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Background. Previous research has shown that achievement goals affect the frequency

of academic dishonesty. However, mixed findings suggest that especially the effect of

performance goals might depend on contextual factors.

Aims. We wanted to investigate whether crucial aspects of the achievement situation

influence the magnitude of the effect of performance goals (here: focused on appearance)

on dishonesty. Specifically, we propose that social norms regarding the acceptance of

dishonesty moderate the positive effect of performance goals on academic dishonesty.

Sample. Wesampled105Germanuniversity students.Theywere teachertrainees,mostly

in their first year at university and on average 20.6 (SD = 3.6) years old (72.4% female).

Method. Weconducted a 2 (induced appearance goals vs. no goal induction) 9 2 (cheat-

ing confederate vs. no observable cheating behaviour by this person) experiment. A

manipulation check confirmed that the manipulation of appearance goals was successful.

Cheating behaviour was observed by a confederate student and subsequently classified by

two raters. Additionally, participants’ dishonesty in self-presentation questions was

measured using deviations from baseline measures.

Results. The induction of appearance goals only led to increased cheating when the

social norm suggested that cheating behaviour was an acceptable way to increase

performance (i.e., cheating confederate condition). For deceiving, we found a positive

main effect of appearance goals. Appearance goals mediated these effects from goal

manipulation on academic dishonesty.

Conclusions. Taken together, our results highlight that themixed findings on the effect

of performance goals on academic dishonestymight be due to uninvestigatedmoderators

such as social norms. Future research should build on these findings to identify additional

moderators.

‘Everyone’s doing it’ describes the dishonest behaviour of students well. The majority of
students report that academic dishonesty is very prevalent within educational contexts

(Stephens&Gehlbach, 2007). For instance, studies show that betweenhalf and two thirds

of university students cheat at least once over the course of their studies (Bernardi et al.,

2004; Hrabak et al., 2004; McCabe, 2005; Rettinger, Jordan, & Peschiera, 2004; Teixeira &

Rocha, 2010). Academic dishonesty can be displayed in a variety of ways encompassing
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(1) the specific, intentional breaking of rules as well as (2) lying and omitting facts. The

term ‘cheating’ often refers to both aspects. As both forms vary in their publicity and the

risk of getting caught, different mechanisms behind them are plausible. Therefore, we

keep them conceptually separated by referring to the former as cheating (e.g., copying
answers of others in a test) and to the latter as deceiving (e.g., lying or creating amistaken

impression). Both cheating and deceiving can result in high costs for the involved students

and society as a whole (e.g., missed learning opportunities, expulsion, unjustified

credentials, hiring of less qualified individuals, undermined confidence in our educational

system, see also Keith-Spiegel &Whitley, 2012) and might be especially harmful because

there is a strong link between an individual’s dishonesty at university and at theworkplace

later on (Hrabak et al., 2004; Lawson, 2004; Nonis & Swift, 2001). As such, it is important

to understand which factors elicit cheating behaviour within students. Prior research on
achievement motivation has mainly tried to address why academic dishonesty occurs.

Throughout this, performance goals (focused on validating or demonstrating compe-

tence) have come under suspicion of eliciting academic dishonesty. However, findings on

this relationship aremixed at best. For this reason, we propose that a greater focus should

be placed on the circumstances under which students cheat and deceive. More

specifically, we propose that social norms moderate the supposedly positive effects of

performance goals.

Achievement goals and social norms as frameworks to explain academic dishonesty

In essence, cheating and deceiving are motivated behaviour because they entail

intentionally violating pre-set rules in order to gain an advantage or to increase the

likelihood of success (Murdock, Hale & Weber, 2001). Both of them are moral as well as

social decisions (O’Rourke et al., 2010). As such, it is highly plausible that individuals

differ in the strength to which they consider this behaviour functional for the attainment

of their desires. Especially in achievement situations, this functionality is likely directly
associated with individual differences in achievement goals.

