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Abstract. Academic dishonesty among 
college students is often associated with 
low academic motivation, which has been 
confirmed by multiple international find-
ings. However, the role of academic mo-
tivation may be overestimated, as such 
studies do not normally control for con-
textual factors such as faculty and peer 
behavior. This study utilized the theoret-
ical framework of Eric M. Anderman and 
Tamera B. Murdock to identify the factors 

of academic dishonesty and the self-de-
termination theory of Edward L. Deci and 
Richard M. Ryan to measure academ-
ic motivation. Longitudinal data on stu-
dents of four Russian universities par-
ticipating in the Project 5–100 (N=914) 
is used to measure the ability of aca-
demic motivation to predict academic 
cheating and plagiarism rates while con-
trolling for contextual factors. Regres-
sion analysis shows that academic moti-
vation becomes insignificant as a predic-
tor as soon as perceived consequences 
and peer effects come into play. The best 
predictor of both plagiarism and cheat-
ing is students’ perception of contextual 
factors, i. e. perceived prevalence of rel-
evant behaviors among peers. Unlike with 
cheating, plagiarism rates are not con-
tingent on the probability of punishment.
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Academic dishonesty including cheating and plagiarism in written pa-
pers [Pavela 1997], is pervasive in Russian higher education. Accord-
ing to the 2014 Monitoring of Education Markets and Organizations 
(MEMO), nearly one in five students admit having plagiarized (cop-
ied pieces of source text without proper citation), bought papers (es-
says, reports, term papers) from essay mills, or used cheat sheets 
in an exam/test [Roshchina, Shmeleva 2016]. Another study involv-
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ing students in economics and management programs of eight Rus-
sian universities found that one in six students believe that most ex-
ams and tests at their university can be passed by cheating, and over 
one third are convinced that many of their peers buy papers online 
[Maloshonok 2016].

A variety of factors are proposed by researchers to explain the 
high incidence of academic dishonesty Studies show that a lot of stu-
dents consider academic dishonesty to be an acceptable and jus-
tified educational strategy [Lupton, Chapman 2002; Poltorak 1995; 
Denisova-Schmidt, Huber, Leontyeva 2016], which may stem from 
school experiences [Latova, Latov 2007] and overall tolerance of cor-
rupt practices in Russia [Magnus et al. 2002; Denisova-Schmidt 2017; 
2018]. Some researchers believe that academic dishonesty in Rus-
sian higher education may be aggravated by certain peculiarities of 
the system [Magnus et al. 2002; Denisova-Schmidt, Huber, Leontye-
va 2016; Leontyeva 2010], such as the funding model that makes it 
unprofitable for colleges to dismiss students for academic dishones-
ty [Denisova-Schmidt 2017; Golunov 2013]. Scholars also emphasize 
insufficiency of the anti-fraud policies implemented by universities and 
faculty [Shmeleva 2016; Golunov 2013].

A number of Russian studies have found low student academic 
motivation to be another factor of high academic dishonesty rates in 
Russian colleges [Gizhitsky 2014; Gizhitsky, Gordeeva 2015; Shmele-
va 2016]. Researchers in Russia as well as in other countries demon-
strate that students primarily seeking to learn new knowledge or skills 
are less likely to cheat than those motivated by extrinsic or perfor-
mance factors, such as grades or social comparison [Jordan 2001; 
Rettinger, Jordan 2005; David 2015].

However, the majority of publications studying the relationship be-
tween academic motivation and dishonest behaviors do not take into 
account the influence of contextual factors, which are the most pow-
erful predictors of academic dishonesty [McCabe, Trevino, Butter-
field 2001; McCabe, Feghali, Abdallah 2008]. As a result, the role of 
academic motivation in explaining and predicting academic dishon-
esty may be overestimated, since such contextual factors as facul-
ty attitudes and actions [Simon et al. 2004; Yu et al. 2016; Broeckel-
man-Post 2008], peer behavior [McCabe, Trevino, Butterfield 2001; 
2002; McCabe, Feghali, Abdallah 2008; Megehee, Spake 2008; Ma, 
McCabe, Liu 2013], and existence and effectiveness of honor code 
systems [Arnold, Martin, Bigby 2007; McCabe, Trevino, Butterfield 
2002] are significantly related to academic dishonesty. For instance, 
studies conducted in different cultural contexts show that students 
who perceive academic dishonesty as commonplace among peers 
are significantly more likely to engage in dishonest practices them-
selves [Ma, McCabe, Liu 2013; McCabe, Trevino, Butterfield 2002].

