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Purpose: Prior studies revealed several beneficial aspects of being authentic, such as higher subjective well-being, more harmonious 
interpersonal relationships, and better workplace performance. However, how authenticity relates to unethical cheating behaviors in the 
academic context remains to be seen. Based on the literature review, the present study hypothesized that authenticity may be negatively 
linked to academic cheating through the mediating path of mastery approach goals.
Methods: In Study 1, 250 college students self-reported their demographics and academic performance, and completed the scales of 
authenticity, academic cheating, mastery approach goals, and social desirability. In Study 2, 111 college students completed the same 
measures as in Study 1 at two different time points (5 months in between).
Results: In Study 1, the results indicated that authenticity was positively associated with mastery approach goals, and both were 
negatively associated with academic cheating. After controlling for the confounding effect of gender, age, academic performance, and 
social desirability, mastery approach goals were identified as a mediator in the authenticity–academic cheating relationship. In Study 2, 
the correlation result confirmed the association patterns found in Study 1. Moreover, cross-lagged analysis supported the directionality 
proposed in the mediation model.
Conclusion: The findings identified the mediating role of mastery approach goals in the link between authenticity and academic 
cheating, supporting the motivated cognition perspective of personality, the motivational model of academic cheating, and the self- 
determination theory. Implications, limitations, and directions for future research were provided.
Keywords: authenticity, mastery approach goals, academic cheating, mediation

Introduction
Academic cheating describes rule-violating behavior directed at obtaining competitive advantages, such as using cheat 
sheets or copying other students’ answers during a test.1,2 As a deviant yet prevalent phenomenon that widely exists 
across different educational levels and cultures,2,3 academic cheating directly undermines education fairness, impairs the 
ethical development of students, and damages the reputation of institutions.4 For the sake of understanding and possibly 
designing appropriate intervention programs to decrease its occurrence and negative influence, research on the ante-
cedents, correlates, and predictors of academic cheating is of theoretical and practical significance.5

There are a variety of individual (eg, gender, morality, learning motivation, and personality) and situational (eg, 
academic integrity culture, the perceived reward for success, and academic pressure) correlates of academic cheating.6–9 

Among them, personality variables (eg, the Big Five and the Dark triad) have received increased attention from 
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psychological and educational researchers over the last three decades (Giluk & Postlethwaite, 2015; Lee et al, 2020; 
Whitley, 1998).7,9,10 Specifically, prior studies reported that individuals with lower self-esteem,11 conscientiousness,10 

agreeableness,7 honesty-humility,12,13 higher impulsiveness,14 and Dark triad personality (ie, narcissism, 
Machiavellianism, and psychopathy)5,12 are more likely to exhibit cheating behavior in a learning context. Moving 
a step further, this study aimed to expand on existing literature by focusing on authenticity, a rarely studied personality 
trait in the learning context, to examine its association with academic cheating and its underlying mediating mechanism.

Authenticity refers to being aware of and following one’s true self.15–17 Related to the focus on living an intrinsically 
motivated and self-concordant life, authenticity is associated with several adaptive outcomes, such as higher levels of 
subjective and psychological well-being, autonomy, workplace engagement and performance, and interpersonal 
harmony,18–21 as well as lower levels of depression, anxiety, feelings of immorality and impurity, unethical behavior, 
job burnout, and turnover intention.22–25

Although authenticity has rarely been empirically examined, it is likely related to less academic cheating. First, 
according to the definition of authenticity, authentic people usually prefer to behave in accordance with their true 
self,15,17 which inherently decreases their tendency of exhibiting “faking good” cheating behavior that directly hinders 
their pursuit of an authentic self. Second, according to the essential moral self-hypothesis, authentic people generally tend 
to view their true selves as morally virtuous and are motivated to behave in ways aligned with ethical standards,25–27 

indicating a lower likelihood of engaging in unethical and immoral cheating behaviors in a learning context.
Beyond the examination of the direct relationship between authenticity and academic cheating, this study also aims to 

explore possible indirect paths whereby the former links to the latter. According to the motivated cognition perspective of 
personality, personality can determine the motivational preference people use to cope in the world.28 Furthermore, 
Murdock and Anderman proposed an integrated model of academic dishonesty, which highlights the crucial role of 
motivational mechanisms in linking individual and contextual factors to students’ propensity to cheat.1 Illuminated by the 
above perspectives, this study proposes that the mastery approach goals, defined as the need to acquire new knowledge 
and skills and improve intrapersonal competence,29 may serve as the preferred motivation (ie, function as a mediator) 
through which authenticity relates to lower levels of academic cheating.

