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Abstract
Dishonest academic behavior (DAB) by students in Chinese higher education institutions has become a significant concern.
However, the related study of academic dishonesty in mainland China is very limited. This study fills this gap by examining the
theory of planned behavior and its three extended versions, validating the effectiveness of predicting DAB among Chinese
undergraduates, and testing 11 developed hypotheses. This study uses a quantitative research design, and responses are col-
lected online from 525 undergraduate students from five disciplines in the second to fourth year at a public university in
China. The results reveal the proposed models have good fitting indices and support 10 hypothetical relationships. These
relationships demonstrate that attitudes, norms and control beliefs significantly impact intentions and justifications.
Meanwhile, behavioral control, intentions, and justifications significantly influence DAB. Notably, this study found a direct and
significant effect of MO on justifications. Therein, Model four best explains the variance in DAB and provides practical sup-
port for the expanded TPB models’ application in China.
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Introduction

Dishonest academic behaviors (DAB) were a worldwide
problem encountered by academic institutions. It was
present at every educational level, from primary schools
to higher education institutions, and it is now a growing
concern practically everywhere in the world (Clinciu
et al., 2021; Murdock & Anderman, 2006). Chinese scho-
lars (Wang & Xu, 2021) investigated contract cheating
(students using third-party online resources to complete
their coursework) by 447 students from four universities
of different academic levels, and 71.14% of students
admitted to plagiarizing and cheating. Wu et al. (2021)
surveyed students at eight universities funded by the
Hong Kong government and received 508 valid
responses. About 42% of respondents admitted to plagi-
arizing during the semester before the survey, and 82%
of the students admitted to participating in the identified
dishonesty behaviors at least once. Studies claim dishon-
esty is a common problem in Chinese schools (Chen &

Chou, 2017; Jian et al., 2020; Li, 2015; Ma et al., 2013;
Shen & Hu, 2021; Xu, 2020; Yang, 2012b), but unfortu-
nately, there was still a lack of related integrity studies
on the factor-and-behavior relationship of the problem
in institutions of higher learning. Because the majority of
empirical studies concerning academic dishonesty have
been performed in developed countries (Uzun & Kilis,
2020), some in Chinese cultural regions, but very little
has been done on the mainland, let alone theory-driven
research.
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According to the Statista website, China’s number of
higher education undergraduate institutions and students
on campus is at the front of the worldwide list.
According to the latest 2022 data on the official website
of the Chinese Ministry of Education, there are 2,759
general higher education institutions in mainland China,
including 1,270 undergraduate institutions with more
than 19 million undergraduates and 3.3 million graduate
students enrolled in university. In recent years, university
graduates had to cope with involution (NeiJuan内卷)
regarding employment and postgraduate exams. It
means that graduates with bachelor’s and graduate
degrees were confronted with intense peer competition
and increased employment pressure, which indicated that
degrees seemed to have a lower gold content. Regardless,
most Chinese graduates still believe that possessing the
best transcript, educational background, and highest
degree will open doors to desirable employment oppor-
tunities or an ideal job. Those who try to get ‘‘something
for nothing’’ hoping to find shortcuts for a better certifi-
cate and scores through cheating and plagiarizing others’
work led to the prevalence of academic dishonesty in
Chinese higher learning institutes. However, the global
spread of covid-19 health crisis has proven that online
exam cheating was more common among German stu-
dents than on-site cheating, which had detrimental
effects on academic integrity (Janke et al., 2021). Bilen
and Matros (2021) presented evidence of widespread
online cheating among students that with no proctoring,
students have more incentives to cheat in online exams
under covid-19 lockdowns. Thus, the involution of the
external surroundings and the regulation of the internal
situation from time to time may exacerbate students’
behaviors of dishonesty in China.

Though some studies revealed that DAB was a severe
problem in Chinese institutions of higher learning, the
related studies on university students’ academic dishon-
esty in mainland China are limited (Liu & Alias, 2022;
Ma et al., 2013; Wang & Xu, 2021). In particular, media
coverage of plagiarism and cheating cases involving uni-
versity students has risen significantly in recent years,
inevitably impinging upon a university’s reputation and
educator image (Finchilescu & Cooper, 2018; Tiong
et al., 2018). The employing institutions were suspicious
of college students’ professional and technical abilities
and even doubted the validity of their qualifications
(Walker, 1998). What’s worse, as individuals enter the
workforce, DAB may extend to their professional lives
(Rawwas et al., 2004), posing risks for organizational
ethical violations and threatening their career success
(Stone et al., 2009).

The most widely used theory on students’ unethical
behavior was Ajzen’s (1985) Theory of Planned Behavior

(TPB) (Scrimpshire et al., 2017; Stone et al., 2007), which
was an expanded version of his earlier work with
Fishbein on the Theory of Reasoned Action (TRA)
(Fishbein & Ajzen, 1975). The crux of the TPB was that
intentions to participate in a behavior precede actual
engagement in the behavior. Attitudes toward the beha-
vior, subjective norm, and perceived behavioral control
influenced the intents engaged in actual behavior.
According to Ajzen (1985), one of the TPB’s main
advantages was that variables could be added to the
model to increase its explanatory power. Moral beliefs
and justification were proven that strengthen the expla-
natory power of the modified TPB model, but no studies
have been found that include both two in the TPB
model.

TPB seemed to be one of the most popular and influ-
ential basic psychological theories/frameworks to explain
and predict a wide range of dishonest behavior in aca-
demics among students (Chudzicka-Czupa1a et al., 2016;
Harding et al., 2007; Lonsdale, 2017; Meng et al., 2014).
However, theory-driven research on academic dishonesty
in China is also quite limited. The majority of the
research discovered in the literature review was con-
ducted in the United States (e.g., Beck & Ajzen, 1991;
Camara et al., 2017; Cronan et al., 2018; Lonsdale, 2017;
Scrimpshire et al., 2017; Stone et al., 2007, 2009, 2010;
Yu et al., 2018), with few studies in the context of China
mainland (Yang, 2012a; Zhang et al., 2018). Research
has shown that TPB has a fairly strong explanatory
power for dishonesty in American students, but it is less
clear in China.

