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 This paper investigates how business students evaluate the relative importance of 

academic fraud risk factors in assessing the determinants of academic fraud.  The fraud triangle 

theory developed by Donald Cressey (1973) has been widely used by professionals as a useful 

theoretical model to explain why most fraud occurs.  This study explores the extension of the 

fraud triangle theory, previously applied in the financial crimes area, to the academic field.  No 

such model has been developed that specifically addresses academic fraud.  This study develops, 

perhaps the first, model of academic fraud risk factors as an extension of the established fraud 

triangle theory.  Academic fraud, for the purpose of this study, refers to an intentional or 

deliberate effort, conduct, or behavior by an individual or group to gain an unfair advantage in 

academic performance personally or on behalf of another person by deception, cheating, lying, 

stealing, plagiarism, or otherwise.  

The incidence of fraud, whether in corporations or academic institutions, has always been 

of interest as much to researchers as it is to practitioners and managers.  This interest is perhaps 

due to its relative prevalence and increasing magnitude, especially as it relates to corporate fraud 

and academic fraud as evidenced by several researchers (see Abdolmohammadi, Gabhart and 

Reeves, 1997; Pulvers and Diekholff, 1999; Born, 2003; Emery, 2004; McLafferty and Foust, 

2004).  Equally, a lot of evidence exists that catalogs the increasing incidence of academic fraud, 

which permeates higher education, especially among business students (also see Bay and 
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Greenberg, 2001; Finn and Frone, 2004; Girard, 2004; Abdolmohammadi and Baker, 2006).  It is 

possible to assume that because law suits are common, some faculty members may not want to 

confront academic fraud due to the possibility of legal issues.  However, this should not serve as 

deterrence for faculty and staff in creating a learning environment that is free from academic 

fraud.  When academic fraud continues unchecked, it would put any academic institution at risk, 

thereby underscoring further the need to strengthen the current academic honesty system.  

Deterrence and prevention of academic fraud can be more effective when the fraud risk factors 

are identified.  Therefore, the objective of this study is two-fold:  first, to create an assessment 

tool, Academic Fraud Risk Factor Model (AFRFM), relevant for academic fraud risk assessment; 

and second, to apply the AFRFM to ascertain the determinants of academic fraud.  This would be 

particularly helpful to both faculty and staff in understanding the dynamics of why academic 

fraud is committed and how best to create an ethical learning environment.   

The AICPA (1997, ¶21) recognized that it is not easy to rank fraud risk factors in order of 

importance or to combine them into an effective predictive model without some sort of 

framework.  It is the absence of such a model that partly prompted this study.  Consistent with 

the AICPA statement, we provide evidence of the general importance of academic fraud risk 

factors in one of the largest business schools in the Northeast.  We posit that it is the 

responsibility of both faculty and staff for deterring and punishing academic fraud, and therefore 

they should be cognizant of the relative importance of academic fraud risk factors.  Our study 

focuses on the most prevalent and important academic fraud risk factors and not just a simple 

ranking of the 35 identified risk factors. 

 

BACKGROUND 
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Academic Fraud Triangle 

The fraud triangle theory, illustrated below, was developed by Cressey (1973), a 

sociologist and criminologist.  The triangle posits the idea that fraud is likely to occur due to one 

or more of the three elements of the fraud triangle, perceived pressure, perceived opportunities, 

and rationalization (Albrecht, 2003).  For example, perceived pressure, such as the need for a 

higher or passing grade, provides the motivation for the act.  Perceived opportunity, on the other 

hand, may be the result of poor or nonexistent internal controls, which gives access to the 

perpetrator; whereas rationalization allows the individual to adjust her or his perception of what 

she or he is doing to form an excuse to justify the actions.     

 

Source: Reprinted from “Occupational Fraud and Abuse,” by  
Joseph T. Wells, Obsidian Publishing Co. 1997. 

According to Cressey, fraud can occur when individuals who are in a position of trust 

perceive themselves as having non-shareable financial pressure, and eventually come to believe 

that the pressure can be resolved through the violation of their financial trust.  Although in the 

case of academic fraud, business students are not employees, there are similarities in the 

governance procedures in these organizations. Just as work ethics and employee honesty are 

expected of employees, students are expected to pursue their education with academic integrity, 

honesty, and ethical conduct. This expectation is often reflected in the honor code or the student 
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handbook as a binding contract between the school and students.  In addition, business students 

are more likely to assume managerial positions in businesses after graduation and therefore be 

entrusted with fiduciary responsibilities. While students’ behavior may change with maturity and 

training, it can be inferred that students who engage in academic fraud are more likely to do so at 

work when faced with similar fraud risk factors. This position of trust also is violated when 

students perceive themselves as having non-shareable academic pressure, which can only be 

resolved through the perpetration of academic fraud.  One of the most fundamental observations 

of Cressey’s study was that it took all three elements or conditions of the fraud triangle for the 

trust violation to occur.  At the base of the fraud triangle is an academic pressure or incentive to 

commit academic fraud.  This pressure is not limited by being bright, intelligent, or a lack of the 

same.  When the pressure builds up, it isolates the student to the extent that he or she begins to 

internalize it and not share it with colleagues.  As a result, the student looks for opportunities to 

commit the academic fraud to relieve the pressure.  He or she then goes through a process of 

rationalization and learns to justify the act.  Therefore, the bridge between pressure and 

opportunity takes its shape when one is able to rationalize the fraudulent behavior.   

Technically, there is no verbal share-able pressure, and there need not be shareable 

pressure to commit fraud.  However, it is possible for such non-shareable pressure to be 

discovered through red flags or warning signs.  In business, some warning signs may be a sudden 

change in an individual’s life-style, which is inconsistent with the individual’s earnings potential, 

whereas in college, it may be a failing student suddenly getting A’s.  As preventive measures are 

preferable to after the fact penalties, the objective is to understand those non-sharable perceived 

academic pressures, opportunities and rationalization that would influence students in 

committing academic fraud.  Faculty advisors can carefully listen to their advisees for any red 
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flags and offer them helpful alternatives or refer them to where they can get more help when 

faced with academic difficulties. 

