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Abstract:  
The rapid expansion of digital technologies, peer-to-peer networks, and online content-sharing ecosystems has 

intensified concerns regarding unauthorized digital file sharing and piracy. Despite legal sanctions and technological 

protection measures, digital piracy remains pervasive, suggesting that psychological, moral, and behavioral mechanisms 

significantly influence users’ decisions to engage in unauthorized sharing. This study systematically reviews the 

literature on neutralization and rationalization techniques employed by digital file sharers and develops an integrated 

theoretical framework to explain the persistence of digital piracy behavior. A systematic literature review (SLR) was 

conducted following the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) guidelines. 

Peer-reviewed studies published between 1991 and 2025 were retrieved from major scholarly databases, including 

Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight, SpringerLink, Taylor & Francis, and Google Scholar. Studies 

examining digital piracy, neutralization theory, rationalization mechanisms, moral disengagement, the theory of 

planned behavior, and online deviant behavior were identified, screened, and synthesized using thematic synthesis and 

theoretical integration approaches to identify recurring explanatory patterns, conceptual gaps, and future research 

opportunities. The review demonstrates that neutralization and rationalization mechanisms serve as prominent 

psychological justifications that enable individuals to participate in unauthorized digital file sharing while reducing 

feelings of guilt, moral dissonance, and perceived wrongdoing. Frequently reported neutralization techniques include 

denial of injury, denial of responsibility, denial of the victim, condemnation of condemners, and appeal to higher 

loyalties. The findings offer important implications for policymakers, copyright enforcement agencies, educators, digital 

content providers, and cyber security practitioners, suggesting that interventions emphasizing digital ethics, moral 

awareness, and intellectual property education may be more effective than approaches relying solely on deterrence and 

legal sanctions. By comprehensively synthesizing neutralization theory, rationalization mechanisms, and behavioral 

intention models within the context of digital piracy, this study provides a robust foundation for future empirical 

validation, comparative studies, and cross-cultural investigations into digital piracy and broader forms of online deviant 

behavior. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The rapid proliferation of digital technologies has profoundly transformed contemporary patterns of 

information consumption, media distribution, and online social interaction. Advances in broadband 

connectivity, cloud computing, peer-to-peer (P2P) architectures, streaming technologies, decentralized 

networks, and digital platforms have substantially reduced barriers to accessing, reproducing, and 

disseminating digital content. While these developments have democratized information exchange and 

enhanced global accessibility to knowledge and entertainment resources, they have simultaneously 

intensified concerns regarding unauthorized digital file sharing and digital piracy. The ease with which 

copyrighted materials—including software applications, films, music, e-books, video games, 

subscription-based services, and educational resources—can be copied and redistributed has made digital 

piracy one of the most persistent and complex forms of cyber-enabled deviant behavior in the 

contemporary digital economy. 

Digital piracy is generally conceptualized as the unauthorized reproduction, downloading, transmission, 

or distribution of copyrighted digital products without obtaining permission from intellectual property 

rights holders. Despite extensive investments in copyright legislation, digital rights management 

systems, technological protection measures, and anti-piracy awareness campaigns, unauthorized digital 

file sharing continues to occur at substantial levels across both developed and developing economies. 

Entertainment industries, software developers, publishers, and digital content providers consistently 

report significant financial losses attributable to piracy-related activities, raising concerns regarding 

market sustainability, innovation incentives, and cybersecurity vulnerabilities. Nevertheless, the 

enduring prevalence of piracy suggests that traditional deterrence-oriented approaches emphasizing legal 

sanctions and punitive enforcement mechanisms may not adequately explain why individuals knowingly 

participate in activities that violate legal and ethical norms. 

Prior research has increasingly acknowledged that digital piracy extends beyond a purely economic or 

technological phenomenon and represents a multifaceted behavioral process shaped by psychological, 

social, moral, and contextual influences. Studies grounded in behavioral science have demonstrated that 

favorable attitudes toward piracy, perceived social approval, technological accessibility, and weak 

perceptions of legal risk significantly influence individuals' intentions to engage in unauthorized file 

sharing. Among these explanatory perspectives, the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) has emerged as 

one of the most extensively employed theoretical frameworks for predicting piracy intentions. TPB 

proposes that behavioral intention is primarily determined by attitude toward the behavior, subjective 

norms, and perceived behavioral control. Empirical investigations consistently reveal that individuals 

who perceive piracy as convenient, economically beneficial, or socially acceptable are more likely to 

engage in unauthorized downloading and sharing activities. 

Although TPB provides substantial explanatory insight into intention formation, it offers limited 

understanding of the cognitive and moral mechanisms through which individuals justify participation in 

ethically questionable behaviors. Unauthorized file sharing frequently occurs despite users possessing 

awareness of legal restrictions and recognizing potential adverse consequences. Such observations 

indicate that behavioral intention models alone may be insufficient to explain how individuals reconcile 

deviant conduct with internalized moral standards. Consequently, scholars have increasingly emphasized 

the importance of criminological and psychological perspectives capable of explaining the justificatory 

processes underlying digital piracy behavior. 

One of the most influential criminological frameworks for understanding deviance is Neutralization 

Theory, originally proposed by Sykes and Matza (1957). Neutralization Theory challenges deterministic 

conceptions of deviance by suggesting that individuals engaging in norm-violating activities do not 

necessarily reject conventional moral values. Rather, offenders temporarily suspend moral constraints 

through cognitive techniques that enable them to participate in deviant behavior while preserving a 

positive self-concept. Neutralization mechanisms such as denial of injury, denial of responsibility, denial 

https://www.ijifr.org/
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of the victim, condemnation of condemners, and appeal to higher loyalties have been extensively applied 

to explain various forms of cybercrime, including software piracy, illegal downloading, and 

unauthorized content sharing. Within digital environments, these mechanisms become particularly 

salient because the intangible nature of digital goods, perceived anonymity, weak enforcement visibility, 

and normalization within online communities collectively reduce perceptions of moral accountability. 

Closely associated with neutralization processes is the concept of rationalization, which refers to 

cognitive strategies, employed to reinterpret ethically questionable actions as reasonable, socially 

acceptable, or economically justified. Rationalization enables individuals to mitigate cognitive 

dissonance and maintain favorable self-perceptions despite violating social and legal norms. In digital 

piracy contexts, users frequently rationalize unauthorized downloading by emphasizing affordability 

concerns, criticizing perceived corporate greed, highlighting limited legal availability of content or 

characterizing piracy as a victimless act. Emerging empirical evidence indicates that rationalization may 

function not merely as a post-hoc justification but also as an important psychological mechanism 

influencing piracy intentions and mediating relationships between moral beliefs and behavioral 

decisions. 

Parallel developments in digital ethics literature have highlighted the significance of moral 

disengagement, shame, guilt, religiosity, and ethical obligation in shaping online deviant behavior. 

Research demonstrates that individuals possessing stronger moral convictions and heightened awareness 

of intellectual property rights exhibit lower intentions to engage in piracy. However, the effectiveness of 

these moral deterrents may diminish substantially when neutralization and rationalization mechanisms 

are activated. This suggests that digital piracy should be conceptualized as a psychologically negotiated 

behavior emerging from interactions among behavioral intentions, social influences, ethical evaluations, 

and cognitive justifications. 

Despite considerable scholarly attention, existing digital piracy research remains theoretically 

fragmented. Most studies have relied on isolated theoretical frameworks, focusing predominantly on 

behavioral intention models, deterrence mechanisms, or moral variables without adequately integrating 

insights from criminology, psychology, and information systems research. Furthermore, previous 

investigations have often concentrated on student populations and technologically advanced economies, 

thereby limiting generalizability across broader demographic and sociocultural contexts. Comparatively 

little attention has been devoted to developing comprehensive explanatory frameworks capable of 

capturing the complex interplay among attitudinal, normative, moral, and justificatory factors 

influencing digital piracy behavior. In addition, the emergence of streaming piracy, subscription-account 

sharing, decentralized content distribution platforms, and artificial intelligence-enabled content 

generation introduces new ethical and regulatory challenges that remain insufficiently examined within 

the extant literature. 

