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This study explores Chinese college students' integrity status and the influencing factors to understand the best practices of Chinese colleges and universities on the issue of integrity cultivation, which is critical for the quality of Chinese higher education. A mixed method combining the quantitative and qualitative data were applied. Respondents from 63 Chinese higher education institutions to the questionnaire were received, which suggested the medium level of Chinese college students' integrity. Compared with the integrity education in western countries, Chinese higher education institutions pay attention to relationship integrity, financial integrity, and employment integrity in everyday life, in addition to academic integrity. The results of csQCA analysis indicated that the university management played an important role in students' integrity and the main influencing factors are policymaking that is appropriate to students' needs, the platform that caters to students' diversified interests, and the supportive environment for integrity. The interactions among the three factors affect and improve Chinese college students' integrity levels.
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Introduction

There is a growing concern about students integrity in higher education. This can be partly attributed to the increasing number of reported cases, stories, and scandals about corruption, academic misconduct, and other breaches of integrity in colleges and universities worldwide (Kisamore et al., 2007; Macfarlane et al., 2014). Studies suggested that the possible causes of the integrity crisis including but are not limited to the expansion of higher education, the changing value underpinning higher education, the marketization of higher education, and the evolution of the internet and social media (Kezar, 2004; McNay, 2007; Prisacariu and Shah, 2016; Sefcik et al., 2020) Integrity has become a significant concern because it impacts higher education institutions in their reputation and credibility, attainment of educational goals (Macfarlane et al., 2014; Simola, 2017; Moyo and Saidi, 2019; Fudge et al., 2022), and the “charter between higher education and society” (Kezar, 2004).

A plethora of research has been conducted to understand the factors associated with academic dishonesty and misconduct, using the individual difference approach and contextual difference approach (Kisamore et al., 2007; Simola, 2017). These approaches focus on demographic variables, personality constructs, student behaviors, and situational factors, such as faculty and peer influences. Academic integrity draws the most attention, the discussions of which are becoming increasingly important in higher education not only in western countries but also among Chinese academics. The research focus looking into academic integrity is relevant recent and policy driven in China, which reflects the priority of strengthening academic ethics and culture in the development of the Chinese higher education system (Macfarlane et al., 2014). However, integrity, in a larger sense, is not confined to academic integrity. It refers to wholeness and completeness, a fuller understanding of which can foster holistic student development that extends beyond the classroom (Wong et al., 2016). This study describes the students' integrity using four categories after analyzing the various characteristics: academic integrity, relationship integrity, financial integrity, and employment integrity (Guo, 2017; Han, 2017; Hu, 2018; Qu, 2018). The four categories of integrity are the main areas of integrity education and the objectives for integrity management in Chinese higher education.

Many universities and colleges in China have launched independent units or designated specialist staff, to educate, prevent detect, and respond to integrity breaches (Guo, 2017; Zhou, 2019). Integrity, as one of the most important components of Chinese traditional values, has been emphasized in higher education policies and management practices (Chen, 2007; Liu, 2011). Compared to the myriad research on academic integrity education, individual and contextual factors related to students' integrity, little research has been conducted to explore the impact that university management has on students' integrity. This study aims to understand the Chinese college students' integrity status and answer the research question: what are the factors in relation to university management that influence students' integrity?



Theoretical framework


The definition of integrity

It is always a challenge to define integrity due to the large volume of qualities it can possibly encompass. In the context of higher education, academic integrity is an inseparable quality, which refers to the commitment to values of honesty, trust, fairness, respect, responsibility, and courage in learning, teaching, research, and community service (Moyo and Saidi, 2019). Academic integrity includes multiple constructs in terms of students' conduct in relation to university rules and procedures, such as academic misconduct. Academic misconduct, interchangeably, academic dishonesty, can be defined as fraudulent behavior involving some forms of academic deviance or deception whereby one's work is misrepresented (Kisamore et al., 2007; Eaton, 2017). Some examples of academic misconduct and academic dishonesty are cheating in exams, plagiarism, and inappropriate collaboration. Another related term to integrity is academic corruption, which usually refers to “misrepresenting one's educational background and work experience, plagiarism, distortion of research data, affixing one's name to someone else' publications, and making a false commercial advertisement, as well as other acts” (Yang, 2015).

