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Abstract
Objective: To analyze the relationship between cynicism and the expectation that cheating will be 
necessary in the academic and professional life of lato sensu graduate students in accounting.
Method: Electronic and on-site questionnaires were used, with the participation of 92 students from two 
higher education institutions in the South of Brazil. The questionnaire was divided into three parts: (i) 
sociodemographic information of the participant; (ii) questions to measure the construct of cynicism, 
measured in two ways and called CIN1 and CIN2; and (iii) questions about the behavior and expectation 
that cheating will be necessary in the participants’ academic and professional life.
Results: The initial tests indicated that the participants’ level of cynicism is similar when analyzed by 
gender, area in which they work and academic background. The binary logistic regression models indicated 
that there is a positive relationship between cynicism and the expectation that cheating will be necessary, 
in academic and in professional life.
Contribution: This study contributes to the discussion, which is still scarce, on the trait of cynicism in the 
Brazilian accounting context; it provides evidence that a positive relationship exists between cynicism in 
academic life, but also in professional life; and it alerts to individual cynicism for the adoption of policies 
and codes of conduct in order to reduce cheating as a result of cynicism.
Key words: Cynicism; Cheating; Academic and professional life; Personality; Accounting.
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1. Introduction

Case reports of financial fraud that probably involves an accountant are not rare in the media. 
Therefore, behavioral elements of business professionals have stood out on the agenda of accounting 
research in Brazil. Studies focusing on how personality traits affect the behavior and decision-making of 
managers, accountants and students are particularly noted. For example, while Avelino, Lima, Cunha e 
Colauto (2017) aimed to examine the relationship between the trait of non-pathological narcissism and 
the perception of dishonesty of accounting students, D’Souza e Lima (2019) aimed to understand the 
relationship between Accounting students’ cultural values and the non-pathological personality traits that 
make up the Dark Triad (Machiavellianism, narcissism, and psychopathy). Thus, the field of behavioral 
accounting, more specifically focused on the personality of individuals, gained prominence, mainly 
because the interdisciplinarity between accounting and psychology is relatively recent.

Evidence of this is found in Thaler (2019). In his book Misbehaving, it is indicated that there was 
no postgraduate course in behavioral economics in 1992, at least to the best of his knowledge. So, the first 
course was created by the Behavioral Economics Roundtable i, which Thaler (2019) was part of. Therefore, 
it is reasonable to assume that behavioral accounting does not exist either, particularly in Brazil. A recently 
created area of research has fertile ground for further exploration. Personality traits were inserted in this 
branch, which can be investigated to better understand accounting professionals’ behavior(Wheeler, 2001; 
Wheeler, Jessup, & Martinez, 2002), as well as that of other professionals involved in the business area. 

One of the personality traits still little explored and that can contribute to this research area is 
cynicism. First, it should be highlighted that there are differences between contemporary cynicism and 
ancient cynicism. In this research, contemporary cynicism is studied. For the sake of brevity and focus, 
ancient cynicism will not be addressed. Background literature has provided different definitions and 
types for the study of this personality trait, as its conception depends on the area of knowledge, context, 
and historical moment. Therefore, in this study, cynicism is defined as a general belief about human 
nature that individuals are unreliable (Chiaburu, Peng, Oh, Banks, & Lomeli, 2013; Costa, Zonderman, 
McCrae, & Williams, 1986). Consequently, individuals with a strong trait of cynicism are those who see 
other people as dishonest and distrust them (Bernardi & Adamaitis, 2006; Cook & Medley, 1954). Due to 
the way cynics perceive other people, the cynicism of managers, accountants, and business professionals, 
in general, entails implications for their behavior and decisions, particularly in what can be broadly 
considered as cheating conduct. There is evidence that business students report and are more likely to 
cheat than those in other areas of knowledge (McCabe, 2005; McCabe & Trevino, 1995). In addition, 
business students have stated that immoral behaviors are dominant in the business world and, in order 
to advance their professional careers, they will need to cheat somehow (Lawson, 2004). In this sense, it 
is relevant to understand how the strong sense of dishonesty and distrust, characteristic of cynicism, is 
related to cheating behaviorsii. Thus, the objective of this study is to analyze the relationship between 
cynicism and the expectation that cheating will be necessary in the academic and professional life of lato 
sensu graduate students in accounting.
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The expectation that cheating will be necessary of individuals with more intense traits of cynicism 
can help to anticipate some of their unwanted behaviors and decisions, contributing to better human 
resource management within the companies. The identification of employees’ cynical personality through 
academic or clinical instruments also helps to ascertain the human resources’ level of cynicism. Thus, the 
company can take action and adopt policies and codes of conduct that diminish the feeling of distrust and 
dishonesty in relation to its image and among its employees. The construct of cynicism investigated in 
this study is non-pathological, although the instruments used for its measurement are part of the medical 
and psychological literature. Therefore, the clinical diagnosis of cynicism as a pathology goes beyond the 
scope of this study, which is its mere analysis for academic purposes.