To address these limitations, the present study undertakes a systematic literature review to synthesize 

existing knowledge concerning neutralization techniques, rationalization mechanisms, and behavioral 

determinants associated with digital file-sharing behavior. By integrating perspectives derived from 

Neutralization Theory, Rationalization Theory, the Theory of Planned Behavior, moral disengagement 

literature, and technology-related behavioral models, this study seeks to develop a comprehensive 

conceptual framework capable of explaining the persistence of digital piracy across diverse 

technological and sociocultural environments. Specifically, the study aims to identify dominant 

neutralization strategies employed by digital file sharers, examine the influence of rationalization 

processes on piracy intentions, analyze recurring social and psychological antecedents associated with 

unauthorized file sharing, and propose an integrated explanatory model that may guide future empirical 

investigations. 

This study contributes to the literature in four important ways. First, it consolidates fragmented 

scholarship from criminology, behavioral psychology, information systems, consumer behavior, and 
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cybercrime studies into a unified analytical perspective. Second, it critically evaluates the extent to 

which neutralization and rationalization mechanisms complement existing behavioral intention models 

in explaining digital piracy. Third, it proposes an integrated theoretical framework that offers 

opportunities for empirical validation through advanced analytical techniques, including structural 

equation modeling and cross-cultural comparative studies. Finally, the study provides practical insights 

for policymakers, educational institutions, copyright enforcement agencies, and digital content providers 

seeking to design behaviorally informed interventions aimed at reducing piracy and promoting 

responsible digital citizenship. 
 

2. REVIEW METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Research Design 

This study employed a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) methodology to synthesize and critically 

evaluate existing scholarly evidence pertaining to neutralization techniques, rationalization mechanisms, 

and behavioral determinants associated with unauthorized digital file-sharing behavior. The SLR 

approach was selected because it enables a transparent, rigorous, and reproducible synthesis of 

accumulated knowledge while minimizing selection bias and enhancing methodological reliability 

(Tranfield et al., 2003; Page et al., 2021). Compared with conventional narrative reviews, systematic 

reviews provide a structured mechanism for identifying, screening, evaluating, and integrating empirical 

and conceptual studies across multidisciplinary domains. 

The review protocol was developed in accordance with the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic 

Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) guidelines proposed by Page et al. (2021). The PRISMA 

framework offers internationally recognized procedures for documenting search strategies, study 

identification, eligibility assessment, inclusion decisions, and evidence synthesis, thereby improving 

transparency and reproducibility in review-based investigations. 

The review process consisted of six sequential stages: 

1. Formulation of research questions; 

2. Development of search strings and database selection; 

3. Identification and retrieval of relevant studies; 

4. Screening and eligibility assessment; 

5. Quality appraisal of selected studies; 

6. Data extraction, thematic synthesis, and theoretical integration. 
 

2.2 Research Questions 

The systematic review was guided by the following research questions: 

RQ1: What neutralization techniques are most frequently employed by digital file sharers? 

RQ2: How do rationalization mechanisms influence digital piracy intentions? 

RQ3: What behavioral, moral, social, and technological factors consistently predict digital piracy 

behavior? 

RQ4: How can be existent theoretical perspectives be integrated into a comprehensive explanatory 

framework for digital piracy? 
 

2.3 Search Strategy 

A comprehensive literature search was conducted between January 2025 and March 2025 to identify 

studies published from 1991 to 2025. The search period commenced in 1991 because it coincides with 

the publication of the Theory of Planned Behavior and the expansion of internet-mediated information 

exchange. 

Seven major bibliographic databases were selected due to their extensive coverage of criminology, 

psychology, information systems, cybercrime, business ethics and technology-related research: 

• Scopus 

https://www.ijifr.org/
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• Web of Science 

• ScienceDirect 

• Emerald Insight 

• SpringerLink 

• Taylor & Francis Online 

• Google Scholar 

Boolean search operators, truncation symbols, and phrase combinations were utilized to maximize 

retrieval sensitivity while maintaining specificity. 

Table 1: Search Strategy and Boolean Search Strings 

Database Search String 

Scopus ("digital piracy" OR "online piracy" OR "digital file sharing") AND 

("neutralization" OR "rationalization") 

Web of Science TS=("digital piracy" AND neutralization) 

ScienceDirect ("software piracy" OR "music piracy") AND ("moral disengagement" OR TPB) 

Emerald ("digital piracy") AND ("behavioral intention") 

SpringerLink ("neutralization techniques") AND ("online deviance") 

Taylor & Francis ("digital piracy") AND ("rationalization") 

Google Scholar All combinations of piracy, TPB, rationalization, cybercrime 

 

2.4 Eligibility Criteria 

To ensure methodological rigor and relevance, explicit inclusion and exclusion criteria were 

established prior to the screening process. 

Table 2: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Criterion Inclusion Exclusion 

Publication Type Peer-reviewed journal articles Books, theses, editorials 

Language English Non-English studies 

Time Period 1991–2025 Before 1991 

Topic Digital piracy, neutralization, rationalization Traditional crime studies 

Methodology Empirical, conceptual, review studies Opinion papers 

Accessibility Full-text available Abstract-only publications 

Quality Indexed journals Predatory journals 

The eligibility criteria ensured consistency during the selection process and reduced the likelihood of 

introducing publication bias. 

2.5 Screening Procedure: The screening process followed the PRISMA 2020 recommendations and 

involved four successive stages: 

Stage 1: Identification: Initial searches yielded 1,284 records across all databases. 

Stage 2: Duplicate Removal: After removing duplicate entries using bibliographic management 

software, 967 unique studies remained. 

Stage 3: Title and Abstract Screening:Titles and abstracts were independently screened based on 

predefined eligibility criteria. 

A total of 703 articles were excluded because they: 

• focused on conventional theft; 

• examined unrelated cybercrime categories; 

• Lacked behavioral or theoretical relevance. 

Consequently, 264 studies progressed to full-text evaluation. 

Stage 4: Full-Text Assessment: Full-text articles were examined to assess conceptual relevance, 

methodological quality, and theoretical contribution. After applying exclusion criteria, 118 studies were 

retained for final synthesis. 
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2.6 PRISMA Flow Diagram 

Identification 

──────────────────────── 

Records identified = 1,284 

 

Duplicates removed =317 

↓ 
Screening 

──────────────────────── 

Records screened =967 

 

Excluded =703 

↓ 
Eligibility 

──────────────────────── 

Full texts assessed =264 

 

Excluded =146 

↓ 
Included 

──────────────────────── 

Studies synthesized =118 

Figure 1: PRISMA 2020 Flow Diagram 

Table 3: PRISMA 2020 Study Selection Process 

PRISMA Stage Number of Records 

Records identified 1,284 

Duplicates removed 317 

Records screened 967 

Records excluded 703 

Full-text articles assessed 264 

Full-text articles excluded 146 

Studies included in synthesis 118 
 

2.7 Quality Assessment 

To ensure the credibility and robustness of the evidence base, methodological quality assessment was 

undertaken using adapted criteria from the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) and the Mixed 

Methods Appraisal Tool (MMAT). 

Five assessment dimensions were considered: 

• Research objectives clearly stated; 

• Appropriate theoretical framework; 

• Adequate methodological description; 

• Validity and reliability procedures; 

• Contribution to digital piracy literature. 

Each study received a score ranging from 0 to 5. 

Table 4: Quality Assessment Framework 

Criterion Score 

Clear objectives 1 

Theoretical rigor 1 

https://www.ijifr.org/
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Methodological adequacy 1 

Validity assessment 1 

Contribution to literature 1 

Maximum Score 5 

Studies scoring below 3 points were excluded from the final review. 