Besides, researchers exploring the relationship between cheat-
ing in higher education and academic motivation usually approach 

https://vo.hse.ru/data/2017/12/20/1159981508/Klyachko.pdf


http://vo.hse.ru/en/

E. Shmeleva, T. Semenova 
Academic Dishonesty among College Students

motivation as a goal that students seek to achieve, so they measure 
it using the tools proposed by achievement goal orientation theory 
[David 2015; Murdock, Hale, Weber 2001; Anderman, Koenka 2017; 
Koul 2012; Ozdemir Oz, Lane, Michou 2016]. However, the typology 
of goals suggested by this theory distills all the diverse goals to only 
two, discriminating between “mastery” and “performance” goal orien-
tations (as tendencies to achieve positive or avoid negative outcomes, 
respectively), and excludes goal overlapping. Other researchers use 
the binary concept of extrinsic vs intrinsic motivation [Rettinger, Jor-
dan 2005; Jordan 2001]. This model, however, is oversimplified, as 
there is empirical evidence of various subtypes of extrinsic motiva-
tion with differing degrees of autonomy in the initiation and regulation 
of intentional behavior [Vansteenkiste et al. 2010; Ryan, Deci 2000].

This study seeks to shed light on the relationship between aca-
demic dishonesty and student academic motivation, overcoming the 
limitations. Academic motivation is measured using self-determina-
tion theory [Ryan, Deci 2000], which offers a more elaborated typol-
ogy of motivation than the one proposed by achievement goal orien-
tation theory [Maloshonok, Semenova, Terentev 2015]. Meanwhile, 
contextual factors are controlled for, allowing a more accurate eval-
uation of the role of academic motivation in predicting academic dis-
honesty. In addition, the study separately examines the relationship 
between academic motivation and dishonest behaviors such as pla-
giarism and cheating on exams, as factors of their prevalence may dif-
fer significantly [Passow et al. 2006]. Therefore, in this paper we an-
swer the following research question:

How does the student academic motivation contribute to the ex-
planation of academic dishonesty controlling for contextual factors?

The paper uses data on 914 students of four Russian universities 
participating in the Project 5–100 (designed to sharpen the compet-
itive edge of Russian colleges in the global scene) that was collect-
ed during two rounds of a longitudinal survey performed in fall 2015 
(when the students were freshmen) and in spring 2016.

This study utilizes the theoretical framework of Tamera B. Murdock 
and Eric M. Anderman [Murdock, Anderman 2006], derived from a 
systematized set of data obtained in a variety of correlational stud-
ies and quasi-experiments devoted to academic dishonesty. The pro-
posed model approaches academic dishonesty as motivated actions 
that students decide to take depending on their (a) goals, (b) expecta-
tions for accomplishing those goals, and (c) assessments of the costs 
associated with academic dishonesty (Fig. 1).

International findings indicate that academic goals are significant-
ly related to cheating behavior [Jordan 2001; Rettinger, Jordan 2005; 
David 2015]. The goals pursued by students reflect their academ-
ic motivation, i. e. educational outcomes that they want to accom-

1. Theoretical 
Framework
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plish. The original model approaches academic motivation through 
the prism of achievement goal orientation theory, distinguishing be-
tween mastery-oriented students willing to master a particular body 
of knowledge and performance-oriented students focused on show-
ing evidence of their ability and avoiding failure [Ames, Archer 1988; 
Elliot 2005]. A great deal of findings indicate that students are more 
likely to engage in malpractices if they pursue performance goals of 
obtaining good grades or showing how smart they are [Newstead, 
Franklyn-Stokes, Armstead 1996; Anderman, Griesinger, Westerfield 
1998] and if they avoid appearing incompetent to their peers [Ander-
man, Koenka 2017].

Exploiting a binary typology of goals, this theory does not allow 
embracing the whole spectrum of motivation. For this reason, we draw 
on self-determination theory [Ryan, Deci 2000], which understands 
academic motivation as the cause of the initiation and regulation of 
student behavior. This theory discriminates among intrinsic motivation, 
four types of extrinsic motivation, and amotivation. All of those can 
be plotted on a single continuum with varying degrees of perceived 

Figure . Murdock and Anderman’s Theoretical Framework 
[Murdock, Anderman ]

Figure 2. Motivation Typology According to
 Self-Determination Theory [Ryan, Deci ]
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autonomy (Fig. 2). Intrinsically-motivated students engage in learn-
ing for the sake of interest and enjoyment, so this type of motivation 
is associated with the highest degree of autonomy. Extrinsically-mo-
tivated students initiate and regulate their actions being driven by ex-
ternal stimuli―external objects related to learning behavior indirectly, 
such as grades or other incentives (external motivation), social norms 
(introjected motivation), perception of an activity as important (identi-
fied motivation) and valuable (integrated motivation). Amotivated stu-
dents have no motivation to engage in learning.