This research contributes to the background literature by analyzing the possible relationship 
between cynicism and the expectation that cheating will be necessary in the academic and professional 
life of lato sensu graduate students in accounting at two higher education institutions in the South of Brazil. 
This audience was chosen because it is concurrently acting in the professional and academic areas. In 
addition, as will be discussed in Section 2, the study contributes by reporting results based on two proxies 
for cynicism. The need to use two measures for cynicism is also discussed in Section 2 and its implications 
are discussed in the final considerations section.

Besides this introductory section, the article is organized as follows: Section 2 presents the literature 
review and the development of hypotheses. Section 3 explains the methodological procedures used in 
the development of this study. Section 4 reports and discusses the results and Section 5 describes the 
conclusions, implications, limitations and recommendations for future research.

2. Literature review and hypotheses

2.1 Cynicism and cheating

Researchers have defined the trait of cynicism as a general belief regarding the human nature that 
other individuals are not reliable (Bernardi & LaCross, 2004; Chiaburu et al., 2013; Costa et al., 1986). 
Similarly, cynicism can also be considered as a moral dimension that involves stronger levels of distrust 
and hostility towards other people’s motives and actions (Adorno, Frenkel-Crunswik, Levinson, & Sanford, 
1950; Turner & Valentine, 2001).

The cynicism of managers, accountants, and other business professionals entails serious 
consequences for their productivity and form of behavior (Andersson & Bateman, 1997; James, Miles, 
& Mullins, 2011), as well as for their health, as there is evidence that cynicism is related to the Burnout 
syndrome (Viljoen & Claassen, 2017)and other health problems (Stavrova & Ehlebracht, 2018; Why & 
Johnston, 2008). For example, a head of the accounting department with a stronger cynical personality can 
often be suspicious that his or her team is not performing the designated jobs as qualitatively as wanted 
and, therefore, (s)he ends up doing his or her work plus that of his or her team, burdening and wearing 
him out. Likewise, cynical employees are inclined to believe that the company’s management will take 
advantage of their hard work (Kanter & Mirvis, 1989)and that their contribution to the company will not 
be acknowledged (James et al., 2011). In addition, employees with a strong cynical personality can take 
positions contrary to the company’s actions and publicly mock its initiatives (Serrano Archimi, Reynaud, 
Yasin, & Bhatti, 2018). Therefore, excessive cynicism – or exaggerated distrust of something or someone– 
can affect the organizational climate and cooperation between employees, making it essential to regain 
the employees’ trust (Serrano Archimi et al., 2018). Studies also indicate that a negative relationship exists 
between cynicism and job satisfaction (Kökalan, 2019; Leung, Ip, & Leung, 2010). The greater the sense 
of dishonesty and mistrust, the lesser the satisfaction in the professional environment.
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As they do not trust other individuals, cynics may exhibit individualistic behaviors. James et al. 
(2011) report that “individuals who are highly cynical are not naturally prone to engage in voluntary 
helping behaviors” (p.168). Thus, cynical professionals are more inclined to prioritize their personal 
interests over those of the company (Kökalan, 2019), or the public interest. Cynics are willing to benefit 
at the expense of others. For this reason, ethical competence has been considered relevant for business 
professionals, and more specifically for accountants (Lawson et al., 2015).

From a comprehensive perspective, studies suggest that cynicism is the source of reduced economic 
growth and individuals’ civic engagement, being equally responsible for granting the opportunity to 
commit crimes (Andersson & Bateman, 1997; Stavrova & Ehlebracht, 2018). Based on this reasoning, the 
more pronounced the cynicism of business professionals, the greater the propensity to cheat. Particularly in 
Accounting, research has pointed out that cynicism is positively correlated with cheating. In this sense, if the 
cynicism of business professionals is more pronounced, they are more likely to cheat in the work environment.

Particularly in the Accounting area, research shows that there is a positive relationship between 
cynicism and cheating behavior (Ameen, Guffey, & McMillan, 1996a; Bernardi & Adamaitis, 2006; 
Bernardi & LaCross, 2004; Salter, Guffey, & McMillan, 2001), although those studies have been developed 
with students and were focused on cheating in the academic environment. Adding to this literature, this 
study seeks to focus on the relationship between cynicism and cheating in the research participants’ 
professional life.

It is relevant to emphasize that cynicism at reasonable levels is important for individuals, so that 
they can act cynically according to the context in which distrust arises. For example, Figure 1 represents 
an advertisement taken from a website in which it is indicated that the user is the 999,999th visitor of a 
particular website and that he has been selected as a possible winner of a prize. In general, this type of 
advertising on websites has a link that contains viruses or redirects the user to other pages that are not 
related to the promised prize. Therefore, if the user is excessively innocent and/or has little knowledge 
of internet fraud, (s)he may be attracted by this type of misleading advertising and end up suffering 
undesirable consequences. Therefore, as Tsay, Shu and Bazerman (2011) argue, the opposite of cynicism 
is innocence.

