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Introduction
Academic integrity is a cornerstone of educational institutions worldwide (Bretag 2016; 
Stephens 2019), underscoring the importance of honesty, trust, and ethical behaviour in 
the pursuit of knowledge (Nesterova et al. 2019; Susilawati et al. 2022). However, aca-
demic dishonesty and plagiarism present significant challenges, undermining the cred-
ibility and value of academic qualifications (e.g., Awasti 2019; Singh and Remenyi 2016). 
These behaviours not only tarnish individual reputations but also compromise the integ-
rity of educational systems and institutions (e.g., Aluede et al. 2006; Nucci and Turiel 
2009; Söylemez 2023). The rise of digital technologies and the increasing accessibility 
of information have exacerbated these issues, making it easier for students to engage in 
dishonest practices and harder for institutions to detect and prevent them (e.g., Cotton 
et al. 2024; Scott 2024; Strannegård 2023; Surahman 2022).

Despite the extensive research on academic dishonesty and plagiarism, gaps remain 
in our understanding of the specific factors that influence these behaviours in different 
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contexts. For instance, what role the academic environment plays in either mitigat-
ing or exacerbating willingness to plagiarise (Chiang et al. 2022). This study aims to 
address these questions by exploring the attitudes and perceptions of university students 
towards plagiarism within a specific academic environment, namely in the Hungarian 
tertiary educational context. Currently, there is little empirical research on plagiarism 
in Hungary (e.g., Doró 2018; Orosz et al. 2012; Orosz et al. 2015), highlighting the need 
for more recent studies. Consequently, this study aims to provide a deeper understand-
ing of the root causes of academic dishonesty and plagiarism, offering insights that can 
inform the development of more effective strategies to promote academic integrity in 
other educational contexts, too.

The first section of the paper examines the definitions and various forms of academic 
dishonesty and plagiarism, as well as the factors influencing these behaviours among 
university students. Next, the paper presents an empirical research project investigating 
Hungarian university students’ attitudes and perceptions of plagiarism. First the meth-
odology is introduced and then the results are presented. Finally, the paper concludes 
with pedagogical implications, offering potential recommendations for educators and 
policymakers on how to effectively promote academic integrity and mitigate dishonest 
behaviours in higher education.

Theoretical background
This section explores what academic dishonesty and plagiarism are, and the differ-
ent forms they can take. It also looks at the various factors that lead students to engage 
in these behaviours, based on research and scholarly views. The application of diverse 
theoretical frameworks is crucial for a thorough understanding of academic dishonesty 
and plagiarism (Curtis and Clare 2023). To achieve this, we explored various perspec-
tives, including the theory of planned behaviour (Beck and Ajzen 1991). This theory is 
particularly pertinent, as it explicates how attitudes towards plagiarism, perceived social 
norms, and perceived behavioural control influence students’ intentions and behaviours 
concerning academic integrity (Alleyne and Phillips 2011). Moreover, the presupposi-
tion of individual differences psychology (Zeigler-Hill and Shackelford 2020) was also 
deemed cruciral. This theory posits that individuals possess enduring personality traits 
that may predict their propensity to engage in particular behaviours, including academic 
misconduct (Lee et al. 2020). These explorations of academic dishonesty and plagiarism 
thus highlight the complex interplay of individual, social, and institutional factors that 
can contribute to these behaviours. In the following subchapters, we will delve deeper 
into these influential factors, examining how they shape academic misconduct within 
the context of higher education.

Defining academic dishonesty and plagiarism

Academic dishonesty can be defined as the act of gaining an unfair advantage in aca-
demic work through unethical means. This includes cheating on exams, plagiaris-
ing or aiding peers in dishonest practices (Anderman and Murdock 2011; Colnerud 
and Rosander 2009; Moeck 2002; Whitley and Keith-Spiegel 2002). Such behaviour is 
widely regarded as a universal issue of right and wrong and is increasingly seen as an 
epidemic influenced by various factors such as culture, gender, age, and campus envi-
ronment (Carducci 2006; Clinciu et al. 2021; Salleh et al. 2011). Academic dishonesty 
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encompasses perceived behavioural control and subjective norms, which vary across dif-
ferent contexts (Maloshonok and Shmeleva 2019; Smyth and Davis 2004). Furthermore, 
technology has also exacerbated these unethical behaviours, indicating a correlation 
between academic and professional dishonesty (Chiang 2022; Harper 2006).

Plagiarism, a specific form of academic dishonesty, occurs when an individual uses 
another’s intellectual property without proper acknowledgment (McCabe et al. 2001). 
This includes both intentional and unintentional instances (Greenberger et al. 2016; Park 
2003). According to Carroll (2007), within the context of higher education, plagiarism 
essentially involves presenting another’s work as one’s own original creation, thereby 
misappropriating intellectual property.

Several forms of plagiarism exist. Saunders (2010) describes it as the complete copying 
of a book, study, or any intellectual work, typically for financial gain. Similarly, claiming 
ownership of media content, such as a photograph, that belongs to someone else consti-
tutes plagiarism. Even seemingly minor actions, such as copying a sentence or passage 
without proper citation, qualify as plagiarism. Additionally, self-plagiarism occurs when 
an individual submits the same work for credit in multiple courses (also in Weber-Wulff 
2014).

