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IS MORAL IDENTITY EFFECTIVE IN THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN  
SELF-EFFICACY AND PSYCHOLOGICAL PROBLEMS? 

 
 

Abstract: The primary purpose of this study is to design a model that examines the 
mediating role of moral identity in the effect of self-efficacy on stress, depression, and 
anxiety. For this purpose, the researcher applied three scales to 366 students enrolled 
in state universities on the Anatolian side of Istanbul. The data analysis used parametric 
tests, correlation tests, structural equation models, and Bayesian reliability analyses. 
Based on the results from the structural equation modeling analysis, the variable of 
moral identity was found to have a significant effect on the positive impact to self-
efficacy on psychological problems. Therefore moral identity has been concluded to be 
able to help reduce the effects of stress, depression, and anxiety. 
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Introduction 
 
As a reflection of the new world order, the main aim of Turkish students is to enroll in university and 
take up a career in their profession after completing this training. Students beginning their 
university studies, though, move into a new dynamic scenario different from previous times. New 
requirements emerge for students, and particular challenges arise because of the unique 
circumstances in that period (Durak-Batigun & Atay-Kayis, 2014). These difficulties may trigger 
feelings of insecurity and inadequacy in students. At the same time, researchers believe stressful 
and even anxiety-inducing circumstances may exist that inhibit university students’ motivation and 
learning outcomes (Bailey & Phillips, 2016; Bucker, Nuraydin, Simonsmeier, Schneider, & Luhmann 
2018; Wei, Russell, & Zakalik, 2005). In a study examining the factors that cause stress in university 
students’ lives, Bojuwoye (2002) determined stress to have economic, social, and school enrollment 
outcomes. Hong and Wengboey (2002) conducted a similar study and concluded that academic 
stress and poor living conditions are the key factors that cause stress effects. Andrews and Wilding 
(2004) noted that economic problems played a significant role in increasing anxiety and depression 
in university students. A decline in their performance and academic self-efficacy was observed due 
to this circumstance. Other researchers in Turkey have also reported students’ stress levels increase 
after stepping into college life. According to the findings obtained from these studies, the emphasis 
was found to primarily be on students’ academic success, with individual needs not being met 
(Bilgin, 2000; Erkan, Ozbay, Cankaya, & ve Terzi, 2012; Koc, Avsaroglu, & ve Sezer, 2004). 
 
Researchers have been interested in why some students start university with high levels of stress 
and anxiety while others have low levels of stress and anxiety (Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, & Whitt, 2011). 
Identifying the situations that can help alleviate tension and distress in people with high anxiety and 
stress levels is particularly important. Because reforming the present stress-generating university 
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education environment is known to be difficult, thinking critically about which services can help 
alleviate the circumstances that create stress and anxiety is important. As Bandura (2000) has also 
said, individuals with high self-efficacy can easily cope with stress and anxiety and successfully 
resolve these types of circumstances. Several experiments can be carried out to evaluate the 
association between self-efficacy and stress. However, no study has been found to investigate the 
effect of moral identity on the relationship between university students’ self-efficacy levels and their 
levels of stress, anxiety, and depression. This research has therefore been conducted to examine 
the impact self-efficacy has on reducing university students’ levels of stress, depression, and anxiety 
and to evaluate how the variable of moral identity mediates these variables. 
 