Achievement goal theory distinguishes personal aims that are focused on different

(desired or undesired) results or end states that are centred on different perceptions of

competence in achievement situations (Elliot, 2005; Hulleman, Schrager, Bodmann, &

Harackiewicz, 2010). Originally, researchers distinguished between learning goals

(focused on the learning process, improvement, and skill development) and performance

goals (focused on appearance and performance relative to others; e.g., Dweck & Leggett,

1988). Later, theorists added a valence dimension to these goals, that is, whether
individuals try to approach or avoid the corresponding outcomes, leading to learning

approach, learning avoidance, performance approach, and performance avoidance goals

(Elliot & McGregor, 2001). More recently, researchers also proposed that performance

goals should be distinguished regarding whether they are focused on the demonstration

and affirmation of competence to an audience (appearance goals), or whether

performance is defined based on normative social comparisons (normative goals; see

Hulleman et al., 2010;Urdan&Mestas, 2006). In thepresentwork,we take this distinction

into consideration and empirically only focus on appearance goals. We are doing so to be
conceptually very precise and to allow for a clear interpretation and comparability of our

results (see Daumiller, Dickh€auser, & Dresel, 2019; Hulleman et al., 2010). Theoretically,

we expect appearance goals to be especially relevant for dishonest behaviour. This is

because individuals who strongly focus on their appearance may value cheating as a valid

strategy to this end (Janke, Daumiller, & Rudert, 2019).
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The relevance of goals on academic dishonesty has not only been examined on the

personal level (i.e., personal achievement goals) but also on the classroom level by

focusing on classroom goal structures, conceptualized as a shared perception of the

motivational climate in the classroom (Ames & Ames, 1984). They are created and
modified by the surrounding (classroom, school) context as well as the actions and

characteristics of those within the classroom (both teachers and students), most notably

teachers’ instructional practices (see L€uftenegger, Tran, Bardach, Schober,& Spiel, 2017).

For instance, a performance goal structure reflects that students believe that social

comparisons, grades, and competition are emphasized in their classroom. Such a goal

structure is associated with increased academic dishonesty and a higher justifiability and

acceptability of cheating (Murdock, Miller, & Goetzinger, 2007; Murdock, Miller, &

Kohlhardt, 2004; see Anderman, 2007, for an overview). While classroom goal structures
may be of high interest for understanding classroom effects, they do not sufficiently

explain the processes at the individual level. To this regard, it is very plausible that a

performance goal structure may elicit cheating through the facilitation of personal

performance goals (Meece, Anderman, & Anderman, 2006). This direct association

between personal achievement goals and academic dishonesty is of high interest because

it explains the underlying psychological processes and has implications beyond the

educational context in primary and secondary education (e.g., also for non-classroom

contexts).
Previous research has consistently documented negative associations between

learning (approach and avoidance) goals and the occurrence of academic dishonesty

(e.g., Jordan, 2001;Marsden,Carroll, &Neill, 2005). This is plausible considering that such

actions likely lead to wrong self-assessments and missed learning opportunities and, as a

result, would hinder the aspired true understanding and growth of an individual’s own

competence. In contrast, it would be logical to assume that performance goals facilitate

cheating and deceiving because these behaviours can provide an additional advantage in

the striving for competence demonstration (e.g., to win, or not to lose, possibly at any
cost, Van Yperen, Hamstra, & van der Klauw, 2011; see also Schwieren & Weichsel-

baumer, 2010). This should be especially true when performance goals are characterized

by an appearance focus because these goals orientate the individual towards judgement

by others (e.g., teachers). Given that this judgement normally depends on a display of

performance, it is likely that individuals with strong appearance goals putmoreweight on

the outcomes of their actions rather than on the progress that leads to these outcomes. In

turn, this could elicit the view that the ends justify dishonestmeans (see Janke et al., 2019,

for a similar argument).
Although theoretically sensible, the empirical findings for performance goals are

mixed (see Table 1 for an overview of the corresponding research works). The great

majority of studies that investigated personal performance goals (rather than extrinsic or

grade orientation, which are conceptually related but not the same construct, see

Hulleman et al., 2010) did not find statistically significant associations between these goals

and academic dishonesty (in total: 16 nil findings, 4 [partially] positive associations, and 6

[partially] negative associations). Interestingly, the effects were more mixed for

performance avoidance than for performance approach goals in the sense that more
empirical evidence exists for positive but also for negative associations with academic

dishonesty. This pattern of results for personal performance goals presents us with a gap

between the theory (positive association between performance goals and academic

dishonesty stands to reason) and empirical findings (mostly nil findings). We propose this

may reflect that the perceived utility of cheating for the attainment of personal

Performance goals, social norms, and dishonesty 539
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performance goals may depend on factors rooted in the respective achievement situation

that have not yet been investigated within the theoretical framework of achievement goal

theory.