Murdock and Anderman maintain that academic dishonesty is 
also affected by perceived costs of cheating, which are determined by 
contextual factors and students’ level of moral reasoning. Contextual 
factors are conditions formed by the learning environment that may 
promote or hinder academic dishonesty. These include institutional 
policy to detect and prevent plagiarism and cheating, peer and facul-
ty behavior, and perceived proportion of cheaters going unpunished.

This study zeroes in on the relationship between academic mo-
tivation and academic dishonesty, while making allowance for per-
ceived costs associated with contextual factors, namely faculty and 
peer attitudes. It is assumed that students with higher levels of aca-
demic motivation and perceived costs are less likely to cheat. The ad-
justed theoretical framework based on Murdock and Anderman’s the-
ory is presented in Figure 3.

Data on students of four leading universities of Russia participating in 
the Project 5–1001, collected during Trajectories and Experiences of 
University Students in Russia, a longitudinal survey organized by the 
Higher School of Economics Institute of Education, provided the em-
pirical basis of research. The survey was targeted at students enrolled 
in 2015 to various education programs, intending to measure their ed-
ucational experiences and trajectories. This article uses data obtained 

 1 The complete list of 14 universities participating in the Project 5–100 in 2015 
is available at https://ioe.hse.ru/collaborative_project/members

2. Method
2.1. Data

Figure . Proposed Theoretical Framework
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in two rounds of the survey. The first round was administered during 
the fall term of 2015. Every first-year student in the selected programs 
was emailed an invitation to participate in a longitudinal survey with 
a link to the online questionnaire. The first-round questionnaire con-
sisted of items on entrants’ demographic and socioeconomic charac-
teristics, their expectations about university experience, and a mod-
ule devoted to academic motivation and perceived academic norms. 
Invitation to participate in the first round was accepted by 1,149 stu-
dents out of the 8,597 who were sent invitation emails (the average re-
sponse rate being 16%).

The second round of the survey took place in the spring term of 
2016. Respondents to round one were emailed an invitation to par-
ticipate in the second round. The email contained a link to the online 
questionnaire designed to measure students’ academic engagement, 
satisfaction, self-assessed performance, academic motivation, and 
frequency of academic dishonesty. The second-round survey had a 
response rate of 78% (n = 914).

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for the sample. Over half of 
the participants (60%) were enrolled in humanities, economics, and 
social science programs, of which Economics and Management and 

Table 1. Descriptive Statistics, n = 914

Variable Description %

Gender Female 60.1

Male 39.9

Mother’s 
education

No college degree 19.8

College degree 80.2

University University 1 49.0

University 2 10.7

University 3 25.9

University 4 14.4

Program STEM 40.5

Humanities, economics, and social sciences 59.5

Type of 
funding

State funding 70.5

Self-funding or apprenticeship contract 29.5

Self-as-
sessed 
performance

Straight A’s 10.9

A’s and B’s 43.9

Mostly A’s and B’s, some C’s 34.0

Mostly C’s 11.2
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Sociology/ Social Science were represented the most. The rest of the 
respondents were enrolled in STEM programs (41%), Information & 
Computer Science and Electrical/ Electronics Engineering Technolo-
gy being the most popular ones. Women accounted for more than half 
of the sample (60%). Most students participating in both rounds of the 
survey were enrolled in state-funded programs (71%).

Two rounds of the survey measured students’ motivational character-
istics. The first round used an abridged version of the Academic Mo-
tivation Scale instrument developed by Robert J. Vallerand and his 
colleagues [Vallerand et al. 1992]. The questionnaire consists of ten 
items on reasons for engaging in higher education, which students 
are asked to rate on a seven-point scale. This instrument measures 
intrinsic motivation, three types of extrinsic motivation―identified, in-
trojected, and external―and amotivation2. In the second round of the 
survey, academic motivation was assessed using the Scales of Aca-
demic Motivation questionnaire validated by Tamara Gordeeva, Oleg 
Sychev, and Evgeny Osin [2014]. Being composed of 28 items on rea-
sons for attending university, each to be rated on a five-point scale, 
this instrument measures three types of intrinsic motivation (intrinsic 
cognition, achievement, and personal growth), three types of extrin-
sic motivation (motivation for self-respect, introjected, and external), 
and amotivation (examples of items measuring academic motivation 
in both rounds are given in Table A1 of Appendix).

To determine the relationship between academic motivation and 
academic dishonesty, the Relative Autonomy Index (RAI) was con-
structed using the methodology proposed in [Sheldon et al. 2017] for 
the levels of motivation measured at the beginning and at the end of 
the first year.