Self-Efficacy and Levels of Stress, Depression, and Anxiety 
 
The concept of self-efficacy is crucial in both the social sciences and psychology. It is also considered 
one of the basic principles of social cognitive theory, according to which self-efficacy is expressed 
as the necessary power behind an individual’s actions (Bandura, 1986). Pajares (1996) claimed 
perseverance and commitment to improve with self-efficacy, which has essential effects on 
performance, while the development of self-efficacy belief is intuitive. Put more plainly, a person 
believes they can achieve success after a successful job. Bandura et al. (2003) stated self-efficacy to 
be a key factor of personality and strongly influences stress as a positive source of resistance. This 
condition highlights one’s resilience against both environmental challenges and the difficult 
circumstances being faced. Bandura (2006) also stated self-efficacy has a beneficial impact on the 
various areas dealing with difficulties. Self-efficacy abilities are necessary for healing following 
trauma (Benight & Bandura, 2004; Benight & Harper, 2002). Likewise, self-efficacy plays a vital role 
in social well-being, lack of distress, burnout syndrome, and lowering of sadness in people's lives 
(Bisschop, Kriegsman, Beekman, & Deeg, 2004; Brouwers & Tomic, 2000; Gallagher et al., 2011). Neil 
(2006) suggested that the inherent powers individuals attribute to fate and luck control their actions 
under certain circumstances. Individuals with high self-efficacy should also be noted as being aware 
of the benefits of cognitive and affective processes when making decisions. Individuals with high 
self-efficacy were concluded to have decreased levels of social anxiety and depression (Singh & 
Bussey, 2010). Higher self-efficacy levels are commonly accompanied by a lower cortisol response 
after experiencing stress and diminished autonomic arousal after mental challenges (Nierop, Wirtz, 
Bratsikas, Zimmermann, & Ehlert, 2008; Sanz & Villamarin, 2001). Meanwhile, self-efficacy is found 
to improve academic success and prompt a reduction in stress and anxiety levels (Hoffman, 2010; 
Niemiec & Lachowicz-Tabaczek, 2015). As can be seen from these studies, self-efficacy has essential 
effects on psychological health. 
 

Moral Identity and Self-Efficacy: The Mediating Role of Moral Identity 
 
In general, various studies are seen to have been conducted in the context of moral emotion, guilt, 
and empathy. However, moral identity for some reason has yet to be sufficiently studied (Mazzone, 
Camodeca, & Salmivalli, 2016; Poyhonen, Juvonen, & Salmivalli, 2010). Although some studies have 
used variables related to morality, they generally have not addressed how moral identity interacts 
with self-efficacy (Hardy 2006). When considering the theories of Gibs (2019), Kohlberg, and Piaget, 
people who develop high moral identity skills have been emphasized to be able to respond to social 
events and circumstances more sensitively. Bandura (2016) stated people with firm self-efficacy 
beliefs are able to convey moral virtues and identities, such as intervening in abusive situations in 
society. People with higher levels of moral maturity and identity have been claimed to possess 
higher levels of sense of self and self-efficacy. Therefore, although researchers have mainly ignored 
the relationship between moral identity and self-efficacy, this relationship should be investigated. 
Given the beneficial influence self-efficacy has on depression, stress, and anxiety, exploring self-
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efficacy’s impacts on moral efficacy has similar significance. Therefore, this research examines the 
relationship self-efficacy has with depression, stress, and anxiety as mediated by moral identity. 

 
The Present Study 

 
This study aims to resolve a gap in the literature by examining the mediating role the variable of 
moral identity has in the relationship between university students’ self-efficacy and their levels of 
stress, depression, and anxiety. In general, numerous experiments have been considered for 
investigating the association self-efficacy has with stress, depression, and anxiety (Bacchini & 
Magliulo, 2003; Bandura, Pastorelli, Barbaranelli, & Caprara, 1999; Caprara, Gerbino, Paciello, Di 
Giunta, & Pastorelli, 2010; Chen, Liu, Zheng, & Chen, 2010; Klasen et al., 2015; Muris, Meesters, Pierik, 
& de Kock, 2016; Soysa & Wilcomb, 2015; Steca et al., 2014). However, no research is found regarding 
how moral identity affects this relationship. This study is the first to examine the mediating effect 
of moral identity on the relationship between self-efficacy and stress, depression, and anxiety. The 
primary purpose of this research is to examine the mediating role moral identity has over the 
positive effects of self-efficacy on psychological disorders. Thus, this study tests whether moral 
identity positively impacts stress, depression, and anxiety. The study has set two goals. The first is 
to test whether or not self-efficacy has a positive effect on stress, depression, and anxiety. The 
second is to test whether moral identity has a mediating role in self-efficacy’s positive effect. These 
goals constitute the primary purpose of the study. At the same time, the findings section will also 
present parametric test results related to certain critical data obtained in the study. 
 