Influential factors of academic dishonesty and plagiarism

Academic dishonesty and plagiarism are not isolated occurrences; rather, they stem 
from a complex interplay of factors. Nevertheless, there are several factors that can 
influence these instances within a higher educational context (Jereb et al. 2018a; Kampa 
et al. 2024). Previous research found a connection between certain personality traits and 
the likelihood of academic misconduct (Eshet et al. 2022). In addition to that, for post-
graduate students, laziness, poor time management, and inadequate writing skills can 
be contributing factors that exacerbate plagiarism (Selemani et al. 2018). Furthermore, 
motivational factors may act as significant factors related to academic performance 
(Anderman and Koenka 2017) that can either exacerbate or reduce the tendency to 
engage in dishonest practices (Eshet et al. 2022).

Additionally, gender differences also influence such attitudes, with female students 
generally perceiving plagiarism more negatively (Guo 2011; Tran et al. 2022; Witmer and 
Johansson 2015). Nevertheless, others report no significant difference or even a female 
prevalence (Walker 2010; Eret and Gokmenoglu 2010), which underscores the context-
dependent nature of academic dishonesty (Ehrich et al. 2015).

Educational background also shapes student perceptions. The type of high school stu-
dents attend, reasons for pursuing university education, and career aspirations can influ-
ence views on the perceived severity of plagiarism and the appropriateness of sanctions 
(Erguvan 2022). In addition, existing knowledge about plagiarism can also influence stu-
dents’ attitudes towards plagiarism in general (Colnerud and Rosander 2009). Previous 
research on plagiarism shows that first-year students often have a limited understanding 
of plagiarism, leading to misinterpretations and misapplications of the rules (Locquiao 
and Ives 2020). Hence, students’ self-efficacy regarding academic skills and knowledge of 
citation techniques significantly impact plagiarism. It was also revealed that a stronger 
understanding of citation rules minimises reliance on coping strategies. Improving such 
knowledge can be thus instrumental in reducing plagiarism (Festas et al. 2022).
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Furthermore, the learning environment can also influence students’ perceptions on 
plagiarism (Tindall et al. 2021). It was found that environments that foster dissatisfac-
tion, stress, or a perceived ease of cheating can be conducive to dishonest behaviour. 
Conversely, institutions that implement clear policies and promote student engagement 
can mitigate these issues (Eshet et al. 2022). Hence, inconsistent or unclear plagiarism 
policies at the institutional level may also contribute to academic dishonesty. A more 
nuanced approach towards implementing academic integrity measures, along with effec-
tive policy interpretation and appropriate penalties, can be thus a crucial influencing 
factor (Akbar and Picard 2019).

Research methods
This study employed a quantitative approach to investigate participants’ attitudes 
towards and perceptions of plagiarism in higher education. In line with the research 
aims, the following research questions (RQs) were formulated:

RQ1 Do Hungarian university students’ attitudes towards plagiarism differ signifi-
cantly between males and females, considering factors that exacerbate plagiarism, 
the justifications for plagiarism and the perceived severity and penalties of plagia-
rism?
 
RQ2 Is there a significant relationship between Hungarian university students’ aca-
demic behaviours (e.g., note-taking habits, time spent studying) and their attitudes 
towards plagiarism?
 
RQ3 Is there a significant relationship between academic aspirations and the impor-
tance placed on meeting teachers’ expectations and Hungarian university students’ 
views on plagiarism?
 
RQ4 Is there a significant correlation between factors that exacerbate plagiarism, 
justifications for plagiarism, and the perceived severity and penalties among Hun-
garian university students?
 
RQ5 What are some of the issues Hungarian university students face in understand-
ing and dealing with plagiarism?

Participants

The study investigated Hungarian university students, all of whom were majoring in 
business. Convenience and snowball sampling methods were employed to recruit the 
607 respondents for this research. All participants attended the same university, which 
was important to explore university students’ attitudes and perceptions of plagiarism 
within a specific academic context. The sample consisted of 41.7% males (n = 253) and 
58.3% females (n = 354), with an average age of 20 years and 3 months (SD = 1.57). While 
all students were enrolled in the same academic program, they came from a variety of 
social and cultural backgrounds, representing diverse regions of Hungary and vari-
ous socioeconomic statuses. While our sample aimed to reflect the general population 
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of business students at the university, further comparison with university demograph-
ics suggests a slight overrepresentation of females, but the distribution was generally 
similar.

Instrument

The research instrument employed in this study was adapted from Howard et al. (2014) 
(see Appendix for the questionnaire). In their work, Howard et al. (2014) utilized the 
original Attitudes towards Plagiarism questionnaire by Mavrinac et al. (2010). However, 
they re-assessed the psychometric properties of the original instrument using Rasch 
analysis and identified certain misfitting items, which were subsequently removed. 
Following this validation process, the revised questionnaire consisted of 22 items. The 
instrument included three scales designed to measure various aspects of plagiarism:

1.	 Factors that exacerbate plagiarism: This scale consisted of 8 items (α = 0.802) and 
assessed students’ perceptions of conditions that may lead to plagiarism;

2.	 Justification for plagiarism: This scale included 6 items (α = 0.682) and evaluated the 
extent to which students rationalize engaging in plagiarism;

3.	 Severity and penalty: This scale comprised 8 items (α = 0.712) and gauged students’ 
views on the seriousness of plagiarism and the appropriateness of penalties.