Prior studies have provided preliminary support for the above-mentioned mediation model. On one hand, self- 
determination theory (SDT) proposed that authentic people generally hold a self-determined and incremental mindset 
that one can change important self-aspects through his/her efforts, which encourages them to seek activities that promote 
personal growth and self-improvement and fuel the development of mastery-oriented goals.16 Empirical evidence also 
supported the above viewpoint and found that authentic individuals in a nurse sample have higher levels of mastery goal 
orientation.30 On the other hand, mastery approach goals are an intrinsic motivation associated with understanding and 
mastering new knowledge and skills.31 Therefore, it is not surprising that students who hold higher levels of mastery 
approach goals are generally less likely to engage in academic cheating, because such cheating behaviors are essentially 
performance-oriented (ie, to obtain external rewards or recognition) and counterproductive to true learning, as revealed in 
several empirical studies.1,2,32,33

In summary, the current study aimed to test whether mastery approach goals mediate the link between authenticity 
and academic cheating. Based on the above literature, this study proposes that authenticity is negatively correlated with 
academic cheating (Hypothesis 1). In addition, it was expected that mastery approach goals would mediate the relation-
ship between authenticity and academic cheating (Hypothesis 2). To ensure the robustness of the findings, a cross- 
sectional (Study 1) and a two-wave longitudinal (Study 2) design were employed to examine the above hypotheses and 
elucidate the direction of causality among research variables.

Study 1
This study employed a cross-sectional design to examine the interplay among authenticity, mastery approach goals, and 
academic cheating. Academic performance and social desirability were included as control variables, due to academic 
performance usually being documented as an important predictor of students’ tendency to engage in cheating behavior,14 

and participants may provide socially desirable responses to academic cheating items.34
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Participants and Procedure
Data were collected via an online survey website (http://www.sojump.com). To recruit potential respondents, several 
college teachers were asked to supply their students with the survey’s Internet link. A total of 276 college students 
without dyslexia or major mental illness voluntarily completed the survey items. After removing 26 participants who 
failed the attention check, the final sample consisted of 250 college students (77.20% female), aged between 17 and 28 
years (M = 20.64 years, SD = 1.33, one participant provided invalid information). To examine whether the sample size 
was appropriate for the analytic plan, we performed a Monte Carlo power analysis for mediation models using the final 
sample (n = 250) with setting a medium effect size of correlation of 0.30 between factors.35,36 The results showed that the 
current sample size had sufficient power (above 0.95) to detect the parameters of interest with α at 0.05 level. Therefore, 
the sample size of this study was appropriate.

All participants were explicitly informed of the voluntariness and confidentiality of this study once they logged onto 
the survey website. Additionally, only those who signed the online informed consent form could participate in the formal 
survey, in which they were asked to provide demographic and academic performance, and complete the authenticity, 
academic cheating, mastery approach goals, and social desirability scales. The survey took approximately three minutes 
to complete. Each participant who finished all the survey items received RMB 1 (approximately USD 0.15) as 
compensation. The study was approved by the research ethics committee of [blinded].

Measures
Authenticity
This was assessed using the 12-item authenticity scale (three dimensions, four items for each): self-alienation (eg, “I feel 
as if I don’t know myself very well”), authentic living (eg, “I live in accordance with my values and beliefs”), and 
accepting external influence (eg, “I am strongly influenced by the opinions of others”).17,21 Participants responded on 
a seven-point Likert scale (1 = does not describe me at all, to 7 = describes me very well). For ease of interpretation, an 
average authenticity score was calculated, with items anchored on “self-alienation” and “accepting external influence” 
reverse coded. Therefore, higher scores indicated higher levels of authenticity. The scale had satisfactory reliability 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.83).

Mastery Approach Goals
This was assessed using three items from the achievement goal questionnaire.29 An example item is, “It is important for 
me to understand the content of this course as thoroughly as possible”. This scale has good psychometric properties and 
is widely used in the Chinese context.37,38 Participants rated items on a seven-point Likert scale (1 = not true of me at all; 
7 = very true of me). The mean of all items was calculated, with higher scores indicating a higher level of mastery 
approach goals. The scale had satisfactory reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.83).

