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Abstract
Despite its obvious interest and potential for concern, empirical research on the
cheating phenomenon among university students has almost exclusively been
carried out in the United States, usually covering only a few universities in a given
region. Little is known about cheating in European universities, let alone the Iberian
Peninsula. In this article we aim to contribute towards filling this gap by presenting
evidence of this illicit behaviour in Portugal and Spain. Based on a survey of under-
graduate students on Economics and Management courses, we conclude that there
is a pervasive ‘culture’ of cheating in these two countries, reaching relatively high
levels in universities. Using econometric techniques, which control for a wide set of
variables likely to influence a student’s propensity to cheat, we found that Spanish
students are relatively more prone to breaching the academic code of conduct than
their Portuguese counterparts, and that the implementation of Honour Codes by
universities constitute a promising approach in curbing cheating in academia.

1. Introduction
Through its effect on the quality of the education system, cheating influ-
ences the assessment of the stock of human capital, usually calculated on
the basis of the ‘quantity’ and ‘quality’ of education (Barro and Lee 2000;
Hanushek and Kimbo 2000; Teixeira 2005). Cheating tends to reduce the
efficiency of a country’s education system by distorting honest competition
among students (Magnus et al. 2002). The phenomenon of cheating in uni-
versities is of overwhelming importance, since students engaging in it are
least likely to have the necessary skills for their future professional lives, and
awarding them a degree will most probably lead to various kinds of damage.
Indeed, the entry of unfit professionals into the job market may lead to
‘social ills’, since these future workers will almost certainly be unable to
perform properly, possibly resulting in harm to human life and damage both
to their colleagues and to the institution that trained them. What is more,
the entire educational environment may also be affected, since the magni-
tude of cheating means that more effort has to be spent controlling it – an
effort that could be better applied to learning (Dick et al. 2003).
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Cheating is a concept that is hard to define. Dick et al. (2003) mention
a wide range of possible kinds of cheating, deciding that, on the whole,
cheating is the breach of defined and accepted rules and standards.
Cheating in examinations is one form of academic fraud widely alluded to
in studies dealing with this matter (e.g. Bunn et al. 1992; McCabe and
Trevino 1997; Tibbetts 1999; Sheard and Dick 2003; Hrabak et al. 2004).
Despite its recognised magnitude, the empirical evaluation of cheating
phenomena among university students has been almost exclusively
focused on the US context, covering usually on a few universities in a
given region. Furthermore, non-US related studies involve a narrow scope
of countries/regions, such as Australia, Japan, Israel, and Russia, and, in
Europe, The Netherlands and Croatia. In this context, it is fair to say that
little is known about cheating phenomena in Europe. In this article we
aim to contribute to filling this gap by presenting evidence on such sanc-
tionable breaches of university rules in the two Iberian countries: Portugal
and Spain.

In addition to the determinants of copying, on which the existing liter-
ature has mostly focused, we propose an innovative, more wide-ranging,
econometric specification that includes a variable which quantifies the
magnitude of the ‘benefits’ that students perceive they will gain from
cheating, such as a better grade, in comparison with not cheating.
Moreover, another ‘contextual’ determinant is also suggested for the prob-
ability of cheating, namely, whether or not the educational establishment
has a code of honour. The article is organised as follows. The next section
presents an overview of existing studies on the topic of academic cheating.
In Section 3 the methodology applied in gathering the data is described,
and Section 4 presents the statistical description of data. The econometric
specification used for evaluating the phenomenon and the results are
detailed in the final section.

2. On the determinants of cheating behaviour: a review
With Becker’s seminal study (1968), the economics of crime gained
renewed importance. Formalising illegal behaviours in terms of a cost-
benefit analysis, Becker (1968) defended the economic rationality of people
committing criminal acts. He believed that criminal behaviour resulted
from the maximisation of the individual utility function in certain risk situ-
ations. Crimes were thus only committed if the resulting gains outweighed
the expected punishment (Garoupa 2001). There are other complementary
forms of theorising illegal behaviour, as described by Ehrlich (1973) and
Wolpin (1978). The first study (Ehrlich 1973) not only followed the same
line of reasoning as Becker’s model (decisions weighted for costs and bene-
fits) but also developed a time allocation model for legal and illegal activi-
ties, and made it possible to forecast changes from legal to illegal activities,
as well as the magnitude of each of these (Horvath and Kolomaznikova
2002). The studies by Becker, Ehrlich and Wolpin were among the more
formal approaches, regarded as pioneering in the analysis of the economics
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of crime. More recent studies on cheating (e.g., Bunn et al. 1992; Kekvliet
and Sigmund 1999) are of an essentially empirical nature. They are based
on econometric specifications consistent with the assumption of a relation
between fraudulent behaviour and the notion of costs and benefits resulting
from it. Thus, these studies are adaptations of Becker’s crime model to aca-
demic dishonesty.1

