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Ensuring academic integrity is the goal of many educational researchers and practitioners 

(McCabe et al., 2012). Identifying what causes students to cheat academically, and what can 

potentially be done about it, has been the driving force behind several lines of academic integrity 

research (Bertram Gallant, 2008). One such avenue has explored the psychological reasons for 

why students cheat (Murdock & Anderman, 2006), with findings suggesting that when social 

norms allow for cheating to be perceived as acceptable (Daumiller & Janke, 2020), then students 

are more likely to rationalize away the moral implications of academic dishonesty and cheat 

themselves (Stephens, 2017). That is, when student see their peers cheat, they are more likely to 

perceive cheating as typical, normal, and acceptable in their immediate environments (e.g,, their 

college classrooms). This normalizing results in a downplaying of the morality of academic 

dishonesty by developing rationalizing (also called “neutralizing”) attitudes toward cheating, 

thereby allowing themselves to cheat with less guilt. This tends to increase rates of academic 

dishonesty among college students. 

In the past, research on academic integrity has treated cheating behaviors as a 

unidimensional construct, with all cheating behaviors considered as part of one overarching 

construct of academic dishonesty (McCabe et al., 2012). However, evidence suggests that 

academic dishonesty may be better operationalized as a multidimensional construct with 

different types of cheating behaviors representing independent and unique constructs (Rettinger 

& Kramer, 2009). Recent psychometric research has elaborated on these findings, with a new 

comprehensive measure of academic dishonesty being proposed and tested (Authors, 2021). This 
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measure has distinguished four unique types of academically dishonest behaviors including 

collusion (e.g, working with other students illegitimately), plagiarism (e.g., copying others’ work 

as one’s own), fraud (e.g., falsifying or forging materials), and contract (e.g., hiring another to do 

work) while simultaneously addressing the advent of online methods of cheating (e.g. Chegg, 

online test banks, etc.). Given the novel nature of this new measure of academic dishonesty, 

studies replicating past findings are warranted to ensure the validity and reliability of this new 

instrument. 

The purpose of this study was to replicate past findings regarding the relations of peer 

social norms to academic dishonesty through neutralizing attitudes toward cheating with these 

novel measures of academic dishonesty. See the figure below for the theoretical model that 

guided this study.  

 

It was hypothesized that the findings of the current study would support the findings of 

past research. Specifically, that observations of peer cheating (a common operationalization for 

peer social norms; Daumiller & Janke, 2020) would positively relate to self-reported academic 

dishonesty. However, the novel measure of academic dishonesty described was used so that a 

more nuanced profile of findings could be ascertained. As such, it was expected that observations 
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of peer cheating would positively relate to collusion, plagiarism, fraud, and contract cheating 

independently. Given that all four paths were expected to be significant and positive, the relative 

strength of each path was examined to determine how predictive observations of peer cheating 

are depending on the outcome.  

Further, neutralizing attitudes were examined as a potential mechanism for these 

relations. It was hypothesized that observations of peer cheating would also indirectly predict 

self-reported academic dishonesty through neutralizing attitudes for each type of cheating. 

Specifically, it was expected that observations of peer cheating would mediate the relations 

between observations of peer cheating and self-reported cheating such that observations of peer 

cheating would positively relate to neutralizing attitudes, which would then positively relate to 

all four types of self-reported cheating behaviors. 

Method 

Participants 

Data were collected as part of a larger project on academic integrity. Participants were 

2329 students recruited from several universities via an online recruitment platform. The 

majority of participants identified as female (N = 1515; 65%), followed by male (N = 675; 29%) 

and non-binary (N = 71; 3.1%). The majority of participants identified as white (N = 1339; 

57.5%), followed by Asian (N = 354; 15.2%), multiracial (N = 223; 9.6%), black (N = 151; 

6.5%), Hispanic (N = 146; 6.3%), and American Indian (N = 6; 0.3%). An additional 46 

participants (2%) preferred to self-identify their race and 63 (2.7%) preferred not to say. The 

average age of the participants was 24.23 years old. 

Measures 
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All variables were based on self-reported survey measures newly created for the larger 

project. The four types of cheating behaviors and observations of peer cheating were collected 

via items asking students to rate on a scale of 0-4 how often they engaged in or saw peers engage 

in specific academically dishonest behaviors in the last year with 0 = never and 4 = 11 or more 

times. Neutralizing attitudes were assessed via the mean score of 7 Likert-type items on a 0-4 

scale with higher scores representing greater endorsement of neutralizing attitudes. See Table 1 

for a summary of the reliability statistics and sample items for each measure used in the study. 

Procedures 

 Participants provided informed consent before receiving an online questionnaire which 

included all relevant study variables. Participants completed the online survey, were thanked for 

their participation, and allowed the opportunity to withdraw the use of their data from the study. 

All participants included in the analytic sample agreed to have their data included after finishing 

the online questionnaire. 

Results 

Data Analysis Strategy 

 Four mediation analyses via the PROCESS macro in SPSS (Hayes, 2018) were 

conducted for each of the four types of cheating, with observations of peer cheating as the 

predictor variable and neutralizing attitudes serving as a mediator. All indirect effects (b) were 

bootstrap estimates (based on 5000 trials) tested with bias-corrected 95% confidence intervals. 

Mediation was considered detected if the indirect effect was significant at the .05 level. To 

ensure the findings of the study were not a product of unexamined demographic differences, 

gender identity and racial identity were entered as covariates in the analyses. 

