitment in educatipnal settings. This applit?d _study emplo_yed a degcriptive-correlatior_la! design
using structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of 468 administrative
Final Publication: 21 Mar 2027 employees working in the four educational districts of Shiraz during the 2025-2026 academic year.
Using simple random sampling, 246 employees were recruited, and after excluding incomplete
questionnaires, data from 231 participants were included in the final analyses. Data were collected
Keywords using the Bass and Avolio Transformational Leadership Questionnaire, Assor’s Autonomy-
Supportive Environment Scale, Allen and Meyer’s Organizational Commitment Questionnaire, and
the Black and Reynolds Moral ldentity Questionnaire. Pearson correlation analysis and structural
environment, Educational equation modeling were conducted using SPSS-27 and AMOS-27. Transformational leadership had
significant positive effects on organizational commitment ($=0.35, p=0.001) and moral identity
(B=0.22, p=0.001). An autonomy-supportive environment also significantly and positively predicted
Organizational commitment, organizational commitment ($=0.37, p=0.001) and moral identity ($=0.25, p=0.001). Organizational
commitment exerted a significant positive effect on moral identity (3=0.41, p=0.001). Furthermore,
the indirect effect of transformational leadership on moral identity through organizational
commitment was significant ($=0.14, p=0.001), as was the indirect effect of an autonomy-supportive
environment on moral identity (f=0.15, p=0.001). The predictor variables explained 36% of the
variance in organizational commitment and 41% of the variance in employees’ moral identity.
Transformational leadership and an autonomy-supportive environment contribute to strengthening
employees’ moral identity both directly and indirectly through enhanced organizational commitment.
Accordingly, promoting transformational leadership practices and creating work environments that
support employee autonomy may represent effective organizational strategies for reinforcing
commitment and facilitating the internalization of ethical values among employees in educational
organizations.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Moral identity has increasingly been recognized as a central psychological construct
for explaining how ethical values become integrated into an individual’s self-concept and
subsequently guide behavior across professional and social contexts. Moral identity refers
to the extent to which attributes such as honesty, fairness, responsibility, compassion, and
concern for others are central to how individuals define themselves. Accordingly, moral
conduct is not merely a consequence of compliance with formal rules or external
monitoring; rather, it may arise from the internalization of ethical standards as an integral
part of one’s identity. Recent research has demonstrated that moral identity is associated
with self-regulatory processes, ethical decision-making, and responses to morally relevant
situations (1, 2). The growing interest in professional moral identity further indicates that
ethical self-definition can be meaningfully examined within specific occupational contexts
(3). This issue is particularly important in educational organizations, where employees
operate within institutions that are inherently connected with social responsibility, fairness,
human development, and the transmission of values.

Moral identity should not, however, be regarded as a completely stable individual
characteristic independent of the social environment. Emerging evidence suggests that
motivational, interpersonal, and organizational experiences may contribute to its
formation, activation, and strengthening. Moral identity has been linked to emotional self-
awareness and intrinsic motivation (8), socially responsible organizational practices (6, 10),
perceived social support and moral self-regulation (9), and educational and socially
responsible orientations (11). Moreover, moral identity may affect how employees respond
to organizational justice, counterproductive behavior, and socially responsible human
resource practices (4, 5, 7). These findings suggest that understanding moral identity in
organizations requires attention not only to individual characteristics but also to the
leadership and environmental conditions within which employees work.

One potentially important organizational antecedent is transformational leadership.
Transformational leaders influence employees through idealized influence, inspirational
motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration. Rather than relying
predominantly on supervision and control, transformational leadership encourages
employees to find meaning in their work, identify with collective objectives, reconsider
existing assumptions, and develop their personal and professional capacities. Evidence has
consistently associated transformational leadership with favorable employee and



organizational outcomes (19). It has also been linked to employee retention and well-being
(20), occupational well-being among teachers (24), psychological safety and innovation in
educational settings (22), and the development of educational institutions (23).
Transformational leadership may therefore provide both a behavioral model and a value-
oriented context through which employees can reconsider and internalize ethical principles.
Its positive implications for employees’ psychological functioning have also been reported
in organizational research (21).

