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Abstract. The article focuses on univer-
sity students’ reasons for committing ac-
ademic fraud and students’ knowledge 
about regulations concerning academ-
ic dishonesty. A qualitative study has 
been carried out with students from Es-
tonia, Finland and the USA, consisting 
of eight in-depth interviews. Qualitative 
inductive content analysis was used to 

analyze the data. A document analysis 
has been carried out to provide a com-
parative look into how different universi-
ties regulate academic fraud. The results 
indicate that students commit academic 
fraud mainly because of individual rea-
sons such as not being able to memo-
rize the necessary amount of material 
and that students are not very well aware 
of the regulations concerning academ-
ic dishonesty. The study shows the need 
for Estonian and Finnish universities to 
develop their strategies on dealing with 
academic dishonesty and promoting ac-
ademic integrity.
Keywords: academic dishonesty, 
fraud, regulations.

Academic dishonesty has been researched mostly in cultural set-
tings [Yang S. 2012; Sendag, Duran, Fraser, 2012; Rezanejad, Rezaei, 
2013]. Recent media coverage on academic dishonesty has revived 
the subject and made it very topical. Plagiarizing scandals have re-
ceived widespread coverage in media and reflect badly on the aca-
demic community. Many studies (e. g., [Yang, Huang, Chen, 2013; 
Yang, 2012; Jones, 2011]) confirm the relationship between student 
academic honesty in school and ethical decision-making in the work-
place. It highlights that the causes and consequences of academic 
fraud urgently require more thorough investigation. Research results 
may provide helpful tips for universities and faculty members on how 
to prevent academic dishonesty in the future.

The aim of the study is to identify university students’ reasons for 
committing academic dishonesty and to find out and compare the ex-
tent of students’ knowledge about university regulations on academ-
ic dishonesty. The first part of the article focuses on the theoretical 
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background. This includes the definition of academic dishonesty and 
prominent research results on academic dishonesty. The second part 
lists the different regulations that the universities studied in this thesis 
have on academic dishonesty. In the third part, the research methods 
are explained in greater detail. The fourth part covers the results and 
highlights data discovered in the qualitative study. The last part dis-
cusses results and provides ideas on how to further study the topic 
of academic dishonesty.

Bernard E. Whitley, Jr and Patricia Keith-Spiegel [2002. P. 16] have 
said, “Academic dishonesty appears to be one of those phenomena 
that few people can define exactly, but that everyone can recognize 
when they see it.” There are many definitions of academic dishones-
ty which all share some common characteristics. In this study, the ty-
pology provided by Gary Pavela [1978] will be used because most uni-
versities’ regulations on academic dishonesty seem to be based on 
this typology. Pavela lists four components of academic dishonesty:

1.	 Cheating is “intentionally using or attempting to use unauthorized 
materials, information, or study aids in any academic exercise. 
The term academic exercise includes all forms of work submit-
ted for credit or hours.” Thus, cheating includes such behaviors 
as using crib notes or copying during tests and unauthorized col-
laboration on out-of-class assignments.

2.	 Fabrication is “intentional and unauthorized falsification or inven-
tion of any information or citation in an academic exercise.” Thus, 
fabrication includes behaviors such as making up sources for the 
bibliography of a paper or faking the results of a laboratory ex-
periment.

3.	 Plagiarism is “deliberate adoption or reproduction of ideas or 
words or statements of another person as one’s own without ac-
knowledgement.” Thus, plagiarism includes behaviors such as 
turning in a paper written by another student or buying a paper 
from a commercial source and failing to properly attribute quo-
tations within a paper. Depending on institutional policy, it could 
also include what might be called self-plagiarism—submitting 
the same paper for credit in more than one course without the in-
structor’s permission.

4.	 Facilitating academic dishonesty is “intentionally or knowingly 
helping or attempting to help another” engage in some form of 
academic dishonesty.

According to research by Whitley & Keith-Spiegel [2002], components 
like misrepresentation (giving a false excuse for missing a test), sabo-
tage (preventing others from completing their work), and failure to con-
tribute to collaborative projects could also be added to the typology.

1. Theoretical 
background

1.1. Definition of 
academic 

dishonesty
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Academic dishonesty is a serious problem in the academic realm 
with more and more attention being directed at understanding it and 
regulating it. Research on academic dishonesty started in the United 
States in the 1960’s [Silpiö, 2012]. The results of both older and newer 
research show that 50–70% of university students have taken part in 
activities that can be seen as academic dishonesty during their uni-
versity studies [Bowers, 1964; McGabe, Trevino, 1993; Curasi, 2013]. 
The reasons students report for engaging in these activities are mul-
tiple. They include different psychological processes from neutraliza-
tion strategies to individual factors and social issues. These reasons 
will be discussed in the following part.

The reasons students give to explain their academic dishonesty 
can be roughly divided into two different categories. The first catego-
ry is individual reasons [Anderman, Cupp, Lane, 2010; Curasi, 2013]. 
These include explanations that stem from the students’ own actions 
or the inability to meet certain requirements of academic work. Jones 
[2011] found that 92% of students engage in academic dishones-
ty because of the need or wish to get better grades. This result is 
also supported by Olafson and Schraw [2013], who found that get-
ting better grades was also the most common reason for students 
cheating (43% of students). Individual reasons also include a lack of 
proper learning strategies to perform well in school [Anderman, Mur-
dock, 2007], a lack of time to complete assignment or study for a test, 
and having no interest in the subject [Jones, 2011]. Rezanejad and 
Rezaei [2013] found lack of time to complete a task to be the reason 
for cheating in 69% of students who had reported engaging in aca-
demic dishonesty. They also found that language students cheat be-
cause of a lack of good command of the language (82% of students). 
This relates to the study by Olafson and Schraw [2013] in which stu-
dents reported the inability to complete a task a reason for engaging 
in academic dishonesty.