In addition to academic integrity, the research on students' integrity is usually embodied in moral or ethics education, which is a critical part of Chinese higher education. According to Meindl et al. (2018), “moral” refers to “thoughts, desires, or actions that go against or suppress self-interest for the sake of promoting the interest of others; this could be the interest of individuals, groups, or collectives” (p. 4). Distinguished from the focus on wrongdoing, Reybold and Halx (2018) considered ethics as the enactment of integrity in everyday life where stakeholders within the university community intersect in multiple social and professional arenas. Integrity, in this sense, focuses more than wrongdoing. The findings of Wong et al.'s (2016) study suggested that some college students interpreted the notion of integrity beyond good academic conduct, such as “being honest with others,” “moral ethics,” and “professionalism.”

Integrity encompasses virtues of honesty, morality, and ethics, which implies a set of principles that involve a commitment to responsibilities to self and others (Wong et al., 2016; Reybold and Halx, 2018; Moyo and Saidi, 2019). Based on the specific definition and the interpretation, this study applied the four categories, academic integrity, relationship integrity, financial integrity, and employment integrity, to the understanding of Chinese college students' integrity.



Integrity education

Studies show that integrity education can have a positive impact on students' knowledge, perspectives, attitudes, and behaviors in terms of reducing breaches of integrity (Simola, 2017; Sefcik et al., 2020; Miron et al., 2021; Fudge et al., 2022). Integrity education is the attempt, usually referring to the educational programs intentionally designed, to facilitate students' moral development (Berkowitz, 2011; Meindl et al., 2018). Most education programs have a sole focus on academic integrity, but they vary dramatically across institutions, in terms of what to teach, when to deliver, how to assess, etc. Colleges and universities use academic integrity educational tutorials where faculty plays important roles in teaching and modeling desired conduct, and it is expected that the academic integrity literacies are embedded in the curriculum and pedagogy that is appropriate to the student's level of study (Miron et al., 2021; Fudge et al., 2022). Many other measures are taken in higher education, such as scaffolded authentic assessments culminated with interactive oral examinations, reliance on software checking for plagiarism, and usage of drama as a learning medium, to augment the development of students' integrity (Jagiello-Rusilowski, 2017; Kaktinš, 2019; Sotiriadou et al., 2020). Cam (2016) addressed that moral education should be distinguished from moral training in meeting academic standards in much the same way as other areas of study. Compared to the integrity education implemented in other countries and areas, Chinese colleges and universities conceptualize integrity education in university management and make it an important mandate for higher education institutions.

Although there is a positive correlation between the interventions and students' understanding of integrity, researchers argued that the effectiveness of integrity education programs tends to be limited (Meindl et al., 2018; Sefcik et al., 2020). The attention is paid to external elements of education instead of providing comprehensive information on values, or approaching education of moral consciousness, moral senses, and beliefs (Sefcik et al., 2020; Khashimova et al., 2021). While faculties realize and recognize the importance of integrity education, there are different perceptions of the roles that faculties take and there is a disparity between faculties' beliefs and practices, partially due to the lack of institutional support. Students may misperceive integrity when faculties fail to address the integrity issue proactively or institutions are perceived to have weak institutional policies (Eaton, 2017).



The role of higher education institutions

Higher education institutions need to create and maintain a culture of integrity that are integral to effective teaching, learning, research, and service (Wong et al., 2016). The faculties' and students' understanding of integrity requires an institutional level of clarification and support for maintaining the integrity and further the quality of higher education. “Providing clear and transparent guidelines in institutional policy enables stakeholders to understand their responsibilities and remain accountable for embedding a culture of integrity in their daily work” (Fudge et al., 2022). Similarly, avoiding the breaches of integrity that are likely to comprise the credibility requires “collaborative efforts and commitment from all stakeholders in higher education, namely, students, academics, non-academic and society as a whole” (Moyo and Saidi, 2019).

Researchers critique that higher education institutions nowadays have become a business that is functioning as an industry with economic goals and market-driven values (Kezar, 2004; Prisacariu and Shah, 2016). The changing environments and shifting professional expectations have created pressures for faculties and students to cut corners rather than operate with integrity (Chapman and Lindner, 2016). There is concern and debate about changes in the charter between higher education and society, which require policymakers and educational leaders to address higher education's role in the public good and to demand quality assurance around ethics and moral values (Kezar, 2004; McNay, 2007; Yang, 2015; Prisacariu and Shah, 2016). The demonstration that integrity is a priority within the community and that centralized and consistent processes are important for building a responsible culture of integrity (Hudd et al., 2009; Fudge et al., 2022).

