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Among	Sorority	and	Nonsorority	Women
anna E. Williams  Steven M. Janosik

Academic dishonesty on the college campus is 
a problem that has been called “a plague on 
our profession” (petress, 2003, p. 625). in the 
early 1990s, McCabe (1992) surveyed students 
at 31 selective college and universities and re-
ported that 67% of his respondents participated 
in one or more forms of academic dishonesty. 
Jendrek (1992) reported even higher rates of 
classroom cheating. in his study, 74% of 
students said they had observed cheating.
 some researchers report that students are 
willing to report incidents of their classmates’ 
cheating (ercegovac & richardson, 2004) but 
other authors report the opposite. Aaron and 
georgia (1994), for example, found that 
students were most likely to ignore cheating 
and avoid any confrontation. they also 
reported that students might be influenced to 
cheat if they see their classmates getting away 
with it. Jendrek (1992) confirmed this view 
and reported that only 1% of students who 
observed such academic infractions followed 
through by reporting the cheating to their 
professors.
 evidence is mounting that students come 
to college prepared to cheat (Anderman, 
griesinger, & Westerfield, 1998; McCabe, 
1999). researchers at the Josephson institute 
of ethics (2004) reported that 83% of high 

school students copy someone else’s homework. 
McCabe (1999) reported that cheating is a 
commonplace activity for high school students. 
Further, students in his study commented that 
“if . . . cheating is going to get you the grade, 
then that’s the way to do it” (McCabe, 1999, 
p. 682). students in high school participate in 
cheating because of the desire to succeed, the 
climate created by the school, and pressure 
from parents (ercegovac & richardson, 2004). 
high school graduates are likely to bring these 
attitudes and behaviors with them as they enter 
college.
 College students also have incentives to 
cheat. Most students perceive that getting a 
college degree is an important element of most 
careers and that most career fields are becoming 
increasingly competitive (Anderman et al. 
1998). students also understand the need to 
have marketable skills and experiences outside 
of the classroom (McCabe & trevino, 1997). 
Many students participate in cocurricular 
activities to gain these experiences and to form 
relationships with fellow students.
 greek-letter social organizations provide 
one avenue to such opportunities for many 
college students (McCabe & bowers, 1996). 
Fraternities and sororities provide students 
with leadership opportunities, a social unit, 
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and postcollegiate networks. participation in 
these organizations can create strong bonds of 
friendship and association that can have both 
positive and negative results (McCabe & 
bowers). students in these organizations place 
an emphasis on academic achievement and 
honor but studies have shown these same 
students participate in academic dishonesty in 
large numbers (stannard & bowers, 1970; 
storch & storch, 2002).
 pressure to succeed in college can come 
from many sources such as, parents, mentors, 
and peers (ercegovac & richardson, 2004). 
For example McCabe & bowers (1996) found 
that sorority women receive pressure from their 
sorority sisters to perform well academically 
and to keep their chapter gpA at an acceptable 
average. haines, diekhoff, labeff, and Clark 
(1986) found a high number of those involved 
in academic dishonesty were also heavily 
involved in cocurricular activities. this 
participation in out-of-class activities may 
prevent students from giving their academics 
the time and dedication needed to ensure 
success (haines et al., 1986). For many women 
involved in cocurricular activities, academics 
can become a low priority (haines et al.).
 researchers have taken various approaches 
to studying academic dishonesty among 
students. McCabe and bowers (1997) com-
pleted a longitudinal study by comparing the 
cheating behaviors of two separate cohorts of 
students in 1964 and 1991. sutton and huba 
(1995) studied the relationship between 
religiosity and academic dishonesty. graham, 
Monday, o’brien, and steffen (1994) studied 
students’ cheating behaviors at Catholic 
universities. burns, davis, hoshino, and 
Miller (1998) studied student cheating rates 
in various countries, including the United 
states; and hendershott, drinan, and Cross 
(1999) studied cheating behaviors among male 
and female college students.
 one approach that has not been studied 

thoroughly is to specifically examine sorority 
women. if academic dishonesty is increasing 
among women who are actively involved in 
their undergraduate experience (hendershott 
et al., 1999), then this study is important to 
the understanding of female peer groups and 
academic dishonesty. sororities, for example, 
bond a group of students together and create 
a close-knit peer culture that can influence 
students to participate in risky behaviors 
(eberhardt, rice, & smith, 2003; Whipple & 
sullivan, 1998).