To this end, we expect that especially social norms could influence the relationship
between performance goal adoption and engagement in cheating because social norms

dictate the perceived appropriateness of cheating as well as the perceived likelihood of

punishment (Cialdini & Trost, 1998; Gino, Ayal, & Ariely, 2009). Here, we assume that

individuals are especially inclined to engage in cheating behaviour when they adopt

performance goals and the social norm indicates that such behaviour is acceptable. This

reasoning is very much in line with the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991), which

would also lead to the assumption that the intention to cheat depends, on the onehand, on

individual motivational factors that are highly relevant for individual attitudes towards
cheating, and on the other hand, on subjective norms (Simkin & McLeod, 2010). The

Theory of Planned Behavior also acknowledges the importance of perceived behavioural

control for behavioural intent (Ajzen, 1991). However, we will merely focus on social

norms and personalmotivation as achievement situations are characterized by individuals

pursuing goals that make their efforts meaningful and the presence of others (Poortvliet,

Janssen, VanYperen, &Van de Vliert, 2007) –with achievement situations in education in

particular typically being characterized by perceived possibilities to cheat due to limited

resources of teaching personnel.
Considering social norms and personal motivation as driving factors behind academic

dishonesty can also be very fruitful because such an approach moves past simplified trait-

based explanations claiming that only students with problematic personality traits or

unfavourable motives would engage in such behaviour (see Whitley, 1998, for a similar

argument). Considering chiefly trait-based factors is not only insufficient (given the high

prevalence of dishonest behaviours) but also limits the applicability of behavioural

modification as personality is rather stable.

Peer cheating and perceived social norms

We propose that social norms regarding peer cheating matter when investigating the

impact of performance goals on dishonest behaviours. While goals may represent the

motivational drive to find such behaviours attractive (but not necessarily execute it),

social norms could influencewhether individuals gauge that these behavioursmay lead to

personal acclaim or potentially to severe repercussions like social ostracism (Fehr &

Fischbacher, 2004; Rudert, Sutter, Corrodi, & Greifeneder, 2018) and likely serve as a cue
for the normative appropriateness of such behaviours (Graham, Monday, O’Brien, &

Steffen, 1994; Kibler & Kibler, 1993; McCabe, Trevi~no, & Butterfield, 1999).

First evidence that at least the personal adherence to social norms on cheating may

influence the relationship between performance goals and cheating was provided by

Janke et al. (2019). These authors found in moderation analyses that the less important it

was for researchers to adhere to scientific standards, the stronger the association between

appearance approach goals and questionable research practices.

Often the easiest way to evaluate the social norms within an achievement situation is
mere observation, in our case the literal observation of others’ cheating (see O’Rourke

et al., 2010, for survey results on how having seen others cheat is associated with one’s

own academic dishonesty). Such observations are positively correlated with one’s own

increased cheating behaviour (Genereux & McLeod, 1995; Jordan, 2001; McCabe &

Trevi~no, 1997;O’Rourke et al., 2010; Rettinger&Kramer, 2009). Student explanations for
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cheating also often include elements of social comparison and behaviours of other

students (Haines, Diekhoff, LaBeff, & Clark, 1986; McCabe, Trevi~no, & Butterfield, 2001),

which once again underlines the importance of such perceived social norms for the

justification of cheating behaviours. However, this also points to an important limitation
of the previous,mostly correlational studies: Reporting that other students cheat aswell is

an important neutralization strategy (Sykes & Matza, 1957) to rationalize one’s own

behaviour (O’Rourke et al., 2010), because it allows students to relieve themselves of

responsibility for their actions. Consequently, it is likely that asking students about their

own cheating behaviour and such behaviours of others in cross-sectional studieswill yield

associations due to unconscious justifications. This limitation of previous works needs to

be overcome with experimental designs.

Another limitation of prior research is that academic dishonesty was often assessed
with self-report questionnaires (see Table 1, and Giluk & Postlethwaite, 2015). Thus, we

see a strongneed formore objective assessments (e.g., by observing cheating behaviours).

To this end, the inclusion of deceiving (e.g., dishonest self-presentation in personality

questionnaires; seeGuadagno,Okdie,&Kruse, 2012) allows empiricalmeasurement of an

additional aspect of academic dishonesty and pursuit of another non-strictly self-reported

operationalization of this aspect as another contribution to the literature.

