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Abstract:

This study aimed to examine the role of intuitive judgment in accounting students’ ethical
decision-making and to clarify its implications for accounting ethics education within the
framework of Haidt’s Social Intuitionist Model. This applied study employed a quasi-
experimental design. The statistical population consisted of 240 accounting students enrolled at Payame Noor University in
Yazd Province, Iran, from whom 156 participants were selected based on Cochran’s sample-size formula. Participants were
assigned to Groups A and B. Group A was required to make a rapid judgment about an ethical scenario involving manipulation
of financial statements under limited decision-making time. Group B received additional contextual information and the
opinions of other accountants and was given sufficient time to reconsider the same ethical situation. The scenarios were
adapted and localized from Andersen and Klamm'’s study. Data were collected using a questionnaire scored on a seven-point
Likert scale. Inferential analyses, including analysis of variance (ANOVA) and analysis of covariance (ANCOVA), were
conducted using SPSS. ANOVA results revealed a statistically significant difference between the rapid-decision condition and
the condition allowing additional time for reasoned judgment (p<0.001), while the reported within-group difference was also
significant (p=0.003). Additional analyses demonstrated significant effects for initial decision (p=0.001) and group
membership (p=0.001). In the subsequent model, internship experience also showed a statistically significant effect on ethical
decision-making (p=0.002), whereas most demographic variables, including gender, age, educational level, relevance of
internship experience to the career path, and work experience, did not demonstrate significant effects. Overall, the inferential
findings supported the proposition that restricted decision time promotes greater reliance on intuitive judgment, whereas
additional time and contextual information facilitate more reasoned ethical judgment. Intuitive judgment appears to
constitute an important initial component of ethical decision-making among accounting students, whereas additional
information, deliberation time, and exposure to others’ perspectives can facilitate a transition toward more reflective moral
reasoning. Accounting ethics education may therefore be strengthened by integrating intuitive responses with structured
ethical scenarios, reflective discussion, and reason-based analysis to better prepare students for complex professional ethical
dilemmas.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Ethical judgment constitutes a fundamental component of professional accounting because the credibility of financial
information and the legitimacy of accounting and auditing practices depend substantially on integrity, objectivity,
professional responsibility, and public trust. Accounting professionals are expected not only to possess technical competence
but also to exercise sound judgment when confronting situations in which formal standards, organizational expectations,
personal interests, and broader social responsibilities may conflict. Professional ethics therefore functions as an essential
mechanism for regulating professional conduct and maintaining confidence in specialized occupations (Durkheim, 2013). In
auditing, ethical principles are particularly important because auditors are required to preserve independence, objectivity,
professional competence, and responsibility toward users of financial information rather than merely respond to the interests
of an employer or client (Ahmed, 2010). Accordingly, ethics education has become an important component of accounting
curricula, particularly because university education is expected to prepare future accountants to recognize and appropriately
address professional ethical dilemmas (Saghafi et al., 2010).

Nevertheless, ethical decision-making cannot be fully explained by knowledge of professional rules alone. Accounting
judgments are influenced by behavioral, cognitive, situational, and professional factors. Research has demonstrated that
individual characteristics can contribute to auditors’ acceptance of dysfunctional professional behaviors (Paino et al., 2012),
while work experience, organizational position, and professional context may be associated with auditors’ professionalism
and professional outcomes (Wardayati & Arif, 2017). Professional commitment and commitment to ethics have likewise been
linked to fraud-detection capabilities and behaviors affecting audit quality (Yulianti et al., 2023). Moreover, technological
developments and the increasing volume of available information have not eliminated the behavioral dimensions of audit
judgment; instead, cognitive processes remain central to how accountants interpret evidence and reach professional
conclusions (Brown-Liburd et al., 2015). Differences between practicing auditors and accounting students in dimensions of
professionalism and ethical judgment further suggest that ethical decision-making evolves through interactions among
education, professional experience, and individual orientations (Barrainkua & Espinosa-Pike, 2017).