Purpose of the Study
the purpose of this study was to examine the 
attitudes and behaviors connected with 
academic dishonesty among four groups of 
undergraduate women. these groups were: 
(a) incoming freshman women expressing an 
interest in sorority affiliation, (b) incoming 
freshman women expressing no interest in 
affiliation, (c) upper-class women who have 
affiliated with a sorority for a year or more, 
and (d) upper-class women who have not 
affiliated. We compared the levels of academic 
dishonesty among these four groups at a single 
research-intensive institution on the east 
Coast.

Research Questions
specifically, we addressed the following 
research questions:

1. do the behaviors related to academic dis-
honesty differ among incoming women 
expressing an interest in sorority affiliation, 
incoming women expressing no interest in 
affiliation, upper-class women who have 
affiliated for a year or more, and upper-
class women who have not affiliated?

2. do the attitudes related to academic dis-
honesty differ among incoming women 
expressing an interest in sorority affiliation, 
incoming women expressing no interest in 
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affiliation, upper-class women who have 
affiliated for a year or more, and upper-
class women who have not affiliated?

METHOD
Sample
the sample for upper-class sorority women 
was drawn from those women who were 
currently enrolled at the time the study was 
conducted and were members of the individual 
National panhellenic Chapter (NpC) member 
sororities at the institution selected. All NpC 
chapters had on-campus houses. the contact 
person for each house was a resident advisor, 
an undergraduate student and a member of 
the sorority, who worked for the department 
of residence life. these staff members sent 
an invitation and the survey to their entire 
sorority, which included women who lived 
both on and off campus. the invitation and 
survey were also sent to sorority women 
through the National panhellenic Council 
electronic mailing lists. in total, 430 upper-
class sorority women were included in this 
group and were contacted for the study.
 the sample for the nonsorority upper-class 

women was drawn by contacting women who 
belonged to student clubs and organizations 
that targeted women or had a majority of 
women members. Nonsorority women were 
also contacted through the institution’s 
Women’s Center. Four hundred thirty women 
were identified and contacted.
 because almost all incoming freshmen 
women were required to live on campus, the 
director of residence life was asked to draw a 
random sample of 860 (roughly 20% of the 
population) women who had accepted the 
institution’s admission offer and had paid their 
security deposit for housing. once the sample 
was drawn, email addresses of those students 
were forwarded to us. these students were sent 
an invitation and a link to the survey.
 the goal was to place about 430 women 
in each group. given our previous experience 
with electronic surveys, we expected that the 
response rate would be about 35%.

Participants
the survey was sent to 860 incoming women 
and 860 upper-class women. the total number 
of potential participants was 1,720. two 
hundred twenty-two (26%) incoming women 
responded and 251 (29%) of the upper-class 
women responded. A total of 473 surveys were 
completed by the participants—a 28% response 
rate. the demographic breakdown of the 
groups is found in table 1. incoming women 
were all first-year students and were scheduled 
to live on campus. they had yet to make 
choices about any part-time employment and 
had not earned any credits toward a grade 
point average. We did not collect information 
about their potential majors or any other 
demographic data.
 by comparison, 11% of upper-class 
respondents indicated they were still classified 
as freshmen, 40% indicated they were sopho-
mores, 26% indicated they were juniors, and 
23% indicated they were seniors. With regard 

TablE 1.

Demographic Characteristics of 
Respondents (N = 473)

Category	 n	 %

Incoming women 222 46.9

 No interest in sorority  
involvement 169 35.7

 Interest in sorority  
involvement  53 11.2

Upper-class women 251 53.1

 No sorority involvement 83 17.5

 Sorority involvement 161 34.0

Total 473 100.0
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to employment, 53% of these respondents 
indicated they were not employed, and 47% 
indicated they were employed part-time. the 
majors of the upper-class participants were: 
20% math or sciences, 18% business, 14% 
social sciences, 13% undecided or other, 11% 
communications or journalism, and 8% 
engineering. No other curriculum area received 
more than a 6% response. information on the 
student body was not available using these 
metrics so we could not cross-validate the 
respondents with the population to check for 
representativeness.

Instrument
We chose don McCabe’s (1997) Academic 
integrity Assessment guide for this study. the 
Academic integrity Assessment guide is used 
to elicit data about the environment on a 
specific campus and specific student behaviors 
with respect to academic cheating. the 
instrument contained three sections.
 the first section of the questionnaire was 
titled, Academic environment. Major questions 
in this section examined the participants’ 
knowledge of academic policies and procedures 
at their institution. this section was not used 
in the data analysis because it did not address 
the research questions. the second section was 
titled, specific behaviors. Major questions in 
this section asked students to respond to 
statements about academic behaviors. students 
responded to these statements in two ways. 
First, participants were asked to respond to 
statements regarding their personal behavior. 
For example, respondents were asked, “in the 
past year, how often have you engaged in any 
of the following behaviors?” survey participants 
answered using the following scale, 1 = never, 
2 = once, 3 = more than once, 9 = not applicable.
 to determine their attitudes about specific 
behaviors, they were asked a second question: 
“how serious do you consider this form of 
cheating?” respondents answered this state-

