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Abstract 

Despite concerns arising from academic integrity practitioners, researchers, and stakeholders 

about the relationship between academic integrity (or violations of academic integrity) and 

student mental well-being (or distress), there is a lack of literature synthesizing available 

evidence. Particularly, it is unclear about when student mental well-being may be of concern 

during procedures that concern breaches of academic integrity. Our rapid review identified 

and analysed scholarly sources (n = 46) to understand the relationship between academic 

integrity and mental well-being among postsecondary students. Five themes emerged: a) 

negativity bias; b) inconsistency of definitions; c) paradigmatic tensions; d) focus on external 

stressors; and e) focus on mental well-being prior to a critical incident. We propose several 

calls to action and implications for practice. There is a need to better understand the impact of 

an alleged or actual academic integrity violation on students’ mental well-being. Practitioners 

in Canada and internationally should integrate supports for students’ mental well-being in 

processes and procedures that uphold academic integrity. 
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Academic Integrity and Student Mental Well-Being: A Rapid Review 

Academic integrity violations remain a concern for educators, student affairs professionals, 

and administrators, as well as other campus stakeholders in higher education. There is a 

substantive body of research on postsecondary student academic misconduct and the factors 

that contribute to it (Bertram Gallant, 2008; McCabe, 1992, 2016; McCabe et al., 2012). 

Although stress and anxiety have been identified as factors contributing to academic 

misconduct (Adam, 2016; McCabe, 2016), little research appears to have been conducted 

explicitly exploring the relationship between mental well-being and academic integrity (Eaton 

& Turner, 2020). 

Defining Academic Integrity and Mental Well-Being 

Academic integrity has been described as a continuum in which preventative education and 

skill-building exist at one end and case management for academic misconduct, including 

hearings, appeals and even legal proceedings exist at the opposite end (Frenken, 2013; 

Newton & Lang, 2016). In the middle of the continuum there is a critical incident that triggers 
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a report or investigation of suspected or actual misconduct, at which point the matter is often 

handed over to an administrator for case management (Frenken, 2013) (see Figure 1). On 

either side there is a substantial grey area in which instructors may or may not abide by 

institutional policies with regards to documenting and reporting a case (Eaton, 2021). 

Instructor reluctance to report academic misconduct has been well documented in the 

literature for decades, with reasons including the amount of emotional labour, anxiety, and 

stress that result from the administrative burden of reporting, along with fears of retribution 

from students or harassment from supervisors who do not wish to engage in an investigation 

of the misconduct (Crossman, 2019; Eaton, 2021; Singhal, 1982; Thomas, 2017; Wright & 

Kelly, 1974). Also in the grey area is the process involved in determining whether the alleged 

transgression constitutes an unintentional breach of integrity (e.g., due to lack of knowledge 

or skills) or pre-meditated deceit. This determination can impact the severity of the sanction 

imposed in a case. Research over time has shown that there can often be an assumption of 

deceit on the part of those who identify an initial alleged breach (e.g., the instructor), but that 

students may be unaware that they have committed a breach or may underestimate its 

seriousness, particularly if they lack maturity or are unfamiliar with the expectations of the 

learning institution. It is within this grey area that concerns for student mental well-being 

could emerge; for example, possible distress following the identification of alleged academic 

misconduct. Figure 1 offers a visual representation of the continuum of academic integrity, 

highlighting the grey area in the middle centered around a critical incident. 

Figure 1 

Academic Integrity Continuum 

There are inconsistencies in definitions of academic integrity and mental well-being; 

however, there are guiding principles that informed our work. Definitions of academic 

misconduct and related concepts such as plagiarism and academic cheating are often defined 

by individual institutions. However, the International Center for Academic Integrity (ICAI, 

2021) identified six fundamental values of integrity: courage, fairness, honesty, respect, 

responsibility, and trust. Demonstrating these values in a variety of ways is often viewed as 

acting with integrity, both within and beyond learning institutions. The European Network for 

Academic Integrity (ENAI), (n.d.) offers the following definition of academic integrity, 

“Compliance with ethical and professional principles, standards, practices and consistent 
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system of values, that serves as guidance for making decisions and taking actions in 

education, research and scholarship” (Tauginienė et al., 2018, p. 7-8). The ICAI framing of 

academic integrity focuses exclusively on values, whereas the ENAI definition includes the 

concepts of compliance, professional principles, and standards that are not evident in the ICAI 

definition. This is not to say that one approach is better than the other, but rather we offer 

these definitions to highlight that there is no universally accepted definition of academic 

integrity.  