Academic Cheating
This was assessed using the 5-item active cheating scale.39 Items include “I ask help from other students during written 
exams”, “I copy other students’ answers during written exams”, “I copy someone else’s homework”, “During an exam, 
I receive or send answers using a mobile phone”, and “I use cheat sheets in exams”. Participants rated items on a five- 
point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree). The mean of all items was calculated, with higher scores 
indicating a higher level of academic cheating. The scale had acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.77).

Academic Performance
Considering that self-report GPA or test scores may be heterogeneous and not comparable between participants from different 
disciplines, academic performance was assessed by asking participants to report their academic ranking on a four-point scale 
(1 = bottom 25%, 2 = 50%–75%, 3 = 25–50%, 4 = top 25%). Prior studies have validated the appropriateness of using this 
ranking score to indicate academic performance.40
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Social Desirability
This was measured using five items from the Marlowe-Crowne social desirability scale.41 An example item is “I am 
always courteous, even to people who are disagreeable”. The participants responded in a true-false format. The mean of 
all items was calculated, with higher scores indicating a higher level of social desirability. The scale had acceptable 
reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.66).

Statistical Analyses
In this study, SPSS 19.0 (IBM, Armonk, NY) was used to perform descriptive (ie, mean, standard deviation, skewness, 
kurtosis, and range) and correlational analyses of all the research variables of interest. In addition, Hayes PROCESS 
macro 3.3 (model 4) was used to examine the proposed mediation effect.42

Results
Descriptive and Correlation Analyses
Table 1 presents the key variables’ descriptive statistics (ie, mean, standard deviation, range, skewness, and kurtosis) and 
correlation analyses. As shown in this table, the distribution of these variables is generally normal since all the absolute 
values of the skewness (ranges from 0.15 to 1.30) and kurtosis (ranges from 0.04 to 3.55) scores are smaller than 3 and 8, 
respectively.43 In addition, authenticity was positively associated with mastery approach goals, while both of them were 
negatively associated with academic cheating. A significant gender difference in authenticity and academic cheating was 
observed, with male participants scoring higher than their female counterparts. Age was negatively associated with 
mastery approach goals, indicating that older students were less motivated than their younger counterparts. Interestingly, 
both academic performance and social desirability were positively associated with authenticity and mastery approach 
goals and showed a negative association with academic cheating. Therefore, gender, age, academic performance, and 
social desirability were included as control variables in the subsequent mediation analysis to control for possible 
confounding effects.

Test of Mediation
This study examined whether authenticity relates to less academic cheating through the mediating role of mastery 
approach goals. As shown in Table 2, the 95% bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals (CIs) of the indirect 
effects did not include zero. Combined with the regression coefficients, the results indicated that mastery approach goals 
partially mediated the link between authenticity and academic cheating (see Figure 1).

Table 1 Descriptive Characteristics and Correlation Matrix of All Variables (N = 250)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

1. Gender –

2. Age 0.03 –

3. Academic performance −0.00 0.11 –
4. Social desirability −0.14* −0.14* 0.06 –

5. Authenticity −0.20** −0.09 0.17** 0.21** –

6. Master approach goals −0.04 −0.19** 0.20** 0.15* 0.20** –
7. Academic cheating −0.14* 0.09 −0.21** −0.10 −0.19** −0.31*** –

M 1.77 20.64 3.02 0.69 4.71 5.27 1.62

SD 0.42 1.33 0.94 0.30 0.77 1.09 0.55
Range 1–2 17–28 1–4 0–1 1–7 1–7 1–5

Skewness −1.30 0.88 −0.50 −0.74 −0.15 −0.44 1.05

Kurtosis −0.30 3.55 −0.83 −0.43 0.04 −0.13 0.84

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female.
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Interim Discussion
Consistent with this study’s hypotheses, the results uncovered a positive relationship between authenticity and mastery 
approach goals, and a negative relationship between authenticity/mastery approach goals and academic cheating. In 
addition, mastery approach goals were identified as a partial mediator that links authenticity to less academic cheating.

Study 2
Although Study 1 lends preliminary support for the proposed mediation model, it is difficult to imply any directionality, 
given its cross-sectional nature.44,45 To address this limitation, Study 2 employed a two-wave longitudinal design to 
examine the directionality of associations. As in Study 1, academic performance and social desirability were included as 
control variables.