Creating a healthy and supportive learning environment for both students and academics, and establishing institutional policies, require combined efforts from all stakeholders in higher education. When students have access to the knowledge of integrity and see that there is a commitment to integrity from all parties, integrity is more likely to be followed (Gottardello and Karabag, 2022). Besides the institutional level policymaking and environment building, higher education institutions could create and provide platforms, such as seminars and activities, for students to openly discuss issues of credibility and integrity and to exchange information with other students, faculties, and universities (Moyo and Saidi, 2019). This study aims to explore the relationship between students' integrity and policymaking, platform creation, and environment establishment given the fact that they are critical areas of university management.




Methods

This study applied the mixed-methods, combining quantitative and qualitative data analysis. Eighty-five higher education institutions (HEIs) located in the 34 cities of 14 provinces of Central and East China were selected via convenience sampling. Among the 85 universities, there are both 4-year research- and application-oriented universities (77.7%) and 3-year vocational colleges (22.3%). The majors offered at these HEIs include liberal arts, science, technology, engineering, and other areas that cover a wide range of disciplines.

An online questionnaire was adopted in this study. Since many Chinese colleges and universities have launched offices to work in the area of integrity, the respondents from the selected HEIs were the university or the school designated staff who were in the management position for students' integrity education. They were the faculties who were most familiar with students' integrity levels, students' needs, and issues of integrity. Three to five designated staff from each HEI were requested to participate in the study, and one respondent was accepted based on the verification of completeness and validity of their answers to the questionnaire, representing the HEI where the respondent worked. The instrument was designed and validated by the experts, based on the essential content and components of Chinese HEIs integrity education. The questionnaire comprised 33 questions, covering the topics of integrity policymaking, designated integrity office, integrity education, platform, portfolio, activities, role modeling, honor codes, penalties, sanctions, etc. These questions helped the researchers to understand the Chinese college students' integrity level from the management perspective and the university management practices.

This study also adopted the Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) that was initiated by the American sociologist Professor Charles C. Ragin. QCA is “a set-theoretic configurational approach based on Boolean algebra…which conceptualizes causal relations as complex, that is, marked by conjunction, equifinality, and asymmetry” (Charles, 1987; Cilesiz and Greckhamer, 2020). In this work, the performance of university management of integrity was set as an outcome, while the seven main areas of integrity management—integrity policymaking, designated integrity office, integrity education and platform, integrity portfolio, activities, role modeling, honor codes, penalties, and sanctions were set as configuration (refer Table 1). It was expected that the students' integrity level and its influencing factors in relation to university management would be identified via the configuration analysis.


TABLE 1 Variable design for factors influencing integrity education of Chinese college students.
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Data sources

Seventy-seven respondents were received with a return rate of 90.6%. Among the 77 respondents, 63 with completeness and validity to the questionnaire in academic integrity, relationship integrity, financial integrity, and employment integrity were accepted as representing their HEIs. Therefore, data of the 63 sample HEIs were collected and analyzed. The validity of the questionnaire is statistically significant (P < 0.05), and the internal consistency is high with an average Cronbach's Alpha above 0.6.

The outcome—the performance of university management of integrity—was compared among the 63 HEIs based on the questionnaire respondents. The critical value is taken after assigning “0” and “1” to the performance level. Similarly, the configuration—seven main areas of integrity management—was assigned “0” and “1” appropriate to the level. A true table was generated for the 63 HEIs' integrity configuration and outcome (refer to Table 2). Several categories were formed using the csQCA method, suggesting the solutions integrating various influencing factors to improve the performance of university management of students' integrity.


TABLE 2 Truth table for factors influencing integrity education of Chinese college students.
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Results

The results suggested that Chinese college students' integrity level was a little above average. In the questionnaire, integrity level was assigned with values from 1 to 5, from the lowest to the highest. The average values for four categories of integrity—academic integrity (Mean = 3.898), relationship integrity (Mean = 3.798), financial integrity (Mean = 4.063), and employment integrity (Mean = 4.036)—were between 3.7 and 4.1 (refer Figure 1). The financial and employment integrity was a little higher than academic and relationship integrity. Compared with what the literature described about students' integrity, the subjective evaluation of the university or the school designated staff appeared to be more positive. It was assumed that affiliation with the university might affect self-evaluation. The evaluation of the individual integrity category was close to the data found in the literature (Guo, 2017; Han, 2017; Hu, 2018; Qu, 2018), where the academic integrity level is relatively low and the relationship integrity level is the lowest but the most elusive, which should be paid more attention to.


