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A B S T R A C T   

This study explores whether gender differences influence the components of the Dark Triad of 
personality and moral disengagement on the manifestations of dishonest academic behavior in 
Peruvian university students. Moreover, it evaluates how moral disengagement mediates the 
effect that the Dark Triad components have on academic dishonesty. The participants were 591 
university students, aged between 18 and 40 years (women = 71.7 %; Mage = 21.5; SDage = 3.60), 
to whom the Dirty Dozen Dark Triad, the Propensity to Morally Disengage Scale, and the Scale of 
Academic Dishonesty, which has 3 dimensions (cheating on exams, plagiarism, and falsification) 
were applied. The results reveal that only Machiavellianism has a significant and consistent in-
fluence on all dimensions of academic dishonesty, in both men and women, while psychopathy 
influences the dimension of plagiarism in both men and women and falsification only in men. In 
addition, moral disengagement affects falsification in both groups, cheating on exams only in the 
men’s group, and plagiarism in the women’s group. Finally, the mediating role of moral disen-
gagement between the effect of the Dark Triad and the manifestations of academic dishonesty was 
not demonstrated.   

1. Introduction 

Scientific research, considered a relevant activity in the university environment, necessitates students to acquire knowledge, skills, 
and values in the training process. However, academic dishonesty (AD) is a phenomenon that hinders these goals and generates 
increasing interest in the scientific community. 

AD has serious consequences for not only the students who incur it but also the academic community as a whole [1], because bad 
practices or inappropriate behaviours that constitute AD can lead to inequality in performance. This implies that students who work 
hard and strive to do the right thing are disadvantaged in grades [2]. It can also affect reputation, as it undermines trust in academic 
integrity. 

AD is a global problem confronting education and in recent years, its prevalence has increased worldwide in alarming proportions. 
The literature reports that the percentage of university students who admitted to having committed some type of AD (plagiarism, 

* Corresponding author. Facultad de Ciencias de la Salud, Universidad San Ignacio de Loyola, Av. La Fontana 550, La Molina, 15024, Lima, Peru. 
E-mail address: klingan@usil.edu.pe (S.K. Lingán-Huamán).  

Contents lists available at ScienceDirect 

Heliyon 

journal homepage: www.cell.com/heliyon 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e23322 
Received 11 July 2023; Received in revised form 9 November 2023; Accepted 30 November 2023   

mailto:klingan@usil.edu.pe
www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/24058440
https://www.cell.com/heliyon
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e23322
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e23322
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e23322
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Heliyon 10 (2024) e23322

2

cheating on exams, dishonest participation in tasks, or presenting work done by another) is 42 % in Spain [3], 68 % in United States 
[4], 77 % in Canada [5], 47 % in Malaysia [6], 48 % in Russia [7], and 97 % in Croatia [8]. 

In Peru, no official figures of the significance of AD have been documented; however, research shows that it occurs frequently in 
university classrooms. A qualitative study found that plagiarism has become a common practice that originates within school and is 
honed during university education [9]. Moreover, students lack a clear understanding of plagiarism as an academic offense, which is 
underscored by factors justifying this activity such as lack of recognition when they are engaging in plagiarism, pursuit of best results 
with minimum effort, and fear of disapproval. Thus, students perceive plagiarism as a normal and permitted practice at university [10]. 

While the prevalence of AD in the university context demonstrates the relevance of its study, AD is difficult to define precisely [11]. 
According to some authors, the main obstacles to its approach from research are related to two aspects. First, the ethical and moral 
character underlying its definition implies a reference to a time and specific sociocultural context [12,13]; second, the diversity of the 
operational definition adopted in different research and educational settings [14]. 

Considering the above, AD is defined as an intentional behavior that violates the honor and ethical codes of universities, societies, 
and academics [1]—that is, it constitutes transgressive behavior aimed at achieving positive results (e.g., good grades) in education 
[2]; or as any fraudulent activity within in the academic environment, which can range from plagiarism to deception [15]. In this 
study, AD refers to any behavior that transgresses the ethical norms and principles established by educational institutions and pro-
fessional associations reflecting the values of the society to which they belong. 

Based on the literature review [12,14,16–18], we examined AD manifestations mainly in three scenarios: exams, plagiarism, and 
falsification of information. In the first scenario, behaviors such as using notes or material not allowed in exams, copying the work from 
classmates with or without their consent, allowing others to copy one’s work, and impersonating or allowing themselves to be 
impersonated [19] are described. Regarding plagiarism, reference is made to the partial or total copy of information, the source of 
which is not cited; thus, students pretend it is theirs [19]. In McCabe and Treviño’s pioneering works, plagiarism was already identified 
as the most widespread form of AD in university classrooms [18]. Finally, falsification of information refers to the act of partially or 
fully distorting information to be used in the presentation of academic works, altering attendance records or justifying absenteeism as 
due to illness, and purchasing or selling academic assignments [13]. 