2.8 Data Extraction and Synthesis 

A structured data extraction protocol was developed to ensure consistency across studies. The 

following information was extracted: 

• Authors and year; 

• Country of study; 

• Research design; 

• Sample characteristics; 

• Theoretical framework; 

• Key variables; 

• Analytical methods; 

• Principal findings; 

• Neutralization techniques identified; 

• Rationalization mechanisms reported. 

Data synthesis was conducted using a thematic synthesis approach. Recurring concepts were iteratively 

coded and organized into major thematic categories, including: 

• Behavioral intention determinants; 

• Neutralization strategies; 

• Rationalization mechanisms; 

• Moral and ethical influences; 

• Social and technological antecedents; 

• Emerging research directions. 

Finally, an integrative analytical framework was developed to synthesize insights derived from 

criminology, behavioral psychology, information systems, and digital ethics literature, providing the 

foundation for a multidimensional explanation of digital piracy behavior. 

 

3. THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS AND LITERATURE SYNTHESIS 
3.1 Conceptualizing Digital Piracy as Online Deviant Behavior 

Digital piracy has evolved into one of the most prevalent forms of cyber-enabled deviant behavior, 

characterized by the unauthorized reproduction, acquisition, transmission, and dissemination of 

copyrighted digital content through internet-mediated platforms. Although conventional criminological 

perspectives frequently classify piracy as an economic offense resulting in substantial financial losses to 

intellectual property owners, contemporary scholarship increasingly recognizes digital piracy as a 

multidimensional behavioral phenomenon embedded within broader socio-technical environments 

(Cronan & Al-Rafee, 2008; Lowry et al., 2017). 

Unlike traditional property crimes, digital piracy possesses several distinctive characteristics that 

complicate ethical evaluations and legal enforcement. First, digital products exhibit non-rivalrous 

consumption properties, implying that unauthorized copying does not deprive original owners of 

physical possession. Second, online environments provide high levels of anonymity, reduced 

surveillance, and minimal immediate sanctions, which collectively weaken perceptions of accountability. 

Third, peer-based sharing cultures and technological accessibility normalize unauthorized content 

exchange, particularly among digitally native populations. 

Previous investigations indicate that piracy behavior cannot be adequately explained solely through 

economic deprivation or deterrence-based perspectives. Rather, participation in unauthorized file sharing 

https://www.ijifr.org/
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appears to emerge from a dynamic interplay among attitudinal predispositions, social influences, 

cognitive justifications, ethical reasoning, and technological opportunities. 

3.2 Neutralization Theory 

3.2.1 Origins and Evolution 

Neutralization Theory, introduced by Sykes and Matza (1957), remains one of the most influential 

criminological explanations for understanding deviant conduct. The theory challenges assumptions that 

offenders permanently reject conventional norms. Instead, individuals temporarily neutralize moral 

obligations through cognitive techniques that allow them to drift between conformity and deviance. 

The fundamental premise of Neutralization Theory is that individuals often remain committed to societal 

values but selectively suspend these values to engage in activities perceived as beneficial, convenient, or 

socially acceptable. Such temporary moral disengagement enables deviant behavior while preserving a 

positive self-concept. 

Within digital environments, neutralization processes become particularly salient because victims are 

often invisible, sanctions appear unlikely, and social condemnation is comparatively weak. 

3.2.2 Major Neutralization Techniques 

Five dominant neutralization mechanisms have been consistently identified within digital piracy studies. 

Table 5: Dominant Neutralization Techniques in Digital File Sharing 

Technique Description Illustrative Statement 

Denial of Injury Minimizing perceived 

harm 

"Nobody loses anything." 

Denial of Responsibility External attribution "Legal access is unavailable." 

Denial of Victim Victim deservingness "Media companies already make huge 

profits." 

Condemnation of 

Condemners 

Criticism of authorities "Copyright laws are unfair." 

Appeal to Higher Loyalties Collective obligation "Sharing benefits students and friends." 

Empirical investigations consistently identify denial of injury and denial of victim as the most frequently 

employed cognitive justifications among digital file sharers. 
 

3.3 Theory of Planned Behavior 

The Theory of Planned Behavior (Ajzen, 1991) remains the most extensively applied behavioral 

framework within digital piracy research. According to TPB, behavioral intention is influenced by three 

constructs: 

1. Attitude 

Positive evaluations regarding piracy significantly increase intention formation. 

Examples include: 

• Convenience 

• Affordability 

• Accessibility 

2. Subjective Norms 

Digital piracy frequently occurs within socially permissive environments. 

Peer approval substantially reduces moral hesitation. 

Evidence demonstrates: 

• Students imitate peers; 

• Online communities normalize piracy; 

• Social learning reinforces deviant conduct. 

3. Perceived Behavioral Control 

Digital piracy requires minimal effort. 

Facilitating conditions include: 

• Torrent platforms 

https://www.ijifr.org/
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• Cracked software 

• VPN technologies 

• Streaming piracy websites 

Consequently, perceived behavioral control becomes positively associated with piracy intentions. 

3.4 Rationalization Theory 

Rationalization refers to cognitive mechanisms through which individuals reinterpret ethically 

questionable conduct as reasonable, socially acceptable, or economically justified. Unlike neutralization, 

which primarily suspends moral constraints, rationalization reconstructs unethical behavior into an 

acceptable narrative.Three dominant rationalization categories emerge from the literature. 

Table 6: Major Rationalization Narratives 

Category Typical Justification 

Economic "Software is too expensive." 

Accessibility "The content is unavailable in my country." 

Moral "Corporations exploit consumers." 

Rationalization therefore serves both as a post-hoc explanation and an antecedent influencing piracy 

intention. 

3.5 Moral Disengagement Perspective 

Moral disengagement theory provides additional explanatory insight into online deviance. 

Several mechanisms have been identified: 

• Moral justification; 

• Euphemistic labeling; 

• Diffusion of responsibility; 

• Distortion of consequences. 

Users engaging in piracy frequently perceive unauthorized downloading as ethically less severe than 

conventional theft. 

Consequently, anticipated guilt and shame become substantially weakened. 

3.6 Comparative Evaluation of Existing Theories 

Although numerous theoretical frameworks have been employed independently, no single model 

adequately captures the complexity of digital piracy. 

Table 7: Comparative Assessment of Existing Theoretical Perspectives 

Theory Strength Limitation 

TPB Explains intention Weak moral explanation 

Neutralization Explains justification Limited prediction capability 

Rationalization Explains ethical reconstruction Difficult operationalization 

Moral Disengagement Captures cognitive distancing Limited social context 

UTAUT Technology acceptance Weak criminological focus 

 
3.7 Toward an Integrated Digital Piracy Framework 

The synthesis suggests that digital piracy behavior should be conceptualized as a multidimensional 

process involving: 

• Behavioral intentions; 

• Social influences; 

• Moral evaluations; 

• Cognitive neutralization; 

• Rationalization narratives; 

• Technological opportunities; 

• Perceived legal risks. 

The present review therefore proposes an integrated framework in which attitudes; subjective norms, 

perceived behavioral control, neutralization techniques, rationalization mechanisms, and moral 

disengagement jointly influence piracy intentions and subsequent unauthorized file-sharing behavior. 

https://www.ijifr.org/
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Attitude ---------------------| 

Subjective Norms ------------| 

Perceived Behavioral Control | 

Neutralization --------------|----> Piracy Intention ----> Digital Piracy 
Rationalization -------------| 

Moral Disengagement ---------| 

Peer Influence --------------| 

Perceived Risk --------------| 

Figure 2: Proposed Integrated Digital Piracy Framework 

 

3.8 Research Propositions: 

P1: Neutralization positively influences digital piracy intentions. 

P2: Rationalization mediates the relationship between ethical beliefs and piracy intentions. 

P3: Subjective norms positively affect neutralization tendencies. 

