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Abstract
Academic dishonesty has generated a lot of
interest over the past two decades. A descriptive
cross section design was used. The sample was
under-graduate students from different faculties
residing in the institution’s hostels. SPSS was used
for all data analyses. All measures were valid and
reliable. Pearson product correlations and
coefficients, and regression analyses were used to
test the hypothesis. Results: Students considered
academic dishonesty in monitored situation to be a
serious offence compared to unmonitored situations.
Students indicated that cheating in certain
assessments (examinations) were considered more
serious than in others (tutorials). The issue of cyber
plagiarism and use of technology were the commonly
identified forms of academic dishonesty and
acknowledged to be commonly undertaken. Findings
revealed that direct and indirect attitudes had a
significant inverse relationship with intentions to
engage in academic dishonesty.. The study
established that a student’s justification for engaging
in academic dishonesty mediated Theory of Planned
Behaviour variables – attitudes, subjective norms,
perceived behavioural control and intentions to
engage in academic dishonesty. Students’ intention
to engage in academic dishonesty was further
influenced by sanctions or lack of these from the
relevant faculty. Conclusion: Study findings are
important for institutions to consider relevant
interventions to safe guard academic quality and
reputation.

1. Introduction
This study examined undergraduate student
perceptions of academic dishonesty (AD) in a South
African tertiary institution. The problem of AD has
been of great interest for many decades which
remains a relevant topic for tertiary institutions, as it
is on the increase [1]. Academic dishonest has been
defined as a multifaceted construct with different
aspects and forms which include plagiarism [2]
copying of assignments or tests [3], communication
of answers [4], use of fraudulent excuses [5], and the
unauthorised use of different types of technology in
tests or assignments [6]. This study defined AD as
the use of unethical methods to gain unfair advantage
over other students for the purpose of advancing
ones academic career [7]. The multiplicity of terms