Participants responded to these items using a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 
(Strongly disagree) to 5 (Strongly agree). In addition to these scales, the survey collected 
demographic information and other background variables, including gender (male or 
female), scholarship status (scholarship holders or tuition fee payers), employment status 
(yes or no), note-taking habits (yes or no), academic aspirations (yes or no), the impor-
tance placed on meeting teachers’ expectations (yes or no), the frequency of attending 
lectures (4-point Likert scale ranging from never to always), participants’ perceived 
maximalism (5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 5 (very much), and the 
average time spent studying a week (in hours). Besides, two open-ended questions were 
included to gather qualitative insights into students’ perceptions and experiences related 
to plagiarism. These questions aimed to uncover deeper issues and personal experiences 
that are not easily captured by closed-ended questions. Regarding scale reliability, while 
Cronbach’s alphas greater than 0.80 are generally preferred, DeVellis (2012) suggests that 
values above 0.60 can still be acceptable, particularly in exploratory research or when 
measuring complex constructs. Consequently, we included all three subscales in this 
paper.

Data collection and data analysis

Data for this study were collected through an online survey administered to Hungar-
ian university students in their mother tongue from the second half of June 2024 to the 
beginning of July. The survey was distributed via university email lists. While the initial 
distribution was facilitated through official university channels, convenience sampling 
was employed as the survey was sent to a broad, non-random segment of the student 
population, and students were encouraged to share the survey link with their peers. This 
resulted in a combination of convenience and snowball sampling methods. The potential 
limitations of these sampling techniques, including selection bias and the non-random 
nature of the sample, are discussed in the limitations section. The survey response rate 
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was approximately 12% and although this response rate may be considered low, it aligns 
with typical response rates for online surveys distributed via email (Nulty 2008). Regard-
ing missing information, all questions were mandatory (except for the open-ended ones), 
ensuring that every respondent completed the survey in its entirety, and there were no 
issues related to missing values in the dataset.

Participation was completely voluntary, and respondents were assured of the confi-
dentiality and anonymity of their responses. Approval was obtained from the ethics 
committee (Ethics approval number: 2024/06/02). The procedures used in this study 
adhere to the tenets of the Declaration of Helsinki. The data from the closed-ended 
questions were analysed using SPSS 28.0. For the analysis, several statistical procedures 
were used including descriptive statistics involving the calculation of mean scores and 
standard deviations for each scale to highlight participants’ general attitudes towards 
plagiarism. In addition, (two-tailed) independent samples t-tests (at the p < .05 level of 
statistical significance) were run to examine significant differences in perceptions based 
on demographic and background variables such as gender, scholarship status, employ-
ment status, note-taking habits, academic aspirations, and the importance placed on 
meeting teachers’ expectations. Finally, Pearson’s correlation coefficients were calculated 
to explore the relationships among the scales measuring attitudes towards plagiarism 
and various background variables, including age, time spent studying per week, maxi-
malism, and attending lectures. Regarding the analysis of the answers to the open-ended 
questions, thematic analysis (e.g., Clarke and Braun 2017) was utilised using ATLAS.ti 
(Soratto et al. 2020).

Results
This section presents the findings from both closed-ended and open-ended questions 
regarding students’ attitudes and perceptions of plagiarism in higher education. The 
results from the closed-ended questions include mean scores and standard deviations 
across various scales, highlighting participants’ general views on factors exacerbating 
plagiarism, justifications for plagiarism, and the perceived severity and penalties asso-
ciated with it. Additionally, the section examines significant differences in perceptions 
based on variables such as gender, scholarship status, employment status, note-taking 
habits, academic aspirations, and the importance placed on meeting teachers’ expecta-
tions. Correlations among these scales and background variables are also explored. The 
results from the open-ended questions provide qualitative insights into students’ experi-
ences and concerns about plagiarism.

Results of closed-ended questions

The mean scores in Table 1 reveal participants’ attitudes towards plagiarism in higher 
education.

The mean score for factors that exacerbate plagiarism is 2.80, indicating a moderate 
acknowledgment of certain contributing factors, suggesting that while students rec-
ognize some influences, these factors are not overwhelmingly perceived as triggers. In 
contrast, the justification for plagiarism has a higher mean score of 3.58, indicating that 
students are more inclined to rationalize their dishonest behaviour. The severity and 
penalty mean score of 3.27 reflects a general consensus among students that plagiarism 
is a relatively serious offense warranting substantial penalties. However, this mean score 
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is not that high, therefore, participants may not necessarily realize the very seriousness 
of plagiarism.

Next, gender differences in perceptions of plagiarism were investigated by running 
independent samples t-tests (Table 2).

Table 1  Mean scores and standard deviations of scales
Scales Mean Standard 

deviation
Scale 1: Factors that exacerbate plagiarism 2.80 0.77
1. Short deadlines or a heavy workload give me the right to plagiarise a bit. 2.47 1.22
2. A plagiarised paper does no harm to the value of a university degree. 2.80 1.22
3. Those who say they have never plagiarised are lying. 3.78 1.24
4. Plagiarism can be justified if I currently have more important obligations or tasks to do. 2.27 1.12
5. Sometimes, it is necessary to plagiarise. 3.24 1.16
6. I am tempted to plagiarise if I have permission from a friend to copy his or her work. 2.84 1.21
7. I am tempted to plagiarise if I currently have more important obligations or tasks to do. 2.85 1.20
8. I am tempted to plagiarise because, even if caught, the punishment will be light (the 
reward outweighs the risk).