Participants and Procedure
Data was collected through convenience sampling from a public university located in Eastern China. To recruit potential 
respondents, several college teachers were asked to supply their students with the online survey link. As in Study 1, the 
voluntariness and confidentiality of this study were clearly explained to each participant, and only those who signed the 
online informed consent form could participate in the survey, in which they were instructed to report their demographic 
information and complete the authenticity, academic cheating, and mastery approach goals scales at two different time 
points (with a five-month time interval). Participants’ academic performance and social desirability tendency were only 
self-reported during the first time point. The survey at both time points took about three minutes to complete and 
participants received RMB 1 (approximately USD 0.15) as compensation. The study was approved by the research ethics 
committee of [blinded].

The first and second waves of data collection took place in October 2021 (time 1 [T1]) and March 2022 (time 2 [T2]). 
At T1, a total of 157 undergraduates without dyslexia or major mental illness were recruited (73.25% female), with an 
average age of 19.47 years (SD = 1.37, range: 17–23 years). At T2, 115 participants from T1 completed the survey. After 
removing three participants who failed attention checks and one participant who reported inconsistent demographic 
information at T1 and T2, the final sample consisted of 111 participants (76.58% female) aged between 17 and 23 years 
(M = 19.35 years, SD = 1.30, one participant provided invalid information). To examine whether the sample size was 
appropriate for the analytic plan, we performed a Monte Carlo power analysis using the final sample (n = 111) by setting 

Authenticity

Mastery approach goals

Academic cheating

-.24***

-.15* (-.18**)

.13*

Figure 1 Mastery approach goals partially mediate the link between authenticity and academic cheating. Gender, age, academic performance, and social desirability were 
included as control variables. The value in parentheses is the direct effect of authenticity on academic cheating without including the mediator. All path coefficients were 
standardized. 
Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001.

Table 2 Effect Size and Confidence Intervals of the Mediation Analysis, Controlling for Gender, Age, 
Academic Performance, and Social Desirability

Indirect Pathways Effect Size SE 95% CI

Lower Upper

Authenticity–mastery approach goals–academic cheating −0.03 0.02 −0.072 −0.002
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a medium effect size of correlation and cross-lagged regression at 0.3, and a large effect size of auto-regression at 
0.50.36,46 The results showed that the current sample size had sufficient power (above 0.80) to detect all the parameters of 
interest (in our case, correlations, cross-lagged regressions, and auto-regressions) with α at 0.05 level. Therefore, the 
sample size of this study was appropriate.

Measures
Authenticity
As in Study 1, this was assessed using the 12-item authenticity scale.17,21 The reliability of this scale was satisfactory 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.82 at T1; α = 0.86 at T2). An average authenticity score was calculated, with higher scores indicating 
higher levels of authenticity.

Mastery Approach Goals
As in Study 1, this was assessed using three items from the achievement goal questionnaire.29 The reliability of this scale 
was satisfactory (Cronbach’s α = 0.85 at T1 and α = 0.90 at T2). The mean of all items was calculated to represent the 
overall level of mastery approach goals.

Academic Cheating
As in Study 1, this was assessed using the 5-item active cheating scale.37 The reliability of this scale was acceptable 
(Cronbach’s α = 0.77 at T1; α = 0.81 at T2). The mean of all items was calculated to indicate the general level of 
academic cheating.

Academic Performance
As in Study 1, this was assessed by asking participants to report their academic ranking on a four-point scale (1 = bottom 
25%, 2 = 50%–75%, 3 = 25–50%, 4 = top 25%).

Social Desirability
As in Study 1, this was assessed by five items retrieved from the Marlowe-Crowne social desirability scale,41 with 
a marginally acceptable reliability (Cronbach’s α = 0.47).