Most of studies that examine the prevalence of cheating in universities
in quantitative terms (cf. Table A1 in Appendix) show that the extent of
cheating is considerable – affecting over one third of students. In one of
the pioneering studies by Bunn et al. (1992), involving an analysis of two
higher education courses in Microeconomics in Alabama (USA), the
authors found that half the students surveyed admitted to having copied.
They also found that cheating was ‘normal’ among students, with 80 per
cent of them saying that they had seen a colleague cheating and half
saying that they had seen a colleague being caught copying. Apart from
the prevalence of the phenomenon, such illicit behaviour seems to be quite
well accepted among the student community, with 28 per cent of students
admitting to knowing colleagues who copy regularly. The widespread
occurrence of the phenomenon seems to be explained by the fact that
most students (70%) do not see cheating as a serious offence. In another
context (two public universities in the United States) and covering more
courses (six Economics classes), Kerkvliet (1994) collected data in two dif-
ferent ways (direct response and random response questionnaires), and
found that in the random response questionnaire (which he felt guaran-
teed greater confidentiality and thus more honest answers), 42 per cent of
students indicated they had copied in an exam at least once.

In a later study, covering twelve classes in the two universities,
Kerkvliet and Sigmund (1999) estimated that an average of 13 per cent of
the students surveyed had copied at least once. But there was considerable
disparity among the groups, ranging from 0.2 per cent in the least ‘deceit-
ful’ class to 32 per cent in the one where cheating was most prevalent.
The authors say this disparity is due to the different measures of ‘intimida-
tion’ used in the various classes (number of tests per student; who is in
charge of discipline surveillance in the universities; space per student in
the exam hall; number of test versions used by the teacher; type of exam).
Taking a larger population than that covered in the Bunn et al. (1992)
study, Nowell and Laufer (1997) looked at two higher courses in the
United States (Economics and Accounting) and concluded that the
average propensity for dishonesty was around 27 per cent. More recently,
and with reference to other scientific areas, findings by Sheard and Dick
(2003) in a study on postgraduate students in Information Technology at
a university in Melbourne (Australia) showed that 9 per cent of students
admitted to being involved in serious forms of cheating in exams. In other
study on illicit behaviour among students from the 2nd to the 6th year of
Medicine, in a Croatian university, Hrabak et al. (2004) found that 94 per
cent admitted to having committed some kind of deceit at least once

1 Rocha and Teixeira
(2005b) account for
the distinct forms of
theorising illegal
behaviours and adapt
Becker’s crime model
(1968) to cheating.
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during their studies. When it came to copying answers from other col-
leagues and using ‘cheat sheets’ (crib sheets), the percentages were
52.2 per cent and 34.6 per cent, respectively. Furthermore, a considerable
percentage (66.4 per cent) of Psychology and Management students in
three Dutch universities admitted to having cheated (Bernardi et al. 2004).

Most studies systematically indicate a number of determinants for
student dishonesty. These may be grouped into factors associated with
student characteristics; factors related to the institution, variables influ-
encing the likelihood of the phenomenon being detected and the respective
cost of detection; and also causes associated with the benefits of cheating
(when they are not caught) and the benefits of not copying. In what
follows we provide a brief account of these factors, summarised in
Table A2 in Appendix.

The average mark/grade that the student achieves in his/her course is
a determinant of cheating used in most of the studies – Bunn et al. (1992),
Kerkvliet (1994), Nowel and Laufer (1997), Kerkvliet and Sigmund
(1999), and Hrabak et al. (2004). Usually a negative correlation is
expected between the average course grade and cheating in an exam, as it
is reckoned that students with a high average course grade would gain less
from cheating than those with lower averages. Most of the authors
(Kerkvliet 1994; Nowell and Laufer 1997; Kerkvliet and Sigmund 1999)
do not find the course average to be statistically significant, that is, results
were inconclusive in this regard. Nonetheless, Hrabak et al. (2004) argue
that the student’s course average could be relevant in explaining attitudes
to cheating. They take the view that students with a higher average grade
have a more negative attitude to cheating than those with a lower one,
and also disapprove of swapping questions by phone during an exam, and
of using personal relations to pass an exam.