One interest focus in AD research is the study of predictive factors. In this scenario, some authors suggest classifying the predictors 
into three relevance factors: demographic variables, contextual influences, and individual characteristics [20]. Individual charac-
teristics are examined the most owing to the relation between AD and one’s personality. Three socially aversive traits of the Dark Triad 
(DT) theory of personality are included: psychopathy, Machiavellianism, and narcissism [21]. People with high psychopathy are more 
impulsive and less empathic [21], characterized by emotional callousness, deception, and lack of remorse [22]. 

Individuals with a high level of Machiavellianism tend to manipulate others for advantage [21]. At a cognitive level, they are 
characterized by pragmatic thinking, in a way that they suppress their emotions for the creation and maintenance of manipulation 
tactics, perceive others as a means to achieve their goals, and prioritize competition values over moral values [23]. Finally, people with 
high narcissism show a sense of grandiosity, superiority, and dominance, with high levels of self-centeredness and self-esteem [24]. 

Prior research has shown that DT traits are associated with AD behaviors in students. Specifically, students with higher levels of 
psychopathy reported more frequent AD [25,26]; furthermore, moral disinhibition and psychopathic mastery goal orientation were 
found to predict the frequency of academic cheating behaviors [26,27]. Moreover, Machiavellianism was positively associated with 
academic misconduct [28,29–31], such that people with a high level of Machiavellianism carefully strategize their academic cheating 
behavior [27]. Finally, narcissists are willing to commit AD acts to succeed and impress others academically [32]. However, no studies 
explore the predictive power of DT traits on AD behaviors in the Peruvian context. 

Additionally, although there is evidence that DT may be an AD predictor variable, considering the role of moral disengagement 
(MD) as a variable that interacts in the relationship between personality and AD is necessary to achieve a comprehensive study of this 
last variable. Thus, MD is conceptualized as the voluntary inactivation of self-regulatory processes, leading to selective use of a series of 
socio-cognitive mechanisms and favoring the transgression of norms [33,34]; that is, when individuals become morally detached, they 
can commit acts that go against internal moral standards without feeling guilty [33]. 

Bandura described eight cognitive mechanisms by which MD can occur [33]. Moral justification refers to the rationale for an 
immoral act as virtuous or acceptable based on the perceived potential outcome. For example, a student who cheats on a test may 
justify their action by indicating that they are doing it to not disappoint their parents. Euphemistic labeling occurs when subtler language 
distorts immoral behavior into acceptable behavior, such as referring to cheating on a test as seeking assistance. Advantageous com-
parison refers to the justification of immoral behavior by comparing it with even more harmful or serious acts; for example, by pointing 
out that “plagiarizing is nothing compared with stealing.” The displacement of responsibility refers to attributing responsibility for 
dangerous behaviors to an authority figure who exerts pressure or gives orders. The diffusion of responsibility occurs when immoral 
behavior is shared, such that no person involved in the act believes that they are entirely guilty of said event as it is a trend; for 
example, when students say “I cheat on the exam because everyone else does.” The distortion of consequences refers to the minimization 
of the impact or effect of immoral conduct, thereby preventing the appearance of a feeling of guilt or responsibility. Dehumanization 
refers to the denial of human qualities of the victim of the immoral act, framing them as bestial while justifying the act. Finally, the 
attribution of blame holds the victim accountable as the cause of the problem. 

Previous studies have revealed that MD is a relevant predictor of AD [35–38], and other authors have found that students who 
commit acts of AD are more likely to morally disengage from their transgressions by rationalizing their behaviors as common and 
justifiable [39]. In this way, the MD mechanisms that would enable AD would be related to the reinterpretation of said behaviors and, 
consequently, to the minimization or distortion of the consequences of AD. In fact, it has been shown that students who commit ac-
ademic cheating use strategies to justify unethical behavior or behavior contrary to university norms [40]. Thus, MD would allow 
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students to restructure their actions to make them appear less harmful and inhibit the self-sanctions that would encourage following 
the rules and behaving ethically in the academic environment. For this reason, they use MD, so as to free themselves from 
self-condemnation and the anguish that comes with behaviors that violate academic norms. Therefore, MD can be understood as a 
mediating variable between DT and AD, as these traits act as trends toward specific ways of acting and thinking that influence the 
ethical decision-making process, wherein MD affects moral reasoning that allows individuals to assess their immoral actions as being 
acceptable [41], which would make dishonest behavior in the academic environment easier. 