In conclusion, the most prevalent individual reasons for students 
engaging in academic dishonesty are a need to get better grades, a 
lack of time, a the perceived inability to complete tasks. These indi-
vidual reasons do not make use of neutralization strategies and ex-
plain engagement in dishonest activities as a result of individual ac-
tions and inability to meet the requirements of academic work.

The second category that students use to explain their academ-
ic dishonesty is institutional reasons. These reasons are strongly re-
lated to neutralization strategies in which the students remove blame 
from themselves and put it on their respective schools or other indi-
viduals [McGabe, 1992; Sykes, Matza, 1957]. Neutralization theory 
was developed while studying juvenile delinquents but is also strong-
ly associated with academic dishonesty and other behavior that goes 
against societal norms [Curasi, 2013] .

Neutralization theory provides five techniques for how people 
neutralize and explain their immoral behavior [Sykes, Matza, 1957]: 

1.2 Students 
reasons for 
engaging in 
academic 
dishonesty
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(1) Denial of responsibility is when the individual is able to define him-
self or herself as completely excused from his or her deviant behav-
ior; for example, the individual believes that cheating is understand-
able when students make no effort to cover up their answers during 
an exam. (2) Denial of injury is when the individual believes there is 
no specific person who has been harmed by the deviant behavior. (3) 
Denial of victim is when the individual accepts responsibility for his or 
her behavior but blames the victim for the occurrence of the behav-
ior; for example, a student cheats because he or she feels that the 
requirements for an exam are unfairly strict, and therefore, cheating 
is a way of retaliating against the professor. (4) Condemnation of the 
condemners is when the individual deflects the focus away from his or 
her wrongdoing and instead condemns the condemner; for example 
a student claims that cheating is understandable when the instruc-
tor does not care if students learn the material. (5) Appeal to higher 
loyalties is when the individual explains his or her behavior with being 
caught between two conflicting actions; for example a student might 
think it is understandable to cheat when he or she is in danger of los-
ing his or her scholarship.

Rezanejad and Rezaei [2013] discovered that 84% of students 
explained that they cheated because it was easy. This explanation is 
related to the neutralization technique of denying responsibility. For 
example, students put the blame of cheating on other students who 
do not cover up their answers for example [Curasi, 2013]. The blame 
can also be put on professors who do not care about academic dis-
honesty in their classes or do not wish to act on it. This is categorized 
as condemning the condemners. Rezanejad and Rezaei [2013] found 
out that this was the case with 63% of students. In this case, stu-
dents maintain that the professor is to blame for the occurring aca-
demic dishonesty because of his inability to act on the problem [Cur-
asi, 2013]. Rezanejad and Rezaei [2013] also discovered that 73% of 
students cheat because they feel that their universities do not offer 
enough training on the matter of academic dishonesty and that 63% 
of students feel that there is a lack of clarity on university regulations 
regarding academic dishonesty. Both Jones [2011] and Rezanejad 
and Rezaei [2013] found that students also explain their academic 
dishonesty by claiming that everyone else is doing it, too. This again 
removes the blame from the cheating individual and places it on oth-
ers. The social aspect of academic dishonesty has been widely stud-
ied, and research suggests that seeing other students engaging in 
academic dishonesty is positively correlated with an individual’s own 
engagement in academic dishonesty [Rettinger, Cramer, 2009] .

Olafson and Schraw [2013] have found that there are differences 
between students who have been sanctioned for academic dishon-
esty and students who have not. Students who had been sanctioned 
indicated more institutional reasons than individual ones. Students 
who had been sanctioned for academic dishonesty mentioned that 
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the reasons why they cheated were: feeling pressured to succeed 
(19%), feeling incapable of completing the task (17%), wanting to 
earn a higher grade (19%), and other reasons (29%). These other 
reasons included explanations such as, “The class wasn’t worth my 
effort to study.” These reasons found by Olafsen and Schraw [2013] 
are similar to the ones that Jones [2011] found (not having an inter-
est in class). The students who had not been sanctioned reasoned 
that they engaged in academic dishonesty because they felt pres-
sured to succeed (10%), felt incapable of completing the task (24%), 
wanted to earn a higher grade (43%), and other reasons (14%). The 
results by Olafsen and Schraw [2013] show that students who have 
not been caught explain their engagement in academic dishones-
ty as being more connected to getting better grades and less relat-
ed to other reasons. Another popular reason for cheating is the lack 
of time to meet deadlines [Rezanejad, Rezaei, 2013; Jones, 2011; 
Sendag et al., 2012].

In conclusion, institutional reasons for engaging in academic dis-
honesty are strongly related to neutralization techniques. Students 
transfer the blame from themselves to other individuals, or they blame 
their universities for their own dishonest behavior. There are differenc-
es between the reasons provided by students who have been caught 
being academically dishonest and those who have not been caught. 
The former explain their academic dishonesty with more institutional 
reasons than individual ones.