ment by using the following scale: 1 = not 
cheating, 2 = trivial cheating, 3 = moderate 
cheating, and 4 = serious cheating.
 the third and final section was titled, 
demographics. this section collected data 
regarding the respondents’ academic standing, 
academic major, and place of residence. An 
example of a question in this section was, 
“What is your primary major?”
 Reliability and Validity. reliability estab-
lishes confidence in the instrument’s ability to 
measure the same phenomenon over time and 
population (schutt, 1999). the reliability of 
the Academic integrity Assessment guide was 
determined by calculating the internal consis-
tency of each section of the instrument. the 
specific behaviors scale displayed a Cronbach’s 
alpha in excess of .80. the author of the 
instrument did not provide any information 
on the validity of the instrument when 
requested. (don McCabe, personal communi-
cation, February 25, 2005).

Data Collection Procedures
We sought and received approval to conduct 
our study from the institution review board 
at the institution where the study was con-
ducted. once we received approval, we 
contacted don McCabe and requested permis-
sion to use the Academic integrity Assessment 
guide. don McCabe created two surveys for 
the current study. each version had the same 
specific behaviors section, but differed in the 
demographic information that was collected. 
Upper-class women who were already enrolled 
were asked to indicate whether they actively 
participated in the following activities: paid 
employment, intercollegiate sports, or social 
sorority. incoming women, who received the 
second version of the questionnaire, were asked 
to indicate which groups they would most 
likely join once on campus. Answers to these 
questions allowed us to place each respondent 
in a single group. don McCabe sent us a link 
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to the surveys he designed for our review. After 
reviewing the surveys, he sent the final survey 
instruments to us via email. the questionnaires 
were posted as electronic surveys. Upper-class 
women received their invitations to participate 
in the project during the spring semester. We 
forwarded the link to the current student 
questionnaire and an introduction email to 
members in individual National panhellenic 
sorority chapters. the same material was sent 
to various electronic mailing lists through 
residence life, to upper-class women involved 
in the Women’s Center, judicial affairs, and 
student activities. After a week, reminder 
emails were sent out through all of the 
electronic mailing lists. the survey was made 
available for 2 weeks.
 incoming women, who were selected at 
random, were invited to participate during the 
summer after they were admitted but before 
they arrived on campus. the survey was 
available for 2 weeks. After a week, reminder 
emails were sent to all these women.
 potential participants received no further 
contacts beyond this single reminder. No 

incentives were offered for participation.

Data analysis Procedures
don McCabe managed the online survey. 
responses to the questionnaires were placed 
in a statistical software package commonly 
known as spss. After receiving the spss file, 
we ran an analysis of variance on the behavior 
and attitudes scales to determine significance 
differences between groups. the tukey post 
hoc test was completed to determine which 
groups differed when statistical significance was 
found. the level used to test for significance 
was .05.

RESUlTS
behaviors

to address the first research question, whether 
behaviors related to academic dishonesty 
differed among the four groups, we calculated 
the mean score for the behaviors scale by 
group. students responded to 20 statements 
indicating their level of involvement in 
academic dishonesty. When calculating the 

TablE 2.

aNOVa Results for behavior Scores by Group Without the Item Referring to 
Computer Programming

Category	 n	 SD	 c	 SS	 df	 F	 p

+* Incoming women with no interest in  
sorority involvement 117  6.19  30.0 186.64 3 5.27 .002

* Incoming women with an interest in  
sorority involvement 34 7.83 32.9 

+* Upper-class women with no sorority  
involvement 47 5.37 28.8

+ Upper-class women with involvement  
in sorority 80 4.90 32.2

* The mean score for incoming women with an interest was significantly higher than incoming women with no 
interest and undergraduate women with no involvement at p < .05.