Meanwhile, a comprehensive study of AD entails considering gender, as previous studies have not only revealed differences 
regarding AD, with men presenting higher scores than women [16,42,43], but there is also evidence that the degree of influence of the 
AD predictors varies if the sample constitutes men or women [44]. 

These differences can be understood based on the gender socialization theory [45], which suggests that gender plays a key role in 
moral decision making, owing to differences in child socialization experiences, which explains the existence of differences around the 
moral orientation of men and women. In the case of women, morality is oriented toward relationships and caring for others; thus, it is 
assumed that they would be more sensitive to ethics, more respectful of the rules, and more concerned about the consequences of their 
actions. In men, however, morality is oriented toward justice and personal achievement, which is why they tend to be more indi-
vidualistic, competitive, and more open to risk. This is consistent with the findings of studies in which threats of AD sanctions were 
more effective in deterring women than men [46], demonstrating that women are more sensitive to embarrassment and disap-
pointment if they are caught cheating [44]. 

In this scenario, this study aimed to find out whether MD mediates the effect that DT components have on AD manifestations in 
Peruvian university students (Fig. 1), analyzing the differences according to gender. This is supported by the evidence provided 
although previous studies have examined individual factors and situations that could predict AD in university students [27]. Then, it is 
still necessary to test models that elucidate the relationship between these factors, including mediator variables that play a role in the 
decision-making process that lead to committing or tolerating acts of AD in the Peruvian context due to the relevance of these variables 
in the educational setting, as well as the scarce research with Peruvian students, which could increase knowledge of AD from an 
explanatory design. This is important, as a broader understanding of the factors involved in AD will enable more effective prevention 
and management strategies [3], considering that these are normalized behaviors within the university environment [8] and will 
subsequently affect the student’s professional life. 

The working hypotheses are as follows. 

H1. The dimensions of DT directly and positively predict AD in men and women. 

H2. MD directly and positively predicts AD in men and women. 

Fig. 1. Hypothesized model.  
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H3. DT dimensions, considering the mediating role of MD, indirectly and positively influence AD in men and women. 

H4. The influence of DT dimensions on AD is more significant in men. 

H5. The influence of MD on AD is more significant in men. 

2. Material and methods 

2.1. Participants 

A structural equation modeling–oriented method was used to calculate the minimum sample size needed [47]. In this sense, 
considering the minimum expected effect size (.30), number of latent variables (7), and number of items (38), a sample of at least 247 
people is suggested. 

A total of 591 university students participated, of whom 424 (71.7 %) were women and 167 (28.3 %) men, all were residents of 
Metropolitan Lima, aged between 18 and 40 years old (M = 21.5; SD = 3.60). Further, 77 % studied at private universities, while 23 % 
studied at public universities. Undergraduate students from different majors were included, with the most frequent being majors being 
social sciences (e.g., anthropology; 25.9 %) and health sciences (e.g., nursing; 24 %). In addition, 37.2 % were initial education 
students (semester 1–3), 36.2 % were intermediate education students (semester 4–7), and 26.6 % were advanced education students 
(semester 8–10 or more). Participant selection was conducted through an intentional nonprobabilistic sampling. 

2.2. Measurements 

2.2.1. Academic Dishonesty Scale [19] 
It is a multidimensional measure of AD comprising 18 items organized into 3 subscales: cheating on tests, plagiarism, and falsi-

fication. The context-adapted version was used [48]. The items are scaled in a Likert format with five options ranging from never (1 
point) to many times (5 points). According to the data obtained for this research, the measure achieved an acceptable reliability in both 
men (α = ,860; rij = 0.442) and women (α = ,794; rij = 0.338). 

2.2.2. Propensity to Morally Disengage Scale [49] 
It is a one-dimensional scale comprising eight items that represent the moral mechanisms proposed by Bandura, and it measures the 

propensity of people to morally disengage. The version adapted to the Spanish spoken in Peru was used. The items have a Likert-type 
response format with seven alternatives: from totally disagree (1 point) to totally agree (7 points). Regarding reliability, coefficients were 
higher in cheating on exams (men: α = ,896; rij = 0.685; women: α = ,865; rij = 0.479), plagiarism (men: α = ,860; rij = 0.607; women: 
α = ,777; rij = 0.391) and narcissism (men: α = ,852; rij = 0.589; women: α = ,892; rij = 0.626). 