Besides the students’ average grade/mark, we suggest here that a criti-
cal determinant of the propensity to cheat, linked to the cost/benefit idea,
is the students’ perceived ‘benefits’, since they expect to obtain a higher
grade if they copy successfully. Along this line of reasoning, we tested the
following hypotheses:

Hypothesis 1: The likelihood of cheating rises when the difference
between the mark/grade the students expect if they copy, compared with
the mark/grade that they expect if they do not, is positive.

Hypothesis 2: The probability of cheating is higher, the greater the value
of the difference between the mark the students say they expect if they copy
and the mark they expect if no cheating takes place.

Contextual factors and the environment, peer pressure and attitudes
towards academic dishonesty are also other conditioning factors for the
development of illicit academic practices. In fact, Bunn et al. (1992) found
that the likelihood of cheating is directly related to observing others doing
so, and the perception of the extent to which students routinely copy. In
other words, the probability of a student having already copied is condi-
tioned by his/her beliefs in relation to other students who copy.
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Furthermore, these authors assess the students’ perception in relation to
the severity of the punishment for copying, and use this and other indica-
tors of the ‘cheating climate’ as perceived by students to evaluate their per-
ception of the percentage who copy. They find evidence for the belief
among students that, given the negligible impact of intimidation measures
and expected punishments, it is very unlikely that they will be caught
copying. In addition, they find that students do not think cheating is a
serious crime, which could contribute to the occurrence of higher rates of
this phenomenon. Thus we put forward:

Hypothesis 3: In copying-favourable environments where permissive-
ness towards cheating is high, students’ propensity to cheat tends to be
higher. Conversely, the higher and more serious the perceived sanctions,
the fewer incentives students have for dishonest behaviour.

The role of ‘codes of honour’ was examined by McCabe et al. (2003).
The honour code is a group of practices used mostly in American universi-
ties where the students are trusted not to cheat and administer responses
to cheating.2 McCabe et al. do not directly analyse the influence of codes of
honour on the probability of cheating. Instead, they assess whether this
phenomenon has an effect on the academic integrity of university staff in
terms of their attitudes and behaviour. McCabe et al. found that staff
employed in universities which have a code of honour have more positive
attitudes towards policies to enforce academic integrity and are more
willing to allow the system to take measures to warn and discipline stu-
dents. Furthermore, McCabe et al. confirmed that, where there is no code
of honour, university faculty members believe that students should be
responsible for monitoring their peers, since they recognise the fairness
and efficiency of their institutions’ policies of academic integrity. Following
this line of argument we hypothesise here that:

Hypothesis 4: In universities where ‘codes of honour’ exist, the propen-
sity to cheat among students is lower.

Differences in education systems across countries and social factors are
likely to constitute an important factor in explaining students’ propensity
to cheat. For instance, Diekhoff et al. (1999) detect differences and simi-
larities in American and Japanese students who cheat in exams.
Weighting the limitations associated with the distinct composition of the
two samples (both in terms of size and factors associated with various
demographic characteristics, such as gender, age and school year), the
data reveal that, in comparison with the Americans, Japanese students are
more prone to copying in exams. They further say that the Japanese
system, which assesses academic success/performance with one or very
few types and periods of assessment, creates greater pressure on the stu-
dents, and more incentives to copy. Moreover, and in terms of social
involvement, Diekhoff et al. (1999) consider that if cheating is viewed as
widespread, it is harder for Japanese students to resist the pressure to
cheat and aid their fellow students to do so, given the deep-rooted group
and team orientation among Japanese students. In a complementary