Copyright © 2013, Infonomics Society

used to describe AD is well documented [8]. Studies
have reported on student perceptions of AD as nonexistent outside the ambit of examination situations
[8]. The adoption of a “cheating is normal attitude”
has been identified as a factor in the increase of AD
[9] indicated that a majority of students cheat at
some point in their college careers. This is despite
many institutions having implemented policies and
honour codes on AD [1]. This study uses the term
cheating synonymously with AD.
There has been a great interest by researchers to
understand and explain why students cheat and the
factors that influence them to cheat [10]. Factors that
have been reported as influencing AD include age,
gender, grade-point-average, membership of
sororities and fraternities [11]. Other factors include
self-control, honour codes and policies on AD,
technology [12] and personality [13]. Despite having
knowledge on all these factors, AD may be better
understood in the environment in which it takes
place because of the cultural bias that impacts ethical
decision making [14]. There is a dearth of knowledge
on the factors that influence AD in the South African
context. To investigate AD, this study used the
Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) [15] as a
framework to investigate intentions to commit AD.
To predict AD, researchers have used the TPB which
has been proven to be an effective theory for
predicting intentions of social dishonest behaviours
[16] Central to TPB is the notion that intention is an
antecedent to behaviour [17]. The theory identifies
three constructs that inform behaviour and influence
intentions to enact the behaviour: attitudes towards
the particular behaviour; subjective norms and
perceived behavioural control [18]. According to
TPB, the more favourable the attitude and subjective
norm towards the behaviour and the greater the
perceived behavioural control, the stronger an
individual’s intention to perform the target
behaviour. Intentions explain the motivations to
people’s behaviour and the energy they are willing to
expend in performing the particular behaviour.
The value attached to grades obtained has been
reported to motivate students to cheat, that the
understanding gained from the course is not
considered [18]. This notion has been supported by
other researchers who reported that there is an
increase in the competitiveness of society which has
resulted in education being a means to an end. The
competition has resulted in pressure on the students
to get high grades, to enable them to get into a
chosen career path with top organisations [3]. In
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order to gain a competitive advantage, reported an
increase in cheating if the consequences of AD were
perceived as insignificant.
The perceived social pressure to engage in AD is
influenced by normative beliefs of those considered
significant to the student who will approve or
disapprove of the behaviour [19]. Previous studies
reported that AD was associated with peer approval
more than individual attributes. This is reinforced by
the belief that everybody’s cheating and engaging in
AD therefore increasing the student’s intention to
engage in AD behaviour. This is reported to
influence students who belong to social organisations
such as residence halls, fraternities, sororities or
clubs to engage in [1]. These organisations act as
learning environments for norms, values, and skills
associated with AD and provide students with access
to people and resources that can encourage cheating
behaviours. This study hypothesised that there will
be a significant relationship between subjective
norms and intentions to engage in AD.
In a study of AD [15], PBC is reported as an
important variable for understanding AD. For
students to engage in AD, they need to believe that
they are in control of the situation and they that they
have the necessary resources to engage in AD
without being caught [15]. To determine whether the
TPB was a good predictor of student intention to
engage in AD, this study hypothesised that there will
be significant relationship between TPB variables
and AD (hypothesis 2).
In an investigation of monitored and unmonitored
assessment situations, Harding et al [14] reported
higher frequencies of cheating in unmonitored
context than in the monitored context. According to
[19], privacy was an important factor which
influenced the decision to engage in AD. Activities
such as cheating on assignments is an unmonitored
and private activity were individual influences are
greater than the social norms. The current study
hypothesised that situational factors will predict
student intention to engage in AD (hypothesis 3).
According to [19], students who engaged regularly in
AD used justification. The influence of attitudes,
subjective norms and PBC were mediated by a
students’ ability to justify prior cheating which
results in neutralising attitudes to AD.
Moral obligation was considered important for
intention to engage in unethical behaviours such as
AD, lying to avoid taking a test or submit an
assignment on time [17] The influence of moral
obligation on whether to engage in AD or not,
indicates that students realise that cheating is wrong
[19]. This study hypothesized that moral obligation
will increase the predictive significant of TPB
(hypothesis 4).
Investigations of the role of gender have not
reported any differences in cheating behaviour;
although [11] findings reported that men cheated
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more than women and undergraduate students were
more likely to cheat than graduate students were
observed. First and second year students were
reported to find it easy to cheat in an elective course
that they do not enjoy, while final year students were
more enthusiastic about their work closer to
graduation [10]. This study hypothesised that there
will be significant differences between students in
different academic year of study (hypothesis 5).

2. Method
A cross sectional descriptive research design was
used. Convenience sampling of undergraduate
students residing in single sex residences was used to
draw the sample. A self-administered questionnaire
was subjected to a pilot study. Ethics clearance was
obtained from the research in ethics committee of the
commerce faculty data collection commenced.
Participation was voluntary and anonymity of the
respondents was guaranteed.

3. Measures
A forced scale was considered appropriate
because AD is an ethical issue as it deals with right
and wrong, such a measure obliged participants to
choose for or against AD [1]. All scales used a 4 point Likert scale except for the direct attitudes scale
which used a 7 – point semantic differential scale.
To measure respondent’s knowledge of AD
behaviours eight of Etter et al., twenty-four items
were used (α = .75). A semantic differential scale
consisting of five sets of opposites adapted from
Beck and Ajzen [15] were used to measure direct
attitudes towards AD in the homework context (α =
.80) and test context (α = .76). To measure indirect
attitudes towards AD (α = .75), six items derived
from Stone et al [19] were added to the instrument.
Five items adapted from [14] were used to
measure subjective norms for the test context (α =
.72) and homework context (α = .75). These
measures solicited information on the expectations
held by family, friends, colleagues, teachers and the
perceived social pressure to comply with these
expectations [15].
To measure control beliefs, two items from [16]
and two items from [17] were combined to assess the
respondent’s confidence to engage in AD
successfully in the test context (α = .52) and
homework situation (α = .73). Subjective selection
was used in deciding which items would be suitable
to measure intentions for this study.
Two items adapted from [17] were used to assess
respondent’s intentions to engage in AD in the test (α
= .55) and homework (α = .60) context. Three items
adapted from [17], were used to solicit information
on how respondent’s moral obligation affects
intentions in the test (α = .50) and homework (α =

1386

Literacy Information and Computer Education Journal (LICEJ), Special Issue, Volume 2, Issue 2, 2013

.55) contexts. Face validity was used in deciding
which items would be suitable for the study. Seven
items adapted from were used to measure
justification for engaging in AD (α = .82).

