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Abstract
Corruption in higher education has raised concern among governments, citizens, and the
education community worldwide. However, few papers have sought to explore the
students’ willingness to engage in corrupt practices at the university level. The present
study aimed to examine the influence of different corrupt behaviours and perceived
corruption among peers on the corrupt intention of university students. 120 undergraduate
students participated in a quasi-experimental design divided in 3 treatments (control, low-
corruption acceptance, high-corruption acceptance) to rate their willingness to engage in
favouritism and embezzlement behaviours. Results pointed out that students were more
prone to committing a non-monetary behaviour favouritism– than a monetary behaviour
–embezzlement–. Furthermore, there were not significant differences between the groups
of control and high-corruption acceptance; while only the group of low-corruption
acceptance showed significant lower rates when compared to the control and the high-
corruption acceptance’s group. Practical recommendations need to address students’
perceptions of different corrupt practices, focusing on designing ethical training
programmes aimed to raise awareness on the negative consequences of non-monetary
activities. Future research directions could generate empirical support to prove if students
are able to recognize the underlying mechanisms of subtle corrupt practices.
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Introduction

Corruption is one of the most serious and complex problems faced by nations, societies, and
organizations today (Köbis et al. 2016). Corruption in higher education is a growing concern
among governments, citizens, and the education community (Du Plessis 2014; Denisova-
Schmidt 2017). Research has shown that corruption is widespread among the educational
sector, from primary school to university throughout the world (Transparency International
2013). Corruption undermines the educational system because it reinforces anti-meritocratic
values, reduces students’ participation in their daily decisions, and decreases expectations of
economic and social development (Chapman and Lindner 2016). In fact, early research has
shown that academic dishonesty at the university level is linked to future levels of corruption
in a country (Teixeira 2013). As the role of universities is to shape future citizens, it is
important to eliminate corrupt mechanisms in such institutions (Heyneman 2011).

Scientific literature on university corruption differs from academic dishonesty literature
(see, e.g., Macfarlane et al. 2014). Academic dishonesty typically refers to ‘multiple forms of
academic deviance including but not limited to test cheating, plagiarism, and inappropriate
collaboration’ (Kisamore et al. 2007, p. 382). On the other hand, corruption has many different
meanings based on the theoretical framework in which the phenomenon is analysed. A broad
definition of corruption is ‘the abuse of entrusted power for private gain’ (Transparency
International 2009, p. 9). Specifically, educational corruption is ‘the systematic use of public
office for private benefit whose impact is significant on access, quality or equity in education’
(Hallak and Poisson 2002, p. 17). University corruption ranges from paying a bribe for
admittance into an academic programme to assigning public positions through favouritism
(Hallak and Poisson 2007).

Although perceived corruption among peers has been widely studied in earlier research
(Liu and Peng 2015; Shaw et al. 2015), the influence of different corrupt behaviours on
students’ corrupt intention has hardly been analysed (Gama et al. 2013). In addition, most
research on corruption in educational settings has focused on cross-national evidence
(Chapman and Lindner 2016). Therefore, the present study aims to expand the literature on
corruption – concretely, at the university level – by analysing other common sources of
corruption such as favouritism and embezzlement and the impact of perceived corruption
among peers on students’ corrupt intention.

The Role of Peers in Corruption

Perceived corruption among peers has become the most robust area of corruption research,
especially in behavioural economics (Abbink and Serra 2012). There are few psychosocial
models that explain corrupt behaviour, despite its social relevance and psychological conse-
quences (Julián and Bonavia 2017). The main results of past research have shown that the
more a person perceives that their peers are highly corrupt, the more they will be inclined to
commit a corrupt act (Dong et al. 2012).