Figure 1. Image of an advertisement on an internet 
page.
Source: https://www.tecmundo.com.br/phishing/1680-dicas-para-identificar-
janelas-fraudulentas-nas-paginas-da-web.htm
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Cynicism at reasonable levels tends to be healthy and provide protection to individuals. Eventually, 
people who repeatedly experience cheating situations tend to become (more) cynical. For example, a 
person who is betrayed in a love relationship becomes more cynical about the motives of the partner’s 
actions. Thus, cynicism prevents the person from continuing to make the mistake of trusting the partner. 
In the business context, the same occurs with companies and colleagues. For example, companies that 
present financial fraud or compete unfairly with their competitors are more likely to be watched with 
distrust by society, and may lose essential economic transactions with customers, suppliers and other 
related parties. Therefore, cynicism can be interpreted as a psychological defense mechanism (Horney, 
1992) by the victims of cheating.

Based on this debate, it is observed that excessive cynicism can provoke a lack of cooperation 
and commitment and prioritization of private over public interests, even if cheating is needed.  This 
overlapping of private and public interests (company or society) is a motive for many crimes committed 
in the financial and non-financial world. On the other hand, cynicism, at reasonable levels, can represent 
a mechanism for preventing and protecting potential targets of cheating. Despite this, the concept adopted 
in this study is of high levels of cynicism, in which individuals generally believe that the human nature of 
third parties is unreliable (Bernardi & LaCross, 2004; Chiaburu et al., 2013; Costa et al., 1986). In addition, 
it is emphasized that there is evidence that cynicism is positively related to cheating (Ameen et al., 1996a; 
Bernardi & LaCross, 2004).

2.2 Related research

Little empirical exploration has been done thus far concerning the point at which accounting, 
cynicism and cheating meet. In the Brazilian accounting literature consultediii, studies were found that 
only slightly approach cynicism, as being, for example, one of the aspects of Machiavellianism (D’Souza 
& Lima, 2019). Similarly, relevant international accounting journalsiv have been consulted, in which there 
are studies that subtly cite cynicism, whether as a subconstruct or just as a word, and not as a research 
focus (ex: Bowen, Rajgopal, & Venkatachalam, 2014; Klein & Speckbacher, 2019; Majors, 2016). This study 
differs by focusing particularly on the construct of cynicism, using specific academic instruments for its 
measurement.

In addition to earlier research that investigated cynicism in a peripheral way, in the international 
accounting literature, empirical studies could be detected that actually discuss cynicism as one of its main 
topics. These studies are described next and, at the end, it is argued how this study contributes to the 
literature on accounting and cynicism.

Ameen et al. (1996a) studied the academic dishonesty of accounting students, as well as the 
influence of environmental factors and the propensity to cheat. One of these factors was cynicism, which 
was measured by the three questions of Sierles et al. (1980). Specifically concerning the results of the 
relationship between cynicism and the propensity to cheat, a lower level of cynicism was found in non-
cheating students. The findings of the binary logistic regression also supported a positive correlation 
between cynicism and cheating. The results concerning the construct of cynicism should be observed 
with caution though, as the Cronbach’s alpha found for this construct was 0.554, suggesting that there is 
fragile internal consistency.
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Ameen, Guffey and McMillan (1996b) investigated the relationship between gender and the 
willingness to tolerate immoral behavior in a sample of 285 accounting students from four major public 
institutions in the United States. The results indicated that male students tend to be more tolerant of 
cheating than female students. With regard to cynicism, measured by the three questions of Sierles et al. 
(1980), the test of means showed that male students have higher levels of cynicism than female students.

Salter et al. (2001) investigated the determinants of cheating based on a sample of 370 students 
enrolled in upper-level accounting courses at public universities in the United States and the United 
Kingdom. The authors also used the questions of Sierles et al. (1980) to measure cynicism. After the 
statistical analyses, a positive relationship between cynicism and cheating was found for students from 
the United Kingdom, but this relationship was not established when students from the United States were 
analyzed. One potential explanation for this result is that there were more men in the UK student sample, 
who tend to be more tolerant of cheating. This finding also suggests that cynicism may vary according to 
the country culture.

Bernardi and LaCross (2004) evaluated the effects of the social desirability response bias (SDRB) in 
the model built by Salter et al. (2001), as the authors believed that the SDRB contaminated the variables, 
including cynicism, which were used in previous research that modeled cheating. Thus, data were collected 
from 174 students in the business area and particularly cynicism was measured through the questions of 
Sierles et al. (1980). Regarding the results for the cynicism variable, a negative relationship was observed 
between cynicism and SDRB. This result was as expected, as students’ cynical responses are not seen as 
socially desired.