 

Faculty and Staff Responsibility to Academic Fraud 

 Consistent with the auditor responsibility under SAS No. 99 (AICPA, 2002; Zimbelman, 

1997), it is management who ultimately bears the responsibility for creating a system of internal 

control that is free from management fraud.  We conjecture that it is a shared responsibility 

between faculty and staff for creating an ethical academic environment that is free from 

academic fraud.  Such responsibility aligns especially well with the two elements of the fraud 

triangle, perceived opportunity and rationalization, which are within the control of faculty and 

staff.  In order to obtain a reasonable assurance about whether the environment is free from 

academic fraud, both faculty and staff must first consider whether fraud risk factors are present.  

Second, if the presence of academic fraud risk factors exists, then faculty and staff should assess 

the materiality of such a risk and to document their response.  Our academic fraud risk factors 

are intended to sensitize the academic community to the possibility of academic fraud and to 

heighten the skepticism of its occurrence.  Faculty and staff also should assume the responsibility 

of internal auditors who are guided by the Statement on Internal Auditing Standards (SIAS).  

SIAS No. 3 (p. 1) states that “internal auditors should have sufficient knowledge of fraud to be 

able to identify indicators that fraud might have been committed.”  

As the SIAS is in line with the Treadway Commission’s observation of the importance of 

effective coordination of internal and external audit efforts, so also is our observation, that the 

coordinated efforts of faculty and staff can assist in the prevention and early detection of 

academic fraud.  However, with regards to perceived pressure or motive, responsibility appears 
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more to be within the domain of the student rather than that of the faculty or staff.  Nevertheless, 

one of the possible responsibilities of faculty and staff is deterrence.  Deterrence is perhaps the 

key to a successful implementation of effective internal control measures.    

 

Dimensions of Academic Fraud  

 Many studies have documented the nature, extent and prevalence of academic fraud in 

institutions of higher learning.  For example, longitudinal and cross-sectional studies relating to 

the prevalence of academic fraud are many (McCabe, Trevino and Butterfield, 2001a, 2001b, 

McCabe and Trevino, 2002, Dawkins, 2004, and Callahan, 2004).  Research indicates that 

academic fraud is increasing.  Estimates range from 14% to 54% of students in the 1990s 

compared to 68% of students from a more recent study of large-sized major state university 

(Murphy, 2002 and Dawkins, 2004).  Whitley (1998) reported in a similar study that the rate is as 

high as 82%.  Attitudinal studies and student beliefs concerning academic dishonesty has also 

been widely researched (Caruana, Ramaseshan and Ewing, 2000, Rezaee, Elmore and Szendi, 

2001, Bernardi, et al., 2004, Harding, et al., 2004, and Levy and Rakovski, 2006).  Evidence 

from these studies shows a correlation between demographic variables and academic dishonesty.  

Perceptual studies also documented an alarming unethical behavior towards academic fraud 

(Whitley and Kost, 1999, Schmelkin, 2003, and Smyth and Davis, 2004, Pincus).   

Given the plethora of evidence of an upward trend in academic fraud, few studies focus 

on the reasons behind it.  Abdolmohammadi and Baker (2006) investigated the determinants of 

plagiarism and found that graduate students with high exposure to ethics courses engaged in less 

plagiarism than other students.  They also found no significant gender differences, but significant 

differences on religious grounds (less plagiarism among Catholics and Protestants than other 
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religions).  Thus, insofar as plagiarism is a surrogate for unethical behavior, their findings 

provide evidence that ethical courses improve ethical reasoning, which in turn reduces unethical 

behavior.  Contextual influences on academic dishonesty were investigated by McCabe and 

Trevino (1997) who noted that demographic variables, such as employment, age and gender; 

class standing, such as fraternities, sororities and inter-collegiate athletics; and peer influence 

were consistently found to be highly related to academic dishonesty.  Similarly, Whitley (1998) 

examined factors associated with academic dishonesty across many campuses.  This study found 

consistent similarities with that of McCabe and Trevino (1997), that even with conservative 

estimates of cheating, the rates were significantly higher (82%) than in prior studies.   

Although all the above studies provide useful information concerning academic fraud, 

one vital question still remains unanswered, “why are students committing academic fraud?”  We 

posit that ascertaining the driving force behind the commitment of the fraud is essential.  That 

driving force is the identification of the academic fraud risk factors.  It is the means to an end, 

that is, the reason for the perpetration of the fraud, in order to resolve pressure, opportunity or 

rationalization.  

 

Hypothesis Development  

The success of deterrence efforts depends largely upon the nature and controllability of 

the elements of the fraud.  Commitment of academic fraud can be attributed to any of the three 

elements of the academic fraud triangle, pressure (motive), opportunity or rationalization.  It is 

therefore desirable to first identify students’ determinants of academic fraud in order to 

effectively and efficiently prescribe any form of deterrence.  For example, the motive behind a 

student committing academic fraud that is due to perceived academic pressure alone is more 
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likely to have a stronger urge to perpetrate the fraud than due to perceived opportunity or 

rationalization respectively.  This is mainly because academic pressure is relatively within the 

control domain of the student than with faculty or staff.  Second, it is attributable to its non-

shareable nature, thereby corroborating the desire to resolve the problem.  That is, academic 

pressure is more a student-controlled element, which is a private knowledge only known to the 

student.  Perceived pressure can be generated either internally or externally, and both could cause 

a student to commit academic fraud.  Therefore, the controllability of such an element is, to some 

extent, outside the domain of both faculty and staff.  We therefore hypothesize the following: 

H1: Students would allocate the highest ranking to perceived academic pressures 
(motives) than to elements of perceived opportunity or rationalization.  
 

