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Purpose: Academic plagiarism is one of the most significant threats to
research integrity and the credibility of the higher education system, shaped by
a set of individual, organizational, cultural, and technological factors. Despite
numerous studies conducted in Iran, the results of these studies have been
fragmented and sometimes contradictory, and no comprehensive estimate of
the relative weight of factors affecting academic plagiarism has yet been
provided. The present study aimed to quantitatively synthesize the findings of
domestic studies and estimate the effect size of factors related to academic
plagiarism in Iran using a systematic review and meta-analysis.

Method: The research process was designed based on the PRISMA 2020
guidelines. After a systematic search in SID, Magiran, IranDoc, Noormags,
and Google Scholar, 14 eligible studies were finally included in the meta-
analysis. Data analysis was performed using Comprehensive Meta-Analysis
(CMA) software version 3 based on the random-effects model.

Findings: The results showed that the overall combined effect size of factors
related to academic plagiarism was r = 0.29, indicating a moderate effect.
Among the theoretical clusters, individual-cognitive factors (r = 0.31) and
organizational—structural factors (r = 0.28) had the strongest relationship with
academic plagiarism, followed by cultural-social factors (r = 0.22) and
technological factors (r = 0.19). Subgroup analysis also showed that the effect
of organizational—structural factors among graduate students was significantly
greater than among undergraduate students. Heterogeneity tests, sensitivity
analysis, and publication bias assessment confirmed the robustness and
validity of the results.

Conclusion: The findings of this study indicate that academic plagiarism in
Iran is the result of the simultaneous interaction of individual, structural,
cultural, and technological factors. Reducing it requires adopting multilevel
strategies, including systematic research ethics education, enhancing research
self-efficacy, reforming evaluation and academic promotion systems, reducing
structural pressures, and strengthening monitoring and research integrity
mechanisms in universities.
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Introduction

Academic plagiarism is one of the most serious threats to research integrity and the
credibility of higher education systems. It is shaped by a complex interplay of individual,
organizational, cultural, and technological factors. Although numerous studies have
examined this phenomenon in Iran, their findings are fragmented, heterogeneous, and
sometimes contradictory. No comprehensive quantitative estimate of the relative weight of
these factors has yet been provided. The present study aimed to systematically synthesize
the findings of domestic quantitative studies and estimate the effect sizes of factors related
to academic plagiarism in Iran. It also sought to rank the identified clusters of factors,
examine between-study heterogeneity, and investigate the role of potential moderators such
as educational level, field of study, publication year, and sample size. Theoretically, the
study integrates the Theory of Planned Behavior, Social Cognitive Theory, General Strain
Theory, Institutional Theory, Routine Activity Theory, and Deterrence Theory to organize
extracted variables into four analytical clusters: individual-cognitive, organizational—
structural, cultural—social, and technological factors.

Methods

This study employed a systematic review and meta-analysis design, following the PRISMA
2020 guidelines. A systematic search was conducted in SID, Magiran, IranDoc, Noormags,
and Google Scholar, covering publications from the beginning of 2006 to 2025. The search
strategy combined Persian keywords such as “sereqat-e elmi,” “sereqat-e adabi,” “entehal,”
“taghallob-e elmi,” and “badraftari-e elmi” with terms related to the academic population,
including “daneshjuyan,” ‘“daneshgah,” “amuzesh-e ali,” and “Iran”. After removing
duplicates, 256 records were screened by title and abstract, 59 full-text articles were assessed
for eligibility, and 14 studies met all inclusion criteria and were included in the final meta-
analysis. Inclusion criteria required quantitative survey or correlational designs, plagiarism
as a main variable, an Iranian academic population, sufficient statistical information to
calculate effect sizes (Pearson’s r or convertible statistics such as t, F, or standardized f3),
availability of full text, and publication as a research article. Theses, conference papers,
theoretical or qualitative studies, and articles with missing statistical data were excluded.
Methodological quality was assessed using a five-item checklist adapted from the STROBE
statement; all 14 studies obtained acceptable quality scores (9 studies scored 5, and 5 studies
scored 4). Data were extracted independently by two researchers. Pearson’s r was used as
the primary effect size, and other statistics were converted to r using standard formulas.
Variables were coded into four theoretical clusters: individual-cognitive, organizational—
structural, cultural-social, and technological. Data analysis was performed using
Comprehensive Meta-Analysis (CMA) software version 3.3.070. Fisher’s Z transformation
was applied, and a random-effects model (DerSimonian—Laird method) was used to
calculate combined effect sizes. Heterogeneity was assessed using Cochran’s Q and I?
statistics. Publication bias was examined through Begg and Mazumdar’s rank correlation
test, Egger’s regression test, and the trim-and-fill method. Sensitivity and influence analyses
were also conducted, and subgroup analyses and meta-regression were used to explore
moderators.
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Results