This study using TPB as the theoretical framework,
adds moral and justification beliefs to extend to the con-
ceptual models to test the developed hypotheses. Expect
this empirical application to provide academic integrity
guidance, suggestions to Chinese students, and more
attention from Chinese researchers.

Therefore, the main objectives of this study are two-
fold:

(1) To examine the efficacy of the (extended) TPB
models in predicting/explaining dishonest aca-
demic behaviors among undergraduates from a
public university in China.

(2) To verify the significant relationships between
the constructs based on the collected data.

Literature Review

Different definitions and classifications of DAB were
presented. Hendy and Montargot (2019) defined it as any
deviant behaviors taking place during academic exercises
and practices. Daumiller and Janke (2020) concluded
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that it could be conceptually separated from cheating
(the specific, intentional breaking of rules) and deceiving
(lying and omitting facts). B1achnio (2019) highlighted
the purpose that engaging in dishonest behaviors at
school or university was intended to result in a good
grade or a passing examination. International Center for
Academic Integrity (ICAI, 2022, https://academicintegri-
ty.org/) included plagiarism, cheating, lying, and decep-
tion under the umbrella of AD. Chinese research Jian
et al. (2020) showed exam scores and regular assignments
were used to assess Chinese students’ academic perfor-
mance. In conjunction with the actual Chinese educa-
tional assessment of students, cheating and plagiarism in
exams and assignments is the most direct way of investi-
gating Chinese students’ DAB.

Although there is no uniform agreement on the defini-
tion and assessment type of DAB, it was widely acknowl-
edged that students who engage in DAB are still not
optimistic. Wu et al. (2021) surveyed eight government-
funded university students in Hong Kong and found that
about 42% of respondents admitted to plagiarizing dur-
ing the semester before the survey; 82% of the students
who replied to the survey claimed to have participated in
at least one of the given dishonesty behaviors. Salehi and
Gholampour (2021) reported that almost 90% of the 310
students from three Iranian state universities admitted to
cheating on their exams in various ways. And even
among nursing students with high ethical requirements,
41% reported academic dishonesty, and 11% reported
clinical dishonesty among 343 nursing students at a
major university in central Israel (Maoz et al., 2022).
Further, 81% of STEM students surveyed believe online
learning during the epidemic increased cheating (Walsh
et al., 2021). The ICAI website showed over 60% of stu-
dents in higher education institutions engaged in dishon-
esty at least once during their studies (ICA, 2022, https://
academicintegrity.org/resources/facts-and-statistics).
DAB has remained a prevalent and severe issue in higher
education institutions that should pay more attention
pre- and post-pandemic.

Previous studies have attempted to look at factors
such as personal characteristics (e.g., McCabe &
Trevino, 1995; McCabe et al., 2006; Petrak & Bartolac,
2014; Salehi & Gholampour, 2021; Thomas, 2021) and
situational factors (e.g., Douhou et al., 2012; Huynh
et al., 2022; McCabe, 1999; McCabe & Treviño, 1997;
Rettinger & Kramer, 2009; Stephens et al., 2021) as sig-
nificant contributors to academic dishonesty. The aca-
demic community has a general knowledge of the impact
factor of students engaging in DAB, which was caused
by a variety of factors that are not fully understood
(Ewing et al., 2017), especially less clear in China (Shen
& Hu, 2021). To better understand the rationale

underlying DAB, research guided by a theoretical model
is essential, which can predict and explain students’
engagement in the specific DAB.

Theoretical Background to Predict and Explain
Academic Dishonesty

In China, studies on academic dishonesty have been
empirically driven, with demographic, individual, and
situational factors used to explain academic dishonesty
(Ma et al., 2013). However, theory-driven research
explaining academic dishonesty in China was limited
(Yang et al., 2021). The study related to academic integ-
rity in connection to a theoretical framework might help
people better comprehend the elements influencing stu-
dents’ willingness to participate in dishonest behaviors
(Sarwar et al., 2016).

Theory-driven research is necessary to understand the
underlying rationale behavior, and one of the most pro-
mising theories is Ajzen’s (1991) TPB. Recent studies
conducted in China based on TPB concluded that
knowledge-seeking intention and supervisor support
mediated and moderated the relationships among stu-
dents’ academic attitudes, subjective norms, and their
self-perceived academic performance (Khuram, Wang, &
Khalid, 2021; Khuram, Wang, Khan, et al., 2021).
Additionally, TPB did well at complex ethical or unethi-
cal human decision-making behaviors like academic
integrity or academic dishonesty (Ajzen, 1991) and has
shown promise in predicting academic dishonesty and
offering one potential explanation (Stone et al., 2007). In
the last decade, numerous studies have supported the
practicality and effectiveness of (extended) TPB to evalu-
ate the intentions and actions behind academic dishon-
esty (e.g., Chudzicka-Czupa1a et al., 2016; Cronan et al.,
2018; Hamdani et al., 2022; Hendy & Montargot, 2019;
Uzun & Kilis, 2020; Wang et al., 2022; Yang et al., 2021;
Yu et al., 2018; Yusliza et al., 2022; Zhang et al., 2018).

Nevertheless, there is a gap in empirical research or
valid theoretical guidance on predicting and explaining
Chinese students’ DAB and a particular lack of research
using TPB as a theoretical model.

Ajzen’s TPB and Components

Fishbein and Ajzen’s (1975) TRA proposed that attitudes
toward the behavior and subjective norms influence an
individual’s intention to perform it. Adding the third
antecedent: perceived behavioral control, to form TPB,
which suggested attitude, norm, and control beliefs all
work independently to determine intention to act (or not
act) on certain behaviors, and intention was the direct
cause of behavior (Ajzen, 1985, 1991). Generally
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speaking, favorable attitudes toward academic dishon-
esty and supportive group norm result in strong intent to
perform the behaviors of academic dishonesty, but per-
ception of behavioral control (the perceived ease or diffi-
culty of carrying out the dishonesty) may influence both
levels of dishonesty and the intent-to-behavior relation-
ship. For instance, a student may have a positive attitude
toward exam cheating, and their peers may also cheat,
but the level of examination monitoring may deter the
student from engaging in that behavior.