Method 
 

Research Model 
 
This research uses a relational screening model to examine the relationships among the variables. 
Many methods exist for analyzing relational screening models. This research uses the structural 
equation model. The researcher uses three variables in the study (i.e., self-efficacy; the scores from 
the Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale (21 items, DASS-21; Lovibond & Lovibond, 1995); and moral 
identity). Self-efficacy is used as the study's independent variable, DASS-21 score is used as the 
dependent variable, and the sub-dimensions of moral identity are used as the mediator. Relational 
screening models are generally models that examine the degree of a relationship between two or 
more variables and the effects these variables have on each other (Creswell, 2017). 
 
Participants 
 
The data for this research have been collected from students enrolled in undergraduate programs 
at state universities on the Anatolian side of Istanbul during the 2019-2020 academic year. Within 
the scope of the research, data from 366 students were found to be good enough for inclusion in 
the analysis. Of these students, 274 (74.9%) are female, and 92 (25.1%) are male. Information on other 
demographic variables is presented in the table below. 
 
Table 1. Demographic Information 

Variables Groups F % 

Gender Female 274 74.9 

 Male 92 25.1 

Faculty Education 241 65.8 

Religion 97 26.5 

Technology 28 7.7 
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Age Under 21 133 36.3 

21 or Older 233 63.7 

Class 1st Year 85 23.2 

2nd Year 129 35.2 

3rd Year 80 21.9 

4th Year 72 19.7 

Income High 18 4.9 

Middle 316 86.4 

Low 32 8.7 

Academic success High 28 7.7 

 Middle 284 77.5 

 Low 54 14.8 

 Total 366 100.0 

  
Instruments 
 
The following scales have been used to collect the data: DASS-21, Self-Efficacy Scale, Moral Identity 
Scale. 
 
The DASS-21 scale was developed and first published by Lovibond and Lovibond (1995a) then 
adapted into Turkish by Saricam (2018). The scale has three sub-dimensions: depression, stress, and 
anxiety. When examining the previously reported values for DASS-21, the internal consistency for 
the depression subscale was found as .88, .90 for stress, and .93 for anxiety (Henry & Crawford, 
2005). In the original analysis of the scale, Lovibond and Lovibond (1995) found the following fit 
index values for the DASS-21 model: χ2 = 1092.1, df = 180; RCFI = 0.93, SRMR = 0.03, RMSEA = 0.05. 
 
The Moral Identity Scale was developed by Aquino and Reed (2002) and adapted into Turkish by 
Yilmaz and Yilmaz (2015). It consists of 10 items and two sub-dimensions: symbolization (5 items) 
and internalization (also 5 items). As a result of the confirmatory factor analysis applied for the 
construct validity, the Turkish adaptation of the scale was also found to have two dimensions (i.e., 
symbolization and internalization) and 10 items with similar goodness-of-fit indices as in the original 
form of the scale (χ² = 49.59, df = 33, p = .03, RMSEA = .052, CFI =. 96, IFI = .96, GFI = .95, AGFI = .92, 
and SRMR = .057). 
 
The self-efficacy scale was developed and first published by Jerusalem (1995) and adapted into 
Turkish by Aypay (2010). The scale consists of two sub-dimensions: effort/resistance and 
ability/confidence, with respective internal consistency values of .79 and .63. 
 
Procedures 
 
The research followed the following procedures. First, the permissions required for the 2019-2020 
fall semester were obtained from two state university boards located on the Anatolian side of 
Istanbul (Marmara and Medeniyet Universities). After receiving the permissions, face-to-face data 
were collected from the students in the classroom environment. Data were collected on an entirely 
voluntary basis. The voluntary consent form was obtained from each student who filled out data. 
Data were collected from three faculties (the faculties of Education, Theology, and Technology). 
The researcher was present in all classes and answered participants’ questions from the participants 
during the data completion process, which lasted about 15 minutes. 
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Data Analysis 
 
The data were then entered into an Excel file, and erroneous data were eliminated. After eliminating 
incomplete data, normality calculations were made, and data were checked to ensure their 
suitability for analysis. The package programs SPSS 25 and Amos 24 were used for analyzing the 
data. The research first performed parametric test analyses followed by the mediating role analysis. 
 