2 Some of the highest-
rated universities in
the world, such as
Stanford, present their
Honour Code on the
homepage of their
website
(http://www.stanford.
edu/dept/vpsa/judicia
laffairs/guiding/honor
code.htm). We can
thus read that “[t]he
Honor Code is an
undertaking of the
students, individually
and collectively: a)
that they will not give
or receive aid in
examinations; that
they will not give or
receive unpermitted
aid in class work, in
the preparation of
reports, or in any
other work that is to
be used by the
instructor as the basis
of grading; that they
will do their share
and take an active
part in seeing to it
that others as well as
themselves uphold the
spirit and letter of the
Honor Code; b) The
faculty on its part
manifests its
confidence in the
honor of its students
by refraining from
proctoring
examinations and
from taking unusual
and unreasonable
precautions to
prevent the forms of
dishonesty mentioned
above. The faculty
will also avoid, as far
as practicable,
academic procedures
that create
temptations to violate
the Honor Code; c)
While the faculty
alone has the right
and obligation to set
academic
requirements, the
students and faculty
will work together to
establish optimal
conditions for
honorable academic
work.”
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study, Magnus et al. (2002) conducted an experiment on students in sec-
ondary, higher and postgraduate education, in five different areas –
Moscow, rest of Russia, Netherlands, USA and Israel – and show that both
the level of teaching and the zone lead students to have distinct opinions
about academic dishonesty. On average, Russian students are against
denouncers, contrary to the views held by American students where
‘snitching’ is tolerated. It was also found that, on average (except for
Russia), secondary school pupils are less tolerant of denouncing when com-
pared with students in higher education, and the latter are less tolerant
than postgraduates who have more understanding for denouncers.

To the best of our knowledge, no study has so far been conducted on
student dishonesty in the Iberian countries, thus little is known about
such behaviour among Iberian university students. Therefore we hypothe-
sise that:

Hypothesis 5: The propensity to cheat is influenced by the countries’
education systems and social factors.

It is important to point out that there are other factors indicated in the
literature that can influence dishonest behaviour among students, which
we also consider in our analysis, such as gender (Kerkvliet 1994; Nowell
and Laufer 1997; Kerkvliet and Sigmund 1999; Tibbets 1999; Hrabak
et al. 2004), year of study (Nowell and Laufer 1997; Kerkvliet and
Sigmund 1999; Hrabak et al. 2004), and student status (Nowell and
Laufer 1997). However, the strength of these variables is not clear cut and
there is no consensus about them.

3. Methodology for quantifying the phenomenon of 
student dishonesty
The main problem when analyzing cheating in higher education is that it
is hard to measure, and researchers have generally used their own obser-
vations to assess this type of behaviour (Nowell and Laufer 1997). There
are four ways to obtain data on student dishonesty (Kerkvliet and
Sigmund 1999): direct yet discrete observation of the phenomenon; the
‘overlapping error’ method; the ‘random answer questions’ method; and
the ‘inspection via direct questions’ method. In this study, we have opted
for the last method. Although this method takes no account of problems
associated with any sensitivity to the kind of questions asked (like the
random answers method), meaning that it can induce deviation in the
estimates for student dishonesty (Kerkvliet and Sigmund 1999), it does
have simplicity of implementation in its favour and a wealth of output for
analysis. This is why ‘inspection via direct questions’ it is often the proce-
dure used (e.g. Bunn et al. 1992; Magnus et al. 2002; Sheard and Dick
2003; Hrabak et al. 2004).3

We devised a one-page questionnaire in the line of Bunn et al. (1992)
embracing a range of questions focusing on the main determinants associ-
ated with fraudulent student behaviour and adding new variables/ques-
tions which, in our view, were likely to influence cheating propensity

3 In Rocha and Teixeira
(2005b) a detailed
description of the
different methods is
provided presenting
their relative
strengths and
weaknesses.
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(cf. Section 2). The questionnaire was implemented only for Economics and
Management courses. In the case of Portugal, all eleven public universities
were surveyed, encompassing 2,805 students. In Spain, we sent question-
naires to three universities with which our school has Erasmus Agreements,
gathering 974 responses. This was a ‘convenient’ sampling criterion since
contacts were rapidly established (through the corresponding university’s
Erasmus exchange coordinator) and guaranteed a certain degree of desired
comparability between courses, given that to participate in Erasmus
Mobility Programmes, universities must meet certain academic require-
ments. As a result, we received a total of 3,779 valid questionnaires. 

4. Statistical description of the data
Our survey on cheating propensity among Portuguese and Spanish under-
graduate Economics and Management students points to an average
cheating propensity of close to 67% per cent. Thus, similarly to the studies
reviewed in Section 2, we conclude that the phenomenon of cheating in
universities reaches very high levels. It should be noted that studies using
a comparable methodology to this one had estimated cheating probabili-
ties between 50 per cent (Bunn et al. 1992) and 62 per cent (Rocha and
Teixeira 2005a). Focusing also on cheating practices, Hrabak et al. (2004)
had pointed to figures between 34.6 per cent and 52.2 per cent.