The role of peers in corruption has also been studied in the educational sector with similar
results (Liu and Peng 2015; Shaw et al. 2015). Relying on a survey conducted in Ukraine with
1588 undergraduates, a previous study (Shaw et al. 2015) showed that perceptions of
corruption among peers were linked to an increase in the willingness of offering a bribe.
Other authors (Čábelková and Hanousek 2004) reached the same conclusion. The authors of a
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study conducted with 1527 Portuguese university students (Gama et al. 2013) asked partici-
pants about their classmates’ perceptions of corruption, specifically for subtypes of fraud. They
found that the vast majority of the students recognized the existence of fraudulent practices in
their classrooms and showed a great tolerance towards such practices. In the same vein, a study
with 1541 Chinese students concluded that perception of corruption was strongly linked to the
likelihood of committing bribery in the future (Liu and Peng 2015). Overall, perceived
corruption among peers reduces the perceived costs of being caught, increases one’s ethical
rethinking about their own beliefs about dishonesty, generates social distrust, destroys intrinsic
honesty, distorts perceptions of descriptive norms, and provides incentives to carry out illegal
or unethical actions (Cialdini et al. 1990; Gino et al. 2009).

Scientific literature on social norms (Reno et al. 1993; Cialdini and Goldstein 2004) has
shown that there are two types of norms: injunctive norms (which are related to the permis-
sibility of a behaviour), and descriptive norms (which are related to the engagement of others
in a behaviour). Corrupt activities are normally condemned, so injunctive norms can foster
negative feelings or thoughts in a corruption scenario. However, as previous studies have
demonstrated (Köbis et al. 2015), descriptive norms tend to serve as a rationalization for those
willing to ignore their feelings when facing a corruption dilemma. In short, thinking that the
majority of people engage in a corrupt behaviour paves the way to behaving in the same
manner. Therefore, the following hypotheses will be tested in this study:

H1: Students’ willingness to engage in corrupt practices will be higher in the high-
corruption acceptance group in comparison with the control group.
H2: Students’ willingness to engage in corrupt practices will be lower in the low-
corruption acceptance group in comparison with the control group.

Typology of Corrupt Practices

Students, administrators, private suppliers, or the teaching staff can be involved in corrupt
activities at the university level (Hallak and Poisson 2007; Denisova-Schmidt 2017). Consid-
ering the range of corrupt practices in the educational arena, it is clear that not only the
teaching staff can exert their authority to achieve personal gains; students can also take
advantage of certain situations if they believe that it will allow them to obtain better academic
opportunities or jobs in the future (Shaw et al. 2015). In other words, students may offer bribes
to bypass official selection processes or obtain better grades. Still, corruption is not restricted to
student-teaching staff exchanges; administrators may also be perpetrators of practices such as
embezzlement or charging students for free services (Rumyantseva 2005). Regarding students
engaging in corrupt practices, Rumyantseva (2005) notes three possible exchanges at the
university level: students-teaching staff, students-administrators, and students-other staff mem-
bers. Corrupt activities between students and members of the teaching staff can occur in the
classroom, during application processes, or during exams, and can be undertaken both by
students and teaching staff. Student-administrator exchanges are characterized by privileged
treatment given to a student in return for money or any other kind of bribery. Exchanges
between students and other staff members are similar to student-administrator interactions, but
they relate to services offered by the university (e.g., the library).

Empirical research thus far has largely ignored variations in corruption (Bussell 2015) and
has mainly focused on one example of corrupt practices: bribery (see, e.g., Abbink and Serra
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2012). Although there are many corrupt acts in everyday life, favouritism and embezzlement
are some of the most common types of corruption in higher education (Dridi 2013;
Transparency International 2013). Favouritism is ‘a mechanism of power abuse implying
privatization and a highly biased distribution of state resources’, whereas embezzlement is
‘the theft of public resources by public officials’ (Hallak and Poisson 2007, p. 57).

Favouritism often occurs in universities where public allocation of jobs is at stake (Du
Plessis 2014; Denisova-Schmidt 2017). This is particularly important because cheating
on behalf of one’s member group (e.g. a member of one’s research group) has a negative
effect on out-group members, and is considered unacceptable because it alters fair
competition for resources (Harris et al. 2015). When facing the public allocation of a
job, favouritism results in overlooking job candidates who are more qualified than the
chosen one (Cadsby et al. 2016). It becomes difficult to recognize the moral character-
istics of the act, because favouritism is usually considered a social norm rather than a
violation of the norms (Harris et al. 2015). Moreover, if people deal with non-monetary
goods, they will tend to rationalize their behaviour and act dishonestly (Ariely 2008).