P4: Moral obligation negatively moderates piracy intentions. 

P5: Perceived legal risk negatively influences unauthorized digital file-sharing behavior. 

 

4. DESCRIPTIVE AND BIBLIOMETRIC ANALYSIS 

4.1 Overview 

Bibliometric and descriptive analyses provide a systematic understanding of the intellectual structure, 

thematic evolution, and geographical distribution of digital piracy research. Beyond merely summarizing 

prior studies, bibliometric approaches facilitate the identification of dominant theoretical paradigms, 

emerging themes, influential publications, collaborative patterns, and underexplored research domains. 

Since digital piracy represents an interdisciplinary phenomenon situated at the intersection of 

criminology, information systems, behavioral psychology, consumer ethics, and cybercrime studies, 

bibliometric analysis offers a robust mechanism for mapping the development of scholarly knowledge 

and identifying future research opportunities. 

The descriptive analysis presented in this study is based on the final corpus of 118 peer-reviewed studies 

identified through the PRISMA-based systematic review process. The analysis focuses on five 

dimensions: 

• Temporal publication trends; 

• Geographical distribution of empirical studies; 

• Dominant publication outlets; 

• Theoretical foundations employed; 

• Emerging thematic clusters. 

 

4.2 Publication Trends in Digital Piracy Research 

An examination of publication patterns reveals substantial growth in digital piracy scholarship over the 

past three decades. During the early stages (1991–2004), scholarly attention primarily focused on ethical 

decision-making and behavioral intention models. The period between 2005 and 2012 witnessed 

increasing application of Neutralization Theory and studies investigating software and music piracy. 

Subsequently, research expanded toward multidisciplinary perspectives integrating moral 

disengagement, rationalization, social cognition, and consumer ethics. Since 2020, scholarly interest has 

increasingly shifted toward predictive behavioral models, streaming piracy, subscription account sharing, 

artificial intelligence-related copyright concerns, and integrated explanatory frameworks. 

Table 8: Evolution of Digital Piracy Research Themes (1991–2025) 

Period Major Research Focus Dominant Theories Representative Studies 

1991–
2004 

Ethical behavior and 

piracy intention 

TPB, TRA Ajzen (1991); Fishbein & 

Ajzen (1975) 

https://www.ijifr.org/
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Figure 3: Annual Publication Trends in Digital Piracy Literature 

Interpretation  

The figure illustrates a progressive increase in scholarly publications after 2005, coinciding with the 

widespread adoption of broadband internet services, peer-to-peer networks, and online streaming 

platforms. The sharp increase observed after 2017 reflects growing concerns regarding cyber-deviance, 

digital ethics, and online consumer misconduct. 

4.3 Geographic Distribution of Existing Studies 

The geographical analysis demonstrates a substantial concentration of digital piracy studies within 

developed economies and technologically advanced Asian countries. The United States dominates 

empirical investigations, followed by Malaysia, South Korea, Turkey, and Australia. 

Notably, studies conducted in India, African countries, Latin America, and Middle Eastern regions 

remain comparatively limited despite increasing internet penetration rates and rapidly expanding digital 

economies.  

Figure 4 ( Including table no.9 ): Geographical Distribution of Empirical Studies 
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Interpretation 

The results indicate considerable regional imbalance within digital piracy scholarship. The 

underrepresentation of developing economies suggests the need for future comparative investigations 

examining sociocultural determinants, digital literacy disparities, affordability constraints, and varying 

perceptions of intellectual property rights. 

4.4 Journal Outlet Analysis 

Digital piracy studies have predominantly appeared in interdisciplinary journals situated within 

information systems, consumer behavior, criminology, and business ethics domains. 

Table 10: Major Publication Outlets 

Journal Frequency 

Computers in Human Behavior 12 

Internet Research 10 

Journal of Business Ethics 9 

Telematics and Informatics 8 

Information & Management 7 

Behaviour & Information Technology 6 

Information Systems Research 5 

Journal of Information, Communication and Ethics in Society 4 

International Journal of Cyber Criminology 4 

Others 53 

 
Interpretation 

The concentration of publications within high-impact information systems and behavioral journals 

suggests increasing recognition that digital piracy constitutes a multifaceted socio-technical phenomenon 

requiring interdisciplinary investigation. 

4.5 Theory Mapping 

Theory mapping provides insights into dominant explanatory paradigms employed by digital piracy 

researchers. The findings indicate that behavioral theories continue to dominate the literature; however, 

recent investigations increasingly integrate moral, criminological, and psychological perspectives. 

 

Figure 5: Theory Mapping of Digital Piracy Literature 
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•Behavioral Control
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TPB

Subjective Norms Perceived Risk

Digital Piracy

Neutralization Rationalization
Moral 

Disengagement
Behavioral 
Intention

Table 11: Most Frequently Applied Theories 

Theory Frequency Percentage (%) 

TPB 31 26.27 

Neutralization Theory 19 16.10 

Moral Disengagement 14 11.86 

Social Cognitive Theory 10 8.47 

Norm Activation Model 8 6.78 

UTAUT 6 5.08 

Deterrence Theory 5 4.24 

Rationalization Theory 5 4.24 

Hybrid Models 20 16.95 

 
4.6 Bibliometric Thematic Clustering 

Keyword co-occurrence analysis suggests the emergence of four major thematic clusters within digital 

piracy scholarship. 

Table 12: Bibliometric Thematic Clusters 

Cluster Core Keywords Research Domain 

Cluster 1 Digital Piracy, Software Piracy, Music Piracy Cybercrime 

Cluster 2 Neutralization, Rationalization, Moral Disengagement Criminology 

Cluster 3 TPB, Subjective Norms, Behavioral Intention Behavioral Science 

Cluster 4 Streaming Piracy, AI Copyright, Subscription Sharing Emerging Technologies 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Keyword Co-occurrence Network 

 

4.7 Synthesis of Bibliometric Findings 

The bibliometric evidence demonstrates that digital piracy research has evolved from simplistic 

behavioral intention models toward increasingly sophisticated interdisciplinary frameworks integrating 

criminological reasoning, ethical decision-making, and socio-technical determinants. Nevertheless, 

several important gaps persist, including theoretical fragmentation, overreliance on student samples, 

underrepresentation of developing countries, and limited investigation into emerging piracy modalities 

associated with artificial intelligence, decentralized networks, and digital subscription ecosystems. These 

observations provide a strong rationale for developing an integrated explanatory framework, which is 

presented in the subsequent section. 

5. THEMATIC SYNTHESIS AND RESULTS 
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Following the PRISMA-based selection process, a final corpus of 118 studies was subjected to thematic 

analysis to identify recurring explanatory mechanisms, dominant antecedents, theoretical 

inconsistencies, and emerging research trajectories associated with unauthorized digital file sharing. 

Consistent with the procedures proposed by Thomas and Harden (2008), thematic synthesis involved 

three iterative stages: (1) line-by-line coding of extracted findings, (2) generation of descriptive themes, 

and (3) development of higher-order analytical themes. The synthesis aimed not only to summarize 

extant evidence but also to develop an integrated understanding of the behavioral, psychological, and 

sociotechnical processes underlying digital piracy. 

The analysis identified five overarching themes: 

• Neutralization Mechanisms 

• Rationalization Processes 

• Behavioral Intention Determinants 

• Moral and Ethical Influences 

• Emerging Technological and Contextual Drivers 

 
5.2 Theme I: Neutralization Mechanisms in Digital Piracy 

Neutralization emerged as one of the most influential explanatory mechanisms within the reviewed 

studies. Evidence consistently indicates that individuals employ cognitive techniques to temporarily 

suspend moral constraints, allowing participation in unauthorized digital activities without experiencing 

substantial guilt or self-condemnation. 
Table 13: Frequency of Neutralization Techniques Reported in Literature 

Neutralization Technique Frequency Percentage (%) 

Denial of Injury 61 51.7 

Denial of Victim 52 44.1 

Denial of Responsibility 47 39.8 

Appeal to Higher Loyalties 39 33.1 

Condemnation of Condemners 35 29.7 

Defense of Necessity 14 11.9 

Meta-Summary 

Denial of injury was identified as the most frequently employed neutralization strategy. Respondents 

commonly perceived digital goods as intangible assets whose unauthorized reproduction does not inflict 

immediate or visible harm. Such perceptions weaken moral accountability and facilitate piracy 

participation. Denial of victim was also highly prevalent. Participants frequently portrayed copyright 

holders as wealthy multinational corporations capable of absorbing financial losses. This reinterpretation 

diminishes empathy toward rights holders and contributes to ethical disengagement. 

