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Abstract 
Academic dishonesty is a morality problem that is often found in every 
level of education. It becomes a concern among guidance and counseling 
practitioner in the educational context. Regarding previous studies, 
spiritual-religious attitudes and moral disengagement predict individuals’ 
academic dishonesty. To complete the gap of those studies, the current 
study investigated the role of moral disengagement to mediate the 
relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and academic dishonesty 
in university students. There were 292 participants from four universities in 
Semarang participated in this study. The authors used a cross-sectional 
study and utilized google form to collect the data. The authors conducted 
three analyses, regression-based path analysis, mediation analysis using 
bias-corrected and bootstrapping. The results showed that there was a 
direct relationship among all variables, but they're found no mediation 
effect on moral disengagement. These findings imply the importance of 
counseling services to preserve students’ morality so they could avoid 
academic dishonesty. 

  

INTRODUCTION 
Academic dishonesty is a serious academic problem for many countries (Ghias, Lakho, 

Asim, Azam, & Saeed, 2014; Hensley, Kirkpatrick, & Burgoon, 2013; Jurdi, Hage, & Chow, 

2012; Ma, McCabe, & Liu, 2013; Mwamwenda, 2012; Sattler, Graeff, & Willen, 2013). 

McCabe and International Center of Academic Integrity have proved it in their study that 

between 2002 and 2015 of 71,300 undergraduate students, 39% admitted cheating during 

exams, 62% admitted cheating on their report writing, while 68% did both. These findings 

clarify the deviations of six fundamental values of academic integrity proposed by The Center 

of Academic Integrity, including honesty, fairness, trust, respect, responsibility, and courage 

(Fishman, 2013). The deviation might not happen if students had integrity and honesty as 

obvious characters they must have. The phenomenon of academic dishonesty somehow shares 

a negative perception on the credibility of the national higher education system and may arise 

a trust issue towards it (Albatch, 2004). It manifests in the form of cheating, plagiarism, 

violating cooperation, breaking exams rules, and doing manipulation (Giluk & Postlethwaite, 

2015; McCabe, Trevino, & Butterfield, 2001). Surely, it is affected by various factors. 

Balbuena & Lamela (2015) mention individuals experience an ethical value dilemma 

that they admit they cheat and know that cheating is an amoral action, but they keep doing it 
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due to various reasons. In addition, they tend to blame their external situations and conditions. 

This situation indicates the existence of moral reasoning. Stephens (2017) defines moral 

reasoning as an effort done by individuals to determine the direction of their actions when 

facing particular situations. The individuals like to externalize guilty by shifting responsibility 

to mitigating circumstances. 

Social cognitive theory by Bandura (1996) calls the above behavior as disengagement 

of internal control or moral disengagement. It is a condition where individuals can disengage 

themselves from the consequences of things they have done, but retain their moral standards 

(Feist & Fiest, 2009). McCabe (1993) in his study states that responsibility transfer is a 

common mechanism done in academic dishonesty since he found more than 50% of students 

rationalize academic dishonesty by shifting responsibility to factors that are outside 

themselves, such as situational factors. 

Morality is strongly related to spiritual-religious aspect. Individuals with good spiritual-

religious aspect is automatically able to distinguish the good and bad of every action they 

perform. There is a mediation effect of moral disengagement on the relationship between 

religiosity and deviant behavior (Cardwell, 2018). He states that moral disengagement 

successfully contributes to indirect aspect among both variables. Cardwell then recommends 

to explore moral disengagement as a mediator variable of the relationship between spiritual-

religious and other deviant behaviors. Additionally, Detert, Treviño, & Sweitzer (2008) argue 

that moral disengagement can be a mediator between positive attitudes and deviant behavior. 

Therefore, purpose of this study was to investigate the role of moral disengagement in 

mediating the relationship between spiritual-religious and academic dishonesty. 

Moral disengagement is a negative domain which leads individuals to behave 

immorally, in which one aspect that influences it is the spiritual-religious level (George & 

Jefferson, 2014; Marquette, 2011). Religiosity affects moral disengagement, so individuals 

who understand and carry out religious activities faithfully obey the existing regulations 

which are related to moral values (D‟Urso, Petruccelli, & Pace, 2019). Even more, those who 

have high spiritual-religious values reflected in their actions will have less possibilities to 

behave amorally.  

