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Abstract

This research was conducted with the aim of investigating the mediating role of the Quality of Virtual
Environment Experience in shaping postgraduate students' information-seeking behavior in the
context of academic plagiarism. In this mixed-method study with an interpretive approach. Initially,
gualitative data was gathered through 23 semi-structured interviews to identify the ethical components
and barriers related to academic plagiarism. Following data saturation, a quantitative survey—derived
from the extracted qualitative items—was distributed among Ph.D. and Master’s students at
prestigious 1SC-listed universities. The collected quantitative data was subsequently analyzed using
Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modeling (PLS-SEM). The quantitative results indicated a
direct negative effect of plagiarism on students' information-seeking behavior. However, the quality
of the virtual experience, acting as a positive mediator, mitigated this relationship, leading to the
development of ethically compliant information-seeking behavior. The qualitative findings
highlighted contributing barriers such as weakness in citation training, lack of student awareness, and
structural-cultural pressures. These barriers are suggested to be modifiable through enhanced research
ethics education and improvements in technological infrastructure. The innovation of this study lies in
the empirical modeling of the mediating role of virtual experience quality and the provision of policy
strategies based on domestic and contextual data. This framework can contribute to enhancing the
ethical integrity and academic honesty of Iran's higher education system. Despite limitations, including
the use of self-reported data and the cross-sectional nature of the data, the study provides a robust
framework for developing integrated educational, technological, and cultural policies, forming a basis
for effective interventions in the domain of information and research ethics.

Keywords: Virtual environment, information seeking behavior, students, plagiarism.
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