Analysis of the Mediating Role of Moral Justification of Cheating and Belief in
Cheating in the Relationship between Spirituality and Cheating among Students

Majid Yousefi Afrashteh,’ Marziye Mohammadi, * Fatemeh Rezaie 3

Article info Abstract

Academic integrity is one of the important concerns of educational
systems. The aim of the present study was to investigate the mediating
role of moral justification of cheating and belief in cheating in the
relationship between spirituality and cheating among students. The
method of this research was relational. The research community included
the students of University of Zanjan, a sample of 300 of them was
selected in the second semester of 2022-2023 academic year. In order to
measure the research variables, Parsian and Doninig (2009) and Stephens
and Golbaj (2007) academic cheating questionnaires were used. The
validity of the research tools was checked and confirmed using
Cronbach's alpha coefficient. Research hypotheses were tested using
Pearson's correlation coefficient and path analysis. The path of ethical
justification of cheating to perpetration of cheating standard parameter -
0.02 and t value equal to -0.47 was not significant. Other Mastim paths
became significant. Also, in addition to the direct paths, there was also an
indirect path between spirituality and committing fraud with the
mediation of belief in fraud, whose error was less than 0.05 and therefore
significant. Also, 29% of the variance of academic adjustment is explained
by the predictor variables in the model. The results of this research can
be used in educational centers with the aim of managing the academic
dishonesty of learners.
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Introduction

Academic cheating can be explained through the interaction of pressure, opportunity, and justification.
Students are more likely to cheat when they face academic pressure, have an opportunity, and can
reinterpret cheating as acceptable or harmless. For example, they may argue that everyone cheats, the
examination was unfair, or no one is harmed. Bandura’s theory of moral disengagement explains that
individuals may temporarily separate unethical actions from their moral standards by minimizing harm,
denying responsibility, or blaming others (Bandura, 1999). Belief in cheating, reflected in attitudes about
whether cheating is acceptable, common, or harmless, is also associated with academic dishonesty
(Baker et al., 2008; Lewellyn & Rodriguez, 2015).

Spirituality may protect against academic cheating by promoting self-awareness, meaning, moral
reasoning, self-regulation, responsibility, and ethical decision-making (Elkins et al., 1988; Parsian &
Dunning, 2009). Students with stronger spirituality may regard academic honesty as an internal moral
responsibility rather than merely an institutional requirement. Previous research has reported a negative
relationship between spirituality or religiosity and academic dishonesty (Baumsteiger et al., 2013;
Alizadeh-Thani et al., 2016). Accordingly, this study examined whether moral justification and belief in
cheating mediate the relationship between spirituality and academic cheating. It was hypothesized that
spirituality would negatively predict cheating, moral justification, and belief in cheating, whereas the

latter two variables would positively predict cheating.

Methods

This study used a correlational design. The statistical population consisted of approximately 3,000
students at the Faculty of Engineering, University of Zanjan, during the second semester of the 2022-
2023 academic year. Based on the Cochran formula, a sample of 300 students was estimated. To
compensate for incomplete responses, 340 questionnaires were distributed through convenience
sampling in both paper-based and online formats. After excluding 18 incomplete questionnaires, data
from 322 students were analyzed. The participants included 189 women and 133 men. Most participants
were undergraduate students.

Data were collected using the Spirituality Questionnaire developed by Parsian and Dunning (2009)
and the Academic Cheating Questionnaire developed by Stephens and Golbaj (2007). The Spirituality
Questionnaire contains 29 items and assesses self-awareness, the importance of spiritual beliefs, spiritual
activities, and spiritual needs. Items are rated on a 4-point Likert scale. The Persian version of the
questionnaire has demonstrated acceptable validity and reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient
of 0.76 for the total scale (Aminiayi et al., 2015). The Academic Cheating Questionnaire evaluates peer

perceptions of cheating, belief in cheating, neutralization of responsibility, and cheating behavior. In
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the present study, the subscales of moral justification of cheating, belief in cheating, and cheating
behavior were used. The Persian version of the instrument has shown acceptable psychometric
properties (Rabbani, 2017). Participants were informed about the purpose of the research, the voluntary
nature of participation, and the confidentiality of their responses. Descriptive statistics and Pearson’s
correlation coefficients were calculated using SPSS-26. Path analysis was conducted using LISREL-10.2.