Previous studies found individuals who are likely to involve in religious activities have 

less possibilities to engage academic dishonesty (James, Talpade, & Haynes, 2011). Equal to 

Rettinger & Jordan (2005), the high religiosity of students brings them honest behavior in 

academy. It makes them follow moral principles based on religious beliefs, commit to their 

jobs and be cooperative in positive performance (Murtaza et al, 2016). The higher the 

individual's attachment to religious activities the stronger their attachment to comply with 

applicable academic ethics (de Soto, Tajalli, Pino, & Smith, 2018).  

Studies have found moral disengagement significantly predicts individuals‟ 

involvement in academic dishonesty (Farnese et al., 2011; Yang et al., 2010). For more, 

recent studies concerning academic dishonesty seen from the perspective of moral done by 

Ampuni, Kautsari, Maharani, Kuswardani, & Buwono (2019) found that moral 

disengagement is the strongest predictor that affects academic dishonesty behavior. When 

individuals decide to engage academic dishonesty, they morally will disengage themselves to 

be freed from responsibility as a consequence.  

The relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes, moral disengagement, and deviant 

behavior have been examined by Cardwell (2018). He found that moral disengagement is able 

to give mediating effects on the relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and deviant 

behavior. He further recommends to conduct a study regarding spirituality, religiosity, moral 

disengagement, and other deviant behaviors, such as academic dishonesty. The current study 

realizes this idea. One reason of conducting this topic is the success of moral disengagement 

role in mediating positive attitudes and unethical behavior by some previous studies 
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(Cardwell, 2018; Detert et al., 2008; Vincent, Emich, & Goncalo, 2013). Individual 

involvement in academic dishonesty is included in unethical behavior (Stephens, 2019).  

This research will find out the relationship between spiritual-religious and academic 

dishonesty through moral disengagement as a mediating variable. This is based on findings 

from Cardwell's (2018) research on the role of moral disengagement in mediating the 

relationship between spiritual-religious and deviant behavior, then he suggests further 

researching the role of moral disengagement in mediating the relationship between spiritual-

religious and academic dishonesty in different populations. 

 

Rationale of the Current Study 
After conducting a survey related to academic integrity behavior, researchers found 

problems related to academic dishonesty, moral violations, and low student attachment to 

spiritual-religious attitudes. Then the researcher conducted a review on the results of previous 

studies related to academic dishonesty, and found factors from involvement in academic 

deviant behavior, it was found that moral and spiritual-religious factors could influence. So 

the focus of this research is to find the role of moral disengagement as a variable mediating 

the relationship between spiritual-religious and academic dishonesty. To do this, this research 

uses three research scales, namely the moral disengaged scale (Bandura, 1996), the centrality 

of religious scale (Huber & Huber, 2012), and the academic dishonesty scale (Bashir & Bala, 

2018). 

 

Hypotheses 
1. Direct and significant relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and moral 

disengagement (H1). 

2. Direct and significant relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and academic 

dishonesty (H2). 

3. Direct and significant relationship between moral disengagement and academic 

dishonesty (H3). 

4. Indirect relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and academic dishonesty 

through moral disengagement (H4). 

 

METHODS 
Research Design  

This study used a quantitative approach and a survey method with a cross-sectional 

design. This study collaborated with the head of the guidance and counseling department at 

four universities. They were help authors to distribute the scale to guidance and counseling 

students as the participants.  

 

Participants 
This study involved 292 university students, consist of 179 female and 113 male, with 

an average age 20.6 years and studied in Guidance and Counseling major at 4 universities 

located in the city of Semarang, Central Java, Indonesia. The participants were invited by 

using simple random sampling technique. 

