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Abstract

The significant number of financial and academic frauds hitting the headlines is paralleled by high rates of cheating
in schools. Does adherence to the neoliberal values that underpin our economic and academic systems predict
acceptance of cheating? Four studies revealed that adherence to neoliberal values of self-enhancement—power and
achievement—predicts the motivation to gain social approval; this motivation, in turn, favors the adoption of context-
specific competitive performance-approach goals, which predict the condoning of cheating. An experimental study
showed that when participants were exposed to a source promoting the values of universalism and benevolence (self-
transcendence values, the normative opposite of self-enhancement values), self-enhancement adherence ceased to
predict the condoning of cheating. Most important, a classroom-based study addressed the core question of cheating
behavior, revealing that adherence to self-enhancement values indeed predicted actual cheating behavior. These

results point to the relevance of diagnosing societal values as social causes of cheating.
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As corporate and financial frauds have become regular
fodder for the press since the drama of the financial crisis
(Wolf, 2012), the academic world has not escaped scan-
dal, with a number of data-fraud cases hitting the head-
lines (Eserink, 2012; Normille, 2012). Parallel to this,
cheating in schools and universities is increasingly preva-
lent. According to a U.S. survey (McCabe, Trevino, &
Butterfield, 2001), more than 75% of college students are
likely to have cheated, and, in an international survey of
college students from 21 countries, more than 90% of the
respondents reported having observed others cheating
(Teixeira & Rocha, 2010). Why might this be?

Although some economists (Boone & Johnson, 2010;
Chang, 2001) have associated unethical business prac-
tices with the core principles underlying the neoliberal
form of capitalism that is now dominant in the world
economy (United Nations Conference on Trade and
Development, 2012), there is a dearth of psychological
research looking to values as potential causes of cheat-
ing. Yet values constitute the ultimate lynchpin between

societal macro-ideology and individual life goals (Kasser,
Vansteenkiste, & Deckop, 2006), which are transmitted
via the social institutions—such as educational, legal, and
financial institutions—that propagate them. On the level
of the individual, these higher-order life goals drive
contextually specific motivations, goals, and attitudes
(Schwartz, 2006). Consequently, our aim in this research
was to determine whether there is any relation between
cheating and individual adherence to neoliberal values,
within the context of a fundamental social institution—
that of higher education. Educational institutions are par-
ticularly relevant social settings because education
constitutes a training for society (Deutsch, 1979), and
research has shown that academic dishonesty among stu-
dents is robustly associated with their attitudes toward
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professional dishonesty (Lawson, 2004) and the degree
to which they imagine engaging in rule or norm violation
in business or society in the near future (Lovett-Hooper,
Weston, & Dollinger, 2007). So what, precisely, are neo-
liberal values, and how might they engender a tendency
to condone cheating?

Societal Values, Individual Values, and
Motivation

According to Kasser, Cohn, Kanner, and Ryan (2007),
the three root values of self-interest, desire for material
goods to consume, and individual competition underpin
the ideology of neoliberal capitalism. Indeed, in a cross-
national study of 20 member countries of the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development, Schwartz
showed that the degree to which a country pursues
neoliberal, free-market capitalism (as opposed to
coordinated-market capitalism) correlates positively with
national aggregates of individual-level adherence to self-
enbhancement values—namely, the desire for personal suc-
cess attained through normative competence, and power,
that is, control over resources and people (Schwartz, 2007).
Note that Schwartz (2007, p. 52) established the parallel
between self-enhancement values and, specifically, this
“most extreme form of competitive capitalism . . . a polar
type on a continuum of capitalisms,” which is comparable
to Friedman and Friedman’s (1962) vision of a neoliberal,
free-market economy:.

Attaining achievement and power is intricately bound
with obtaining the admiration and approval of other peo-
ple (Grouzet et al., 2005). Achievement generates social
approval, and social approval is necessary to attain
power. Indeed, Schwartz (2007), in conceptualizing
achievement as personal success via the demonstration
of normative competence, argued that people endorse
achievement values with a view to obtaining the admira-
tion and approval of other people.