By their very nature, elements of perceived opportunity, and to some extent, 

rationalization are relatively within the control jurisdiction of faculty and staff as well as 

students.  Thus, whereas pressure is most likely to be within the control of students, opportunity 

and rationalization elements are largely influenced by external forces, which is outside the 

control domain of students.  These two elements are therefore within the jurisdictional control of 

both faculty and staff.  The opportunity to commit academic fraud, for example, could arise 

either on the part of the student, faculty, or staff.  Similarly, such opportunity could be devised 

individually or through collusion, such as anomie (on behalf of another).  The following is 

therefore hypothesized: 

H2: Students would allocate a higher ranking to perceived academic opportunity in 
committing academic fraud than to rationalization.   
   
Students who find reason(s) to justify their academic fraud are said to be rationalizing 

their behavior.  Whatever the nature of the rationale, they do so as an excuse in justifying their 

actions.  Such students discount the severity of such fraud and therefore are more likely to regard 
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it as the least of the three evils.  Similarly, as students think that they are not hurting anyone by 

committing such fraudulent activities, they tend to rationalize their argument as an excuse to 

justify the end.  The third hypothesis therefore follows: 

H3: Students would give the lowest ranking to perceived rationalization in committing 
academic fraud than to perceived pressure or opportunity.  

 
 

Research Questions (RQ): 

As business students, it is expected that they would soon assume managerial positions in 

their places of work upon graduation.  It is therefore important for employers to understand 

students’ integrity and ethical values prior to hire.  One vital issue in the ethics, business, and 

psychology literature is the discussion about whether there are differences in the ethical 

reasoning among men and women.  For example, are women more ethically sensitive than men 

in the identification and recognition of ethical versus unethical events? One related study suggest 

that there are no gender differences in ethical sensitivity (see Ponemon and Gabhart, 1993), 

while another (Owhoso, 2002), found that women may have stronger moral reasoning abilities 

and moral development than men.  Our analysis on this issue is only intended to be exploratory, 

but not to delve into a substantive gender psychology study.  These differences were considered 

to explore the possibility of gender, cultural, or learned differences over the course of college life 

among groups of students.  If differences exist, then this would be useful in the academic setting 

where administrators could allocate resources to the right source for training and or counseling.  

The above hypotheses notwithstanding, we further identified three relevant research questions to 

corroborate the findings of our hypotheses.  These research questions consist of the following: 

RQ1: Does the application of the academic fraud risk factor triangle model differ  
significantly between gender? 
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RQ2: Does the application of the academic fraud risk factor model differ significantly  
between class standing?  

 
RQ3:  Does the application of the academic fraud risk factor model differ significantly  
between domestic and international students?  

 
 

RESEACH METHOD 

The Conceptual Model 

One way of visualizing the selection processes of identifying the most significant fraud 

risk factor from the fraud triangle is by way of the Analytic Hierarchy Process model (Saaty, 

1986, 1988, 1994).  While we did not employ the AHP model in the collection and analysis of 

our data, we show the set up to conceptualize the relative importance of the academic fraud risk 

factors to respondents in one of the largest business schools in the Northeast.  We display the 

hierarchy for this decision in Figure 1, which consists of three levels.  Level one is the most 

general, while level three is the most specific.  Level one is the goal of the hierarchy, which is 

the decision to commit academic fraud.  Level two consists of the three categories of the fraud 

triangle elements: (1) perceived pressure, (2) perceived opportunity, and (3) rationalization.  

Level three reflects the specific 35 academic fraud risk factors within the respective category of 

the fraud triangle elements.  The 35 risk factors were derived through interviews and pilot 

surveys with students in conjunction with the Student Government Association. 

 

The Research Instrument 

 Data were collected through an electronic survey that was sent via email to all students 

registered for the fall of 2005.  A total of 5,500 students received the email invitation to 

participate in the research.  Seven hundred and forty students completed and returned useable 
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data, resulting in a response rate of about 12%.  The instrument was pilot-tested prior to its 

dissemination.  In addition to demographic questions, participants were asked to evaluate the 

importance of the 35 academic fraud risk factors in a student’s decision to commit academic 

fraud.  First, respondents rated the influence of each factor on the decision to commit fraud on a 

scale from one to five.  Second, respondents chose the top three most influential factors within 

each category.  Third, respondents chose the three most influential factors overall across all 

categories (i.e., three out of the nine most influential they chose in the second step).  Finally, 

respondents chose the category (level 2) that they felt was most influential to the decision to 

commit academic fraud. 

 

The Analysis Plan 

 Descriptive statistics were calculated on demographic variables to compare our sample of 

respondents to the population of undergraduate and graduate students at a University in the 

Northeast.  We calculated the percentage of respondents who marked each risk factor among the 

top three most influential within that category.  We also calculated the percentage of respondents 

who marked each risk factor among the top three most influential across all categories.  A non-

parametric, Pearson Chi-square test was conducted to test whether any of the categories were 

more likely to be chosen as the most influential (H1 and H2).  Factor analysis using the scaled 

responses to each item within the three categories allowed us to determine the underlying 

constructs within each of the three categories.  We conducted an exploratory factor analysis 

using maximum likelihood estimation with a Varimax rotation solution.  The number of factors 

was determined by the number of eigenvalues greater than one.  The rotated factor scores were 

saved as variables in the dataset for each respondent using the regression method.  Mean factor 
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scores were calculated according to gender, class standing, and domestic or international student.  

One-way ANOVA resulted in F-tests for differences among the mean factor scores for the 

student groups.  SPSS statistical software version 14 was used for all calculations 

(www.spss.com). 

 

DATA ANALYSIS 

 The 740 respondents to the survey were evenly distributed across class standing with 

about 20% in each of the four undergraduate levels and 23% graduate students (Table 1).  The 

majority of students were domestic (90%) and full time (81%), which is consistent with the 

general student population.  More female students responded to the survey.  The gender 

distribution in the sample differs from the general student population which has slightly more 

males than females (See Table 1). 

