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Preventing breaches of academic integrity at the university level has probably been of interest as long as academic institutions have existed. Most researchers generally have concentrated on either student characteristics, such as motivations for cheating, or institutional characteristics, such as the effectiveness of various policies or practices, when studying prevention or reaction to violations, but some researchers (e.g., McCabe, 1993) argue that honor codes may be the means by which to bridge the personality-environment dichotomy. McCabe argued that honor codes represent an institutional characteristic that engenders personality change among students and faculty; i.e., honor codes foster a sense of shared responsibility that is internalized by both faculty and students. While others (e.g,, May & Loyd, 1993) reported that less cheating occurs at institutions with honor codes, McCabe found that faculty at institutions with honor codes reported being more likely to engage the institutional process—as opposed to dealing one-on-one with a cheating student--than faculty at institutions without honor codes. McCabe also found that students at institutions without an honor code were more likely to underestimate the severity of faculty responses to cheating; students at institutions with honor codes are apparently convinced faculty reactions to cheating will not be inconsequential.

More recently, McCabe and his colleagues (McCabe, Treviño, & Butterfild, 2002) demonstrated, again via questionnaire responses, that students at institutions with honor codes, compared to those without honor codes,  rated themselves as more likely to get caught if they cheated, rated their understanding of policies regarding academic integrity as greater, rated the penalties for cheating as more severe, rated the probably that peers were cheating as lower, and admitted to fewer instances of academic dishonesty. When all of these variables were entered into a regression equation, only perceptions of peers’ behavior and the perceived certainty of being caught were significant predictors of students’ admissions of academic dishonesty.  McCabe et al. also reported that the correlates of honor codes do not exist as an all-or-none phenomenon. For example, at institutions with modified honor codes--institutional focus on integrity and student involvement in hearing processes but without the traditional unproctored exams and other on-your-honor characteristics--significantly less cheating was reported than at institutions without honor codes, but significantly more than at institutions with traditional honor codes, which usually include unproctored exams.
McCabe et al. (2002) interpreted their results in terms of a the potential effectiveness of a Kohlbergian “just community” (Kohlberg, 1985); the more involvement individuals have in the processes governing their communities, the more likely individuals are to ensure that the processes are just and that they and others avoid engaging in behaviors that threaten their continued involvement in the governance process. In support of this interpretation, McCabe et al. reported that only at institutions with honor codes was students’ self-reported understanding of policies regarding academic integrity a predictor of self-reported cheating. Those who believed they understood policies better were less likely to report having engaged in cheating.  In addition, students at these institutions seem to accept that they play an important role in maintaining a high level of academic integrity on their campus. A more cynical interpretation of these results is students who think others are cheating and getting away with it come to believe that they, too, must cheat in order to compete and that they, too, will get away with it. Regardless of interpretation, the best predictors of students’ reported levels of academic dishonesty are the extent to which they perceive that others are cheating and their perceived likelihood of getting caught. At institutions with honor codes, these variables are lowest and highest, respectively, with intermediate values occurring at institutions with modified honor codes.
Experience with an honor code as a student also is related to how faculty respond to cheating (McCabe, Butterfild, & Treviño, 2003). Faculty with undergraduate experience with honor codes reported believing that students should be responsible for monitoring their peers’ behavior, were more likely to take action upon discovery of academic dishonesty, were more likely to use institutional, as opposed to personal, mechanisms for sanctioning cheaters, and were more likely to believe their institutional processes were fair and effective. However, these differences were apparent in institutions with honor codes, but not in institutions without honor codes. Thus, the student experience of an honor code does not necessarily carry through into professional life unless the later institution also maintains a strong cultural emphasis on academic integrity.
Thus, it seems clear that a sense of shared responsibility and conduct, including a shared belief in the processes among students and faculty, are the key components underlying that relationship between honor codes and increased academic integrity. To the extent that students believe faculty will support the process, they are less likely to cheat. Conversely, faculty members are more likely to support the process, even unto relinquishing the authority to deal with transgressors, to the extent that the culture of academic integrity pervades the institution. While honor codes may become internalized, the internalization is not permanent; the culture of academic integrity requires continual nourishment.
McCabe and his colleagues (McCabe, Trevino, & Butterfild, 1999) were able to expand upon the potential utility of honor codes through their qualitative analysis of open-ended responses from more than 4,000 students at 31 different institutions. They report that students at institutions with honor codes report higher levels of responsibility because the honor code “permeates the institution” (p. 230) and is an integral part of campus culture. In contrast, students at institutions without honor codes report making decisions about academic honesty on an instructor-by-instructor basis; there is no pervasive sense of personal responsibility. At institutions without honor codes, students reported that cheating would continue until strategies for making it more difficult to cheat were implemented. These students apparently believed cheating was somehow natural and required effort to restrict, apparently unaware that their peers at institutions with honor codes usually were not proctored during exams and exhibited lower rates of cheating.
Using the same data set, (McCabe, Trevino, & Butterfild, 2001) reported that peer-reporting requirements, which are actually quite rare even among institutions with honor codes, are perceived as having negligible impact at both honor-code and codeless institutions. However, students at honor-code institutions (even those institutions without peer-reporting requirements) are much more likely to report their peers for violations, while students at non-code institutions indicate that peer reporting is tantamount to consorting with the enemy (the faculty who are trying to catch cheaters). Thus, once again, the existence of an honor code appears to engender a culture in which student and faculty alike see themselves as protectors of academic integrity, while the absence of an honor code is more likely to be associated with faculty being perceived as the only protectors of academic integrity.
Based on the research, one may easily conclude that institutions with honor codes are more likely to maintain academic integrity than institutions without honor codes. The question that has not been answered, or perhaps even asked, empirically is whether or not the enactment of an honor code at a previously “codeless” institution would enhance academic integrity. More specifically, one might ask whether the honor code engenders the atmosphere of communal responsibility for academic integrity or does an existing communal atmosphere precipitate the development of an honor code. There is, of course, a third option, that being that some other institutional characteristic engenders both the communal atmosphere as well as the honor code.

Whatever the answer to the “chicken-egg” question just posed, it does seem clear that the effectiveness of honor codes results from the communal atmosphere, from the perspective that students, faculty, administrators, and everyone else on a campus are responsible for maintaining academic integrity. Honor codes, even if they are a causal mechanism for the development of a culture of academic integrity, are not likely to be the only means by which to engender such a culture. For example, merely ensuring that the probability of getting caught and the probability of negative consequences is each perceived as very high may well be a good starting point for the development of a culture of academic integrity. In the same way that morality in general develops from the “humble” beginnings of avoiding punishment (Kohlberg, 1985), the culture of academic integrity on an individual campus may benefit from the perception that academic dishonesty is not functional. Eventually, the internalization of externally imposed constraints upon behavior is likely to develop into the perceived responsibility apparent on campuses with honor codes.
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