Research questions and hypotheses

In sum, we argue that individuals need the motivation as well as the circumstances to

engage in academic dishonesty. We presumed that appearance goals and social norms

(expressed by cheating behaviour of others) would influence dishonest behaviours (i.e.,

cheating and deceiving) as follows:

1. We expected increased dishonest behaviours in students with induced appearance

goals (main effect of appearance goals).

2. We expected increased dishonest behaviours in students with an induced social

norm of cheating acceptability (main effect of social norm).

3. We expected appearance goals to especially lead to increased dishonest behaviours

when the social norm makes this behaviour seem acceptable (interaction of

appearance goals and social norm).

Method

Toexplain the inconsistent effects often found for performance goals and toovercome the

limitations of previous, correlational studies, we conducted a 2 9 2 factorial experiment

in which we manipulated appearance goals and the social norm. As dependent variables,
we included cheating (e.g., copying answers of others in a test) and deceiving (e.g.,

presenting oneself in a different light in an interview) as aspects of academic dishonesty

(Stephens, 2008).1 We pre-registered our research questions, study design, and planned

analysesprior todata collection (Aspredicted ID: 7116;https://aspredicted.org/eq6wf.pdf).

1While these two aspects constitute actual deceiving behaviours that were measured externally (using observers and deviations
within the participants’ answers), we originally also wanted to include participants’ cheating behaviour in the form of a single self-
report question after the test. However, due to low variance in this variable, we could not use it for our analyses and as such do not
report it in this manuscript.
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Data were collected during 11–22 December 2017. All data and codes that support the

findings of this study are provided in an open access repository (https://osf.io/3w7ra/).

Procedure and experimental manipulation

Our experiment (see Figure 1 for an overview) consisted of four groups: a control group
(n = 26), a group that only received an appearance goal instruction (n = 26), a group in

whichwe induced a social norm based on another student cheating (n = 25), and a group

with both an appearance goal and a social norm manipulation (n = 28).

We recruited students to participate in a ‘novel competence and personality test’ and

told them that we wanted to develop this test to be used in an assessment centre. When

signing up for the study, we asked the students to fill out a baseline questionnaire online.

Afterwards, they could select a date in 3 weeks’ time, on which they were invited to a

separate room to individually work on the test. Before working on the test, the
participants answered some questions on their current state of mind (including their

current goals). Participants were then randomly and equally assigned to one of four

groups. The examiner told half of the participants that it was especially important to

make a good impression on the test and that they would receive a reward if their answers

in the test were impressive (induction of appearance goals), while the other half of the

participants received no such information on a performance-based reward system.

Throughout the test, another (confederate) student was present. In order to be

perceived as an ingroup confederate (see Gino et al., 2009, for how outgroup members
might evoke reverse effects on academic dishonesty), we used a confederate student

from the same age and study programme. The participants were told that this fellow

student missed her regular appointment and that, as an exception, she was allowed to

work on her test at the same time as the participant. In reality, this confederate student

Cover story: Development of a ‘novel competence and personality test’ 
to be used in an assessment center   

- Online baseline questionnaire including personality items
- Select a date in three weeks’ time → individual work on the test

Recruitment

Baseline

Factor 1: 
Performance Goal 
Manipulation (Yes or No)

random and equal assignment

Questions on current state of mind (including current goals)Manipulation Check

random and equal assignment

Participants were told that it is especially 
important to make a good impression in 

the test and that they will receive a 
reward if they manage to do so

The examiner did not put such a focus 
on performance

Factor 2: Social Norm 
Manipulation (Yes or No)

Confederate student cheated → social 
norm on acceptability of dishonesty Conferedate student did not cheat

Examiner left the room under a pretext and forgot answer sheets with solutions 
→ Cheating opportunities

A confederate student was present and noted any cheating behaviors

Cheating Opportunities 
While Working on the 
Knowledge Test

Figure 1. Procedure of the experiment.
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observed and rated the cheating behaviours of the participant (by taking notes on the

knowledge test sheets that she pretended to be working on). After the instruction, the

examiner left the room under a pretext and told the participants that she would be back

in ten minutes. She left the room hastily and forgot the answer sheets with the correct
solutions on her desk in front of the participants, so that opportunities for cheating

behaviours were given. In both the control group and the group that received the

appearance goal instructions, the confederate student used this cheating opportunity for

half of all runs (by visibly taking the solution sheet on the desk in front of them to check

some of the answers and putting it back) and as such induced a social norm on the

acceptability of dishonesty in this achievement situation.