Mental well-being has long been regarded as an absence of psychopathologies, though this 

notion has been challenged, with scholars and practitioners advocating for a focus on positive 

mental health (Dodge et al., 2012; Westerhof & Keyes, 2009). Westerhof and Keyes (2009) 

posit that there are three inter-related components of positive mental health: “feelings of 

happiness and satisfaction with life (emotional well-being), positive individual functioning in 

terms of self-realization (psychological well-being), and positive societal functioning in terms 

of being of social value (social well-being)” (p. 110). 

The mental well-being of postsecondary students is a topic that has been addressed 

extensively in the extant literature (Katz & Davison, 2014; Mitchell et al., 2012; Soet, & Sevig, 

2006), including broad systematic reviews (Storrie et al., 2010). However, one aspect not 

covered in detail is the relationship between student mental health and academic integrity. 

This review will be of significance for student affairs practitioners working in student 

conduct, wellness services, academic integrity, and academic advising service areas. These 

professionals can utilize the evidence provided in this review to enhance their practice, 

advocate for policy or programmatic changes, and better understand the intersection of 

academic integrity and mental health among students. It will also be relevant for scholar-

practitioners and researchers who are invested in addressing the gap between enhancing 

academic integrity in their campus environments while caring for the well-being of their 

student populations. 

Arising From Practice: Impact of COVID-19 

The impetus for this rapid review was the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on higher 

education learning environments. Practitioners in academic integrity, course instructors, 

students, and the media have expressed concern amidst the COVID-19 pandemic about its 

impacts on student mental well-being, and, separately, academic misconduct and academic 

integrity. There has been an ongoing call for an urgent response to better understand the 

impact of COVID-19 on students’ mental health (see Copeland et al., 2021; Grubic et al, 2020; 

Liu et al., 2020). Simultaneously, there has been increased attention on breaches of academic 

integrity during the coronavirus pandemic (Eaton, 2021; Gagné, 2020; Kier, 2020; Sopcak, 

2020). We wondered whether or how these two trends may be related. In our previous 

research, we sought to understand the mental health of students, as related to academic 

integrity, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic (Eaton & Turner, 2020). We found that 

students’ mental health was negatively affected due to academic integrity-related stressors 

during COVID-19 (Eaton & Turner, 2020). After completing this initial research in early 2020, 

we further concluded that, more generally, the intersection between student mental well-
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being and academic misconduct was understudied in the existing body of scholarship. 

Although our inquiry does not address the impact of COVID-19 specifically, we are aware of 

the urgency for timely scholarship to provide a foundation for further evidence-informed 

inquiry. Our primary motivation was to provide practitioners and scholars in academic 

integrity with an overview of the existing literature on this topic of emerging importance and 

interest. To attend to this urgent call (see Grubic et al, 2020) we opted for a rapid review to 

explore the scholarly literature pertaining to academic integrity and its relationship with 

mental well-being in a postsecondary setting to inform scholarly dialogue, as well as the 

practice of higher education and health professionals dedicated to student success. We 

assessed the extent to which the literature addressed mental well-being across the academic 

integrity continuum (see Figure 1).  

Aims and Research Question 

The primary aim of our rapid review was to explore the academic literature about the 

relationship between academic integrity (and related concepts, such as academic misconduct) 

and mental well-being among postsecondary students. Our research question was: What does 

the available evidence indicate about the relationship, if any, that exists between academic 

integrity and mental well-being? Our secondary aim, in writing this paper, was to explore the 

rapid review method as a novel way to derive implications for practice in the field of academic 

integrity. 

Theoretical foundations 

Academic integrity research is interdisciplinary in nature, with no single theoretical framing 

dominating the discourse. Among the theoretical lenses through which academic integrity 

research has been conducted include the theory of planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1991; Ajzen & 

Shikh, 2013) and organizational theory (Bertram Gallant & Drinan, 2006b). Our work aligns 

with scholars who advocate for a multi-stakeholder approach to academic integrity from 

interconnected processes of prevention, ethical decision-making, and policy implementation 

(Adam, 2016; Bertram Gallant & Drinan, 2006a; Bretag, 2019; Kaposi & Dell, 2012). This 

multi-stakeholder, whole-campus approach to this research aligns with calls to action in 

student affairs to approach student development and mental well-being from a holistic 

perspective (Baxter Magolda, 2009; Braxton, 2009). 