2.2.3. Dirty Dozen Dark Triad [24] 
This scale measures the DT personality traits and comprises 12 items organized into 3 subscales: Machiavellianism, psychopathy, 

and narcissism. The version adapted to the Peruvian context was used [50]. Items are scored on a five-point Likert-type scale: from 
never (1 point) to almost always (5 points). Regarding reliability, favorable indicators were obtained in Machiavellianism (men: α =
,919; rij = 0.622; women: α = ,829; rij = 0.552), psychopathy (men: α = ,872; rij = 0.536; women: α = ,707; rij = 0.381) and narcissism 
(men: α = ,932; rij = 0.733; women: α = ,826; rij = 0.558). 

2.3. Procedure 

The research was approved by the Ethics Committee of the Graduate School of Universidad Peruana Unión (Reference: 2023-CE- 
EPG-00028). To collect data, a virtual questionnaire was designed through the Google Forms platform. The link was distributed 
through email and social networks, such as Facebook and WhatsApp. In the first section of the questionnaire, the informed consent was 
presented, in which the aim of the study and the anonymous and voluntary nature of participation in this study were disclosed, in 
compliance with the guidelines provided by the Declaration of Helsinki and the Code of ethics of the College of Psychologists of Peru 
[51]. Subsequently, the questionnaires were presented, and at the end, a thank you for participating was given. 

2.4. Data analysis 

2.4.1. Estimation and software 
The measurement models were analyzed with the Mplus v. 7 [52]. To test the research hypotheses, a structural regression model 

[53] was used with the weighted least square mean and variance adjusted with polychoric correlation matrix estimation method. 
Meanwhile, the bias method was analyzed with the FACTOR software [54]. 

2.4.2. Preliminary and reliability analysis 
Preliminarily, reliability was estimated using the α coefficient and the average inter-item correlation (rij), as the magnitude of the α 

coefficient is influenced by the number of items. Regarding the α coefficient, magnitudes between 0.65 (less than 6 items per 
dimension) and 0.70 (more than 6 items per dimension) were considered acceptable [55]; concerning the rij, magnitudes between 0.15 
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and 0.20 are acceptable for broad constructs, such as SD [56]. 
Subsequently, the approximation to univariate normality was analyzed using the magnitude of skewness (<2) and kurtosis (<7) 

[57]. Meanwhile, concerning multivariate normality, a multivariate kurtosis coefficient of Mardia [58] less than 70 [59] was 
considered adequate. 

Complementarily, the method bias was evaluated considering the study’s cross-sectional nature and the use of self-reports in all 
cases. In this sense, the Harman’s single factor test was carried out, that is, it was analyzed simultaneously using an exploratory factor 
analysis, considering the impact of the method bias associated with the use of self-reports if the variance explained by all the items 
exceeds 50 % [60]. 

Before the model analysis, a comparison was made between men and women concerning each variable included in the analysis. 
These differences were assessed using an effect size approach (d): ≤0.20, insignificant difference; between 0.20 and 0.50, small; 
between 0.50 and 0.80, moderate; and >0.80, large [61]. 

2.4.3. Model analysis 
A structural regression model [53] representing the influence of DT on AD dimensions was analyzed considering MD as a mediator 

in men and women separately (Fig. 1). 
First, an oblique model that included all the variables involved in the model was analyzed [53], and then the measured invariance 

of the oblique model and the structural model among the groups mentioned was assessed. 
Initially, the viability of the oblique model was determined by the magnitude of the fit indices: CFI >0.90 [62,63] and the RMSEA 

<0.08 [64]. After that, the measurement invariance was assessed considering gradual restrictions, that is, the configural, weak, and 
strong invariance suggested the statistical equivalence of the measurement model, the factor loadings, and the thresholds, respectively 
[65]. Accordingly, the evidence of invariance was assessed considering the variation of the CFI and RMSEA fit indices between models: 
Measurement invariance is not supported if ΔCFI < − 0.01 and ΔRMSEA ≥0.015 [66]. 

Once the measurement invariance was confirmed, the structural model was evaluated in each group separately, highlighting the 
direct and indirect effects (γ) from an effect size approach: those smaller than .30 were considered as small effects; between 0.30 and 
0.50, moderate; and greater than 0.50, large [67]. Moreover, the explained variance of the dependent variables (MD and the AD 
dimensions) were quantified similarly to the R2 [68]: it was insignificant if it was less than 0.04; between 0.04 and 0.25, it was deemed 
to be small; between 0.25 and 0.64, moderate; and large if greater than 0.64 [69]. 

Subsequently, the structural invariance of the model between men and women was assessed in two stages. In the first stage, one 
without restrictions of equality of the influence parameters was established as the base model (unrestricted model); in the second, the 
limitation of equality of all the parameters involved (restricted model) was included (e.g., the influence of narcissism on MD is similar in 
men and women). These restricted and unrestricted models were compared at a general and specific level. In general, with the fit 
indices’ variation and the statistical difference in the χ2 statistic [70]; at a specific level, comparing the influence level on the criterion 
variables through coefficient q. 