Ajzen (1985) stated that one of the TPB’s main advan-
tages was that variables could be added to the model to
increase its explanatory power. With the encouragement
of Ajzen, some scholars took the variables they think are
critical into consideration in the TPB model to explain
and predict academic dishonesty. For instance, spiritual
intelligence; moral beliefs; Islamic religiosity; adjustment,
prudence; justification, and perceived locus of control
were all-inclusive TPB to predict academic dishonesty
behaviors. Some studies revealed that moral obligation
was a predictive variable of intention of DAB (e.g., Beck
& Ajzen, 1991; Uzun & Kilis, 2020). Another variable,
justification, was significantly related to intention
(Rajah-Kanagasabai & Roberts, 2015; Yusliza et al.,
2020). Moreover, it significantly moderated the perceived
behavioral control-intention relationship (Yusliza et al.,
2020) and was a mediator between three TPB predictors
and behavior (Stone et al., 2009). Accordingly, combin-
ing the fact that Confucianism and socialist core values
deeply influence Chinese undergraduate students, justifi-
cation and moral obligation were added in sequence to
TPB in this study to investigate their effects on intention
and behavior. As a result, five TPB components: atti-
tudes, norms, control, intentions, behaviors, and two
newly added variables: moral obligation and justifica-
tion, were reviewed in the following sections,
respectively.

Attitude toward academic dishonesty (ATAD) refers to
the degree to which a person has a favorable or unfavorable
evaluation of the behavior of academic dishonesty. Most pre-
vious studies have found attitude was a significant predic-
tor of dishonesty intentions/justifications (e.g., (Camara
et al., 2017; Hamdani et al., 2022; Rajah-Kanagasabai &
Roberts, 2015; Stone et al., 2009; Yusliza et al., 2020).
Based on this, two hypotheses were proposed:

Hypothesis 1a: Attitude toward academic dishonesty
significantly impacts intentions of academic dishonesty.
Hypothesis 1b: Attitude toward academic dishonesty
significantly impacts justifications toward academic
dishonesty.

Subjective norm (SN) refers to perceived social pressure to
perform or not to perform the behavior. People were

always influenced by the behavior of others (Bandura,
1986). Previous studies have proved that SN was a sig-
nificant predictor of intention to commit academic dis-
honesty (Cronan et al., 2018; Maloshonok &
Shmeleva, 2019; Stone et al., 2010) as well as justifica-
tion (Rajah-Kanagasabai & Roberts, 2015; Stone
et al., 2009).

The respondents of this study were Chinese university
undergraduates, according to Chinese culture, there’s a
lot of emphasis on collectivism and a one-child policy
that China has implemented for several decades (Tsui &
Ngo, 2016; Wu et al., 2021). The majority of respondents
in this study were born between 1996 and 2002, when
families had a one-child policy, and these children had
no siblings and spent the most time with their peers and
their parents. Moreover, Chinese educational manage-
ment is uniform and collectivistic, and learning by copy-
ing is a common and legitimate practice (Wu et al.,
2021). Therefore, it can be expected that the perception
of peers’ dishonesty will strongly influence respondents’
intentions (Yang, 2012b). Consistent with that, we
advance the following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 2a: Subjective norm significantly impacts
intentions of academic dishonesty.
Hypothesis 2b: Subjective norm significantly impacts
justifications toward academic dishonesty.

Perceived behavioral control (PBC) refers to people
perceived ease or difficulty in performing the behaviors
of academic dishonesty based on past experiences and
anticipated impediments. That is, it would not be under
students’ full volitional control. Student’s behaviors
may be constrained by academic integrity policies or
other accepted behavioral norms or rules, such as mon-
itoring by exam invigilators, institutional regulations,
and the availability of materials to use in an academic
dishonest manner (Bagraim et al., 2014; Meng et al.,
2014). Many empirical studies supported that beha-
vioral control has a significant effect on the intention
and actual academic dishonesty (e.g., Camara et al.,
2017; Cronan et al., 2018; Lonsdale, 2017; Stone et al.,
2009, 2010; Wang et al., 2022). Two studies by Stone
et al. (2009) and Rajah-Kanagasabai and Roberts
(2015) found a significant relationship between percep-
tions of behavioral control and justification. Thus, we
hypothesized that:

Hypothesis 3a: Perceived behavioral control signifi-
cantly impacts intentions of academic dishonesty.
Hypothesis 3b: Perceived behavioral control significantly
impacts justifications toward academic dishonesty.
Hypothesis 3c: Perceived behavioral control signifi-
cantly impacts dishonest academic behaviors.
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Moral obligations (MO) denote the use of personal
feelings of moral obligation or responsibility to perform or
refuse to perform a certain behavior (Beck & Ajzen,
1991). It implies one’s feeling of guilt or obligation to
moral principles related to performing or not performing
a behavior (Uzun & Kilis, 2020). Jian et al. (2020) found
that ethical belief strongly influenced students’ academic
dishonesty, implying that the number of academic dis-
honesty students would perpetrate was determined by
their perception of the importance of moral capability.
Several studies supported that MO was a predictive vari-
able of dishonest academic behavior and contended that
MO enhanced the predictive power of the TPB model
(e.g., Cronan et al., 2018; Imran & Nordin, 2013;
Stephens, 2018). However, no study has examined the
relationship between MO and justification. So, we pro-
pose two hypotheses:

Hypothesis 4a: Moral obligation significantly impacts
intentions of academic dishonesty.
Hypothesis 4b: Moral obligation significantly impacts
justifications toward academic dishonesty.

Intentions of academic dishonesty (IAD) is a crucial
component in the model since it captures the motivation
for behaviors. Intentions indicated how hard students were
willing to try and how much of an effort they were plan-
ning to exert to involve in behaviors of academic dishon-
esty. All empirical studies showed that intentions were
statistically significant in behaviors (e.g., Curtis et al.,
2018; Maloshonok & Shmeleva, 2019; Štimac et al.,
2019). The likelihood of engaging in behaviors increases
with the strength of intention. Accordingly, the corre-
sponding hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 5: Intentions of academic dishonesty signifi-
cantly impact dishonest academic behaviors.