Materials and Methods 

We chose a rapid review method for our study, with the goal of locating, analyzing, and 

synthesizing a breadth of available evidence on a given topic quickly (Dobbins, 2017; Hartling 

et al., 2017). A rapid review is considered to be a modified version of systematic review 

method, which is a rigorous method for searching and analysing the literature in a defined 

area (Moher et al., 2009). A rapid review is warranted when evidence is scare or unknown 

and timely information is needed. It uses similar searching methodology as a systematic 

review, but a rapid review is distinct in its analysis methods which are more exploratory and 

do not include a systematic critical appraisal phase (Dobbons, 2017). The method has been 
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used previously in our academic integrity research (Eaton & Turner, 2020). The bodies of 

literature on student mental well-being and academic integrity are robust and expansive, but 

the scarcity of evidence at the intersection of these two fields warranted a rapid review 

methodology. Although our study does not relate to the COVID-19 pandemic specifically, it 

was during this period that we noted an urgent need to address the gap in the literature 

regarding the connections between academic integrity and mental health, and we view this 

work as having some urgency to it, given the lack of available evidence. 

Search Strategy 

The authors first agreed upon a study protocol that outlined a detailed plan for all phases of 

the rapid review, as recommended by Dobbins (2017). Following this, we conducted a 

systematic search of the literature in August 2020. Based on terms pulled from a seed article 

(Tindall & Curtis, 2020) and a preliminary database search, we identified the following five 

search terms: 

1. academic integrity OR academic misconduct OR plagiar* OR cheat* OR academic

dishonesty OR academic fraud OR contract cheat* OR academic honesty OR academic

appeal

2. AND mental health OR mental distress OR wellbeing OR wellness OR trauma OR

anxiety OR depression OR stress

3. AND postsecondary OR university OR college OR higher education

4. AND student or undergraduate or graduate

5. NOT infidelity

The fifth search term was necessary to filter out a high proportion of results found in the 

preliminary search that described cheating between intimate partners, rather than cheating 

as academic misconduct. These search terms (or related subject headings) were entered into 

six education, psychology, and interdisciplinary databases: (a) Academic Research Complete, 

(b) Education Research Complete, (c) EMBASE, (d) ERIC, (e) PsycInfo; and (f) SocINDEX.

Author 2 ran the searches on the databases, exported the search results to EndNote X8

referencing software and de-duplicated the results.

Using Covidence software, Author 2 and 3 screened the abstracts according to the inclusion 

and exclusion criteria. The screening was blinded to the primary reviewers and Author 3 

resolved screening conflicts. The same screening process was followed for full-text articles.  

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion and exclusion criteria were identified based on the concepts outlined in our 

research question. Articles were eligible for inclusion if they: a) focused on academic integrity 

or academic misconduct; b) described mental health/mental distress; c) were located in the 

post-secondary context; d) focused on postsecondary students; e) were published in an 

academic source; and f) were English language. Articles were excluded if they: a) did not 

describe academic integrity/academic misconduct; b) did not describe mental health/mental 

distress; c) were not located in the post-secondary context; d) focused on faculty members or 



Canadian Perspectives on Academic Integrity (2023), Vol 5, Iss 2 
Peer-reviewed Article https://doi.org/10.11575/cpai.v5i2.73748 

ISSN 2561-6218 39 

staff; d) were grey literature sources (e.g., dissertations, theses, blogs, magazine/newspaper 

articles, self-published white papers, internal reports, editorials; book reviews, handbooks); 

e) did not have a full-text article available; or f) were not English-language. No limits were

placed on the date of publication or country of origin.

Data Extraction and Analysis 

We extracted data from the following categories of the included articles: 1) country of origin; 

2) purpose and research question; 3) population and sample; 4) study design and

methodology; 5) key findings and results; 6) limitations; 7) whether the purpose of the article

was related to the relationship between academic integrity and mental health; and 8) whether

the findings described a relationship between academic integrity and mental health. All three

authors partook in a norming exercise to ensure consistency across data extraction. After

completing data extraction, all three authors contributed toward a narrative synthesis of the

included articles (Dobbins, 2017). Common themes across the articles were identified

through group consensus (Pluye & Hong, 2014). Two summary tables of the included studies

were produced, one which described study characteristics, and another that identified aspects

of mental well-being and academic integrity present in the included studies.

Results 

The search resulted in 319 records, of which 98 were duplicates. The remaining 221 unique 

articles were screened, with a further 135 being excluded because they did not meet the 

inclusion criteria. Eighty-six articles were further assessed for eligibility, with a further 40 

excluded. The remaining articles (n = 46) were included in the final synthesis. The following 

PRIMSA diagram describes the flow of articles through the searching and screening process 

(Moher et al., 2009) (see Figure 2).  