5.3 Theme II: Rationalization as Ethical Reconstruction 

Thematic coding identified rationalization as a second-order psychological mechanism extending beyond 

traditional neutralization techniques. Rather than merely suspending moral standards, rationalization 

actively reconstructs unethical conduct as economically justified, socially accepted, or morally 

permissible. 

Table 14: Major Rationalization Narratives 

Narrative Category Representative Statements 

Economic "Legal software is unaffordable." 

Accessibility "Content is unavailable in my country." 

Fairness "Copyright laws favor corporations." 

Educational "Students should have free access." 

Social "Everyone downloads illegally." 

Meta-Summary 

Economic rationalizations were dominant among students and users residing in developing economies. 

Affordability concerns and unequal access to copyrighted materials frequently served as justifications for 
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unauthorized downloading.Accessibility-based rationalizations emerged particularly in streaming 

contexts where content availability is geographically restricted. The findings suggest that rationalization 

may act as a mediating mechanism linking ethical beliefs and behavioral intentions. 

5.4 Theme III: Behavioral Determinants of Piracy Intentions 

Consistent with the Theory of Planned Behavior, numerous studies identified attitudinal and normative 

constructs as significant predictors of piracy intentions. 

Table 15: Behavioral Antecedents Identified Across Studies 

Antecedent Frequency 

Positive Attitude 74 

Peer Influence 69 

Subjective Norms 66 

Perceived Behavioral Control 59 

Perceived Benefits 53 

Technological Accessibility 48 

Perceived Legal Risk 39 

Moral Obligation 34 

Comparative Findings 

• Positive attitudes toward piracy frequently originated from perceptions of convenience, cost 

savings, and immediate accessibility. 

• Peer influence was particularly salient among university students and younger internet users. 

Several investigations demonstrated that piracy intentions significantly increase within social 

environments where unauthorized downloading is normalized. 

• Perceived behavioral control was strengthened by technological competencies, familiarity with 

torrent platforms, and the availability of anonymity-enhancing tools. 

5.5 Theme IV: Moral and Ethical Influences 

Moral constructs remain comparatively underexplored despite their demonstrated predictive relevance. 

Studies examining guilt, shame, ethical obligation, and religiosity consistently reported negative 

relationships with piracy intentions. 

Table 16: Moral Variables Associated with Piracy Reduction 

Variable Direction 

Guilt Negative 

Shame Negative 

Religiosity Negative 

Moral Obligation Negative 

Ethical Awareness Negative 

Synthesis 

Moral variables appear to function primarily as inhibitory mechanisms.However, their effects become 

substantially weakened once neutralization and rationalization mechanisms are activated.This 

observation supports the proposition that cognitive justification processes mediate moral evaluations. 

5.6 Theme V: Emerging Technological Drivers 

Recent literature indicates a gradual shift from traditional software piracy toward technologically 

sophisticated piracy modalities.  

Three dominant emerging themes were identified. 

Table 17: Emerging Piracy Contexts 

Emerging Issue Research Attention 

Streaming Piracy High 

Subscription Sharing Moderate 

AI-generated Content Low 

Blockchain Piracy Very Low 

NFT Copyright Violations Very Low 
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• Discussion 

Streaming piracy has become one of the fastest-growing research areas due to the proliferation of 

subscription-based services. 

Artificial intelligence introduces novel challenges concerning ownership attribution, content replication, 

and automated copyright infringement. 

Current evidence remains insufficient to explain behavioral intentions within AI-enabled piracy 

ecosystems. 

5.7 Cross-Study Comparative Findings 
Table 18: Comparative Synthesis of Major Findings 

Variable Positive Effect Negative Effect 

Neutralization ✓ 
 

Rationalization ✓ 
 

Peer Influence ✓ 
 

Subjective Norms ✓ 
 

Technological Access ✓ 
 

Perceived Risk 
 

✓ 

Moral Obligation 
 

✓ 

Ethical Awareness 
 

✓ 

 
5.8 Research Gap Matrix 

One of the principal objectives of this review was to identify unresolved questions and underdeveloped 

areas. 

Table 19: Research Gap Matrix 

Domain Existing 

Evidence 

Gap Future Direction 

Theory 

Integration 

Fragmented Weak integration Hybrid models 

Methodology Cross-sectional Lack of longitudinal studies Panel studies 

Population Student-focused Limited demographic diversity Multi-country samples 

Technology Streaming studies Limited AI research AI piracy models 

Culture Western 

dominance 

Underrepresentation of developing 

countries 

Cross-cultural 

comparisons 

 
5.9 Development of the Integrated Digital Piracy Framework 

The synthesis findings collectively indicate that digital piracy behavior cannot be adequately explained 

by a single theoretical perspective. 

The proposed framework integrates: 

• Theory of Planned Behavior 

• Neutralization Theory 

• Rationalization Theory 

• Moral Disengagement Theory 

• Social Influence Perspectives 

• Technology Accessibility Factors 

 

6. DISCUSSION AND THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS 

The primary objective of this systematic review was to synthesize multidisciplinary evidence concerning 

the cognitive, behavioral, social, and moral mechanisms underlying digital piracy and unauthorized file-

sharing behavior. By integrating insights from criminology, behavioral psychology, information systems, 

cyberethics, and consumer behavior literature, the study extends existing scholarship beyond isolated 
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explanatory models and develops a comprehensive understanding of digital piracy as a psychologically 

negotiated and socio-technically embedded phenomenon. The findings indicate that digital piracy is 

neither purely an economic decision nor solely a consequence of technological accessibility. Rather, it 

represents a complex behavioral process shaped by interactions among attitudes, social influences, moral 

evaluations, cognitive justifications, and contextual opportunities. 

The discussion presented in this section critically interprets the findings in relation to existing theories, 

identifies major theoretical advancements, proposes an integrated explanatory framework, and develops 

research propositions suitable for future empirical testing. 

6.1 Revisiting Digital Piracy through an Integrated Perspective 

The thematic synthesis demonstrates that existing digital piracy literature remains theoretically 

fragmented despite substantial scholarly growth over the past three decades. Most empirical studies rely 

on a single dominant theoretical lens, including the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), Neutralization 

Theory, Moral Disengagement Theory, or Deterrence Theory. Although these approaches contribute 

valuable insights into specific dimensions of piracy behavior, they inadequately explain the multifaceted 

decision-making processes involved in unauthorized digital file sharing. 

Consistent with prior behavioral studies, the present review confirms that attitudes, subjective norms, 

and perceived behavioral control significantly influence piracy intentions. Individuals who perceive 

piracy as convenient, economically advantageous, or socially acceptable exhibit stronger intentions to 

engage in unauthorized downloading activities. However, the persistence of piracy behavior among 

individuals who possess awareness of copyright laws and ethical standards suggests that intention-based 

models alone are insufficient to explain deviant online conduct. 

The present findings support the argument that digital piracy should be conceptualized as a 

multidimensional behavioral phenomenon involving both motivational processes and cognitive 

justification mechanisms. This distinction represents an important advancement over previous studies 

that predominantly emphasize behavioral antecedents while neglecting the psychological strategies 

employed to neutralize moral concerns. 

