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Abstract

The emergence of generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) in higher education offers new
opportunities for academic support while also raising complex ethical concerns. This study
explores how university students ethically evaluate the use of GenAl in three academic
contexts: improving essay writing, preparing for exams, and generating complete essays
without personal input. Drawing on the Multidimensional Ethics Scale (MES), the research
assesses five philosophical frameworks—moral equity, relativism, egoism, utilitarianism,
and deontology—based on a survey conducted among undergraduate social sciences
students in Spain. The findings reveal that students generally view GenAl use as ethically
acceptable when used to improve or prepare content, but express stronger ethical concerns
when authorship is replaced by automation. Gender and full-time employment status
also influence ethical evaluations: women respond differently than men in utilitarian
dimensions, while working students tend to adopt a more relativist stance and are more
tolerant of full automation. These results highlight the importance of context, individual
characteristics, and philosophical orientation in shaping ethical judgments about GenAl
use in academia.

Keywords: generative artificial intelligence; ChatGPT; higher education; multidimensional
ethics scale; moral philosophy theories

1. Introduction
1.1. Ethical Challenges of Generative Artifical Intellugence in Higher Education

The emergence of generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) is profoundly and rapidly
transforming the landscape of higher education. Tools such as ChatGPT, Copilot, or
DALL-E are reshaping how students and educators access knowledge, generate content,
and solve problems [1]. This disruption not only offers new opportunities for personalized
learning and the development of cognitive skills but also raises ethical, pedagogical, and
assessment-related challenges in the university context [2]. In this new scenario, higher ed-
ucation institutions are compelled to revise their teaching and learning models, promoting
a critical and strategic integration of these technologies to prepare students not only to use
them but also to understand their social, epistemological, and professional implications [3].
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The relevance of ethical aspects in the use of GenAl tools in higher education has
a dual dimension. On one hand, it relates to learning processes, where principles such
as equal opportunities, inclusiveness, and adherence to deontological norms become
particularly important [4]. In this context, the use of artificial intelligence should align with
educational values that avoid unfair practices—such as plagiarism or improper delegation
of tasks—and foster a fair, equitable, and responsible learning environment [5]. The second
dimension goes beyond the educational realm, as it involves the need for broader ethical
reflection on the use of GenAl in any context—academic, professional, or social. This entails
considering aspects such as algorithmic transparency, authorship, data privacy, and the
social implications of these systems, which affect all users regardless of the context in which
they are employed [6].

The use of GenAl by students cannot be simplistically categorized as inherently good
or bad; its ethical and pedagogical value depends on how it is used [7]. For instance, when
students use these tools to support their study, clarify concepts, or generate initial ideas,
such use may not only be acceptable but even desirable [8]. GenAl can also contribute to
educational inclusion by offering a more accessible and personalized pathway to learn-
ing [9]. However, the scenario changes significantly when GenAl is used to write entire
essays or answer exam questions without active student involvement. In such cases, the
principle of authorship is violated, leading to dishonest behavior [10] and, depending on
institutional policies, potentially even illegal conduct [11]. Thus, the problem does not lie in
the tool itself but in how it is used: replacing intellectual effort with an automated solution
breaks with the core values of higher education, such as responsibility, personal effort, and
academic integrity [12].

The considerations in the above subsection motivate the present study, which conducts
empirical research on university students’ views regarding the use of GenAl, approached
from the perspective of moral philosophy. Given that the ethical judgment of GenAl
is entirely contextual [5], three scenarios are proposed, representing different levels of
intensity in GenAl use:

e  Scenario 1: Improving or correcting essays before submission. The content of the
paper remains unchanged. GenAl is simply used to rephrase sentences, fix syntactic
errors, or make the text clearer. This is generally considered a fully acceptable use in
academic research [13].

e  Scenario 2: Preparing for an exam with the help of GenAl. The tool is used to summa-
rize topics, generate practice tests, help understand concepts better, and develop study
material. This scenario has positive aspects—such as optimizing time and enhancing
student productivity—but also negative ones, such as the potential for dependency or
reliance on incorrect or biased information [10].

e  Scenario 3: Producing most of the content of an essay using GenAl because the student
has little time left before the deadline and perceives the task as too complex. Little or
no editing is conducted afterward. This scenario borders on academic fraud [12], yet it
is difficult to penalize, as there are currently no reliable tools to detect GenAl-generated
text [14].

1.2. Philosophical Framework

Various moral philosophy schools offer differing perspectives on what constitutes
right action, and also in the field of technology use [15,16]. Deontology, represented by
Kant, holds that morality is grounded in duty and adherence to universal principles and
social contracts. Consequentialist approaches, such as moral egoism and utilitarianism,
assess the morality of actions based on their outcomes. Meanwhile, virtue ethics, inspired
by Aristotle, centers moral reflection on the development of character and personal virtues
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rather than specific rules or consequences [17]. Therefore, it is overly simplistic to classify
an action as ethical or unethical without situating such judgment within a specific moral
framework [18].

Consider a case in which a brilliant and responsible student fails to write an essay due
to serious personal issues. From the perspective of academic deontology, extensive use of
GenAl to write the essay would be ethically questionable, as it would violate principles
of integrity and authorship inherent in academia. If such use were evidenced, the work
should be invalidated according to institutional policies. However, from the standpoint of
moral egoism, one could argue that the use of GenAl is justified. It allows the student to
maintain a high academic average, which may be crucial for future opportunities. Moreover,
if this is an exceptional case and the student does not habitually misuse the tool, the negative
impact on their education would be minimal, further justifying its use from this ethical lens.

To assess students’ evaluations of the morality of using GenAl, this study employs
the version of the Multidimensional Ethics Scale (MES) [18] adapted by Shawver and
Sennetti [19]. This scale considers five ethical perspectives: moral equity (ME), relativism
(RE), egoism (EG), utilitarianism (UT), and contractualism or deontological approach (DE).

This instrument has been applied in various contexts, including business and commer-
cial decision-making [20-22], the use of certain sports technologies [23], the adoption of
controversial technologies [24,25], and attitudes toward immunity passports during the
COVID-19 pandemic [26]. It has also been widely used in academic settings to evaluate
ethical judgments related to plagiarism, cheating on non-collaborative exams, and the
falsification of recommendation letters [27-33].

This study does not assess whether the use of GenAl in the three proposed scenarios
is legal or illegal, as such a judgment may depend on institutional regulations. It could
even be desirable to encourage its use in the first scenario, while explicitly prohibiting
it in the third [3]. The evaluation we refer to is interpretative, as students often develop
their own understanding of what constitutes acceptable behavior, based on observational
learning and the social cues provided by instructors [34]. These interpretative rules are
shaped within informal classroom dynamics, influenced by social norms, values, and
interactions that, while not always explicit, significantly affect students” behavior and
learning processes [35].

In the formation of ethical judgments regarding the three GenAl use scenarios, two
potentially moderating variables are considered: gender and whether the student combines
academic activity with full-time employment.

Sex differences in ethical perceptions have been highlighted in various studies. Women
tend to show greater concern for the impact of their decisions on others and display higher
levels of empathy than men [27]. For their part, men—though not less ethical—tend to
adapt their decisions more to the context, with a stronger outcome-oriented focus [15].

Regarding students” employment status, those who combine academic studies with
full-time work often have diverse motivations, which may stem from a desire to acquire
practical knowledge or from economic pressures [36]. Additionally, students balancing
studies and work face a greater number of obligations, which may lead to conflicts between
their professional and academic lives [37]. These factors may influence their perceptions of
the ethical appropriateness of using GenAl in the three evaluated scenarios.