4. Data Collection
A sample from the 2010 winter term was used for
the pilot study. Of the 110 pilot questionnaires
distributed, 61 completed questionnaires were
collected representing a 55.45% response rate. The
main study sampled undergraduate students resident
in single gender residences. Of the 230
questionnaires
distributed,
182
completed
questionnaires were returned representing a 79.13%
response rate. The high response rate is attributed to
administration of the questionnaire during meal
times in the dining hall.

5. Results
Participants in this study were aware that cyberplagiarism (68%, n = 166), the use of technology to
store notes and answers (69%, n = 167), and copying
directly from other students (68%, n = 165) is
dishonest behaviour. Plagiarism was considered
dishonesty behaviour but students were not certain of
degree with 30.7% (n = 74) reporting that it was very
dishonest and 37.8% (n = 91) reported it as
extremely dishonest.
The most common academic dishonest behaviour
reported was that of copying another student’s
homework assignment. 20% (n = 48) indicated that
they had engaged in this AD behaviour once, 40% (n
= 94) said a few times, 8% (n = 19) admitted to
engaging in it all the time. Of the surveyed students,
34% reported they were likely to engage in AD to
avoid being refused permission to write the final
exam 31% indicated they were mostly like to behave
in a similar manner.
Respondents reported that they were likely to
engage in AD behaviour for fear of failure 35%while
20% indicated they would most likely commit AD.
When responding to engaging in AD due to time
constraints 38% indicated they were likely to do so
and 18% were most likely to engage in AD for time
constraints. Respondents’ were less willing to justify
engaging in AD due to laziness to do their work
46%; peer pressure 47%; and because other students
are doing it 47%.
Observed significant relationships between direct
attitudes (DA), indirect attitudes (IA), subjective
norm (SN), perceived behavioural control (PBC) and
intentions to engage in AD, supported hypothesis
made. DA (r = -.50, p< .01) and IA (r = -.45, p< .01)
show a moderate inverse relationship with intentions.
As hypothesized, there is a moderate positive
relationship between SN and intentions (r = .42, p<
.01) to engage in AD. The relationship between PBC
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and intentions (r = .21, p < .01) is small and positive.
Intentions to engage in AD was found to have a
small and positive relationship with justifications (r
= .31, p< .01) and behavioural self-reports (SR) (r =
.36, p < .01). Moral obligation (MO) has a moderate
inverse relationship with intentions (r = -.50, p <
.01).
Statistically significant relationships were found
between subjective norms, PBC, direct and indirect
attitudes and intentions to engage in AD. Intention to
engage in AD and direct attitudes (r = -.47, p < 01)
and indirect attitudes (r = -.46, p< 01) have a
relatively moderate inverse relationship. Moderate
positive relationships were also found between
subjective norm and intention (r = .43, p < 01), and
between PBC and intentions (r = .47, p <01). The
relationship between moral obligation and intention
to engage in AD is a moderate but inverse one (r = .65, p < 01). Moderate positive relationships are
shown between moral obligation and direct attitudes
(r = .41, p < 01) and indirect attitudes (r = .40, p <
01). PBC has a positive relationship with
justification (r = .42, p < 01) and behaviour selfreports (r = .37, p < 01). (hypotheses 1, 2, 3
supported).