Table 1 
Descriptive and comparative analysis of the variables.    

Descriptive Statistics Distribution Statistics M Difference   

M SD g1 g2 d 

Moral Disengagement 
MD Me 20.024 9.976 0.985 0.543 .537  

W 15.550 7.584 1.810 4.481  
Dark Triad 
Machiavellianism Me 8.180 4.027 0.933 0.305 .510 

W 6.564 2.760 1.352 2.256  
Psychopathy Me 8.174 3.868 0.932 0.450 .395  

W 6.908 2.907 1.074 0.912  
Narcissism Me 9.856 4.060 0.114 − 0.867 .245  

W 8.920 3.731 0.431 − 0.593  
Academic Dishonesty 
Cheating on exams Me 14.713 6.563 0.832 − 0.025 .399 

W 12.547 4.907 1.326 2.257  
Plagiarism Me 12.204 5.225 0.761 − 0.414 .452  

W 10.262 3.873 1.353 2.510  
Falsification Me 8.120 4.389 1.311 0.395 .587  

W 6.224 2.641 3.383 13.548  

Note: M: Mean; SD: Standard deviation; g1: Asymmetry; g2: Kurtosis; d: Cohen’s d; α: Cronbach’s alpha; rij: Average inter-item correlation; Me: Men; 
W: Women. 
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3. Results 

3.1. Preliminary descriptive and reliability analysis 

Depending on the magnitude of the asymmetry and kurtosis, univariate normality in both men and women can be approached 
(Table 1). However, the magnitude of the Mardia coefficient exceeded the limit in both groups (G2men = 273.677; G2women = 498.775). 

Regarding reliability, the estimates reached adequate magnitudes in all cases (α > 0.70; y rij >0.20). Meanwhile, as regards the 
analysis of the bias of the method, the variance explained by all the items did not exceed the limit in men (36.479 %) and women 
(30.642 %). Finally, regarding comparative analysis, men score significantly higher in all the dimensions studied (Table 1). 

3.2. Invariance of the structural regression model 

The oblique model presented an acceptable fit in men and women separately (Table 2, section A). An analysis of measurement 
invariance was then performed, and the changes in the CFI and RMSEA from one model to the other provide favorable evidence for 
configural, weak, and strong invariance (Table 2, section B). In turn, the structural model that establishes the previously specified 
influence (Fig. 1) was analyzed separately in men and women, and it obtained a favorable adjustment (Table 2, section C). 

The first hypothesis of the study (the DT dimensions directly and positively predict AD in men and women) was partially supported, as 
only Machiavellianism showed significant and consistent influence in all dimensions of AD in both groups, while psychopathy influenced 
plagiarism dimension in both men and women but falsification only in men (Table 3). 

The second hypothesis (MD directly and positively predicts AD in men and women) was also partially supported—MD influenced 
falsification in both men and women, cheating on tests in men, and plagiarism in women (Table 3). 

Finally, the third hypothesis (DT dimensions, considering the mediating role of MD, indirectly and positively influence AD in men and 
women) was not empirically supported as all indirect effects were nonsignificant. 

Complementarily, the variance of the MD explained by the dimensions of the DT (R2) was of moderate magnitude and similar 
between men and women (R2

men = 0.318, CI 95 % 0.193, 0.443; R2
women = 0.300, CI 95 % 0.202, 0.398). Regarding the R2 of the AD 

dimensions, the influence of the predictors on cheating on tests was greater in men (R2
men = 0.674, CI 95 % 0.580, 0.768) than in women 

(R2
women = 0.483, CI 95 % 0.393, 0.573). Meanwhile, these differences were reduced in the plagiarism dimension (R2

men = 0.592, CI 95 % 
0.476, 0.708; R2

women = 0.461, CI 95 % 0.365, 0.557) and falsification (R2
men = 0.603, CI 95 % 0.464, 0.742; R2

women = 0.551, CI 95 % 
0.449, 0.653) but were nonetheless higher in men. 

Next, the structural invariance was explored, that is, whether the influence remains invariant between men and women. After 
analyzing the model without restrictions in each group, an acceptable fit was obtained (Section C, Table 2). Subsequently, the models 
with and without restrictions were compared and no statistically significant differences were found between them (Δχ2/gl (15) =
22.668, p = .092), albeit some influence coefficients presented descriptive differences (q > 0.10; Table 3). 

