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Abstract The relation between academic integrity and real world corruption is more often
presumed than proven. Based on a sample of 7,602 students from 21 countries, it was found
that academic cheating in the past is a predictor of the countries’ current level of corruption.
This reproducibility and persistence over time of dishonest behaviors highlights the danger
of disregarding students cheating at university.
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Introduction

There is widespread agreement that corruption has become one of today’s most pressing
global and ethical problems (Johnson et al. 2011).1 Corruption is said to distort standards of
merit and erode the respect of law (Hamir 1999), resulting in higher public investment and
lower quality of infrastructure (Tanzi and Davoodi 1998), as well as holding back political
and economic advancement (Klitgaard 1994).

The current credit-market meltdown and governance misbehavior has been fuelling reflec-
tions on the role of business schools and business educators. Education has an essential role to
play in nurturing ethical business leaders and the global financial crisis has re-ignited further
interest in management as a profession. As stressed by Mackness (2010), “[g]raduating fully
informed and conscientious leaders in every business discipline is the first step in changing the
way business gets done and creating a more sustainable world.”. Indeed, in the aftermath of the
financial crisis of 2008 and the current Eurozone crisis, there is not only a demand for a new
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1Corruption might be defined as the use of public office for private gain (Rose-Ackerman 1978). Corruption is
thus one aspect of governancewhich also relates tomatters of transparency, accountability, political stability, social
order, the rule of law and the like. These factors are likely to be interdependent (Blackburn 2012).
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standard of ethics and probity for business professionals but there are also calls for the
redefinition of the purpose of business education.

It has been well-documented that a sizeable proportion of business school students
routinely engage in cheating during their university experience (Teixeira and Rocha 2010).
Research mainly focused on the US reality indicates that students intending to enter business
fields are more likely than any other group of students to engage in cheating and other forms
of academic dishonesty (McCabe and Trevino 1996). Premeaux (2005) further points
out that cheating appears to be fairly ingrained in the culture of learning in business,
this being “… quite unfortunate because today’s business school students are tomor-
row’s business managers, not only in America but throughout the world.” (Premeaux
2005: 416–7).

Indeed, if the same ethical standards prevail in the academic and business envi-
ronments, and given that past behavior is a strong predictor of future behavior, it is
likely that those who engage in unethical activities in the classroom will also engage
in unethical activities in the business world (Grimes 2004). Not surprisingly, Lawson
(2004) found a strong relationship between the students’ propensity to cheat in an
academic setting and their attitude toward unethical behavior in the business world.
He argues that the long-held belief of students that unethical behavior is the norm in
the business world is a cause for concern. Other authors (e.g., Caiden et al. 2001;
Uprety 2000) further argue that where there is the general belief that “corruption is
okay” or a normal practice, one will find corruption.

The aim of this paper is to assess whether cheating behavior by economics and business
university students is indeed related to the ‘real world’ corruption of different countries.
Based on individual responses from 7,602 economics and business students from 21
countries, we computed an index of (lagged) academic cheating (i.e., copying in exams in
2006) and related it to these countries’ 2011 transparency indexes.

It was found that, after controlling for the countries’ GDP per capita, higher levels of
student cheating are associated with higher levels of ‘real world’ corruption.

Data and Methodology

Measuring cheating in academia is not an easy task and researchers have generally used their
own information to gather data to assess this type of behavior (Nowell and Laufer 1997). A
one-page questionnaire covering a range of questions focusing on the main determinants
associated with copying in exams was devised and implemented in classes of 2nd to 4th year
students from Economics and Business/Management courses enrolled in 46 schools located
in 21 countries.2

If the above ‘prediction’ is correct, one would expect that, controlling for the countries’
level of development, the lagged (average) propensity to cheat be (significantly) correlated
with the standard measures of the countries’ corruption, namely the future (2011) Corruption
Perception Index (CPI) released by the International Transparency (TI 2012), which
reflects the perceptions of the degree of corruption as seen by business people and
country analysts.

2 In Teixeira and Rocha (2010), further details on the procedure for data gathering and description of the
responses is provided.
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In order to test such a ‘prediction’, the following simple, base-line econometric model was used:

logCheatingi ¼ β1 þ β2logCPI i þ β2logGDPper capitai þ ui;

with i=1,…, 21.

Results

Some Descriptive Results

It is apparent that, at cross-country level, there is a non-linear significant relation between lagged
cheating by economics and business undergraduates and the countries’ CPI scores—countries
that have both a very low (‘high perceived corruption’) and very high CPI score (i.e., ‘are highly
clean/transparent’) present relatively low levels of student academic cheating (cf. Fig. 1).

In concrete, Nigeria and Argentina, which according to CPI are economies where
corruption is rampant, and the Nordic countries, which are considered the least corrupt
states in the world, are associated with low levels of misconduct at university, especially
Sweden (4.5 %) and Denmark (5.1 %). The British Isles and New Zealand, being well-
ranked economies in terms of transparency, reveal low levels of academic cheating by
economics and business students.

