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intelligence (Al), purpose in life, and self-esteem in predicting moral disengagement among

Keywords adolescents in the digital space. The sample consisted of all middle school students in

Ardakan during the 2023-2024 academic year. Using Green’s formula, a sample size of 107
Attitudes toward Al, was determined; however, to ensure sufficiency, a total of 306 data points were collected,
purpose in life, with 240 being analyzed. The research instruments included the Moral Disengagement
self-esteem, Questionnaire (Bandura et al., 1996), the Attitude Toward Al Scale (Shomali & Barkhordari,
moral disengagement, 2024), the Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (1965), and the Purpose in Life Test (Krumboltz &
adolescents, Maholick, 1969). Data were analyzed using SPSS26 with multiple regression analysis. The
digital space. results indicated a significant negative relationship between attitudes toward Al and moral

disengagement in adolescents online (p<0.05); a significant negative relationship was found
between purpose in life and its dimensions (goal and understanding) and moral
disengagement (p<0.01); and a significant negative relationship existed between self-
esteem and moral disengagement (p<0.01). Regression analysis results showed that
attitudes toward Al, purpose in life, and self-esteem significantly predicted moral
disengagement among adolescents (adjusted R?=0.160, p<0.001, F=16.189). These findings
emphasize the importance of attitudes toward Al, purpose in life, and self-esteem in
predicting moral disengagement among adolescents in the digital realm.
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Extended Abstract

_ raised critical questions about how individuals
Introduction perceive and interact with intelligent systems.
The rapid integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al) ~ Particularly among students, who are both active
into education, healthcare, and social domains has ~ users and future developers of Al technologies,
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understanding the psychological and moral
underpinnings of Al attitudes is essential. While
technological aptitude and access remain crucial,
research increasingly emphasizes the role of
internal personal variables such as moral beliefs,
self-concept, and existential perceptions in shaping
attitudes toward emerging technologies. This study
investigates the influence of three core
psychological constructs meaning in life, moral
disengagement, and self-esteem on students’
attitudes toward artificial intelligence. The concept
of meaning in life encompasses a sense of purpose
and coherence, helping individuals navigate novel
and uncertain technological landscapes. Moral
disengagement, conversely, represents cognitive
mechanisms that allow individuals to act against
their ethical values without self-reproach, which
may desensitize individuals to ethical concerns
surrounding Al. Lastly, self-esteem plays a critical
role in shaping confidence and openness in
interacting with complex technologies. Against
this backdrop, the present study aims to address a
significant gap in the literature by empirically
examining how these variables interrelate and
predict students’ attitudes toward Al. Grounded in
Bandura’s theory of moral agency and existential
psychology, the research provides both theoretical
enrichment and practical implications for educators
and  policymakers  designing  Al-integrated
curricula.

Methodology

The study employed a quantitative, correlational
research design using standardized self-report
questionnaires administered to a sample of 241
students. The participants were selected using
convenience sampling from various academic
levels and disciplines to ensure heterogeneity and
representation across educational contexts. To
measure students’ attitudes toward Al the
Students’ Attitude Toward Artificial Intelligence
Questionnaire  (SATAIQ) was wused. This
instrument evaluates students’ perceptions across
dimensions such as perceived benefits, ethical
concerns, trust, and willingness to use Al
technologies.

The psychological constructs were assessed using
established, validated tools:

e Meaning in Life was measured through the
Purpose in Life Questionnaire (PIL),
originally developed by Crumbaugh and
Maholick (1964).

e Moral Disengagement was assessed via
Bandura et al’s  (1996)  moral
disengagement scale, which includes
mechanisms such as moral justification,
euphemistic labeling, and displacement of
responsibility.

o Self-Esteem was gauged using Rosenberg’s
(1965) self-esteem scale, one of the most
widely used tools in psychological
assessment.

Data were analyzed using SPSS-26. The primary
statistical techniques included:

o Descriptive statistics to outline the
demographic and psychometric profile of
participants,

o Pearson correlation analysis to explore
bivariate associations,

e Multiple linear regression analysis to
determine the predictive power of the
independent variables on Al attitudes,

e Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) to
validate the hypothesized model and assess
the goodness-of-fit through indices such as
CFI, GFI, RMSEA, and ydf.