Statistical Analyses
In this study, all statistical analyses were conducted on the basis of manifest variables. SPSS 19.0 (IBM, Armonk, NY) 
was used to perform descriptive (ie, mean and standard deviation) and correlational analyses. To examine the causal 
directions of the main research variables, Mplus 7.0 was employed to perform an integrated cross-lagged analysis that 
included within-time, autoregressive, and cross-lagged paths. The maximum likelihood estimation robust (MLR) was 
used to address possible non-normal data.43 Finally, Hayes PROCESS macro 3.3 (model 4) was used to examine the 
proposed mediation effect.42

Results
Descriptive and Correlation Analyses
Table 3 presents the key variables’ descriptive statistics (ie, mean, standard deviation, range, skewness, and kurtosis) and 
correlation analyses. Generally, the distribution of these variables is normal since all the absolute values of the skewness 
(ranges from 0.15 to 1.51) and kurtosis (ranges from 0.09 to 2.63) scores are smaller than 3 and 8, respectively.43 

Notably, the skewness (1.51) and kurtosis (2.63) of academic cheating at Time 2 are relatively close to the cutoff points. 
In addition, authenticity was positively associated with mastery approach goals, while both of them were negatively 
associated with academic cheating at T1 and T2. In addition, a significant gender difference was observed in academic 
cheating at T1 and T2, with male participants scoring higher than their female counterparts. A significant age difference 
was observed in academic cheating at T1 and T2 and mastery approach goals at T1, with younger participants reporting 
lower academic cheating and higher mastery approach goals than older participants. Interestingly, academic performance 
at T1 was negatively associated with academic cheating at T1 and mastery approach goals at T2. Furthermore, social 
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desirability at T1 was related to higher levels of authenticity at T1 and T2. Therefore, gender, age, academic 
performance, and social desirability were included as control variables in the subsequent cross-lagged and mediation 
analysis, to control for possible confounding effects.

Cross-Lagged Path Analysis
As shown in Figure 2, the analytic model estimated the within-time, autoregressive, and cross-lagged paths. Regarding 
within-time associations, authenticity was positively associated with mastery approach goals at both T1 and T2, mastery 
approach goals were negatively associated with academic cheating at both T1 and T2. Authenticity was only negatively 
associated with academic cheating at T1. Regarding autoregressive associations, authenticity (β = 0.69, SE = 0.06, p < 
0.001), mastery approach goals (β = 0.61, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001), and academic cheating (β = 0.73, SE = 0.06, p < 0.001) 
were relatively stable from T1 to T2. Regarding cross-lagged paths, authenticity at T1 significantly predicted mastery 
approach goals (β = 0.19, SE = 0.08, p < 0.05) and academic cheating (β = −0.12, SE = 0.06, p < 0.05) at T2. However, 
mastery approach goals (β = 0.06, SE = 0.06, p = 0.32) and academic cheating (β = −0.06, SE = 0.08, p = 0.43) at T1 did 
not significantly predict authenticity at T2. In addition, mastery approach goals at T1 negatively predicted academic 

Table 3 Descriptive Characteristics and Correlation Matrix of All Variables (N = 111)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

1. Gender –
2. Age −0.41*** –

3. T1 Academic performance 0.29** −0.19 –

4. T1 Social desirability −0.14 −0.04 −0.16 –
5. T1 Authenticity −0.07 −0.02 0.10 0.21* –

6. T1 Master approach goals 0.08 −0.22* 0.18 0.10 0.32** –

7. T1 Academic cheating −0.22* 0.32** −0.32** −0.14 −0.22* −0.23* –
8. T2 Authenticity −0.08 −0.04 0.14 0.19* 0.74*** 0.30** −0.24* –

9. T2 Master approach goals 0.04 −0.10 0.29** 0.13 0.40*** 0.69*** −0.17 0.44*** –
10. T2 Academic cheating −0.24* 0.33** −0.12 −0.17 −0.31** −0.34*** 0.77*** −0.31** −0.34*** –

M 1.77 19.35 2.91 0.76 4.83 5.86 1.51 4.79 5.57 1.52

SD 0.43 1.30 0.92 0.24 0.72 0.89 0.50 0.77 1.01 0.54
Range 1–2 17–23 1–4 0–1 1–7 1–7 1–4 1–7 1–7 1–4

Skewness −1.27 0.55 −0.68 −0.85 0.53 −0.46 0.99 0.58 −0.15 1.51

Kurtosis −0.39 −0.09 −0.23 0.15 −0.30 −0.73 0.56 0.37 −0.94 2.63

Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. Gender: 1 = male, 2 = female. T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2.