A summary table of the included studies’ country of origin, publication dates, and 

methodologies, and findings is archived in a publicly accessible database (Eaton et al., 2021). 

Publication dates ranged from 1964 to 2020, with most articles (n = 33) published in 2007 or 

later. The most common country of origin was the United States of America (n = 23), followed 

by Australia (n = 4), and the United Kingdom (n = 4). The study designs were varied: 32 used a 

quantitative study design, seven used mixed methods, and seven used a qualitative study 

design.  

A further analysis of the included studies (Table 1) showed that the most common aspects of 

mental well-being that the studies described were fear (n = 26), attitudes (n = 26), stress (n = 

22), and anxiety (n = 20). Other commonly mentioned aspects of mental well-being were 

depression, guilt, or test/exam anxiety. The most common aspect of academic integrity was 

cheating of an unspecified nature (n = 20) or cheating specifically on exams or assignments (n 

= 18). Plagiarism (n = 12) and unspecified academic misconduct or dishonesty (n = 15) were 

the other two most common aspects of academic integrity. 
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Figure 2 

Flow of Studies Through the Search and Screening Process 
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Table 1  

Aspects of Mental Well-Being/Distress and Academic Integrity/Misconduct in Included Studies 

Aspects of Mental Well-Being/Distress Aspects of Academic Integrity/Misconduct 

Author, Year Stress? Anxiety?  Test/ 

exam 

anxiety? 

Depression? Emotions 

- Fear?

Emotions 

- Guilt?

Attitudes? Affect? Other - If 

YES, 

specify 

Cheating - 

Assignments, 

Exams, 

Unspecified? 

Plagiarism Unspecified 

Academic 

Misconduct/ 

Dishonesty? 

Other - 

If YES, 

specify 

Amua-Sekyi 

2016 

NO NO YES NO YES NO YES NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 

Antion & 

Michael 1983 

YES YES YES NO NO NO YES NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 

Bailey & 

Challen 2015 

YES YES NO NO YES NO YES YES NO YES - Assignments YES NO NO 

Bronzaft et al. 

1973 

NO YES YES NO YES NO NO NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 

Brown et al. 

2018 

YES YES NO NO YES NO YES NO NO YES - Unspecified NO YES NO 

Cho & Hwang 

2019 

NO NO NO NO YES NO YES NO NO YES - Unspecified NO YES YES - 

ethics 

Conrad 1986 YES YES NO NO YES NO YES NO NO YES - Unspecified NO YES NO 

Da'asin 2016 YES YES NO NO NO NO YES NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 

Devlin & 

Gray 2007 

YES NO NO NO YES NO NO NO NO NO YES NO NO 

Dickstein et 

al. 1977 

NO NO YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 
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Aspects of Mental Well-Being/Distress Aspects of Academic Integrity/Misconduct 

Author, Year Stress? Anxiety?  Test/ 

exam 

anxiety? 

Depression? Emotions 

- Fear?

Emotions 

- Guilt?

Attitudes? Affect? Other - If 

YES, 

specify 

Cheating - 

Assignments, 

Exams, 

Unspecified? 

Plagiarism Unspecified 

Academic 

Misconduct/ 

Dishonesty? 

Other - 

If YES, 

specify 

Dyrbye et al. 

2010 

NO NO NO YES YES NO YES NO NO Unspecified NO YES NO 

Edwards 2007 NO NO NO NO YES YES YES NO YES - Assignments NO NO NO 

Firmin et al. 

2009 

YES YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - 

anger, 

empathy 

YES - Exams NO NO NO 

Giraud & 

Enders 2000 

NO NO YES NO NO NO YES NO NO YES - Assignments NO NO NO 

Gotlib et al. 

2015 

NO NO YES NO YES NO YES NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 

Gravett & 

Kinchin 2020 

YES NO NO NO YES NO NO NO YES - 

emotive 

responses 

NO YES NO NO 

Green et al. 

2005 

NO NO NO NO YES NO YES NO NO NO YES NO NO 

Greenberger 

et al. 2008 

NO YES NO NO NO NO YES NO NO YES - 

Assignments, 

Exams 

YES NO YES - 

collusion 

Hawi 2010 NO NO YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - Unspecified NO NO NO 

Hofmann et 

al. 2009 

NO YES NO NO YES NO YES YES YES - 

psychopathy 

YES - Unspecified NO YES NO 

Hwang & YES NO NO YES NO NO NO NO NO YES - Unspecified NO NO NO 
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Aspects of Mental Well-Being/Distress Aspects of Academic Integrity/Misconduct 

Author, Year Stress? Anxiety?  Test/ 

exam 

anxiety? 

