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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Academic dishonesty, particularly cheating, has emerged as a persistent challenge in educational
systems globally. As educational institutions strive to uphold integrity and foster ethical behavior among
students, the phenomenon of academic cheating continues to undermine these goals, threatening not only
the validity of educational outcomes but also the moral development of future professionals. Various
studies have demonstrated that academic dishonesty is influenced by a complex interplay of personal,
psychological, and contextual variables (Feday, 2017; Starovoytova & Namango, 2016). This multifaceted nature
of cheating necessitates a deeper understanding of the individual factors that predispose students to engage
in such behaviors.

Among the key psychological variables implicated in academic cheating is self-handicapping, a
defense mechanism where individuals create obstacles or excuses to explain potential failures, thereby
protecting their self-image (Schwinger et al., 2014). In educational settings, students often utilize self-
handicapping strategies such as procrastination, reduced effort, or intentional disengagement to rationalize
poor academic performance, which in turn may increase their likelihood of resorting to dishonest practices
(Chang etal., 2025; Karimi et al., 2024). According to self-worth theory, these strategies serve as a buffer against
perceived incompetence and allow individuals to shift blame from internal deficits to external conditions
(Anderman & Koenka, 2017).

On the other hand, protective psychological factors such as spiritual intelligence have gained
increasing attention in recent years. Spiritual intelligence refers to the capacity to understand deeper
existential questions, find purpose in life events, and maintain inner peace and ethical conduct. Research
has suggested that students with higher spiritual intelligence demonstrate greater self-awareness, moral
sensitivity, and resilience, all of which serve to reduce their susceptibility to engage in unethical academic
behaviors (Mustapha et al., 2019; Sheykh & Dabiri, 2023 ). For example, (Ghasemi & Miri, 2023) found that spiritual
intelligence, mediated by moral intelligence, positively predicts academic ethics in university students.
Additionally, (Alizadeh Sani et al., 2016) emphasized the moderating role of spiritual intelligence in
decreasing students' justification for cheating, thereby reinforcing its role as a psychological safeguard.

Responsibility, as another vital individual trait, has been conceptualized as a sense of personal
accountability and a commitment to fulfill assigned duties. Students with a heightened sense of academic
responsibility are more likely to abide by academic codes of conduct and less likely to justify dishonest
behaviors (Haditabar et al., 2019; Lau et al., 2020). According to (Jokar & Negahdar, 2016), moral identity and
responsibility are strongly inversely related to academic dishonesty. Furthermore, the role of responsibility
in discouraging cheating can be understood through the lens of the neutralization theory, which posits that
individuals who lack personal responsibility are more prone to rationalize deviant behaviors through
various justification techniques (Meng et al., 2014).

Although several studies have separately examined the effects of self-handicapping, spiritual
intelligence, and responsibility on academic dishonesty, few have investigated their simultaneous impact
within a unified predictive model. This study aims to address this gap by evaluating the extent to which
these three psychological constructs collectively explain students' tendencies to cheat. Such an integrative
approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of the risk and protective factors influencing academic



dishonesty and provides a valuable framework for designing targeted interventions to promote ethical
conduct in academic environments (Asghari & Hosseini Mehrabadi, 2024; Gugapriya, 2024).

Methods and Materials

This research utilized a descriptive-correlational design to investigate the predictive roles of self-
handicapping, spiritual intelligence, and responsibility in academic cheating tendencies among university
students. The target population included all undergraduate students enrolled at Payame Noor University,
Ardabil branch, during the academic year 2021-2022. Using stratified random sampling based on gender
and academic disciplines, a sample of 365 students was selected, as determined by Morgan’s sampling
table.

Data collection instruments comprised four standardized questionnaires. Self-handicapping was
measured using the Self-Handicapping Scale developed by Jones and Rhodewalt (1982), which assesses
tendencies such as excuse-making and effort withdrawal. Spiritual intelligence was assessed using King’s
(2008) Spiritual Intelligence Questionnaire, which measures critical existential thinking, personal
meaning production, transcendental awareness, and conscious state expansion. Academic responsibility
was measured via the Academic Responsibility Questionnaire by Kordloo (2014), designed to assess
personal and academic responsibility levels. Finally, cheating tendency was evaluated using Rasouli
Azar’s (2014) Academic Dishonesty Tendency Scale.

Data were collected with informed consent and confidentiality assurance. Ethical protocols,
including the observance of research ethics codes and approval from university research authorities, were
strictly followed. Statistical analyses included Pearson correlation to assess relationships among variables,
and multiple regression analysis to determine the predictive power of the independent variables on
cheating tendency.

Findings

The demographic analysis indicated that the sample included 52.6% female and 47.4% male
students, with an age range between 19 and 31 years. Normal distribution of data was confirmed through
the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test.

Pearson correlation results revealed a significant positive correlation between self-handicapping
and cheating tendency (r = 0.41, p < .01), indicating that students who engaged in self-handicapping
behaviors were more likely to cheat. In contrast, spiritual intelligence (r =-0.12, p <.05) and responsibility
(r=-0.21, p <.01) showed significant negative correlations with cheating tendency, suggesting that higher
levels of these variables were associated with lower tendencies to engage in academic dishonesty.

The multiple regression analysis showed that self-handicapping, spiritual intelligence, and
responsibility collectively accounted for 17% of the variance in cheating tendency (R*>=0.17, F = 16.06,
p <.001). Among these predictors, self-handicapping emerged as the strongest positive predictor (B =
0.19,t=3.26, p <.001), while spiritual intelligence ( = -0.42, t =-6.40, p <.001) and responsibility ( =
-0.21,t=-4.22, p <.001) negatively predicted cheating tendency.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide compelling evidence for the significant role of psychological
traits in predicting academic cheating among university students. Consistent with prior research, self-
handicapping was identified as a prominent risk factor. Students who habitually externalize failure and
avoid responsibility for academic outcomes are more inclined to rationalize cheating as a viable coping
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strategy. This aligns with self-worth protection theory, wherein cheating becomes a mechanism for
preserving one's self-image in the face of academic challenges.

In contrast, spiritual intelligence and responsibility were found to function as protective factors
against cheating. Students with higher spiritual intelligence are better equipped to manage academic stress
and make ethically sound decisions rooted in personal values and moral reasoning. Their intrinsic
motivation and sense of purpose mitigate the appeal of dishonest shortcuts. Similarly, students with a high
degree of responsibility exhibit stronger moral identity and behavioral regulation, making them less
susceptible to deviant behaviors such as cheating.

Collectively, the results underscore the need for educational strategies that not only focus on
academic skills but also prioritize the development of character strengths and moral competencies.
Interventions aimed at reducing self-handicapping behaviors, promoting spiritual intelligence through
value-based education, and enhancing responsibility through structured accountability mechanisms may
prove effective in mitigating academic dishonesty.

Ultimately, this research supports a holistic approach to academic integrity—one that considers
the psychological makeup of learners as central to the design of ethical educational environments. Future
studies and institutional policies should continue to explore these internal dimensions to create more

ethical, resilient, and responsible student communities.
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