The significance level was set at p < 0.05.

Results

The mean score of spirituality was 88.99, with a standard deviation of 11.85. The mean score of moral
justification of cheating was 2.98, with a standard deviation of 1.80. The mean scores of beliefs in
cheating and cheating behavior were 98.28 and 19.05, respectively.

The correlation findings showed that spirituality was negatively and significantly associated with
cheating behavior, r = -0.30, moral justification of cheating, r = -0.14, and belief in cheating, r = -0.33.
These findings indicate that students with higher levels of spirituality tended to report lower levels of
cheating and were less likely to justify or approve of dishonest academic behavior.

Moral justification of cheating was positively associated with belief in cheating, r = 0.30, and
cheating behavior, r = 0.32. Belief in cheating was also positively associated with cheating behavior, r =
0.35. Thus, students who considered cheating acceptable, understandable, or harmless were more likely
to engage in cheating.

The path analysis showed that spirituality had a significant negative direct effect on moral
justification of cheating, 8 = -0.13, t = -2.33, and belief in cheating, B = -0.34, t = -6.22. Spirituality also
had a significant negative direct effect on cheating behavior, § = -0.22, t = -3.87. In contrast, belief in
cheating had a significant positive direct effect on cheating behavior, § = 0.28, t = 5.11. The direct effect
of moral justification of cheating-on-cheating behavior was not significant, 8 = -0.02, t = -0.47.

The indirect effect of spirituality on cheating through belief in cheating was significant, § = -0.09,
t = -3.65, p < 0.05. Therefore, belief in cheating partially mediated the relationship between spirituality
and cheating behavior. Since the direct effect of spirituality on cheating remained significant, spirituality
influenced cheating both directly and indirectly through belief in cheating. However, the indirect
mediation effect through moral justification was not confirmed because its direct path to cheating was
nonsignificant.

The total effect of spirituality on cheating was negative and significant, 3 = -0.31, t = -5.67. The
variables in the proposed model explained 29% of the variance in cheating behavior. The model showed
an acceptable fit to the data: y?/df = 1.77, RMSEA = 0.05, GFI = 0.99, AGFI = 0.96, TLI = 0.97, NFI
=0.95, and CFI = 0.97.
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Conclusion

The results demonstrated that spirituality was directly and negatively related to academic cheating. This
finding suggests that spirituality may strengthen students’ self-awareness, personal responsibility, moral
standards, and commitment to ethical conduct. Spiritually oriented students may be less willing to
violate academic rules, even when they experience academic pressure or have an opportunity to cheat.

Spirituality was also negatively associated with moral justification and belief in cheating. This finding
indicates that spirituality may influence the way students interpret dishonest behavior. Students with
stronger spiritual values may be less likely to consider cheating normal, acceptable, or harmless. They
may also be less likely to minimize the consequences of cheating or deny their responsibility.

Belief in cheating was positively associated with cheating behavior and significantly mediated the
relationship between spirituality and cheating. This result suggests that spirituality may reduce academic
cheating partly by changing students’ attitudes toward dishonest behavior. In other words, students with
higher spirituality may be less likely to cheat because they hold more negative and less accepting beliefs
about cheating.

Although moral justification was correlated with cheating, it did not have a significant direct effect
on cheating in the final model. This may indicate that justification alone is insufficient to produce
cheating and that its influence depends on other factors, including academic pressure, peer norms,
perceived opportunity, and general attitudes toward dishonesty.

The findings have practical implications for higher education. Preventing academic cheating should
not be limited to examination supervision and punishment. Universities should provide educational
programs that strengthen academic integrity, ethical decision-making, self-awareness, personal
responsibility, and appropriate spiritual values. Such programs should also challenge the belief that
cheating is common, harmless, or acceptable. However, the study was limited by the use of convenience
sampling, self-report measures, and students from a single faculty. Future studies should use larger and
more diverse samples, longitudinal designs, and behavioral measures to examine the development of

academic cheating over time.
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