Depression? Emotions 

- Fear?

Emotions 

- Guilt?

Attitudes? Affect? Other - If 

YES, 

specify 

Cheating - 

Assignments, 

Exams, 

Unspecified? 

Plagiarism Unspecified 

Academic 

Misconduct/ 

Dishonesty? 

Other - 

If YES, 

specify 

Goto 2008 

Ip et al. 2016 YES NO YES NO YES NO YES NO YES - 

psychopathy 

Unspecified NO YES NO 

Kumar et al. 

2009 

YES NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - Unspecified NO NO NO 

Kurland & 

Siegel 2013 

NO YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - 

attachment 

security 

YES - Unspecified YES NO NO 

Malinowski & 

Smith 1985 

NO YES NO NO YES YES YES NO NO YES - Unspecified NO YES NO 

Minarcik & 

Bridges 2015 

YES NO NO NO YES NO NO YES YES - 

fatigue, 

doubt 

NO NO YES NO 

Ng et al. 2003 NO YES NO NO YES NO YES NO NO Unspecified YES YES NO 

Okoye et al. 

2018 

YES NO NO NO YES NO YES NO NO YES - Unspecified NO NO NO 

Qualls et al. 

2017 

NO YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - 

attachment 

YES - Unspecified NO YES NO 

Rafati et al. 

2020 

YES NO NO NO YES NO YES NO NO YES -Unspecified NO YES NO 

Selemani et al. YES NO NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - 

pressure to 

NO YES NO NO 
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Aspects of Mental Well-Being/Distress Aspects of Academic Integrity/Misconduct 

Author, Year Stress? Anxiety?  Test/ 

exam 

anxiety? 

Depression? Emotions 

- Fear?

Emotions 

- Guilt?

Attitudes? Affect? Other - If 

YES, 

specify 

Cheating - 

Assignments, 

Exams, 

Unspecified? 

Plagiarism Unspecified 

Academic 

Misconduct/ 

Dishonesty? 

Other - 

If YES, 

specify 

2018 succeed 

Seltzer 1983 NO YES YES NO YES YES YES NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 

Shipley 2009 YES NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - Unspecified NO NO NO 

Smith et al. 

2013 

YES YES NO NO YES NO YES NO NO YES - Unspecified YES YES NO 

Steininger et 

al. 1964 

NO YES NO NO NO YES NO NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 

Sullivan 2016 YES NO YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - Exams NO NO YES - 

collusion 

Szabo & 

Underwood 

2004 

NO NO NO NO YES NO YES NO NO YES - Unspecified YES YES NO 

Tindall & 

Curtis 2020 

YES NO NO NO NO NO YES NO YES - 

emotionality 

NO YES NO NO 

Toyin et al. 

2009 

YES YES NO NO YES NO YES NO NO YES - Unspecified NO NO NO 

Vandehey et 

al. 2007 

NO NO NO NO NO YES NO NO NO YES - 

Assignments, 

Exams 

NO NO NO 

Weber et al. 

1983 

NO YES NO NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 
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Aspects of Mental Well-Being/Distress Aspects of Academic Integrity/Misconduct 

Author, Year Stress? Anxiety?  Test/ 

exam 

anxiety? 

Depression? Emotions 

- Fear?

Emotions 

- Guilt?

Attitudes? Affect? Other - If 

YES, 

specify 

Cheating - 

Assignments, 

Exams, 

Unspecified? 

Plagiarism Unspecified 

Academic 

Misconduct/ 

Dishonesty? 

Other - 

If YES, 

specify 

Wenzel & 

Reinhard 

2020 

YES YES YES NO YES NO YES YES NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 

Wowra 2007 YES YES YES NO YES YES YES YES NO Unspecified NO YES NO 

Yesilyurt 2014 NO NO YES NO NO NO NO NO NO NO NO YES NO 

Zaza & 

McKenzie 

2018 

YES NO NO NO YES NO NO NO NO NO YES NO NO 

Zimbardo et 

al. 2003 

NO NO YES NO NO NO NO NO NO YES - Exams NO NO NO 

TOTAL # 

YES 

22 20 14 2 26 6 26 5 9 38 12 15 3 
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Discussion 

Our findings point to five themes that merit deeper consideration. These include 1) negativity 

bias; 2) inconsistency of definitions and constructs; 3) paradigmatic tensions; 4) focus on 

external stressors; and 5) focus on mental wellness prior to a critical incident. We address 

each of these in our discussion. 