Justifications toward academic dishonesty (JAD) are
the possible reasons/excuses/justifications for students who
engage in academic dishonesty would rationalize their dis-
honest behaviors as acceptable. The justifications students
used to justify their misbehavior, such as to help a friend,
get a better grade, perceive peers were cheating, peer
pressure, a monetary reward or extenuating circum-
stances, etc. Shalvi et al. (2015) explained that justifica-
tion for themselves may reduce ethical dissonance and
threat by redefining and excusing questionable behaviors
before or after engagement. Therefore, justification was
added to the model because we hypothesized that justifi-
cation had the same effect as intention as the direct ante-
cedents to predict academic dishonesty behaviors. The
researchers developed the hypothesis1a-1b, hypothesis
2a-2b, hypothesis 3a-3b, and hypothesis 4a-4b that four

predictors (ATAD, SN, PBC, and MO) were significant
on JAD as well as intentions. In turn, JAD significantly
impacts DAB, as developed in Hypothesis 5.
Additionally, JAD will add variance to explaining DAB
as explained by intention. Accordingly, the correspond-
ing hypothesis is:

Hypothesis 6: Justifications toward academic dishon-
esty significantly impact dishonest academic behaviors.

Dishonest academic Behaviors (DAB) are the actual
academic violations that students commit, such as plagi-
arism and cheating on examinations and assignments. In
Chinese universities, attendance, assignment grades, and
final exam scores make up a student’s final result.
Academic performance would be significantly impacted
if they cheated and plagiarized in their assignments and
examinations.

The Framework of the Research

According to the researcher’s knowledge, in a few empiri-
cal studies that investigated academic dishonesty among
students in China, the assessment of DAB was usually
only for examination cheating, (Cheung et al., 2016; Ma
et al., 2013; Tsui & Ngo, 2016; Zhang et al., 2018), or
paper plagiarism (Hu & Sun, 2017; Lei & Hu, 2015), few
studies have included both or more other generally dis-
honest behaviors. Whereas previous studies have estab-
lished that the assessment type of dishonesty plays a
significant role in determining both the attitudes and fre-
quency of dishonesty (Passow et al., 2006). Hence, the
type of assessment affects respondents’ perceptions and
willingness to report DAB. This study included three
types of behaviors: cheating in examinations, unauthor-
ized collaboration on assignments, and plagiarism simul-
taneously, the three most common means to evaluate the
academic performance of Chinese undergraduates.

The main objective of this study is to put the TPB
model as the theoretical framework to test undergradu-
ates’ DAB at a Chinese public university and investigate
the relationships between the components. The
researcher relies on the modified and extended form of
TPB as conceptual frameworks for students’ decision-
making while formulating cheating intentions, justifica-
tions, and subsequent behavior. The researcher inte-
grates empirical research related to academic integrity
that used (revised) TPB models and added moral obliga-
tion and justification, in turn, to extend models and thus
predict factors that influence students’ DAB. The
hypotheses developed in this research give the needed
framework to investigate the relationships between the
predicted factors and DAB, in which ATAD, SN, PBC,
and MO are exogenous variables, IAD, JAD, and DAB
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are the endogenous variables. Six series of direct hypoth-
eses are developed in this research. Based on TPB
(Model 1), the researcher proposes three extended mod-
els (Model 2–4) to validate the model fit and test the
hypotheses.

Method

Sample

This study is carried out at a public university in Shaanxi
province with nearly 20,000 undergraduate students
enrolled. All eligible undergraduates in the second to
fourth year and disciplines in business, engineering,
information technology, education, and management are
invited to complete the online questionnaire. Counselors
in each program send invitations with survey links and
informed consent to undergraduates via WeChat, QQ,
and email groups. Finally, 525 responses are received,
and the response rate is nearly 30%. About 49.7% of the
samples are male students, and the rest are females. The
main age segment of the participants is between 20 and
23 years old. The student’s years of study are second-year
51.4%, third-year 18.9%, fourth-year 29.7%, and all
sample undergraduates have at least 1 year of study and
exam experience in university. These students’ programs
are business (7.2%) engineering (25.5%), information
technology (31.4%), education (22.7%), and manage-
ment (13.2%).

Measures

The construct-measurement items were adapted from
published literature (McCabe, 2005; McCabe & Trevino,
1993; McCabe & Treviño, 1997; Stone et al., 2009) to
make the items closer to the learning and examination
experience of Chinese undergraduates. Four additional
items were added to the existing 10 items further to sup-
plement the measurement of Chinese undergraduates’
DAB. All items were measured on a five-point Likert-
type scale.

The ATAD, PBC, and MO scales ranged from 1
(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). SN and DAB
ranged from 1 (never) to 5 (always), assessing the fre-
quency of various forms of academic dishonesty that
respondents’ suspicions to peers and reported themselves,
respectively. IAD and JAD were assessed, ranging from
1 (very unlikely) to 5 (very likely), assessing respondents’
likelihood of committing academic integrity violations.

The demographic factors included age, gender, study
discipline, and year in the discipline. Each item with
Chinese in the questionnaire helps students who are weak
in English. Standard back translation procedures were
performed to make sure the accuracy of the translation
(Brislin, 1986). The questionnaire was pilot-tested on a

smaller group of 80 students to ensure items were easily
understood. No problems were detected, and the ques-
tionnaire was considered ready to be used in a real study
involving one university.

Results

The present research aims to evaluate the modified ver-
sions of TPB models. More specifically, the study aims
to understand the extent to which students’ attitudes,
norms, behavioral control, moral obligations on justifi-
cations, intentions, and DAB to test the developed
hypotheses.