6.2 Extending Neutralization Theory to Digital Environments 

One of the most significant contributions of this review lies in demonstrating the continued relevance of 

Neutralization Theory within contemporary digital ecosystems. Originally developed to explain juvenile 

delinquency, Neutralization Theory has traditionally been applied to conventional criminal behaviors. 

However, the synthesis findings indicate that neutralization mechanisms remain highly applicable in 

technologically mediated environments.The predominance of denial of injury and denial of victim 

observed across studies suggests that the intangible nature of digital products fundamentally alters 

perceptions of harm. Unlike physical theft, digital piracy does not visibly deprive owners of possessions, 

thereby facilitating reinterpretations of copyright infringement as a victimless activity. Moreover, online 

anonymity, weak enforcement visibility, and normalization within digital communities create favorable 

conditions for the activation of neutralization techniques. Such findings extend the explanatory 

boundaries of Neutralization Theory by illustrating how socio-technical affordances amplify moral 

disengagement processes in cyberspace. 

» Theoretical Contribution 1: Neutralization Theory should be reconceptualized as a dynamic socio-

cognitive mechanism influenced by technological affordances, anonymity perceptions, and digital 

cultural norms rather than merely as a post-hoc justification strategy. 

6.3 Rationalization as a Mediating Psychological Process 

An important theoretical insight emerging from this review concerns the role of rationalization in 

shaping digital piracy intentions. Existing research has generally treated rationalization as a 

supplementary ethical construct or an extension of neutralization techniques. However, the evidence 

synthesized in this review suggests that rationalization performs a distinct psychological function. Unlike 

neutralization, which temporarily suspends moral obligations, rationalization actively reconstructs 

unauthorized behavior into narratives perceived as fair, socially acceptable, or economically justified. 
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Rationalization therefore serves as a mechanism through which individuals resolve cognitive dissonance 

between ethical beliefs and actual behavior. The review indicates that users frequently justify piracy by 

emphasizing affordability barriers, geographical content restrictions, educational necessities, and 

dissatisfaction with corporate pricing structures. Such narratives effectively reduce moral discomfort and 

enhance the likelihood of piracy engagement. 

» Theoretical Contribution 2:  Rationalization should be conceptualized as a mediating mechanism 

connecting ethical beliefs, neutralization tendencies, and piracy intentions. 

This proposition significantly advances previous piracy models by positioning rationalization as an 

active cognitive process rather than a retrospective explanation. 

6.4 Integrating Behavioral and Criminological Perspectives 

One of the most important findings of this study concerns the complementary nature of behavioral 

intention theories and criminological explanations. The Theory of Planned Behavior remains highly 

effective in predicting intentions; however, it inadequately addresses the ethical dilemmas associated 

with deviant online conduct. Conversely, Neutralization Theory effectively explains moral suspension 

processes but provides limited predictive capability regarding intention formation. The proposed 

framework bridges these theoretical limitations by integrating constructs from multiple disciplinary 

traditions. 

Table 20: Comparative Theoretical Contributions 

Theory Major Strength Limitation Contribution within Proposed 

Framework 

TPB Predicts intention Limited moral insight Behavioral antecedents 

Neutralization Explains 

justification 

Weak prediction 

capability 

Moral suspension 

Rationalization Resolves ethical 

conflict 

Limited empirical 

application 

Cognitive mediation 

Moral 

Disengagement 

Captures ethical 

distancing 

Limited social emphasis Ethical regulation 

Deterrence Theory Risk perception Weak psychological 

explanation 

Inhibitory mechanism 

The integrated framework therefore advances digital piracy scholarship by simultaneously accounting 

for: 

• Behavioral motivations; 

• Ethical evaluations; 

• Cognitive justifications; 

• Social influences; 

• Technological opportunities; 

• Perceived sanctions. 

6.5 Toward an Integrated Theory of Digital Piracy Behavior 

Drawing upon the findings, this study proposes an Integrated Digital Piracy Framework (IDPF) that 

conceptualizes piracy behavior as a sequential decision-making process. 

The framework consists of four interrelated stages: 

• Stage 1: Behavioral Predispositions 

Variables include: 

• Attitude 

• Subjective norms 

• Perceived behavioral control 

• Peer influence 

• Stage 2: Ethical Evaluation 

Variables include: 

https://www.ijifr.org/


  

 

  

  

1778 Vikas Sharma et al. :: An examination of neutralization and rationalization techniques employed by digital file 

sharers: A systematic literature review comparison and theoretical integration 

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF INFORMATIVE & FUTURISTIC RESEARCH (IJIFR)  

ISSN: 2347-1697 

VOLUME 13||ISSUE 10|| JUNE 2026 

https://www.ijifr.org/ 
IJIFR /20260624/V13/E10/016 

• Moral obligation 

• Guilt 

• Ethical awareness 

• Perceived fairness 

Stage 3: Cognitive Justification 

Mechanisms include: 

• Neutralization 

• Rationalization 

• Moral disengagement 

Stage 4: Behavioral Outcomes 

Variables include: 

• Piracy intention 

• Unauthorized downloading 

• Illegal streaming 

• Subscription account sharing 

6.6 Research Propositions for Future Empirical Validation 

To facilitate empirical examination of the proposed framework, several testable propositions are 

advanced. 
Table 21: Proposed Research Propositions 

Proposition Statement 

P1 Positive attitudes significantly increase piracy intentions. 

P2 Subjective norms positively influence neutralization tendencies. 

P3 Perceived behavioral control positively predicts piracy behavior. 

P4 Neutralization positively affects rationalization. 

P5 Rationalization mediates the relationship between ethical beliefs and piracy intentions. 

P6 Moral obligation negatively moderates piracy intentions. 

P7 Perceived legal risk negatively influences unauthorized digital behavior. 

P8 Technological accessibility positively influences cognitive justifications. 

P9 Moral disengagement positively predicts piracy engagement. 

P10 Peer influence strengthens the effect of rationalization on piracy intentions. 

 
The findings of this review suggest that digital piracy should no longer be understood solely as an 

economic offense or a consequence of technological opportunity. Instead, unauthorized digital file 

sharing appears to be a cognitively negotiated behavior resulting from interactions among behavioral 

predispositions, ethical evaluations, social influences, and justificatory mechanisms. By integrating 

criminological and behavioral perspectives, the proposed Integrated Digital Piracy Framework provides 

a theoretically robust and empirically testable foundation capable of advancing future research on digital 

piracy, cyber-deviance, and online ethical decision-making. 
 

7. PRACTICAL, MANAGERIAL, AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS 

The persistence of digital piracy despite extensive legal sanctions and technological safeguards suggests 

that conventional deterrence-oriented approaches alone are insufficient to address unauthorized digital 

file-sharing behavior effectively. Instead, interventions should acknowledge the multidimensional nature 

of piracy and incorporate behavioral, psychological, ethical, and technological considerations into anti-

piracy strategies. 

7.1 Implications for Governments and Policymakers 

Governments play a critical role in shaping intellectual property protection frameworks and fostering 

ethical digital ecosystems. The findings indicate that punitive legal measures, although necessary, often 

fail to influence individuals who employ neutralization and rationalization techniques to justify piracy 

behavior. Consequently, policymakers should move beyond traditional enforcement mechanisms and 
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adopt more comprehensive behavioral interventions aimed at strengthening digital citizenship and ethical 

decision-making. 

National copyright strategies should emphasize awareness campaigns highlighting the economic, 

creative, and societal consequences of unauthorized digital content sharing. Educational campaigns 

should communicate the impact of piracy on software developers, independent artists, content creators, 

publishers, and innovation ecosystems. In addition, governments should support affordable access 

initiatives, educational licensing programs, and regionally tailored subscription models to reduce 

affordability-related rationalizations frequently cited by users engaging in piracy. 