Theme 1: Negativity Bias 

Negativity bias is a predisposition to towards negative events as being “more salient, potent, 

dominant in combinations, and generally efficacious than positive events” (Rozin & Royzman, 

2001, p. 297). We found an overall negativity bias in the literature with a focus on misconduct 

behaviours (see, for example, Bailey & Challen, 2015; Da’asin, 2016; Firmin et al., 2009, 

Hofmann et al., 2009; Minarcik & Bridges, 2015; Qualls et al., 2017; Yesilyurt, 2014) rather 

than on behaviours associated with academic integrity (Kurland & Siegal, 2013; Zimbardo et 

al., 2003), such as ethical decision-making.  

In general, we found the literature addressed mental distress rather than positive constructs 

such as resilience. Only one study mentioned resilience, and it was positioned in contrast to 

frailty (Gravett & Kinchin, 2020), so the negative contamination (Rozin & Royzmann, 2001) 

was still present. There is a need to further study aspects of positive mental well-being such 

as resilience, positive self-image and related concepts, in relation to academic integrity. 

Theme 2: Inconsistency of Definitions and Constructs 

It is not uncommon for misconduct to be defined inconsistently in the literature or in 

academic policies. In this study, we found a diversity of constructs mentioned in the literature 

and some terms were poorly defined, if they were defined at all. Several articles used the term 

“cheating” as a blanket term for a wide range of self-reported academic misconduct 

behaviours (Amua-Sekyi, 2006; Antion & Michael, 1983; Bronzaft et al., 1973; Dickstein et al., 

1977; Firmin et al., 2009; Hwang & Goto, 2008; Ip et al., 2016; Shipley, 2009; Smith et al., 

2013; Steininger et al.., 1964; Sullivan, 2016; Szabo & Underwood, 2004; Vandehey et al., 

2007; Wenzel & Reinhard, 2020; Weber et al., 1983). Authors used terms such as “stress” 

(Brown et al., 2018; Cho & Hwang, 2019; Da’asin, 2016; Gotlib et al., 2015; Gravett & Kinchin, 

2020; Minarcik & Bridges, 2015; Rafati et al., 2020; Toyin & Akporaro, 2009) or “anxiety” 

(Bronzaft et al., 1973; Brown et al., 2018; Dickstein et al., 1977; Edwards, 2007; Firmin et al., 

2009; Giraud & Enders, 2000; Gravett & Kinchin, 2020; Greenberger et al., 2008; Malinowski 

& Smith, 1985; Ng et al., 2003; Seltzer, 1983; Wowra, 2007) with an apparent assumption that 

these terms are universally understood in consistent ways. 

It is not that such terms cannot be defined, but rather that those who wrote about these 

concepts made little attempt to define or discuss these terms in their studies, or they relied on 

self-report data about students’ feelings relating to stress and anxiety, but without a deep 

discussion of what these terms or self-reported feelings might be. There were similar 

ambiguities in the usage of academic misconduct and academic integrity terminology. In other 

words, we found no common or consistent language or understandings of what terms such as 
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“stress” or “anxiety” when they are used in relation to academic integrity. 

Theme 3: Paradigmatic Tensions 

The existing literature originates from a variety of academic disciplines. We found that studies 

from psychology relied more on quantitative methods and measured particular criteria with 

specific tools or scales (see Antion & Michael, 1983; Dickstein et al., 1973; Hawi, 2010; 

Hofmann et al., 2009; Selemani et al., 2018; Seltzer, 1983; Steininger et al., 1964; Szabo & 

Underwood, 2004). In contrast, studies from other fields, such as education used more 

qualitative approaches (see Bailey & Challen, 2015; Cho & Hwang, 2019; Devlin & Gray, 2007; 

Firmin et al., 2009; Gravett & Kinchin, 2020; Minarcik & Bridges, 2015). This points to the 

possibility of paradigmatic tensions between positivist and interpretivist approaches in the 

ways in which mental wellness has been studied with regards to academic integrity. 

Although we did not analyze the various sources that authors cited in their papers, an 

anecdotal observation is that authors who conducted statistical studies did not cite authors in 

their literature reviews who had conducted qualitative studies and vice versa. Such an 

analysis was beyond the scope of this study, though we note it would be worthy of further 

study. We found no evidence of a discussion about these paradigmatic tensions in the 

research, leading us to conclude that the existing research has been conducted within 

disciplinary silos. 