Within the educational system, a context of normative
achievement, for those who adhere to a self-enhancement
value system focused on normative and social prestige,
social approval is most likely to be garnered by

Motivation to
study to gain
social approval

Self-enhancement

outperforming other students; Elliot (1999) termed this
type of achievement goal performance-approach goals.
Elliot and Moller (2003) argued that self-presentation,
validation, and ego protection are likely to underpin
performance-approach goals because feedback on per-
sonal competence is furnished by others, is often highly
diagnostic, and is publicly available. A review of perfor-
mance-goal antecedents and consequences (Moller &
Elliot, 2006) documented that, in effect, several factors
related to social approval are antecedents of the adoption
of performance-approach goals.

Consequently, we first hypothesized that adherence
by students to self-enhancement values would predict
the motivation to study to gain social approval, and that
this would predict performance-approach goals (Elliot &
Murayama, 2008). Two preliminary studies conducted
with higher-education business and science students
(Study S1: N = 623; Study S2: N = 722) provided evidence
that the more students adhered to self-enhancement val-
ues, the more they endorsed performance-approach
goals, a relation that was mediated by motivation to study
to attain social approval (for details and results, see Study
S1 and Study S2 in the Supplemental Material available
online).

A Hierarchical Model of Motivations
Leading to Cheating

We then developed a hierarchical motivational model,
depicted in Figure 1, and our second hypothesis pre-
dicted a sequential mediation of the direct relation
between adherence to self-enhancement values and the
condoning of cheating, including both the motivation to
gain social approval and the adoption of performance-
approach goals as mediators.

Support for our hypothesis that adherence to self-
enhancement values predicts cheating has come from
prior research revealing that desire for professional suc-
cess constitutes a driving force behind cheating (Davy,
Kincaid, Smith, & Trawick, 2007) and that a focus on
materialistic values is related to ethical problems, such as
less caring treatment of others (Kasser et al., 2006). As

Performance-
approach goals

Condoning of

values

cheating

Fig. 1. Model of the indirect and direct effects of adherence to self-enhancement values on the condoning of cheating.

Plus signs signify positive relationships.
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Kasser et al. (2007) claimed, the “winner-takes-all” men-
tality, characterized by the promotion of self-interest and
the attachment of self-worth to material success, leads to
a tendency whereby people form exchange-based rela-
tionships and objectify others, judging them in terms of
their potential usefulness. Corollary to this, Schwartz
(1996) provided evidence that power and achievement
values were negatively correlated with cooperation in the
context of a money-sharing game, and other findings
have linked the endorsement of materialistic values to
greater Machiavellianism (i.e., distrust, egocentricity, and
propensity for interpersonal manipulation, McHoskey,
1999). All of these factors may be associated with cheat-
ing, because cheating favors the cheater at the expense
of his or her peers.

As for the possible motivational path linking self-
enhancement values and the condoning of cheating, we
have argued in the previous section for a path leading
from self-enhancement values to social-approval-related
motivation and then to performance-approach goals—
and the results from our two preliminary studies sup-
ported this argument (see Study S1 and Study S2 in the
Supplemental Material). In addition, research has shown
that study-specific goals of doing better than other stu-
dents (i.e., performance-approach goals) are related to
cheating (Anderman & Danner, 2008). Experimental
work (Murdock, Miller, & Goetzinger, 2007) has also indi-
cated a relationship between performance-oriented class-
rooms and the perceived justifiability of cheating. This
ties in with the results of a meta-analysis of determinants
of cheating among college students (Whitley, 1998),
which found that the greater the degree of perceived
competition, and the greater the reward for success, the
more students admitted to cheating in their studies. In
line with these findings, a third preliminary study (V=
236) showed that the more students adhered to self-
enhancement values, the more they condoned cheating,
a relation that was mediated by the endorsement of
performance-approach goals. (See Study S3 and Table S1
in the Supplemental Material.)