Bernardi and Adamaitis (2006), in a similar study, examined the effects of SDRB on cheating 
behavior, controlling for a series of variables, including cynicism (also measured based on the three 
questions of Sierles et al. (1980)). Data were collected from 290 Australian, Chinese, Irish, and Japanese 
students, in addition to the 174 students of the research by (Bernardi & LaCross, 2004). The results 
indicated that students with strong traits of cynicism are more likely to report cheating than students 
with a subtler cynical personality. In addition, a negative relationship was found for cynicism and VRDS, 
similar to (Bernardi & LaCross, 2004).

Based on this literature review, there is evidence of a positive relationship between cynicism 
and cheating in the students’ academic life. Furthermore, the studies observed in this literature review 
exclusively used the three questions of Sierles et al. (1980) to measure cynicism. Ameen et al. (1996a) 
found fragile evidence that this form of measurement is appropriate. Therefore, the use of a second proxy 
is justified to evaluate cynicism. This second proxy was selected based on the study by Greenglass and 
Julkunen (1989), as will be explained in Section 3. According to the theoretical discussion and empirical 
findings, the following hypotheses are formulated:

 • Hypothesis 1: Cynicism is positively related to the expectation that they will need to cheat 
in academic life.

 • Hypothesis 2: Cynicism is positively related to the expectation that they will need to cheat 
in professional life.
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3. Method

3.1 Context of the study

The research was conducted in two higher education institutions (HEIs) – one private and one 
public - located in the South of Brazil. Based on the objective of the study, questionnaires were applied to 
collect data on the respondent’s profile, cynicism and cheating. At the private institution, the questionnaires 
were applied via the internet (Google Forms) in October 2019 and, at the public institution, they were 
applied on site in November and December 2019. All participants agreed to participate in the research 
under the conditions of the free and informed consent form, which provided a general description of 
the purpose and method, the secrecy in the use and reporting of the data, the form of participation, the 
risks and benefits and the researchers’ contact data. The study included 92 students from four lato sensu 
graduate courses in the business area, being three specific accounting courses and one course in financial 
management, accounting and controllership. It is highlighted that not all students from the four courses 
participated in the research, as some were absent on the day of the class when the data was collected. The 
lato sensu graduate students were chosen because they are working and continue studying. Thus, it is more 
likely that they remember and potentially cheat in their academic and professional lives.

3.2 Variables and models

Table 1 shows the details of the research variables. Following the order of the questionnaire, the 
respondents were first asked to complete their personal data, such as gender (SEX), age (IDD), type of 
work (TRB) and undergraduate academic education (FAC). Subsequently, the questions about cynicism 
were answered. Questions C1, C2, and C3 were translated freely from Sierles et al.(1980)v and used to 
constitute the first proxy (CIN1) by calculating the arithmetic mean of the answers to these questions, as 
stated in the column “measurement” of Table 1, following the original formulation by Sierles et al. (1980). 
The higher the coefficient of CIN1, the more cynical an individual is.

Questions C4, C5 and C6 refer to the three-item version of Cook-Medley’s Cynical Mistrust Scale, 
obtained from Greenglass and Julkunen (1989)vi. The items were also freely translated and were used to 
form the second proxy of cynicism (CIN2), which represents the factor scores extracted from the main 
components factor analysis (FA) (regression method). To comply with the premises, Bartlett’s sphericity 
test was performed, which indicated that the generated factor is appropriate (chi2 = 74.376; p = 0.000) 
(Fávero & Belfiore, 2017). Cronbach’s alpha also showed that the level of internal consistency of the items 
is acceptable (alpha = 0.7507)(Hair Jr., Black, Babin, & Anderson, 2009). Therefore, evidence was found 
that the FA is appropriate. Just like the first proxy of cynicism, higher values for CIN2 represent higher 
levels of individual cynicism. Finally, the questions on cheating were answered. The variables TRVA and 
TRVP indicate, respectively, whether the respondent has ever cheated in any way in his/her academic and 
professional life (yes or no). This form of measurement was used in the background literature (Ameen 
et al., 1996a; Bernardi & LaCross, 2004). And the variables EXVA and EXVP indicate, respectively, the 
student’s expectation that it will be necessary to cheat, in some way, in academic and professional life in 
the future, with yes and no as the possible answers. These questions have also been used in earlier studies 
(Ameen et al., 1996a; Bernardi & Adamaitis, 2006; Salter et al., 2001).
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Table 1 
Study variables

Acronym Description Measurement

SEX Gender 1 = male; 0 = female.

IDD Age Years.

TRB Work 1 = accounting area; 0 = not in 
the accounting area.

FAC Academic education (undergraduate) 1 = accounting; 0 = not 
accounting.

C1 People who say they never cheated are hypocrites 1 to 5 points.

C2 Everyone steals, cheats or lies at least once in a lifetime 1 to 5 points.