 

Instruments 
Three different scales were used in the data collection process. Prior to the distribution, 

the instrument has passed several adaptation stages, namely 1) forward translation, 2) 

translation review, decentering, and reconciliation of content, 3) back-translation, 4) commit 

or team review and further cultural adaptation, and 5) team review and consensus forming.  
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First, the Moral Disengagement Scale (Bandura, 1996), consist of 32 items with 5 

answer choices 1)strongly disagree, 2) disagree, 3) neutral, 4) agree, 5) strongly agree and 

showed a good reliability (α = .902). The scale used to measure the level of Moral 

Disengagement. The example of its statement item is "Sharing exam questions is just a way to 

help your friends", “Looking at a friend‟s homework without permission is just “browwing 

it”, and “Not working very hard in school is really no big deal when you consider that other 

people are probably cheating”.  

The Second scale is Centrality of Religious Scale designed by Huber & Huber (2012) to 

measure the level of spiritual-religious attitudes. The scale has 15 items with 5 answer choices 

1) not at all, 2) not very much, 3) moderately, 4) quite a bit, 5) very much so, and showed a 

good reliability (α = .956) with the example of item “how often do you think about religion?”, 

“How often do you experience situations in which you have the feeling that God or something 

divine intervenes in your life?”, and ”How important is to take part in religious services?”.  

The third scale used was academic dishonesty scale designed by Bashir and Bala 

(2018). This scale has 23 items with 5 answer choices 1) strongly agree, 2) agree, 3) neutral, 

4) disagree, 5) strongly disagree,  and showed a good reliability (α = .966). It was used to 

measure university students‟ honesty level by using a statement like “during the exam, I try to 

copy answers from other students”, “I provide false excuses to teacher, to gain extra time on 

project/assignment”, and “Before exam I pay someone to write a paper/homework for me”. 

All three scales use likert scale from 1-5 answer choices.  

Table 1. Demographical information of participants 
Demographical factors N (292) Percentage (%) 

Gender 

Female 

Male 

 

179 

113 

 

61.3% 

38.7% 

Age 

17-21 

22-27 

 

198 

94 

 

67.9% 

32.1% 

Occupation status 

Employed 

Unemployed 

 

42 

250 

 

14.3% 

85.7% 

College semester 

1-3 

5-9 

 

93 

199 

 

31.8% 

68.2% 

 

Table 2. The Results of Path Analysis (a) of Spiritual-Religious Attitudes and Moral 

Disengagement 
Outcome M Β SE T P LLCI ULCI 

X (SR) -.3513    .1902   -1.8467    .0658    -.7256    .0231 

Note: SR = Spiritual-Religius 

 

Table 3. The Results of Path Analysis (b) of Moral Disengagement and Path (c) Spiritual 

Religious Attitudes and Academic Dishonesty 
Outcome Y Β SE T P LLCI ULCI 

X (SR) -.3571 .1100 -3.2475 .0013 -.5735 -.1407 

M (MD) .5536 .0337 16.4045 .0000 .4872 .6201 

Notes: M = Moral Disengagement, X = Spiritual-Religious Attitudes 
 

Table 4. The Indirect Relationship between Spiritual-Religious Attitudes and Academic 

Dishonesty Mediated by Moral Disengagement 
Outcome X on Y β BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI 

M (MD) -.1945    .1066    -.3931    .0212 

Note: M = Moral Disengagement 
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Data Analysis 
Regression-based path-analytic framework was employed to determine the relationship 

among variables, namely dependent and independent variables, dependent and mediator 

variables, and mediator and dependent variables. Upon the determination of relationship, bias 

corrected, bootstrapping N=500 with the confidential interval of 95% was performed to know 

the mediating or indirect effects between independent and dependent variables, namely the 

indirect effects of moral disengagement in mediating the relationship between spiritual-

religious attitudes and academic dishonesty. Further data analysis was accomplished using 

SPSS 25. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  

Results 

There were 292 participants in this study, including 179 female students and 113 male 

students. In details, those whose age ranged from 17-21 years were 198 students, while the 

22-27 years amounted to 94 students. Of 292 students, there were 42 students active as an 

employee, while the rest 250 were unemployed. Moreover, in terms of semester, the students 

who were in semester 1-3 were 93 people, and those who were in semester 5-9 were 199 

people. The demographical data of participants illustrated in Table 1. 