T1 Authenticity

T1 Mastery approach
goals

T1 academic cheating

T2 Authenticity

T2 Mastery approach
goals

T2 academic cheating

.69***

.61***

.73***

.19*

-.12*

- .15*

.32***

-.23*

-.08
-.22*

.20*

-.26**

-.06
.06

.06

Figure 2 Integrated cross-lagged model on the relation among authenticity, mastery approach goals, and academic cheating. Gender, age, T1 academic performance, and T1 
social desirability were included as control variables. All path coefficients were standardized. The dashed pathway is not significant. 
Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001. T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2.
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cheating at T2 (β = −0.15, SE = 0.06, p < 0.05), but academic cheating at T1 did not significantly predict mastery 
approach goals at T2 (β = 0.06, SE = 0.07, p = 0.39).

Test of Mediation
This study examined whether mastery approach goals at T1 and T2 mediated the relationship between T1 authenticity 
and T2 academic cheating when controlling for gender, age, T1 academic performance, T1 social desirability, and T1 
academic cheating. As shown in Table 4, the 95% bias-corrected bootstrapped confidence intervals (CIs) of the indirect 
effects did not include zero. Combined with the regression coefficients, the results supported the partial (full) mediating 
role of T1 (T2) mastery approach goals in the link between T1 authenticity and T2 academic cheating at different time 
points (see Figures 3 and 4).

Interim Discussion
The results of this study supplemented Study 1 to further confirm the directionality of these associations. First, both at T1 
and T2, the results revealed a positive relationship between authenticity and mastery approach goals, and a negative 
relationship between authenticity/mastery approach goals and academic cheating, indicating a consistent pattern of 
associations among these three variables. Second, the results of the cross-lagged analysis revealed that authenticity at 

Table 4 Effect Size and Confidence Intervals of the Mediation Analysis, Controlling for Gender, Age, T1 
Academic Performance, T1 Social Desirability, and T1 Academic Cheating

Indirect Pathways Effect size SE 95% CI

Lower Upper

T1 Authenticity – T1 mastery approach goal – T2 academic cheating −0.04 0.03 −0.098 −0.003
T1 Authenticity – T2 mastery approach goal – T2 academic cheating −0.08 0.03 −0.153 −0.029

T1 Authenticity

T1 Mastery approach
goals

T2 Academic cheating

-.15*

-.12* (-.16**)

.26**

Figure 3 T1 mastery approach goals partially mediate the link between T1 authenticity and T2 academic cheating. Gender, age, T1 academic performance, T1 social 
desirability, and T1 academic cheating were included as control variables. The value in parentheses is the direct effect of T1 authenticity on T2 academic cheating without 
including the mediator. All path coefficients were standardized. 
Notes: *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01. T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2.

T1 Authenticity

T2 Mastery approach
goals

T2 Academic cheating

-.23***

-.08 (-.16**)

.35***

Figure 4 T2 mastery approach goals fully mediate the link between T1 authenticity and T2 academic cheating. Gender, age, T1 academic performance, T1 social desirability, 
and T1 academic cheating were included as control variables. The value in parentheses is the direct effect of T1 authenticity on T2 academic cheating without including the 
mediator. All path coefficients were standardized. The dashed pathway is not significant. 
Notes: **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.001. T1 = Time 1, T2 = Time 2.
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T1 significantly predicted mastery approach goals and academic cheating at T2, and mastery approach goals at T1 
negatively predicted academic cheating at T2, supporting the proposed directionality of this study’s mediation model. 
Third, the results confirmed the authenticity–mastery approach goals–academic cheating mediation path at different time 
points, which further supported the robustness of the mediation model.

Discussion
Although authenticity has been found to be an important predictor of several positive outcomes (eg, subjective well- 
being, interpersonal harmony, and workplace performance),17,19,20 the effects of authenticity on academic adaptation 
remain unclear. To contribute to this gap in prior research, the present study explored the relationship between 
authenticity and academic cheating, and further examined the mediating role of mastery approach goals. The results 
demonstrated a negative relationship between authenticity and academic cheating and identified mastery approach goals 
as a mediating path whereby authenticity results in less academic cheating.

In line with Hypothesis 1, our results revealed a negative relationship between authenticity and academic cheating. 
Two possible reasons may account for this finding. First, according to the definition of authenticity, authentic people are 
characterized by their preference for behaving in accordance with their true selves.16,17 However, academic cheating is 
essentially a kind of “faking good” behavior that counteracts individuals’ pursuit of their true selves. Therefore, authentic 
students are less likely to obtain a mendacious score through cheating behavior. Second, there is increasing evidence 
suggesting that authentic people prefer to behave in morally good ways,25,47 indicating a high probability that these 
people may be less likely to engage in unethical cheating behavior in the learning context.