C3 People need to cheat in this heavily competitive world 1 to 5 points.

CIN1 "Cynicism 1” (C1 + C2 + C3) / 3.

C4 Most people internally do not like to make themselves available to help 
other people 1 to 5 points.

C5 Most people will use somewhat unfair means to make a profit or gain an 
advantage rather than losing them 1 to 5 points.

C6 I think most people would lie in order to gain an advantage 1 to 5 points.

CIN2 "Cynicism 2” Factor score generated by 
Factor Analysis.(A)

TRVA Have you cheated, in any way, in academic life? 1 = Yes; 0 = No.

TRVP Have you cheated, in any way, in professional life? 1 = Yes; 0 = No.

EXVA Do you expect that you will need to cheat, in any way, in academic life? 1 = Yes; 0 = No.

EXVP Do you expect that you will need to cheat, in any way, in professional life? 1 = Yes; 0 = No.

First, the data were observed based on descriptive statistics on the respondents’ profile, questions 
about cynicism and questions about cheating. Subsequently, Welch’s t-tests were performed to check 
for potential differences in the level of cynicism between groups of distinct gender, work, and academic 
background. When the assumptions of normality and homogeneity of variance are violated in the t-test, 
the correction of Welch (1947) can still be used, which adjusts its formula to make the test feasible by 
compensating for the violation of the assumptions. In this analysis, the two proxies of cynicism (CIN1 
and CIN2) were analyzed. For age, the correlation tests were performed.

Next, the relationship between cynicism and expectation that cheating will be necessary was 
analyzed through binomial logistic regression models, which are appropriate when the response variable 
is binary qualitative (Chatterjee & Simonoff, 2012; Fávero & Belfiore, 2017; Menard, 2002). The event in 
question is the positive expectation that cheating will be necessary, in some way, in academic (EXVA) or 
professional (EXVP) life in the future. Thus, the following models were developed:

 • Model 1A: EXVAi = 1/1+e-(a + b
1

.CIN1
1i

 + b
2

TRVA
2i

 + b
3
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3i
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4
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7
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)
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The response variables are the expectations that cheating will be necessary in academic life (models 
1A and 1B) and professional life (models 2A and 2B). The difference between the models is the proxy for 
cynicism. CIN1 and CIN2 are the proxies for cynicism. The questions for CIN1 were taken from Sierles 
et al. (1980) and those for CIN2 from Greenglass e Julkunen (1989). While CIN1 has already been used 
in previous studies in the accounting area (Ameen et al., 1996b, 1996a; Bernardi & LaCross, 2004; Salter 
et al., 2001), no accounting studies using CIN2 were found in the literature consulted. For further details 
about the variables, review Table 1.

4. Results

Table 2 shows the respondents’ profile. The study sample includes mostly women (63.04%), people 
who work in accounting (52.17%) and graduates in Accountancy (79.35%). As the lato sensu graduate 
courses are in Accounting, a preponderance of the accounting area would be expected in terms of the 
participants’ academic background as well as their area of work. Most students are female, which is 
consistent with the increasing female participation in the undergraduate accounting degree that has been 
occurring in recent years. In addition, the participants’ mean age is 28.76 years, with a standard deviation 
(SD) of 6.15 years.

Table 2 
Participants’ profile

Variable Absolute Frequency Relative Frequency

SEX - Male 34 36.96

SEX - Female 58 63.04

TRB - Accounting area 48 52.17

TRB - Not in the accounting area 44 47.83

FAC - Accounting 73 79.35

FAC - Not accounting 19 20.65

Next, Table 3 shows the descriptive statistics of the cynicism and cheating variables. Regarding 
cynicism, while the mean values of items C1 and C2 are 3.3043 and 3.6196 points, respectively, item C3 
has an average value of 1.4565, below the intermediate level of the scale (3.0 points). This indicates that 
participants tended to agree more with C1 and C2 than with C3. The first proxy (CIN1) of cynicism had 
an average of 2.7935, also below 3.0, suggesting that, in general, the participants in the sample have a 
cynical personality that can be considered moderate. It is important to highlight that Cronbach’s alpha was 
calculated for C1, C2 and C3, which resulted in 0.5719. This suggests that there is little internal consistency. 
This result is similar to that reported by Ameen et al. (1996a), who found an alpha of 0.544. Therefore, 
caution is needed in the analysis performed with the use of this proxy, as there is no strong evidence of 
one-dimensionality in the measurement of the construct.