The final analysis included 14 studies that provided 82 independent effect sizes. The overall
combined effect size for factors related to academic plagiarism was r = 0.29 (95% CI: 0.25—
0.33, p <0.001), indicating a moderate effect. Heterogeneity was high and significant (Q =
584.17, df = 81, p < 0.001; I> = 86.1%; Tau? = 0.021), justifying the use of the random-
effects model. Among the four theoretical clusters, individual—cognitive factors showed the
strongest association with academic plagiarism (r = 0.31, 95% CI: 0.26-0.36, p < 0.001, SE
= 0.025), followed by organizational—structural factors (r = 0.28, 95% CI: 0.23-0.33, p <
0.001, SE = 0.025). Cultural-social factors (r = 0.22, SE = 0.030) and technological factors
(r = 0.19, SE = 0.030) ranked lower. The difference among clusters was statistically
significant (Q-between = 9.81, df =3, p = 0.020). At the variable level, lack of awareness of
plagiarism (r = 0.37), positive attitude toward plagiarism (r = 0.34), environmental/academic
pressures (r = 0.33), credentialism (r = 0.30), and lack of research self-efficacy (r = 0.28)
were among the strongest correlates. Subgroup analysis revealed that the effect of
organizational—structural factors was significantly stronger among graduate students (k =15,
r=0.34, 95% CI: 0.28-0.40, I = 81%) than among undergraduate students (k=11, r=0.21,
95% CI: 0.15-0.27, I> = 76%) (Q-between = 5.23, df = 1, p = 0.022). No such difference was
found for individual-cognitive factors (Q-between = 0.89, df = 1, p = 0.345). Meta-
regression showed that publication year did not predict effect size (f = —0.003, SE = 0.008,
7 =—0.37,p=0.712), whereas sample size was a significant negative predictor (f =—0.001,
SE = 0.0004, Z = —2.36, p = 0.018), indicating that studies with larger samples reported
smaller effects. Sensitivity analysis using the leave-one-out method showed that no single
study significantly altered the combined effect sizes (range for individual—cognitive factors:
0.29-0.33). Publication bias tests were non-significant (Begg, p = 0.102; Egger, p = 0.089),
and the trim-and-fill analysis added only two symmetrical studies, reducing the overall effect
size slightly from 0.29 to 0.27, confirming the robustness of the findings.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrate that academic plagiarism in Iran is a multidimensional
phenomenon resulting from the simultaneous interaction of individual, organizational,
cultural, and technological factors. Individual-cognitive and organizational-structural
factors have the strongest associations, and their effects are not independent of each other.
The stronger effect of organizational—structural factors among graduate students highlights
the role of institutional pressures, such as the “publish or perish” culture, quantitative
evaluation systems, and credentialism, in shaping research behavior. The relatively lower
but still meaningful effects of cultural-social and technological factors indicate that norms,
peer behavior, and digital opportunities also contribute to the phenomenon. Reducing
academic plagiarism requires moving beyond individual-centered and punitive approaches
toward multilevel, evidence-based strategies. These include systematic and continuous
research ethics education, enhancing research self-efficacy and academic writing skills,
reforming evaluation and promotion systems to value quality and integrity over quantity,
reducing structural pressures, clarifying rules and consequences, strengthening monitoring
mechanisms, and promoting responsible use of technology. The study also highlights the
need for longitudinal and mixed-methods research, practical validation of preventive
frameworks, and greater attention to contextual and institutional differences. Overall,
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sustainable reduction of academic plagiarism depends on coordinated efforts across
education, culture, organizational structure, and research governance.
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