6. Multiple regression analysis
The results of the hierarchical multiple regression
analysis reported in Table 2 show that TPB without
moral obligation accounts for 37% of the variance in
intentions to engage in AD. In terms of individual
relationships between independent variables and
intentions to engage in AD, direct attitudes (t = 4.23, p< .001) and indirect attitudes (t = -3.7, p<
.001) were statistically significant. Results are
presented in Table 1.
Table 1. Regression Analysis: Predicting
Intentions to Engage in AD
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Table 2. Regression Analysis: Predicting Intentions
to Engage in AD

When moral obligation was added to the regression
analysis (step 2) a statistically significant increase in
the R² was observed. TPB with the addition of moral
obligation accounted for 41% of the variance in
intentions to engage in AD. Statistically significant
regression coefficients for direct attitudes (t = -3.7,
p< .001), indirect attitudes (t = -2.6, p< .05) were
obtained with direct attitudes (beta = -.29) having a
larger coefficient than indirect attitudes (beta = -.19).
The hypothesis that the addition of moral obligation
(beta = -.24) will increase the predictive value of
TPB was supported.
A paired sample t-test was used to compare TPB
variables in the monitored and unmonitored
situations. Findings showed that there were
statistically significant differences in the way
respondents answered questions for the SN in the
monitored situation (M=1.80, SD=.63) and the
unmonitored situations (M=2.03, SD =.63) were
statistically significantly different, t(234)= -5.54, p<
.001, ή² = .12. Significant differences were also
found in PBC monitored (M=2.31, SD=.65) and
unmonitored situations (M=2.72, SD=.78), t (173) =
-7.44, p<.001, ή² = .24. Responses given for
intentions in the monitored (M=1.89, SD=.84) and
the unmonitored situation (M=2.20, SD= .88), t
(228) = -5.01, p< .001, ή²= .10 showed statistically
significant differences. These significant differences
were also found when assessing moral obligations in
the monitored (M= 3.29, SD= .73) and unmonitored
situations (M=2.96, SD= .81), t (221)= 6.29, p< .001,
ή²= .15. Direct attitudes were not exempt from this
trend as the responses given in the monitored (M=
4.57, SD=1.03) and unmonitored situations (M=
4.03, SD= 1.16) were significantly different, t (157)
= 7.61, p< .001, ή² = .19. The eta squared statistics
for all the TPB variables indicated a large effect size.
The hypothesis that participants will respond
differently depending on the situation was accepted.
When moral obligation was added to the
regression analysis (step 2) a statistically significant
increase in the R² was observed. TPB with the
addition of moral obligation accounted for 41% of
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the variance in intentions to engage in AD.
Statistically significant regression coefficients for
direct attitudes (t = -3.7, p< .001), indirect attitudes (t
= -2.6, p< .05) were obtained with direct attitudes
(beta = -.29) having a larger coefficient than indirect
attitudes (beta = -.19). The hypothesis that the
addition of moral obligation (beta = -.24) will
increase the predictive value of TPB is accepted.
The results of the Baron and Kenny’s [19] simple
mediation model analysis showed that justification
has a partial mediating role between the TPB
variables: indirect attitudes towards AD, subjective
norms, PBC, and intention to engage in AD. The
effects in the model are all statistically significant
from zero (p < .05). The indirect effect of indirect
attitudes on intentions is partially mediated by the
respondents justification to engage in AD is further
confirmed by the Sobel test (z = -2.06, p < .05),
which revealed a smaller indirect effect value (-0.09)
than the total effect (-0.61). The bootstrapping 95%
CI level (-.19, -.01) also confirms partial mediation.
The indirect effect of PBC on intentions through
respondent’s justifications is confirmed by the results
from the Sobel test that were significant (z = 2.67, p
< 0.5) together with the bootstrapping 95% CI (.03,
.16). The estimate of the indirect effect PBC on
intentions to engage in AD through justification is
0.08 while the total effect is 0.3 indicating partial
mediation.
Partial mediation between subjective norms on
intention to engage in AD through respondents
justifications is confirmed by the results from the
Sobel test (z = 2.70, p < .05). The indirect effect
value (0.09) was smaller than that of the total effect
(0.54), and the bootstrapping 95% CI (.03, .18).
The variable, direct attitude, in the monitored
situation was different to the results of other
variables. Justification was not an intervening
variable between direct attitudes and intentions.
Baron and Kenny’s [19] simple mediation model
reported no relationship between the justification and
intentions to engage in AD, deviating from the third
step in the model. The Sobel test confirms that
justification is not an intervening variable between
direct attitudes and intentions (z = -1.15, p > .05).
The bootstrapping 95% CI (-.11, -.03) reveals that
the indirect effect is not significant from zero, and
that justification does not have a mediating role in
intentions and direct attitudes.
In the unmonitored situation, justification was
found to be a partial mediator between the TPB
variables: indirect attitudes, direct attitudes,
subjective norms, PBC and intentions to engage in
AD. All the effects from Baron and Kenny’s model
[20] were statistically significant from zero (p < .05),
revealing that justification is an intervening variable.
The Sobel test results (z = -4.57, p < .05) and the
bootstrapping 95% CI (-.35, -.13), confirm the results
found in the simple mediation model. The indirect
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effect (-.23) was found to be smaller than the total
effect (-.67) further verify that indirect attitudes and
intentions are partially mediated by justification of
cheating.
Justification partially mediates direct attitudes
toward AD and intentions to engage in AD is
corroborated by the results from the Sobel test (z = 3.08, p < .05). The Sobel test revealed that the
indirect effect (-.09) was smaller than that of the total
effect (-.33) and the bootstrap results 95 % CI (-.15, .04) confirm the indirect effect is statistically
significant from zero (p < .05).
The indirect effect (.19) on PBC on intentions to
engage in AD through justification is smaller than
the total effect (.54) making it statistically
significant. The Sobel test (z = 4.08, p < .05) and the
bootstrapping 95% CI (.11, .29) show that
justification is considered to have a partially
mediating role between PBC and intentions to
engage in AD.
Justification has a partially mediating effect
between subjective norms and intention to engage in
AD, as the variable effects in the Baron and Kenny’s
[20] are statistically significant (p < .05). The Sobel
test result (z = 4.00, p < .05) is significant, and the
indirect effect (.17) is less that the total effect (.60)
confirming the results from the simple mediation
model. The bootstrapping 95% CI (.08, .28) further
substantiates these results.
Independent sample t-tests were used to compare
gender means for the academic dishonest behaviour,
justification and behavioural self-report scales. The
results from the test for equality of variance were not
significant (p > .05) showing that equal variances
can be assumed for the males and the female
respondents. No statistically significant differences
were found between the males and the females for
the academic dishonest behaviour subscale t(227) = .99, p> .05 and for the behavioural self-report
subscale, t(227) = 1.80, p> .05. For the justification
subscale, a statistically significant difference was
noted between males and the females, t(224) = 2.37,
p< .05 with males having a greater mean score than
females.
A one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) was
used to compare the mean differences within the
variables by academic year of study (AYOS). The
test of equality of variance was not significant (p>
.05). Findings show statistically significant
differences between the first year, second year and
third year students for the indirect attitudes subscale
F(2,215) = 1.71, p< .05 and for the behavioural selfreport subscale F(2,217) = 3.78, p < .05. To
determine exactly which group means differed
significantly, the Scheffe test was carried out to do
post hoc multiple comparisons. The results revealed
that there are differences in the indirect attitudes
towards AD between the first year and third year
students (MD = 0.3), with first year respondents
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having greater means than the third years. For the
self-report subscale, the Scheffe test did not show
any significant differences between academic year
groups due to the adjustment for multiple tests.