 Table 2 displays the risk factors ranked by their frequency among the top three most 

influential within the general categories.  The following risk factors were chosen most frequently 

within Opportunity: roommate, classmate, or friend shared information from an earlier course 

section (64%); can easily store and retrieve information from electronic devices (48%); no 

serious supervision by instructor during exam (40%); and instructor seldom changes exams, so 

can obtain previous exams through friends (39%).  Under Pressure, the vast majority of students 

chose the top two risk factors: student is in danger of failing the course (79%) and student might 

lose financial aid (70%).  Respondents more evenly chose the various rationalization risk factors, 

with all of the factors listed in the top three by over 10% of respondents.  The top four factors 

were the following:  student studied so hard for the course and deserves to pass (49%); 
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exam/course is very hard anyway (39%); everyone is doing it (37%); and instructor is a hard 

grader and doesn't give extra credits (36%) (See Table 2). 

To further understand the underlying reasons under each of the elements of the fraud 

triangle, we conducted a factor analysis using the Likert scaled responses to each of the items 

under the three categories.  Two factors were present under Opportunity, which we interpreted as 

active and passive forms of academic fraud (Table 3).  The active factor involved acts that would 

require planning and obvious, deliberate fraud, such as paying someone to write a paper or take 

an exam on one’s behalf.  The passive factor covered acts of convenience that would still require 

some knowledge on behalf of the student of course material, such as receiving information about 

an exam from friends in an earlier section of the course. 

The Pressure category contained three underlying themes according to the factor analysis 

(Table 3).  The job factor included the three items with the word job in the description and one 

item about plans for graduate school.  The social factor included items describing peer pressure, 

such as competition with others, impressing friends, and avoiding embarrassment from friends.  

The last factor under Pressure consisted of financial pressures, such as fear of parents cutting 

financial support and students might lose financial aid. 

The Rationalization category revealed two types of rationalizations, one concerning a 

particular course and another set of excuses that could carry across courses.  Although the 

Chronbach’s alphas on scales including the items were fairly high (above 0.80), the factors were 

harder to interpret than the previous factors.  The course factor included items reflecting a 

student’s feeling that the course was not fair, and therefore the rules of academic honesty no 

longer apply.  The student factor included more general excuses that a student could carry across 

situations, including the excuse of not knowing an act was academic fraud. 
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Rationalization appears to be an internal function of the individual student.  Nevertheless, 

students view it as highly influential.  For example, the top three rationalization factors (student 

studied so hard for the course and deserves to pass, exam/course is very hard anyway, and everyone 

is doing it) account for about 50%, 40%, and 40% respectively in that category.  Even the least 

influential factor, “the same thing (fraud) is happening in corporate America anyway,” is disturbing 

(about 11%).  Similarly, looking at the rotated factor analysis from the rationalization category, 

students considered exam/course to be very hard and that the instructor is a hard grader and 

doesn't give extra credits as the top two most influencing rationalization factors, respectively.  

Overall, the rationalization factors with scores of more than 0.50 are more related to the internal 

functions of the students rather than that of the instructors (See Table 3). 

 When respondents were free to choose any of the 35 items as the most influential, by far 

the most popular were from Pressure: student is in danger of failing the course (63%) and student 

might lose financial aid (48%), (Table 4).  Only three other items populated the top three of 10% 

or more of the sample: roommate, classmate, or friend shared information from an earlier section 

(2%); fear of parents cutting financial aid (15%); and students can easily store and retrieve 

information using electronic devices (13%).  Of the top five risk factors, three were from the 

financial factor under Pressure and two were from the passive factor under Opportunity (See 

Table 4). 

 After evaluating each of the items within the three categories, the survey respondents 

were asked to choose which element of the academic fraud triangle they felt was the most 

important factor in a decision to commit academic fraud.  The distribution of these responses is 

shown in Figure 2.  Nearly 70% of the students felt Pressure was the most important, followed 

by Opportunity with 20% of the respondents. Only 11% of the respondents felt that 
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Rationalization was the most important.  A Pearson Chi-square test of equality of the three 

categories yielded a test statistic of 435.3 with 2 degrees of freedom (p<0.0001) (See Figure 2). 

 The last analysis of this study, which is shown in Table 5, involved examining the 

influence of the risk factors as reported by respondents (panel A) and by testing whether there 

were differences in the factor scores by these characteristics, namely gender, class standing, and 

domestic or international student (panel B).  While no significant statistical gender (p=0.67) and 

domestic and international (p=0.76) differences existed, class standing was marginally 

significant in the choice of the most influential risk factor (p=.06).  However, Pressure was by far 

the most influential risk factor for all students with percentages ranging from 64 (senior) to 80 

(first year) (See Table 5). 

Test of differences in factor scores also showed no differences significant at the 0.05 

level by gender (panel B).  Mean factor scores close to zero show no differences from the 

average.  Negative factor scores indicate that group chose that factor as more influential than 

average.  Positive factor scores indicate that the group chose that factor as less influential than 

average.  In other words, the lower the factor score, the higher in importance the items were 

ranked.  Domestic and international students were similar with respect to their ranking of the 

items within each of the factors, except for student-related rationalizations.  International 

students gave more importance to the student-related excuses for academic fraud than the 

domestic students (p<0.001).  In other words, the international students marked excuses that cut 

across classes (i.e., general rationalizations, not course-specific) as more influential in a decision 

to commit academic fraud than the domestic students did.  The greatest differences were among 

students by class standing and between first year students and seniors.  First year students placed 

more importance on the social and job pressure items and on student rationalizations than did 
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seniors.  Sophomores, juniors and graduate students were closer to the average in their ranking of 

the types of pressure.  

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

In this study, we obtained responses from 740 business students about the relative 

importance of 35 red flags associated with academic fraud.  We found that the three hypotheses 

were supported by our survey findings.  Students consistently ranked pressure as the most 

important element of the academic triangle.  The second most important element was 

opportunity, and the least important was rationalization.   

The study indicates new findings and supports previous research, specifically the results 

from the factor analyses.  The latent variables under opportunity – active and passive – have 

some precedent in previous research.  Both Whitley and Kost (1999) and Levy and Rakovski 

(2006) found a dichotomy of passive versus active acts of academic dishonesty.  Students 

interpret passive acts, which contain little or no premeditation and fewer advantages for the 

student, as less serious and more frequently engage in those acts.  A passive act is allowing 

someone to copy from your exam while an active act is copying from someone else’s exam.   