Validating the Measurement Models: Confirmatory
Factor Analysis (CFA) Model

After all necessary data screening had been completed,
525 responses were deemed valid and used in the analysis
(Table 1). IBM-SPSS-AMOS 24.0 was used to estimate
the model parameters with the maximum likelihood
option. According to Awang et al. (2018), the Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM) analysis involves first
performing a Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA)
which is a theory-driven technique that grants the valida-
tion of the measurement model of latent constructs.
Therefore, CFA was the initial verification procedure to
test the measurement model, which was also effective
means to assess and validate the constructs of a study
for validity and reliability. Table 2 below shows the CFA
results of Standardized Factor Loadings (SFL),
Composite Reliability (CR), and Average Variance
Extracted (AVE) for each construct. Correlation

Table 1. Demographics of Respondents (N = 525).

Characteristic M Percent (%)

Gender
Male 261 49.7
Female 264 50.3

Age
<19 110 21.0
20–21 246 46.9
22–23 142 27.0
ø 24 27 5.1

Year of study
Second-year 270 51.4
Third-year 99 18.9
Fourth-year 156 29.7

Disciplines
Business 38 7.2
Engineering 134 25.5
IT 165 31.4
Education 119 22.7
Management 69 13.2
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Table 2. SFL, CR, AVE of Items of the Academic Dishonesty Questionnaire.

Constructs SFL CR AVE

Justifications toward academic dishonesty (JAD)
Because of family pressure to do well .803 .963 .767
Because of time pressure .861
Because of extenuating circumstances .872
Because of peer pressure .909
To obtain a better grade .903
Other students are doing it .891
The instructor does not prevent it or care .892
Because of fear of failure .871

Subjective norm (SN)
Frequency of suspecting other students plagiarized an assignment .801 .927 .679
Frequency of friends have cheated and have NOT been caught .786
Frequently of plagiarism occurs at your university .758
Frequency of inappropriate collaboration on assignments at your university .794
Frequency of peers’ cheating during tests and examinations .872
Frequency of some kinds of cheating at your university .920

Intentions of academic dishonesty (IAD)
Consider turning in another’s work done as one’s own .665 .954 .723
Consider copying from someone else during a test .867
Consider using unapproved materials to complete an assignment .836
Consider using unapproved materials to complete a test .867
Consider plagiarizing a paper in any way using the Internet as a source .801
If have opportunity would cheat on a test or exam .913
Consider to cheat on a test or exam .922
Consider cheating on a test or exam in the future .901

Attitudes toward academic dishonesty (ATAD)
It is important to report observations of academic dishonesty by other students .563 .873 .542
It is always wrong to cheat .611
Reporting cheating is necessary to be fair to honest students .645
Dishonest academic behavior has a harmful effect on society .778
Every form of dishonest academic behavior should be taken seriously .853
Dishonest academic behaviors violate significant honor codes .903

Perceived behavioral control (PBC)
It would be easy to cheat on assignments or project papers .842 .910 .714
It would be easy to cheat on exams .969
It would be fairly easy for me to cheat in the class .954
It would be very easy to engage in dishonest academic behaviors in the next semester .583

Moral obligation (MO)
I would feel guilty if I cheated on a test or exam .696 .880 .713
Cheating on a test or exam goes against my principles .913
It would be morally wrong for me to cheat on a test or exam .906

Dishonest academic behavior (DAB)
Examination

Look at friend’s answers during a test/exam .671 .956 .611
Learning content on a test from someone who has already taken it .651
Copying from other students on a test/exam without their knowledge .804
Helping someone else cheat on test/exam .760
Copying from another student on a test/exam with their knowledge .852
Using unauthorized cheat notes during test/exam .805

Assignment
Receiving unauthorized help from someone on an assignment .803
Copying another student’s work and submitting it as your own .797
Copying material almost word for word from a written source without citating the source .801
Working with others on assignment when it is required to be done as an individual assignment .731
Fabricating/falsifying a bibliography/references for your assignments/experimental projects .767

Plagiarism
Copy (cut and paste) materials (Internet, books, journal articles) for your assignments without acknowledging

the sources
.913

Paraphrase (reword) materials (Internet, books, journal articles) for your assignments without acknowledging
the sources

.911

Frequently of such cheatings occur at your university .616

Note. SFL = standardized factor loadings; CR = composite reliability; AVE = average variance extracted.
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coefficients for each subsection of the questionnaire are
shown in Table 3.

The CFA measurement models of the seven constructs
revealed that all items’ SFL was more than .50, the CR
ranging from .873 to .963, and all exceeded the accepta-
ble value of .70 (Hair et al., 2016), indicating good inter-
nal consistency and convergent validity. AVE ranged
between .542 and .767, which exceeded the minimum of
.5 suggested by Fornell and Larcker (1981), which pro-
vided support for convergent validity. Additionally, all
pairwise correlations between constructs (off-diagonal
values) were lower than the squared root of AVE values
(diagonal values), which illustrates strong evidence of
discriminant validity (Hair et al., 2016).

The CFA result revealed that the collected data and
proposed CFA measurement models were quite appro-
priate. The next step is to examine the fit indices of the
four proposed structural models to verify this study’s
research hypotheses.

Analyzing the Structural Model

The structural model’s assessment of model fit is
required to ensure that the three categories of model fit
indexes are achieved. The fitness indexes of concern are
(1) absolute fit: Chi-Square and Root Square Error of
Approximation (RMSEA); (2) incremental fit: Goodness
of Fit Index (GFI), Normed Fit Index (NFI), Tucker-

Lewis Index (TLI) and Comparative Fit Index (CFI);
and (3) parsimonious fit: Chi-square/df. Four models
were tested to identify the model that best explained
behaviors of academic dishonesty among undergraduates
at this university in China. Model fit statistics are pre-
sented in Table 4.

From the result of Table 4 that both absolutely, incre-
mental and parsimonious model fit indices indicate a
good fit of the four proposed models. Therefore, the four
proposed structural models are utilized for further
hypothesis testing.

Testing the Hypotheses

The following stage of the analysis is to perform the
hypotheses testing through structural equation modeling
by IBM-SPSS-AMOS 24.0 upon validating the con-
structs measurements by the current data set. The
unstandardized estimates and the regression weight
results of the structural model were considered for test-
ing the research hypotheses of this study.