More importantly, the results from the cross-sectional and two-wave longitudinal data concurrently confirmed the 
mediating role of mastery approach goals in the relationship between authenticity and academic cheating, supporting 
Hypotheses 2. Notably, the result of the cross-lagged analysis preliminarily supported the causal direction of this study’s 
mediation model. In summary, this study’s results correspond with Murdock and Anderman’s viewpoint that motivational 
processes function as an underlying mechanism whereby individual and contextual factors influence students’ propensity 
to cheat.1 Additionally, the results also validated the appropriateness of the motivated cognition perspective of person-
ality in explaining the interrelated associations among authenticity, mastery approach goals, and academic cheating.28 

According to this model, personality (eg, authenticity) can determine the motivational preferences (eg, adopting mastery 
approach goals) that students use to cope with evaluative threats (eg, engage in cheating behavior or not). Specifically, 
authentic people are self-determined by nature and are more likely to hold an incremental mindset that directs them to 
pursue personal growth and self-improvement,16,48 which in turn encourages the development of mastery approach 
goals.30,49 In addition, mastery approach goals may induce students to employ deep learning strategies and focus their 
attention on mastering new knowledge/skills rather than achieving higher scores than others,1,50 which in turn, results in 
a lower likelihood of engaging in academic cheating behavior.

The current study is one of the first to elucidate the theoretical relationship between authenticity and academic cheating, 
which extends the existing scope of authenticity research that mainly focuses on its beneficial effects on psychological well- 
being and workplace performance,18,24 and reveals a new personality predictor of academic cheating (other than honesty- 
humility, the big five, and the dark triad).6,10,13 Considering authenticity has a positive link with honesty-humility,51,52 future 
research could further compare the nuanced differences or examine the interacting patterns between these two personality 
traits in predicting academic cheating. Moreover, this study identified the mediating role of mastery approach goals in the link 
between authenticity and academic cheating, enriching our understanding of how personality factors influence unethical 
behaviors in an academic context through motivational preferences, supporting the motivated cognition perspective of 
personality,28 indicating the necessity of employing an integrated model (ie, including contextual, personalistic, motivational, 
and cognitive factors) to understand the emergence and development of academic cheating behaviors.1,7 Another noteworthy 
point is that recent research has found that authenticity can be cultivated through career and personal development programs 
and mindfulness training.53,54 Based on our findings, future research could examine the possibility of decreasing students’ 
propensity of engaging in academic cheating behaviors through interventions anchored to the development of authenticity (eg, 
training on self-reflection and awareness, goal clarification, and interpersonal communication skills) and mastery approach 

Psychology Research and Behavior Management 2023:16                                                                    https://doi.org/10.2147/PRBM.S435014                                                                                                                                                                                                                       

DovePress                                                                                                                       
4705

Dovepress                                                                                                                                                               Xu et al

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

https://www.dovepress.com
https://www.dovepress.com


goals (eg, encourage students to minimize comparisons with others and embrace mistakes and setbacks as opportunities to 
learn; provide students with positive, diagnostic feedback that focuses on personal improvement).

This study has some limitations. First, the mediating effect of mastery approach goals in the authenticity-academic cheating 
relationship was relatively small (ranging from −0.03 to −0.08), indicating there may be other potential mediators other than 
mastery approach goals. Future studies could further examine whether other cognitive (eg, fear of failure), moral (eg, moral 
disengagement), and affective (eg, academic emotions) variables serve as mediators in this relationship. Second, over-reliance on 
self-report questionnaires may render possible common method variance in this study’s results. Therefore, future studies using 
objective tests or other reporting measures are encouraged to examine the robustness of this study’s findings. Third, like many 
other studies in this field, neither Study 1 nor Study 2 in our research defines the time frame of academic cheating. This may lead 
to potential methodological issues when participants evaluate the amount of cheating opportunities (eg, in the last semester vs 
during one’s entire academic career). To overcome this limitation, we encourage future studies to explicitly define the time frame 
of this construct to avoid unnecessary measurement deviations. Fourth, the relatively smaller sample size of Study 2 may limit the 
statistical power and generalizability of the findings. Therefore, future studies are encouraged to recruit larger and more 
heterogeneous (eg, across different educational levels) samples to examine the robustness of our findings.
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