First of all, we checked to what extent the types of motivation were 
falling into two groups, autonomous3 vs controlled4 [Ibid.]. Hierarchi-
cal cluster analysis found all the items falling perfectly into the two 
groups and all the indicators being properly grouped, except those 
related to motivation for self-respect (they were added to the autono-
mous group instead of the controlled one). After verifying that empir-
ical findings are consistent with the theoretical binary division, factors 
for each type of academic motivation were extracted. Exploratory fac-
tor analysis showed that over 60% of the variance was explained by a 
single factor for all the types of motivation. All the motivation factors 

 2 Theory also postulates integrated motivation as another type of extrinsic mo-
tivation, meaning that an individual integrates an activity into their value sys-
tem, yet it is not measured empirically [Vallerand et al. 1992].

 3 Autonomous motivation includes all the types of intrinsic motivation and the 
identified type of extrinsic motivation.

 4 Controlled motivation includes amotivation and all the types of extrinsic mo-
tivation except the identified type.

2.2. Instruments for 
Measuring Academic 

Motivation
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proved to be highly reliable (Cronbach’s α > 0.7), except the factor of 
introjected motivation assessed during the first-round survey (Table 
A2, Appendix). The index of academic motivation (IAM) was calculat-
ed using the extracted factors except the factor of introjected moti-
vation (for the first-round IAM) and that of motivation for self-respect 
(for the second-round IAM). The IAM distribution is shown in Figures 
4 and 5 for the first and second rounds of the longitudinal survey, re-
spectively. Most students demonstrated a high degree of relative au-

Figure . Distribution of the Index of Academic Motivation 
Refl ecting the Degree of Relative Autonomy in the First Round of 
the Longitudinal Survey

Figure . Distribution of the Index of Academic Motivation 
Refl ecting the Degree of Relative Autonomy in the Second Round of 
the Longitudinal Survey
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tonomy at the beginning of the first year, which implies that intrinsic 
motivation prevailed at entry (Fig. 4).

The RAI drops by the end of the first year at university, bringing the 
academic motivation of most students to the medium level, meaning 
that their attendance was determined by intrinsic as well as extrinsic 
stimuli at that time (Fig. 5).

The second round of the survey was measuring the self-reported fre-
quency of cheating and plagiarism among students. The incidence 
of plagiarism was measured by the item, “How many times have you 
copied fragments from other publications or books (including on-
line sources) without citing the source?” To assess the frequency 
of cheating, students were asked, “How many times have you used 
cheat sheets (including on a mobile device) or copied from other stu-
dents during an exam or test?” Students could assess the frequen-
cy of cheating and plagiarism on a four-point scale involving “Never”, 

“Once or twice”, “3–5 times”, and “More than 5 times”.
The second round also assessed the costs of academic dishon-

esty, expressed by three measures, (a) perceived likelihood of se-
vere punishment for cheating and plagiarism, (b) probability of plagia-
rism check, and (c) perceived prevalence of cheating and plagiarism 
among fellow students.

In order to measure perceived likelihood of severe punishment for 
cheating and plagiarism and the probability of plagiarism check, we 
asked students to assess the following situations as very likely, mod-
erately likely, or unlikely: (i) “Instructors at my university will remove a 
student from the classroom if they find them cheating during an exam 
or test”; (ii) “Instructors at my university will give bad grades if they de-
tect plagiarism in written assignments”; and (iii) “Instructors will check 
my written assignment (e. g. essay or report) for plagiarism”.

Perceived prevalence of plagiarism and cheating among fellow 
students was assessed using questions about the percentage of stu-
dents who engage in those dishonest practices on a regular basis. 
The respondents were offered the following options: “No one does it”, 
“Some students do it”, “Most students do it”, “Everyone does it”, and 
“Don’t know”.

The first round also analyzed students’ tolerance of plagiarism and 
cheating in terms of institutional policies. Students were asked wheth-
er they considered acceptable copying fragments from other publica-
tions or books (including online sources) without citing the source, and 
using cheat sheets (including on a mobile device) or copying from oth-
er students during an exam or test. The “Don’t know” response option 
was also available. Intolerance to plagiarism was reported by 91% of 
freshmen, and intolerance to cheating (“inacceptable”) by 83%. These 
measures were used as control variables in the regression models.

Half of the survey participants engaged in academic dishones-
ty at least once during their first year at the university (Fig. 6). Cheat-

2.3. Instrument for 
Measuring Academic 

Dishonesty
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ing was found to be more prevalent than plagiarism. Seven percent of 
the students reported having cheated on an exam or test more than 
five times, but none had copied fragments from other works that often.