Study 1

The aim of Study 1 was to test the full path model, in
which we hypothesized a two-stage indirect relation
between self-enhancement-value adherence and the con-
doning of cheating—that is, the viewing of cheating as
relatively normative (Jordan, 2001) and acceptable
(Bronzaft, Stuart, & Blum, 1973; Miller, Gordon, & Buddie,
1999)—with greater endorsement of self-enhancement
values predicting higher levels of motivation to study to
gain social approval, such motivation predicting higher
levels of study-related performance-approach goal adop-
tion, and such goal adoption predicting greater condon-
ing of cheating.

Method

Participants were 470 higher-education students in an
international management school based in Switzerland
(mean age = 21.65 years, SD = 2.23; 218 men, 246 women,
6 participants who did not report their gender). The stu-
dents voluntarily completed questionnaires either in class
or during their free time. The students’ values were mea-
sured using a 33-item adapted version of the Portrait
Values Questionnaire (Schwartz et al., 2001), which
included scales of items for four value types: self-
enhancement, self-transcendence, openness to change,
and conservation. To obtain measures of individual-level
prioritization of self-enhancement values, including the
values of achievement and power but not hedonism, rel-
ative to the other types of values, we calculated each
individual’s average score for all values and then sub-
tracted his or her average score for all values from his or
her average score for self-enhancement values (Schwartz,
2006). The following items measured self-enhancement
values: “It is important to me to do better than others”
(SE1 in Fig. 2); “It is important to me to be rich” (SE2); “It
is important to me to be ambitious” (SE3); “It is important
to me to show my abilities” (SE4); “It is important to me
to be successful” (SE5); “It is important to me to be the
one who makes decisions/leads” (SE6; o = .73). Although
our focus in this article is on self-enhancement values, for
interested readers we have provided the correlations
between relative adherence to each value type and the
dependent variable of the three main studies and Study
S3 in Table S2 in the Supplemental Material.

A scale of controlled motivation with introjected regu-
lation (Ryan & Connell, 1989), which assessed partici-
pants’ motivation to study to gain social approval came
next. The scale consisted of the following five items: “T
study because I want others to think 'm competent” (IJ1
in Fig. 2); “I study because I want the teacher to think 'm
a good student” (IJ2); “T study because I'd feel bad if T
didn’t” (IJ3); “TI study because I'd feel guilty if T didn’t”
(J4); and “T study because I want people to have a good
opinion of me” (IJ5; a = .82). This measure was followed
by a scale of study-related performance-approach goals
(Elliot & McGregor, 2001), which was adapted to course-
work level. The scale consisted of the following three
items: “My goal is to perform better than the other stu-
dents” (PA1 in Fig. 2); “My aim is to perform well relative
to other students” (PA2); and “T try to do well compared
to other students” (PA3; oo = .87).

Finally, participants completed a four-item scale of
condoning of cheating. Students were asked about copy-
ing, a behavior central to academic cheating (Teixeira &
Rocha, 2010), and obtaining external aid on academic
work (McCabe & Trevino, 1997; Rettinger, Jordan, &
Peschiera, 2004). The scale consisted of four items, two
of which were adapted from Murdock et al’s (2007)



2156

Pulfrey, Butera

0.58
236 = 304.53 0.56 177 242 226 093 087 0.8 048 Indirect Paths:
%%(2.36) = 304. SE-IJ-PA-CH = 0.07**
CFl =.93 1J1 1J2 1J3 1J4 1J5 PA1 PA2 PA3 SE-PA-CH = 0.08*
RMSEA = .05 Total indirect = 0.15**
SRMR = .05 1.0 /0.9070.98
Direct SE-CH = 0.22
" Motivation t Total = 0.37**
0.67** ; Approach 0.18*
Social Goals
Approval 1.20
Self- 0.43** ~N .
Enhancement Condoning of
Cheatin
Values 0.22 g
1.0 681 —10.35/ 0.22\ 0.47 0.77 1.0 0.89/ 0.66N\0.71
SE1 SE2 SE3 SE4 SE5 SE6 CH1 CH2 CH3 CH4
1.02 1.17 0.92 0.69 0.58 0.82 0.99 1.78 0.88 1.71