An autonomy-supportive environment represents another organizational condition
that may facilitate the internalization of values. Such an environment provides individuals
with opportunities to make meaningful choices, express viewpoints, critically evaluate
expectations, participate in decisions, and explore their own goals, interests, and values
without excessive external pressure. From a self-determination perspective, these
conditions facilitate autonomous motivation because employees experience themselves as
active agents rather than passive recipients of organizational demands. Previous research
has associated autonomy-supportive environments with favorable psychological and
behavioral outcomes in educational and organizational contexts (14, 15). Autonomy support
has also been related to employees’ positive emotions and creative performance (16),
academic performance and satisfaction (17), and psychological well-being through
satisfaction of basic psychological needs and perceived organizational support (18). Self-
determined motivation may further encourage individuals to internalize socially
responsible goals and behaviors (12, 13). Therefore, an autonomy-supportive environment
may promote moral identity by enabling employees to reflect upon and willingly integrate
ethical values into their personal self-concept.

The effects of transformational leadership and an autonomy-supportive environment
on moral identity may also operate through employees’ psychological attachment to their
organization. Organizational commitment reflects the strength of the relationship between
employees and their organization and involves attachment, identification, perceived
obligation, and willingness to maintain organizational membership. Organizational
conditions such as trust, leadership quality, communication, managerial influence, and
perceived support have been shown to contribute to organizational commitment (27-29).
Leadership and job satisfaction may similarly strengthen employees’ attachment to their
organizations (30), while contemporary human resource practices can contribute to
commitment by improving employees’ organizational experiences (31). Organizational
commitment has also been associated with motivation, perceived organizational support,
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and individual productivity (32). Flexible and supportive working conditions may likewise
contribute to the development and maintenance of organizational commitment (35).

Organizational commitment may be particularly relevant to moral identity because
highly committed employees are more likely to identify with organizational goals and
values and incorporate them into their professional self-definition. In educational
institutions, where responsibility, fairness, service, respect, and ethical conduct are
expected organizational values, stronger commitment may facilitate the internalization of
these principles. Research has shown that perceived organizational responsibility may
strengthen employees’ organizational commitment (33), while ethical work values may
contribute to employee ethical behavior through moral identity and related psychological
mechanisms (26). Moral identity may also shape the ways employees respond to managerial
priorities and relationship-building expectations (25). Thus, organizational commitment
can theoretically constitute an important mechanism through which supportive
organizational conditions are translated into deeper changes in employees’ ethical self-
concept.

Despite these developments, transformational leadership, autonomy-supportive
environments, organizational commitment, and moral identity have generally been
examined in separate lines of research. Less attention has been devoted to an integrated
model in which leadership and environmental support are considered simultaneously as
organizational antecedents, organizational commitment as an intervening psychological
mechanism, and moral identity as the ultimate outcome. Examining such a model is
particularly important in educational organizations because employees’ ethical orientations
have implications for interpersonal relations, professional responsibility, organizational
climate, and the quality of educational services. Therefore, the present study aimed to
explain employees’ moral identity based on transformational leadership and an autonomy-
supportive environment, with organizational commitment as a mediating variable in
educational environments.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The present study was applied in purpose and descriptive-correlational in design and
employed structural equation modeling to examine the proposed relationships. The
statistical population consisted of all 468 administrative employees working in the four
educational districts of Shiraz during the 20252026 academic year. Based on the required
sample size and to ensure adequate statistical power, 246 employees were recruited through
simple random sampling using employee lists from the educational districts. After



screening the returned questionnaires and excluding incomplete or invalid responses, data
from 231 employees were retained for final analysis.

Four standardized instruments were employed for data collection. Transformational
leadership was assessed using the 20-item Transformational Leadership Questionnaire,
which evaluates idealized influence, intellectual stimulation, inspirational motivation, and
individualized consideration. The autonomy-supportive environment was assessed through
21 items covering opportunities for choice, opportunities for criticism, and opportunities
to explore goals, values, and interests. Organizational commitment was measured using a
24-item instrument assessing affective, continuance, and normative commitment. Moral
identity was assessed using a 28-item questionnaire covering moral self and moral
integrity. Confirmatory factor analyses supported the construct validity of the instruments
in the current sample, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficients indicated acceptable internal
consistency for the total scales and their respective dimensions. Data were analyzed using
SPSS-27 and AMOS-27. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients,
assessments of normality and multicollinearity, structural equation modeling, model-fit
indices, and bootstrap procedures for indirect effects were employed.

FINDINGS

The final sample consisted of 231 administrative employees, including 127 men and
104 women. Preliminary analyses indicated statistically significant positive correlations
among all principal study variables. Transformational leadership was positively correlated
with the autonomy-supportive environment, organizational commitment, and moral
identity. The autonomy-supportive environment was also positively correlated with
organizational commitment and moral identity, while organizational commitment
demonstrated the strongest bivariate association with moral identity. Skewness and
kurtosis values were within acceptable ranges, and tolerance and variance inflation factor
indices indicated no problematic multicollinearity among the predictors.