A particularly important issue concerns whether ethical judgments originate primarily from deliberate moral reasoning or
from rapid intuitive processes. Dual-processing perspectives propose that moral cognition may involve both rapid, automatic,
heuristic processes and slower, effortful, reflective reasoning (Lapsley & Hill, 2008). Ethical intuitionism similarly emphasizes
the possibility that moral evaluations may emerge directly, before individuals consciously articulate a detailed chain of
reasoning (Olson, 2017). Within accounting education, the Social Intuitionist Model provides a useful framework for
understanding this distinction. Andersen and Klamm argued that accounting students may initially respond to ethical
dilemmas intuitively and subsequently employ deliberate reasoning to justify, reconsider, or revise their judgments (Andersen
& Klamm), 2018). This perspective has important educational implications because ethical competence may require students
not only to learn ethical principles but also to recognize their immediate reactions and critically examine them through
reflection and reasoning.

Recent evidence also indicates that accounting ethics education can meaningfully influence moral judgment. Ethics
education tools can alter how students evaluate ethical problems and can strengthen attention to specific moral

considerations such as fairness (Poje & Zaman Groff, 2023). Ethical predispositions among accounting students may
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nevertheless vary, suggesting that students enter ethics courses with pre-existing orientations that affect how they interpret
dilemmas (Kazempour et al., 2025). Teaching style is also relevant, as its relationship with ethical behavior may operate
through students’ self-efficacy and individual characteristics (Namazi & Rajab Dori, 2025). Consequently, understanding how
students move from immediate intuitive responses toward more reflective judgments is essential for designing effective
professional ethics education. Given the importance of systematic empirical examination of behavioral phenomena in the
social sciences (Delavar, 2015), the present study aimed to investigate the role of intuitive judgment in accounting students’
ethical decision-making and to examine its implications for accounting ethics education by comparing rapid intuitive
judgment with judgment formed after additional information and greater opportunity for reasoning.

Materials and Methods

The study was applied in purpose and employed a quasi-experimental design. The statistical population consisted of 240
accounting students enrolled at Payame Noor University in Yazd Province. Based on Cochran’s sample-size formula, 156
students were selected as the study sample. Participants were allocated to two conditions, identified as Group A and Group
B, which differed in the amount of information available and the opportunity provided for deliberation.

The research scenario was adapted and localized from a previously developed accounting ethics case. In the first condition,
participants were asked to imagine themselves working as auditors in an organization where manipulation of accounting
records and financial reports had occurred. The head of the organization requested that the auditor continue the existing
reporting practice. Participants in Group A were required to evaluate this request rapidly, with limited time for deliberation.
This condition was intended to elicit an immediate or predominantly intuitive ethical judgment.

Participants in Group B received additional contextual information before providing their judgment. They were informed
that consultation with other accountants indicated that the changes in financial statements had not been intended to evade
taxation, that the organization had fully paid its taxes, that part of its income was being allocated to charitable activities, that
continuation of the current organizational situation benefited employees, and that the manipulation had allegedly been
undertaken to preserve the organization rather than to circumvent the law. Participants in this condition were given greater
opportunity to consider the information and formulate a more deliberative judgment.

Data were collected through a questionnaire using a seven-point Likert response format. Participants indicated the extent
to which they agreed or disagreed with accepting the supervisor’s explanation and refraining from further action. Descriptive
statistics were calculated to summarize the study variables and participant characteristics. Inferential analyses included
analysis of variance and analysis of covariance. Additional models were used to examine whether demographic and
experiential variables—including gender, age, educational level, internship experience, relevance of internship experience to
the intended career path, and work experience—were associated with differences in responses. Statistical analyses were
conducted using SPSS.

Findings

The inferential analyses demonstrated a statistically significant difference between the two decision-making conditions.
The reported significance level for the between-group comparison was p<0.001, indicating that judgments differed
significantly between participants who made a rapid decision based on the initial scenario and those who received additional
contextual information and greater opportunity for deliberation. The within-group analysis was also reported as statistically

significant (p=0.003). These findings supported the study proposition that limited decision time is associated with greater
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reliance on intuitive judgment, whereas additional time and contextual information are associated with a more reasoned
decision-making process.

The covariance analyses likewise indicated statistically significant differences between the two conditions with respect to
intuitive judgment and reason-based judgment. Overall, the results showed that altering the informational context and the
decision-making conditions changed participants’ responses to the ethical scenario.