Specifically, this study aims to answer the following research questions:

RQ1: Does the scenario in which GenAl is used influence students’ ethical judgments?

RQ2: Does gender influence ethical judgments regarding the use of GenAl in each of
the three proposed scenarios?

RQ3: Does working full-time influence ethical judgments regarding the use of GenAl
in each of the three proposed scenarios?
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This article is structured as follows. Section 2 discusses the five ethical frameworks used
to assess GenAl use. Section 3 presents the methodology, including the sample, questionnaire,
and analytical strategy. Section 4 reports the results for each research objective. Section 5
offers a general discussion of the findings and their implications. Finally, Section 6 outlines
the study’s main conclusions, limitations, and future research directions.

2. Ethical Evaluation of the Use of Generative Artificial Intelligence from
Various Moral Philosophy Perspectives and Personal Determinants

2.1. Structuring Judgments About the Use of GenAl Around Moral Philosophy Theories

Research on generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) in the field of education has
grown extensively since 2023. A simple search in Web of Knowledge using the terms
“ChatGPT” and “Education,” restricted to English-language articles published between
2023 and July 2025, yields 4129 documents (759 in 2023, 1998 in 2024, and 1372 in 2025). The
combination of “Generative Artificial Intelligence” and “Education” under the same criteria
produces 3371 results, distributed as follows: 315 in 2023, 1887 in 2024, and 1169 in 2025.

This vast body of work makes it difficult to develop a comprehensive taxonomy of
studies, given the diversity of approaches and topics addressed. Nevertheless, in relation
to the specific scope that informs our research, four main categories can be identified.

The first includes general reflections on how GenAl can be applied to improve edu-
cation [1,2,5,6,9,10,13,14]. These studies propose cross-cutting applications of GenAl and
discuss its advantages and disadvantages, including aspects related to inclusion, educa-
tional efficiency, and potential risks. Although ethical considerations may be mentioned,
they are not the central focus of these contributions.

A second line of research consists of studies that specifically address ethical issues
related to GenAl, either from a general perspective [3,7,38] or through more specific cases,
such as essay writing [8,12,39], image generation [40], the explainability of GenAl out-
comes [41], or its use strictly as a teaching tool [32].

A third category includes empirical studies focused on the use of GenAl in specific
educational contexts, such as mathematics instruction [42], educational programming [43],
language learning [44], or inclusive education [45].

Lastly, a relevant category comprises research that explores the perceptions and atti-
tudes of potential GenAl users in education through surveys and interviews. This includes
both qualitative studies [46—49] and quantitative ones. Among the latter, some follow a de-
scriptive approach [50], while others are grounded in theoretical frameworks of technology
acceptance. Notable examples include studies based on Self-Determination Theory [51],
the Technology Acceptance Model [52], the Expectation Confirmation Model and the In-
formation System Success Theory [53], and the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of
Technology [54,55]. From a faculty-centered perspective, the application of MES has also
been explored [32].

In the following section, we structure the approaches outlined in the previous para-
graphs. These are organized around moral theories introduced earlier and briefly defined
in Table 1. Accordingly, the study incorporates the ethical reflections developed by previous
authors [38,39] which are grounded in the positive and negative consequences of GenAl
use identified in the literature [1,10]. Furthermore, the context of application in this study
is not limited to a specific academic discipline but rather focuses on use scenarios that
are relevant across all university programs. The methodological approach is empirical—
specifically, quantitative—and is based on the constructs of the MES [19], as opposed to the
more commonly used technology acceptance models [51,53].
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Table 1. Moral philosophies used in the ethical assessment of GenAlL

Moral Philosophy Theory Definition

Moral Equity (ME)

Relativism (RE)

Moral Egoism (EG)

Utilitarianism (UT)

Deontology (DE)

Focuses on fairness, justice, and the equitable treatment of individuals,
especially in the presence of social or structural disadvantages. Ethical actions
should promote real equality of opportunity.

Holds that moral judgments depend on the social, cultural, or institutional
context. An action is not inherently right or wrong but must be evaluated
relative to the norms and expectations of the environment.

Considers an action ethical if it maximizes personal benefit or self-interest.
Moral worth is determined by how well an action serves the individual’s
goals, well-being, or reputation.

Judges actions based on their outcomes for the majority. An act is ethical if it
generates the greatest good or well-being for the greatest number of people.
Emphasizes duty, rules, and moral obligations. An action is ethical if it aligns
with established principles, agreements, or responsibilities, regardless of its
consequences.

Source: Own elaboration from [18,19].

Subsequently, and as illustrated in Figure 1, after developing the theoretical framework
that situates students” arguments for and against the use of GenAl within moral philosophy
theories—specifically those included in the MES—and considering personal factors such as
gender and employment status, we apply a structured survey built around philosophical
constructs. This allows us to examine the discriminative power of gender and work status
in shaping students” ethical judgments. The study follows the structure outlined previously
and integrates the diverse perspectives discussed above.

Scenario 1: GenAl Scenario 2: GenAl is
improves an slight ’ Scenario 3: GenAl is used

. used extensively to . .
improvement of an essay extenswely to write an essay
prepare an exam

written by the student
DERRRRREEEEEE R { Sex and job situation graduate judgments
Ethical judgment Ethical judgment Ethical judgment Ethical judgment Ethical judgment
from moral equity from relativism from moral egoism from utilitarianism from deontology

Figure 1. Analytical framework used to evaluate ethical perception about the use of GenAl.

2.2. Moral Equity

Moral equity (ME) is an ethical principle that refers to fair, impartial, and consid-
erate treatment of all individuals, particularly in contexts where differences in power,
resources, or abilities exist [56]. It involves recognizing that not everyone starts with the
same conditions. Therefore, acting justly does not necessarily mean treating everyone the
same, but rather providing each individual with what they need to have real equality of
opportunity [57].

Unlike equality, which focuses on offering the same treatment to everyone, moral
equity takes into account each person’s particular circumstances (such as socioeconomic
background, abilities, or structural disadvantages) in order to compensate for inequalities
and promote a fairer environment [58]. In the educational context, acting with moral equity
means providing additional support to those who need it so they can reach the same level
of development and participation as their peers [59].
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From the perspective of moral equity, the use of GenAl tools like ChatGPT by university
students presents a number of positive and negative aspects that deserve careful consideration.

Among the positive aspects, one of the most notable is the equality of opportunity
these tools can provide. By offering immediate access to high-quality, and often marginal,
knowledge, GenAl tools have the potential to reduce educational inequalities among stu-
dents from different socioeconomic backgrounds, ensuring that all can access information
and academic support regardless of their origin [10]. Similarly, GenAl can act as a com-
pensatory mechanism for initial disadvantages, helping students with fewer academic
resources or language difficulties to perform under more equitable conditions compared to
those with stronger educational backgrounds [46].

Another key strength is the educational personalization made possible by these tools.
By adapting to individual learning styles and paces, GenAl can provide more understand-
able explanations tailored to each student’s specific needs [51], contributing to a more just,
inclusive, and less discriminatory learning environment. Moreover, they offer meaningful
support to students with special needs, as their ability to provide clear answers, repeat
concepts, and adapt in real time is especially valuable for those with cognitive or learning
difficulties [45].