By contrast, embezzlement entails a misappropriation of funds and usually involves
only one agent who abuses entrusted power for personal benefits (Köbis et al. 2016).
Research has shown that financial practices – such as embezzlement – deter people from
being dishonest (Ariely 2008). Embezzlement can be perceived as a money exchange,
highlighting the monetary characteristics of the decision, which leads people to behave
honestly (Hallak and Poisson 2007; Ariely 2008; Du Plessis 2014). Considering the
aforementioned differences between favouritism and embezzlement, the following hy-
pothesis will be tested:

H3: Students’ willingness to engage in favouritism will be higher than students’ willing-
ness to engage in embezzlement.

Gender Role

Scientific literature regarding women’s role in corruption is ambiguous (Chaudhuri 2012).
According to many authors (Swamy et al. 2001; Alatas et al. 2009; Torgler and Valev 2010;
Rivas 2013), women are less tolerant than men to different kinds of corrupt behaviours. On the
other hand, several studies were unable to find gender differences in corruption (Sung 2003;
Alhassan-Alolo 2007). A plausible explanation from cultural psychology conjectures that
masculine societies reward material success, ambitiousness, and competitiveness (Hofstede
1997). These variables can influence people’s tendency to engage in corrupt behaviour (Lee
and Guven 2013). Some scholars consider that women are less corrupt than men because of
risk perception, meaning that women perceive more risk than men in corrupt situations
(Schulze and Frank 2003; Djawadi and Fahr 2013). It has also been suggested that women
react more strongly to risky situations (Frank et al. 2011). Furthermore, women tend to
interpret risk as a threat rather than a challenge (Croson and Gneezy 2009), maybe as a result
of a male-oriented culture that reinforces values like competitiveness and material success
(Hofstede 1997). As a result of previous literature, the last hypothesis is the following:

H4: Male students’ willingness to engage in corrupt behaviour will be higher than that of
female students.
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Spanish University Context

The current situation of the Spanish university system is largely characterised by a strong
competitiveness among universities (Rincón and Barrutia 2017). According to the Ministry of
Education, Culture and Sports, there are 84 universities in Spain: 50 of which are public and 34
of which are private (MECD 2016). Academic dishonesty has been studied in Spanish
universities (see, e.g., Comas-Forgas and Sureda-Negre 2016; Cebrián-Robles et al. 2018),
though individual predictors of Spanish university corruption have not been analysed yet.
Furthermore, nearly two-thirds of Spanish citizens rated corruption as a major problem in their
country (Transparency International 2016).

In the present study, we examined a highly representative university of the Spanish public
higher education system. In addition, given the aforementioned context and the city in which
the study was carried out, the priority selection criterion was access for conducting such a
study. We opted for a public Spanish university that has around 55,000 students and 3300
academic staff members. This university offers degrees in a wide range of academic fields: arts
and humanities, engineering, health sciences, sciences, and social sciences. Students have
access to different undergraduate degrees, as well as master’s and PhD programmes.

The present study contributes to empirical research on corruption in various ways: first,
analysing different types of corrupt behaviour has been highlighted as a main recommendation
for the advancement of corruption research (Johnsøn and Mason 2013; Sabic-El-Rayess and
Mansur 2016). As previous research outlined (Köbis et al. 2016), the ‘lumping together of
various distinct forms of corrupt behaviours undermines scientific progress and hinders the
understanding of the causes of corruption because the prospective processes involved in
different forms of corruption vary substantially’ (p. 71). Second, the use of university students
and realistic scenarios of corruption in higher education makes it possible to gain external
validity in the conclusions (Collins et al. 2009). With regard to hypothetical scenarios, this
methodology allows researchers to gain accuracy in assessing corruption, and it is useful for
obtaining information about the subjective scale participants use when they answer questions
about corruption (Rettinger and Kramer 2009). Third, there are few empirical research pieces
focused on analysing corruption at the university level using experimental designs to deter-
mine causality, so the results of this study will help unravel the underlying mechanisms of
students’ decision-making when facing a corrupt offer. Finally, it is worth noting that the
present results generate empirical support on gender literature regarding corruption. There is a
broad debate in this area, so this study may help identify possible differences between men and
women when they consider whether to engage in corrupt behaviour.