The reliability coefficients for all instruments
exceeded the acceptable threshold (Cronbach's
alpha > 0.80), ensuring robust internal consistency.

Results and Discussion

The findings provide substantial evidence for the
interconnected roles of meaning in life, moral
disengagement, and self-esteem in predicting
students’ attitudes toward Al.

Correlational Results: Statistically significant
correlations were observed:

e Meaning in life was positively correlated
with favorable attitudes toward Al (r =
0.656, p < .01), suggesting that students
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who perceive their lives as purposeful are
more open and adaptive toward emerging
technologies.

« Moral disengagement showed a significant
negative relationship with positive Al
attitudes (r = -0.472, p < 0.01), indicating
that ethically detached students are more
skeptical or indifferent toward Al, possibly
due to diminished moral agency.

o Self-esteem was also positively related to
Al attitudes (r = 0.805, p<0.01),
highlighting that individuals with higher
self-worth perceive Al as an opportunity
rather than a threat.

Regression and Path Analysis: The multiple
regression model explained 16% of the variance
(R%adj = .16) in students’ attitudes toward Al, a
statistically significant result (F = 16.189, p <
0.001). Among the predictors:

e Meaning in life emerged as the strongest
predictor (B = 0.384, p < 0.001),

o Followed by self-esteem (B = 0.279, p =
0.001),

o« Moral disengagement was negatively
associated (B =-0.264, p = 0.001).

The SEM analysis confirmed the adequacy of the
proposed model:

e y*/df =1.472, indicating an acceptable fit,

o CFI=.995, GFI =.926, RMSEA = .043, all
pointing to a strong model fit.

These findings suggest a synergistic relationship
between psychological and ethical constructs in
forming attitudes toward Al. Students with a
strong sense of existential meaning and high self-
regard are more likely to approach Al with interest,
trust, and openness. Conversely, moral
disengagement may act as a psychological barrier,
leading to disengagement or even cynicism toward
Al technologies.

Implications: These results underline the
importance of integrating ethical and psychological
literacy into Al education. For example, promoting
reflective practices on the purpose of technology
and its human implications can nurture meaningful
engagement. Additionally, enhancing students’

self-esteem through inclusive and empowering
pedagogies may indirectly foster constructive
attitudes toward Al.

Furthermore, minimizing moral disengagement
through the inclusion of case-based ethical
reasoning exercises or civic responsibility modules
can reinforce students’ moral sensitivity in
technological contexts.

Conclusion

This study makes a novel contribution by
empirically validating a multi-dimensional model
linking existential, moral, and psychological
constructs to students’ attitudes toward Al. The
results confirm that:

e Meaning in life plays a central motivational
role in technology acceptance,

o Self-esteem acts as an affective enabler of
openness and confidence in using Al,

e« Moral disengagement operates as a
cognitive  obstacle that  potentially
undermines ethical responsiveness to Al.

The theoretical significance lies in the integration
of existential psychology, moral agency theory,
and attitude formation models within a single
framework. This interdisciplinary approach offers
a comprehensive understanding of what drives or
hinders positive engagement with Al among young
learners.

Practically, the study provides actionable insights
for curriculum developers, educational
policymakers, and mental health practitioners. By
fostering purpose, moral responsibility, and self-
worth, educational institutions can better prepare
students not just to use Al but to do so ethically,
responsibly, and with a sense of personal and
societal purpose.

Recommendations for Future Research: Future
studies may benefit from:

e Longitudinal designs to assess causal
relationships over time,

e Cross-cultural comparisons to explore
sociocultural variations in Al attitudes,
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e Qualitative inquiry into how students
narrate the intersection of personal values
and technological change.

In an age increasingly defined by Al, this study
underscores the imperative of educating not just
tech-savvy students but also ethically grounded,
self-aware, and meaning-oriented human beings.
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