+ The mean score for undergraduate women with sorority involvement was higher than incoming women with no 
interest and undergraduate women with no involvement at p < .05.
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results, the response not applicable was treated 
as missing data. records containing missing 
data were removed from the analysis so they 
did not skew the calculation of mean scale 
scores.
 incoming women with an interest in 
sorority involvement (n = 47, SD = 13.3, 
M = 39.8) and upper-class women with 
involvement in sororities (n = 136, SD = 15.1, 
M = 42.2) had the highest mean scores for the 
behaviors scale. these scores indicated that 
these groups participated in academically 
dishonest behavior more frequently than the 
other two groups. incoming women with no 
interest in sorority involvement (n = 149, 
SD = 11.0, M = 36.0) and upper-class women 
with no sorority involvement (n = 76, SD = 13.3, 
M = 38.5) had lower mean scores. None of the 
differences in mean scores were significant 
(F = 2.37, SS = 256.8, df = 3, p = 0.08).
 We noticed, however, that 41% of respon-
dents answered “not applicable” to one 
behavior: “in a course requiring computer 
work, i have copied another student’s program 
rather than writing my own.” When respon-
dents answered “not applicable,” none of their 
answers were included in the analysis. We 
conducted a one-way ANovA on behaviors 
with a post hoc test after removing this single 
question. the results proved to be significant 

(F = 5.25, SS = 186.64, df = 3, p = 0.002). the 
findings are shown in table 2.
 in this second analysis, incoming women 
with interest in sorority involvement and 
upper-class sorority women reported signifi-
cantly higher levels of participation in cheating 
behaviors than the groups with no interests. 
incoming women with an interest in sororities 
reported the highest level of cheating among 
the four groups.

attitudes
to answer the second research question, 
whether the attitudes related to academic 
dishonesty differed among the four groups, we 
calculated the mean score for attitude by 
group. students responded to 20 statements 
indicating their attitude toward a variety of 
academically dishonest behaviors. they 
responded on a 4-point scale: 1 = not cheating, 
2 = trivial cheating, 3 = moderate cheating, and 
4 = serious cheating. higher mean scores 
indicated the group believed that behaviors 
identified on the questionnaire constituted 
moderate to serious cheating. lower mean 
scores indicated the group believed that 
behaviors identified on the questionnaire did 
not constitute cheating or were perceived as 
trivial cheating.
 the mean scores for attitude by group 

TablE 3.

aNOVa Results for attitude Scores by Group

Category	 n	 SD	 c	 SS	 df	 F	 p

Incoming women with no interest in  
sorority involvement 111  8.2  65.4 216 3 .858 .463

Incoming women with an interest in  
sorority involvement  31 6.9 64.6 

Upper-class women with no sorority  
involvement  58 12.1 66.7

Upper-class women with involvement  
in sorority 106 8.7 64.4
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were fairly close. None of the differences in 
scores were significant. incoming women with 
an interest in sorority involvement (n = 31, 
SD = 6.9, M = 64.6) and upper-class women 
with involvement in sorority (n = 106, SD = 8.7, 
M = 64.4) had the lowest mean scores. Women 
in these two groups were more likely to believe 
that the behaviors listed on the inventory did 
not constitute cheating or were more trivial 
forms of cheating. incoming women with no 
interest in sorority involvement (n = 111, 
SD = 8.2, M = 65.4) and upper-class women 
with no sorority involvement (n = 58, SD = 12.1, 
M = 66.7) had higher scores, indicating that 
they believed the behaviors to be moderate to 
serious cheating. the results are shown in 
table 3.

DISCUSSION

the results related to behaviors proved to be 
significant when the item having to do with 
computer programming was removed from the 
analysis. in this analysis, the group of incoming 
women with an interest in sorority involvement 
had a significantly higher score than the other 
three groups with regard to their academic 
dishonesty.
  this finding supported current literature 
that suggests one of the problems with 
academic dishonesty in the college settings is 
that students come to college with previous 
cheating experience (Anderman et al., 1998; 
McCabe, 1999). Current literature indicated 
one reason for cheating in high school is the 
pressure from family to get good grades and 
to get into a good college (McCabe, 1999). 
Competition among peers is also another cause 
for pressure to cheat in high school (McCabe, 
1999). students’ involvement in other activities 
may take away from their time to devote to 
academic study. Academics may become a 
lower priority when participation in other 
activities is necessary to gain acceptance to the 