During the test, the participants had to answer 23 general knowledge questions with

an open and closed response format (Internal consistency:McDonald’s Omega,xH = .58)
as well as 14 personality and social desirability items (the complete test is included as

Supporting Information). The knowledge questions were chosen based on a self-

constructed pool of items inspired by general knowledge tests and quizzes. This pool of

items was previously piloted with eight students, and we chose those items that were

moderately difficult and fitted well with the cover story.

Sample
In total, 105 German university students participated in the study. All of them were

teacher trainees, mostly in their first year of university (10% were in their second year or

higher). On average, they were 20.6 (SD = 3.6) years old (72.4% female). Demographics

for the experimental groups were as follows: control group: 58% female, mean age:

19.8 years, appearance goals group: 85% female, mean age: 21.0 years, social norm

group: 64% female, mean age: 21.8 years, achievement goals and social norm group:

82% female, mean age: 19.8 years. We found no statistically significant differences

between the experimental conditions regarding gender, v(3) = 6.97, p = .07, and age,
F(3, 104) = 1.75, p = .16.

Measurements

Appearance goals

Immediately after the instructions, we presented the participantswith two items from the

academic achievement goal questionnaire fromDaumiller et al. (2019) tomeasure current

appearance approach goals (‘In the following test, my goal is to be perceived as

competent’, ‘In the following test, my goal is that it is noticed how good I am’; xH = .81,

Spearman-Brown = .81). Daumiller et al. (2019) demonstrated that their appearance

approach goal scale can be distinguished from normative goals. We decided to use only
two instead of all four items to avoid making the possibility of adopting appearance goals

too salient, which would have endangered the experimental manipulation. We chose the

two items with the best item-scale associations and clear face validity from the original

scale to yield a measure that can still adequately assess appearance approach goals. In

addition to these two items, we included other questions at this point (regarding the

participants’ current state and their expectations regarding the test, such as: ‘I am

currently feeling attentive and fit’, ‘I already have some experience with assessment

center tests’) so that the appearance goal items aligned well with the provided
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explanation that wewere interested in several aspects of participants’ state ofmindwhen

answering the test.

Cheating

The knowledge test contained specific knowledge questions and selected items from the

baseline questionnaires. Possible cheating behaviour when working on this test was

observed by the confederate student and written down in detail on the answer sheet.

Based on this description, two raters classified this behaviour as cheating or not (j = 1).

Cheating behaviours encompassed looking at the answer sheet, peeking at other students’

answers, asking the confederate student, and using mobile phones to search for the

correct answers.

Deceiving

We calculated difference scores of participants’ answers to personality questions as was

done by Guadagno et al. (2012) to operationalize participants’ extent of deceiving.

Specifically, participants assessed personality traits (Big Five, Rammstedt & John, 2005,

and Dark Triad, K€ufner, Dufner, & Back, 2014) as well as social desirability (Musch,

Brockhaus, & Br€oder, 2002) in the baseline. Theoretically, these constructs can be
expected to be stable over the time span between the baseline and the test. We then

included 14 items from these scales in the assessment centre test. Thereby, we chose

those items for which we expected that participants would be most prone to answer in a

socially desirable way when wanting to present themselves more favourably in the

assessment centre test (i.e., deceiving). If participants did not fill out a personality

question in the test, but answered one of the subsequent questions, we considered this

person to have left out the respective question intentionally indicating deceiving (this

was, on average, the case for 9.00% for the answers). We calculated the average deviation
in the social desirability andpersonality items between the test and the baseline as the final

deceiving measure (positive/negative values indicating a more/less favourable presenta-

tion of oneself during the test; xH = .64).

Analyses and missing values

All analyses were conducted with Mplus using the weighted least square mean and

variance adjusted estimator (WLSMV) for themodelswith the dichotomous outcomes and
otherwise the maximum likelihood estimator with robust standard errors (MLR). To

evaluate the model fit, chi-squared was used as an absolute fit index, the Tucker Lewis

index (TLI) as a relative fit index that also adjusts for parsimony, and the RootMean Square

Error of Approximation (RMSEA) and the comparative fit index (CFI) as noncentrality-

based indices. Following Schermelleh-Engel, Moosbrugger, and M€uller (2003), we

considered RMSEA ≤ .05, CFI, TLI ≥ .97 as a good model fit.