More attention should be paid to Pressure elements than with Opportunity or 

Rationalization elements.  Specifically, financial pressure-related fraud risk factors were ranked 

as the overall most important.  However, easy opportunities for fraud (those in the passive factor) 

were at the top of students’ lists and may be reduced by faculty effort. 

Given the prevalence and pervasive nature of academic fraud in higher education as per 

the related literature, this study sought to ascertain the corresponding factors necessitating these 

fraudulent behaviors.  It is evident from this study, therefore, that considering the relative nature 



 17

of the three fraud elements (opportunity, pressure and rationalization), Pressure seemed to be the 

most influential factor.  Earlier in the study, we considered the controllability of the three fraud 

elements and determined that Pressure is relatively in the control of the students than with 

faculty or staff.  The results of our study show that Pressure-related fraud risk factors are the 

most susceptible to academic fraud.  This could imply that faculty and staff are lest likely to 

control students’ behavior with regards to Pressure-related fraud risk factors compared to 

Opportunity and Rationalization fraud risk factors.  Since the implication is that students have 

greater controllable influence over pressure-related fraud risk factors than both faculty and staff, 

it posses an interesting challenge before every faculty, staff or group constituted to deal with 

academic fraud – a challenge as to how to minimize the incidence of academic pressure-related 

fraud risk factors. 

Another interesting finding from the study is the fact that these Pressure-related fraud risk 

factors are further classified according to respondents’ class standing.  That is, first year students 

interpreted the relative importance of sources of pressure in a different way than sophomores, 

juniors, and seniors.  In an attempt to reduce academic fraud, the results of the study suggested 

that attention should be apportioned accordingly.  For example, social pressure factors may be 

more pressing to first year students than to seniors.   

It is possible for one to conclude from the results of this study that once a system of 

strong internal control is in place, fraud will be prevented regardless of the need to have all three 

elements of the fraud triangle for fraud to occur.  While it is true that a strong internal control 

system can prevent the fraud, the student is not cured.  Upon graduation, such a student is more 

likely to commit fraud in the workplace whenever there is the opportunity to do so.  Part of our 

efforts as educators is to build a potential model leader, who is not only technically and 
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educationally sound, but also with a high degree of ethical and professional integrity.  As a 

result, in addition to a system of strong internal controls, college resources may also be 

channeled towards counseling and ethics courses.  Further, in situations where there are limited 

allotments of students’ grades, some students may sabotage other students’ projects to ensure a 

higher grade for themselves in the curve.  Such academic fraud can be prevented if educators 

avoid the limited allotments of grades. 

 Although rationalization is ranked the least of the three elements, the results of this study 

suggest that it is a prevalent fraud risk factor that influences students. A carefully coordinated 

effort by faculty in some areas could significantly reduce the rationalization incidence of 

academic fraud.  For example, where students are uncertain as to what is considered an academic 

fraud and what is not, faculty can ensure that clearly written policies are communicated, read, 

and understood by students to avoid ambiguity.  Secondly, where multiple instructors teach the 

same course, it would be essential to have pedagogical uniformity and consistency in the 

delivery, testing and grading of students.  This would reduce the rationalization concern about 

difficulty of the course, exams, and hard graders.  Other areas of rationalization such as, “student 

is not hurting anybody,” “everyone is doing it,” “student studied so hard for the course and 

deserves to pass,” “the same thing (fraud) is happening in corporate America anyway,” or “too much 

competition in the workplace,” are rather relatively difficult for educators to effectively handle, 

but could refer students to where they could get more help. 

Although these findings will not necessarily hold for all business school students because 

of the possible unique nature of the academic environments, it sets a platform upon which further 

studies can juxtapose this academic fraud risk factor model to corroborate or refute these 

findings.  If the relative importance of the academic fraud risk factors are representative of the 
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actual student behavior with respect to academic fraud, then our study implies that both faculty 

and staff should pay particular attention to the red flags in the academic environment.  While the 

shared responsibility between faculty and staff in combating academic fraud is particularly 

important to business schools, it is equally important to liberal arts schools.  Therefore, this study 

can motivate similar research looking at non business school respondents.  This would help us 

understand the dynamics of academic fraud risk factors in these various environments and how 

best to handle them. 
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Figure 1: Academic Fraud Hierarchy 
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Student can easily store and retrieve 
info using electronic devices 

No serious supervision 

Friend shared info from an earlier 
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questions 