With regard to items C4, C5 and C6, it is observed that C4 has an average of 2.9674 points, pointing 
out that the participants tended to agree less with this statement. On the other hand, the mean values for 
items C5 and C6 were 3.0326 and 3.1196 points, respectively, indicating greater agreement. The mean for 
CIN2 is 0.0000, indicating that, according to this proxy, participants have a moderate cynical personality, 
as the mean remains far from the minimum value (-1.9590) and the maximum value (2.3684). For CIN2, 
Cronbach’s alpha is 0.7507. This indicates an acceptable level of internal consistency of the items that 
measure the same construct (Hair Jr. et al., 2009). Therefore, the analyses using this second proxy for 
cynicism (CIN2) are more reliable.
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In relation to cheating, cross-tabulation analyses and chi2 tests were performed, as they are 
categorical variables. As for the variables EXVA and TRVA, 12 cases were verified in students who have 
already cheated and intend to cheat again in academic life. On the other hand, 59 students stated that 
they had not cheated in their earlier academic life and do not intend to cheat in the future. One potential 
explanation for these results is that participants tend to respond according to what society expects them to 
respond (SDRB), in which participants tend not to admit they will need to cheat. In addition, 11 students 
declared that they had not cheated in the past, but believe that they will need to cheat in the future. Ten 
other students indicated that they have already cheated, but do not believe that they will have to cheat in 
the future. The chi2 test for this cross-tabulation analysis indicated significance (p = 0.000). This evidences 
that TRVA and EXVA are not randomly associated.

Concerning the variables TRVP and EXVP, their contingency table shows that 14 students admit 
having cheated in the past and that they feel the need to do so in the future in their professional lives. In 
contrast, there are 30 students who stated that they have not cheated in their professional lives in the past 
and will not need to do so in the future. Again, it is emphasized that the respondents are subject to SDRB. 
Also, only one student replied that he did not cheat in professional life, but believes that he will have to 
do so in the future. And finally, 46 students responded that they have cheated before, but do not expect to 
reproduce this behavior in the future. The chi2 test for this cross-tabulation was significant (p = 0.0014). 
Thus, TRVP and EXVP are not randomly associated. A relevant association exists between their categories.

Table 3 
Descriptive statistics - Variables of cynicism and cheating

Cynicism (N = 92) Mean Standard deviation Minimum Maximum

C1 3.3043 1.3965 1.0000 5.0000

C2 3.6196 1.3736 1.0000 5.0000

C3 1.4565 0.9307 1.0000 5.0000

CIN1 2.7935 0.9190 1.0000 5.0000

C4 2.9674 1.1526 1.0000 5.0000

C5 3.0326 1.1716 1.0000 5.0000

C6 3.1196 1.2996 1.0000 5.0000

CIN2 0.0000 1.0000 -1.9590 2.3684

Expectation that cheating and 
cheating in academic life will be 

necessary (N = 91)

TRVA
Chi2 P-value 

Yes No

EXVA
Yes 14 1 6,00 0,014

No 46 30    

Expectation that cheating and 
cheating in professional life will be 

necessary (N = 92)

TRVP
Chi2 P-value 

Yes No

EXVP
Yes 12 10 13,46 0,000

No 11 59    
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Subsequently, Table 4 shows the mean values of CIN1 and CIN2 according to the research 
participants’ gender (SEX), work (TRB), and academic background (FAC). Men have a stronger 
cynical personality than women, both for CIN1 and CIN2, when the descriptive analysis is considered. 
Nevertheless, Welch’s t-test pointed out that this difference is not statistically significant, suggesting that the 
level of cynicism is similar between men and women in the study sample. This result differs from Ameen 
et al. (1996b), which found significantly higher levels of cynicism for male than for female students. One 
potential explanation is that, in general, the sample has moderate levels of the cynicism trait, as reported 
in the previous table.

When considering the area of work, the descriptive analysis showed that participants working in 
accounting have a stronger cynical personality than their colleagues in other areas, considering CIN1 as 
well as CIN2. Welch’s t-test indicated that there is no statistically significant difference between the levels of 
cynicism of workers in accounting and other areas though. Therefore, there is no evidence that accounting 
professionals are more cynical than workers from other areas.

Regarding the academic background, CIN1 indicates that students who did not graduate in 
Accountancy (2.81) have slightly more intense cynical personality than those who graduated in 
Accountancy (2.79). Welch’s t-tests indicated that there is no statistically significant difference. The same 
is true for CIN2, whose descriptive results suggest that students who graduated in Accounting (0.05) have 
higher levels of cynicism than those who graduated in other courses (-0.21), but this difference is not 
significant either. Overall, the two proxies of cynicism have shown to be reasonably consistent to date, as 
both indicated that the groups have statistically similar levels of cynicism.