Cross-border collaboration among international regulatory agencies is also essential, particularly given 

the globalized nature of online piracy networks. Strengthening cooperation among governments, internet 

service providers, digital marketplaces, and copyright enforcement agencies may improve the 

effectiveness of anti-piracy efforts while maintaining a balance between intellectual property protection 

and equitable access to digital resources. 

• 7.2 Implications for Copyright Enforcement Agencies 

The review suggests that enforcement agencies should reconsider approaches primarily based on fear 

appeals and punitive sanctions. Since neutralization mechanisms substantially reduce perceptions of 

wrongdoing, interventions solely emphasizing legal penalties may have limited behavioral impact. 

Copyright agencies should consider incorporating behavioral science principles into compliance 

initiatives. Personalized messaging strategies demonstrating how piracy negatively affects individual 

creators, software engineers, musicians, authors, and small-scale content producers may increase 

empathy and reduce tendencies toward denial of victimization. 

Behavioral nudges, warning systems, and informational prompts integrated within digital platforms 

could potentially encourage ethical reflection before unauthorized downloading occurs. Such 

interventions may prove particularly useful among younger users who are more susceptible to peer 

influence and normative pressures. 

Furthermore, enforcement agencies should invest in data-driven monitoring systems capable of 

identifying emerging piracy trends, including illegal streaming services, subscription-sharing schemes, 

decentralized file-sharing communities, and artificial intelligence-enabled copyright infringements. 

• 7.3 Implications for Educational Institutions 

Educational institutions represent one of the most influential contexts for promoting responsible digital 

behavior. The findings indicate that affordability concerns and educational justifications frequently 

contribute to piracy rationalizations among students and academic communities. 

Universities and schools should therefore incorporate digital ethics, intellectual property rights, 

cybersecurity awareness, and responsible technology usage into academic curricula. Programs designed 

to improve ethical reasoning, moral awareness, and digital citizenship competencies may reduce 

students' reliance on neutralization strategies. 

Institutions should also expand access to legitimate educational resources through institutional licensing 

agreements, open educational repositories, and subsidized software programs. Partnerships with software 

vendors and publishers can facilitate affordable access to academic materials while reducing incentives 

for unauthorized downloading. 

Moreover, educators should emphasize ethical dimensions associated with digital consumption and 

encourage discussions regarding the long-term implications of piracy on innovation, entrepreneurship, 

and knowledge creation. 

• 7.4 Implications for Digital Platforms and Content Providers 

Digital content providers, streaming companies, software developers, and online publishers can derive 

valuable insights from the behavioral mechanisms identified in this review. The findings demonstrate 

that perceived unfair pricing, geographical restrictions, and limited accessibility frequently trigger 

rationalization narratives supporting piracy behavior. 
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Organizations should therefore reconsider pricing structures and distribution strategies to improve 

perceived fairness and accessibility. Flexible subscription plans, student discounts, localized pricing 

policies, and bundled service offerings may reduce economic motivations for unauthorized consumption. 

Digital platforms should also implement user-centered anti-piracy interventions informed by behavioral 

insights. Examples include: 

• Ethical reminder messages before content access; 

• Transparency regarding creator compensation; 

• Awareness campaigns emphasizing support for creative industries; 

• Personalized recommendations for affordable legal alternatives. 

Advanced technologies such as machine learning, blockchain systems, and digital watermarking may 

enhance copyright protection mechanisms. However, technological solutions should complement rather 

than replace educational and behavioral interventions. 

• 7.5 Implications for Cybersecurity Practitioners 

Cybersecurity professionals should recognize digital piracy as a broader cybersecurity concern rather 

than merely a copyright violation issue. Unauthorized downloading from unverified websites often 

exposes users to malicious software, ransomware attacks, spyware infections, credential theft, and 

privacy breaches. 

Cybersecurity awareness initiatives should communicate these risks more effectively and highlight the 

potential consequences associated with accessing pirated software, cracked applications, and 

unauthorized streaming services. 

Organizations should incorporate piracy-related risks into cybersecurity training programs and promote 

secure digital consumption practices among employees, students, and consumers. Additionally, 

cybersecurity practitioners should collaborate with behavioral scientists to design interventions targeting 

cognitive biases and risk underestimation associated with piracy engagement. 

• 7.6 Implications for Software Developers and Creative Industries 

The findings suggest that developers, artists, musicians, publishers, and creative professionals may 

benefit from adopting consumer-centric business models that address common rationalization narratives. 

Freemium services, trial periods, educational discounts, ad-supported models, and micro-subscription 

options may reduce barriers to legal consumption. 

Content creators should also leverage social media campaigns to communicate the direct impact of 

piracy on creative livelihoods and innovation ecosystems. Narratives emphasizing personal stories, 

production costs, and challenges faced by independent creators may enhance users' emotional 

engagement and weaken justifications based on denial of victimization. 

Furthermore, businesses should continuously monitor evolving technological trends, including AI-

generated content, decentralized distribution systems, and subscription-sharing practices, to proactively 

adapt intellectual property management strategies. 

Table 22: Stakeholder-Specific Implications and Recommended Actions 

Stakeholder Major Challenge Recommended Intervention 

Governments Persistent piracy despite legal 

sanctions 

Behavioral awareness campaigns; affordable 

access initiatives 

Copyright Agencies Weak deterrence effects Behavioral nudges; personalized ethical 

messaging 

Educational 

Institutions 

Student rationalization Digital ethics education; institutional 

licensing 

Digital Platforms Pricing dissatisfaction Flexible subscriptions; localized pricing 

Cybersecurity 

Practitioners 

Malware exposure through 

pirated content 

Security awareness programs 

Creative Industries Revenue loss Consumer-centric business models; creator 

engagement campaigns 
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Overall, the findings emphasize that sustainable reductions in digital piracy are unlikely to be achieved 

through legal enforcement and technological barriers alone. Instead, effective anti-piracy strategies 

should integrate behavioral insights, ethical education, technological innovation, affordability 

considerations, and stakeholder collaboration. By addressing the underlying cognitive justifications and 

social influences that facilitate unauthorized file sharing, policymakers and practitioners can develop 

more targeted, preventive, and socially responsible interventions that promote lawful digital 

consumption and strengthen intellectual property protection in an increasingly interconnected digital 

environment. 
 

8. FUTURE RESEARCH AGENDA 

While extant studies have considerably improved our understanding of piracy intentions, ethical 

decision-making, and cognitive justifications, the literature continues to be fragmented, geographically 

concentrated, and methodologically constrained. The rapid evolution of digital ecosystems, including 

artificial intelligence (AI), decentralized content distribution networks, blockchain technologies, 

subscription-based streaming services, and generative content systems, further necessitates the 

development of novel theoretical perspectives and empirical approaches capable of explaining emerging 

forms of online deviant behavior. 

This section proposes a comprehensive future research agenda organized around five interrelated 

domains: (1) Research Gap Matrix (2) theoretical extensions and (3) technological transformations 

 

8.1 Research Gap Matrix: One of the principal objectives of systematic literature reviews is to identify 

unresolved questions and provide directions for cumulative knowledge development. Table 23 

summarizes major research gaps identified through the synthesis process. 

 

Table 23: Research Gap Matrix 

Domain Existing State of 

Knowledge 

Research Gap Recommended 

Future Direction 

Theory 

Development 

Fragmented 

theoretical 

applications 

Limited integrated 

frameworks 

Hybrid behavioral-

criminological models 

Methodology Predominantly cross-

sectional surveys 

Lack of longitudinal 

evidence 

Panel studies and 

repeated measures 

Sample 

Diversity 

Student-dominated 

samples 

Limited occupational 

diversity 

Multi-sectoral 

investigations 

Cultural 

Studies 

Western and Asian 

concentration 

Underrepresentation of 

Africa and Latin America 

Cross-cultural 

comparative studies 

Technology Streaming piracy 

emphasis 

AI-enabled piracy largely 

unexplored 

AI piracy behavioral 

models 

Policy 

Research 

Enforcement-focused 

approaches 

Limited behavioral 

interventions 

Evidence-based policy 

experimentation 

Ethics Moral obligation 

examined 

inconsistently 

Weak understanding of 

ethical resilience 

Digital ethics 

capability frameworks 

Cybersecurity Malware risks 

acknowledged 

Limited integration with 

piracy behavior models 

Cyber-behavioral 

security frameworks 
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8.3 Theoretical Extensions 

8.3.1 Moving Beyond Single-Theory Models 

The review demonstrates that existing studies predominantly rely upon individual explanatory 

frameworks such as the Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB), Neutralization Theory, Moral 

Disengagement Theory, or Deterrence Theory. Although these perspectives provide valuable insights, 

they often fail to explain the multidimensional nature of digital piracy behavior. 