No one is going to find out 
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Student could see and copy over 
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Figure 2: Student's Choice of the Most Influential Element of the Academic 
Fraud Triangle (N=733)
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Table 1: Sample Characteristics (N=740) 
Characteristics      N  Percentage 
Class standing: 
First year       144  19.5 
Sophomore       168  22.7 
Junior        119  16.1 
Senior        130  17.6 
Graduate student      167  22.6 
Class status: 
Full-time student      596  80.5 
Part-time student      133  18.0 
Gender: 
Male        329  44.5 
Female        399  53.9 
Student domain: 
Domestic student      669  90.4 
International student        61    8.2 
Note: Percentages reported are out of N=740, but some subsets do not total to 100%  
due to missing responses. 
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Table 2: Importance of Factors within Type, Sorted by Order of Importance 
Opportunity         Percentage* 
Roommate, classmate or friend shared information from an earlier course section. 63.8 
Student can easily store and retrieve information using electronic devices (pen  
   scanners, text-capable calculators, cell.      47.4 
No serious supervision by instructor/proctor and therefore easy to access  
   cheat sheets.          39.7 
Instructor seldom changes exam questions and so students can obtain previous  
   exams through friends.        39.2 
No one is going to find out.        28.1 
Easy downloads from the internet with minor changes (change every third  
   word to avoid detection by turnitin.com software.     18.6 
Student could easily see and copy answers over shoulders during exam.  18.5 
Paid someone else to write project/exam.      10.9 
Prohibited exam materials into exam room not checked prior to taking exam.   7.3 
Instructor is so nice and will not take any action.       6.1 
One could easily access concealed information by going to the restroom/ 
   bathroom/toilet.           4.6 
Student identification (picture ID) is not required prior to taking exam.    2.2 
Pressure:          Percentage* 
Student is in danger of failing the course.      79.1 
Student might lose financial aid.       70.1 
Fear of parents cutting financial and other support.     30.5 
Student needs a high grade to go to grad school.     21.2 
Desire to land a good paying job.       21.2 
Student may be dropped from Dean's / President's list or Honors Society.  14.5 
Competition with others.        13.1 
Risk of losing job.         12.2 
Members of family depends on student.      11.6 
Competition in the job market.       11.3 
Student wants to impress friends or peers.        4.5 
To avoid embarrassment from friends or peers.       4.3 
Rationalization:         Percentage* 
Student studied so hard for the course and deserves to pass.    49.3 
Exam/course is very hard anyway.       38.8 
Everyone is doing it.         37.2 
Instructor is a hard grader and doesn't give extra credits.    35.5 
Student has so many responsibilities, combining work with study and  
   deserves to pass.         28.1 
Student is not hurting anybody.       22.8 
Didn't know it is academic fraud.       19.5 
There are no clear-cut policies and so student can get away with it.   15.0 
Too much competition in the job market.      12.4 
Tuition is so high that student is entitled to pass.     11.9 
The same thing (fraud) is happening in corporate America anyway.   10.5 
*% is the percent of respondents who ranked this factor among the top three most influential within 
that category. 
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Table 3. Factor Analysis Results: Rotated Factor Scores 
         Factors 
Opportunity       Active  Passive  
Student can easily store and retrieve information using  
   electronic devices (pen scanners, text-capable  
   calculators, cell).      0.305  0.444* 
No serious supervision by instructor/proctor and therefore  
   easy to access cheat sheets.     0.268  0.629 
Roommate, classmate or friend shared information from  
   an earlier course section.     0.122  0.606 
Instructor seldom changes exam questions and so students  
   can obtain previous exams through friends.  0.129  0.691 
No one is going to find out.     0.287  0.494 
Instructor is so nice and will not take any action.  0.455  0.440 
Student could easily see and copy answers over shoulders  
   during exam.      0.453  0.349 
One could easily access concealed information by going  
   to the restroom/bathroom/toilet.    0.650  0.312 
Paid someone else to write project/exam.   0.618  0.189 
Easy downloads from the internet with minor changes  
   (change every third word to avoid detection by  
   turnitin.com software).     0.558  0.222 
Student identification (picture ID) is not required prior to  
   taking exam.       0.755  0.100 
Prohibited exam materials into exam room not checked  
   prior to taking exam.     0.708  0.280 
 
Pressure       Job  Finance Social 
Student is in danger of failing the course.   0.170  0.536  0.013 
Student might lose financial aid.    0.143  0.772  0.011 
Fear of parents cutting financial and other support.  0.126  0.674  0.207 
Student may be dropped from Dean's / President's list or  
   Honors Society.      0.202  0.370  0.474 
Student wants to impress friends or peers.   0.103  0.079  0.758 
Student needs a high grade to go to grad school.  0.426  0.398  0.236 
Desire to land a good paying job.    0.733  0.228  0.266 
Competition with others.     0.433  0.015  0.593 
Members of family depends on student.   0.339  0.405  0.228 
To avoid embarrassment from friends or peers.  0.226  0.085  0.698 
Competition in the job market.    0.865  0.167  0.227 
Risk of losing job.      0.560  0.337  0.166 
*Bold indicates that item is loading primarily on that factor. 
 
Rationalization      Student Course  
Student studied so hard for the course and deserves to pass. 0.309  0.525 
Everyone is doing it.      0.415  0.497 
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Exam/course is very hard anyway.    0.188  0.952 
Instructor is a hard grader and doesn't give extra credits. 0.299  0.696 
There are no clear-cut policies and so student can get  
   away with it.       0.575  0.261 
Student is not hurting anybody.    0.570  0.366 
Tuition is so high that student is entitled to pass.  0.624  0.313 
Student has so many responsibilities, combining work  
   with study and deserves to pass.    0.581  0.400 
Didn't know it is academic fraud.    0.463  0.068 
Too much competition in the job market.   0.644  0.343 
The same thing (fraud) is happening in corporate  
   America anyway.      0.658  0.271 
*Bold indicates score over 0.50 
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Table 4: Importance of Items Overall, Sorted by Order of Overall Importance 
Type Item         Percentage* Factor 
P Student is in danger of failing the course.    63.1            Financial 
P Student might lose financial aid.     47.7            Financial 
O Roommate, classmate or friend shared information from an  
       earlier course section.      22.4             Passive 
P Fear of parents cutting financial and other support.   15.1            Financial 
O Student can easily store and retrieve information using electronic  

   devices (pen scanners, text-capable calculators, cell.  12.7  Passive 
P Desire to land a good paying job.       9.7    
R Everyone is doing it.         9.2    
R Student studied so hard for the course and deserves to pass.    8.1    
O Instructor seldom changes exam questions and so students can  

   obtain previous exams through friends.      8.1    
O No one is going to find out.        7.6    
O No serious supervision by instructor/proctor and therefore easy  

   to access cheat sheets.        7.3    
P Student needs a high grade to go to grad school.     6.8    
R Student has so many responsibilities, combining work with study  

   and deserves to pass.         5.7    
P Student may be dropped from Dean's / President's list or Honors  

  Society.          5.5    
P Members of family depends on student.      5.5    
R Didn't know it is academic fraud.       5.3 
P Risk of losing job.         5.3 
R Exam/course is very hard anyway.       4.9 
R Instructor is a hard grader and doesn't give extra credits.    4.3 
P Competition with others.        4.3 
R Student is not hurting anybody.       3.9 
P Competition in the job market.       3.9 
O Easy downloads from the internet with minor changes (change  

   every third word to avoid detection by turnitin.com software.   3.8 
O Student could easily see and copy answers over shoulders  

   during exam.         3.5 
R There are no clear-cut policies and so student can get away with it.   2.4 
R Tuition is so high that student is entitled to pass.     2.2 
R Too much competition in the job market.      2.2 
O Paid someone else to write project/exam.      1.8 
R The same thing (fraud) is happening in corporate America anyway.   1.5 
P Student wants to impress friends or peers.      1.1 
P To avoid embarrassment from friends or peers.     0.9 
O Instructor is so nice and will not take any action.     0.8 
O Prohibited exam materials into exam room not checked prior to 

   taking exam.          0.5 
O One could easily access concealed information by going to the  

   restroom/bathroom/toilet.          0.4 
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O Student identification (picture ID) is not required prior to taking  
   exam.          0.3 

*% is the percent of respondents who ranked this factor among the top three most influential 
overall. 