[image: Figure 1]
FIGURE 1
 Four Integrity levels of Chinese college students.


Nine solutions integrating various influencing factors to improve the performance of university management of students' integrity were obtained through csQCA analysis (refer to Table 3). Distinguished from the prior studies that focused on individual factors, the combination of influencing factors reflected the configuration interaction structure that supported the improvement of university management of integrity. For each solution, there are multiple combinations of core and assistant configurations, and some with non-core or non-assistant configurations. The solutions were put into categories based on the common and outstanding configurations. In particular, configurations X1 (policymaking) and X2 (designated office) were analyzed as core to Solutions 2, 3, and 8, which were inducted as policy-driven factors; Configurations X4 (integrity portfolio) and X5 (integrity activities) were the core to Solutions 6, 7, and 9, which implied the platform-driven factors; Configurations X6 (role modeling and honor codes) and X7 (penalties and sanctions) were the core to Solutions 1, 4 and 5, which suggested the environment-affected factors. Additionally, the result showed that the configuration X3 (integrity education programs), as the most important assistant configuration, impacted the majority of the solutions.


TABLE 3 Configurations for factors influencing integrity education of chinese college students.

[image: Table 3]



Discussion

Chinese higher education institutions have paid much attention to college students' integrity status and levels, which complies with the traditional value upheld in China's moral education. In addition to the academic integrity, relationship integrity, financial integrity, and employment integrity that are reflected in students' everyday life were also examined. From the university management perspective, it is worthwhile to rethink and attend to the broader definition of integrity and integrity education given the equal importance of the aforementioned categories in students' credibility and moral development beyond the classroom in the future. The students' breaches of integrity are a growing concern for HEIs because students' integrity matters for the morality, the quality, and the reputation of higher education. This study is significant in that it bridges the gap in the literature that overlooked the other aspects of integrity than academic integrity and suggests the interactions of factors in relation to university management that influences the students' integrity level.

The three comprehensive solutions that impact and potentially improve students' academic level are policymaking that is corresponding to students' needs, platform creation that is diversified and interest oriented, and environment establishment that positively affects students' understanding and practices of integrity. Underpinning the solutions is the valuing of integrity education, in specific.

First, Chinese HEIs integrity education is policy-driven. Many colleges and universities take the students' integrity as an indicator when determining student qualifications and eligibility for certain programs or positions. Policies, for instance, regarding scholarship application, students' leaders' code of conduct, advanced degree nomination, and employment references have made integrity an essential qualification, which guides the students to comply with the integrity expectations.

Second, the platform creation is addressed for students' integrity education. HEIs organize events and activities across the campus where integrity education is imprinted. The events and activities, such as the opening ceremony and graduate commencement, provide the opportunity for students to internalize their moral goals and motives. Other activities, such as debates, speech contests, and theaters, could bring the integrity topics up to an open discussion and exchange of ideas among students and faculties. Integrity portfolio, curriculum, and assessment are also important measures for students' integrity education, which assist students in understanding and preventing breaches of integrity. The positive intervention via the platform ensures an open, just, and effective evaluation of students' integrity.

Third, Chinese HEIs attend to the environmental establishment because they recognize that the situational context influences student behavior. On the one hand, the role modeling and honor codes are regarded as positive in inspiring student behavior aligned with that of the role models. The coherence of knowledge, cognition, and practice can be enhanced when the integrity behavior is recognized, appreciated, and appraised, especially with an actual reward of opportunities or other forms. On the other hand, the penalties and sanctions for the breaches of integrity present pressure and demonstrate disdain for unethical behaviors.

Last but not the least, there are still issues and limitations in integrity education at Chinese higher education institutions. The inconsistency in institutional level policy and policy implementation has allowed the students to think and act less seriously on integrity. The integrity is written in the institutional policy for rewarding opportunities, while the consequences of the breaches of integrity are relatively vague and simplified. When breaches happen, the primary penalty is usually slight and in the form of consultation. The consultation may work for certain scenarios, but it may also have possible damage to the integrity in the long term because the students may misinterpret the standard and consequences that mismatched to their unethical behaviors. It is suggested that the Chinese HEIs could build a mechanism that is conducted transparently and consistently in dealing with the consequences of breaches of integrity.
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