Path (a) presents the relationship between independent variable (spiritual-religious 

attitudes) and mediator variable (moral disengagement). It obtained the coefficient of (β = -

.3513 and significance at the level of p < .05). These results implied that spiritual-religious 

attitudes and moral disengagement had a significant relationship. It was understood that 

according to the coefficient value, the relationship was negative, yet those variables had a 

direct relationship. Therefore, hypothesis (H1) is accepted. 

Path (b) coefficient shows a direct relationship between variable M and Y in Table 2 

with the coefficient value of (β = .5536 and significance p < .05). These numbers proved no 

significant relationship between moral disengagement and academic dishonesty. It was 

because the coefficient value they had was positive, but still, there was a significant 

relationship between moral disengagement and academic dishonesty so that hypothesis (H3) 

is accepted. 

Path (c) coefficient which discussed the relationship between variable X and Y obtained 

the coefficient value of (β = -.3571 and significance of p < .05). These results inferred that 

spiritual-religious attitudes and academic dishonesty had a direct and significant relationship. 

Thus, hypothesis (H2) is accepted. Additionally, regarding the value of β = -.3571, spiritual-

religious attitudes had a negative relationship with academic dishonesty in which if students‟ 

spiritual-religious attitudes are high, their academic dishonesty will be low. 

Table 3 presents the results of the test for mediator variable between spiritual-religious 

attitudes and academic dishonesty through moral disengagement. It obtained β = -.1945, while 

the confidence interval from bootstrapping resulted (95%) -.3921 and = .0212. Since zero is 

included in the 95% confidence interval, it can be concluded that there found no indirect 

effect on the relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and academic dishonesty 

through moral disengagement, so that the hypothesis (H4) is rejected. 

The Figure 1. describing the results of data processing by 4 PROCESS template model 

(Hayes, 2013) and the relationship between variables appeared in path (a), path (b), path (c), 

and outcome Y. 

 

Discussion 
This study attempted to determine the role of moral disengagement in mediating the 

relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and academic dishonesty. According to the 

data in path (a), spiritual-religious attitudes had a negative relationship with moral 
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disengagement, meaning that students with high spiritual-religious had low moral 

disengagement, and vice versa. This finding is in line with a study by Nolan (2014) that 

individuals with high spiritual-religious attitudes significantly have a negative relationship 

with moral disengagement. By having this state, the individuals are able to regulate 

themselves to act properly as reflected in their behavior or in other words, they behave 

morally so that there is no chance for moral disengagement to occur. 

Path (b) analysis which shows the relationship between moral disengagement and 

academic dishonesty revealed that moral disengagement significantly had a positive 

relationship with academic dishonesty, indicating that students with high moral 

disengagement would possibly have a high chance to involve in academic dishonesty. This is 

supported by a study of Farnese, Tramontano, Fida, & Paciello (2011) which concludes that 

moral disengagement significantly predicts individuals‟ involvement in academic dishonesty. 

In this way, the findings of this study strengthen the fact that academic dishonesty deals with 

morality that in terms of moral disengagement, students will tend to disengage their 

responsibility for what they have done by blaming anything outside of themselves as the 

cause of involvement in academic dishonesty. The aforementioned explanation assures that 

individuals who are involved in academic dishonesty realize that what they have done 

contradicts to norms, but they keep doing it because of internal and external stimuli which in 

turn would make them feel discomfort, such as by saying “it was not only me who cheated 

during the exams. My friends did it, too.” 

Path (c) analysis confirmed that there was a relationship between spiritual-religious 

attitudes and academic dishonesty that according to the results, there found a direct and 

significant relationship between them. It is in accordance with a study by Khan et al. (2019) 

which found that spiritual-religious attitudes are predictors of students‟ academic dishonesty. 

If students have high spiritual-religious attitudes, they will avoid academic dishonesty, 

commit to their works, and be cooperative in their performance. 