Table 5: Frequency and Mean Factor Scores 
 
Panel A: Frequency of Responses to Most Influential Risk Factor by Student 
Characteristics (N=720) 
    Pressure  Opportunity  Rationalization 
Male    68.5   21.4   10.1   
Female    70.1   18.8   11.1  
p-value=0.67 
 
First year   79.6   13.4     7.0   
Sophomore   71.7   18.1   10.2   
Junior    66.1   26.3     7.6   
Senior    63.6   24.0   12.4   
Graduate   66.1   20.0   13.9   
p-value=0.06 
 
Domestic   69.6   19.9   10.5  
International   65.6   21.3   13.1   
p-value=0.76 
 
Panel B: Mean Factor Scores by Student Categories  

  Pressure         Opportunity       Rationalization  
Job Financial  Social   Active     Passive  Student  Course 

Male           -0.019§ -0.016      0.010 -0.045     0.060 -0.044    0.021 
Female            0.039  0.016       0.010  0.065    -0.028   0.068           -0.007 
p-value         +        + 
 
First year        -0.371 -0.283    -0.161 -0.149     0.111 -0.224  -0.072 
Sophomore 0.035  0.036     0.005  0.147     0.058  0.084  -0.116 
Junior  0.015  0.027   -0.001 -0.159     0.038 -0.051  -0.015  
Senior  0.224  0.098    0.249  0.173    -0.070  0.281    0.091   
Graduate 0.155  0.118   -0.017  0.026    -0.077  0.003    0.143   
p-value ***  *    **   **   ***  **   
 
Domestic 0.007 -0.014    0.003  0.037     0.009   0.036    0.011  
International 0.072  0.177    0.084           -0.225     0.032 -0.183  -0.049   
p-value     *   +     
+ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001.        
§Negative numbers mean the group rated the item more influential than average, and positive 
numbers mean that the group rated the item less influential than average.  Means close to zero 
are close to the average.   
P-values reported are from a one-way ANOVA F-test for differences among groups.  
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Appendix A. Academic Fraud: Survey Questionnaire 

 
This survey is intended to assist students, faculty and staff as a guide in understanding the 
dynamics of academic fraud and how best to create an ethical learning environment. 
Participants’ confidentiality is guaranteed. The information gathered will not be 
individually disclosed as to know the identity of a particular participant. Only aggregate 
results will be discussed and published.  
The survey takes about 15 minutes to complete. 
 
1. How prevalent do you think academic fraud is today on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 = 
very low and 5 = very high? 
 � Very low 
 � Low 
 � Medium 
 � High 
 � Very high 
 
2. How would you rate your understanding of academic policies concerning academic 
fraud on a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 = very low and 5 = very high?  
 � Very low 
 � Low 
 � Medium 
 � High 
 � Very high 
 
There are three elements that generally motivate individuals to commit most fraud. These 
elements are pressure or motive, opportunity and rationalization, which are often called 
the fraud triangle. For the purpose of this survey, academic fraud may be referred to as 
plagiarism, cheating on an exam or project, or simply being dishonest so as to gain an 
unfair advantage in academic performance.  
 
3. Below are twelve situations of academic pressure that may cause a student to commit 
academic fraud. Students are influenced differently by these pressures. In your opinion, 
how would you agree or disagree in evaluating the degree of influence from each of the 
given types of pressures, using a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = 
strongly agree?  

1. Student is in danger of failing the course 
2. Student might lose financial aid 
3. Fear of parents cutting financial and other 
support 
4. Student may be dropped from Dean’s / 
President’s list or Honors Society 
5. Student wants to impress friends or peers 
6. Student needs a high grade to go to grad 
school 
7. Desire to land a good paying job 

� Strongly Agree 
� Agree 
� Neutral 
� Disagree 
� Strongly Disagree 
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8. Competition with others 
9. Members of family depends on student 
10. To avoid embarrassment from friends or 
peers 
11. Competition in the job market 
12. Risk of losing job 

 
4. From the twelve academic pressures, please select the top three that you think are the 
most influential by checking the appropriate corresponding boxes  
 � 1. Student is in danger of failing the course 
 � 2. Student might lose financial aid 
 � 3. Fear of parents cutting financial and other support 
 � 4. Student may be dropped from Dean's / President's list or Honors Society 
 � 5. Student wants to impress friends or peers 
 � 6. Student needs a high grade to go to grad school 
 � 7. Desire to land a good paying job 
 � 8. Competition with others 
 � 9. Members of family depends on student 
 � 10. To avoid embarrassment from friends or peers 
 � 11. Competition in the job market 
 � 12. Risk of losing job 
 
5. Below are twelve situations of academic opportunity that may cause a student to 
commit academic fraud. Again, students are influenced differently by these pressures. In 
your opinion, how would you agree or disagree in evaluating the degree of influence 
from each of the given types of opportunities, using a scale of 1 to 5, where 1 = strongly 
disagree and 5 = strongly agree?  