To pinpoint differences and similarities in cheating behaviours between
these two Iberian countries, both the propensity to cheat and the observa-
tion of cheating in exams was analysed. Table 1 presents the results on fre-
quency of cheating and Table 2 figures for the frequency with which
students observe others copying.

Undergraduate Economics and Management students admitted to
cheating to a greater extent in Spain than in Portugal (nearly 80 per cent

9Academic cheating in Spain and Portugal: An empirical explanation

Total percentage of students in Probability of cheating
each country cheating (sometimes � often % of total valid

Countries Never Sometimes Often or Always � always � %) responses (n � 3757)

Portugal 37.6 60.0 2.4 62.4 74.1
Spain 20.3 73.1 6.6 79.7 25.9

Table 1: Frequency of cheating in Portugal and Spain.
Source: Calculations made by the authors based on direct survey conducted in the period February 2005–June 2006.

Total percentage of students in 
each country Probability of observing Total percentage of

Countries Never Sometimes Often or Always cheating (%) responses (n � 3769)

Portugal 7.5 68.6 23.9 92.5 74.2
Spain 2.6 47.4 50.1 97.4 25.8

Table 2: Frequency of ‘observing others copying’ in Portugal and Spain.
Source: Calculations made by the authors based on direct survey conducted in the periods February 2005–June 2006.
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against slightly over 60 per cent, respectively). The proportion of those
who claimed never to have copied in Portugal (37.6 per cent) is almost
double the Spanish figure. As to the frequency with which students in
each of these two countries engage in illegal practices during exams, the
evidence reveals that the highest proportions of students admit to cheating
sometimes in exams, and only a very small proportion admit to cheating in
exams often or always. In both cases the percentages are higher in Spain
where 79.7 per cent admitted to cheating in at least one exam compared
to 62.4 per cent in Portugal.

Observing other students cheating (Table 2) may constitute an indirect
measure of cheating propensity and a reasonable indicator of a generalised
‘culture’ of cheating.

Our research revealed the alarming fact that in both countries over 90
per cent of students (92.5 per cent in Portugal and 97.4 per cent in Spain)
admitted to having seen others committing illegal behaviour in exams –
and in Spain approximately half of the students claimed to observe such
behaviour often or always. Thus, we can conclude that there is a pervasive
‘culture’ of cheating in the Iberian Peninsula, where the vast majority of
students have observed others cheating. Nevertheless, the pattern of the
frequency of the phenomenon is somewhat different in these two coun-
tries, as the high frequency of observing others cheating is more clearly
detected in Spain (50.1 per cent) than in Portugal (23.9 per cent of stu-
dents). The pervasiveness of cheating is further confirmed by the percent-
age of students who admitted knowing someone among their closer
friends or relatives who copies regularly, again to a greater extent in Spain
(85.7 per cent) than in Portugal (59.4 percent).

Such pervasiveness is to a large extent explained by the opinion and
attitude of students regarding fraudulent behaviour. From our study we
found that, on the whole, only 10.4 per cent of the student respondents
reckoned that cheating was a serious problem and around one third recog-
nised that it deserved some concern. For the majority (55.3 per cent),
cheating was either not a problem or only a trivial problem (Figure 1).

In the Iberian student culture, cheating is a non-issue, even though
both countries have preoccupying levels of cheating. It should be noted
that in Spain, where the magnitude of cheating is greater, a considerable
majority of students (65.3%) does not perceive it as a problem. Even more
disturbing is that nearly half of all the respondents (46.7%) believed that
cheating was an intentional act and only 11.7 per cent thought that
cheating had occurred due to ‘last-minute’ panic.

Another disquieting finding is that more than half of the students
(55.6%) asserted that they would study (even) less if there were no supervi-
sion/invigilation during exams and/or no sanctions for illegal practices,
suggesting that they would cheat to an even greater extent if there were no
deterrents. In Spain the figures are again more alarming than in Portugal
(65.8% against 52.1%, respectively). Furthermore, the percentage of stu-
dents who admitted that they would spend much less time studying if there
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were no sanctions or supervision in exams is quite significant: in Spain,
36.9 per cent and in Portugal, 27 per cent.

As seen in Figure 2, the general environment in both countries is quite
permissive towards academic misconduct. The highest penalty students
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Figure 1: Students’ opinion regarding cheating by country.
Source: Calculations made by the authors based on a direct survey conducted in
the period February 2005–June 2006.