Fig. 2. Results of Study 1: measurement model and path diagram showing the indirect and direct effects of adherence to self-enhancement (SE)
values on the condoning of cheating (CH). Mediators were introjected regulation (IJ; motivation to study to gain social approval) and performance-
approach (PA) goals. All values are unstandardized coefficients. All factor loadings are significant (p < .01). Asterisks indicate significant paths (*p <
.05; ¥p < .01; #**p < .001). CFI = comparative fit index, RMSEA = root-mean-square error of approximation, SRMR = standardized root-mean-square

residual. For the specific measures used, see the text.

justifiability-of-cheating scale, relating to the condoning
of cheating: “I can imagine that some students might
copy off the Internet without citing” (CH1 in Fig. 2); “I
can understand it if some students copy off others” (CH2);
“Some students probably get external help for their
coursework” (CH3); and “Getting outside help to do
coursework is no big deal” (CH4). Responses were made
using scales from 1, fotally disagree, to 7, totally agree
(o = .72). A structural equation model (SEM) with these
variables satisfied the fit criteria, y¥*(129, N = 470) =
303.93, p < .001, mean-square = 2.37, comparative-fit
index (CFD) = .93, Tucker-Lewis index (TLD) = 0.93, root-
mean-square error of approximation (RMSEA) = .05, stan-
dardized root mean squared residual (SRMR) = .05.

Results and discussion

A full structural equation path model satisfied the fit cri-
teria, (129, N = 470) = 304.53, p < .001, mean-square =
2.36, CFI = .93, TLI = 0.93, RMSEA = .05, SRMR = .05. All
parts of the full indirect path, including introjected regu-
lation and performance-approach goals, were significant,
and the direct effect of self-enhancement values on the
condoning of cheating was not significant, b = 0.22, F(1,
468) = 2.50, n.s., indicating a full mediation. Results are
displayed in Figure 2.

These results indicate that adherence to self-
enhancement values does indeed predict the condoning
of cheating and that this relation is mediated by a moti-
vational path mechanism, whereby self-enhancement
values predict the motivation to study to gain social
approval, such motivation predicts the adoption of study-
related performance-approach goals, and such goals pre-
dict the condoning of cheating. More generally, the
results allow for a more cohesive understanding of the
motivational mechanism that underpins the tendency to
accept cheating as a means of succeeding.

This model is based on an important assumption: that
individual values, the product of internalized, socialized
cultural-level values, are not only akin to but the result of
a societal ideology, transmitted via social institutions such
as school (Bourdieu, 1975). Given that the molding of life
values is a gradual, iterative process (Schwartz, 1992),
exposure to normative messages and espoused institu-
tional values might have the potential to influence value-
related attitudes (Maio, Pakizeh, Cheung, & Rees, 2009).
Indeed, a number of theoretical models, including the
situational-individual model (Trevino, 1986), the contin-
gency framework (Ferrell & Gresham, 1985) and the
behavioral model of ethical and unethical decision mak-
ing (Brommer, Gratto, Gravander, & Tuttle, 1987), indi-
cate that ethics-related decision making is the product of
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an interaction between personal characteristics, such
as individual values, and the social and institutional
environment in which the individual is situated. This
would imply that, for individuals who adhere to self-
enhancement values, whereas a context that emphasizes
these values will maintain or reinforce the tendency to
condone cheating, a context that focuses on values that
are diametrically opposed to self-enhancement values—
namely, self-transcendence values, such as universalism
and benevolence, which prioritize the well-being of oth-
ers (Schwartz, 1992)—might counteract this pre-existing
tendency. Indeed, research revealing lower levels of
cheating in honor-code institutions, which actively pro-
mote values of trust, mutual respect, community, and
egalitarian processes (McCabe, Trevifio, & Butterfield,
1999), hints at the potential of institutional culture to
attenuate the results of earlier socialization patterns and
of the pressures of society at large. In Study 2, using an
experimental manipulation of value-rich communications
from a normatively salient source, we tested this interac-
tion hypothesis, predicting that whereas the degree of
adherence to self-enhancement values would positively
predict cheating in a context in which these values were
promoted by a highly prestigious source, it would cease
to do so in a context in which the same source promoted
opposing self-transcendence values.