2.17 1.12

Scale 2: Justification for plagiarism 3.58 0.69
1. Sometimes you cannot avoid using other people’s words, because there are only so 
many ways to describe something.

3.95 0.95

2. It is justified to use previous descriptions of a concept or theory, because they remain 
the same.

3.51 1.02

3. Self-plagiarism is not punishable because it is not harmful (you cannot steal from 
yourself ).

4.03 1.08

4. Undergraduate students, because they are just learning the ropes, should receive 
milder punishment for plagiarism.

3.57 1.20

5. It is justified to use your own previous work, without providing citation, in order to 
complete the current work.

3.42 1.21

6. Since plagiarism is taking other people’s words rather than tangible assets, it should 
not be considered a serious offence.

3.00 1.18

Scale 3: Severity and penalty 3.27 0.63
1. Plagiarised parts of a student’s paper should be ignored if the paper is otherwise of 
high quality.

3.03 1.10

2. Self-plagiarism should not be punishable in the same way as plagiarism is. 4.10 1.04
3. If you cannot write well because of unfamiliarity with the topic area, it is justified to 
copy parts of a paper already published in that area in order to accurately represent those 
ideas.

2.92 1.25

4. Given a commonly perceived decline in moral and ethical standards, it is important to 
discuss issues like plagiarism and self-plagiarism.

3.76 1.02

5. Plagiarism is as bad as stealing an exam. 3.39 1.17
6. Plagiarism undermines independent thought. 2.90 1.24
7. Since plagiarism is taking other people’s words rather than tangible assets, it should 
not be considered a serious offence.

3.00 1.18

8. Plagiarism is not a big deal. 3.10 1.11

Table 2  Significant differences between male and female participants
Scales Male

(n = 253)
Female
(n = 354)

t df p d

M SD M SD
1. Factors that exacerbate plagiarism 2.94 0.81 2.70 0.72 3.81  605 < 0.001* 0.31
2. Justification for plagiarism 3.65 0.69 3.53 0.69 2.11  605 0.035* 0.17
3. Severity and penalty 3.35 0.63 3.22 0.63 2.57  605 0.010* 0.21
t = t-statistic; df = degree of freedom; p = level of statistical significance; d = effect size

*p < .05 level of statistical significance



Page 8 of 19Fajt and Schiller International Journal for Educational Integrity            (2025) 21:5 

For the scale assessing factors that exacerbate plagiarism, males reported a signifi-
cantly higher mean score compared to females’ mean score. Similarly, males showed 
a significantly higher mean score for justification of plagiarism, compared to females’ 
mean score. For the severity and penalty scale, males again demonstrated a significantly 
higher mean score than females. These findings indicate that males are more likely than 
females to recognize factors exacerbating plagiarism, justify such behaviour, and per-
ceive penalties as appropriate.

As a next step, differences in perceptions of plagiarism between participants holding 
a scholarship and those who do not were investigated by running independent samples 
t-tests (Table 3).

The analysis and the results in Table  3 revealed that no significant differences were 
identified between participants holding a scholarship and those who do not in their per-
ceptions of plagiarism. These results suggest that scholarship status does not influence 
how students perceive the various aspects of plagiarism.

Next, differences in perceptions of plagiarism between participants who work besides 
their studies and those who do not were investigated by running independent samples 
t-tests (Table 4).

Regarding the scale assessing factors that exacerbate plagiarism, no significant differ-
ence was identified. However, for the justification of plagiarism scale, working students 
had a significantly lower mean score than non-working students’ and, similarly, for the 
severity and penalty scale, working students reported a significantly lower mean score 
than non-working students.

Next, differences in perceptions of plagiarism between participants who take notes in 
lectures and those who do not were investigated by running independent samples t-tests 
(Table 5).

For the scales assessing factors that exacerbate plagiarism, and the justification of pla-
giarism scale, no statistically significant differences were found. However, for the sever-
ity and penalty scale, note-taking students reported a significantly higher mean score 

Table 3  Significant differences between participants holding a scholarship and those who do not
Scales Yes

(n = 386)
No
(n = 221)

t df p d

M SD M SD
1. Factors that exacerbate plagiarism 2.81 0.77 2.79 0.77 0.39  605 0.693 0.03
2. Justification for plagiarism 3.62 0.67 3.51 0.71 1.84  605 0.066 0.16
3. Severity and penalty 3.27 0.61 3.28 0.67 0.29  605 0.768 0.02
t = t-statistic; df = degree of freedom; p = level of statistical significance; d = effect size

*p < .05 level of statistical significance

Table 4  Significant differences between participants who work besides their studies and those who 
do not
Scales Yes

(n = 270)
No
(n = 337)

t df p d

M SD M SD
1. Factors that exacerbate plagiarism 2.75 0.76 2.84 0.77 1.43  605 0.154 0.12
2. Justification for plagiarism 3.52 0.64 3.63 0.72 2.06  605 0.040* 0.17
3. Severity and penalty 3.21 0.61 3.32 0.65 2.01  605 0.044* 0.16
t = t-statistic; df = degree of freedom; p = level of statistical significance; d = effect size

*p < .05 level of statistical significance
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compared to non-note-taking students’ mean score. This result shows that students who 
take notes during lectures perceive the severity of plagiarism and the appropriateness of 
penalties more strongly than those who do not take notes.