Table 4 
Level of cynicism (CIN1 and CIN2) according to SEX, TRB and FAC

Filter Groups Result

SEX Male Female P-value (two-tailed)

CIN1 2.82 2.78 0.8141

CIN2 0.14 -0.08 0.3493

TRB Accounting area Not in the accounting area P-value (two-tailed)

CIN1 2.82 2.77 0.7805

CIN2 0.15 -0.17 0.1245

FAC Accounting Not accounting P-value (two-tailed)

CIN1 2.79 2.81 0.9448

CIN2 0.05 -0.21 0.2751

As for age, Pearson’s and Spearman’s correlation tests were applied, respectively. For the relationship 
between IDD and CIN1, coefficients of -0.0426 (p > 0.10) and 0.0040 (p > 0.10) were found. These results 
suggest that the first proxy of cynicism is not significantly correlated with age. For the relationship between 
IDD and CIN2, coefficients of -0.2851 (p < 0.01) and -0.1951 (p < 0.10) were found. These findings indicate 
that age is negatively associated with the second proxy of cynicism. Therefore, the lower the student’s age, 
the higher the level of cynicism. This is the first result that distinguishes the proxies for cynicism (CIN1 and 
CIN2). In addition, for the Pearson’s and Spearman’s correlation between CIN1 and CIN2, coefficients of 
0.4235 (p < 0.01) and 0.4195 (p < 0.01) were found, indicating that they are significantly related, although 
these coefficients cannot be considered high.
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Next, the relationship between cynicism and expectation that cheating will be necessary was 
analyzed using binomial logistic regression models, as specified in Section 3. The results for the expectation 
that cheating will be necessary in academic life (Model 1) are reported in Table 5. The prob chi2 inferior 
to 0.05 points out that at least one of the explanatory variables is significant to explain the probability 
that the student expects that cheating will be necessary in academic life (EXVA). McFaden’s pseudo R2 
can be used as a criterion to choose the best fit model when the models are compared (Fávero & Belfiore, 
2017). The higher the pseudo R2, the better the fit of the model. In this case, model 1A has a pseudo R2 
of 0.2530, against 0.2877 for model 1B. The same interpretation can apply to the function of likelihood 
(log-likelihood). The higher, the better fit the model will be. In this case, it is verified that model 1B has a 
higher log-likelihood (LL = -27.71) and, therefore, is more suitable compared to model 1A (LL = -29.05).

In Model 1A, it is observed that cynicism is not a relevant factor to influence the expectation that 
cheating will be necessary in academic life (p > 0.10). This result suggests that the cynical personality of 
the sample participants does not significantly affect their expectations that cheating will be necessary. This 
finding differs from the background literature (Ameen et al., 1996a; Bernardi & Adamaitis, 2006; Bernardi 
& LaCross, 2004; Salter et al., 2001), which found a positive correlation. The only significant factors were 
TRVP (coef. = 1.16; p < 0.10) and FAC (coef. = -1.80; p < 0.05). These results point out that students who 
have already cheated in professional life are more likely to cheat in academic life in the future and that 
accounting graduates are less inclined to expect that cheating will be necessary in their academic lives. 
The TRVA result of model 1A suggests that students who have already cheated do not necessarily feel the 
need to cheat in the future. This finding is counterintuitive, as those who practiced cheating in the past 
are more likely to commit cheating in the future.

Model 1B shows different results. Cynicism (CIN2) is positively correlated with the expectation 
that they will need to cheat in academic life (EXVA). This result is an indication that students with a more 
prominent cynical personality expect to have to cheat in their academic life in the future. This finding is 
consistent with previous studies (Ameen et al., 1996a; Bernardi & Adamaitis, 2006; Bernardi & LaCross, 
2004; Salter et al., 2001) and supports hypothesis 1. In addition, students who have already cheated in their 
academic (coef. = 2.53; p < 0.10) and professional lives (coef. = 1.39; p <0.10) are also positively related to 
the expectation that they will need to cheat. This indicates, for example, that professionals who have already 
cheated in the job market are more inclined to cheat in their academic life if they come to take a second 
degree course, graduate courses or other kinds of courses involving the teaching-learning process. Still in 
Model 1B, it is observed that, the higher the IDD (coef. = 0.12; p < 0.10), the higher the expectation that 
they will need to cheat. Additionally, accounting students are less inclined to think they will need to cheat 
in their academic lives compared to students graduated in other areas of knowledge. This is a promising 
finding for accounting professionals and regulators. Finally, the models were also applied using the probit 
estimation method, with results similar to the logit model.



Vitor Hideo Nasu, Luis Eduardo Afonso

REPeC – Revista de Educação e Pesquisa em Contabilidade, ISSN 1981-8610, Brasília, v.14, n. 3, art. 5, p. 352-370, Jul./Sep. 2020 364

Table 5 
Results of the logistic regression models: EXVA

EXVA
Model 1A Model 1B

Coefficient Standard error Coefficient Standard error

CIN1 0.44 0.46   

CIN2 0.76* 0.42

TRVA 2.19 1.40 2.53* 1.41

TRVP 1.16* 0.69 1.39* 0.71

SEX 0.51 0.68 0.13 0.73

IDD 0.09 0.07 0.12* 0.07

TRB 0.95 0.83 0.97 0.84

FAC -1.80** 0.86 -2.31** 0.92

CONSTANT -7.19 3.04 -6.84 3.02

N 90 90

prob chi2 0.0063 0.0022

Pseudo R2 0.2530 0.2877

Log likelihood (LL) -29.05 -27.71

*** , ** and * represent the level of significance at 1%, 5% and 10%, respectively.

The results on the expectation of the need to cheat in professional life (EXVP) are shown in Table 
6. As observed, the prob chi2 are inferior to 0.05, indicating that at least one of the explanatory variables is 
significant. Model 2A has the highest R2 and log likelihood, which suggests that the model fits the data better.