Findings 
 

Descriptive Analysis Results 
 
Although the study’s primary purpose is to examine the mediating effect of moral identity, some of 
the ANOVA test analyses made with the data obtained within the scope of the research have also 
been included in the findings. Therefore, the results that were deemed important from the ANOVA 
tests are briefly mentioned first, then the findings are presented regarding the mediating effect. The 
study compared the scores for the variables in regard to faculty. Education faculty students’ DASS-
21 scores (χ = 20.14, p < .01) with regard to Scheffé’s post-hoc test and found to be higher than both 
theology faculty (χ  = 16.02) and technology faculty (χ  = 19.25) students’. The moral identity scores 
of theology faculty students (χ = 53.34; p < 05) have been found to be higher than education faculty 
(χ = 50.50) and technology faculty (χ = 51.96) students’ scores. For self-efficacy, theology faculty 
students’  (χ = 29.41; p < 05) and technology faculty students’ (χ = 30.28; p < 05) scores have been 
found to be higher than education faculty students’ scores (χ = 27.35). 
 
Another key variable investigated in this study is students’ grade year. When examining the ANOVA 
test results for this variable in terms of Scheffé’s post-hoc test, freshmen’s DASS-21 scores (χ = 21.56; 
p < 05) were observed to be higher than those for sophomores (χ = 19.54), juniors (χ = 17.81), and 
seniors (χ = 16.23). The moral identity scores for freshmen (χ = 48.83; p < .05) were concluded to be 
lower than those for sophomores (χ = 51.58), juniors (χ = 52.87), and seniors (χ = 52.27). 
 
The Relationships Among DASS-21, Moral Identity, and Self-Efficacy 
 
The results presented in Table 2 show the necessary prerequisites to have been satisfied for 
conducting the mediating role analysis. These results provide the necessary prerequisites, which is 
the study’s primary purpose. 
 
The literature reveals the need to meet the prerequisite for conducting mediating research. The 
relationship between the dependent and independent variables of the study should be significant. 
The mediating variable used in the study should also have a substantial relationship with both the 
dependent and independent variables (Shrout & Bolger, 2002; Tingley et al., 2014). 
 
When examining the relationships among the variables used in the research, the prerequisite for the 
mediating variable analysis is seen to have been met. A positive correlation exists between DASS-21 
and self-efficacy (r = -0.417; p < .001), between DASS-21 and moral identity (r = -0.236; p < .001), and 
between moral identity and self-efficacy (r = 0.277, p < .001). 
 
Table 2. Research Prerequisite Analysis Table 

Variables N Χ Skewness Kurtosis Cronbach’s 
Alpha 

1 2 3 

1. DASS-21 366 18.98 -0.210 .338 
.907 

1 -0.236** -0.417** 
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** p < .001 

 
Analysis Findings Regarding the Mediator Model 
 
The primary purpose of this research is to test whether moral identity has a mediating role in the 
relationship between self-efficacy and levels of depression, stress, and anxiety. Before including the 
mediator variable in the model, the relationship between the dependent and independent variables 
must be examined, then the mediating variable can be included. Figure 1 shows the first model 
analyzed for determining the relationships between the dependent and independent variables. 

 
Figure 1. Structural Equation Model 1 for the dependent and independent variables. 

 
When looking at the results in Figure 1, the variables of self-efficacy and DASS-21 score (r = -0.50; p < 
.000) predict each other significantly and negatively. Put more clearly, the variable of self-efficacy 
predicts the variable of DASS-21 score negatively by 25%. According to this result, DASS-21 scores 
decrease as self-efficacy increases. Following this result, the second model is tested to see what 
effects would be caused by adding the mediating variable of moral identity. 

 
Figure 2. The mediating effect from the variable of moral identity. 