Next, differences in perceptions of plagiarism between participants who want to have 
good grades and those who do not were investigated by running independent samples 
t-tests (Table 6).

For the scale assessing factors that exacerbate plagiarism, students aiming for good 
grades reported a significantly lower mean score compared to those not focused on 
good grades. As far as the justification of plagiarism scale is concerned, students wishing 
to obtain good grades had a significantly lower mean score than students’ who are not 
interested in obtaining a good grade. Similarly, for the severity and penalty scale, stu-
dents wanting good grades reported a significantly lower mean compared to those less 
concerned with grades. These results suggest that students who prioritize good grades 
are less likely to recognize factors that exacerbate plagiarism and justify plagiarism, but 
they also perceive the severity and penalties for plagiarism as less important compared 
to those who do not prioritize grades.

Next, differences in perceptions of plagiarism between participants who find it impor-
tant to meet their teachers’ expectations and those who do not were investigated by run-
ning independent samples t-tests (Table 7).

The analysis and the results in Table  7 revealed that no significant differences were 
identified between participants who find it important to meet their teacher’s expecta-
tions and those who are not interested in it.

Finally, the analysis in Table  8 highlights the significant correlations among various 
scales related to plagiarism and certain background variables (only significant correla-
tions are reported).

The data reveal a moderate positive correlation between factors that exacerbate pla-
giarism and justification for plagiarism (r(605) = 0.46), indicating that students who 

Table 5  Significant differences between participants who take notes in lectures and those who do 
not
Scales Yes

(n = 68)
No
(n = 539)

t df p d

M SD M SD
1. Factors that exacerbate plagiarism 2.92 0.79 2.79 0.76 1.35  605 0.178 0.17
2. Justification for plagiarism 3.71 0.65 3.56 0.69 1.58  605 0.113 0.20
3. Severity and penalty 3.50 0.63 3.24 0.62 3.13  605 0.002* 0.40
t = t-statistic; df = degree of freedom; p = level of statistical significance; d = effect size

*p < .05 level of statistical significance

Table 6  Significant differences between participants who want to have good grades and those 
who do not
Scales Yes

(n = 519)
No
(n = 88)

t df p d

M SD M SD
1. Factors that exacerbate plagiarism 2.77 0.76 2.96 0.81 2.11  605 0.036* 0.24
2. Justification for plagiarism 3.55 0.69 3.77 0.67 2.86  605 0.004* 0.33
3. Severity and penalty 3.24 0.62 3.45 0.66 2.90  605 0.004* 0.33
t = t-statistic; df = degree of freedom; p = level of statistical significance; d = effect size

*p < .05 level of statistical significance
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acknowledge factors that exacerbate plagiarism are also more likely to justify such 
behaviour. A stronger positive correlation exists between justification for plagiarism and 
severity and penalty (r(605) = 0.69), suggesting that students who justify plagiarism are 
also more aware of its severity and the associated penalties. Similarly, there is a moder-
ate positive correlation between factors that exacerbate plagiarism and severity and pen-
alty (r(605) = 0.54), indicating a relationship between recognizing exacerbating factors 
and perceiving the seriousness of plagiarism. Age shows a negligible negative correla-
tion with factors that exacerbate plagiarism (r(605)=-0.10), but no significant correlation 
with justification for plagiarism or severity and penalty. Time spent learning per week 
negatively correlates with factors that exacerbate plagiarism (r(605)=-0.14) and sever-
ity and penalty (r(605)=-0.15), indicating that students who spend more time studying 
are less likely to see exacerbating factors and perceive the severity of plagiarism as less 
significant. Maximalism shows a slight positive correlation with time spent learning per 
week (r(605) = 0.21), suggesting that students who adopt a maximalist approach tend 
to spend more time studying. However, there are no significant correlations between 
maximalism and factors related to plagiarism. Attending lectures shows slight negative 
correlations with factors that exacerbate plagiarism (r(605)=-0.13), justification for pla-
giarism (r(605)=-0.08), and severity and penalty (r(605)=-0.09), indicating that regular 
attendance may slightly reduce the likelihood of engaging in academic dishonesty or 
justifying plagiarism and slightly increase recognizing its severity. There is also a mod-
erate positive correlation between attending lectures and time spent learning per week 
(r(605) = 0.28), suggesting that students who attend lectures regularly tend to spend 
more time studying.

Thematic analysis of responses to open-ended questions

Supplementing the closed-ended questionnaire, a free-response section invited partici-
pants to elaborate on their perceptions of plagiarism. Despite the smaller sample size 

Table 7  Significant differences between participants who find it important to meet their teachers’ 
expectations
Scales Yes

(n = 441)
No
(n = 166)

t df p d

M SD M SD
1. Factors that exacerbate plagiarism 2.77 0.73 2.88 0.84 1.56  605 0.119 0.14
2. Justification for plagiarism 3.55 0.69 3.66 0.70 1.66  605 0.098 0.15
3. Severity and penalty 3.26 0.63 3.29 0.63 0.49  605 0.620 0.04
t = t-statistic; df = degree of freedom; p = level of statistical significance; d = effect size

*p < .05 level of statistical significance

Table 8  Significant correlations among scales
Scales 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Factors that exacerbate plagiarism 1
2. Justification for plagiarism 0.46* 1
3. Severity and penalty 0.54* 0.69* 1
4. Age − 0.10* − 0.03 − 0.03 1
5. Time spent learning a week − 0.14* − 0.04 − 0.15* − 0.04 1
6. Maximalism − 0.07 − 0.05 − 0.03 0.02 0.21* 1
7. Attending lectures − 0.13* − 0.08* 0.09* − 0.15* 0.28* 0.07 1
*significant at the p < .05 level of statistical significance
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(n = 30), the in-depth nature of the qualitative data allowed for a rich analysis. The analy-
sis was performed utilising ATLAS.ti (Soratto et al. 2020).