The unstandardized regression weights of four models
for each of the path analyses of this study are revealed in
Tables 5 to 8 to verify the significant relationships
between the constructs and whether to support the
hypotheses or not based on the data employed for the
study. The standardized estimate results of the structural

Table 3. Correlations Between Variables.

Constructs 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. ATAD .736
2. SN 2.018 .824
3. PBC 2.083* .291** .845
4. MO .383** 2.087* 2.394** .844
5. IAD 2.334** .480** .443** 2.228** .850
6. JAD 2.253** .506** .342** 2.052 .816** .876
7. DAB 2.168** .343** .349** 2.050 .550** .525** .782

Note. Squared root of AVE values are noted on the diagonal with bold.
*Correlation is significant at .05 level. **Correlation is significant at the .01 level (two-tailed).

Table 4. Fit Statistics for Model 1, Model 2, Model 3, and Model 4.

Fit index Satisfied Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Evaluation rationale

x2 N/A 986.385 1,161.330 1,733.619 1,923.886 N/A
df N/A 316 393 547 647 N/A
RMSEA 0 < RMSEA < .08 .064 .061 .064 .061 Hooper et al. (2008)
GFI .85 < GFI < 1.00 .871 .865 .832 .828 Bollen (1989)
CFI .85 < CFI < 1.00 .942 .940 .931 .930 Cheung and Rensvold (2002)
NFI .85 < NFI < 1.00 .917 .912 .902 .899 Schumacker and Lomax (2004)
TLI .85 < TLI < 1.00 .936 .933 .825 .924 Hair et al. (2016)
x2/df 0 < x2/df < 5 3.121 2.955 3.169 2.974 Kline (2015)

8 SAGE Open



Table 5. Unstandardized Path Coefficients to Testing the Causal Effects of the Constructs for Model 1.

Hypotheses Construct Path Construct Estimate SE t-Value p Result

H1a IAD  ATAD 0.368 0.050 7.298 *** Support
H2a IAD  SN 0.318 0.033 9.676 *** Support
H3a IAD  PBC 0.244 0.039 6.189 *** Support
H3c DAB  PBC 0.078 0.033 2.327 .020 Support
H5 DAB  IAD 0.452 0.044 10.232 *** Support

***
p\.001.

Table 6. Unstandardized Path Coefficients to Testing the Causal Effects of the Constructs for Model 2.

Hypotheses Construct Path Construct Estimate SE CR p Result

H1a IAD  ATAD 0.369 0.055 6.708 *** Support
H2a IAD  SN 0.319 0.034 9.302 *** Support
H3a IAD  PBC 0.243 0.044 5.551 *** Support
H3c DAB  PBC 0.077 0.033 2.297 .022 Support
H4a IAD  MO 0.000 0.026 2.016 .987 Reject
H5 DAB  IAD 0.453 0.044 10.237 *** Support

***
p\.001.

Table 7. Unstandardized Path Coefficients to Testing the Causal Effects of the Constructs for Model 3.

Hypotheses Construct Path Construct Estimate SE CR p Result

H1a IAD  ATAD 0.368 0.050 7.294 *** Support
H1b JAD  ATAD 0.422 0.070 6.019 *** Support
H2a IAD  SN 0.317 0.033 9.642 *** Support
H2b JAD  SN 0.557 0.048 11.671 *** Support
H3a IAD  PBC 0.243 0.039 6.175 *** Support
H3b JAD  PBC 0.224 0.056 4.005 *** Support
H3c DAB  PBC 0.086 0.033 2.556 .011 Support
H5 DAB  IAD 0.300 0.073 4.107 *** Support
H6 DAB  JAD 0.116 0.045 2.570 .010 Support

***
p\.001.

Table 8. Unstandardized Path Coefficients to Testing the Causal Effects of the Constructs for Model 4.

Hypotheses Construct Path Construct Estimate SE CR p Result

H1a IAD  ATAD 0.369 0.055 6.711 *** Support
H1b JAD  ATAD 0.526 0.081 5.549 *** Support
H2a IAD  SN 0.317 0.034 9.258 *** Support
H2b JAD  SN 0.512 0.049 10.415 *** Support
H3a IAD  PBC 0.242 0.044 5.549 *** Support
H3b JAD  PBC 0.320 0.065 4.938 *** Support
H3c DAB  PBC 0.085 0.033 2.552 .011 Support
H4a IAD  MO 2.001 0.026 2.045 .964 Reject
H4b JAD  MO 2.135 0.041 23.297 *** Support
H5 DAB  IAD 0.296 0.073 4.051 *** Support
H6 DAB  JAD 0.119 0.045 2.640 .008 Support

***
p\.001.
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Figure 1. Results of structural equation for Model 1.
Note.*p\.05. **p\.01. ***p\.001.

Figure 2. Results of structural equation Model 2.
Note.*p\.05. **p\.01. ***p\.001.
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Figure 3. Results of structural equation Model 3.
Note.*p\.05. **p\.01. ***p\.001.

Figure 4. Results of structural equation Model 4.
Note.*p\.05. **p\.01. ***p\.001.
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equation model for the proposed four models are shown
in Figures 1 to 4.

From Table 5, it was evident that all constructs signif-
icantly contribute to the endogenous constructs. In the
proposed Model 1, each of the five pathways showed sta-
tistical significance (t-value. 1.96, p\ .05). Therefore,
the data collected from this Chinese public university in
China supported the five related hypotheses. In which,
ATAD (b=.33, p\ .001), SN (b=.42, p\ .001), and
PBC (b=.27, p\ .001) were significantly related to
IAD and collectively explained 43.3% of variance.
Furthermore, IAD (b=.55, p\ .001) and PBC
(b=.10, p\ .05) were significantly related to DAB and
together explained 35.7% of variance.