Plagiarism and cheating rates vary greatly across the universities 
(Fig. 7). The percentage of students who have never committed pla-

  Never
  Once or twice
  3–5 times
  More than 5 times

Figure . Frequency of Plagiarism and Cheating

Item: During this academic year, how many times have you …? 
Copied fragments from other publications or books to use in my own written assignments (essays, 
reports, term papers) without citing the source (n = 566)

Used cheat sheets or copied from other students during 
an exam or test (n = 638)

55 34 11

50 30 13 7

Figure . Percentage of Students Who Have Never Cheated or 
Plagiarized Across the Surveyed Universities

Item: During this academic year, how many times have you …? 
Copied fragments from other publications or books to use in my own written assignments (essays, 
reports, term papers) without citing the source (n = 566)

Used cheat sheets or copied from other students during 
an exam or test (n = 638)

  Max
  Mean
  Min

62
55

36

64
50

29

Figure . Perceived Prevalence of Cheating and 
Plagiarism among Fellow Students

Perceived prevalence of cheating

Perceived prevalence of plagiarism

12 50 29 9

  No one does it
  Some students do it
  Most students do it
  Everyone does it

9 49 37 6

12 50 29

Figure . Perceived Probability of Severe Punishment and 
Plagiarism Checks

Perceived probability of cheaters being removed from the classroom

Perceived probability of written assignments being checked for plagiarism

Perceived probability of getting bad grades for plagiarism
12 50 29

  Low
  Moderate
  High

9 49 37
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giarism is 29% in one of the institutions and twice as high (64%) in 
another one5. Variation in the frequency of cheating is relatively low-
er, 36–62%6.

Students perceive the prevalence of cheating and plagiarism 
among peers as high, one in three respondents being convinced 
that most of their fellow students engage in plagiarism and cheat-
ing (Fig. 8).

Although most students believe that academic dishonesty is per-
vasive among their peers, two thirds of the respondents report a high 
likelihood of severe punishment for plagiarism and cheating (Fig. 
9). At the same time, only half of the participants assess plagiarism 
checks as highly probable.

This study aimed to assess the relationship between academic dishon-
esty and academic motivation while controlling for contextual factors. 
The incidence of copying fragments from other sources without prop-
er citation and the incidence of cheating during an exam or test were 
used as dependent variables7. As these variables are ordinal, analysis 
involved constructing ordinal logistic regression models which allowed 
evaluating the chances of falling under each of the categories (in this 
case, categories of frequency of academic dishonesty).

Three regression models were estimated for each of the dishonest 
practices. Model 1 only included academic motivation indicators (for 
first- and second-year students). The second regression model adds 
individual characteristics of students, which, according to studies, can 
be related to differences in the frequency of cheating and plagiarism 
[Shmeleva, 2015], namely the characteristics of students (gender, lev-
el of education of parents), their self-assessment of learning achieve-
ment, place of study (university and training direction).

This model also took account for students’ perception of institu-
tional norms regarding academic dishonesty. Since students were 
surveyed at the beginning of their college studies (in September), 
this variable is regarded as a proxy for students’ individual expecta-
tions about the existing university rules regarding academic dishon-
esty, not as a contextual factor. Model 2 allows measuring the role of 
academic motivation as compared to other individual student char-
acteristics. As the frequency of academic dishonesty may also be af-
fected by contextual factors, Model 3 additionally took into account 

 5 Significance level = 0.001.
 6 Significance level = 0.05.
 7 When constructing the models, we excluded students who gave the no-opin-

ion response (“Don’t know”) to how often they cheated and plagiarized from 
the analysis. As a result, 638 observations formed the sample in the model 
with plagiarism rate as the dependent variable. As for the model assessing 
the frequency of cheating, the sample consisted of 566 observations.

3. Findings
3.1. The Contribution 
of Academic Motiva-

tion to the Explanation 
of the Frequency of 

Academic Dishonesty 
Controlling for 

Contextual Factors
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the indicators describing perception of faculty and peer behaviors. It 
thus allows identifying how academic motivation determines the fre-
quency of plagiarism and cheating while controlling for individual stu-
dent characteristics as well as contextual factors describing the learn-
ing environment.

Analysis of variance as well as Akaike and Bayesian information 
criteria were used to compare the quality of the models constructed. 
The Model 3 demonstrated the best goodness of fit for both plagia-
rism and cheating compared to other models.

Results of regression analysis show that the frequency of plagiarism 
in written assignments is not related to academic motivation of first-
year students, yet it is negatively related to motivation measured dur-
ing the second year of studies. However, the correlation disappears 
when contextual factors are added to the model (Table A3, Appendix). 
This means that students with different levels of relative autonomy are 
equally likely to commit plagiarism in similar learning environments.

Perceived costs of plagiarism were found to be related only partly 
to the frequency of engaging in this practice, perceived peer behav-
ior appearing to be the only significant predictor. Indeed, the frequen-
cy of plagiarism increases dramatically if students believe that most or 
all of their peers tend to use fragments from other texts without cred-
iting the source. Meanwhile, faculty behavior is not affecting students’ 
decision to plagiarize―the variables describing perceived probability 
of plagiarism check and punishment in case of detection were found 
to be insignificant in the model. Consequently, students plagiarize re-
gardless of the associated risks, being guided by perceived preva-
lence of plagiarism among fellow students in the first place.