The qualitative data were analysed using thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke 2020; 
Clarke and Braun 2017; Maguire and Delahunt 2017) to capture the nuances of partici-
pant experiences. The coding process, as outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), followed 
a rigorous iterative approach. This involved an initial immersion in the data to gain a 
comprehensive understanding, followed by the generation of initial codes that captured 
key concepts. These codes were then systematically refined and organised into potential 
themes. A critical review and refinement stage ensured the themes accurately reflected 
the data and captured both core and subordinate concepts (Stockmann et al. 2017). To 
ensure a normalised comparison of inductive element frequency across analytical units 
with varying citation counts, we calculated their ratio to the total number of citations 
within each core unit, aligning with our established research methodology. This analysis 
aimed to understand the relative prominence of inductive elements compared to other 
coded constructs within each central unit  (cf.  Schiller et al. 2023). Finally, the identi-
fied themes were clearly defined and reported alongside illustrative examples, providing 
a rich tapestry of participant experiences. The trustworthiness of the thematic analysis 
was enhanced through a rigorous peer coding process. This process involved two rounds 
of coding and subsequent discussions to ensure consistency in code application and mit-
igate potential coder bias (O’Connor and Joffe 2020).

The analysis of data from the investigated participants identified two key themes con-
cerning the issues the participating Hungarian university students face in understanding 
and dealing with plagiarism (Table 9).

The first core theme concerned confusion and anxiety surrounding plagiarism. Sev-
eral participants reported difficulties understanding the complexities of plagiarism rules 
(Ratio = 0.66) emphasising the topic’s complexity. They also expressed anxiety about 
potential penalties (Ratio = 0.20), fearing accusations even for unintentional plagiarism 
(Ratio = 0.13). The latter suggests that the fear of unknowingly replicating existing ideas 
heightened respondents’ anxiety. The second core theme centred around the need for 
improved education and awareness about plagiarism. Participants stressed the impor-
tance of increased awareness regarding the seriousness and consequences of plagiarism 
(Ratio = 0.66). They also highlighted the need for education on proper paraphrasing 
techniques to avoid unintentional plagiarism (Ratio = 0.33). These findings underscore 
the crucial need for improved communication and educational initiatives that provide 

Table 9  Qualitative findings on participants’ understanding and perceptions of plagiarism
Confusion and 
Anxiety Around 
Plagiarism

Complexity of plagia-
rism rules

“This is a very complex and difficult question; sometimes I’m not 
even sure if something counts as plagiarism.” (Participant no. 135)

Anxiety over penalties “Due to the strict punishments, I have fears of plagiarism accusa-
tions even if I haven’t plagiarized. I think the penalties are too 
severe, which makes me terrified while writing my submission, 
fearing I might be accused.” (Participant no. 372)

Fear of unintentional 
plagiarism

“I find it somewhat intangible and frightening because it’s pos-
sible that someone came up with the same idea that someone 
else has already written down.” (Participant no. 83)

Need for 
improved 
education and 
awareness

Need for increased 
awareness

“The consequences and seriousness of this should be more 
widely promoted.” (Participant no. 326)

Need for education on 
avoiding plagiarism

“I think many people don’t realize they’ve plagiarized and don’t 
know how to process material in a way that isn’t considered 
plagiarism.” (Participant no. 118)
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clearer explanations of source attribution rules and potential consequences for misuse. 
Enhanced communication about plagiarism rules and potential consequences can allevi-
ate student anxieties and foster a more informed approach.

Discussion
The overarching aim of our study was to comprehensively explore Hungarian univer-
sity students’ perceptions of plagiarism and the challenges they face in navigating this 
issue. Our first research question (RQ1) specifically investigated these students’ attitudes 
towards plagiarism, revealing a high level of diversity that aligns with previous research 
emphasising gender as a significant factor (e.g., Guo 2011; Tran et al. 2022; Witmer and 
Johansson 2015). Research by Jensen et al. (2002), Davis et al. (1992), Smyth and Davis 
(2004), and Brown and Choong (2005) aligns with our findings, indicating that men 
are more likely to plagiarise and view it as a less severe ethical violation compared to 
women. Meta-analyses by Whitley (1998) and Whitley et al. (1999), as well as studies 
by Selwyn (2008); Smith et al. (2007); Roig and Caso (2005); Jereb et al. (2018b), also 
suggest that gender differences in plagiarism are detectable, with men more frequently 
admitting to academic dishonesty. However, there are contradictions in the literature 
regarding gender differences, as Hu and Lei (2014) did not find any significant gender 
differences in attitudes towards plagiarism. Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that 
some studies, such as those by Ellery (2008) and De Jager and Brown (2010), found that 
plagiarism is relatively rare among students at South African universities. According to 
De Jager and Brown (2010), these findings can be partly explained by the limitations of 
self-report questionnaires, as respondents may be reluctant to admit past plagiarism. 
Taking this into account, the data used to measure plagiarism should always be treated 
with some degree of caution. In light of these findings, similar to the study by Orosz et 
al. (2012) conducted in Hungary, we can hypothesise that acceptance of plagiarism will 
be higher among men than women, making it essential to examine gender differences in 
further research. Beyond gender, our study uncovered that employability concerns and a 
focus on achieving high grades also significantly influence students’ justification of pla-
giarism and their perceptions of its severity. These findings extend the understanding 
of plagiarism to include personal motivations and contextual pressures, suggesting that 
students who are concerned about their future job prospects and those facing intense 
academic pressure may rationalise dishonest behaviours as coping mechanisms. Con-
sequently, academic integrity policies and educational interventions must address these 
influences by developing targeted education programs that highlight the long-term con-
sequences of dishonesty and by establishing support systems, such as academic counsel-
ling and career services, to help students navigate their academic and professional paths 
with integrity.

