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A B S T R A C T

This research investigated whether choice provision may reduce dishonesty and attitudes that justify
cheating in an academic context. In Study 1, opportunities to make task choices and cheat by misreporting
performance without being detected were manipulated. Differences in the pattern of scores reported across
cheating opportunity conditions for choice versus no choice participants suggested that choice provi-
sion mitigated score misreporting and provided psychological benefits for positive self-beliefs and affect
that were equal to those accrued by the opportunity to successfully misreport scores. Study 2 extended
these findings, demonstrating that college students who read a hypothetical vignette describing a college
course high in student choice opportunities anticipated greater perceived competence and control and
greater opportunities for cheating compared to students who read a low choice course vignette. These
variables in turn predicted attributions of blame for cheating to students versus teachers, favorable cheat-
ing attitudes, and anticipated cheating behavior in the hypothetical course in opposing directions. Results
suggest that unethical behavior may depend in part on support for personal control, in addition to op-
portunities for acting unethically.

© 2015 Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Academic dishonesty, a term that captures many forms of cheat-
ing including deception, fabrication, plagiarism, cheating on tests,
exchanging work with other students, or purchasing work
(Underwood & Szabo, 2003) is a common problem among stu-
dents of all ages, including college students (Cizek, 2003). Studies
indicate that somewhere between 70% and 95% of college stu-
dents cheat at some point during their academic careers (McCabe
& Trevino, 1997; McCabe, Trevino, & Butterfield, 2001; Whitley, 1998)
and cheating may be even greater among younger students (Jensen,
Arnett, Feldman, & Cauffman, 2003). Further, academic cheating has
consequences for the individual doing the cheating in terms of costs
to their learning, others in the classroom in the form of mis-
aligned instruction and unfair grade distribution, as well as society
at large given the high probability that academic dishonesty trans-
lates to cheating in other contexts (e.g., Harding, Carpenter, Finelli,
& Passow, 2004).

Given these consequences, one important question for social sci-
entists is what contextual factors support or thwart dishonest
behavior? A great deal of prior research has explored contextual
factors that influence cheating. However, no research to date has
investigated the extent to which providing choices about tasks may

influence academic dishonesty, despite reasons to believe that choice
provision will have implications for cheating attitudes and dishon-
est behavior, albeit the relations may be complex. One possibility
is that providing task choices may have implications for cheating
given its known benefits for adaptive motivational beliefs and ex-
periences such as perceptions of competence and control (e.g., Langer,
1975; Patall, Cooper, & Robinson, 2008) that are likely to mitigate
cheating. Alternatively, providing choices about a task may implic-
itly support perceptions of having the opportunity to cheat
successfully and the belief that cheating is acceptable, making cheat-
ing more likely. The purpose of this investigation was to explore these
possibilities and examine the relations between choice, cheating at-
titudes, and dishonesty in an academic context.

1.1. Why and how might choice provision mitigate academic
dishonesty?

Numerous personal and situational factors have been linked to
academic dishonesty (see Whitley, 1998 for a review). Research
shows that perhaps most critically, cheating increases across a variety
of contexts when there are opportunities to cheat, minimal con-
sequences associated with getting caught, and desirable outcomes
for successful cheating (e.g., Covey, Saladin, & Killen, 1989; Houston,
1986; Mazar, Amir, & Ariely, 2008; McCabe & Trevino, 1993). Not
surprisingly, academic dishonesty increases when individuals have
favorable or neutralizing attitudes that justify cheating (e.g.,
Anderman, Griesinger, & Westerfield, 1998; Diekhoff et al., 1996;
Whitley, 1998). However, cheating and tolerance for cheating have
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also been found to be lower among individuals with higher actual
or perceived competence (i.e., Coleman & Mahaffey, 2000; Crown
& Spiller, 1998; Finn & Frone, 2004; McCabe & Trevino, 1997;
Murdock, Hale, & Weber, 2001; Whitley, 1998), a more internal locus
of control (e.g., Crown & Spiller, 1998), and greater autonomous mo-
tivation or personal interest in a task (e.g., Schraw et al., 2007;
Vansteenkiste, Sierens, Soenens, Luyckx, & Lens, 2009). Likewise,
cheating in school and tolerance for cheating is lower in class-
room situations marked by greater levels of perceived teacher
competence, engagement, fairness, or caring for students (e.g.,
McCabe & Trevino, 1997; Murdock, Miller, & Goetzinger, 2007;
Murdock, Miller, & Kohlhardt, 2004).

Providing task choice is easy to implement and a popular mo-
tivational strategy among educational practitioners (e.g., Flowerday
& Schraw, 2000). More importantly, providing choices related to tasks
and activities may be a successful strategy for reducing academic
dishonesty given research suggesting it has a number of positive
effects on motivation and performance outcomes (e.g., see Patall et al.,
2008 for a review) that to some extent parallel the correlates of
cheating outcomes, though no test of this possibility yet exists.