We regressed cheating or deceiving (as dependent variable) onto two dummy-coded

variables representing the experimental factors and their interaction term each to
investigate the effects of the experimental manipulations. Afterwards, we estimated an

overall moderated mediation model, analysing the effects from goal manipulation, via

appearance goals (mediator), onto cheating anddeceiving (twodependent variables)with

the latter two effects moderated by the social norm. Moderated mediation was tested

followingHayes (2018), estimating bootstrapped conditional indirect effects (using 5,000
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replications). The null hypothesis of no indirect effect is rejected if the confidence interval

does not include zero.We report unstandardized coefficients for themoderatedmediation

model to allow a clear interpretability, particularly regarding the indirect effects.

Therewere relatively fewmissing values: Eight participants did not report their year at
university, and for nine participants, we had no data from the baseline (because they

either did not participate in it or their information could not bematched). AMissingValues

Analysis indicated that Little’s (1988) test of Missing Completely at Random (MCAR) was

not significant, v2 = 33.67, df = 35, p = .53. This implies that there was no evidence to

suggest that the data were not MCAR. We dealt with missing data by using the FIML

estimator and the EM-algorithm for all analyses (Peugh& Enders, 2004). At the very end of

the experiment, the participants were questioned on what they believed to be the

research objectives of the study. Only one student correctly assessed the research aim and
was consequently excluded from all analyses.

Results

Descriptive results and manipulation check

In total, 41 out of 105 students cheated in the test. On average, the non-cheaters answered
44% of the knowledge questions correctly (range: 19–85%)with each student scoring 17–
78%. Cheaters answered on average 49% of the questions correctly (however, their

knowledge test scores cannot sensibly be compared to the non-cheaters’ test scores, aswe

do not know about students’ initial knowledge levels and those who feel that they are not

doing well on their own are more likely to cheat; Murdock & Anderman, 2006). The

participants generally presented themselves more favourably in the personal questions

that were used for the deceiving measure in the assessment-situation than in the baseline

questionnaire (on average 0.32 answer options per item, SD = 0.75, range: –1.6 to 2.8).
A t-test as amanipulation check indicated that studentswho received the achievement

goal instruction reported significantly stronger appearance goals than those who did

not receive such an instruction, M = 5.54, SD = 1.30, versus M = 4.55, SD = 1.64;

t(103) = –3.42, p < .001, Cohen’s d = 0.66. A correlation matrix of all reported variables

is included as Supporting Information.

Influence of the experimental manipulation on cheating and deceiving
For cheating (prevalence in control group: 38%, goals only group: 35%, social norm only

group: 24%, goals and social norm group: 61%), we found no significant main effect of the

appearance goal condition (b = –.18, p = .31) or for the social norm condition (b = –.04,
p = .83). However, the interaction between the two experimental manipulations was

significant (b = .44, p < .05). This indicates that students were only more likely to cheat

when they were prompted to adopt appearance goals and the confederate student was

cheating (Figure 2).

For deceiving (magnitude in control group: M = 0.13, SD = 0.77, goals only group:
M = 0.57, SD = 0.70, social normonly group:M = 0.24, SD = 0.60, goals and social norm

group:M = 0.33, SD = 0.91),we found amain effect of the appearance goalmanipulation

(b = .30, p < .05). However, we neither observed a significant main effect of the social

norm condition (b = .08, p = .56) nor an interaction between the two conditions

(b = –.20, p = .24). Thismeans that students deceivedmorewhen their appearance goals
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were stressed in the instruction, but that the confederate student additionally cheating did

not influence this effect.

Overall moderated mediation model

The overall moderated mediation model (Figure 3) fit the data well and indicated, in line

with the previous analyses, that the social norm significantly influenced the relationship

between appearance goals and cheating, while for deceiving, there was a positive main
effect for appearance goals. Investigating the 95%-confidence intervals of the indirect

effects confirmed the moderated mediation: Appearance goals mediated the effect of the

appearance goal condition on cheating in the social norm condition (b = 0.17, 95%

CI = [0.02; 0.46]). This means that the experimental manipulation led to increased

appearance goals, which were in turn associated with an increased rate of cheating when

the confederate cheated as well. We found no such mediation when the confederate was
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Figure 2. Effect of the experimental manipulation on cheating in the knowledge test (presented are

means and their standard errors for the different experimental conditions).
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Figure 3. Overall moderated mediation model. N = 105. v2 = 2.03, p = .36, CFI = .998, TLI = .986,

RMSEA = .012. Goal manipulation represents whether appearance goals were induced: yes (1) or no (0).