The structural model demonstrated satisfactory fit to the observed data.
Transformational leadership had a significant positive direct effect on organizational
commitment ($=0.35, p=0.001), while the autonomy-supportive environment also
significantly and positively predicted organizational commitment ($=0.37, p=0.001).
Organizational commitment, in turn, had a significant positive direct effect on moral
identity (p=0.41, p=0.001). Transformational leadership also directly predicted moral
identity (B=0.22, p=0.001), and the autonomy-supportive environment demonstrated a
significant positive direct effect on moral identity (f=0.25, p=0.001).
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Bootstrap analysis further confirmed the mediating role of organizational
commitment. The indirect effect of transformational leadership on moral identity through
organizational commitment was significant (f=0.14, p=0.001), with a bootstrap confidence
interval that did not include zero. Similarly, the indirect effect of the autonomy-supportive
environment on moral identity through organizational commitment was significant
(B=0.15, p=0.001), and its confidence interval also excluded zero. Transformational
leadership and the autonomy-supportive environment jointly explained 36% of the
variance in organizational commitment. Transformational leadership, the autonomy-
supportive environment, and organizational commitment collectively explained 41% of the
variance in employees’ moral identity, indicating satisfactory explanatory power for the
proposed structural model.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings demonstrate that employees’ moral identity is meaningfully associated
with Dboth leadership characteristics and the broader organizational environment.
Transformational leadership positively predicted organizational commitment, suggesting
that employees develop stronger psychological attachment to educational organizations
when leaders articulate meaningful goals, provide individualized support, encourage
intellectual involvement, and model constructive organizational values. Such leadership
may allow employees to perceive organizational membership as personally meaningful
rather than merely contractual, thereby strengthening identification and commitment.

The autonomy-supportive environment similarly predicted organizational
commitment. When employees are provided with meaningful opportunities to choose,
express their opinions, question existing practices, and consider their own professional
values, they are more likely to experience themselves as respected and active
organizational participants. This sense of agency may strengthen belonging and attachment
to the organization. Consequently, organizational commitment appears to be partly rooted
in the extent to which employees perceive their workplace as supportive of their
psychological autonomy rather than excessively controlling.

Organizational commitment was also a substantial positive predictor of moral
identity. This finding suggests that stronger psychological identification with the
organization may facilitate the integration of organizationally relevant ethical values into
employees’ self-concepts. Employees who view organizational membership as meaningful
may be more inclined to accept responsibility for organizational goals, internalize
standards of appropriate conduct, and consider ethical professional behavior part of who



they are. In educational environments, this process is particularly consequential because
employees work within institutions whose functions are closely associated with social
responsibility, fairness, human development, and public service.

Both transformational leadership and an autonomy-supportive environment
additionally exerted significant direct effects on moral identity. Transformational leaders
may foster moral identity by functioning as behavioral and value-based models,
encouraging reflection on responsibilities, and emphasizing goals beyond narrow self-
interest. An autonomy-supportive environment may strengthen moral identity through a
different but complementary mechanism: it allows ethical values to be considered and
adopted through voluntary reflection rather than external compulsion. Values that are
freely evaluated and personally endorsed are more likely to become integrated components
of the self.

The significant indirect effects provide further insight into these processes.
Organizational commitment partially mediated the relationships of both transformational
leadership and the autonomy-supportive environment with moral identity. Thus, supportive
leadership and organizational conditions may first strengthen employees’ psychological
connection with their organization, which subsequently creates a context in which
organizational and professional values can be more deeply internalized. Organizational
commitment therefore functions as a psychological bridge between employees’ experience
of their work environment and the development of their ethical self-definition.

Overall, the results support an integrated view of moral identity as a construct shaped
not only by individual dispositions but also by leadership, organizational context, and
employees’ psychological attachment to the organization. Educational organizations
seeking to strengthen ethical conduct should therefore move beyond reliance on formal
regulations and external monitoring. Developing transformational leadership, providing
meaningful autonomy, enabling employee participation, and strengthening organizational
commitment may create conditions in which ethical principles become genuinely
internalized. The study concludes that transformational leadership and an autonomy-
supportive environment can enhance employees’ moral identity both directly and indirectly
through organizational commitment, highlighting the importance of simultaneously
addressing leadership practices, organizational climate, and employees’ psychological
connection with educational organizations.
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