Our second research question (RQ2) investigated the link between Hungarian univer-
sity students’ academic behaviours and their attitudes towards plagiarism. Prior research 
has shown that educational background (e.g., Erguvan 2022) and certain learning atti-
tudes or skills (e.g., Anderman and Koenka 2017; Selemani et al. 2018) may influence 
how students perceive the severity of plagiarism. In our study, we identified further spe-
cific academic behaviours, namely, frequent note-taking during lectures and increased 
dedicated study time, that directly correlate with a decreased propensity to justify pla-
giarism and a heightened awareness of its seriousness.
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Building on these findings, the third and fourth research questions (RQ3 and RQ4) 
investigated the relationship between academic aspirations and the importance placed 
on meeting teachers’ expectations, specifically in relation to Hungarian university 
students’ views on plagiarism. This aligns with existing research that underscores the 
importance of learning attitudes (Erguvan 2022) and the influence of the learning envi-
ronment in fostering academic integrity (Eshet et al. 2022). Furthermore, our study 
identified a specific link between academic aspirations and the perceived importance of 
fulfilling academic expectations, emphasising their critical role in shaping students’ atti-
tudes toward plagiarism. Interestingly, our study found that the willingness to engage 
in plagiarism and attitudes towards it did not significantly differ based on employment 
status or the form of funding for their studies. This suggests that the propensity to pla-
giarise is not dependent on whether students are working alongside their studies or how 
their education is financed. These results contrast with those of Jereb et al. (2018b), who 
found that students who work while studying are more likely to plagiarise. Similarly, 
Doró (2018) found that the motivation to avoid financial penalties can drive students 
to commit plagiarism, indicating that financial considerations play a significant role for 
some students. In contrast, our findings indicate that the pursuit of good grades, incon-
sistent with previous research (Jereb et al. 2018b), is associated with a lower propensity 
to engage in plagiarism. This motivation to achieve high grades can decrease the likeli-
hood of dishonest behaviours, even though drive for academic success could be linked 
to competition among peers, as noted by Orosz et al. (2012). By highlighting the critical 
influence of academic aspirations and the pressure to meet teachers’ expectations, our 
study reinforces the need for educational institutions to develop comprehensive strate-
gies that address both academic motivations and the ethical challenges students face. 
Positively, research carried out by Orosz et al. (2015) suggests that teachers’ enthusiasm 
can reduce students’ propensity to cheat and plagiarise. This indicates that fostering a 
passionate and engaging teaching environment could be a key strategy in promoting 
academic integrity and reducing dishonest behaviours among students.

Our final research question (RQ5) focused on the issues Hungarian university stu-
dents face in understanding and dealing with plagiarism. Through thematic analysis 
of open-ended responses, we uncovered significant confusion and anxiety among stu-
dents regarding plagiarism rules. They expressed a strong need for better education and 
awareness about proper citation practices and the consequences of plagiarism, a find-
ing that aligns with prior research (e.g., Eshet et al. 2022; Colnerud and Rosander 2009), 
which emphasises the necessity for institutions to provide clear guidelines and educa-
tional resources.This confusion and anxiety highlight a critical gap in academic integrity 
education that, if addressed, could significantly reduce incidents of plagiarism.

Addressing these issues effectively requires a multifaceted approach. Research by 
Newton et al. (2014) and Obeid and Hill (2017) underscores the importance of skills 
training and specific knowledge (e.g., on how to paraphrase, cite sources appropriately, 
etc.). in reducing plagiarism. Additionally, prior research has shown potential connec-
tion between students’ attitudes toward plagiarism and their actual engagement in pla-
giarism-related behaviours (e.g.; Farooq and Sultana 2022; Husain et al. 2017; Memon 
and Mavrinac 2020). These studies suggest that when students are equipped with the 
necessary skills and knowledge, they are less likely to engage in dishonest practices.
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Furthermore, Mostofa et al. (2021) discuss the role of awareness and the impact of 
plagiarism detection tools in shaping relevant policies to prevent plagiarism in educa-
tional institutions. By increasing awareness and utilising detection tools, institutions 
can create a more robust framework for academic integrity. Combining clear guidelines, 
educational resources, skills training, and technological tools provides a comprehensive 
strategy to help students navigate the complexities of academic honesty, ultimately fos-
tering a culture of integrity and reducing the prevalence of plagiarism (Miranda-Rodrí-
guez et al. 2024).

