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Observing academic ethics and reducing cheating in higher education examinations conducted
under non-face-to-face and online conditions are highly important. Therefore, this study aims
to investigate and analyze the causes and motivations underlying students’ cheating in online
examinations.

A qualitative research approach based on Thematic Analysis. The research population included
all professors and students concerned with and involved in the issue of online cheating in the
Department of Educational Sciences and Psychology at Payame Noor University in Isfahan
Province during the 2021-2022 academic year. Purposive, criterion-based sampling was used.
The sample size was determined based on theoretical saturation, which was achieved with 26
students and 12 professors. Data obtained from semi-structured interviews were analyzed using
the Thematic Analysis method developed by Attride-Stirling (2001) and MAXQDA 2020
software.

The findings derived from the students' perspectives comprised 157 basic thematic codes and
17 organizing thematic codes, while those from the professors' perspectives included 167 basic
thematic codes and 18 organizing thematic codes. Ultimately, two global themes-"individual
causes and motivations" and "situational and contextual causes and motivations"-were
extracted from both the professors' and students' perspectives as the causes of cheating in
university online examinations.

The findings indicate that cheating in online examinations results from a combination of
individual and situational factors that are perceived similarly by students and professors.
Understanding these factors makes it possible to develop ethical and preventive solutions.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Ethics and ethical processes are essential in all
organizations and throughout society. However,
adherence to ethical principles is even more
important in educational institutions, where ethics is
considered a fundamental value. One of the most
critical areas in which ethics and moral values play
a central role is learning and knowledge acquisition.
Unfortunately, one of the persistent challenges faced
by educational institutions and universities—one
that has attracted increasing attention in recent years
and continues to threaten academic integrity—is
cheating.

With the onset of the COVID-19 crisis, a paradigm
shift occurred from traditional face-to-face
education to technology-mediated online learning.
One prominent consequence of this shift was the
widespread adoption of online assessment methods.
Online exams offer greater flexibility for students,
such as the opportunity to take examinations from
home, potentially reducing test anxiety and lowering
administrative costs for universities. Nevertheless,
online assessment presents significant challenges,
particularly in maintaining the credibility and
integrity of examinations.

Ensuring effective online teaching and learning
requires the implementation of secure, ethical, and
fair online assessments. A systematic review
indicated that students reported a notable increase in
cheating during the COVID-19 pandemic (from
30% to 55%).

Investigating the factors that contribute to student
cheating is crucial not only for detecting dishonest
behavior but also for developing preventive
strategies. Understanding the underlying reasons
and justifications provided by students can help
educational policymakers formulate more effective
responses. However, it must be acknowledged that
social problems are complex and interconnected. For
instance, if cheating stems from -credentialism,
credentialism itself may be driven by crises related
to social status or employment, each of which has its
own sociocultural roots. Policymakers must avoid
attributing cheating to a single cause. This study
aims to explore the causes and motivations
underlying  cheating in  university  online
examinations and to offer actionable strategies for
mitigating this behavior.

This study differs from previous research on
cheating in two significant ways. First, there is a
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notable scarcity of research in Iran specifically
addressing the causes of cheating in online
examinations. Second, this study employs a
qualitative approach and seeks to explore the
underlying causes and motivations for cheating from
the perspectives of both students and instructors. The
goal is to enable a more fundamental and ethical
response to this challenge within higher education
environments.  Given the importance  of
understanding the causes and motivations
underlying cheating in online assessments,
especially in the post-COVID-19 era, this study aims
to answer the following research question from the
perspectives of students and faculty members:
“What are the causes and motivations for cheating in
online exams at Payame Noor University in Isfahan
Province”?

Methods

This qualitative study employed thematic analysis.
The research focused on graduate students who were
knowledgeable about and experienced in online
examinations and were known to engage in cheating,
as well as university instructors who were actively
concerned about academic dishonesty. The study
was conducted at Payame Noor University in
Isfahan Province during the 2021-2022 academic
year.

Using  Criteria-based  purposive  sampling,
instructors first identified students known to engage
in cheating. Subsequently, through snowball
sampling, these students introduced other students
proficient in cheating, along with instructors
involved in preventing dishonest practices. Initially,
the sample consisted of 24 students and 10
instructors. After theoretical saturation was reached,
interviews were extended to two additional students
and two additional instructors, resulting in a final
sample of 26 students and 12 instructors.

Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews lasting 40—60 minutes over a period of
one month. Expert review was used to establish the
validity of the study, and inter-researcher
verification was employed to ensure reliability. For
data analysis, the Attride-Stirling thematic analysis
approach was applied using MAXQDA 2020 to
extract basic, organizing, and global themes and
construct thematic networks.

Results

From the students’ perspectives, 157 basic themes,
17 organizing themes, and two global themes were
identified: (1) personal causes and motivations and
(2) contextual and situational causes and
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motivations. Similarly, from the instructors’
perspectives, 167 basic themes, 18 organizing
themes, and the same two global themes emerged.

Personal causes and motivations refer to factors
related to individual characteristics, such as
personality traits, attitudes, motivations,
psychological conditions, age, and gender. For
students, these factors included intrinsic goals,
practical skills, intellectual abilities, motivational
traits, self-esteem, and personal characteristics.
From the instructors’ perspectives, they involved
similar factors, including values, beliefs, and
interests.

Contextual and situational causes and motivations
refer to external pressures and the specific
environments in which students operate. These
factors include external goals, institutional policies,
inadequate supervision structures, credentialism,
instructor behavior, career-related incentives,
financial pressures, peer influence, family
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expectations, instructional methods, and social
motivators. Instructors additionally cited structural
challenges in online education, governmental
inefficiencies, and internet infrastructure issues,
particularly during the COVID-19 crisis.

Conclusion

Based on these findings, addressing cheating by
focusing on its root causes and promoting academic
ethics in educational environments are both possible
and essential. Although the distinction between
personal and contextual motivations facilitates a
clearer analysis, cheating in online examinations is a
multifaceted phenomenon that cannot be attributed
to a single cause. A holistic understanding is
required to develop effective policies and
interventions.

Keywords: Causes of cheating, Motivation for
cheating, Academic dishonesty, Online
examinations, Higher education.
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Table 1. Classification of themes of causes of cheating in online exams (from the students' perspective)
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Table2. Classification of the causes of cheating in online exams (from the perspective of professors)
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Figure 1. Thematic network of causes of cheating in online exams from the perspective of students-output of
Maxqda2020 software
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