Primary Findings 



 Perry 5 

 

Table 2 includes the direct effects observed between observations of peer cheating and 

self-reported cheating. Table 3 includes the indirect effects of observations of peer cheating on 

self-reported cheating through neutralizing attitudes. The findings of each analysis are broken 

down in the following sections, organized by outcome variable. 

Collusion 

 Observation of peer cheating directly and positively predicted self-reports of collusion (β 

= .22, p < .001). The more participants reported seeing their peers engage in academically 

dishonest behaviors, the higher their own reports of self-reported collusion were expected to be. 

Neutralizing attitudes significantly mediated this relationship (β = .06, 95% CI [.05, .07]). 

Specifically, observations of peer cheating positively related to neutralizing attitudes, which in 

turn positively related to self-reports of collusion.  

Plagiarism 

 Observations of peer cheating directly and positively predicted self-reports of plagiarism 

(β = .15, p < .001). The more participants reported witnessing their peers engage in cheating 

behaviors, the more likely they were to self-report engaging in plagiarism themselves. 

Neutralizing attitudes significantly mediated this relationship (β = .06, 95% CI [.05, .07]). 

Specifically, observations of peer cheating positively related to neutralizing attitudes, which in 

turn positively related to self-reports of plagiarism.  

Fraud 

 Observations of peer cheating directly and positively predicted self-reports of fraud (β = 

.06, p < .001). The more participants reported seeing their peers engage in academic cheating, the 

more likely participants were to report engaging in fraudulent behaviors. Neutralizing attitudes 

significantly mediated this relationship (β = .02, 95% CI [.02, .03]). Specifically, observations of 
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peer cheating positively related to neutralizing attitudes, which in turn positively related to self-

reports of fraud.  

Contract 

 Observations of peer cheating directly and positively predicted self-reports of contract 

cheating (β = .05, p < .001). The more participants reported witnessing their peers engaging in 

academically dishonest behaviors, the more likely they were to report engaging in contract 

cheating. Neutralizing attitudes significantly mediated this relationship (β = .01, 95% CI [.01, 

.02]). Specifically, observations of peer cheating positively related to neutralizing attitudes, 

which in turn positively related to self-reports of contract cheating. 
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Table 1 

Reliability and sample items of scales used in the study 

Variable α # of items Sample Item 

Collusion .84 5 Copying from another student during a test or exam 

Plagiarism .75 9 Using unauthorized notes or sources during a test or exam 

Fraud .41 3 Changing or making up lab or research data 

Contract .55 5 Doing academic work (e g , essay, exam, assignment) for someone else 

Observations of Peer Cheating .86 5 Copying from another student during a test or exam? 

Neutralizing Attitudes .89 7 If others engage in cheating behavior, then the behavior is morally permissible 
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Table 2 

Direct effects of observation of peer cheating on self-reported academic dishonesty  

Outcome Variable b SE t p 

Collusion .22 .01 22.89 .00** 

Plagiarism .15 .01 20.38 .00** 

Fraud .06 .01 10.56 .00** 

Contract .05 .01 9.91 .00** 

Notes. N = 2329. **p < .01. 
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Table 3 

Indirect effects of observation of peer cheating on self-reported academic dishonesty through neutralizing attitude endorsement 

Outcome Variable Effect Boot SE Boot LLCI Boot LLCI 

Collusion .06 .01 .05 .07 

Plagiarism .06 .005 .05 .07 

Fraud .02 .004 .02 .03 

Contract .01 .003 .01 .02 

Notes. N = 2329. SE = Standard Error. 
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Discussion 

 The findings of this study conceptually and statistically replicate past research, but with a 

new and novel measure of academic dishonesty that is in line with 21st century students and their 

behaviors. These findings affirm that social norms matter in the development of neutralizing 

attitudes that make it easier for students to rationalize away the moral implications of cheating 

and subsequently cheat themselves (Stephens, 2017). The more students saw their peers 

cheating, the more likely they were to adopt neutralizing attitudes and to subsequently cheat 

themselves. This spreading of academic dishonesty among peers should be of great concern to 

university faculty and administrators who strive to maintain academic integrity at their 

institutions. 

Universities should make every effort, without being punitive, to make the social norms 

around academic integrity ones in which cheating is considered irresponsible and unacceptable. 

If university faculty, staff, and administrators work in concert with students to improve these 

narratives then, based on the findings of this study, the likelihood of students engaging in 

academically dishonest behaviors will be reduced. 

Upon further examination of the findings, it can be seen that collusion and plagiarism 

emerged as being more strongly predicted by observations of peer cheating both directly and 

indirectly through neutralizing attitudes compared to either fraud or contract cheating. This is 

likely due to the fact that fraud and contract cheating behaviors are more rarely endorsed 

compared to collusion and plagiarism behaviors (Authors, 2021). That is, collusion and 

plagiarism appear to be more common among college students than fraud or contract behaviors, 

and as such, relate more strongly to peer social norms and neutralizing attitudes. Further research 

is needed to confirm this conjecture. 
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 Overall, this study provides support to past academic integrity literature that has 

connected the psychological perceptions and attitudes of college students to their academic 

cheating behaviors. Further, this study has shown that the novel conceptualization of academic 

integrity as a multidimensional construct comprised of several types of cheating (e.g., collusion, 

plagiarism, fraud, and contract) is worthwhile and can produce both significant and meaningful 

results. Future investigations utilizing this measure of academic dishonesty is likely to yield 

similarly interesting findings that will hopefully shed further light on the academic integrity of 

undergraduate college students.  
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