The proposed second model (Table 6) showed that
ATAD, SN, and PBC have statistical significance (t-
value. 1.96, p\ .05) on IAD. However, MO was not
significantly related to IAD, and hypothesis 4a was
rejected. In addition, Model 2 (Figure 2) added direct
paths from MO to IAD. Therein, ATAD (b=.33, p
\ .001), SN (b=.42, p\ .001), and PBC (b=.27, p
\ .001) were significantly related to IAD and collectively
explained 43.3% of variance. Furthermore, IAD
(b=.55, p\ .001) and PBC (b=.10, p\ .05) were sig-
nificantly related to DAB and together explained 35.7%
of behaviors.

In the third model (Table 7), the researcher added the
variable JAD on the basis of the first model. The result
indicated that ATAD, SN, and PBC have statistical sig-
nificance (t-value. 1.96, p\ .05) on IAD as well as
JAD. And simultaneously, JAD showed another signifi-
cant direct antecedent to DAB. As a consequence, nine
hypotheses were supported by the collected data at this
Chinese university. Model 3 was tested and included
direct paths from ATAS, SN, and PBC to JAD, IAD,
and DAB but without MO. The results shown in Figure
3, ATAD (b=.33, p\ .001), SN (b=.42, p\ .001),
and PBC (b=.26, p\ .001) were significantly related to
IAD and collectively explained 43.1% of variance.
Meanwhile, ATAD (b=.25, p\ .001), SN (b=.49, p
\ .001), and PBC (b=.16, p\ .001) were significantly
related to JAD and collectively accounted for 37.6% of
variance. Additionally, IAD (b=.36, p\ .001), JAD
(b=.21, p\ .05), and PBC (b=.11, p\ .05) have sig-
nificantly impact on DAB that together explained 36.9%
of variance.

The variables of MO and JAD were simultaneously
incorporated into the fourth model to try to find the best
modified TPB models to explain the academic dishonesty
of undergraduates at this Chinese university. Table 8
revealed that ATAD, SN, and PBC have statistical sig-
nificance (t-value. 1.96, p\ .05) on IAD and JAD.
Nevertheless, MO was significant for JAD but not for
IAD. The fourth model supported the earlier rejection of

Hypothesis 4a in Model 2. In addition, PBC, IAD, and
JAD were significant direct antecedents to DAB. The
standardized structural equation of the fourth model is
shown in Figure 4, in which ATAD (b=.33, p\ .001),
SN (b=.42, p\ .001), and PBC (b=.27, p\ .001)
were significantly related to IAD and collectively
explained 43.1% of variance. ATAD (b=.31, p\ .001),
SN (b=.45, p\ .001), MO (b=2.16, p\ .001), and
PBC (b=.23, p\ .001) were significantly related to
JAD and collectively accounted 39.3% of variance.
Additionally, IAD (b=.36, p\ .001), JAD (b=.22, p
\ .05), and PBC (b=.11, p\ .05) have significantly
impact on DAB that together explained 36.9% of
variance.

As hypothesized, the effect of ATAD, PBC, and SN
have a significant impact on IAD and JAD. In turn,
IAD, JAD, and PBC showed significant effects on DAB.
However, MO was proved significant on JAD instead of
IAD. Thus, of the 11 hypotheses we developed, only
H4a was rejected by the data gathered at this Chinese
university, and remain 10 hypotheses were all supported
(see Tables 5–8).

Discussions

This study discovered that ATAD, SN, and PBC had sig-
nificant impacts on intentions and justifications. And
simultaneously, PBC, intentions, and justifications signif-
icantly influenced DAB. Notably, this study found evi-
dence to support the statistically significant effect of MO
on justifications, which is the first time to be verified.
These findings indicated that the DAB of students at this
Chinese university was significantly influenced, either
directly or indirectly, by their peers, attitudes toward dis-
honesty, external circumstances, and ethical standards.

SN was the strongest predictive variable of intention
to engage in academic dishonesty and justification for
dishonest behaviors. This finding was in line with studies
(Kam et al., 2018; Maloshonok & Shmeleva, 2019). A
society characterized by a strong collectivist orientation
can explain why the perceived views of social group
members (subjective norm) were a determining factor in
behavioral intentions to cheat among Chinese students
(Chudzicka-Czupa1a et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2021; Yusliza
et al., 2022).

MO was not an important variable in predicting
intention, but it was significantly related to justification
in Model 4. However, according to the researcher’s
knowledge, no empirical study has been found on the
relationship between moral beliefs and justification.
Justifications for dishonesty among students may be
minimized by highlighting the importance of ethical
(moral) behaviors (Shalvi et al., 2015) and increasing the
variance of explanation for justification.
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PBC was found to be significantly related to intention
to DAB. This result was consistent with findings from
other studies (Camara et al., 2017; Cronan et al., 2018;
Curtis et al., 2018; Kam et al., 2018; Stone et al., 2009;
Yusliza et al., 2020). When students perceive that there is
little institutional control, then perceived behavioral con-
trol is high, and the intention to dishonesty is high.
Furthermore, PBC was a significant and direct predictor
of DAB, consistent with the previous studies (e.g., Hendy
& Montargot, 2019; Stone et al., 2009). In cultures where
students are under great pressure to succeed, either
through family or societal pressure to achieve lofty goals
and standards on the one hand and lax rule enforcement
in the institution, on the other hand, the intention to
cheat is high (Grondona, 2000). Measures could be
implemented to make it more difficult to engage in dis-
honest behavior or to raise awareness that this type of
dishonest behavior is likely to be detected and will not be
tolerated.

The results also showed that ATAD was significantly
related to intention and justification of dishonesty which
is consistent with studies (e.g., Camara et al., 2017;
Chudzicka-Czupa1a et al., 2016; Kam et al., 2018; Uzun
& Kilis, 2020). In some countries, academic cheating
may not always be construed as a serious violation of
norms, and students may not realize they violate ethical
or moral imperatives (Chudzicka-Czupa1a et al., 2016).
A student who observes other students getting away with
academic dishonesty may also be inclined to dishonesty.
Therefore, attitude is one of the most influential factors
of intention/justification to perform the behavior of aca-
demic dishonesty.