Theme 4: Focus on External Stressors 

The literature tended to discuss external stressors such as examinations (Bronzaft et al., 

1973; Brown et al., 2018, Da’asin, 2016; Kumar et al., 2009; Zimbardo et al., 2003), 

competitive academic culture (Conrad, 1986; Dyrbye et al., 2010; Okoye et al., 2018) or the 

use of technologies used to detect cheating such as text-matching software (Bailey & Challen, 

2015; Gravett & Kinchin, 2020; Green et al., 2005; Zaza & McKenzie, 2018). We have discussed 

elsewhere that the effect of technologies designed to prevent academic misconduct, such as 

electronic proctoring software (e-proctoring) on students’ mental well-being is poorly 

understood (Eaton & Turner, 2020). This rapid review confirmed the need to further study 

how technologies that purportedly prevent academic misconduct may also have a negative 

impact on students’ mental well-being, though further study is needed to understand this 

impact in greater detail. 

Only one study (Ng et al., 2003) mentioned how mental health concerns co-exist with other 

factors such as poor time management skills or inadequate academic support. The lack of 

empirical studies that consider multiple and compounding factors that may positively or 

negatively affect students’ mental well-being in relation to academic integrity is a cause for 

concern, as it may point to advocacy efforts for students being based on the experiences of 

those working in student affairs, rather than (or in addition to) evidence-based studies. 

Theme 5: Focus on Mental Well-Being Prior to a Critical Incident 

Of particular note was that all of the studies focused on students’ mental well-being prior to a 
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critical incident. If we consider the Continuum of Academic Integrity (see Figure 1), we found 

no studies that examined the impact of a critical incident (i.e., alleged or actual misconduct) 

on students’ well-being. Using the criteria we established for this rapid review, we found no 

studies that discussed, for example, mental distress among students caused by academic 

misconduct cases. We would argue that those who work in student affairs would be aware of 

such cases of mental distress and behaviours related with distress or trauma such as self-

harm, but there is a lack of studies investigating what happens to a student’s mental well-

being subsequent to an alleged or actual misconduct incident. The lack of such studies is cause 

for deep concern. We recognize that studying such phenomenon could be ethically complex 

and may be further complicated by privacy laws that exist in many jurisdictions; however, at 

the very least we would urge more open discussions and inquiry about the possible impact 

that an academic misconduct allegation or case may have on a student’s mental well-being. 

Limitations 

One limitation of rapid reviews in general is that although they may be comprehensive, they 

are unlikely to be exhaustive (Hartling, 2017). Our rapid review was limited to works written 

in English and those that matched our inclusion criteria precisely, using six specific education, 

psychology, and interdisciplinary databases. Another limitation common to rapid reviews is 

that the streamlined analysis approach may result in limited detail in the findings. We 

acknowledge this as a limitation of our study. A further limitation of our work is that although 

we subscribe to a multi-stakeholder approach to academic integrity and well-being, in this 

study we focused exclusively on students’ mental well-being. A clear direction for future study 

includes a subsequent study to examine the impact on faculty and staff with regards to 

academic integrity, and breaches of it. 

We intended this rapid review to be a snapshot of the academic literature pertaining to our 

research question at the time of the study, in August 2020. The articles included in this rapid 

review are limited to the period of the database search, which encompassed articles up until 

August 2020. Since then, further studies have explored the intersection between academic 

integrity and mental well-being (e.g., Eshet et al., 2021; Sanni-Anibire et al., 2021; Steinberger 

et al., 2021; Tindall et al., 2021). We intentionally chose to keep our search results limited to 

this time period to achieve our secondary aim of exhibiting the implications of this rapid 

review on our scholarship and practice in the field of academic integrity.  

Implications and Calls to Action 

Since this research began in mid-2020, during the beginnings of the COVID-19 pandemic, we 

have seen the topic continue to resonate with practitioners and scholars invested in academic 

integrity in higher education. We have explored this topic in a webinar hosted by our 

institution, the University of Calgary, with a campus mental health expert. The webinar was 

offered once in October 2020 and again in October 2021, and we explored how campus 

mental health approaches can intersect with academic integrity practices for more integrated 

policies (Taylor Institute for Teaching and Learning, 2021). We were particularly encouraged 

by the interest in the topic when we presented the results of our rapid review at a national 

conference, the 2021 Canadian Symposium on Academic Integrity (Pethrick et al., 2021). In 
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this session, we heard observations arising from colleagues’ practice about the relationships 

between academic integrity and student mental well-being and we collectively identified 

possible action steps that could be implemented into practice. These implications for practice 

arose directly from the themes present in the literature and were shaped informally by the 

conversations with practitioners and scholars in the field of academic integrity.  