 
When examining Figure 2, the mediating role of moral identity is seen in the relationship 

between the dependent and independent variables. Whether or not the variable of moral identity 
has a mediating role depends on the change in the relationship between the dependent and 

2. Moral identity 366 51.3
6 

0.246 .514 
.890 

  1 0.277** 

3. Self-efficacy 366 28.12 0.332 .642 .795     1 
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independent variables. The critical point here is that a mediating variable wholly or partially helps 
explain the relationship between the dependent and independent variables. While the relationship 
between the dependent and independent variables is rSEM1 = -0.50 for the first model, the association 
reaches  rSEM2 = -0.38 for the second model. According to this result, moral identity significantly 
affects the relationship between the predictive variable of self-efficacy and the predicted variable 
of DASS-21 score. More specifically, moral identity mediates the relationship between self-efficacy 
and DASS-21. The mediating role model’s obtained goodness-of-fit values have been examined and 
presented in Table 3. 
 
Table 3. Model 2 Fit Values 

Indexes Acceptable Fit Model 
Values 

χ2 / df 0 ≤ χ2 / df ≤ 3 2.926 
RMSEA 0.00 ≤ RMSEA ≤ 0.08 .073 
GFI 0.85 ≤ GFI ≤ 1.00 .976 
AGFI 0.85 ≤ AGFI ≤ 1.00 .936 
CFI 0.90 ≤ CFI ≤ 1.00 .978 

IFI 0.90 ≤ IFI ≤ 1.00 .978 

TLI(NNFI) 0.90 ≤ TLI ≤ 1.00 .958 

 
The literature shows the acceptable model-fit values for mediator role studies. Researchers look at 
these fair values in their studies and decide. When examining the values related to the mediating 
role research obtained as a result of these research analyses (Schermelleh-Engel et al., 2003), all 
values are seen to have good or excellent values. According to these results, the tested model 
contains the required goodness-of-fit values. Bayesian analysis has been made to test the accuracy 
and reliability of the analyses, and the results related to this are presented in Figure 3. 
 

 
Figure 3. Bayesian results of the indirect effects from the sub-dimensions of moral identity  

(internalization and symbolization). 

 
As shown in Figure 3, the sub-dimension of internalization has a significant effect as a mediator (M 
= .282; SE = .001; SD = .0048; N = 93,501). Similar results have been obtained for the sub-dimension 
of symbolization (M = .190; SE = .002; SD = .055; N = 93,501). Bayesian structural equation modeling 
(SEM) is used as an alternative method to traditional SEM applications and is also considered as the 
second generation of SEMs (Kaplan & Depaoli, 2012, p. 650). Bayesian structural equation modeling 
reduces errors and thus arrives at better model fit values (Arbuckle, 2012, p. 385). 
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Discussion 
 
Universities and educational institutions continuously strive to find ways to mitigate the many 
psychological challenges university students encounter. This research has attempted to contribute 
to the literature for helping universities identify solutions to students’ psychological difficulties. Self-
efficacy is an essential element of Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory and is considered to have 
positive effects on stress, depression, and anxiety. The primary purpose of this study has been 
aimed at examining the mediating role that moral identity and its sub-dimensions have in this 
positive effect of self-efficacy. However, a few inferences from this analysis need to be mentioned. 
First of all, previous studies have concluded self-efficacy to positively affect stress, depression, and 
anxiety (Benight & Bandura, 2004; Benight & Harper, 2002; Vaezi & Fallah, 2011). The present study 
has also obtained a similar result while also showing moral identity to have a significant effect on 
this outcome. These findings indicate moral identity as a predictor to have a successful impact on 
resolving the psychological challenges university students encounter. Of course, as this study is a 
mediating variable study, it has concentrated on the extent to which the variable of moral identity 
explains the association between self-efficacy and various psychological issues and has contributed 
to the literature on this point. Moral identity has been concluded to be able to help reduce the 
effects of stress, depression, and anxiety. 
 