Figure 2: Expected sanction for cheating by country.
Source: Calculations made by the authors based on direct survey conducted in
the period February 2005–June 2006.
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expect from various types of deceit is that their exam will be annulled
(given a mark of 0) (over 60 per cent in both countries) and only around
20 per cent anticipate severe sanctions for fraudulent misconduct.

In Spain, a huge percentage (73.3%) of students who admitted to
having copied at some point have been caught by academic staff, profes-
sors and/or invigilators. The figure in the Portuguese case is also signifi-
cant (50.3%). Yet being caught has not prevented widespread academic
misconduct in these countries, which further proves the ineffectiveness of
the sanctions. We could conclude that both countries run an ineffectual
university teaching system. This ineffectiveness is aggravated by the stu-
dents’ widespread expectations of greater gains (higher marks/grades) if
their cheating goes undetected. This explains why misconduct is so preva-
lent in both countries. Figure 3 shows similar student expectations in both
countries, with 73.4 per cent of the students expecting a better mark/grade
from cheating and only 6.5 per cent consider the possibility of a lower
mark/grade after copying.

Only some schools/universities in Portugal have some kind of binding doc-
ument regulating cheating practices, the majority of which focus on deceitful
practices in exams. None of the Spanish schools in the analysis have any type
of written document in this regard. Moreover, we found that in schools that
do have some type of written regulation (identifying and stipulating sanctions
in cases when cheating is detected) or (more rarely) an honour code, the
propensity to cheat is substantially lower in the latter case (Figure 4).

Although at first glance age tends to be related to the year of schooling
(2nd, 3rd, or 4th) in which the student is enrolled, the results across the board

12 Aurora A.C. Teixeira and Maria de Fátima Rocha

Figure 3: Expected gain (in terms of a better mark/grade) as a result of cheating
successfully, by country.
Source: Calculations made by the authors based on a direct survey conducted in
the period February 2005–June 2006.
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reveal a strong relationship between the propensity to copy and students in
the final years of their degree, that is, when closer to graduating (Figure 5).

For the total sample, students enrolled in the final year (4th year)
reveal a 72.5 per cent likelihood of cheating compared to 62 per cent for
those in their 2nd year. When analysing each country individually, in
Spain, the highest likelihood was found among 3rd-year students (86.8%),
even higher than in the 4th year (78.7%) and the 2nd year (75.9%), as
Figure 6 clearly shows.

Most of the students surveyed (87.9%) were ‘Normal’ or ‘Regular’ stu-
dents (students enrolled normally in full-time programmes). Students who
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Figure 4: Cheating propensity by existence of honour code and by country.
Source: Calculations made by the authors based on direct survey conducted in
the period February 2005–June 2006.

Figure 5: Cheating propensity by age and by country.
Source: Calculations made by the authors based on direct survey conducted in
the period February 2005–June 2006.
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actively involved in student organisations (‘activist’ students – ASs) and
those working part-time (WSs) only accounted for 2.4 per cent and 8.6
per cent respectively of the students surveyed, yet these two groups proved
to be even more likely to engage in academic misconduct, namely 70 per
cent in the case of ASs and 70.5 per cent in the case of WSs, against the
67.6 per cent of the so-called ‘regular’ students. This may reflect the fact
that ASs and WSs have less time to devote to their studies.

As to the question of whether higher or lower performing students are
more likely to cheat, the data in this exploratory analysis revealed an
inverse relationship between good performance (for which their average
academic grade or Grade Point Average, GPA) was used as a proxy), and
their likelihood to cheat, but it was not very significant. Considering the
overall sample, 60.4 per cent of the better students (with average grades of
80 per cent or higher) admitted to cheating, which is a smaller proportion
than their weaker colleagues (with average grades of 50–60%), among
whom 69.8 per cent were likely to cheat, in other words, a 10 point gap.
This tendency was evident in both countries (cf. Figure 7).

Generally speaking, with the application of the statistical instrument of
Pearson’s linear correlation coefficient we found that the probability to
cheat appears statistically and positively correlated with the variation in
the benefits gained from successful copying; the frequency with which
other students are seen cheating and being caught copying; familiarity
with those who copy regularly; time spent studying for an exam for which

14 Aurora A.C. Teixeira and Maria de Fátima Rocha

Figure 6: Cheating propensity by schooling year and by country.
Source: Calculations made by the authors based on direct survey conducted in
the period February 2005–June 2006.
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there will be no surveillance/sanctions; and the age and the year in which
students are enrolled. Finally, older students and those who are closer to
concluding their degrees are more inclined to cheating (see Table A3 in
Appendix). The negative correlations can be summarised as follows.
Students who are enrolled in schools that have codes of honour are, in
general, less likely to cheat in exams. So are students with average
marks/grades (GPA) of approximately 63 per cent or above, and those who
perceive that the penalties for cheating are severe.