Table 4 showed that moral disengagement could not mediate the relationship between 

spiritual-religious attitudes and academic dishonesty. Apparently, these findings contradict to 

another study which states that moral disengagement is able to mediate the relationship of 

those variables (Cardwell, 2018; Detert et al., 2008; Vincent et al., 2013). There are several 

concepts which can answer the reason why moral disengagement cannot perform a mediated 

effect. First, Bandura (2002) does not consider moral disengagement as a belief system or 

value since individuals morally disengage it because of situational persuasion. Second, Nolan 

(2014) found that individuals with higher religious intellectuality own a high tendency to 

perform moral disengagement. Apart from the practical contribution, this study provides a 

novelty in guidance and counseling field since it investigated some recommendations 

suggested by previous researchers. First, this study involved guidance and counseling students 

Figure 1. Data Processing Results and 4 PROCESS Template Model (Hayes, 2013) 

M 

Y C 

a = -. 3513 b = .5536 

c‟= -.1945 

EM 

c = -.3571 
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as suggested by Küçüktepe (2011) who researched guidance and counseling psychology 

students in Marmara University who experienced academic dishonesty. Second, the findings 

of this investigation were based on the perspective of counselors candidates. It is in line with 

the suggestion from McHaney, Cronan, & Douglas (2016) who argue that one of the things 

that can play a role in addressing the problem of violations of academic integrity, particularly 

academic dishonesty is the provision of counseling services for students at risk. This theory is 

supported by American Counseling Association code of ethics (2014) stated that professional 

counselors do not commit plagiarism. Therefore, the involvement of counselors in counseling 

services are significant to academic problems in higher education. 

Academic dishonesty, spiritual-religious attitudes, and moral disengagement are crucial 

issues, and this study reveals that students are still involved in academic dishonesty and 

commit moral disengagement. It is the counselor's realm to help individuals nurture 

development in social, learning, and personal contexts (Awalya et al., 2020). To overcome 

this, the provision of guidance and counseling services is expected to have a positive 

influence on student learning so that they can behave in accordance with the code of ethics 

applied at the university. 

 

Limitations and Suggestions 
Even though the researchers obtained some advantageous findings, this study is 

inseparable from limitations. First, it did not reveal the background of students‟ spiritual-

religious attitudes so that the findings on this variable is general and not focused on diverse 

students‟ background. Second, this study is limited in respondents‟ involvement. As a result, 

the future studies are suggested to involve more respondents and further investigate the 

relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes, moral disengagement, and academic 

dishonesty, especially the role of moral disengagement as a mediator variable. Also, there is a 

need to add other variables which support this exploration. 

 

Implications 

This research has implications for guidance and counseling, especially in counseling 

services in universities. The data from this study came from student respondents with 

guidance and counseling. Considering the impact of the dishonesty academy case, which is a 

matter of morality, it implies that it is important to provide counseling services in higher 

education as a means for the welfare of students in relation to daily effective life and morality. 

Naser (2019) states that the role of the counselor in strengthening moral values can be done 

by integrating religiosity in the implementation of guidance and counseling itself. Another 

important thing is that integrating spiritual-religious values in counseling helps the counselee 

feel more accepted. 

The main duties and functions of guidance and counseling services cover aspects of the 

chair which are able to provide effective daily life, including in the spiritual-religious realm. 

Supriyanto (2016) found that guidance and counseling have a role to facilitate students in the 

process of increasing spiritual-religious competence. Added by Rianita, Trisnawati, & 

Nopiyani (2020) found that providing guidance and counseling services with spiritual 

motivation can increase motivation and learning outcomes in students. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 
This study analyzed the relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and academic 

dishonesty through the role of moral disengagement as a mediator variable on Guidance and 

Counseling department students in the city of Semarang, Central Java, Indonesia. It confirms 

a significant relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and academic dishonesty 

without a mediator variable, high moral disengagement is in line with high academic 
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dishonesty, and significant relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and moral 

disengagement. Within these results, the researchers found that moral disengagement cannot 

mediate the relationship between spiritual-religious attitudes and academic dishonesty. 

However, all those three variables have a significant relationship. At last, the limitations of 

this study lie on the absence of a control variable which can neutralize data, so the future 

studies are recommended to add a control variable in the process of analysis, such as the 

variable of age or gender. 
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