However, there are also negative aspects from the standpoint of moral equity. One of
the main challenges is technological inequality, as access to these tools depends on having
a stable internet connection, appropriate devices, and basic digital skills [60]. Furthermore,
not all students are equally able to benefit from GenAl—due to a lack of technological
competencies [46] or knowledge of how to interact effectively with the tool [50]. In addition,
paid versions of GenAl engines like ChatGPT offer enhanced capabilities compared to
free ones, which could exacerbate existing educational gaps. This disparity may also
extend to institutions, with varying financial capacities to sustain the high cost of GenAl
maintenance [46]. Similarly, linguistic coverage of GenAl tools remains unequal [46],
potentially reinforcing the Matthew Effect in education, whereby GenAl, due to its high
production and maintenance costs, could make the poor poorer and the rich richer [61].

Moreover, algorithmic bias and indirect discrimination represent significant ethical
risks [6,38]. Since these models learn from existing data, they can replicate and amplify
cultural, social, or economic biases, resulting in responses that may be unfair or even
offensive to certain student groups [13].

Another ethical concern involves the potential for unfair competition. When some
students use these tools inappropriately—for example, to copy answers or have Al write
their essays—clear inequity arises in comparison to those who choose not to use them due
to ethical convictions or a commitment to academic integrity [62].

Finally, there is the risk of dependency and reduced individual effort: excessive use of
GenAl could lead to a loss of active study habits, undermining the value placed on personal
merit and intellectual effort [10], which conflicts with the principles of moral justice in
educational settings.

2.3. Relativism

Moral relativism (RE) holds that human actions cannot be judged as inherently right or
wrong, but must be understood within the social, cultural, or individual context in which
they occur [18]. Applied to the educational domain, this implies that the use of GenAl
cannot be deemed intrinsically good or bad; its legitimacy depends on the context, the rules
and recommendations of the institution, academic expectations, and the implicit or explicit
agreements between students and instructors [11].

From this perspective, there are several positive aspects to the use of ChatGPT. One
is its adaptability to different contexts, since relativism allows for flexible use of these
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tools depending on institutional, disciplinary, or social norms [7]. In fact, many North
American universities have established guidelines that encourage the use of GenAl in some
contexts, discourage it in others, and prohibit it in certain practices [11]. From a relativist
viewpoint, the appropriateness of using technological tools depends on the specific context:
using ChatGPT as a personalized tutor to help an international student overcome language
barriers—something potentially advisable—is not the same as using it to generate an essay,
which may be considered academic fraud [5]. Likewise, in learning environments where
practical understanding is valued more than memorization, using large language models
(LLMs) to better grasp course material is not only valid, but consistent with the educational
ideals promoted by the institution [46].

Educational decisions are often strongly influenced by peer dynamics [63]. In this
sense, when reference groups show interest and active engagement in the use of GenAl for
learning, they can foster a collective perception of its benefits [14], which may encourage
adoption. In contexts where the integration of Al-based tools is under evaluation, the
opinions of individuals deemed important by the potential user play a key role in accep-
tance [64]. On the other hand, pressure from classmates and instructors can also generate
concerns about academic integrity when using GenAlI [61].

From a relativism approach, it is also possible to consider the use of language models
to prepare for exams as immoral, depending on the cultural or institutional context. In
universities where the use of such tools is explicitly banned or heavily restricted, their use
would be considered dishonest [3].

Moreover, higher education institutions have increasingly emphasized the importance
of promoting among students a sense of social responsibility and environmental aware-
ness [65]. Considering that LLMs have a higher environmental impact compared to other
alternatives, such as standard Google searches [6,66], it is reasonable to assume that in
institutional contexts with a strong commitment to sustainability, a relativist perspective
might judge the intensive use of these technologies negatively.

2.4. Moral Egoism

From the perspective of moral egoism (EG), a correct action is one that maximizes
self-interest [67]. Within this theoretical framework, the rightness of decisions is assessed
primarily based on the personal benefits they provide [68]. Therefore, the use of GenAl
should be evaluated in terms of academic performance, efficiency, well-being, or compet-
itive advantage. Whether its use is socially fair or ethically universalizable would be a
secondary concern.

Among the positive aspects that moral egoism may identify in the use of GenAl, one
of the most prominent is the maximization of individual academic benefit. It enables the
design of customized learning pathways [9]. It also allows students to delegate repetitive
or unengaging tasks, optimizing time and effort [69], thus allowing them to focus on
activities that provide greater personal value, such as critical thinking or solving real-world
problems [7,50]. This tool also offers strategic advantages in academic performance. Its
use can result in higher grades, as it may act as a personal tutor by offering rapid access
to content [69], or improve the readability and structure of submitted assignments [8],
thereby enhancing student performance and increasing opportunities for scholarships,
postgraduate admissions, or future employability.

Another benefit from this viewpoint is saving time and energy, since ChatGPT facili-
tates quick and organized access to information [69], which frees up resources for activities
that enhance individual well-being. These may include both academic and personal pur-
suits such as rest, leisure, or social interaction—contributing to a higher quality of life
and greater well-being, a variable positively associated with academic achievement [70].
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Well-being or the absence of suffering is a hedonistic goal commonly aligned with moral
egoism [68].

However, from the same moral egoist standpoint, risks and negative consequences
can also be identified. A short-term concern is the possibility of receiving inaccurate,
biased, or inconsistent information, or content affected by the so-called hallucination
phenomenon [10]. In the long term, excessive dependence on these tools [6] could harm
students” future outcomes. Continuous use of Al may deteriorate fundamental skills
such as written expression [71], reducing intellectual autonomy and real preparation
for the professional world. In tasks related to visual design and creativity, GenAl also
shows weaknesses, including lack of interface intuitiveness, emotional appeal, perceived
innovation, as well as limited control and feedback during the creative process [72].

Additionally, there is a risk of personal reputational damage. If a student is found
to have committed plagiarism or misused artificial intelligence, they may face academic
sanctions or harm to their personal image—an outcome that directly contradicts their
self-interest, given that reputation is part of one’s personal assets [73].

2.5. Utilitarianism

From the perspective of utilitarianism (UT), an action is considered morally correct if
it promotes the greatest possible well-being for the greatest number of people [74]. Applied
to the university context, the use of tools such as ChatGPT is assessed based on its ability to
increase collective utility, that is, to generate more happiness, reduce suffering, and enhance
the well-being of the academic community as a whole [16].

Among the positive aspects identified by this ethical theory is the maximization of aca-
demic efficiency. If the use of GenAl enables students to streamline their learning processes,
improve study organization, and resolve doubts more quickly [69], this should translate
into greater productivity and better outcomes for a large number of students. Additionally,
the reduction in academic workload results in lower stress levels and improved mental
well-being [75]. The study [50] reported that, following training in the use of ChatGPT,
students experienced significant development in competencies such as analysis, synthesis,
information management, problem solving, and learning to learn.

Another key benefit is the promotion of accessible and universal learning. GenAl
can serve as a powerful tool for reducing educational barriers, especially for those facing
limitations in resources or academic support [10]. By democratizing access to high-quality
information and guidance, it supports the desirable goal of universal access to education [4].
Furthermore, it facilitates access to texts in languages unfamiliar to the student, thereby
reducing linguistic injustice [8]. These contributions may positively impact the well-being
of society as a whole by enabling a larger number of individuals to pursue higher education
and gain access to broader learning materials and knowledge.

However, from a utilitarianism standpoint, it is also essential to consider risks and
potential negative effects that could diminish collective well-being. One major concern is
the widespread loss of essential skills. While the use of GenAl offers immediate benefits,
its excessive use could erode key competencies such as creativity, critical thinking, and
intellectual autonomy [72,76], which would have long-term negative effects on professional
preparedness and on society’s capacity to address complex problems. Added to this is
inequitable technological access, which can create significant gaps among students of
different socioeconomic levels [76] and among students in countries with varying economic
capacities [61]. If access to and effective use of GenAl is not equitable, there is a real risk of
widening educational inequality and reducing collective utility.