A factor that is related to academic dishonesty but that is often over-
looked is university students’ knowledge about university regulations 
concerning academic dishonesty [Rezanejad, Rezaei, 2013]. Where 
do students get information about their schools’ policies, and how is 
this knowledge related to students’ behavior? Rezanejad and Rezaei 
[2013] found that the most common source of information about pla-
giarism among students is professors (87.6% of students). Other 
sources of information include newspapers and magazines (49.2%), 
friends or family members from higher levels of education (42.6%), 
and TV and radio (41%). Since this study was conducted in the Middle 
East, it does not necessarily apply to western universities. Rezane-
jad and Rezaei [2013] concluded that Iranian students needed more 
training in the matter of academic dishonesty—but what is the situa-
tion like in the West? Jones [2011] similarly showed that students re-
ceived the most information about academic integrity from their pro-
fessors (75% of students surveyed), and 67% of students surveyed 
received information about regulations from their university’s “Intro-
duction to College Life” course.

Hamlin, Barczyk, Powell and Frost [2013] carried out a study ex-
amining how ten US universities regulate academic dishonesty, what 
kinds of measures they take to prevent academic dishonesty, and 
how the schools deal with cases of academic dishonesty. The empha-

1.3 Students’ 
knowledge about 
regulations and 
the honor code 
system
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sis of most American universities is on prevention. All of the universi-
ties studied by Hamlin et al. had used their website to communicate 
an anti-cheating message and to provide students with resources to 
get a better understanding of what academic dishonesty is. This is 
in strong contrast to the study by Rezanejad and Rezaei [2013]. The 
reason for this could be cultural—the availability of the Internet might 
be scarcer in the Middle East. Many of the universities represented 
in Hamlin et al.’s study also had an official ethical code (known as an 
honor code) or had implemented student pledges which students 
had to sign at the beginning of their studies. The effect an honor code 
has on academic dishonesty is prone to discussion. Some research 
suggests that the existence of an honor code is associated with less 
student cheating [McGabe, Trevino, 1993; Ely, Henderson, Wachs-
man, 2013]. Other studies claim that honor codes have minimal or no 
effect whatsoever on academic dishonesty [Gardner, 1988; O’Neill, 
Pfeiffer, 2011; Yang, 2012]. One reason for the different research re-
sults could be the way in which honor codes are implemented—there 
are many different types of honor codes and various ways in which 
these honor codes are promoted.

The classical honor system has a student pledge and means dual 
responsibility. Students are expected to report themselves and others 
when a violation of the honor code has occurred. In most cases, fac-
ulty members are required to report incidents of academic dishonesty 
to a judiciary body instead of dealing with cases of academic dishon-
esty by themselves. The other way of implementing an honor code is 
the modified honor code system, in which one or more of these com-
ponents is not implemented. This could mean that students only have 
to sign a pledge at exams or that faculty members have the option of 
assessing and addressing honor code violations themselves as op-
posed to always having to report cases to the judiciary body.

Another thing that could explain the different research results is 
the way in which universities promote academic integrity. O’Neill and 
Pfeiffer [2011] claim that the existence of an honor code in itself does 
not reduce cheating; the implemented honor code has to be em-
braced by the students of the university. Their results also show that 
universities can reduce cheating behavior by raising awareness of 
what constitutes cheating. On the other hand, if academic integrity 
is not promoted, then universities run the risk of creating a culture of 
cheating that pervades campus culture and leads to more self-report-
ed cheating. This view is supported by Rettinger and Cramer [2009], 
who also claim that students may more easily justify their own cheat-
ing if universities fail to promote integrity. This justification may lead 
to the neutralization of attitudes, which in turn could lead to students 
regarding academic dishonesty as acceptable. Aaron and Georgia 
[1994] found that only half of faculty members discuss academic in-
tegrity during new faculty orientation. As mentioned before, most uni-
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versities now share information about academic dishonesty on their 
webpages and use the Internet to promote academic integrity.

While US universities use mostly similar methods to prevent ac-
ademic dishonesty, according to Hamlin et al. [2013], how they deal 
with cases of academic dishonesty varies strongly. Six of the ten uni-
versities Hamlin studied had a separate board to handle cases of ac-
ademic dishonesty, but the way sanctions were given varied. In a few 
of the universities, the sanctions varied according to the severity of 
the dishonest behavior. For example, a level 1 offense would oblige 
the student to take part in a seminar on academic dishonesty, while 
a level 4 offense would lead to the student’s being expelled from the 
university. Another university gave grades that clearly stated when a 
student had failed a course because of academic dishonesty. Four 
of the universities studied did not have a board or committee han-
dling the cases but dealt with them through the dean or the profes-
sors themselves. One of the universities clearly stated that they want-
ed to take a proactive stance on academic dishonesty and focus less 
on punishment.

The present study seeks to bridge the gap in previous research, 
addressing the reasons for committing academic dishonesty and ex-
amining students’ knowledge about university regulations on aca-
demic dishonesty.

Based on this aim and theoretical framework, the authors com-
piled three research questions: (1) What reasons do students use to 
explain their commitment of academic dishonesty? (2) To what extent 
are students aware of their universities’ policies on academic dishon-
esty? (3) Where do students get information about their universities’ 
policies on academic dishonesty?