7. Discussion
The results from this study showed that direct
and indirect attitudes had a significant inverse
relationship with intentions to engage in AD. The
findings of this study are similar to results of similar
studies .[13,18] Although TPB is a sufficient
predictive model in this SA tertiary institution, an
investigation of independent variables confirmed the
statistical significance of direct and indirect attitudes
as predictors of intentions to engage in AD. Research
has shown that TPB has much more predictive
accuracy when investigating attitudes towards
specific behaviour than when trying to investigate
global attitudes [15].
The finding of this study of a significant
relationship between subjective norms and an
individual’s intention to engage in AD is similar to
other studies that have used TPB [13, 18]. However,
when other predictors were included in the multiple
regression, subjective norms were not a significant
predictor of intentions to engage in AD. The reason
why subjective norms were not significant as a
predictor of intentions to engage in AD, may be due
to strong attitudes against AD reported in this study.
Respondents inferred that their referent others will
not condone engaging in AD, leaving no room for
intentions to engage in AD [1]. The residence of
residences presents an opportunity for the
transmission of norms, values and skills that
encourage cheating [1].
A significant inverse relationship was found
between moral obligation and intentions to engage in
AD. This inverse relationship is different to similar
studies on AD that have a positive relationship [13,
18]. Moral obligation in this study is a significant
predictor for intentions to engage in AD. More
importantly, it increased the predictive value of TPB
as hypothesised. This confirms the findings by Beck
and Ajzen [20] and Harding et al. [13]. An
individual’s attitude towards the behaviour as well as
their moral obligation are key in informing intentions
to engage in AD because of their belief system [15]
and their ethics. The results from this study
confirmed that respondents from different academic
years of study: first, second and third years, had
different indirect attitudes towards intentions to
engage in AD. Previous studies have shown that age
and academic year factors should be considered in
AD as younger students are more likely to engage in
AD than older ones [13]. Indirect attitudes guide
ones behaviour by accessing beliefs about the likely
consequences of engaging in the behaviour [14]. A
closer inspection at these results found the
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differences between the first and third year
respondents. Perceived negative consequences of
engaging in AD for third year students is higher than
for the first year students [10].This is because
students expect to graduate at the end of their third
year and engaging in AD would nullify the
investments made over all their tertiary years. In this
competitive society, one bad record on students’
transcript may mean no graduation, no job and a
bleak future [1].
This study found that some variables of TPB and
intentions to engage in AD are partially mediated by
the respondent’s justification for cheating.
Respondents in this study are more likely to justify
cheating to avoid situations leading to failure,
supporting the view by McCabe et al. [1] that the
competitiveness of society influences AD. The
mediation results are similar to those of Stone et al.
[18] who found justification of AD to influence
attitudes, subjective norms and PBC. Stone et al.
suggested that justification of cheating is closely
related to attitudes, subjective norms and PBC
because it is a cognitive phenomenon. This means
that justifying cheating will neutralise and trivialise
the action leading to engaging in the behaviour In
this study, respondents have strong attitudes against
AD and yet there is self-reported cheating. These
inconsistencies may lead to high levels of cognitive
dissonance that increase the need to justify cheating
[18].