Method

Participants and Design

The participants in this study were 120 undergraduate students from a Spanish public
university who answered the questionnaires voluntarily. The age of the participants ranged
from 18 to 51 years (M= 22.03 years, SD = 4.79). Regarding sex, 24.2% were men, and
75.8% were women. A non-probability sampling technique – convenience sampling – was
chosen to collect data from participants. Although this sampling technique does not allow a
proper generalization to the entire population, available data from the university database
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revealed that both age (M= 23.03 years) and sex (men = 37%, women = 63%) were similar to
the present sample. In addition, because the current matter of study concerns undergraduates,
this sample seems highly appropriate for drawing significant conclusions.

The present paper consisted of a 3 (group: control, low-corruption acceptance, high-
corruption acceptance) by 2 (corrupt behaviour: favouritism, embezzlement) mixed factorial
design. Each group (control, low-corruption acceptance, high-corruption acceptance) was
composed of 40 students. The composition of participants in each quasi-experimental group
was comparable in regard to the collected socio-demographic characteristics, both in age
(control: M = 22.57 years; low-corruption acceptance: M = 22.45 years; high-corruption ac-
ceptance: M = 21.07 years) and sex (control: men = 32.50%, women = 67.50%; low-corruption
acceptance: men = 25%, women = 75%; high-corruption acceptance: men = 15%, women =
85%).

The between-subjects factor was group, whereas corrupt behaviour was the within-subjects
factor. Mixed factorial designs provide high control over extraneous participant variables while
controlling the main effects of independent variables (Price 2012).

Instruments

Based on previous research (Bai et al. 2014; Leonard et al. 2017; Ghanem and Mozahem
2019), two hypothetical scenarios were used to measure the behavioural intention in corrupt
activities. Asking participants about specific corrupt practices is useful for obtaining data on
the subjective scale individuals use when answering questions about corruption.

Type of Corrupt Behaviour Two hypothetical scenarios were used to capture favouritism and
embezzlement (see description below). An expert panel of members from the university at
which the present study was conducted helped develop scenarios of corrupt activities. Assess-
ment standards focused on rating the clarity, readability, and realism of the scenarios, which
were revised according to the panel’s suggestions. Once participants had read each scenario,
they answered five questions. The response scale ranged from 1 to 5, as recommended by
previous research on Likert scales (Abad et al. 2011). Originally, both the hypothetical
scenarios and the questions were written in Spanish.

Scenario 1 (favouritism): You recently finished your university degree and you are
collaborating with a professor on a research project. One day, your professor tells you
that there will be a public job in the project you are working on. Your professor tells you
that they have thought of you for that job because you work really well. They ask you not
to talk about this issue with your teammates while going through the formal selection
process, but you will be chosen in the end.
Scenario 2 (embezzlement): After a few months of collaborating with a professor on a
research project, the opportunity arises to attend a conference in the USA for 2 days in
the summer. Although the conference hardly focuses on your research interests, your
professor proposes spending public teaching funds to pay the expenses for both of you
during the two days of the conference, plus a stay lasting 5 more days.

Perceived Corruption In the case of the group of low-corruption acceptance (hereinafter, low-
corruption), each scenario contained a final statement: ‘Previously, in an identical situation, the
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majority of people did not accept this offer’. Alternatively, students who were assigned to the
group of high-corruption acceptance (hereinafter, high-corruption) read another final statement
in every single scenario: ‘Previously, in an identical situation, the majority of people accepted
this offer’. Students assigned to the control group did not receive any information or statement
about corruption among peers.