Future investigations should prioritize the development of integrated models capable of simultaneously 

examining: 

» Behavioral antecedents; 

» Ethical evaluations; 

» Cognitive justifications; 

» Technological affordances; 

» Social influence mechanisms; 

» Perceived legal consequences. 

Researchers may consider integrating theories such as: 

(i) Theory of Planned Behavior; 

(ii) Neutralization Theory; 

(iii) Rationalization Theory; 

(iv) Moral Disengagement Theory; 

(v) Social Cognitive Theory; 

(vi) Protection Motivation Theory; 

(vii) Norm Activation Model; 

(viii) Technology Acceptance Models; 

(ix) Self-Determination Theory. 

8.3.2 Expanding the Integrated Digital Piracy Framework 

The Integrated Digital Piracy Framework proposed in this review provides opportunities for further 

refinement and empirical validation. Future studies should investigate additional variables that may 

influence piracy behavior, including: 

» Individual-Level Variables 

• Digital literacy; 

• Self-control; 

• Ethical sensitivity; 

• Impulsivity; 

• Personality traits. 

» Social-Level Variables 

• Community norms; 

• Online social identity; 

• Influencer effects; 

• Collective efficacy. 

» Technological Variables 

• Algorithmic recommendations; 

• Platform usability; 

• Perceived anonymity; 

• Encryption technologies. 

» Environmental Variables 

• Regulatory quality; 

• National copyright regimes; 

• Economic inequalities; 
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8.5 Emerging Technological Research Directions 

8.5.1 Artificial Intelligence and Copyright Challenges 

Generative artificial intelligence represents one of the most significant developments affecting 

intellectual property management. 

Future research should investigate: 

AI-Related Questions 

RQ5:How do users perceive ownership rights associated with AI-generated content? 

RQ6:Do neutralization mechanisms facilitate unauthorized use of AI-produced materials? 

RQ7:How does algorithmic content generation influence ethical decision-making? 

Potential contexts include: 

• Generative text systems; 

• Synthetic media; 

• Deepfake production; 

• AI-assisted music creation; 

• Automated code generation. 

8.5.2 Streaming Piracy Ecosystems 

Subscription-based entertainment platforms have transformed piracy dynamics. 

Future investigations should examine: 

• Password-sharing behaviors; 

• Informal access markets; 

• IPTV piracy; 

• Streaming circumvention technologies. 

Suggested moderators include: 

• Subscription fatigue; 

• Pricing fairness; 

• Platform loyalty. 

8.5.3 Blockchain and Decentralized Technologies 

Blockchain systems introduce novel challenges for copyright governance. 

Potential research topics include: 

• NFT ownership disputes; 

• Smart contracts; 

• Decentralized storage systems; 

• Peer-to-peer copyright enforcement. 

8.6 Proposed Future Research Propositions 

Table 25: Future Research Propositions 

Proposition Statement 

FP1 AI-generated content ownership ambiguity positively influences neutralization 

tendencies. 

FP2 Subscription fatigue significantly predicts streaming piracy intentions. 

FP3 Cross-cultural differences moderate relationships between moral obligation and piracy 

behavior. 

FP4 Behavioral nudges reduce rationalization tendencies among frequent digital pirates. 

FP5 Ethical literacy interventions negatively influence neutralization mechanisms. 

FP6 Technological sophistication strengthens the relationship between perceived behavioral 

control and piracy engagement. 

FP7 Platform accessibility negatively moderates piracy intentions. 

The future of digital piracy research lies in the development of theoretically integrated, methodologically 

rigorous, technologically adaptive, and culturally sensitive investigations. The increasing complexity of 

digital ecosystems necessitates moving beyond traditional intention-based explanations toward 
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multidimensional frameworks capable of capturing interactions among behavioral motivations, ethical 

considerations, technological affordances, and sociocultural influences. By addressing the gaps identified 

in this review, future scholars can contribute to the establishment of a cumulative and interdisciplinary 

body of knowledge that advances both theoretical understanding and evidence-based policy development 

in the evolving landscape of digital piracy and online deviance. 
 

9. CONCLUSION 

The present study systematically synthesized and critically examined the extant literature concerning 

neutralization techniques, rationalization mechanisms, and behavioral determinants underlying 

unauthorized digital file-sharing behavior. Employing a PRISMA 2020-compliant systematic literature 

review methodology, this study analyzed 118 peer-reviewed studies published between 1991 and 2025 

and integrated multidisciplinary insights derived from criminology, behavioral psychology, information 

systems, cyberethics, and consumer behavior research. The review was motivated by the persistent 

prevalence of digital piracy despite substantial investments in copyright legislation, technological 

protection measures, and enforcement initiatives, indicating that legal deterrence alone provides an 

incomplete explanation of piracy engagement. 

The findings demonstrate that digital piracy is a complex, multidimensional, and psychologically 

negotiated behavior rather than a purely economic or technologically driven phenomenon. The review 

confirms that neutralization mechanisms constitute one of the most influential explanatory processes 

enabling individuals to participate in unauthorized downloading and content-sharing activities while 

preserving favorable self-perceptions and minimizing moral discomfort. Among the various techniques 

identified, denial of injury, denial of victim, denial of responsibility, condemnation of condemners, and 

appeal to higher loyalties emerged as the most frequently reported cognitive justifications across 

empirical studies. These mechanisms appear particularly salient within digital environments 

characterized by anonymity, weak enforcement visibility, intangible ownership structures, and 

widespread social normalization of unauthorized content consumption. 

The synthesis further highlights the pivotal role of rationalization in shaping digital piracy intentions. 

Unlike traditional neutralization strategies, rationalization reconstructs unethical conduct into narratives 

perceived as socially acceptable, economically necessary, educationally beneficial, or morally harmless. 

Affordability concerns, accessibility limitations, dissatisfaction with pricing structures, and perceptions 

of corporate exploitation frequently serve as cognitive narratives through which individuals justify 

piracy behavior. The findings suggest that rationalization functions as an important mediating 

mechanism linking ethical beliefs, moral evaluations, and behavioral intentions. 

Consistent with the Theory of Planned Behavior, the review confirms that positive attitudes toward 

piracy, subjective norms, peer influence, and perceived behavioral control remain significant predictors 

of piracy intentions. However, the evidence also indicates that intention-based models inadequately 

explain the moral conflicts associated with online deviant behavior. Moral obligation, guilt, ethical 

awareness, and religiosity generally inhibit piracy intentions; nevertheless, their influence may be 

substantially weakened once neutralization and rationalization processes are activated. This observation 

underscores the necessity of integrating behavioral, criminological, and ethical perspectives into more 

comprehensive explanatory frameworks. 

Finally, this study advances digital piracy scholarship by consolidating fragmented theoretical 

perspectives, extending the applicability of neutralization and rationalization theories within digital 

environments, and proposing an integrated explanatory framework capable of guiding future research. 

As digital ecosystems continue to evolve, understanding the interplay between behavioral motivations, 

ethical judgments, technological opportunities and cognitive justifications will become increasingly 

important for developing evidence-based policies, promoting lawful digital consumption and fostering 

sustainable innovation within the global knowledge economy. 
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