Software Piracy: An Evaluation of I.T. Students’ and I.T. Professionals’ Attitudes Regarding the Ethical Considerations of Software Piracy
1. Introduction to the Proposed Area of Study

Software piracy is the unauthorised duplication, distribution or use of computer software, without permission being given by the owner. For the purposes of this study software piracy will include unlicensed computer programs, music and DVD’s. According to the Business Software Alliance (n.d) software piracy is a prolific global problem affecting all countries albeit to different degrees. Commercially there are huge amounts of resources invested in all areas of new software but these are often  relatively easy to copy. Therefore the protection of such software has become an important issue worth millions of pounds.

Piracy has become such a prevalent problem for college and business networks that the UK government has had to respond with the development of strict laws to combat piracy in the UK (Business Software Alliance, n.d.). This has been facilitated by the growth of the IT industry itself and digitised versions of things such as the Internet. However, the problem has continued to persist and continues to have potentially disastrous consequences for all software users such as viruses, loss of information/critical files, revenue and jobs within the industry itself.

The International Chamber of Trade estimates that globally seven percent of world trade, valued at £250 billion is in general counterfeit pirated goods and that the European Union (EU) has lost over one hundred thousand jobs over a ten year period due to this trade. Counterfeiting and piracy meanwhile cost the United Kingdom industry over £11 billion in 2003 (The Organised Crime Task Force 2005), whilst studies from 2003 have indicated that as much as 2 billion pounds of lost revenue was directly related to software piracy (Thomson 2004). This high rate of software piracy leads to more than just loss of profit for companies, it also leads to a loss of jobs, wages and tax revenue. Additionally, companies have to charge higher prices for their software to account for these losses. 

Previous research has noted that students do engage in software piracy with  financial constraints and convenience of access being previously cited as the primary motivations (Lau 2003) . However, recent studies have indicated that there is a more disturbing reason for pirating software: the perception that there is nothing wrong with doing it (PR Newswire 2005). Often the excuse given by both students and professionals is that software is simply too expensive to upgrade every year or so, and this point is valid where there are economic concerns (Lawler 2003). 

A recent survey commissioned by the UK Government and the Organised Crime Task Force indicated that despite the fact that 80% of people were aware that the sale of counterfeit goods was illegal, over one third were prepared to ignore this and admitted to buying pirated goods (Bryce & Rutter 2005). Additionally if it is assumed that the majority of people from those had purchased pirated goods, would not contemplate stealing a similar product from a store, the paradoxical attitude presented is an interesting difference and one that makes ethical attitudes towards piracy worthy of further study. Lau (2003) found that social acceptance was found to be one of the important predictors for leniency towards software piracy, and it more commonly occurs when there is agreement among social groups.

Other research within the area has investigated losses due to software piracy (Givon, Mahajan and Muller 1990), the weaknesses of legislation to protect intellectual property (Koen and Im 1997, Malhotra 1994, and Straub & Collins 1990), the social and environmental influences of software piracy (Law 2003) and the differences of the ethical attitudes between two groups such as IT students and IT professionals (Benham and Wagner 1995). A U.S. study, Benham & Wagner (1995) themselves replicated previous research when they set out to investigate whether IT students were more likely to be ‘ethically lenient’ than IT professionals. They argued that as professionals the group should consider less forms of behaviour ethically acceptable. This hypothesis was supported and IT workers were demonstrated not to be as ‘ethically lenient’ as IT students. 

The study assumes that ethics is the central issue surronding piracy and it proposes to replicate similar survey groups as found in Benham & Wagner (1995), but whereas the previous research was more general towards ethical leniency, this will be more specific in analysing attitudes towards software piracy. People within the IT field are an especially interesting population as working within the field they should have heightened awareness about copyright and intellectual property, but they also potentially have increased access to the sale of pirated software and also the means and know how to copy it themselves. The study also aims to evaluate  motivations behind piracy in order to examine whether the major motivational factor continues to be cost as was demonstrated in studies such as Lau (2003). 

The study will document the prevalence of software piracy and also discuss the consequences of piracy for the individual and for those involved in the industry. It will also provide a definition of the term software piracy, as the general term has many meanings to many different people.

2. Aims of the Research Project

The overall aim of this study is to evaluate IT students and IT workers attitudes towards the ethical considerations of software piracy and note if there are any differences in the attitudes between these two groups. Ethics is the core of the problem with piracy and attitudes towards piracy have and continue to change since the availability of the internet has become so prolific.

3. Objectives

The research objectives of this study therefore are:
1) To analyse the attitudes of IT students and professionals towards the ethical issues surrounding SP.

Factors to be evaluated within this objective will include; attitudes towards piracy, whether piracy is acceptable, whether it is considered as theft hence morally wrong at all by respondents and that ultimately it is the law itself which is questionable.

2) To evaluate the motivation/rationale behind why some choose to pirate whilst others may not.

The study will evaluate why IT students and professionals pirate or use pirated software, including the justifications of cost (Lau 2003; Thompson 2003) and availability etc. Additionally it will evaluate reasons why others choose not to pirate, including for example fear of the legal implications.

3) To evaluate the personal characteristics of those most likely to use or pirate software. 

Previous research has been divided as to whether there is a link between SP and factors such as gender or age. This study starts with the hypothesis that it will be more common amongst; IT students, males, and the younger age groups. 

4. Methodology

4.1. Literature Search and Review

Secondary data will be accessed through the Swansea Institute library and information service, using a selection of tertiary and secondary information sources. These include sources such as the library, commercial bibliographic databases and internet search engine and directories. Sources accessed and retrieved will be used to write the literature review.

4.2. Data Collection and Sample

A largely quantitative methodology will be adopted for primary data collection. The questionnaire will be distributed amongst a total of 100 participants (fifty  IT students and fifty professionals).  Permission for the study will be sought from Swansea Institute, and the student population enrolled within the Faculty of Applied Computing will be the potential sample base for students. In order to achieve the best possible sample due to time and convenience a non probability cluster sample was identified as the most suitable sample technique for both popluations. Swansea Institute has a total of 2812 full and part time undergraduate and post graduate students and has a typical ratio breakdown of students for age and male/female ratio. Whilst the majority of its students are from Wales, many cultures are represented within this majority. Meanwhile its international student ratio makes up 7% of total student population (Swansea Institute of Higher Education 2006). This will ensure therefore that the study potentially has access to a good representation of student populations in general ensuring maximum reliability and validity.

Accessing IT professionals will be slightly more problematic. Due to the researchers links to the Isle of  Man and its business communities with easy access to IT professionals, two companies have been identified (one public, one private) as the possible sample base. Similar sampling techniques will be adopted for the IT professionsals due to time and conveniance.
4.3. Data Analysis

Since this will be a small scale study, the data will be analysed first by converting the raw data into percentages and then by identifying the significant comparisons between the two groups using a software aid such as the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS).

5. Scope and Limitations of the Study

The literature search will aim to be comprehensive however, due to the wealth of literature available, - not exhaustive. The collection of primary data will be limited to a survey population of 100 due to the restrictions of time to complete the project and resources to support it. Participants will be guaranteed confidentiality and anonymity, thus conforming to the ethical principals that are considered acceptable to any research project (Francis 1999).

6. Resources

Library and computing facilities at Swansea institute together with internet access will be used extensively throughout the project as well as to access the statistical package SPSS. No other specialist resources will be required. 

7. Planning

See Gantt chart appended (removed by Karen Jones to limit photocopying)
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