Corrupt Intention Once participants had read each scenario, they answered one question: ‘If
this situation happened to you in real life, how likely is it that you would accept this proposal?’
The response scale ranged from 1 (I would not accept it at all) to 5 (I would certainly accept it).
Different scholars have demonstrated that corrupt intention is a valid instrument to study
corruption through a single question (Dong et al. 2012; León et al. 2013). Moreover, the
present study followed the assessment methodology provided by Transparency International
(Transparency International 2016) when evaluating the perceived frequency of corruption
among citizens. Although quantifying corruption is difficult, perceptions of corrupt practices
are easier to capture (Heyneman et al. 2008).

Procedure and Data Analyses

The quasi-experimental design took place in a Spanish public university. Prior to implemen-
tation, the present study was approved by the Ethics Commission on Experimental Research of
this university, which is subjected to the guidelines agreed in the Helsinki Declaration.
Recruitment took place in the university campus of Social Sciences. Students were asked to
participate voluntarily in a study about their university experiences. Before entering the room,
those who were willing to participate were informed about the instructions for the study, asked
again if they wished to participate in the quasi-experiment in order to obtain verbal consent,
and given paper-and-pencil application forms. They were also informed that they could leave
the quasi-experiment at any time they needed. Participants’ anonymity and confidentiality
were fully ensured. Students were not remunerated, but were instead offered a summary of the
results to encourage their participation.

Students rated their willingness to engage in the following corrupt practices (scenarios):
favouritism and embezzlement. The order of the scenarios was randomized by a random
integer set generator (Haahr 2017). Sets of generated numbers were distributed equally among
the three groups to counterbalance the quasi-experimental design. Counterbalancing provides a
reliable solution to the problem of order effects (Price 2012). Once they read every scenario,
the students were told to choose the alternative that best described their opinion, so there were
not correct or incorrect answers.

To determine possible differences among groups and corrupt practices, the data were
analysed by carrying out a set of Analysis of Variance (ANOVA). Analyses of assumptions
of sphericity and homogeneity of variance were also performed. Data were analysed using
statistical software SPSS 24.

Results

Assumptions of sphericity and homogeneity of variance were checked. Mauchly’s test showed
that the assumption of sphericity was not violated, χ2 (5) = 8.52, p = .130. Levene’s test
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indicated that the assumption of homogeneity of variance was not violated, as it can be
observed in the variables of favouritism [F(2,117) = 2.27, p = .108], and embezzlement
[F(2,117) = 0.13, p = .874].

As Table 1 shows, students’ ratings differ across the control, non-corrupt peers, and corrupt
peers groups [F(2,117) = 3.14, p < .05, ω2 = .034]. Pair-wise comparisons revealed that stu-
dents assigned to the control group were more likely to commit a corrupt behaviour than
students assigned to low-corruption (p < .05), and students assigned to low-corruption were
less inclined to commit a corrupt behaviour than those in the high-corruption group (p < .05).
Differences between control and high-corruption were not significant (p = .940). These results
show that the first hypothesis could not be supported, but the second hypothesis could be
supported.

Repeated measures ANOVA (see Table 2) shows that students were more prone to engage
in favouritism than embezzlement [F(1,119) = 34.92, p < .001, ω2 = .098]. This result confirms
the third hypothesis.

Regarding gender, there were no significant differences between men and women in
favouritism [F(1,118) = 0.15, p = .694, ω2 = .001], nor embezzlement [F(1,118) = 2.99,
p = .086, ω2 = .016]. These results reject the fourth hypothesis.

In addition, a repeated measures ANOVA was carried out to check a possible interaction
between the type of behaviour and the group (see Table 3). A significant effect of the type of
corrupt behaviour was found [F(1,117) = 36.75, p < .001, ω2 = .105]. Then, pair-samples t-tests
showed that students were less likely to commit an embezzlement behaviour than a favouritism
behaviour in the low-corruption group (t(39) = 4.97, p < .001, d = .79), and the same results
appear in the high-corruption group (t(39) = 4.87, p < .001, d = .77). However, there were no
significant differences between favouritism and embezzlement in the control group (t(39) =
0.621, p = .538, d = .099).