5. Assessing the determinants of academic cheating: model
specification and results

The aim was to assess which are the main determinants of the propen-
sity to cheat among university students. The statistics supporting these find-
ings are appended at the end of this article (Tables A3 and A4). The results
are as follows. As to the potential determinant ‘grade average’, as seen
above, a negative correlation is usually expected between good student per-
formance (average course mark/grade) and their propensity to cheat in an
exam. Indeed, our results show that students with a high average grade
would have less to gain from cheating than those with a lower average, that
is, the opportunity cost for the former is higher than for the latter. Thus, our
results corroborate those of Hrabak et al. (2004): students with a higher
average reveal a lower propensity to cheat than those with a lower one.

As to the potential determinant ‘expected gains’, we found that stu-
dents who expect a positive increase in their grade through cheating do
tend to cheat relatively more than those who do not expect to gain from
cheating, although the difference is unexpectedly small. Thus Hypothesis 1
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Figure 7: Cheating propensity by grade point average and by country.
Source: Calculations made by the authors based on direct survey conducted in
the period February 2005–June 2006.
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is corroborated, but only just. Furthermore, the value of the difference
between the expected grades from cheating and from not cheating does not
impact on the propensity to cheat, that is, Hypothesis 2 is not corrobo-
rated by the data. In brief, the relevant issue for students is any gain from
cheating rather than the amount of gain they manage to achieve. Whether
they believe they might gain an additional 5 or 15 points does not seem
relevant in explaining their propensity to cheat.

As to contextual factors and the environment, peer pressure, and atti-
tudes towards academic dishonesty as factors, these emerged as important
conditioning rather than explanatory factors for the development of illicit
academic practices. Similarly to Bunn et al. (1992), we found that the like-
lihood of cheating is directly related to observing others doing so. The per-
ception of the number of students who routinely copy, in other words the
general propensity of students to cheat, is conditioned by their beliefs in
relation to other dishonest practices. Those that perceive cheating as a
more problematic/serious issue tend to cheat less. Moreover, factors such as
students’ perception of the effectiveness of existing mechanisms to prevent
cheating; the severity of the corresponding punishment (proxied by indica-
tors such as ‘has seen others being caught cheating’); the influence of
invigilators on the amount of time spent studying (how much less the
student studies if there are no invigilators); and the expected sanction for
cheating (from minor or no sanctions to getting expelled from the
University) – all produced mixed results. On the one hand, students who
admitted to studying much less for exams where there would be no invigi-
lators tended to cheat more. Those that expected more serious punishments
presented a lower cheating propensity. On the other, having seen others get
caught tends to be associated with a higher degree of cheating. This latter
aspect seems to indicate that, in some measure, a punitive environment dis-
courages cheating, but seeing others become the victims of it does not.

Among student characteristics as potential factors, such as gender, age
or status as regular/full time enrolled student, or part-time student, or
‘activist’ student, only the year of schooling was found to have some effect
on cheating propensity. Results reveal that on average students who are
close to finishing their degree (i.e., are enrolled in the final year) have a
higher propensity to cheat.

Instead, cultural and social factors intrinsic to the country of origin
were found in our case to be more relevant in explaining cheating propen-
sity. Hypothesis 5, which assumes that the propensity to cheat is influ-
enced by a country’s education system and social factors, is corroborated
by our data – differences do exist between the Spanish and Portuguese
education and social systems in this regard. In particular, there is a clearly
higher propensity to cheat in exams in Spain than in Portugal that is not
explained by other factors. Although beyond the scope of the present
study, it would be of great interest to those involved in the maintenance of
academic standards to explore the reasons behind these differences
between Spanish and Portuguese students.
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Finally and most importantly, the existence of a university ‘code of
honour’ as a factor that has a statistically significant and negative associ-
ation with cheating was explored. Our findings confirm that in universities
that have them, the propensity to cheat among students is lower – in other
words such codes have a deterrent effect. Thus, our fourth hypothesis is
corroborated. In fact, the present study reveals that, regardless of the
country, context or student characteristics, the practice of instituting
honour codes has significantly curbed deceitful acts among students.
Therefore we have identified an issue that should be taken up by educa-
tional policymakers in Spain and Portugal. There is an urgent need for
both universities and government to reflect on the need for appropriate
codes of honour, like those applied in some renowned universities such as
Stanford and Harvard. We also agree with Dick et al. (2003: 182) who
correctly pointed out that ‘. . . deterring cheating is far more effective than
detecting and punishing cheating due to the costly nature of formal
responses to cheating, so academics should focus their time and energy on
pre-empting cheating rather than detecting cheating’. The existence of
honour codes comprises an excellent measure for pre-empting cheating.