To explain more, the benefits of choice can be understood in light
of self-determination theory (SDT), a macro-theory of human mo-
tivation that suggests that three fundamental needs—autonomy,
competence, and relatedness—underlie people’s self-motivation and
adaptive psychological functioning (e.g., Ryan & Deci, 2000). Ac-
cording to SDT, social contexts that support these psychological needs
enhance motivation, social development, and well-being, while con-
texts that thwart them undermine these outcomes (e.g., Ryan & Deci,
2000). Providing choice is a strategy that scholars frequently cite
for supporting two of three needs, namely, competence or the sense
that one can master their environment and autonomy or the sense
that one is the origin of their own behavior. Indeed, empirical re-
search suggests that providing choice supports an individual’s
experience of autonomy, perception of control, and sense of com-
petence, and in turn, an assortment of motivation and performance
outcomes (e.g., Ames, 1992; Henry, 1994; Jacobs & Eccles, 2000;
Langer, 1975; Patall et al., 2008; Patall, Cooper, & Wynn, 2010;
Perlmutter & Monty, 1979; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Tafarodi, Milne, &
Smith, 1999). Thus, it seems reasonable to suggest that providing
choices, especially choices intentionally designed to be most sup-
portive of psychological needs by tapping into personal interests
and values, providing opportunities to control process and action,
or directly affecting competent decision making or performance (e.g.,
Katz & Assor, 2007; Patall, 2012; Reeve, Nix, & Hamm, 2003), could
decrease favorable cheating attitudes and dishonest behavior because
they facilitate adaptive motivational experiences like interest and
intrinsic motivation and increase beliefs about competence, control,
autonomy, and responsibility (e.g., Langer, 1975; Patall et al., 2008;
Ryan & Deci, 2000). Given the especially well-established links
between high past performance, perceptions of competence or self-
efficacy, and experiences of control over outcomes with less favorable
cheating attitudes and cheating behavior (e.g., Coleman & Mahaffey,
2000; Crown & Spiller, 1998; McCabe & Trevino, 1997; Murdock et al.,
2001; Whitley, 1998), choice provision seems likely to mitigate dis-
honest behavior particularly because it supports beliefs about
competence and control (e.g., Henry, 1994; Langer, 1975; Patall et al.,
2008).

Applying this reasoning to the classroom suggests that academ-
ic environments marked by student choice may mitigate academic
dishonesty via motivation mechanisms. This conjecture is bol-
stered further by evidence suggesting that students’ beliefs about
the extent to which they deserve blame (versus attribute blame to
a source external to the self, such as the teacher) and see cheating
as acceptable are malleable. Such beliefs are related to percep-
tions of the classroom environment, including teachers’ fairness,
competence, enthusiasm, caring, and emphasis on performance (e.g.,

Murdock et al., 2004, 2007; Pulvers & Diekhoff, 1999). Given the
tenuous assumption that students perceive teachers who provide
choices as concerned about a range of student outcomes and par-
ticularly fair, as well as the more established proposition that they
actually feel more competent and motivated themselves in an en-
vironment marked by choice (e.g., Patall et al., 2010), students in
a classroom marked by student choices may be less likely to at-
tribute blame for cheating to a source external to the self and view
cheating as acceptable or justifiable. In turn, prior research has es-
tablished that such beliefs are linked with lower academic dishonesty
(e.g., Anderman et al., 1998; Diekhoff et al., 1996; Whitley, 1998).

This argument can also be extended to understand how choice
may potentially reduce cheating by circumventing the psycholog-
ical benefits of cheating. While many theories of moral behavior
assume and people themselves predict that one will experience neg-
ative affect and guilt upon cheating (e.g., DePalma, Madey, &
Bornschein, 1995; Eisenberg, 2000; Massi, 2005; Ruedy, Moore, Gino,
& Schweitzer, 2013), recent research suggests that people experi-
ence an affective “cheater’s high” upon successfully cheating (Ruedy
et al., 2013). Research suggests that the act of cheating, when there
is not a salient victim, may itself provide benefits in the form of en-
hanced feelings of self-satisfaction (i.e., perceptions of competence,
cleverness, accomplishment) and a corresponding boost in posi-
tive affect (i.e., interested, excited, proud) that is not due to self-
selection in terms of who decides to cheat, receiving undeserved
rewards, or self-deception regarding one’s unethical behavior (Ruedy
et al., 2013). Moreover, these psychological benefits of cheating
appear to be the result of the enhanced experience of autonomy
and sense of control over outcomes that come with having an ex-
panded range of options closed to others following social rules
(Carver & Scheier, 1990; Ruedy et al., 2013). Taken together, this sug-
gests that the opportunity to cheat may operate in much the same
way as providing choices in that both serve to enhance percep-
tions (at least in the immediate present), that one is competent,
autonomous, and tasks that one is engaging in are interesting. Given
Ruedy et al.’s (2013) results, we might speculate that the oppor-
tunity to cheat may even have these effects by enhancing one’s
experience of having choices, and in turn, a sense that one has in-
fluence and control. Thus, to the extent that providing explicit choices
about a task may provide the same (or even a greater) boost in pos-
itive self-beliefs and affect compared to that provided by the act of
cheating, it may reduce cheating by circumventing its psycholog-
ical benefits.

1.2. Choice provision and perceptions of opportunities to cheat

Ironically, choice may simultaneously enhance the perception
that one has greater opportunity and justification for cheating, a
context known to support dishonest behavior. If not thoughtfully
implemented, choice may facilitate cheating by limiting an instru-
ctor’s ability to detect it. For example, providing choice of where
to sit during a test, what test or assignment questions to answer,
or setting one’s own deadlines might make it easier for students
to cheat in a number of different ways (e.g., plagiarism, copying on
tests, etc.). But, even when choice does not provide any additional
“real” opportunity to cheat or decrease the risk of getting caught,
providing choices may still make cheating appear more accessible
and acceptable in the situation if opportunities for it are per-
ceived to be provided, and perhaps tacitly sanctioned by the
instructor.

Going further along these lines, we might expect choice provi-
sion to support perceptions that cheating opportunities are available
and acceptable given what Markus and Kitayama (2003) call the dis-
joint model of agency pervasive among Westerners in which people
implicitly understand that “actions are ‘freely’ chosen, contingent
on one’s own preferences, intentions, [and] motives” (p. 7), choices
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