Thus, the fourth hypothesis (The influence of DT dimensions on AD is greater in men) was partially supported, as only the influence of 
psychopathy on plagiarism and falsification is greater in men than in women, while only the influence of Machiavellianism on falsification 
is greater in women (Table 3). 

Finally, the fifth hypothesis (The influence of MD on AD is greater in men) was not supported as the influence of MD on cheating on 
exams was alone observed to be greater in men (Table 3). 

4. Discussion 

Research on predictive models that elucidate AD is relevant, as this phenomenon has serious and harmful consequences for so-
cieties, enabling people with undermined morality and uncorroborated professional skills to join the workforce and economic gear of 
nations. Therefore, to deepen the study of AD and its relationships with other psychological variables, this study examined whether the 

Table 2 
Structural and measurement invariance analysis.   

CFI RMSEA (IC 90 %) WRMR ΔCFI ΔRMSEA 

Section A: Oblique model 
Men 0.968 .059 (.052–.065) 1.005 – – 
Women 0.935 .050 (.046–.054) 1.201 – – 
Section B: Measurement Invariance 
Configural 0.954 .052 (.048–.055) 1.566 – – 
Metric 0.961 .047 (.043–.050) 1.673 0.007 − 0.005 
Strong 0.954 .049 (.045–.052) 1.651 − 0.007 0.002 
Section C: Structural Invariance    
SM men 0.968 .059 (.052–.065) 1.005 – – 
SM women 0.935 .050 (.046–.054) 1.201 – – 
SM not restricted 0.954 .052 (.048–.055) 1.566 – – 
SM restricted 0.958 .049 (.045–.052) 1.599 0.004 − 0.005 

Note: SM: Structural Model; CFI: Comparative fit index; RMSEA: Root mean square error of approximation; WRMR: Weighted root mean square 
residual. 
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components of DT and MD predict AD manifestations in Peruvian university students while evaluating how MD mediates the effect that 
personality DT components have on AD manifestations and differentiating the results according to gender. 

As regards the first hypothesis of this study (DT dimensions directly and positively predict AD in men and women), it was found that 
only Machiavellianism has a significant and consistent influence on all AD dimensions in men and women. This implies that subjects 
with high Machiavellianism are more prone to committing plagiarism, cheating on exams, and falsifying documents in the academic 
field, which would be explained by the search for personal and educational benefits, given that on many occasions, universities offer 
scholarships or grants according to the position of the student in the classroom ranking. Similar findings were found by Curtis [28] in 
English-speaking students coming from 20 different countries, by Esteves et al. [29] in Brazilian university students, by Veríssimo et al. 
[30] in Portuguese medical students, and by Hidalgo-Fuentes et al. [31] in Spanish university students; which indicates the possible 
cross-cultural nature of this association. 

Meanwhile, it was found that psychopathy influences only the plagiarism dimension in both groups, and it influences falsification 
only in men. The inconsistent findings on the relationship between psychopathy and AD are presented in the previous literature [5,26, 
29] and could be explained based on the differences in the meanings of dishonest behavior in the academic field, which is more or less 
normalized depending on dominant cultural patterns. Thus, a trend toward psychopathy would be irrelevant regarding some forms of 
AD deemed less punishable because they are considered harmless or of little impact (e.g., copying a homework assignment). In 
addition, research suggests that primary (or genetic) psychopathy, but not secondary (or socially-based) psychopathy, is associated 
with AD [5]. While this distinction is not made in this study, it has been reported that the conception of psychopathy from DT would be 
closer to secondary psychopathy [71]. Thus, it is reasonable that it is not associated with all forms of AD, considering the charac-
teristics of the studied context already described in the initial section of this article. 

Although it was unexpected that narcissism is not a relevant predictor of AD neither in men nor in women, as reported by some 
investigations conducted in a population close to the Peruvian [29], other previous studies are partially consistent with the reported 
results found in this study. For example, in Brunell et al.‘s [32] study, only the exhibitionism factor of narcissism was associated with 
AD, while the dimensions of seeking power and belief in being a special person were not relevant factors in predicting AD. In addition, 
in Curtis’s study [28] narcissism was not a significant predictor of academic misconduct in university students. 

Regarding this study’s second hypothesis, it was found that MD directly and positively predicts some AD manifestations; 

Table 3 
Direct and indirect effects on men and women.   