The recognition and quantification of the phenomenon of cheating in
universities is an important (first) step in raising awareness among stu-
dents and staff, so that ultimately cheating can become unacceptable. It is
our belief that a feasible option in this direction includes gradually intro-
ducing codes of honour in each university/school.
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Groups of determinants Determinants Studies

Student characteristics • Gender Kerkvliet (1994)
• Course average grade Nowell and Laufer (1997)
• Consumption of alcohol Whitey (1998)
• Academic Year of studies Kerkvliet and Sigmund (1999)
• Religious preference Tibbetts (1999)
• Student Status Bernardi et al. (2004)
• Have failed at least a year Hrabak et al. (2004)
• Moral factors and kind of personality Rettinger et al. (2004)
• Motivation and Competence

Factors related with • Dimension and level of Class Nowell and Laufer (1997)
the educational • Category of teachers Whitey (1998)
institution • Existence of ‘honour code’ Pulvers and Diekhoff (1999)

• Classroom environment Kerkvliet and Sigmund (1999)
McCabe et al. (2003)

Cost of detecting • Teacher’s academic category Bunn et al. (1992)
academic dishonesty • Existence of verbal warnings Kerkvliet and Sigmund (1999)

regarding the resultant 
consequences of cheating 
in exams

Probability of detecting • Number of tests by students Kerkvliet and Sigmund (1999)
cheating whose goal is maintaining good

behaviour

Benefits of cheating • Spatial class occupation by student
(in case of not getting • Number of exam versions employed
caught) by the instructor

• Type of exams
• Expected grade/mark Whitey (1998)
• Number of “free” hours by the Kerkvliet and Sigmund (1999)

student in the term
• Type of Courses

Benefits of not copying • Average number of weekly hours Kerkvliet (1994)
of study Kerkvliet and Sigmund (1999)

Others factors • Students’ opinion of those that Bunn et al. (1992)
copy or commit other types 
of academic dishonesty

• Students’ perception of the percentage Kerkvliet (1994)
of students that copy and rival 
group behaviours

• Intensity of work (“Workload”) McCabe and Trevino (1997)
• Pressure not to fail Nowell and Laufer (1997)
• Type of courses Whitey (1998)
• Country/region Diekhoff et al. (1999)
• Students’ background Magnus et al. (2002)
• Students’ origin Sheard and Dick (2003)

Hrabak et al. (2004)

Table A2: Groups of factors influencing the propensity to cheat, based on previous studies.
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Model

�̂ Exp(�̂)

Expected Benefíts (1) �GainCheating 0.477*** 1.610
(2) D�GainCheating �0.004 0.996

Opportunity cost (3) Grade �0.987*** 0.373
Context – permissibility (4) Frequency with which the act of 1.312*** 3,712

and permeability cheating is observed
(5) Familiarity with someone that 

cheats regularly 0.438*** 1.550
(6) Opinion regarding cheating �0.408*** 0.665

Sanctions (7) See someone being caught cheating 0.418*** 1.519
(8) Invigilators’ influence on amount 0.302*** 1.353

of study
(9) Expected sanction for cheating �0.391*** 0.676

Honour code (10) Honour code �0.542*** 0.582
Countries (11) Country (Spain � 1; Portugal � 0) 0.638*** 1.893
Student characteristics (12) Gender (Fem � 1) �0.127 0.881

(13) Age �0.103 0.902
(14) Schooling year 0.281** 1.324
(15) Status_Assoc 0.239 1.270
(16) Status_worker �0.109 0.897

Constant 3.695** 40.248
N 2971
Cheated 2065
Not cheated 906
Percentage corrected 75.6
Nagelkerke R Square 0.248
Hosmer and Lemeshow 14.97 (0.160)

Test, Chi-Square 
(p-value)

Table A4: Determinants of academic dishonesty among university students (Maximum Likelihood estimation).
Note: significance levels ***1 per cent; **5 per cent; *10 per cent.
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