Reported are unstandardized coefficients. *p < .05.
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not cheating (b = 0.04, 95%CI = [–0.03; 0.18]). For deceiving, the mediation effect was

statistically significant for both conditions (b ≥ 0.06, 95%CI = [0.001; 0.31]).2

Discussion

In our experiment, we examined how peer cheating moderates the effects of induced

appearance goals on cheating and deceiving. The strengths of the study include its pre-

registered experimental design, the objective measure of cheating, and the inclusion of

deceiving as a second aspect of academic dishonesty.We found that appearance goals are

only associated with increased cheating behaviour in a social environment that
encourages cheating (strong social norm through cheating confederate), while for

deceiving the social context proved to be less central as participants deceivedmorewhen

their appearance goal striving was prompted regardless of the behaviour of other

students. Our findings largely confirm our hypotheses and indicate themerits of including

social norms as a moderator to better understand the effects of appearance goals on

dishonest behaviours in achievement settings.

The findings on cheating behaviour strongly support our argument that it is important

to consider the circumstances underwhichperformance goalsmay translate into cheating
behaviour. This might reflect that cheating becomes a more viable approach to making a

good impression when the cheating of others indicates that this is an acceptable form of

behaviour that is likely not harshly judged by one’s surroundings. Here, we merely

investigated the interaction between appearance approach goals and social norms. It may

also be of importance to take performance goals characterized by an avoidance goal

valence more strongly into account (for which we also found mixed results in our

literature review). However, we think that the relationship between these goals and

dishonest behaviour is very complex given that individuals with a strong avoidance focus
might also fear the detection of their behaviour by others to a great extent, which could

undermine the otherwise stimulating influence of appearance goals on dishonest

behaviour (see especially Janke et al., 2019).

When elaborating on the findings regarding deceiving, it needs to be noted that the

students only observed the confederate student cheat (but not deceive), which could

explain the lacking interaction. When interpreting our findings, it needs to be borne in

mind thatwe included deceiving as a second, not directly self-reported aspect of academic

dishonesty that was inspired by prior research on the matter (Guadagno et al., 2012).
However, this has not often been addressed ormeasured in previous research.We have to

consider that systematic deviations in participants’ answers to the personality questions

might not solely measure their intended deceiving, but could also be biased by an array of

other factors, such as certain personality traits being particularly salient in the situation or

self-reflected upon or unintended self-deceiving to protecting one’s self-worth. As such,

our findings on deceiving need to be interpretedwith some caution.Despite this, they can

be taken as an indication that cheating and deceiving express rather different aspects of

dishonesty (as also seen in their small correlation). Furthermore, considering deceiving
measuresmight constitute another opportunity for future research to includemeasures of

2Wealso conducted a set of simpler analyses to ensure the robustness of themediation effects using the PROCESSmacro (Hayes,
2018) for SPSS by dividing our sample into two groups alongside the social norm manipulation. The results of these analyses
yielded similar effects as the moderated mediation model. The only differences were that we did not find the mediation from
appearance goal manipulation via appearance goals onto deceiving for the non-social norm manipulation group, but only for the
social norm manipulation group.
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academic dishonesty that are not limited to self-reported behaviour in order to overcome

limitations of most prior works on this issue.

Descriptively, our results showed a rather high amount of academic dishonesty in the

knowledge test (cheating prevalence: 39%), which is in line with the high amount of
academic dishonesty frequently noted in the literature (63–94% of students cheat at least

once throughout their studies, across different study programmes, countries, and

populations; Bernardi et al., 2004; Hrabak et al., 2004; McCabe, 2005; Rettinger et al.,

2004; Teixeira&Rocha, 2010). At the same time, the rangeof cheating behaviour between

the different groups as well as the substantial variance observed in the deceivingmeasure

indicated that the assessment centre cover story used in the experiment is well suited to

investigate differences between individuals in their dishonest behaviours. This is

especially so, as only one out of all participants detected our actual research aim, while
all other students believed the cover story. Additionally, the manipulation of appearance

goalsworkedwell in this context. As such, this constitutes a sensible paradigm that can be

well used in future research on this topic.