The frequency of plagiarism varies greatly across the institutions, 
the university variable remaining significant even when academic 
motivation, contextual factors, and other control variables are tak-
en into account. Besides, the frequency of using fragments from oth-
er sources without proper citation is related to self-assessed perfor-
mance. Students getting mostly C’s are more likely to plagiarize than 
straight-A students, the inference remaining robust when the mod-
el controls for perceived probability of plagiarism check and punish-
ment. Perceptions of institutional norms measured in first-year stu-
dents proved to be significant in Model 2. Students who perceived 
their university as intolerant to plagiarism at entry were less likely to 
plagiarize, no matter their academic motivation. However, this varia-
ble lost its deterring effect as soon as contextual factors were added 
to the model, which may indicate that perceptions of institutional pol-
icies are ultimately irrelevant.

Just as with plagiarism, higher levels of academic motivation meas-
ured during the second year of studies correlate with lower frequency 
of cheating, but this effect fades away when contextual factors come 

3.2. Models 
Explaining the 
Frequency of 

Plagiarism

3.3. Models 
Explaining the 

Frequency of Cheating
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into play (Table A4, Appendix). No relationship was found between ac-
ademic motivation assessed at the beginning of the first year and the 
frequency of cheating.

Another parallel finding is that peer behavior is a significant pre-
dictor of cheating rates. Students who believe that most of their peers 
cheat are significantly more likely to cheat on an exam themselves 
than those who perceive the prevalence of cheating as low (“No one 
does it” or “Some students do it”).

In contrast to plagiarism, the frequency of cheating turns out to be 
related to perceived costs associated with faculty behavior. The high-
er perceived probability of punishment for cheating, the lower the fre-
quency. Meanwhile, cheating rates do not vary across the universi-
ties surveyed as the university variable loses its significance in Model 
3, which controls for both academic motivation and perceived costs. 
This way, the frequency of cheating appears to be more situational and 
more related to the perceived faculty behavior than the frequency of 
plagiarism, the latter, in contrast, varying greatly across the institu-
tions but showing no correlation with faculty behavior.

Similarly to plagiarism, the frequency of cheating is related to 
self-assessed performance, being higher among students who most-
ly get C grades. Besides, students who perceived their university as 
intolerant to cheating were less likely to cheat on exams/tests at the 
end of the first year. However, this effect ceases to be significant (p < 
0.1) as soon as contextual factors are added to the model―which was 
also observed for plagiarism.

This study has some limitations which have to be taken into account 
when extrapolating its findings. First, its theoretical framework differs 
from the original version in that analysis excludes self-efficacy as one 
of the factors affecting academic dishonesty. However, the purpose of 
this study was to explore the relationship between academic motiva-
tion and academic dishonesty while controlling for contextual factors, 
not to test the validity of the original theoretical framework proposed 
by Murdock and Anderman [Murdock, Anderman 2006]. Second, the 
relationship between academic motivation and academic dishones-
ty was analyzed using self-reported data collected from students’ re-
sponses to sensitive questions about cheating and plagiarism, so it is 
entirely possible that the prevalence of academic dishonesty among 
university students is underestimated in this study. Third, the panel 
sample could have been biased by self-selection towards more moti-
vated, responsible, and engaged students. For instance, some stud-
ies [Dey 1997; Porter, Whitcomb 2005] indicate that respondents to 
student surveys are more likely to be high-performing, socially en-
gaged, and financially secure.

4. Limitations
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There is a long-held belief among Russian faculty that students bear 
responsibility for their academic success and honesty, and a tendency 
to explain students’ academic failures by their lack of “desire to learn” 
[Terentev et al. 2015]. The widespread opinion, “Who wants to study, 
will study”8, reflects the pivotal role of academic motivation, the lack 
of which may push students to cheat. The relationship between aca-
demic motivation and academic dishonesty has also been confirmed 
empirically by researchers in Russia [Gizhitsky 2014; Gizhitsky, Gor-
deeva 2015] and other countries [Rettinger, Jordan 2005; David 2015; 
Anderman, Koenka 2017].

This study was designed to assess this relationship while con-
trolling for contextual factors, which may affect the frequency of aca-
demic dishonesty to a significant extent. Drawing upon the theoretical 
framework proposed by Murdock and Anderman [Murdock, Ander-
man 2006], we assessed the effects of academic motivation, con-
trolling for the costs of plagiarism and cheating associated with faculty 
and peer behavior as perceived by students of four Russian universi-
ties involved in the Project 5–100.