If we excluded Nigeria and Argentina, the relation between academic dishonesty and ‘real
world’ transparency would be (in statistic terms) significantly negative (Pearson correlation
coefficient estimate around −0.71), conveying the idea that countries where the propensity to
cheat is high, the CPI scores are low; in other words, the corruption levels are high. These
two countries are nevertheless interesting cases studies. Here, there is a widespread sense of
the need to combat fraud and corruption. In a 2006 survey in Nigeria, it was revealed that
58 % of the respondents identified corruption as the nation’s most acute problem, while 42 %
considered it an important problem (IAP 2006). Likewise, in Argentina, several attempts
have been made in the last decade to curb corruption both in the society as a whole, and in
the education sector in particular (Hernandez 2004).
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Fig. 1 Relation between cheating in academia and ‘real world’ corruption. Source: Calculations made by the
author based on direct survey conducted in the periods February 2005-May 2006; CPI (TI 2012). Note: The
Corruption Perceptions Index ranks countries/territories based on how corrupt their public sector is perceived
to be. A country/territory’s score indicates the perceived level of public sector corruption on a scale of 0–10,
where 0 means that a country is perceived as highly corrupt and 10 means that a country is perceived as very
clean (see http://cpi.transparency.org/cpi2011/results/)
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Econometric Results

Table 1 shows the base-line regression results. The control variable, 2011 GDP per capita,
displays the expected sign and is statistically significant at 1 %. Accordingly, higher level of
economic development reflected in greater GDP per capita lowers corruption. This broadly
conforms to the general indication in the literature (Goel and Ram 2013).

Significantly, the results reported in Table 1 show that cheating (i.e., copying in exams) in
the past by each country’s economics and business students has a negative influence on the
(present) indicator of the country’s transparency. The coefficient of the 2006 cheating
variable is statistically significant at the 1 %–5 % level and indicates that if the cheating
increases by one point, the country’s future (within a 5-year period) transparency as
measured by the CPI decreases by about 0.10–0.15 points.3

It is worth noting that despite the relevance of academic cheating for predicting countries’
future corruption, the level of development of a country, as reflected in its GDP per capita,
evidence an even stronger correlation with corruption. This, however, should come at no big
surprise as higher levels of development (i.e., GDP per capita) are likely to convey increased
political rights and civil liberties, in short, ‘better institutions’, which lower corruption
significantly (Acemoglu and Johnson 2005; Lambsdorff 2006; Bertocchi and Guerzoni
2012; Mijiyawa 2013).

Table 1 Regression results. Dependent variable: 2011 CPI in logarithm. OLS estimation

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3

[Cheating=log of the index
of country average copying
at exams in 2006]

[Cheating=log of the
frequency student
copying in 2006]

[Cheating=log of the frequency
student observing other
copying in 2006]

Cheating (2006) −0.151** −0.105*** −0.152***

[−2.551] [−15.020] [−24.576]
2011 GDP pc (log) 0.316*** 0.371*** 0.363***

[5.713] [124.093] [123.775]

Constant Yes Yes Yes

Observations 21 countries 7,139 students 7,139 students

Adjusted R2 0.720 0.679 0.696

*** (** ) significant at 1 % (5 %); CPI - The Corruption Perceptions Index ranks countries/territories
based on how corrupt their public sector is perceived to be. A country/territory’s score indicates the
perceived level of public sector corruption on a scale of 0–10, where 0 means that a country is
perceived as highly corrupt and 10 means that a country is perceived as very clean; GDP per capita
- gross domestic product at purchasing power parity per capita, in a per capita basis, the value of all
final goods and services produced within a country in a given year divided by the average (or mid-
year) population for the same year. Sources: CPI – in http://cpi.transparency.org/cpi2011/results/;
Cheating—based on responses by 7,602 students, further details in Teixeira and Rocha (2010); 2011
GDP per capita—World Bank

3 It is important to underline that the issue of reverse causality was not demonstrated by the estimations
(the coefficient of corruption failed to be statistical significant). Thus, the possibility that past real world corruption
impacts on academic cheating did not emerged from the data.
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Conclusion

The results show that countries with high levels of cheating in Economics andBusiness university
courses will tend to suffer from high real world corruption in the future. This finding is in line, for
example, with the study by Lovett-Hooper et al. (2007). Based on an analysis of 154 introductory
and upper-level psychology students enrolled at a midsized, Midwestern public university, these
authors found that academic dishonesty (self-dishonesty, social falsifying, and plagiarism) is
significantly predictive of a norm/rule-violating future. The results obtained clearly corroborate
Lovett-Hooper et al.’s (2007) assumption that business and economics students who behave
dishonestly at university could be expected to do so in other areas of their lives in the future, most
notably in their future profession. The ‘persistence’ of cheating over time highlights the danger of
disregarding students’ dishonest behavior at university.

Economic and business schools, which are devoted to teaching economics and management as
sciences, often do not acknowledge that every economic and business decision has societal
repercussions (Bennis and O’Toole 2005; Basu 2010). Recent critiques on how the university,
and most particularly business/management (Billsberry and Birnik 2010; Wright et al. 2013) and
economics (Rubinstein 2006) schools, teach their students underline that it is fundamental to create
ethical individuals, who are likely to become the competent leaders of countries and organizations
in the future. It is not amere process of transforming education in the professions, but rather theway
we think about encouraging individuals to do the right thing in general (Poff 2007; 2010).
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