1. Student can easily store and retrieve 
information using electronic devices (pen 
scanners, text-capable calculators, cell phones, 
watches, palm computers, etc.) 
2. No serious supervision by instructor/proctor 
and therefore easy to access cheat sheets  
3. Roommate, classmate or friend shared 
information from an earlier course section 
4. Instructor seldom changes exam questions and 
so students can obtain previous exams through 
friends 
5. No one is going to find out  
6. Instructor is so nice and will not take any 
action 
7. Student could easily see and copy answers 
over shoulders during exam 
8. One could easily access concealed 
information by going to the 
restroom/bathroom/toilet  

� Strongly Agree 
� Agree 
� Neutral 
� Disagree 
� Strongly Disagree 
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9. Paid someone else to write project/exam 
10. Easy downloads from the internet with minor 
changes (change every third word to avoid 
detection by turnitin.com software) 
11. Student identification (picture ID) is not 
required prior to taking exam 
12. Prohibited exam materials into exam room 
not checked prior to taking exam 

 
6. From the twelve academic opportunities, select the top three that you think are the 
most influential by checking the appropriate corresponding boxes  
 � 1. Student can easily store and retrieve information using electronic devices (pen 
scanners, text-capable calculators, cell phones, watches, palm computers, etc.) 
 � 2. No serious supervision by instructor/proctor and therefore easy to access cheat 
sheets  
 � 3. Roommate, classmate or friend shared information from an earlier course 
section 
 � 4. Instructor seldom changes exam questions and so students can obtain previous 
exams through friends 
 � 5. No one is going to find out  
 � 6. Instructor is so nice and will not take any action 
 � 7. Student could easily see and copy answers over shoulders during exam 
 � 8. One could easily access concealed information by going to the 
restroom/bathroom/toilet  
 � 9. Paid someone else to write project/exam 
 � 10. Easy downloads from the internet with minor changes (change every third 
word to avoid detection by turnitin.com software) 
 � 11. Student identification (picture ID) is not required prior to taking exam 
 � 12. Prohibited exam materials into exam room not checked prior to taking exam 
 
7. Below are twelve situations of academic rationalization that may be used as an 
excuse by a student to commit academic fraud. Students are also influenced differently by 
these rationalizations. In your opinion, how would you agree or disagree in evaluating the 
degree of influence from each of the given types of rationalizations, using a scale of 1 to 
5, where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree?  

1. Student studied so hard for the course and 
deserves to pass 
2. Everyone is doing it 
3. Exam/course is very hard anyway 
4. Instructor is a hard grader and doesn't give 
extra credits 
5. There are no clear-cut policies and so student 
can get away with it  
6. Student is not hurting anybody 
7. Tuition is so high that student is entitled to 
pass 

� Strongly Agree 
� Agree 
� Neutral 
� Disagree 
� Strongly Disagree 
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9. Student has so many responsibilities, 
combining work with study and deserves to pass 
10. Didn't know it is academic fraud 
11. Too much competition in the job market 
12. The same thing (fraud) is happening in 
corporate America anyway 

 
 
8. From the twelve academic rationalizations, select the top three that you think are the 
most influential by checking the appropriate corresponding boxes 
 � 1. Student studied so hard for the course and deserves to pass 
 � 2. Everyone is doing it 
 � 3. Exam/course is very hard anyway 
 � 4. Instructor is a hard grader and doesn't give extra credits 
 � 5. There are no clear-cut policies and so student can get away with it  
 � 6. Student is not hurting anybody 
 � 7. Tuition is so high that student is entitled to pass 
 � 9. Student has so many responsibilities, combining work with study and deserves 
to pass 
 � 10. Didn't know it is academic fraud 
 � 11. Too much competition in the job market 
 � 12. The same thing (fraud) is happening in corporate America anyway 
 
9. Among the top three influential items you have selected under each of the three 
elements (pressure, opportunity and rationalization), which among those nine selections 
would you further consider as the overall top three most influential? 
 1 ___________________________________ 
 2 ___________________________________ 
 3 ___________________________________ 
 
 
10. In your opinion, which of the three elements of the academic fraud triangle (pressure, 
opportunity and rationalization) would you select as the top most influential (select one)?  
 � Pressure 
 � Opportunity 
 � Rationalization 
 
11. Does it bother you when someone commits academic fraud?  
 � Yes 
 � No 
 � Sometimes 
 
12. Would you report someone who commits academic fraud?  
 � Yes 
 � No 
 � Maybe 



 36

13. In your opinion, what do you think would discourage academic fraud, using a scale 
of 1 to 5, where 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree?  

1. Stronger penalties  
2. Anonymous tip line  
3. Pledge and sign academic honor code  
4. Involve students in the determination of 
appropriate penalty 
5. Require a mandatory ethics/integrity course 
and seminars 
6. Parental notification 
7. Have uniform penalty administered centrally 
across all departments 
8. Let individual instructor determine the 
appropriate penalty 
9. "Kids will be kids," a fraudster will be a 
fraudster no matter what 
10. Exams do not reasonably measure students' 
performance; therefore, schools should use other 
criteria  

� Strongly Agree 
� Agree 
� Neutral 
� Disagree 
� Strongly Disagree 

 
14. What is your current class/degree standing? 
 � Freshman 
 � Sophomore 
 � Junior 
 � Senior 
 � Graduate 
 � Certificate 
 
15. What is your current major (check one)?  
 � Accounting  
 � Accounting Information Systems  
 � Computer Information Systems  
 � Corporate Finance and Accounting  
 � Economics-Finance  
 � Finance  
 � Information Design and Corporate Communication (IDCC) 
 � International Studies  
 � Liberal Arts (English, History, Philosophy, Public Policy and Social Change)  
 � Management  
 � Managerial Economics  
 � Marketing  
 � Mathematical Sciences  
 � MBA 
 � MS 
 � Other  
 � Undecided  
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16. Is your program full-time or part-time? 
 � Full-time 
 � Part-time 
 
17. Are you a domestic or international student?  
 � Domestic student 
 � International student 
 
18. Gender (Check one)  
 � Male 
 � Female 
 
Thank you so much for your participation. If you would like to receive a copy of the 
survey results, please do not hesitate to contact us.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The opinions of the authors are not necessarily those of Louisiana State University, the E.J. Ourso 
College of business, the LSU Accounting Department, or the Editor-In-Chief. 
 
 