Universities from three different countries have been studied in the 
current research: two universities from Estonia (marked in the text 
as A and B), two universities from Finland (marked in the text as C 
and D), and one US university (marked as E). In the following section, 
the studied universities’ regulations on academic dishonesty will be 
discussed. The only university studied in this article that has an hon-
or code is the university from the United States. In northern Europe, 
honor codes are less common and none of the Estonian or Finnish 
universities studied in this thesis have a clear-cut honor code that has 
been implemented for the whole university. As expected, the Estoni-
an and Finnish universities do have regulations on academic dishon-
esty and academic integrity, but ethical codes as such are promoted 
and have been implemented by faculties themselves. In the case of 
the Estonian universities studied, the general guidelines and regula-
tions on academic dishonesty are covered in the study regulations. In 
both of the Estonian universities, regulations on academic dishones-
ty are very similar (although written out differently). Both documents 

2. Regulations of 
the universities 
studied
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state six types of academic dishonesty and then follow by elaborat-
ing on what measures will be taken if a student is caught violating the 
regulations. The six types of academic dishonesty are very similar to 
the typology of Pavela [1978].

Estonian university A has a point in the document which states 
that the dean is obligated to either reprimand or expel the student 
from the university in cases of academic dishonesty. University B, on 
the other, hand has more options—in cases of academic dishonesty, 
university B will assemble a board, which will give the student either a 
written or spoken reprimand or apply for the expulsion of the student 
to the vice rector. There is also a possibility that no board will be put 
together and the student will simply receive an F grade1 for his or her 
course. Both university A and B have granted students the possibil-
ity of appealing the verdicts given by faculty, the dean, or the board.

As mentioned, some faculties have implemented their own regu-
lations on academic dishonesty. In the Estonian university A, two fac-
ulties have done this and issued clear documents that state what will 
happen if academic dishonesty is discovered. Both these faculties 
will form a committee in which all the people involved with the case 
are present. The accused will have a chance to explain his or her be-
havior, and then the committee will make a decision to either repri-
mand the student (for first-time offenders) and not allow him or her 
to finish the course during that semester or to apply for expulsion 
if the offense is sufficiently serious or if the student has been found 
guilty before.

The Finnish universities have a more proactive approach to regu-
lations and access to information about academic dishonesty. Both 
universities C and D have clear documents that present ethical rules 
of academic conduct. The documents concentrate on promoting ac-
ademic integrity instead of simply describing what academic dis-
honesty is and how it will be punished, as is the case in the Estonian 
universities. University C’s document is written in third person and de-
fines ideal academic conduct and also discusses possible problem-
atic issues regarding ethical behavior in academia. University D has 
chosen a first-person approach. In university D’s first-person docu-
ment, the responsibilities and freedoms of students and faculty are 
very clearly stated without much philosophical or ideological discus-
sion. This document is closer to the typical American honor code, 
even though it does not officially require a pledge from the students.

Both the Finnish universities studied also have separate doc-
uments available in which there are clear instructions about what 
measures will be taken in case of academic dishonesty. University 
C has clearly addressed the document to faculty members with in-

	 1	  Grade “F” or “insufficient”: the knowledge and skills acquired by the student 
are below the minimum required level.
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structions on what to do. This document is an “in-a-nutshell” version 
of what measures should be taken and is most likely very easy for fac-
ulty members to remember and act by. The measures have been di-
vided into seven categories, which correspond to the severity of vi-
olations. First, the teacher should have a talk with the student. If the 
violation is not very severe or is the result of carelessness, then no 
further action will be taken. If the violation is serious, then the teacher 
can forward the case to the director of the department, who will then 
speak with the student. The director of the department will then hold 
a hearing during which the case will be discussed, and if the student 
admits to the charges, then he or she will receive a grade of “F” for 
the course. The director of the department will also forward the re-
cords from the hearing to the dean, and the dean can then decide to 
have another hearing. The last and most severe measure is that the 
case will be settled by the university government. The most severe 
punishment is expulsion for a maximum of one year.

University D, on the other hand, has a very broad document cov-
ering everything from what exactly constitutes academic dishonesty 
to a very large table that has very clear instructions on what measures 
should be taken if a certain type of academic dishonesty is commit-
ted. The table does leave some room for faculty members to decide 
on what measures ought to be taken, depending on how serious the 
violation is according to the faculty member. Depending on the se-
riousness of the offense, the punishments for academic dishonesty 
include repeating coursework, failing a course, a written reprimand 
from the dean, a reprimand from the principal, and a temporary ex-
pulsion of one year. Since the document is so large and complicat-
ed, one would think that an “in-a-nutshell” version of the document 
would be needed. It might be the case that a shorter version is avail-
able for faculty members, but only the long version is available for the 
public on the university website.