colleges of their choice (haines et al., 1986).
 Upper-class women in sororities engaged 
in academically dishonest behaviors at signi-
ficantly higher rates than upper-class women 
with no sorority involvement and incoming 
women with no interest in sorority involvement. 
the college setting is still one of pressures and 
stress (McCabe & trevino, 1997). high school 
students who give into pressures from others 
and devote more time to cocurricular activities 
may continue their dishonest behaviors in 
college (McCabe, 1999). if high school 
cheating is increasing, college cheating is likely 
to increase among those who have similar 
desires as well.
 With regard to specific attitudes towards 
academic dishonesty there were no significant 
findings among the four groups. it was 
interesting to note that the two groups that 
reported higher rates of cheating behaviors 
were the same two groups that were more likely 
to believe that behaviors listed on the inventory 
did not constitute cheating or were trivial 
forms of cheating. these results reinforce one 
another.
 responses to individual items also sup-
ported the current literature that suggests 
students view ethical behavior contextually on 
a scale of good to bad behavior (hall & Kuh, 
1998). some cheating behaviors are viewed as 
acceptable academic behavior (hall & Kuh; 
thorpe, pittenger, & reed, 1999).
 the results related to attitudes suggest that 
the groups’ overall view of cheating behaviors 
in this study is moderate. respondents’ viewed 
some cheating behaviors such as “turning in a 
paper obtained in large part from a term paper 
‘mill’ or website” as serious cheating. other 
behavior such as “fabricating or falsifying lab 
data” was scored as trivial cheating. “getting 
questions or answers from someone who had 
already taken a test” was viewed as moderate 
cheating. College administrators may find 
some value in discovering the prevailing 
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attitude about specific cheating behaviors on 
their own campuses. once identified, classroom 
faculty members and administrators who 
advise student groups might address these 
issues directly in an effort to change how 
students view these behaviors.

Implications for Student affairs
Authors and researchers have recommended a 
variety of proactive measures that may reduce 
academic dishonesty. developing and enforc-
ing an honor code can be a successful tool in 
establishing a culture of honor on a campus 
(McCabe & trevino, 1996). encouraging 
students to assume responsibility and owner-
ship for the integrity of their academic work 
and that of their peers can reduce academic 
dishonesty (McCabe, trevino, & butterfield, 
2001). Cheating may be reduced by faculty 
members who reinforce a commitment to 
ethical behavior and academic honesty in their 
classrooms, create meaningful assignments, 
and communicate reasonable standards for 
student success (Aaron & georgia, 1994).
 Most of these recommendations, however, 
are based on studies of college student behav-
iors and attitudes that may paint too broad a 
picture of the student culture. these recom-
mendations may not be specific enough to alter 
the attitudes and behaviors of sorority women 
or those who are interested in joining. College 
officials who study academic dishonesty in a 
more systematic way may be able to develop 
specific strategies designed to address specific 
problems. student groups with higher self-
reported cheating rates could be targeted with 
specific programs.
 in this study, we found differential rates 
of academic dishonesty among women at a 
single institution who had an interest in or 
who joined a sorority and those who did not. 
developing organizational award programs for 
sororities that emphasize personal honor and 
moderate cocurricula involvement may reduce 

the temptation to behave in academically 
dishonest ways. Using the percentage of 
members with grade point averages of 3.0 or 
higher as a competitive measure instead of a 
chapter grade point average may be one way 
to deemphasize the need to earn the highest 
grade at all costs. similarly, calculating the 
percentage of members who are involved in 
two activities beyond their involvement in the 
sorority as a competitive measure may decrease 
the need to be excessively involved in cocur-
ricular activities. such strategies might decrease 
the pressure to cheat when not enough time 
is devoted to academics.
 Communicating policy in clear concise 
language is also important (roth & McCabe, 
1995). stipulating that the sharing of tests and 
the use of test files are considered cheating may 
be another way to more clearly communicate 
institutional expectations and reduce academic 
dishonesty. defining and illustrating plagia-
rism through the use of examples or case 
studies may increase awareness. Finally, 
developing educational programs that could 
be part of a mandatory orientation program 
on areas of confusion or on behaviors that 
students tend to view as trivial cheating might 
increase student understanding of these 
expectations.

Implications for Future Research
in this study, only the incoming student 
respondents were selected at random. the 
upper-class women’s group with no sorority 
affiliation was identified by convenience. 
except for group affiliation, we do not know 
if these women differed in any important way 
from the upper-class sorority women in this 
study. in addition, we could not cross-validate 
the characteristics of the respondent group 
with the student population. these short-
comings in our research methods jeopardize 
the generalizabilty of our findings. Unequal 
respondent groups and self-reported data 
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about a sensitive topic are not ideal method-
ologies. however, the results of this study 
should be of interest to those who are concerned 
about academic integrity and greek life in 
particular.
 it would be interesting to see if men with 
similar interests in fraternities would report 
similar findings. other studies could be 
completed by academic major or academic 
standing. Finally, qualitative studies need to 
be completed to understand more about why 
students cheat. the results would provide 
college administrators with greater insight into 
the problem of academic dishonesty and may 
allow more effective and specific interventions 
to be developed.

Correspondence concerning this manuscript should be 

addressed to Steven M. Janosik at sjanosik@vt.edu
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