Practice Implications 

Our rapid review has shown that the current literature on academic integrity and mental 

well-being is lacking in overall terms, but specifically with regards to potential changes to an 

individual’s mental well-being following a critical incident moment. Although there may be a 

lack of evidence in this area, it is clear that there is an extant relationship, and, until better 

evidence is available, there are some implications we can suggest for practice. Those who 

directly work with suspected breaches of academic integrity can develop awareness of the 

possible impacts of the academic misconduct process on students’ mental well-being and 

develop small strategies to support students in distress and promote well-being. The 

emerging area of wellness in higher education teaching and learning, which contains a wealth 

of individual practices that can support student well-being, could here be applicable 

(DiPlacito-DeRango, 2016; Schroeder & West, 2019). For example, staff and faculty knowing 

how to make appropriate referrals to campus wellness supports or knowing the signs of 

mental distress could assist students struggling with their mental well-being during an 

academic misconduct process. 

There are also implications for policies and procedures in higher education institutions that 

could enable faculty and professionals to enact these individual practices and make lasting, 

systemic change. This is a part of the approach of campus mental health, which advocates for 

integrating well-being in all aspects of the institution (Mitchell et al., 2012). To achieve an 

integrated approach, most importantly, staff and faculty working with academic integrity 

should work with campus mental health teams and wellness services. Such local 

collaborations would lead to supports that would be meaningful and impactful within the 

specific context of each particular institution. Some examples of practices that could be 

implemented might include the revision of academic misconduct procedures to include 

consideration of student mental well-being, such as providing wellness resources and well-

being check-ins throughout the process. Faculty and staff could be trained on how to 

adequately support student mental well-being, including the limits of their support and when 

to refer to wellness services, which could have positive impacts for suspected and actual 

breaches of academic integrity. These practices should be tailored to fit the needs of each 

individual institution and the mental health resources available. Additionally, although 

beyond the scope of this review, the impacts of academic misconduct procedures or managing 

student distress on staff and faculty well-being cannot be understated. If faculty and staff are 

to be expected to consider student mental well-being in their practice, there must also be 

adequate systemic and individual supports available for faculty and staff. 

Scholarship Implications 

The experiential or anecdotal evidence that practitioners who address academic misconduct 
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cases may have about the impact of an alleged or actual case of academic misconduct on 

students’ mental well-being have yet to be studied in a systematic manner such that they have 

resulted in scholarly or professional publications. We call on future scholarship and research 

to empirically study this relationship. The academic integrity continuum (Figure 1) can serve 

as a framework for future research to identify a temporal connection. We note that the 

concept of critical incidence is one that merits deeper inquiry. Furthermore, although it seems 

to be well-explored that student stress or anxiety may increase the likelihood of academic 

misconduct, future research should focus on the impact to student mental well-being after a 

critical incident. This line of research would be able to directly inform the practice of faculty 

and higher education professionals who create, manage, and execute the processes on their 

campuses to deal with possible breaches of academic integrity. We call for research with 

methodological and conceptual rigour, drawing upon understandings of mental well-being 

from the rich body of literature on campus mental health and nuanced understandings of 

academic integrity.  

Although rapid review methodology (and related methodologies, such as systematic or 

scoping reviews) is not often used in the field of educational research, scholars have begun to 

explore its role in scholarship and practice (Bearman et al., 2012; Zawacki-Richter et al., 

2020). In this research, rapid review methodology enabled our research team to quickly 

review the academic literature about mental well-being and academic integrity, draw 

conclusions, and create an evidence base to communicate with experts in the field. We 

recommend that future research utilize the rapid review method as a rigorous way to 

evaluate evidence about emerging topics in academic integrity and make expedited, evidence-

based implications for practice. Research teams interested in utilizing this methodology 

should consult an expert in rapid review methodology, such as an academic librarian, to make 

informed decisions about whether a rapid review would be appropriate for their research 

purpose and how to conduct a rapid review with rigour.  

Conclusions 

Although mental health is a topic of concern on many campuses, academic integrity, as it 

relates to mental well-being, has yet to be fully considered as an important topic from an 

evidence-based perspective. Our rapid review method was a way to spark conversations 

among practitioners and scholars about an area yet to be explored systematically in the field 

of academic integrity. This rapid review provided evidence that informed implications for 

practice and scholarship. We conclude with a call to action. There is an urgent need to better 

understand the impact of an alleged or actual academic integrity violation on students’ mental 

well-being. This is a clear direction, not only for future research, but also for student advocacy 

and as an essential aspect of discussions about the student experience. 
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