The American university studied in this article has an honor code. 
The honor code states what is expected from students and what will 
happen if violations occur. The honor code of university E has a high 
emphasis on honesty. The word honesty appears very often in the 
code and is used to promote academic integrity. The honor code 
states very clearly what happens when violations occur. A student 
is handed a written copy of the charge and he or she will then have 
four days to build a case. A hearing then takes place during which 
the charge is discussed and the accused student has a chance to be 
heard and explain his or her behavior. The student also has the possi-
bility of stating evidence and calling witnesses. The honor board then 
makes a judgement, and if the student is found innocent, no report 
of the case will remain in his or her college record. If a guilty verdict 
is reached, the student may be subject to fines, disciplinary proba-
tions, suspension, or expulsion. Suspension will also lead to a certain 
type of mark for the course that indicates that the reason for such a 
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grade is a violation of the honor code. The honor code also explains 
in detail what constitutes a violation of the honor code. These vio-
lations are mostly the same as in the Estonian and Finnish universi-
ties and include most types of academic dishonesty. The violations 
also concern the behavior of honor board members, and a separate 
point of improper disclosure is included, according to which “failure 
of an honor board member to maintain strict confidentiality concern-
ing honor board proceedings” is also a violation of the code and will 
lead to a hearing and a verdict. Students also have the possibility to 
appeal a verdict if they feel that it is wrong. The appeal should be pre-
sented in writing and include reasons for why the verdict should be 
overturned. The honor code of university E is considered a classical 
honor code in that it contains dual responsibility and all cases will be 
dealt by the honor board. What that stands out in comparison to the 
Estonian and Finnish universities is that the American university can 
impose fines on students for academic dishonesty.

The study was carried out using a qualitative research method. The 
authors chose in-depth semi-structured interviews as the method of 
data collection. According to Johnson (2002, referenced [Marvasti, 
2004]), “in–depth interviewing provides a multi-perspective under-
standing of the topic.” By this he means that in-depth interviews can 
reveal multiple and even conflicting attitudes about a topic. This is im-
portant when speaking about a topic as delicate as academic dis-
honesty.

The study was conducted in five universities in Estonia, Finland, 
and the US. The selection of universities and interviewed students 
was based on convenience sampling. This is a sampling technique 
in which subjects are selected because of their convenient acces-
sibility to the researcher. The most obvious limit of the convenience 
sampling is sampling bias and that the sample is not representative 
of the entire population—the results of the study cannot be accu-
rate for the entire student population. At the same time, this sam-
pling technique is useful in documenting that a particular quality of 
a substance or phenomenon occurs within a given sample. Ethical 
aspects of this research method were considered during the entire 
period of research. According to Kvale, in an interview the subject 
talks about private events for later public use. This requires a deli-
cate balance between the interviewer’s objective of pursuing inter-
esting knowledge and ethical respect for the integrity of the inter-
view subject [Kvale, 2007].

Altogether, eight interviews were carried out (4 in Estonia, 2 in 
Finland, and 2 in the US). The interviewees varied from 3rd-year 
bachelor students to masters and doctoral-level students from fac-
ulties of social science. Five of the interviewees were female and 
three were male.

3. Research 
method
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The instrument (a  semi-structured interview) consisted of 20 
questions. The questions were compiled with the theoretical back-
ground of academic dishonesty in mind. A pilot interview was con-
ducted in order to find out which questions needed clarification and 
what kinds of related topics would appear and should be addressed. 
The questions were divided into three categories (individual, social, 
and institutional) so that the interview would not become too broad.

Due to the qualitative nature of the study, a qualitative content 
analysis was chosen as the data analysis method. All interviews were 
transcribed using a computer program called Inscribe. The data was 
then exported into a Microsoft Word file for further editing. First, the 
questions and answers were divided according to the categories of 
the questions (individual, social, institutional). The answers were also 
edited and repeated sentences along with sentence construction 
were corrected so that the idea of each answer would be clear.

Subsequently, the data was divided into three categories the au-
thors made notes to each answer and divided the data into two sim-
ple categories based on the research questions. From these catego-
ries a new set of subcategories was formed. These categories were 
composed based on the theoretical background of academic dishon-
esty and the research questions of the study. The categories were 
changed based on what was found in the transcribed text. The de-
velopment of the categories can be seen in Table 1.

The interviewees were asked what, in their opinion, constitutes aca-
demic fraud. The answers varied according to the length of the stu-
dents’ studies. Interviewees who were completing their bachelor’s 
degrees first discussed crib-sheet cheating first.

4. Results

4.1 What students 
consider to be 
academic 
dishonesty

Table 1. Qualitative content analysis categories

Individual 
questions

Regulations Knowledge about regulations

Promotion of integrity

Social 
questions

Sources of information

Suggestions for regulations

Reasons Individual reasons Неспособность выполнить задание

Institutional 
questions

Inability to complete tasks

Institutional reasons/
neutralization 
techniques

Denial of victim

Condemning the condemners
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Est Uni 1: Using disallowed methods in exams or other forms of 
knowledge checks. If you go to an exam with a crib-sheet, that’s 
academic dishonesty.

Est Uni 2: All dishonest ways of getting an academic result. Crib-sheet 
cheating, plagiarism, and ghostwriting.

Fin Uni 1: It is at least when you cheat on exams by bringing your notes 
or looking at other students’ answers.

Fin Uni 2: Claiming other authors’ texts and/or ideas as your own—in 
other words, plagiarizing.

Students who were further along with their studies (completing mas-
ter’s theses or doctoral studies) mentioned plagiarism and dishon-
est referencing first.

Est Uni 3: Today for me this is a multifaceted term. It is when a person 
takes [someone] else’s text and uses it without referencing 
properly. Using crib sheets also goes under that (academic 
dishonesty) .

US Uni 1: Academic dishonesty is when you use someone else’s ideas 
or data in your research without referencing properly.

Apart from the definition of academic dishonesty, students were 
asked questions about their own behavior and experiences with aca-
demic dishonesty. The results from these questions will be discussed 
in the following section.