This study demonstrates that the frequency of dishonest practices  — 
both plagiarism and cheating — does not depend on students’ rela-
tive autonomy in the regulation of their behavior. Instead, it is related 
to contextual factors, such as perceived peer behavior and perceived 
probability of punishment. These inferences are consistent with earli-
er findings demonstrating the great influence of peer and faculty be-
havior on the frequency of academic dishonesty [Broeckelman-Post 
2008; McCabe, Trevino, Butterfield 2001; 2002; McCabe, Feghali, Ab-
dallah 2008; Megehee, Spake 2008; Ma, McCabe, Liu 2013; Simon et 
al. 2004; Yu et al. 2016; Shmeleva 2016].

This study did not reveal a significant relationship between the 
probability of punishment for using fragments of others’ works and 
the frequency of plagiarism―quite surprisingly, as more than half of 
the respondents reported high rates of plagiarism checks and pun-
ishment in case of detection at their universities. Perhaps, these find-
ings indicate insufficiency of the measures to prevent academic dis-
honesty. First, despite the relatively high probability of plagiarism 
checks and punishment, a lot of students witness academic dishon-
esty around them, 38% of the participants being convinced that most 
of their peers plagiarize. In this case, the experience of observing fel-
low students avoiding punishment for plagiarism may be a more pow-
erful factor than perceptions of the probability of being caught [Frei-
burger et al. 2017]. Second, even though instructors do plagiarism 
checks, actually detecting plagiarism may be a challenge, which low-

 8 “It Was Only in My First Exam Session that I Didn’t Cheat”: Why Russian Stu-
dents Cheat, and International Attitudes towards Academic Dishonesty: 
https://paperpaper.ru/cheating/

5. Discussion
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ers the perceived likelihood of punishment as well as the perceived 
costs of using someone else’s words as one’s own.

Our findings also allow an inference that decisions to cheat are more 
contingent on the context than decisions to plagiarize. Students as-
sessing the probability of getting punished as high are less likely to 
cheat, yet perceived costs (probability and severity of punishment) 
do not play a significant role in plagiarism behavior. At the same time, 
the frequency of plagiarism varies significantly across the institutions, 
but no such relationship is observed for cheating behavior. Otherwise 
speaking, cheating is more dependent on contextual factors and be-
havior of specific instructors, while plagiarism rates are rather condi-
tioned institutionally.

International researchers tend to explain differences between col-
leges by such institutional characteristics as type, size, and academic 
integrity policies [Arnold, Martin, Bigby 2007; McCabe, Trevino, But-
terfield 2002]. Differences in plagiarism rates among the four sur-
veyed universities probably have to do with the types and efficiency of 
their prevention strategies. To shed more light on this issue, further re-
search should involve a larger sample of colleges, so that relationship 
between their institutional characteristics and plagiarism rates could 
be better investigated.

Senior students of Russian colleges are more tolerant to aca-
demic dishonesty than freshmen [Chirikov, Shmeleva 2018; Deniso-
va-Schmidt, Huber, Leontyeva 2016]. It may be suggested that stu-
dents tend to engage in corrupt practices more and more often as 
they progress through college. The findings obtained herein do not 
allow saying whether it happens because of academic motivation de-
creasing over the period of studies or not, as different rounds used dif-
ferent instruments to measure motivation. What the findings do indi-
cate is that contextual factors play a significant role in the prevalence 
of academic dishonesty  — and thus may contribute to students toler-
ance towards academic dishonesty.
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Table А1. Examples of Indicators Used to Measure Academic 
Motivation, Broken Down by Types of Motivation and Scales

Type of Motivation
Example of Indicator from the First-Round 
Instrument

Example of Indicator from the Second-Round 
Instrument

Intrinsic cognition Attending a college, I will learn something 
new about the things I am interested in

I am interested in learning

Achievement motivation I enjoy learning and solving challenging 
problems

Personal growth For the pleasure of outperforming myself 
academically

Motivation for 
self-respect

I expect to obtain the knowledge and skills 
required for work as a result of my college 
studies

Integrated motivation Because I want to prove myself that I am 
capable of achieving academic success

Introjected motivation I went to college to avoid disapproval of my 
friends and relatives

Because learning is my responsibility which 
I cannot abdicate

External motivation It is only with a college degree that I will be 
able to find a high-paying job

I have no other choice, as student 
attendance is monitored

Amotivation I have never reflected on why I go to college To tell the truth, I don’t know. It seems to me 
that I am just losing my time here

Table A2. Internal Consistency of Indicators Measuring  
Different Types of Academic Motivation

Type of Motivation n Cronbach’s α

1st Round

Intrinsic cognition 902 0.50

Motivation for self-respect 905 0.79

Introjected motivation 884 0.61

External motivation 882 0.83

Amotivation 888 0.74

2 nd Round

Intrinsic cognition 903 0.75

Achievement motivation 903 0.88

Personal growth 903 0.71

Introjected motivation 903 0.82

External motivation 903 0.77

Amotivation 903 0.80
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Table A3. Ordinal Logistic Regression Results. Dependent Variable: Copying Fragments 
from Others Without Proper Citation (n = 566)