Another concern is the erosion of public trust and institutional ethics. The widespread
and inappropriate use of these tools could undermine the credibility of educational institu-
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tions, negatively affecting public perceptions regarding the validity of academic degrees
and the fairness of assessment processes. Universities currently face the challenge of dis-
tinguishing between genuine and Al-generated text [46]. Existing software for detecting
Al-generated content often makes errors—either failing to identify actual Al-generated text
or mistakenly attributing human-generated text to AI [5].

From a perspective of social responsibility and sustainability awareness [65], the
massive use of large language models (LLMs) entails high consumption of energy and
water, generating an environmental impact that could be avoided through the use of
technologies with a lower ecological footprint [77].

2.6. Deontology or Contractualism

From the perspective of deontology (DE), also known as contractualism, actions are
not judged by their consequences but by their consistency with preexisting principles, rules,
or ethical agreements [78]. In the university context, this means that student actions—in
this case, the use of GenAl—should be evaluated based on their adherence to the ethical
and moral commitments established between students, educational institutions, and society.
The goal is not to maximize benefits but to fulfill the duties and obligations arising from a
social contract—explicit or implicit—that defines what is morally acceptable in the academic
realm [18].

From this viewpoint, GenAl presents several positive aspects. First, it can support
the enhancement of educational accessibility, contributing to the fulfillment of the social
contract that obliges institutions to ensure fair and equitable education [4]. By providing
equal access to knowledge, these tools help materialize the ethical commitment to reduce
inequality, promoting a more inclusive system—both by adapting education to individuals
with disabilities [45] and by customizing courses to individual needs [9]. Furthermore,
its integration can reflect a commitment to innovation and educational progress, recog-
nizing that both students and institutions have a duty to adapt to technological advances
like AI when such advances can improve learning processes and benefit the academic
community [79].

However, from a deontological perspective, the use of GenAl also poses serious
ethical risks. One of the main concerns is the violation of the academic-ethical contract
when the tool is used for dishonest purposes such as plagiarism or cheating during as-
sessments [10]. In such cases, the student may breach the commitment assumed upon
enrolling in university studies; the primary obligation of universities is not only to educate
competent professionals but also to foster ethical behavior [80] and form citizens with
social responsibility [65]. In fact, even unintentionally, students may commit plagiarism
or infringe copyright when using GenAl, especially when it provides responses without
citing sources [46].

Another problem that may arise from the use of GenAl is overreliance on artificial intel-
ligence, leading students to neglect other educational resources, including more traditional
ones [46]. By limiting their exposure to diverse perspectives on academic subjects [76],
students may fail to optimize their learning process. In public universities in Spain, tuition
is at least partially subsidized by public funds—and fully so for scholarship recipients—so
students have an obligation to make appropriate use of the resources made available to
them by society.

The current trend among universities is to incorporate greater social awareness and
holistic student development into their objectives, focusing not only on academic and
professional training but also on citizenship education [81]. In this context, it is essential
for GenAl users to reflect on the significant carbon footprint associated with its use—far
greater than that of other technologies such as Google searches [6]. Raising awareness of
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this environmental impact contributes to the exercise of responsibility in promoting envi-
ronmental sustainability [46], which constitutes a relevant issue for educational authorities
to consider [3].

2.7. Gender and Employment Status as Potential Factors Shaping Ethical Perceptions of GenAl Use
2.7.1. Potential Differences in the Perception of GenAl Use Between Women and Men

Ethical perception differences between men and women have been widely documented
in the academic literature, revealing distinct patterns in how each gender approaches moral
dilemmas and also applies to academic settings [27]. These differences are explained by
biological, cultural, social, and contextual factors that shape both moral orientations and
intentions to act ethically [15]. Pilcher and Smith [82] show that men tend to respond more
utilitarianly to moral dilemmas. Women, on the other hand, tend to prefer deontologi-
cal responses, guided by principles they consider ethically desirable, rather than by the
consequences of their actions.

The difference in ethical reasoning can also be understood through gender socialization
theory, which argues that men and women are raised from an early age with different
ethical values and priorities. Under similar conditions, ethical judgments may differ not
due to reasoning capacity, but because of internalized moral priorities shaped by gender
roles [83].

Beyond the cultural context of the study, egoistic or altruistic attitudes are also in-
fluenced by biological factors. It has been observed that women, across diverse cultural
settings, tend to act more altruistically—even when this involves personal sacrifice—which
may make them more inclined to act according to moral equity principles. In contrast, men
tend to display behaviors more oriented toward self-assertion or genetic legacy [84].

The ethical perceptions of men and women may also differ in their emotional and
rational foundations. Women tend to exhibit greater sensitivity to the impact of their actions
on others and a stronger intention to act ethically, whereas men—though not necessarily
less ethical—respond more variably depending on the context, with a more rationalistic
and pragmatic approach [85].

2.7.2. Full-Time Employment Status as a Source of Differences in Ethical Perceptions of
GenAlI Use

Having a full-time or at least stable job while pursuing university studies is an increas-
ingly common practice worldwide, driven by a combination of economic, educational, and
personal motivations [86]. In Spain, approximately one-third of students work on a stable
basis [87]. The reasons students choose to combine both activities vary and depend on
factors such as socioeconomic background, working hours, the type of job held, and the
student’s intrinsic motivations [87].

The need for income is undoubtedly one of the main reasons why students choose to
work while studying. This trend has been observed in diverse cultural contexts such as
Southeast Asia, Mexico, and Spain, where students report similar motivations [36,88-91].
However, employment is not always driven by urgent financial needs. Many students
from middle- and upper-class backgrounds combine work and study to gain professional
experience, achieve economic independence, and enhance their career prospects—beyond
the immediate need for income [90].

It is also important to note that heavy workloads and the simultaneous demands of
work and academic responsibilities can result in high levels of stress and fatigue, which
may lead to a decline in academic performance [37,92]. When students work more than 20
h per week, their academic performance tends to suffer, and in some cases, this can even
result in dropping out of university [91].
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Moreover, specialized literature has pointed out the conflict between the roles of
worker and student, whereby strong involvement in one domain can interfere with perfor-
mance in the other [37]. The impact of work on academic outcomes varies depending on the
student’s primary commitment [93], reinforcing the importance of considering employment
status as a relevant individual circumstance that shapes how students navigate university
life—and, consequently, how they judge the use of GenAl in their academic work.

The varying motivations, socioeconomic contexts, and levels of responsibility between
students with and without jobs can lead to divergent perceptions regarding the legitimacy
and appropriateness of GenAl, depending on the ethical perspective from which it is assessed.

From the moral equity perspective, the use of GenAl may be viewed as a resource that
helps equalize academic performance and personal development opportunities between
students who work and those who do not. Functioning as an adaptive tutor, GenAl has the
potential to accommodate students” individual characteristics, among which employment
status plays a central role. In this way, GenAl could help reduce gaps resulting from limited
time or unequal access to other educational support systems.

Within the framework of moral relativism, perceptions about the appropriateness
and limitations of GenAl use may vary significantly between students with such distinct
circumstances. The personal and motivational differences between working students
and those who dedicate themselves exclusively to studying may lead to different criteria
regarding when and how it is ethically valid to use this technology.