All of the interviewees had taken part in some form of academic 
dishonesty, either in university or at earlier levels of education. Only 
one of the interviewees had not committed any academic dishones-
ty at the university level. The chosen form of academic dishonesty for 
most was using a crib-sheet on exams. Most students explained that 
they had cheated in secondary school or high school and that they 
have committed less academic dishonesty at the university level. Only 
one of the interviewees admitted to committing academic dishones-
ty in a group assignment for which students were supposed to carry 
out a small study with interviews.

Fin Uni 1: We had to do this coursework study and conduct interviews. 
We decided as a group to fabricate one of the interviews. It was 
laziness.

None of the interviewees had ever been caught being academically 
dishonest and could not therefore speak from personal experience 
about the measures taken by universities in cases of academic dis-
honesty. When asked about the seriousness of their offenses, none 
of the students considered their offenses to be very serious. Several 
reasons for this were cited.

4.2 Individual 
questions
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Est Uni 4: To think that I checked my answers, yes, it was serious 
but I was pleased with the result. It did not bother me morally 
because I saw that my answers were correct and I just wanted 
confirmation.

Fin Uni 1: It was not serious. I don’t feel bad about it at the moment. It 
was just an exercise.

Est Uni 1: I was terribly afraid of getting caught. That one question 
(on which I cheated) did not kill me. For me it was important 
not to get caught. I think stealing is a lot worse than academic 
dishonesty and I didn’t do it systematically. It was not a big 
ethical problem for me and my percentage of crib-sheet use 
was smaller that the other students.

Students were also asked about the reasons why they committed 
academic dishonesty. The answers varied from individual reasons 
such as being incapable of completing the task to using neutraliza-
tion techniques.

Est Uni 2: I have a bad fact memory. If there is an exam which is based 
on fact knowledge then I feel bad.

Est Uni 4: It was the perfectionist’s need for control

Fin Uni 1: It was laziness.

US Uni 1: We did it just for fun and to see if it was even possible.

The neutralization techniques that students use to explain their aca-
demic dishonesty did not come out when students were asked specif-
ic questions. These techniques were often mentioned when students 
spoke freely after answering more specific questions or as side com-
ments on certain questions. Condemning the condemners and denial 
of victim were the most commonly used neutralization techniques im-
plied by the interviewees. Students used the teaching practices and 
exam requirements of teachers to explain their academic dishonesty.

Est Uni 1: I cheated in history because our teacher was not a great 
didactic from a teaching perspective. Our classes consisted of 
45 minutes of writing down notes very fast and memorizing all 
that information was not necessary since I already knew what I 
wanted to become.

Est Uni 2: I don’t like exams which are about nit-picking facts. It should 
be allowed to check facts to a certain extent. The situations 
where most academic dishonesty occurs are a result of a lack 
of student-teacher communication. The teachers could come 
half way in some cases and think of why students engage in 
academic dishonesty.
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Est Uni 3: I didn’t see any point in memorizing all the theoretical 
equations for the exam. I still don’t see any point in memorizing 
facts, it is more important to be able to do things in practice.

Students were also asked if there are any circumstances under which 
academic dishonesty is excusable and acceptable. The answers were 
split in half.

Est Uni 1: I think it is acceptable to cheat up until the moment that 
you start to learn a profession. I think the negative influence of 
academic dishonesty is overrated. If I make a crib-sheet it’s an 
overview of the subject.

Fin Uni 1: It’s not—because you learn for the benefit of yourself and 
cheating is wrong.

Fin Uni 2: I do not think it is, at least a situation like that does not come 
to my mind. I can, however, understand why some people 
choose resort into academic dishonesty.

When asked what students would do or have done if they see or have 
seen an act of academic dishonesty, none of the interviewees ex-
pressed willingness to report others’ academic dishonesty to a mem-
ber of the faculty.

Est Uni 4: Since I’ve been guilty myself I haven’t bee able to take on 
that responsibility of reporting the offense to someone.

US Uni 1: It is very hard to intervene because when you study in an 
intimate social group where everyone knows each other, there is 
that (social) pressure. In university it is easier to be anonymous 
and report academic dishonesty.

Fin Uni 1: I don’t feel like I need to intervene because they are only 
hurting themselves.

The interviewees from all countries claimed that their attitudes re-
garding academic dishonesty had changed from secondary school 
to university. The changes were attributed to growing up and under-
standing that academic dishonesty only hurts the student who is do-
ing it.

The second category of questions that interviewees were asked per-
tained to social matters concerning academic dishonesty. In explain-
ing the reasons for their own academic dishonesty, students primarily 
presented individual reasons and neutralization techniques regard-
ing their instructors’ teaching methods. When asked about why oth-
er students engage in academic dishonesty, the answers were some-
what different.

4.3 Social 
questions



http://vo.hse.ru� 15

Magnus Ligi, Karmen Trasberg 
University Students’ Reasons for Committing Academic Fraud

Est Uni 4: It could be that social group has formed where the idea is 
that “we pass our exams by looking at others answers.”

Fin Uni 2: In some cases, I’m sure, it is all about taking the easy way 
out. Sometimes, however, I believe the motive is ambition: a 
student who does not feel he’s capable of something tries to 
convince others he is.

Est Uni 1: It could be the issue of too little time to study. It could be 
that someone is just not very good at a certain subject. And also 
because it is so easy.