An additional analysis examined the contribution of demographic and experiential factors. The corrected demographic
model was statistically significant (p<0.001) and accounted for 65.8% of the reported variance (R=0.658). Initial decision was
statistically significant (p=0.001). In this model, gender (p=0.326), age (p=0.566), educational level (p=0.956), internship
experience (p=0.621), relevance of internship to the career path (p=0.742), and work experience (p=0.463) were not reported
as statistically significant individually.

A subsequent model was also statistically significant (p<0.001) and explained 46.8% of the variance (R*=0.468). In this
analysis, initial decision remained statistically significant (p<0.001), group membership was statistically significant (p=0.001),
and internship experience was also statistically significant (p=0.002). Taken together, the inferential findings indicate that the
experimental decision-making condition was consistently associated with differences in ethical judgment, while internship
experience emerged as an additional significant factor in the final model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that ethical judgment among accounting students is sensitive to the cognitive and informational
conditions under which a decision is made. When students were required to respond rapidly to a situation involving
manipulation of financial statements, their judgments appeared to rely more heavily on an immediate evaluation of the
ethical character of the act. When additional contextual information was provided and more opportunity for deliberation was
available, responses changed significantly. This pattern suggests that ethical decision-making cannot be understood
exclusively as the outcome of conscious, sequential reasoning. Rather, immediate intuitive reactions appear to constitute an
important initial stage that may subsequently be maintained, modified, or reconsidered as additional information becomes
available.

The results also highlight the importance of contextual framing. The second scenario did not simply provide participants
with more time; it introduced information concerning organizational survival, employee interests, charitable activities, tax
compliance, and the perspectives of other accountants. Consequently, students were required to consider competing ethical
considerations rather than evaluate a straightforward act of financial manipulation in isolation. The significant difference
between conditions therefore suggests that ethical judgments are dynamic and can be influenced by contextual explanations,
perceived consequences, and social information. In professional environments, this is particularly important because
questionable practices are rarely presented to accountants as unambiguously unethical. They may instead be accompanied
by organizational justifications, claims of necessity, appeals to employee welfare, or assertions that no direct harm has
occurred.

The significant role of the experimental condition further indicates that situational characteristics may be more
immediately relevant to ethical judgment than basic demographic characteristics. Gender and age did not individually

demonstrate significant effects in the reported analysis, whereas the manner in which the ethical dilemma was presented
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consistently differentiated responses. This finding reinforces the importance of examining ethical judgment as a process
rather than treating it primarily as a stable characteristic associated with demographic background.

The emergence of internship experience as a significant factor in the final model also deserves attention. Exposure to
actual accounting environments may influence how students interpret professional dilemmas by providing practical
knowledge about organizational processes, authority relationships, reporting practices, and the consequences of professional
decisions. However, the present study did not examine the quality, duration, or ethical content of internship experiences;
therefore, the finding should be interpreted as evidence of a potentially relevant experiential factor rather than as proof that
internship participation necessarily improves ethical judgment.

From an educational perspective, the results suggest that accounting ethics education should integrate intuitive and
reflective components rather than rely exclusively on the transmission of codes, principles, and formal rules. Students may
benefit from instructional activities in which they first make an immediate decision, subsequently receive additional
information, discuss competing considerations, and then reassess their original judgment. Comparing initial and revised
decisions can help students recognize the influence of intuition, contextual framing, social information, and post hoc
reasoning on their ethical choices.

Scenario-based learning may therefore provide an effective mechanism for developing ethical competence. By exposing
students to ambiguous cases involving competing responsibilities, organizational pressure, and incomplete information,
instructors can create opportunities for students to examine not only what decision they make but also how that decision
develops. Such an approach may strengthen ethical sensitivity while simultaneously developing the capacity to test intuitive
reactions against professional standards, available evidence, stakeholder interests, and longer-term consequences.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that intuitive judgment plays an important role in the early stages of ethical
decision-making among accounting students and that ethical judgments can change when individuals are provided with
additional information and greater opportunity for deliberation. Ethical decision-making in accounting should therefore be
understood as an interaction between rapid intuitive evaluation and more deliberate reasoning rather than as an exclusively
rational process. Integrating both processes into accounting ethics education may better prepare future accountants and
auditors to recognize ethical concerns quickly, critically evaluate their initial responses, and reach more defensible

professional judgments when confronted with complex ethical dilemmas.
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