From the perspective of moral egoism, one could argue that a full-time working student—
who makes an additional effort in terms of time and resources (e.g., funding their own
tuition)—has a stronger justification for adopting tools such as GenAl, insofar as these tools
facilitate academic success and help maximize the efficiency of their limited personal resources.

Utilitarianism also offers a favorable reading: GenAl use can improve the compatibility
between study and work, benefitting those already in this dual role and encouraging others
who had previously seen this option as unviable. This expanded accessibility to higher
education could help train more skilled professionals and increase workforce participation,
generating long-term collective benefits.

Finally, from a deontological perspective, students who work intensively face time
constraints that may limit their ability to care for family or maintain social relationships.
In this sense, fulfilling their academic responsibilities could be seen as part of a moral
commitment to those close to them. The use of GenAl, by facilitating this fulfillment, may
be understood as an ethically legitimate way of honoring that implicit contract.

3. Materials and Methods
3.1. Population and Sampling

The population targeted in this study consisted of undergraduate students in social
science disciplines such as economics, business administration, and social work. These
academic programs require not only competencies in written and oral communication, but
also a humanistic understanding of human activities and analytical-mathematical reasoning
skills [94]. Consequently, the curricula include both humanities courses—such as economic
history and philosophy [94]—and quantitative subjects, such as statistics [95].

The sample was obtained through purposive sampling. It was administered be-
tween April and June 2025 to undergraduate students primarily enrolled in social science
programs—such as economics, business, or social work—at two Spanish universities. The
first university is located in a large metropolitan area (Madrid), which has a population of
approximately 7 million people. In contrast, the main campuses of the second university
are located in the Camp de Tarragona area, in Catalonia, which has a population of around
600,000 inhabitants.
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The survey was self-administered and accessed via a Google Forms link that allowed
only one response per IP address. To ensure participant anonymity, the Google Forms
survey was configured so that no email addresses or identifying metadata were collected.
The link did not require login credentials, and responses were not associated with any
personal information, IP address, or device ID. Additionally, the survey settings disabled
any tracking features, and all data were stored without identifiers that could link responses
to individual participants.

Additionally, the questionnaire required participants to answer all questions related
to the variables presented in Figure 1, while unrelated items—such as the university of
origin—were not mandatory.

The voluntary and anonymous nature of participation helped gather responses from in-
dividuals with genuinely altruistic motivations and, therefore, potentially more thoughtful
and honest answers. Moreover, this approach contributed to minimizing social desirability
bias—the tendency to respond in a socially acceptable manner rather than expressing one’s
true thoughts or behaviors.

3.2. Sample Profile

Table 2 presents the profile of the analyzed sample, which comprised a total of 151 valid
responses. The gender distribution was 43 men (28.48%) and 108 women (71.52%). The
overrepresentation of women in the sample can be explained by two complementary factors.
First, in Spain, women constitute the majority of students enrolled in social science degree
programs, which include disciplines such as sociology, education, and communication.
Women account for over 60—65% of enrollment in the social sciences and humanities
fields [96]. Second, prior research has shown that women are generally more likely to
participate in surveys than men, particularly in voluntary, academic, and opinion-based
studies. Likewise, women consistently exhibit higher survey response rates across different
modalities, suggesting a gender-based difference in willingness to engage with research
instruments [97].

Table 2. Sociodemographic profile of the sample.

Item Respondents Proportion
Sex
Male 43 28.48%
Female 108 71.52%
Age
<20 years 50 33.11%
21 33 21.85%
22 27 17.88%
>23 40 26.49%
Nonanswered 1 0.66%
Perceived academic performance
On the average or below 107 70.86%
Above the average 44 29.14%
Working status
Full time job 58 38.41%
Other labor situations 93 62.59%

The average age of participants was 21.89 years, with a standard deviation of 3.54 years.
In terms of age ranges, 50 participants were between 18 and 20 years old, 33 participants
reported being 21, 27 were 22, and 49 respondents indicated they were 23 years old or older.
Additionally, 44 participants (29.14%) reported perceiving their academic performance as
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above average. Regarding employment status, 58 students (38.41%) stated that they had
full-time jobs, while the remainder either worked occasionally or were not employed.

3.3. Questionnaire and Measurement Model

The questionnaire was written and distributed exclusively in Spanish. Although
Spanish is not the primary language of instruction for undergraduate courses at one of
the universities, it is a mandatory language and accounts for approximately 30% of the
teaching in undergraduate subjects.

It presented three different scenarios of GenAl use, as described in the introduction:
using GenAl to improve an essay without making substantial changes; using GenAl
intensively to prepare for an exam; and, finally, using GenAl intensively to produce an essay.
After introducing each scenario—and before moving on to the next—respondents were asked
to answer 12 items assessing their ethical evaluation of GenAl use in the given situation.

The items used to measure ethical dimensions are detailed in Table 3 and are based
on the Multidimensional Ethics Scale (MES) [19]. Items were rated on an 11-point Likert
scale (ranging from 0 to 10), which measured the degree of agreement with each statement,
from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” This scale and its 11-point format have been
employed in various contexts, such as the ethical evaluation of cyborg technologies [24,25],
assessments of immunity passports [26], and the use of emerging sports technologies [23].

Table 3. Measures of scale validity and mean and standard deviation of ethical items in the three
assessed scenarios.

Scenario 1 Scenario 2 Scenario 3
CA CR AVE  Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD
Moral equity (ME) 0.876 0.883  80.1%
ME1 = Fair 7.59 1.98 7.77 2.37 4.84 2.76
ME2 = Equal 7.71 2.16 7.85 224 6.74 2.69
MES3 = Right 7.04 2.01 7.5 2.49 4.81 292
Relativism (RE) 0.900 0909 84.1%
RE1 = Acceptable to my peers 7.83 1.97 7.8 2.35 6.12 2.86
RE2 = Acceptable in my environment 7.62 1.95 7.43 2.43 5.63 2.89
RE3 = Acceptable to people whose opinion 6.33 258 6.96 27 43 3.08
I respect
Egoism (EG) 0.799 0.810 84%
EG1 = It will provide relevance and
prrestige 8.05 1.97 7.74 2.28 6.81 2.71
EG2 = It is rewarding 6.6 2.62 6.89 2.75 4.96 3.18

Utilitarianism (UT)
UT1 =1t is useful

0.855 0.855 87.3%
8.4 1.87 7.86 2.29 6.81 2.8

UT2 = Good cost-benefit balance 7.29 2.07 74 243 5.99 2.88

Deontology (DE)

DE1 = It respects an implicit contract with
my environment/society
DE2 = It aligns with what is expected of me

as a student

0.918 0919  92.5%
6.17 2.45 6.74 2.52 4.52 3.1

5.81 2.73 6.65 2.77 4.31 3.16

Note: CA = Cronbach’s alpha, CR = Composite reliability, and AVE = Average variance extracted.

Several authors recommend the use of 11-point scales over the more common 4-, 5-, or
7-point scales due to multiple advantages. Most notably, this format captures a wider range
of response nuances, overcoming the limitations of shorter scales. Additionally, an 11-point
Likert scale provides greater sensitivity in measurement, approximating interval-level
data and facilitating the assumption of normal data distribution. It is also intuitive for
respondents, as the 0-to-10 range is widely recognized and easily understood [98].

Prior to final implementation, the questionnaire underwent a preliminary test with four
faculty members and two students, who provided feedback on its clarity and readability.
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Based on this pilot phase, adjustments were made to improve the wording, although no
substantial content changes were necessary.