contexts by addressing beliefs that have been shown
to differ significantly between intenders and nonintenders. Knowing answers to the ‘what’ and ‘why’
questions of behavioural beliefs, allows the
institution to find appropriate ways and means to
reduce the AD incidences [6].
This study was conducted using a cross-sectional
research design which cannot capture changes in
attitudes over changing academic year of study. The
study did not conduct elicitation interviews or use
focus groups and as a result runs the risk of monomethod bias. Conducting a longitudinal study to fully
understand attitudes towards AD, subjective norms,
PBC, moral obligation and even justification of AD
will give researchers more understanding into AD.

8. Implications for Practice

[4] Bernardi, R.A., Baca, A.V., Landers, K.S. &Witek,
M.B. (2008). Methods of cheating and deterrents to
classroom cheating: an international study. Ethics &
Behavior,
18(4),
373
–
391.
doi:[10.1080/10508420701713030]

According to Beck and Ajzen [20], it is much
more difficult to understand and explain dishonest
behaviours than socially accepted behaviours. The
findings are important for institutions so they can
formulate interventions and policies that will address
and focus resources and energy on improving student
knowledge of implications of AD. Policy makers in
the respective faculties should ensure that
referencing conventions applicable to that faculty are
made known and taught to students together with the
sanctions given should one engage in AD (Harding
et al., 2007; Iyer& Eastman, 2006;[13, 10]. This
way, students will become aware of what constitutes
AD in the monitored and unmonitored situations. It
would be prudent for the different faculties within
the tertiary institution to be aware of the AD
engagement rates within the faculty in order to find
suitable ways to curb the phenomenon.
When applying the TPB it is important to note
that one of the variables: attitudes towards the
behaviour, subjective norms and PBC, may be more
important than the other depending on the behaviour
in question and the situation [12]. In this study
attitudes towards AD played an important factor in
predicting intentions to engage in AD. The TPB can
be used to tailor intervention strategies in specific
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