The interviewees were also asked how much academic dishonesty is 
discussed among students. Most students in all countries claimed 
that academic dishonesty is not a very common topic of discussion 
among students. Though it is not a taboo, most students simply do 
not bring it up very often. One Estonian student claimed that students 
talk about it when they are asked about it, but otherwise it stays under 
the surface. Another interviewee said that while academic dishonesty 
was bragged about to some extent in high school, it is not as accept-
able in university, and therefore people do not talk about it at all. Since 
the topic is not often discussed between students, it might also seem 
to some that it is not a very big problem in the academic community.

Fin Uni 1: We don’t really talk about it since there is no need for us to 
do it.

Interviewees were also asked questions of an institutional nature. 
These questions dealt with students’ knowledge about regulations 
concerning academic dishonesty, students’ knowledge about the 
honor code system, students’ thoughts on how accessible informa-
tion about academic dishonesty is in their respective universities, and 
how academic integrity should be promoted. The results will be dis-
cussed in the following section.

Estonian and Finnish students are not well aware of the honor 
code system that is popular in the United States. This is most like-
ly because none of the Estonian and Finnish universities studied had 
an honor code in place. The American university, on the other hand, 
did have an honor code, and the system was quite well-known to the 
both students who were interviewed from that university. The Estoni-
an and Finnish students mostly agreed that the honor code system 
might be of some help in reducing academic dishonesty in their uni-
versities but did not think it would be very effective. Only one student 
was very keen on the idea.

Fin Uni 1: I don’t know if it would be very useful. I don’t know how big 
the issue of cheating is in my university. I think that even if there 
was an honor code, students would still cheat.

4.4 Institutional 
questions
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Est Uni 3: In principal there could be an honor could but there is the 
risk that it will be just a formality. I don’t think it would change 
the situation.

Est Uni 4: Sure. My university is one of the most traditional universities 
in Estonia. If we don’t set the trend then other universities will 
think they don’t need an honor code either.

When asked about their knowledge of regulations concerning aca-
demic dishonesty, most students knew the basics of the regulations 
and where they could be found. As expected, everyone knows that 
academic dishonesty is not allowed, but the specifics of the regula-
tions are not very clear. Students also think that other students do not 
know very much about the regulations.

Est Uni 1: I don’t know about the regulations. I’ve never had any 
problem with cheating so I’ve never had to look up what the 
regulations are. I think the average student doesn’t know 
anything about the regulations.

Est Uni 2: I know because I’ve read about it. But the random student 
doesn’t probably know. The Study Regulations document is the 
only document that regulates it, I think. Plagiarizing is prohibited 
and cheating too. Basically academic dishonesty is prohibited 
with the punishment of getting thrown out of school or getting 
a reprimand.

US Uni 2: I know that plagiarizing is prohibited and cheating as well.

Students generally believe that students embrace their universities’ 
regulations. According to the interviewees, the regulations are em-
braced more because of students’ general ethics—not because they 
are very well aware what the exact regulations in their universities are.

US Uni 1: Nobody questions the honor code. Nobody says that the 
honor code is nonsense. There is a lot of respect for the honor 
code.

Fin Uni 1: I think the regulations are embraced. If you get caught it’s 
very shameful. I think it’s only in the big things but in the small 
things like exercises, the regulations are not embraced as much.

Est Uni 4: I think most students do embrace the regulations. When they 
write their thesis they know what to do.

Students were also asked about how their universities promote ac-
ademic integrity. In the case of the American university, both stu-
dents highlighted that the honor code promotes academic integrity 
and that the honor code is promoted on the university’s website and 
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during freshman orientation. In the Estonian and Finnish universities, 
the promotion of academic integrity is more complicated. Both inter-
viewees from Estonian university B concluded that academic integri-
ty is in no way promoted in their universities. In Estonian university A, 
it is mainly teachers and professors that promote academic integrity.

Est Uni 1: How is academic integrity promoted?—In no way! Teachers 
talk about how the course is graded but don’t speak about 
cheating.

Est Uni 2: Everyone has their ethics from home. But we have not been 
told what is academic ethics.

Est Uni 4: Mainly through professors. My supervisor has emphasized 
that this is science, not popular science. If you claim something 
then you have to reference it.

In Finland, the promotion of academic integrity is similar to in Estonia. 
Academic dishonesty is not spoken about very much, and the promo-
tion of academic integrity is close to nonexistent.

Fin Uni 1: I’ve never seen any directions and information about it. It 
isn’t really spoken about since I think not that many students 
get caught.

While the promotion of academic integrity seems to be close to non-
existent in the Estonian and Finnish universities (and is done through 
the honor code in the American university), students do feel that ac-
ademic integrity should be promoted more. Almost all the interview-
ees felt that their university should commit more resources to promot-
ing academic integrity. The methods of how this could be done varied. 
One student from Estonian university A claimed that the promotion 
should be realized through universities actually doing something, 
rather than doing campaigns or teaching the rules. Others thought 
that there should be more visible information about academic honesty 
and that software that detects academic dishonesty should be made 
available to the students to prevent bad academic writing practices.

Est Uni 3: There is no point in using marketing tricks. It should be done 
through actions. I think there should be a course already in the 
bachelor level on this (academic writing/integrity). The rules can 
also be there but it can’t be only teaching the rules. Teachers 
should give independent exercises which need deciphering 
information and then check if the students do so.