Furthermore, both gender and employment status were modeled as binary variables.
For gender, two categories were used: female and male. In the case of employment status,
students were classified as either working in a stable capacity with permanent contracts, or
not working /working sporadically, such as holding internships or short-term jobs only a
few months a year, typically when classes were not in session.

3.4. Data Analysis

The data analysis was structured to sequentially address the research objectives RO1, RO2,
and RO3. As a preliminary step, the reliability of the ethical scales used was assessed through
analysis of their internal consistency, using Cronbach’s alpha (CA) and composite reliability
(CR). Convergent validity was examined using the average variance extracted (AVE).

To address RO1, a repeated measures ANOVA was conducted across the three evalu-
ated scenarios, with adjustments for the effects of gender and full-time employment status.
This analysis involved four groups formed by crossing participants’ gender with their
employment/study status. In addition, pairwise comparisons between scenarios were
carried out for each item, applying Tukey-adjusted p-values to the t-ratios.

To address RO2 and RO3, separate MANOVA analyses were performed for each of the
three scenarios. The dependent variables were grouped according to their corresponding
ethical construct, resulting in five MANOVAs per scenario. These analyses examined
the discriminant power of the two factors—gender and employment status—while also
considering their interaction.

Regarding the adequacy of the sample size relative to the number of responses ob-
tained, it was deemed appropriate for the study’s objectives. The design aimed to detect
medium-sized effects (n? = 0.125), with a significance level of 5% and statistical power of
80%. For RO1, which involved a repeated measures ANOVA with three scenarios and four
groups (derived from crossing gender [male/female] with employment status), and assum-
ing moderate correlation between measures (0.5), the sample size calculation performed
with G*Power 3.1.0 [99] indicated a minimum of 108 observations was required.

For RO2 and RO3, which involved a separate MANOVA for each of the five ethical
dimensions per scenario—and considering that these dimensions consisted of two to three
items, and the four groups defined by the combination of gender and employment status—
the minimum sample size estimated with G*Power 3.1.0 was 128 observations. Thus, the
151 observations collected exceeded the required thresholds.

4. Results
4.1. Descriptive Statistics and Results for the Research Objective 1

Table 3 presents the validity measures of the ethical scales and the descriptive statis-
tics. All the scales demonstrate internal consistency, as both Cronbach’s alpha (CA) and
composite reliability (CR) exceed 0.7, and convergent validity, since the average variance
extracted (AVE) is greater than 0.5.

The table shows that item evaluations in the third scenario are systematically and
clearly lower than those in the first two scenarios. Furthermore, the second scenario—which
implies a more intensive use of GenAl than the first—typically receives higher ratings than
the first. It is worth noting that in the third scenario, the evaluation falls below the neutral
value (5) in only six items, but not across the board. Specifically, it falls in two moral equity
items, ME1 (4.84) and ME3 (4.91); in the third relativism item, RE3 (4.30); in the second
egoism item, EG2 (4.96); and in the two deontology items, DE1 (4.42) and DE2 (4.31).



Digital 2025, 5, 33

15 of 25

Table 4 reports the results of the repeated measures ANOVA with correction for gender
and employment status, as well as pairwise mean comparisons, applying Tukey’s adjust-
ment. The repeated measures ANOVA indicates that the null hypothesis of homogeneity in
the evaluations across the three scenarios can be rejected for all items, as in every case the
p-value (p) is less than 0.001. The effect size (n?) for this heterogeneity ranges from medium
(e.g., in EG1,1? = 0.088) to large (e.g., in ME1, n? = 0.386).

Table 4. ANOVA of repeated measures and pairwise comparison between scenarios.

ANOVA S2vs. S1 S3vs. S1 S3vs. S2

Items Sndecor'sF  p-Value n? MD p-Value MD p-Value MD p-Value
ME1 92.3 <0.001 0.386 0.14 0.779 —2.82 <0.001 —2.96 <0.001
ME2 18.7 <0.001 0.113 0.17 0.649 —0.97 <0.001 -1.14 <0.001
ME3 60.0 <0.001 0.29 0.36 0.23 —2.26 <0.001 —2.62 <0.001
RE1 39.8 <0.001 0.213 0.09 0.858 —1.70 <0.001 —1.60 <0.001
RE2 37.0 <0.001 0.201 0.08 0.91 -1.76 <0.001 —1.69 <0.001
RE3 50.7 <0.001 0.257 0.41 0.228 -2.13 <0.001 —2.54 <0.001
EG1 14.2 <0.001 0.088 0.30 0.224 —1.09 <0.001 —0.79 0.004
EG2 27.1 <0.001 0.156 0.14 0.83 —1.61 <0.001 -1.75 <0.001
UT1 22.2 <0.001 0.131 0.61 0.006 -1.51 <0.001 —0.90 0.003
UT2 15.0 <0.001 0.093 0.24 0.523 —1.00 <0.001 -1.23 <0.001
DE1 31.8 <0.001 0.178 0.53 0.104 —1.55 <0.001 —2.07 <0.001
DE2 32.3 <0.001 0.18 0.73 0.014 —1.33 <0.001 —2.05 <0.001

Note: 2 stands for Cohen’s size effect and MD mean difference.

In the pairwise mean differences (MD) comparisons, it is observed that, for all items,
the evaluation of the third scenario is always lower than that of the first and second, and
this difference is statistically significant. The differences between the first and third scenario
range from MD = —2.82 in the case of ME1 to MD = —0.97 in ME2, both with p < 0.001. The
differences between the second and third scenarios range from MD = —2.96 (p < 0.001) in
ME1 to MD = —0.79 (p = 0.004) in EG1.

It is also noteworthy that the second scenario receives better evaluations than the
first across all ethical items. However, this difference is only statistically significant in one
utilitarianism item (UT1, MD = 0.61, p = 0.006) and in the second deontology item, DE2
(MD =0.73, p = 0.014).

4.2. Results of Research Objectives 2 and 3

Tables 5-7 present the ANOVA results regarding the discriminatory power of gender
and employment status in relation to GenAl use across the three proposed scenarios.

In Table 5, corresponding to the first scenario—using GenAl to slightly improve an
essay—only employment status shows discriminatory power in ethical perceptions. This
effect is statistically significant in moral equity (Pillai’s trace [PT] = 0.065, p = 0.021), in
relativism (PT = 0.120, p < 0.001), and in utilitarianism (PT = 0.046, p = 0.031). While in the
cases of moral equity and utilitarianism, students without full-time jobs tend to evaluate
GenAl use more positively, in the relativist dimension (especially in item RE3), students
who work full-time express a more favorable view of GenAl use.

Table 6 presents the results for the second scenario. In this case, only the gender factor
shows discriminatory power, and only within the utilitarianism dimension (PT = 0.043,
p = 0.04). Item UT1 is rated more positively by women, while UT2 receives more favorable
evaluations from men. This suggests that the evaluations are not necessarily more lenient
or stricter depending on gender, but simply different in nature.

Table 7 shows the differences in ethical perceptions for the third scenario, where GenAl
is used intensively to write an essay. Significant gender differences again emerge only
within utilitarianism (PT = 0.047, p = 0.031). As before, women rate UT1 more favorably,
while men give more positive evaluations to UT2.
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Employment status appears as a key discriminating factor in ethical perceptions in the
third scenario. Students who work full-time clearly evaluate GenAlI use more positively
than those who do not work, particularly in the dimensions of relativism (PT = 0.109,
p < 0.001) and deontology (PT = 0.094, p < 0.001).

Table 5. MANOVA of ethical evaluations in scenario 1 of GenAl use.