Men Women q 

Direct Effects 
Machiavellianism → MD 0.146 0.069 0.076 
Psychopathy →MD 0.435 0.493 0.047 
Narcissism → MD − 0.008 0.000 0.008 
MD → Cheating on tests 0.227 0.028 0.195 
MD → Plagiarism 0.177 0.251 0.071 
MD → Falsification 0.279 0.362 0.075 
Machiavellianism → Cheating on tests 0.655 0.693 0.025 
Psychopathy → Cheating on tests 0.009 0.025 0.016 
Narcissism → Cheating on tests 0.021 − 0.044 0.065 
\Machiavellianism → Plagiarism 0.194 0.216 0.021 
Psychopathy → Plagiarism 0.412 0.266 0.130 
Narcissism → Plagiarism 0.093 0.085 0.008 
Machiavellianism → Falsification 0.230 0.605 0.315 
Psychopathy → Falsification 0.398 0.007 0.371 
Narcissism → Falsification − 0.043 − 0.163 0.119 
Indirect Effects 
Machiavellianism → MD → Cheating on tests 0.033 0.002 0.031 
Psychopathy → MD → Cheating on tests 0.099 0.014 0.085 
Narcissism → MD → Cheating on tests − 0.002 0.000 0.002 
Machiavellianism → MD → Plagiarism 0.026 0.017 0.009 
Psychopathy → MD → Plagiarism 0.077 0.124 0.046 
Narcissism → MD → Plagiarism − 0.001 0.000 0.001 
Machiavellianism → MD → Falsification 0.041 0.025 0.016 
Psychopathy → MD → Falsification 0.121 0.178 0.056 
Narcissism → MD → Falsification − 0.002 0.000 0.002 
Total Effects 
Machiavellianism → Cheating on tests 0.688 0.695 0.004 
Psychopathy → Cheating on tests 0.108 0.039 0.069 
Narcissism → Cheating on tests 0.019 − 0.044 0.063 
Machiavellianism → Plagiarism 0.220 0.233 0.013 
Psychopathy → Plagiarism 0.489 0.390 0.082 
Narcissism → Plagiarism 0.092 0.085 0.007 
Machiavellianism → Falsification 0.271 0.630 0.294 
Psychopathy → Falsification 0.519 0.185 0.294 
Narcissism → Falsification − 0.045 − 0.163 0.116 

Note: MD: Moral disengagement; q: Cohen’s q. 
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specifically, falsification in men and women, cheating on tests only in men, and plagiarism only in women. These findings could be 
explained with the characteristics of MD that facilitate student dishonest behavior by restructuring moral reasoning and inhibiting self- 
sanctions that allow transgressions to become acceptable actions. Thus, students would justify their actions by postulating some type of 
positive meaning for their academic or professional life and, therefore, the positive consequences (e.g., a better grade) would lead to a 
repetition of that dishonest behavior pattern. These results are similar to those found by other researchers [35,37], although in these 
studies MD was shown to be a predictor variable of all types of AD, including cheating, falsification, and plagiarism. Along the same 
lines, this study’s findings are consistent with those of Farnese et al. [36], who reported positive associations between academic 
cheating behaviors and students’ MD. However, previous studies did not segment the analyses according to the participants’ gender, 
which could be necessary considering that the experiences of socialization and internalization of norms are different between men and 
women. 

Meanwhile, the third hypothesis (DT dimensions, considering the mediating role of the MD, indirectly and positively influence AD 
in men and women) was not empirically support, as all indirect effects were nonsignificant. These results suggest that, without the 
mediation of MD, DT traits, especially psychopathy and Machiavellianism, may emerge as predictors of some AD manifestations. 
Therefore, the cognitive restructuring of acts of academic transgression allowing university students to inhibit self-sanctions would not 
affect the decision-making process. This probably indicates that dishonest behaviors have become commonplace, and incurring them 
does not generate student conflict. 

The fourth hypothesis (The influence of DT dimensions on AD is greater in men) was partially supported, with the influence of 
psychopathy on plagiarism and falsification found to be greater in men than in women, while the influence of Machiavellianism on 
falsification was greater in women. Although these results are not directly comparable with previous studies, they are consistent with 
Zhang et al.‘s [44] findings that the explanatory models of AD and the influence level of some independent variables can vary when the 
participant sample is segmented according to gender. However, in the said study, the forms of AD have not been differentiated and 
have been considered as predictors other than those in the present study. 

To understand the findings hereof, it is suggested to delve into the gap that exist in the meaning of the different AD manifestations, 
according to gender, in addition to the differences in expression and behavior patterns linked to DT traits, especially psychopathy and 
Machiavellianism, in men and women. For example, in the case of psychopathy, it has been found that, although men and women with 
high levels of psychopathy show emotional deficits, the expression of said deficits is not evident to the same extent. Moral information 
is processed differently, including the response to injustice and moral violations, with women being the most interested in the pres-
ervation of equity [72]. Additionally, it has been found that men with high levels of psychopathy tend to commit or actively support 
behaviors that are harmful to others. Meanwhile, women with high levels of psychopathy tend to passively endorse offending be-
haviors, such as allowing harm to occur or through manipulation [73]. This may explain why psychopathy is a more relevant predictor 
of plagiarism behavior for the male group compared with the female group, in addition to being a relevant predictor of falsification 
behavior only in men. Further, the greater influence of psychopathy in men would be explained by individualism, competitiveness, and 
openness to risk [45], as the goal is to achieve favorable results, while shame and disappointment that women would experience if they 
were discovered committing a dishonest act [44] would inhibit them from engaging in such behavior. 