Implications for future research and practical implications

Taken together, these findings present strong experimental evidence that moderators

such as social norms matter for the effects of performance goals on academic dishonesty.
Our research further solidifies the notion that the inconsistency in associations between

performance goals and dishonest behaviour may be partly due to uninvestigated

moderator variables rooted in the situation, such as the presence of social norms, or

rooted in the individual, such as adherence to such norms (see Janke et al., 2019). This

assumption could and should motivate a new line of thinking about achievement goals

and academic dishonesty that future research should follow up on. In future studies,

researchers might also consider further moderators of the association between perfor-

mance goals and academic dishonesty, such as the ascribed capability to engage in
cheating behaviour, to advance our understanding of how personal performance goals

translate into dishonest behaviours in educational settings. This would allow for

additional reflection on the importance of perceived behavioural control, which could

also substantially influence the relationship between performance goals and cheating in

line with the Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991).

In addition, a particularly promising direction for future research would entail a

naturalistic multilevel approach in which social norms are identified on the classroom

level. In this context, it could also be promising to include classroom goal structure as an
important predictor of personal achievement goals. While previous works on academic

dishonesty have looked at classroom goal structures and personal achievement goals

together and have provided important insights into the individual and joint influence of

these constructs (Murdock et al., 2004, 2007), specifically testing and following up on the

mediating role of personal achievement goals seems to hold great potential in this context

– both for practical implications and our understanding of the motivational processes

underlying academic dishonesty. Furthermore, beyond their relevance for personal

achievement goals, different classroom goal structures might also stress different social
norms. Prior research has, for instance, suggested that a performance goal structure can

enhance the perceived acceptability of cheating (Murdock et al., 2004). As such,

performance goal structures could be more consistently predictive for dishonesty than

personal performance goals. Nevertheless, it is highly plausible that additional social cues

(e.g., peer cheating, teachers’ policies regarding the punishment of cheating) can
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diminish the association between performance goal structures and social acceptability,

which would then allow for the investigation of the respective influence of social norms

and classroom goal structures.

Regarding practical implications, our results imply that although certain achievement
situations (that are characterized by a focus on, and rewards for, the impression that

individuals make) may enhance appearance goals, the effects of these goals may not

translate into increased cheating if students perceive the peer cheating rate and its

acceptability to be low. Specifically, contextual cues like social norms appear crucial for

the impact of individual appearance goals on cheating. This means that educators may be

able to reduce cheating behaviour in high-stakes performance situations (inwhich it is not

always possible to reduce performance goals) by inducing the right social norms (e.g., by

rewarding role models of honest behaviour).

Limitations

Although the presented study has many strengths, there are limitations that should be

considered when interpreting our findings. Most notably, we had a rather small sample

size with rather narrow sample characteristics (mostly female, from similar study

programmes of one university). While we believe that the investigated psychological

mechanisms should be robust for different groups of participants, future research should
follow up on our findings in less competitive settings, different fields, as well as different

age and gender compositions to ensure generalizability. Furthermore, it needs to be borne

inmind that the confederate student remained in the room,whichmight have reduced the

actual rate of dishonesty. Finally, it is possible that our manipulation did not influence

appearance goals directly but indirectly through induced extrinsic motivation as we also

highlighted extrinsic rewards (see Janke & Dickh€auser, 2018, 2019, for further

elaborations on the association between achievement goals and extrinsic motivation).

This is an important notion for future research into how the interplay of extrinsic
motivation and appearance goals influences cheating.

Conclusion

While more research is needed on the practical implications of our results as well as on

additional moderators (e.g., behavioural control) and mediators (e.g., extrinsic motiva-

tion), we think that our study provides important first insights into the relevance of social

norms for the effects of appearance goals on cheating behaviour. This is particularly
significant because the more that staff and administrators understand under which

circumstances appearance goals translate into academic dishonesty, the more effectively

they can create environments of integrity.
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Table S1. Correlations for all reported variables.

Appendix S1. Complete knowledge test administered to the students (please note

that the testwas administered inGerman, the English translations are not validated and

some of the knowledge questions may not work very well outside of Germany).
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