Descriptive Statistics Results of MANOVA
By Sex By Working Condition Effect
No Full Full Time Work Sex x Work
Factor Women Men Time Work Work Sex Condition Condition
- p- -
M SD M SD M SD M SD PT Value PT Value PT Value
Moral equity 0.022 0360 0.065 0.021 0.006 0.823
ME1 744 202 798 182 761 1.91 7.57 2.1
ME2 755 215 812 214 8.01 187 722 249
ME3 6.86 201 749 198 7.03 1.98 705  2.09
Relativism 0.037 0138 0.120 <0.001 0.007  0.808
RE1 779 195 793 203 778 203 7.9 1.87
RE2 768 195 749 197 767 196 7.55 1.94
RE3 6.17 259 674 254 582 268 716 219
Egoism 0.007 0.614 0.020 0.226 0.008 0.539
EG1 8.02 198 812 197 823 1.85 776 213
EG2 647 262 691 264 6.61 257 657 273
Utilitarianism 0.002 0.892 0.046 0.031 0.000 0.970
UT1 838 1.86 847 193 872 1.45 7.9 2.33
UT2 731 205 726 216 752 201 693 213
Deontology 0.029 0.115 0.010 0.488 0.005 0.706
DE1 593 243 6.77 241 6.03 2.5 6.38 236
DE2 5,69 267 614 288 5.6 284 616 253
Note: M = mean, SD = standard deviation, and PT = Pillai’s trace.
Table 6. MANOVA of ethical evaluations in the scenario 2 of GenAl use.
Descriptive Statistics Results of MANOVA
By Sex By Working Condition Effect
No Full Full Time Work Sex x Work
Factor Women Men Time Work Work Sex Condition Condition
M SD M SD M SD M SD PT Value PT Value PT Value
Moral equity 0.010 0.679 0.012 0.630 0.007 0.807
ME1 769 248 798 21 771 2.53 7.88 2.1
ME2 772 238 819 183 795 232 7.71 2.13
ME3 744 25 765 25 746 254 755 243
Relativism 0.005 0.877 0.029 0230 0.013 0.608
RE1 781 229 779 251 787 228 7.69 247
RE2 738 245 756 238 7.33 2.53 7.59 2.27
RE3 693 266 705 289 683 287 717 245
Egoism 0.001 0923 0.014 0363 0.006 0.627
EG1 769 229 786 227 791 2.15 747 247
EG2 6.84 2.63 7 3.06 7.14 2.7 648 2.79
Utilitarianism 0.043 0.040 0.016 0300 0.033 0.087
UT1 792 216 772 262 8.09 2.19 75 2.42
UT2 723 241 784 246 7.6 2.36 709 252
Deontology 0.016 0316 0.022 0.195 0.002 0.847
DE1 656 246 719 265 6.66 2.77 6.88 2.09
DE2 655 27 691 296 6.75 283 648 2.69

Note: M = mean, SD = standard deviation, and PT = Pillai’s trace.
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Table 7. MANOVA of ethical evaluations in scenario 3 of GenAl use.
Descriptive Statistics Results of MANOVA
By Sex By Working Condition Effect
No Full Full Time Work Sex x Work
Factor Women Men Time Work Work Sex Condition Condition
- p- p-

M SD M SD M SD M SD PT Value PT Value PT Value

Moral equity 0.011 0.653 0.052 0.052 0.014 0.553
ME1 49 271 47 292 449 281 54 2.62
ME2 6.66 268 693 276 6.8 284 6.64 246
ME3 479 281 486 32 442 302 543 266

Relativism 0.005 0.864 0.109 <0.001 0.018 0.453
RE1 619 276 595 312 577 29 6.67 263
RE2 5.63 285 563 3.01 502 3.04 6.6 2.34
RE3 432 298 423 337 355 3.11 5.5 2.65

Egoism 0.006 0.639 0.022 0.193 0.008 0.536
EG1 6.69 27 709 277 6.66 286 7.05 247
EG2 494 3.05 5 3,52 459 334 555 282

Utilitarianism 0.047 0.031 0.022 0.198 0.005 0.700
UT1 6.86 283 6.67 276 6.68 298 7.02 249
UT2 579 293 649 271 5.69 3.06 647 251

Deontology 0.019 0244 0.094 <0.001 0.003 0.792
DE1 428 297 514 338 4.09 3.18 522 287
DE2 414 3 474 353 3.63 3.1 5.4 2.97

Note: M = mean, SD = standard deviation, and PT = Pillai’s trace.

5. Discussion
5.1. Discussion of Fingings

This study contributes to the understanding of university students’ ethical judgments
regarding the use of generative artificial intelligence (GenAl) tools in academic contexts.
From a theoretical perspective, it confirms that students” ethical perceptions are highly
contextual and sensitive to the specific type of technology use. The differentiation across
scenarios shows that ethical judgment is not monolithic: using GenAl for minor stylistic
improvements or as a study aid for exam preparation is viewed positively, while its use
to produce full assignments without the student’s active involvement is seen as more
problematic from some (but not all) moral philosophy perspectives.

These findings support and expand theoretical arguments regarding the need to
distinguish between different uses of GenAl in university settings [7,61], demonstrating
how ethical evaluations vary according to context. Additionally, the results reaffirm
deontological assumptions, which emphasize the fulfillment of academic duties such as
authorship and personal responsibility, especially in the third scenario, where GenAl use
borders on academic dishonesty.

Another relevant contribution is the identification of gender differences in ethical
perceptions, which are consistent with previous literature. We cannot assert that women are
inherently stricter than men in their ethical evaluations; rather, the differences are subtle,
aligning with the findings of [27], and only emerge in specific ethical assessments, as noted
in [33]. In fact, across several scenarios and types of ethical evaluations, no significant
differences are observed between men and women, which is also in line with [29]. However,
we did find that women tend to assess intensive uses of GenAl differently than men,
particularly within the utilitarianism dimension, aligning with prior research suggesting
distinct ethical sensitivities among women [82,100]. These differences appear to stem from
divergent evaluations of GenAl’s usefulness—rated more favorably by women—and its
cost-benefit balance—viewed more positively by men. This suggests the importance of
integrating a gender perspective into the design of university policies regarding the ethical
use of artificial intelligence.



Digital 2025, 5, 33

18 of 25

A particularly noteworthy finding arises in the first scenario, where employment status
alone shows discriminatory power in ethical perceptions. This result can be interpreted
through the lenses of moral equity, moral egoism, and utilitarianism. Students who do not
work full-time tend to evaluate GenAl more positively from the perspectives of equity and
utility, which may be linked to lower time pressure and greater availability to complete
tasks independently. In contrast, working students tend to justify GenAl use more through
moral relativism, especially with reference to the approval of academic peers, indicating
a greater influence of social and professional context on their ethical judgments. In this
scenario, we cannot claim that being employed leads to a better ethical evaluation of GenAl
in absolute terms—it depends on the ethical dimension being considered.

Working students also evaluate GenAl more favorably than non-working students in
the third scenario. This finding suggests that life context and external pressures influence
ethical judgments about GenAl, even in contexts where there is broad consensus that its
use is questionable. Due to increased time constraints [90], working students perceive
GenAl as a tool to maximize academic performance without necessarily compromising
their personal integrity, as it helps them minimize conflicts between study and work [37].

5.2. Theoretical Implications

The discussion on the ethical implications of generative artificial intelligence (GenAl)
is necessarily multidimensional. Different ethical theories can be used to justify—or
challenge—the use of GenAl depending on the specific context in which it is applied.
In this study, we examined the field of higher education through three representative sce-
narios that are broadly relevant across academic disciplines. However, the same analytical
approach can be extended to more specialized settings, such as laboratory work in science
degrees, where the boundary between technical assistance and intellectual delegation may
become blurred.