Regarding Machiavellianism, some studies have reported that men with high scores in Machiavellianism are more self-controlled 
and more concerned about the future consequences of their actions than women [74]. Moreover, Machiavellianism in men has been 
found to be positively correlated with planning, while Machiavellianism in women is negatively correlated with planning [75]. This 
may explain why Machiavellianism is a more relevant predictor for committing acts of falsification in the female group compared with 
the male group. 

Finally, the fifth hypothesis (The influence of MD on AD is greater in men) is not supported, as merely the impact of MD on cheating 
on exams was observed to be greater in men. In this regard, although it is known that men are more vulnerable to MD than women [34, 
76], it appears that both men and women with high levels of MD are likely to commit dishonest acts in the academic field, especially 
behavior related to falsification. Considering that MD’s influence on the behavior of cheating on tests is found only in the male group 
and that on plagiarism behavior only in the female group, future research could expand this line of study, exploring whether these 
contrasts can be justified based on the differences in the perception of severity or the consequences of the different forms of AD ac-
cording to gender. 

Additionally, as expected, men were found to have significantly higher scores on all AD dimensions, which is consistent with the 
findings of previous studies [16,35,42–46]. This corroborates Gilligan’s argument [45] that the manifestations of morality differ 
between men and women owing to differences in gender socialization experiences; thus, men are more likely to disobey rules than 
women, who are more concerned about the consequences of their actions than men. 

4.1. Limitations and future directions 

There are some limitations to the interpretations of this study’s results. The first refers to the use of convenience sampling that 
prevents the generalization of results; however, it is essential to consider that the study sample was sought to be heterogeneous, 
including students from public and private universities, from different careers and university training cycles. Nonetheless, the results 
should be considered with caution. Another limitation is linked to the cross-sectional nature of the research design that limits the 
investigation of causal relationships between the variables. Accordingly, development of longitudinal studies or experimental design is 
recommended. A third limitation is that only three forms of AD manifestations were measured; thus, we encourage future studies to 
deepen the understanding of the AD phenomenon, covering other types of manifestations that have not been explored. Fourth, the 
variables were measured through self-reports, which could have generated the existence of social desirability bias. Fifth, a virtual 
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platform was used for data collection, which may have introduced a selection bias, since only students with Internet access and 
experience in responding to online surveys have been able to participate, excluding university students residing in areas with limited 
Internet access. Therefore, it would be important to replicate the study using physical data collection. Sixth, in this study, the facets of 
each of the DT traits (e.g., narcissism) were not differentiated; thus, in future research, their association with MD and AD could be 
studied in depth. 

Finally, it would be interesting for subsequent studies to delve into the mediating role of other variables, perhaps examining those 
of a situational or contextual nature, such as competition environments, classroom climate, teaching strategies, and teacher evalua-
tion. These would allow us to identify useful factors to discourage dishonest behavior in students. 

4.2. Conclusions and practical implications 

We conclude that DT influences AD behaviors although this may vary according to gender, only Machiavellianism has a significant 
and consistent influence on all AD dimensions in men and women. Furthermore, narcissism could not be evidenced as a relevant 
predictor of AD in any of the groups. Finally, although DM was shown to directly influence some AD manifestations, its mediating role 
between the DT effect and the AD manifestations could not be demonstrated. 

This study contributes to the literature on AD and its relationship with DT and MD in university students. The findings provide an 
approach to understanding how dysfunctional personality traits may predict the manifestations of AD in university students. In 
addition, differentiating the relationship of these variables according to gender have presented novel findings. Thus, it is crucial that 
future research continues to investigate these individual differences while predicting AD, as our understanding of how these behaviors 
develop in both men and women is pivotal in devising preventive strategies and intervention measures in the educational environment 
that foster academic integrity in future professionals. 
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[8] S.K. Taradi, M. Taradi, Z. Dogaš, Croatian medical students see academic dishonesty as an acceptable behaviour: a cross-sectional multicampus study, J. Med. 
Ethics 38 (2012) 376–379, https://doi.org/10.1136/medethics-2011-100015. 
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