Conclusion
Academic dishonesty and plagiarism are pervasive issues that challenge the integrity of 
higher education systems worldwide (e.g. Carroll 2007; Jereb et al. 2018a; Kampa et al. 
2024). This study aimed to investigate Hungarian university students’ attitudes and per-
ceptions toward plagiarismBy examining the definitions, forms, and contributing factors 
of academic dishonesty and plagiarism, this research sheds light on the complexities and 
nuances surrounding these unethical practices. Our investigation into Hungarian uni-
versity students’ attitudes towards plagiarism revealed several key findings. Notably, per-
sonal characteristics and situational factors were found to significantly influence these 
attitudes. Furthermore, students who employ active learning strategies were found to 
demonstrate a substantially stronger commitment to academic integrity. Finally, student 
responses emphasised the critical need for educational initiatives designed to cultivate a 
culture of academic honesty.

Nevertheless, this paper has its limitations (Krásničan et al. 2022). The sample was 
limited to a specific context, i.e., a Hungarian university, which may not fully represent 
the attitudes and behaviours of all Hungarian university students or those from other 
countries (e.g. Keresztes et al. 2020). Another significant limitation is the overrepre-
sentation of female respondents, which could potentially skew the results and limit the 
generalizability of the findings (Dickinson et al. 2012). Additionally, the use of conve-
nience and snowball sampling methods introduces potential biases. Convenience sam-
pling, where participants are selected based on accessibility rather than randomness, 
may not provide a representative sample of the broader student population (Kriska et 
al. 2013). Similarly, snowball sampling, where participants refer to others, could result 
in a homogenous group, as individuals within social networks may share similar atti-
tudes or behaviours. This limits the generalizability of the findings to the wider univer-
sity or student body (Parker et al. 2019). Moreover, the use of self-reported data may 
also introduce biases (Bauhoff 2011), as students might underreport their engagement in 
dishonest practices, especially because of the topic (cf. social desirability bias). This issue 
is further compounded by concerns about voluntary participation, where respondents’ 
trust in the anonymity of the process could influence their honesty and openness. A lack 
of confidence in anonymity may lead to additional underreporting or skewed responses, 
further affecting the integrity of the data (Dube et al. 2014). Moreover, the study may 
encounter challenges stemming from the absence of clear and consistent definitions for 
key terms among participants, potentially leading to misunderstandings and misinter-
pretations.This could undermine the study’s validity (Krásničan et al. 2022). The study 
also exhibited target group bias, as it focused exclusively on students, even though pla-
giarism is a broader issue involving educators, who were not included in this research 
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(cf. Denney et al. 2021). The cross-sectional nature of the study, while allowing us to 
analyse the relationship between two variables, limits our ability to establish causation 
(Savitz and Wellenius 2023).

Nonetheless, this study lays the groundwork for future research endeavours that could 
explore the impact of targeted educational interventions on reducing plagiarism among 
university students. Longitudinal studies could examine how students’ attitudes towards 
plagiarism evolve over time with continued exposure to academic integrity education. 
Additionally, cross-cultural research initiatives encompassing the investigated univer-
sity’s domestic and international student populations could yield valuable insights into 
how cultural differences influence perceptions and behaviours related to academic dis-
honesty and plagiarism.

Appendix
Subscale 1: Factors that exacerbate plagiarism (8 items).

1.	 1. Short deadlines or a heavy workload give me the right to plagiarise a bit.
2.	 2. A plagiarised paper does no harm to the value of a university degree.
3.	 3. Those who say they have never plagiarised are lying.
4.	 4. Plagiarism can be justified if I currently have more important obligations or tasks to 

do.
5.	 5. Sometimes, it is necessary to plagiarise.
6.	 6. I am tempted to plagiarise if I have permission from a friend to copy his or her work.
7.	 7. I am tempted to plagiarise if I currently have more important obligations or tasks to 

do.
8.	 8. I am tempted to plagiarise because, even if caught, the punishment will be light (the 

reward outweighs the risk).

Subscale 2: Justification for Plagiarism (6 items).

9.	 1. Sometimes you cannot avoid using other people’s words, because there are only so 
many ways to describe something.

10.	2. It is justified to use previous descriptions of a concept or theory, because they 
remain the same.

11.	3. Self-plagiarism is not punishable because it is not harmful (you cannot steal from 
yourself ).

12.	4. Undergraduate students, because they are just learning the ropes, should receive 
milder punishment for plagiarism.

13.	5. It is justified to use your own previous work, without providing citation, in order to 
complete the current work.

14.	6. Since plagiarism is taking other people’s words rather than tangible assets, it should 
not be considered a serious offence.

Subscale 3: Severity and Penalty (8 items).

15.	1. Plagiarised parts of a student’s paper should be ignored if the paper is otherwise of 
high quality.

16.	2. Self-plagiarism should not be punishable in the same way as plagiarism is.
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17.	3. If you cannot write well because of unfamiliarity with the topic area, it is justified 
to copy parts of a paper already published in that area in order to accurately represent 
those ideas.

18.	4. Given a commonly perceived decline in moral and ethical standards, it is important 
to discuss issues like plagiarism and self-plagiarism.

19.	5. Plagiarism is as bad as stealing an exam.
20.	6. Plagiarism undermines independent thought.
21.	7. Since plagiarism is taking other people’s words rather than tangible assets, it should 

not be considered a serious offence.
22.	8. Plagiarism is not a big deal.
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