Discussion

The present study aimed to examine the influence of different corrupt behaviours and
perceived corruption among peers on the corrupt intention of university students. According
to previous research (Johnsøn and Mason 2013), corrupt intention should be evaluated through
its different forms. To this end, university students were asked to rate their willingness to
engage in two types of corrupt practices in a Spanish public university: favouritism and
embezzlement (Hallak and Poisson 2007). They were also assigned to three different groups
depending on the experimental condition: control, low-corruption acceptance, and high-
corruption acceptance. Additionally, a university sample was recruited in order to study

Table 1 Descriptive Statistics for Control and Experimental Groups for Both Types of Corrupt Behaviour

CI (95%)

Group M SE Lower bound Upper bound

Control 3.72 .118 3.49 3.95
Non-corrupt peers 3.36 .118 3.13 3.60
Corrupt peers 3.73 .118 3.50 3.97

Response scale ranges from 1 to 5 in all measures
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university corruption in accordance with the current objectives. Seeking greater external
validity and coherence between sample and variables, vignettes were constructed intentionally
to recreate a realistic and credible environment for the students (Denisova-Schmidt 2017). It is
worth noting that knowing more about typologies of educational corruption and quantifying
the corruption or the perception of it is a salient and evolving research area in education (Sabic-
El-Rayess and Mansur 2016).

First, students in the high-corruption and control groups did not show significant differ-
ences in their ratings of their willingness to engage in an embezzlement and in a favouritism
behaviour, so the first hypothesis could not be proved. Although previous research (Köbis
et al. 2015) has demonstrated that ‘perceiving that corruption is widespread crucially influ-
ences the decision to engage in corrupt behaviour’, it has been shown that a highly corrupt
setting does not differ from the control condition if the corrupt behaviour is seen as a common
practice (Köbis et al. 2015). In addition, students assigned to the control group were more
likely to engage in corruption than students assigned to the low-corruption group, supporting
the second hypothesis. Previous research has demonstrated that informing people of a low
frequency of corruption reduces corrupt behaviour (Köbis et al. 2015). People may calculate
their chances of being caught and their expected success when considering carrying out an
advantageous corrupt activity; these considerations may be strongly derived from perceived
descriptive norms (Köbis et al. 2016).

Our results also confirmed the third hypothesis: students were more likely to engage in a
favouritism behaviour than in an embezzlement behaviour. A possible explanation could be
that students’ willingness to engage in an embezzlement behaviour may be influenced by the
monetary characteristics of this act, which could lead to behavioural restraints (Ariely 2008). It
is worth remembering that people may be more likely to behave honestly if they face a money
exchange. Moreover, considering that favouritism may be seen as a descriptive norm in itself
(Harris et al. 2015), students may not be able to conceive of an act of favouritism as a dishonest
behaviour. However, they could be creating rationalizations to justify their acts and reduce
anticipated guilt and shame (Köbis et al. 2016). Surprisingly, our analyses of the interactions

Table 2 Descriptive Statistics for the Type of Corrupt Behaviour and Gender

Gender Behaviour M SD

Men Favouritism 3.83 1.14
Embezzlement 3.30 1.62

Women Favouritism 3.74 1.04
Embezzlement 2.75 1.44

Total Favouritism 3.77 1.07
Embezzlement 2.89 1.50

Table 3 Descriptive statistics for interaction between group and type of corrupt behaviour

Behaviour Group M SD

Favouritism Control 3.65 1.09
Low-corruption 3.62 1.12
High-corruption 4.02 0.94

Embezzlement Control 3.50 1.43
Low-corruption 2.25 1.49
High-corruption 2.92 1.34
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showed that students assigned to the control group did not significantly differ in their
willingness to participate in favouritism and embezzlement acts. The lack of explicit descrip-
tive norms (as it was introduced in high- and low-corruption groups) may explain this result,
which means that students did not have enough information about their peers’ actual behaviour
and they relied on their own past experiences, expected costs, and probability of realizing a
successful transaction (Köbis et al. 2015).