Fin Uni 1: There should be more information about it and more visible. 
It could be on the website and teachers should maybe mention 
it more.
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US Uni 1: I think it’s well done (the promotion of academic integrity) 
and everyone takes it very seriously.

Most of the reasons given by students were individual, meaning that 
they saw only themselves behind their academic dishonesty. Contra-
ry to previous research [Jones, 2011; Synder, Cannoy, 2010] the most 
popular reason for engaging in academic dishonesty was not to get 
a better grade. The most prevalent reason given was that the student 
was not able to memorize the necessary information and therefore 
resorted to academic dishonesty. Laziness and a self-perceived per-
fectionism were other individual reasons given. While explaining their 
academic dishonesty, many students used neutralization techniques, 
but they did not use them when asked specifically what the reasons 
for engaging in academic dishonesty were. It seems that the inter-
viewees believe that other students’ academic dishonesty occurs be-
cause of institutional reasons like teachers making exams based only 
on facts. The students also say that these institutional problems both-
er them, but they do not claim their own academic dishonesty to be 
mainly motivated by institutional reasons. In other words, the inter-
viewees take responsibility for their own dishonest behavior and do 
not only blame others for their actions. A reason for this might be the 
fact that most of the interviewees were either master’s- or doctor-
al-level students. More research is needed to find out if the reasons 
that students give for their academic dishonesty vary between bach-
elor’s-, master’s- and doctoral-level students.

The interviewees in this study were not very well aware of what the 
specific regulations on academic dishonesty in their universities were. 
All students are totally aware that academic dishonesty is prohibited, 
but they do not understand as well what exactly counts as academ-
ic fraud and what the consequences are. Based on the results of this 
study, one could argue that the use of an honor code does make stu-
dents more aware of the regulations. The interviewees in this study 
also believe that other students are not very well aware of the regu-
lations concerning academic dishonesty in their universities. This is 
an issue that universities struggling with academic dishonesty could 
tackle. As students said, awareness of regulations might not com-
pletely eradicate the growing problem of academic dishonesty, but 
it surely cannot hurt.

The interviewees in this study have gotten and would get their knowl-
edge about regulations on academic dishonesty in their universities 
from the Internet, books, student councils, and faculty members. 
These results are partly in conformity with the research of Rezane-
jad and Rezaei [2013] and Jones [2011]. Students do get information 
about regulations from their professors, teachers, and other faculty 

5. Discussion
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members, but this is not the main channel. The students from Esto-
nian, Finnish and American universities interviewed in this study look 
to the Internet for answers. This can be explained with the cultural 
norms of Estonia and Finland and also the high level of Internet ser-
vices available to the students. More research is needed to determine 
how students get their information about regulations.

Access to these regulations is also a topic that should be dis-
cussed. Students perceive that it is relatively simple to access reg-
ulations, but in reality, it is simpler in the American university than in 
the universities of Estonia and Finland. This is a point that universi-
ties should consider.

Another interesting thing that was discovered in this study was the 
fact that respondents from Estonian and Finnish universities strongly 
believe that their universities should allocate more resources to pro-
moting academic integrity. Rezanejad and Rezaei [2013] discovered 
that students cheat because they feel that that their universities do 
not offer enough training on the matter of academic dishonesty and 
that students feel that there is a lack of clarity on university regula-
tions regarding academic dishonesty. This seems to be the case in 
Estonian and Finnish universities as well. The Estonian and Finnish 
students participating in this study felt that there is too little discus-
sion about academic dishonesty and ethics in their universities.

The American university that was studied had a classical dual-respon-
sibility honor code in which the rights and obligations of the student 
were clearly stated. The honor code left little room for interpreta-
tion, and all cases of academic dishonesty are handled by the honor 
board. The Estonian universities have a document called Study Reg-
ulations, which establishes a regulatory framework for the organiza-
tion of teaching and studies. This document has a section dedicated 
to academic fraud and inappropriate behavior in which academic dis-
honesty is defined and the consequences of getting caught are ex-
plained. The Finnish universities studied did not have one single doc-
ument in which all the regulations on academic dishonesty could be 
found. Instead, they had various ethical codes and guidelines for stu-
dents. Some of these were university-wide, and some were made for 
certain faculties and institutions only.

Despite the limited number of subjects and institutions covered in 
the study, it is possible to draw some preliminary conclusions about 
the differences between wider country contexts, which may open av-
enues for future research in terms of cross-country differences.

Firstly, the American and Finnish universities emphasize aca-
demic integrity and honesty more than the Estonian universities. The 
American honor code and the Finnish ethical codes pay more at-
tention to prevention and upholding ethical standards. The Estoni-
an Study Regulations documents, on the other hand, focus more on 

5.4. The differences 
in university policies 
on academic 
dishonesty between 
the universities in 
Estonia, Finland, 
and the U.S
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defining academic dishonesty and clearly stating what the conse-
quences are.

Secondly, the way in which faculty members can handle cases of 
academic dishonesty vary among universities in different countries. 
In the American university, all cases are handled by the honor board 
and faculty members cannot settle cases on their own. In the Finn-
ish and Estonian universities, the faculty members have more power 
to settle cases on their own or report the cases to a higher authority.

In conclusion, the regulations of the American university and the 
Estonian universities are the furthest from each other. The Finnish uni-
versities’ regulations are somewhere in the middle, and if they would 
gather their ethical codes into one document, it could be considered 
as a modified honor code.
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