Study 2
Method
Participants were 502 students attending a higher-
education  international ~management school in

Switzerland (mean age = 21.15 years, SD = 2.36; 243 men,
251 women, 8 participants who did not report their gen-
der). In addition to measuring relative adherence to self-
enhancement values (o = .74) and the condoning of
cheating (explaining 46.78% of the variance in a confir-
matory factor analysis; o = .61) as in Study 1, we included
in the questionnaire one of two experimental inductions,
which followed the individual-values scales and preceded
the condoning-of-cheating scale. In both conditions, par-
ticipants were instructed to read an extract from a lecture
ostensibly given by a Nobel-prize winner in economic
sciences to business-school students on the subject of
what makes a good career. The structure of both speeches
was identical, but in the self~enbancement condition (1 =
262), the speech was rich with terms extracted from
Schwartz’s (2006) definition of self-enhancement (such
terms are italicized here for emphasis):

One’s conception of the good economy depends
upon one’s conception of the good life. . . . I
propose that a career of achievement and power are

at the heart of a good life. Being ambitious,
influential, and of course successful are what count
in today’s world. Enjoying social power, authority,
and wealth enable one to maintain a positive public
image and gain social recognition. . . . In the same
way, an economy based on personal ambition and
achievement is a truly good economy.

In the self-transcendence condition (n = 240) the
speech was rich with terms extracted from Schwartz’ def-
inition of self-transcendence (such terms are italicized for
emphasis):

One’s conception of the good economy depends
upon one’s conception of the good life. . . . I propose
that a career of helping others and protecting the
environment are at the heart of a good life. Being
honest, loyal, and of course broad-minded are what
count in today’s world. Working for social justice,
equality, and responsible management enable one to
gain wisdom and work towards a world of beauty.
... In the same way, an economy based on equality
and peace is a truly good economy.

Results and discussion

Multiple regression analyses using the Hayes PROCESS
macro (Model 1; Hayes, 2013) were implemented to
test the effect of degree of endorsement of self-
enhancement values in interaction with the experimental
value manipulation—namely, exposure to promotion
of self-enhancement values versus self-transcendence
values—on the condoning of cheating. Our regression
model included adherence to self-enhancement values
(centered), the value manipulation (self-enhancement,
coded —.5, vs. self-transcendence, coded .5), and the
interaction between the two terms. Although neither the
value manipulation, b = —0.06, K1, 499) = 0.49, n.s.,
nor adherence to self-enhancement values, b = 0.12,
A1, 499) = 2.31, n.s., produced a main effect on condon-
ing of cheating, the predicted interaction between self-
enhancement values and the value manipulation was
significant, b = —0.36, F(1, 499) = 5.29, p < .05, 1, = .01.
Inspection of the simple effects revealed that self-
enhancement values significantly predicted greater con-
doning of cheating in the self-enhancement condition,
b=0.30, F(1,499) = 8.55, p < .01, n,* = .01, but not in the
self-transcendence condition, b = —0.06, F(1, 499) = 0.27,
n.s. The conditional effect of the value promotion
on condoning of cheating was significant for participants
with a high degree of adherence to self-enhancement
values (scores 1 SD above the mean), b = -0.26,
F(1, 499) = 4.49, p < .05, which implies that such partici-
pants condoned cheating less in the self-transcendence
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condition than in the self-enhancement condition, and
was not significant for participants with a low degree of
adherence to self-enhancement values (scores 1 SD below
the mean), b = 0.14, F(1, 499) = 1.32, n.s. (cf. Fig. 3).

This interaction between adherence to self-
enhancement values and the value manipulation indi-
cates that the communication of self-transcendence val-
ues by a normatively salient source has the potential to
attenuate the relationship between adherence to self-
enhancement values and the condoning of cheating.
Furthermore, it points to the potential of communication
interventions that confront students socialized to endorse
self-enhancement values with opposing worldviews to
attenuate the relationship between the endorsement of
self-enhancement values and the normative condoning
of cheating. Interestingly, this result provides experimen-
tal support for findings from McCabe et al.’s (1999) quali-
tative analysis on the power of honor codes to attenuate
positive attitudes toward cheating.