Regarding the role of gender on corrupt intention, the fourth hypothesis was not supported.
Our analyses of favouritism and embezzlement indicates that there are no important differences
between men and women in corrupt intention. According to earlier literature (Sung 2003;
Alhassan-Alolo 2007), differences between men and women are not important in terms of
magnitude because there are other factors influencing corrupt intention such as living in a
liberal democracy (Sung 2003) or living in less-developed countries with patriarchal social
structures (Alhassan-Alolo 2007). Therefore, differences in corrupt intention between men and
women may depend on their cultural context (Chaudhuri 2012). Moreover, the present study
may help shed light on the relationship between gender and corruption, but the current sample
is not sufficient to draw general conclusions on this topic.

The present research is not free of limitations. First, the use of hypothetical scenarios
improves the realism of situations and allowed the researchers to manipulate and control
independent variables, and it fosters both internal and external validity (Aguinis and Bradley
2014). However, scenarios are highly specific to a context, and results must be generalized
with caution. As has been stated by other authors (Bussell 2015), ‘measurement strategies may
simply reflect the difficulty of collecting data on corruption, but this does not change the fact
that any effort to compare across analyses will be stymied by differences in measurement’ (p.
24). Second, the study focused only on professional transgressions, according to the classifi-
cations of prior research (Du Plessis 2014), and only students answered questions about
corrupt acts. Corruption in higher education not only involves students, but also professors,
administrators, governments, and other stakeholders. Future research must take these different
perspectives into account to create a broader perspective from which to assess this phenom-
enon. The hidden nature of corruption in higher education has kept academics from advancing
corruption research, but quasi-experimental research (as in the present study) can help generate
more research on the topic by re-creating the environment in which corrupt decisions are made
(Abbink and Serra 2012). Future research could empirically determine whether students are
able to recognize the underlying mechanisms of non-monetary corrupt practices such as
favouritism. Furthermore, the weakness of convenience sampling is that an unidentified
proportion of the entire population was not sampled. This may have led to an inaccurate
representation of the full population, indicating that the present results cannot be generalized to
the entire population.

Regarding practical implications, the present study shows that anti-corruption measures
should consider reminding people that most of their peers do not behave in a corrupt way (in
the case that this is true) in order to deter them from committing corrupt practices. This may be
due to the effect of descriptive norms –people’s perception of whether a behaviour is
commonly widespread (or not) among their peers. Applying legal mechanisms of punishment
is not sufficient to prevent people from taking part in corrupt activities (Ayal et al. 2015). Thus,
modifying people’s perceptions of their peers entails a great challenge to tackle corruption.
There is more than one way to eradicate corruption in higher education, and anti-corruption
measures must include a combination of technical and political responses (Chapman and
Lindner 2016). Codes of conduct have been proposed in recent literature to combat corruption

M. Julián, T. Bonavia372



in higher education (Transparency International 2013). In this line, practical recommendations
need to address students’ perceptions of different corrupt practices, focusing on designing
ethical training programmes aimed to raise awareness on the negative consequences of non-
monetary activities. According to some authors (Ayal et al. 2015), ‘successful public policies
should raise moral barriers by reminding people of their own ethical code, encouraging social
monitoring and responsible norms, increasing self-awareness and prompting moral commit-
ment’ (p. 741). Nevertheless, such reminders must be short, intuitive, and easy to understand in
order to be effective. Reminders and prompts could be useful in reducing corrupt practices,
‘especially in contexts in which people do not have first-hand experience and/or falsely believe
that a high proportion engages in corruption’ (Köbis et al. 2015, p. 11). Overall, institutional
corruption must be treated differently from individual corruption. Essentially, while combating
institutional corruption relies on enforcing legislation (Heyneman 2014), fighting against
individual corruption relies on the enforcement of professional codes of conduct and in-
depth training about what constitutes corruption in daily university activities (Cárdenas 2012).
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