Beyond the academic sphere, the ethical evaluation framework employed here can be
effectively applied to professional and workplace environments, where the use of GenAl
tools is becoming increasingly common as a means of enhancing productivity. For instance,
employees may use GenAl to improve the clarity and tone of corporate documents without
altering the content; others may rely on it to produce full reports or presentations with
minimal personal input; and some may even use these tools to respond to technical inquiries
or make decisions outside their area of expertise. Each of these scenarios raises distinct
ethical concerns related to authorship, professional responsibility, and integrity.

Applying the MES framework to such cases would allow for a nuanced analysis of
how professionals justify or reject the use of GenAl depending on their ethical orientation—
whether deontological, utilitarian, relativist, or otherwise. Additionally, personal and
contextual factors such as organizational hierarchy, technical background, or perceived
performance pressure may significantly influence these judgments, making this a fertile
area for the empirical extension of the present study’s approach.

Moreover, personal circumstances (such as gender or employment status, in our case)
should not be seen as direct predictors of more lenient or stricter ethical judgments, but
rather as variables that may exert different influences depending on the ethical dimension
under consideration. In other words, individuals with similar profiles may express compa-
rable views in one ethical domain and divergent views in another. In workplace contexts,
factors such as marital status, income level, or educational background may also shape
how potential users ethically assess the use of GenAlL
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5.3. Practical Implications

From a practical standpoint, these results have relevant implications for educational
institutions. First, it is essential to differentiate between types of GenAl usage when estab-
lishing guidelines. A blanket prohibition does not seem appropriate; instead, institutions
should clearly define which uses are compatible with educational values and which are
not [3].

As suggested by Cunha et al. [30] and De Ruyter and Schinkel [80], universities should
provide explicit training in ethics, which—under the current context—must include dis-
cussions around GenAl. This training should address the complexity of ethical judgments
depending on the context and the moral principles involved. An approach based on ethical
virtue development, rather than prohibitions, could foster more responsible and reflective
use of technology.

Given that ethical judgment varies by gender and employment status, intervention
strategies should be sensitive to these differences. This may include targeted actions for
groups that are more prone to evaluating intensive GenAl use less critically.

Finally, the results emphasize the importance of designing assessments that minimize
opportunities for dishonest use of GenAl. Oral exams, supervised multi-stage projects, or
tasks requiring complex personal reasoning can make inappropriate use of these tools more
difficult [10].

In addition to these measures, institutions should consider developing clear, context-
sensitive policies in collaboration with both faculty and students. Engaging students in
the co-creation of guidelines for the ethical use of GenAl can promote a sense of shared
responsibility and increase compliance. Furthermore, the integration of real-case scenarios
into classroom discussions can help students internalize ethical boundaries through applied
reasoning rather than abstract norms. In other areas of questionable academic behavior—
such as plagiarism—awareness-raising interventions have proven effective in reducing
students” approval of such practices, suggesting that similar strategies could be valuable in
the context of GenAl use [33].

Technological tools that promote transparency—such as version control in docu-
ment editing or GenAl-use disclosures—could be integrated into learning management
systems [41]. These do not aim to penalize students but to cultivate accountability and re-
flection. Universities should establish spaces for ongoing dialog, where educators, students,
and technologists can periodically review the ethical challenges emerging from GenAl
developments and update institutional practices accordingly. In doing so, institutions can
move from reactive regulation to proactive ethical leadership.

The intersection of moral philosophy with legal foundations also surfaces in discus-
sions about the ethics of law. The concept of the “internal morality of law” reveals a
connection between moral principles and legal standards, suggesting that potential rules
governing the use of GenAl should reflect broader ethical understandings [101]. This
perspective has sparked important debates within moral philosophy, particularly regarding
the tension between legal positivism and natural law theories, and highlights the need
to embed moral considerations within legal and institutional frameworks [101]. This ten-
sion, commonly observed in macro-level legal systems (such as those of the state), should
likewise be taken into account when developing academic policies and regulations.

6. Conclusions
6.1. Principal Takeaways

This study confirms that university students” ethical perceptions of GenAl are not
homogeneous; rather, they are dependent on the context of use and students” personal
circumstances. Students tend to view GenAl positively when used to correct or improve the
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formal quality of their assignments, and especially when used as a source of information
to prepare for exams. Conversely, they perceive its use more negatively when it involves
generating substantial essay content without their own input.

Gender and employment status differences are significant. Women display ethical
judgments—at least from the utilitarian perspective—that differ in certain respects from
those of men. Additionally, working students appear more tolerant of controversial GenAl
use, likely as a response to time-related demands they face. These findings underscore
the importance of considering individual and social factors in any academic reflection or
regulation concerning the ethical use of GenAlL

6.2. Study Limitations and Further Research

Among the study’s limitations is the sample size and profile: the participants were
students from social science degree programs at two Spanish universities, which may limit
the generalizability of the results to other academic disciplines or cultural contexts. Further-
more, the self-reported nature of the questionnaires may introduce social desirability bias,
although efforts were made to minimize this through anonymous responses. So, further
research may extend the analysis to students from other disciplines, such as engineering,
law, or medicine, where GenAl use may carry different implications.

Another important limitation is that the study focuses on self-reported ethical percep-
tions, not on actual behaviors. There is always the possibility that expressed attitudes do
not translate directly into actions. Future research should explore this gap between ethical
perception and behavior through longitudinal studies or experimental designs.

The study relies on hypothetical scenarios to elicit ethical judgments, which, although
grounded in realistic academic practices, may not fully capture the emotional and situ-
ational complexity involved in real-life decision-making. Further assessments may in-
corporate experimental designs or simulated academic environments to examine how
students actually behave when faced with GenAl use under time pressure, peer influence,
or evaluation anxiety.

The analysis centers exclusively on students’ ethical evaluations, without including
the views of faculty members or institutional stakeholders, who play a key role in defin-
ing academic integrity policies. Further studies could adopt a multi-actor approach by
comparing ethical perceptions across students, instructors, and academic administrators.
This would provide a more holistic understanding of normative alignment—or potential
mismatch—within higher education. Notably, the three scenarios proposed for student
evaluation are also highly relevant to faculty practices, as they mirror common academic
tasks such as writing research papers, preparing teaching materials, or studying and gath-
ering documentation for lectures and presentations. Including faculty perspectives would
therefore enrich the analysis by addressing how ethical standards around GenAlI use are
understood and applied across different roles within the university ecosystem.

Another promising line of research would be to analyze the impact of explicit insti-
tutional policies on the ethical assessments and actual behaviors of students concerning
GenAl This could provide a better understanding of the role of regulatory frameworks in
shaping ethical judgments. It would also be relevant to examine how targeted ethical training
on the use of artificial intelligence might shape students’ perceptions and behaviors.

The results of this study also suggest that future research may benefit from incor-
porating ethical constructs into generative Al acceptance studies. This integration could
be pursued using a pure MES approach [19,24,28,29], or by complementing existing re-
search grounded in technology acceptance frameworks, such as the Technology Acceptance
Model [52], the Expectation Confirmation Model and Information System Success The-
ory [53], or the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology [54,55].
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Finally, it would be interesting to investigate how ethical perceptions evolve as GenAl
technologies become more sophisticated, accessible, and pervasive, and to identify new
ethical dimensions that may emerge—particularly those related to sustainability, privacy,
or authorship.
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