In Studies 1 and 2, our focus was on understanding
the motivational and contextual factors that drive atti-
tudes toward cheating. Although research has shown atti-
tudes toward cheating to be significantly related to
cheating behavior (Jordan, 2001; Whitley, 1998), inevita-
bly, the attitude-behavior relationship cannot be taken for
granted (Ajzen & Fishbein, 2005). Consequently, the most
important question still remained open: Does adherence

Promotion of Self-Enhancement Values

---- Promotion of Self-Transcendence Values

o o1 o
— w [$)]
1 1 J

b
o
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Condoning of Cheating

>
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4.5 . )
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Adherence to Self-Enhancement Values

Fig. 3. Results of Study 2: condoning of cheating as a function of
degree of adherence to self-enhancement values and condition. Val-
ues for low and high adherence to self-enhancement values were 1
standard deviation below and above the mean, respectively. Possible
scores for condoning of cheating ranged from 1 to 7, with higher scores
indicating greater condonation.

to self-enhancement values actually predict cheating
behavior?

Study 3
Method

Participants were 130 students (mean age = 21.66 years,
SD = 2.71; 55 men, 75 women) attending an international
management school in Switzerland. Participants were
presented with two allegedly separate studies by a visit-
ing researcher. The first study used the same values ques-
tionnaire used in Studies 1 and 2 and was presented as
part of a larger study measuring management students’
life values. The second study was presented as a diagnos-
tic problem-solving test emanating from a different
research department. As part of the cover story, students
read a short extract from an article emphasizing the
importance of focusing on problem-solving skills in busi-
ness schools (Flynn, Reichard, & Slane, 1987).

Students were told that they would have 10 min to
solve six problems requiring the drawing of geometric
tigures without lifting their pencil off the paper and with-
out retracing any line, and that a ranked list of their
scores would be provided to their teacher, who would
communicate the scores to them and post the list in their
next class (Lobel & Levanon, 1988). Three of the prob-
lems were solvable, but the other three were not, even
though the figures ostensibly looked no more compli-
cated than the solvable ones (Fig. 4). Participants were
given a space to practice their drawings in and a box
below it in which they were instructed to draw their solu-
tion only if they had succeeded in solving the problem.
The final page featured six questions asking participants
to indicate for each puzzle whether they had solved it by
ticking one of two boxes (“yes” or “no”). Students were
debriefed once all of the data had been collected.
Cheating was calculated using a count of the number of
times participants “solved” at least one of the three impos-
sible problems and claimed that they had solved the
puzzle. Among the sample as a whole, 12.4% of partici-
pants cheated.

Results and discussion

As is typically done in studies on actual deviant behavior
in which there is a relatively high incidence of zero
counts of the behavior in question (Osgood, 2000),
Poisson regression analyses (King, 1988) featuring robust
standard errors to control for violation of the assumption
that dependent-variable variance equals its mean
(Cameron & Trivedi, 2009) were used to test the effect of
degree of endorsement of self-enhancement values on
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Fig. 4. Example exercises from Study 3: a solvable puzzle (a) and an
unsolvable puzzle (b).

cheating behavior. Results indicated that adherence to
self-enhancement values significantly predicted cheating,
b = 1.00, SE = 0.45, Wald x*(1, N = 129) = 5.00, p < .05
(Fig. 5).

This straightforward prediction of cheating behavior
by adherence to self-enhancement values significantly
reinforces the findings of the previous studies, revealing
a direct relation between adherence to these values of
achievement and power and not simply condoning
cheating but also, more importantly, actually committing

2.0 -
1.8 1
1.6 4
1.4 4
1.2 +
1.0 4
0.8 -
0.6 -
0.4 ~
0.2 -

0-0 T T T
0 1 2 3 4

Adherence to Self-Enhancement Values

Number of Cheating Behaviors

Fig. 5. Poisson regression results of Study 3: mean number of cheating
behaviors (on a scale from 1 to 6) as a function of adherence to self-
enhancement values.

the act in a specific situation in which normative success
is salient.