This outcome is in line to an extent with Brown’s (2013) research investigating the impact of moral 
identity on reducing work stress. Womra’s (2007) study on university students also revealed moral 
identity to dramatically decrease antisociality and social anxiety, where students with moral identity 
avoid cheating behaviors more. Students with a high moral identity are known to avoid situations 
such as lying, aggression, theft, infidelity, and various psychological problems (Schlenker, 2006). The 
findings from the present study agree with those of previous studies. Therefore, this study also 
confirms the significance moral identity has in the beneficial impact of self-efficacy on psychological 
problems, which is the main aim of the research. 
 
A few other findings from this research are as follows: The results indicate students studying in 
education faculties to encounter more stress, depression, and anxiety. In addition, students 
studying in theology faculties are found to have greater levels of moral identity and to experience 
less stress, depression, and anxiety. The results obtained from the final analysis support the primary 
objective of the research. 
 

Practical Implications 
 
This research has some practical consequences for universities as well as other education and 
training institutions. Because of the stress and anxiety students have about their courses and 
concerns about the future, people attending universities in particular are seen to need help. To 
reduce students’ levels of stress, depression, and anxiety, the relevant institutions and 
organizations can test the benefits of conducting various psycho-educational activities on self-
efficacy and moral identity. These psycho-educations will hopefully help reduce the problems 
students experience. Bandura (1997) viewed self-efficacy as a significant factor in reducing 
psychological problems, and the way that moral identity often plays an essential role in this effect 
should additionally not be ignored. Therefore, enhancing moral identity is crucial in self-efficacy-
based psycho-trainings. At the same time, organizing various self-efficacy- and moral identity-based 
activities that should help reduce students’ psychological problems would be beneficial in addition 
to the courses equipped with just theoretical knowledge. Perhaps at some point, academicians will 
also be able to be ensured to support their students by raising awareness of this issue, as the 
academic world is frequently unaware of the harmful conditions students face. However, more 
practical classes are often likely to be taught by academicians who are mindful of the challenges 
students face and who plan relaxing experiences for them.  
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Conducting psycho-trainings on the relations of academicians and other staff working at the 
university with students would also be beneficial at this point. Students who take their education 
and graduate in an atmosphere where such interactions are enabled will effectually be able to 
represent favorable conditions to the environments they enter. In addition, this helps students feel 
valued, believe they are cared for, and become more psychologically sound. 
 
Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
 
To better understand the results of this study, some of its limitations should be mentioned. 
Qualitative research can be done to confirm the cause and effect of the potential relationships 
mentioned in this study. Another limitation of the research is that the data have been limited to 
students studying at the education, theology, and technology faculties at state universities in 
Istanbul. Thirdly, this study has examined the mediating role of moral identity in the positive effect 
of self-efficacy on psychological problems. However, different variables should not be forgotten as 
they may also have this positive effect. Therefore, studying this analysis with other variables (e.g., 
self-confidence) may be able to achieve futher-reaching results. Fourthly, the students enrolled in 
educational faculties have been concluded to encounter greater stress, depression, and anxiety 
compared to students in other faculties. At the same time, students studying in the faculty of 
theology have been concluded to have greater levels of moral identity and lower levels of stress, 
depression, and anxiety. Therefore, qualitative research can help determine what factors cause 
these problems as well as alleviate them. 
 
Conducting qualitative research on revealing which factors cause these will lead to more effective 
results. Finally, moral identity has been concluded to have a substantial influence on decreasing 
psychological problems. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The most critical point of this research is its examination of whether moral identity has a role in the 
relationship between self-efficacy and levels of depression, stress, and anxiety as known in the 
literature. This brings the research to a valuable point. When examining the research results, a 
significant part of the effect of self-efficacy in reducing stress, depression, and anxiety are seen to 
be explained by moral identity. To be more explicit, moral identity has essential functions in reducing 
stress, anxiety, and depression. In particular, students with low moral identity were found to have 
higher levels of stress, depression, and anxiety. Therefore, this study highlights the importance of 
helping students increase their levels of moral identity in order to address their psychological 
problems. 
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