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Academic motivation (relative autonomy scales)

Academic motivation (1st round) 0.971 
(0.029)

1.008 
(0.032)

1.001 
(0.032)

Academic motivation (2nd round) 0.780*** 
(0.070)

0.844* 
(0.081)

0.937 
(0.093)

Control variables — individual student characteristics

Gender (base: female) 0.822
(0.152)

0.830
(0.160)

Mother’s education (base: college degree) 1.091
(0.228)

1.095
(0.238)

University 2 (base: university 1) 3.261***
(1.060)

2.463***
(0.853)

University 3 2.843***
(0.619)

2.404***
(0.561)

University 4 3.422***
(0.963)

2.451***
(0.752)

STEM (base: humanities and social sciences) 0.951
(0.212)

0.934
(0.215)

Self-funding or apprenticeship contract (base: state funding) 1.493**
(0.298)

1.534**
(0.317)

A’s and B’s (base: straight A’s) 1.866**
(0.572)

1.955**
(0.618)

A’s, B’s, and C’s 1.736*
(0.557)

1.735*
(0.575)

Mostly C’s 2.463**
(0.981)

2.513**
(1.037)

Copying fragments from others without proper citation is not tolerated by 
the university (base: it is acceptable to copy fragments without citation or 
I don’t know) (1st year)

0.463***
(0.137)

0.652
(0.205)

Perceived costs associated with contextual factors

Most students use fragments from other publications or books without 
citing the source (base: no one or some students)

2.226***
(0.407)

Everyone uses fragments from other publications or books without citing 
the source (base: no one or some students)

8.640***
(2.899)

Moderate probability of getting bad grades in case plagiarism is detected 
(base: low probability)

1.328
(0.699)

High probability of getting bad grades in case plagiarism is detected 
(base: low probability)

1.026
(0.554)
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Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Moderate probability of instructors checking assignments for plagiarism 
(base: low probability)

1.040
(0.317)

High probability of instructors checking assignments for plagiarism (base: 
low probability)

0.903
(0.295)

Chi-squared 10.46 78.19*** 136.62***

Number of factors extracted 4 15 21

Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) 1,162.7 1,117.0 1,070.5

Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) 1,180.1 1,182.1 1,161.6

McFadden’s pseudo R-squared 0.009 0.067 0.117

*** significance level = 0.001; ** significance level = 0.01; * significance level = 0.05.

Table A4. Ordinal Logistic Regression Results. Dependent Variable: Using Cheat Sheets 
on an Exam/Test (n = 638)

Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Academic motivation (relative autonomy scales)

Academic motivation (1st round) 0.977
(0.027)

0.992
(0.029)

0.986
(0.030)

Academic motivation (2nd round) 0.665***
(0.057)

0.725***
(0.065)

0.876
(0.084)

Control variables — individual student characteristics

Gender (base: female) 0.836
(0.151)

0.926
(0.177)

Mother’s education (base: college degree) 0.748
(0.152)

0.905
(0.192)

University 2 (base: university 1) 1.845**
(0.527)

1.299
(0.392)

University 3 1.401
(0.299)

1.235
(0.278)

University 4 0.952
(0.263)

0.725
(0.211)

STEM (base: humanities and social sciences) 0.786
(0.171)

0.841
(0.191)

Self-funding or apprenticeship contract (base: state funding) 0.727
(0.146)

0.608**
(0.130)

A’s and B’s (base: straight A’s) 1.670*
(0.480)

1.978**
(0.607)

A’s, B’s, and C’s 1.585
(0.479)

1.884**
(0.608)
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Variable Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

Mostly C’s 3.862***
(1.445)

4.884***
(1.925)

Cheating during an exam/test (base: acceptable or I don’t know) (1st year) 0.567***
(0.118)

0.687*
(0.150)

Perceived costs associated with contextual factors

Most students use cheat sheets or copy from other students during exams 
or tests (base: no one or some students)

5.487***
(1.042)

Everyone uses cheat sheets or copies from other students during exams or 
tests (base: no one or some students)

6.787***
(2.366)

Moderate probability of instructors removing a student cheating during an 
exam/test from the classroom (base: low probability)

0.377**
(0.152)

High probability of instructors removing a student cheating during an 
exam/test from the classroom (base: low probability)

0.336***
(0.128)

Chi-squared 27.12 69.44*** 177.65***

Number of degrees of freedom 4 15 19

Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) 1,185.4 1,165.1 1,064.9

Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) 1,203.2 1,232.0 1,149.6

McFadden’s pseudo R-squared 0.023 0.058 0.148

*** significance level = 0.001; ** significance level = 0.01; * significance level = 0.05.

https://vo.hse.ru/data/2017/12/20/1159981508/Klyachko.pdf