General Discussion

This research provides three potentially significant contri-
butions to the literature on values, motivation, and cheat-
ing. The first and most noteworthy finding is that it
establishes for the first time a direct relation between
adherence to individual-level self-enhancing values of
power and personal success—the correlates of neolib-
eral, free-market capitalism (Schwartz, 2007)—and both
condoning of cheating and engagement in cheating
behavior. These findings open the way to a new approach
to the study of cheating, in that they exemplify at an insti-
tutional and psychological level the sociological model of
Robert Merton (1938), who argued that “the cultural
exaggeration of the success goal . . . and the extreme
emphasis upon the accumulation of wealth as a symbol
of success in our society” (p. 675), combined with the
restricted access to wealth- and status-generating profes-
sional opportunities that is also characteristic of our soci-
ety, are main factors jointly responsible for engendering
deviant behavior. This is because the imperative to com-
pete is an inevitable consequence of the co-existence of
these two social phenomena, and in a context of compe-
tition for high-stakes material resources, the focus can
end up being less on the game than on the outcome.
Consequently, in a social context that prioritizes material-
istic success and status, as is particularly the case in busi-
ness and management studies (Kasser & Ahuvia, 2002),
students may see survival “by whatever means necessary”
as their number-one priority (Dalton, 1998, p. 13, cited by
Gallant & Drinan, 2006). Harvey and Sims (1978) echoed
this point, arguing that, as focus on material success
intensifies, unethical behavior increases via the rational-
ization that the end justifies the means.

Second, this research supports a hierarchical motiva-
tional model describing a motivational pathway between
neoliberal life goals and the condoning of cheating,
which operates via the drive to work in order to
gain social approval and the consequent adoption of
performance-approach goals. One original feature of this
model is that it provides an insight into the role of the
pressure to compete and win, conceptualized by
controlled, social-approval-focused motivation, which
predicts performance-approach goals. Elliot and Moller
(2003) picked up on precisely this point when they dis-
tinguished between the inherent human tendency to
attain normative competence and socialized pressure to
outperform others based on a disproportionate valuing
of normative competence; the researchers argued that
such pressure “often sullies these goals, by distorting
them into tools for demonstrating positive characteristics,
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pleasing others, and validating one’s worth, rather than
tools for acquiring competence information per se” (p.
345). Furthermore, the model represents an individual-
level equivalent of the claims Kasser et al. (2007) have
made against neoliberal, capitalist societal values, namely
that adherence to such values generates pressure among
individuals to outperform others, given that that is the
way to attain social approval and resultant feelings of
self-worth.

Third, the results of Study 2 indicate that exposure to
communications expressing self-transcendence values
from normatively salient sources does have the potential
to attenuate the association between adherence to self-
enhancement values and the acceptance of cheating as a
means to succeed. These results contribute to the litera-
ture on social influences on unethical behaviors, particu-
larly research emphasizing the power of the immediate
social context to affect recourse to unethical attitudes and
behaviors. Harvey and Sims (1978) found that rewarding
unethical decision making led to increases in it, which
implies that people can indeed be conditioned in terms of
moral choices. More recently, Harding, Carpenter, Finelli,
and Passow (2004) found that one of the most commonly
reported sources of pressure to cheat and to violate work-
place policies was perceived norms. Within this framework,
our findings provide sound empirical support for Anderman
et al’s (1998) recommendations to change external goal-
related stresses as a way to reduce cheating—Anderman
et al. argued that if the school environment does not
emphasize competition and success “at all costs,” then stu-
dents may be less motivated to cheat (p. 90).

Understanding more about the life goals that induce
cheating and the contextual influences that enhance or
suppress this tendency is undeniably useful at a time
when scandals in academia, business, and politics (Rhee,
2009; Tumber, 2004; Vogel, 2012) are regular events,
especially given that results from more than one study
(Harding et al., 2004; Nonis & Swift, 2001; Sims, 1993)
have revealed that self-reported acts of academic dishon-
esty are significantly correlated with self-reported norm
and rule violation in the workplace. Stricter regulation in
social institutions may stem the flow of such events, but
this research suggests that their prevention may effec-
tively be informed by a diagnosis both of the values that
individual people hold dear and of those transmitted
within our social institutions.
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