Furthermore, justification accounted for the most var-
iance of intentions on behaviors, highlighting the impor-
tance of justification in intent to engage in DAB, which is
consistent with previous studies on the significant role of
justification in dishonest behaviors (Rajah-Kanagasabai
& Roberts, 2015; Stone et al., 2009). That is to say, stu-
dents may agree to act unethically for a variety of excuses
(justifications), which include internal and external rea-
sons such as fear of failure, getting better scores, peer/
family pressure, and so on. Therefore, it might be con-
cluded that a significant predictor of dishonest behavior
is the extent to which students justify offering dishonest
assistance out of concern for themselves or other peers,
consistent with Hermkens and Luca (2016).

Intention was the strongest direct antecedent for aca-
demic dishonesty in this study, which is consistent with
most behavioral research (e.g., Ajzen, 1991; Beck &
Ajzen, 1991; Yang, 2012b). Such that study often only
measured intention rather than actual behavior when
studying behavioral factors with the TPB (e.g., Cronan
et al., 2018; Harding et al., 2007; Koc & Memduhoglu,
2020; Stone et al., 2007; Uzun & Kilis, 2020).

However, this study did not find a significant effect of
MO on intentions, and the insignificant relationship may
be because MO was a psychological (internal) factor, and
measurement depended entirely on individual character-
istics. Although these students have been influenced by
Confucian culture from an early age, the teaching style of
exam-oriented has to some extent, hindered the opportu-
nity for students to learn ethics education systematically.
Notedly, the significant relationship between MO and
justification revealed a sense of guilt or obligation could
impact the justifications consciously and rationally, lead-
ing to a decrease in the frequency of actual DAB. The
limited number of articles that survey the relationship
between MO and justification is an indication that there
are chances for future research.

Additionally, other studies found that it exists a statis-
tically significant relationship between justification to
cheat and intention to cheat (Rajah-Kanagasabai &
Roberts, 2015; Scrimpshire et al., 2017; Yusliza et al.,
2020), which indicated that more justifications for parti-
cipating in DAB, the more tendency to form the inten-
tions to dishonesty. When justification for dishonesty
prevails, there is a high tendency to dishonesty. In this
study, we did not pay attention to the relationship
between intention and justification. Therefore, within the
scope of the current theoretical framework, we propose
an alternative equation (shown in Figure 5) to test for
future study.

Furthermore, justifications contributed more variance
to the explanation of DAB than intentions alone, from
35.7% to 36.9%. The inclusion of moral obligation from
Model 3 to Model 4 explained an additional 1.7% var-
iance in justifications. Therefore, Model 4, in our view,
best explains the relationships between each variable.

Implications for Theory and Practice

Empirical studies on dishonest behaviors in higher learn-
ing institutions in China are relatively rare. This study
uniquely contributes to the Chinese empirical surveys on
academic integrity. We believe this is one of the largest
surveys to investigate Chinese undergraduates’ attitudes,
norms, control, intentions, and justifications. The find-
ings help Chinese scholars, educators, and international
readers better understand the Chinese undergraduates’
intentions and justifications behind plagiarizing and
cheating on examinations and assignments.

Furthermore, the theoretical contribution provides
additional support for the application of extended mod-
els of TPB that predict and explain academic dishonesty,
as well as supplying evidence of the validity of mapping
Chinese undergraduates’ ethical decision-making pro-
cesses. Specifically, it is first put forward to include both
a predictor (moral belief) and a potential mediator
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(justification) in models to predict violation of academic
integrity. TPB has been widely used in analyzing aca-
demic dishonesty in the environmental context in devel-
oped countries for sustainable educational development.
This study concluded that the extended TPB Model 4
offered the best explanations for DAB among under-
graduates at this Chinese university. This study sup-
ported the extended TPB models in predicting Chinese
undergraduates’ involvement in dishonest practices to
create a climate of integrity and provide educators with a
theoretically informed road map for developing effective
moral interventions.

Limitations and Recommendations for
Future Research

Some limitations have been identified, and caution is
required in interpreting these results. First, the data dis-
cussed from one public university in China cannot be
reflective of dishonest behaviors in all institutions of
higher learning in China. Second, self-report measures
may be subject to social desirability response bias, which
may have resulted in the under-reporting of cheating
behavior (Whitley, 1998). Another limitation is that the
present survey relied on quantitative and cross-sectional
research. Future studies should include a qualitative
component to explore students’ cheating behavior in-
depth. Additionally, the measured dimensions of aca-
demic dishonesty should also be more comprehensively,

such as deceiving, which with cheating was loosely con-
nected to the reasons underlying academic dishonesty
(Daumiller & Janke, 2020). Future research should con-
sider discussing the various types of dishonesty that arise
in the new era. Particularly more forms of academic dis-
honesty caused by online and network technology should
be taken into consideration in the post-pandemic period,
paying more attention to the psychological mechanism of
students who are dishonest in online exams and assign-
ments. The researchers appeal to continue research and
study in this area, as it continues to remain an area of
concern for institutions of higher learning.

Conclusions

The current study evaluated four models intended to pre-
dict IAD, JAD, and DAB, using data collected from one
Chinese public university. TPB and its three extended
versions were compared to ascertain their predictive
capacity. The fit indices revealed the proposed four mod-
els in this study were acceptable and reached a better fit-
ting, and all four models received support from the data
collected in the sample investigated. The last model that
included MO and JAD explained the most variance in
DAB. The strong predictive power in this study reiter-
ates the robustness of (extended) TPB models in the
behavior of academic dishonesty.

Moreover, the individual elements of models (ATAD,
SN, PBC) significantly influenced IAD/JAD, MO had a

Figure 5. Alternative model.
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statistical impact on JAD instead of IAD, and IAD,
JAD, PBC directly predicted DAB. It indicated that aca-
demic integrity could be achieved by teaching ethics
courses, encouraging peers to report violations, strength-
ening supervision and feedback on exams and assign-
ments to help students develop positive moral attitudes
and increasing internal and external barrier mechanisms
for engaging in dishonesty to reduce students’ intentions
and justifications for academic dishonesty and thus cre-
ate an honest campus climate.
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