Based on the analysis of model 2A, the positive influence of CIN1 (coef. = 1.18; p < 0.05) on 
EXVP was observed, supporting hypothesis 2. This finding points out that the stronger an individual’s 
cynical personality, the more likely (s)he is to expect to have to cheat in professional life. This finding is 
also troubling, as accountants with high traces of cynicism may be cheating more intensely in the work 
environment. Previous studies also found a positive relationship between cynicism and expectation that 
they will need to cheat (Ameen et al., 1996a; Bernardi & Adamaitis, 2006; Salter et al., 2001). The variable 
TRVP was also relevant (coef. = 2.47; p < 0.01) in relation to EXVP. This means that individuals who have 
already cheated expect to cheat again in their professional lives. Thus, the teachers need to alert the students 
to moral behavior when practicing the accounting profession. This point can and should be reinforced, 
especially in the disciplines of accounting ethics, an opportunity in which cases and situations of moral 
conflict which accountants are subject to should be discussed and what should be the most appropriate 
conduct. Also, the variable SEX (coef. = 1.42; p <0.05) obtained a positive relationship with EXVP. This 
result suggests that male students are more inclined to think they will need to cheat in their professional 
lives in the future. In a profession in which the majority are men (CFC, 2019), it becomes worrisome for 
the accounting profession to know that male individuals expect to cheat more than female ones.
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Model 2B presented similar results to model 2A. The same variables were significant in relation to 
EXVP. Cynicism (coef. = 0.90; p < 0.05), for example, obtained a positive relationship with the expectation 
that cheating will be necessary in professional life. Thus, individuals with higher levels of cynicism tend 
more strongly to expect that they will need to cheat in professional life compared to those with lower levels 
of cynicism. This finding supports hypothesis 2. Male students who have already cheated in professional 
life also presented positive coefficients. This evidence suggests that male students are more inclined to 
think they will need to cheat in their professional lives in the future. The results alert to potential cheating 
behaviors in the accounting work environment, as cynical male students who have already cheated think 
more intensely about cheating again than less cynical male students, female students and students who 
have not cheated. The latter may suffer the consequences of the former’s cheating. Finally, it is emphasized 
that the models 2A and 2B were also estimated via probit and yielded results similar to the logit results.

Table 6 
Results of the logistic regression models: EXVP

EXVP
Model 2A Model 2B

Coefficient Standard error Coefficient Standard error

CIN1 1.18** 0.49   

CIN2 0.90** 0.37

TRVA -1.10 0.92 -0.64 0.86

TRVP 2.47*** 0.76 2.61*** 0.78

SEX 1.42** 0.67 1.17* 0.65

IDD 0.05 0.05 0.08 0.06

TRB 1.18 0.82 0.92 0.79

FAC -0.72 0.85 -0.96 0.86

CONSTANT -7.19 2.53 -4.62 2.11

N 90 90

prob chi2 0.0001 0.0002

Pseudo R2 0.3049 0.2956

Log likelihood (LL) -33.14 -33.58

*** , ** and * represent the level of significance at 1%, 5% and 10%, respectively.

Overall, the results of models 2A and 2B were similar. As verified, the expectation that they will 
need to cheat in professional life (EXVP) does not depend on the participants’ age (IDD), work area 
(TRB), and academic background. No relevant difference was found between students who graduated 
in accounting or in other areas in terms of their expectations of cheating in the professional context. The 
same interpretation applies to the age and work area of the students in the sample when analyzed together 
with other variables in the models.

5. Final considerations

The objective of this study was to analyze the relationship between cynicism and the expectation 
that cheating will be necessary in the academic and professional life of lato sensu graduate students in 
accounting. In this sense, data were collected from 92 students from four graduate courses through a 
questionnaire applied electronically and on-site. For the data analysis, descriptive statistics, Welch’s t-tests, 
and binary logistic regression models were conducted.
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Descriptive statistics indicated that most students admitted to cheating in their academic life. 
The same was not found for working life though, in which the majority did not admit having cheated. 
This finding is intriguing, as the background literature suggests a positive relationship between cheating 
behavior in academic and professional life. One potential explanation for this result is that the students in 
the sample are relatively young (mean = 28.76 years) and, therefore, may have little professional experience 
since the end of the undergraduate course or have been exposed to few moral conflicts in the work 
environment. This finding still needs further investigation.

Regarding Welch’s t-tests, no statistically significant difference was observed in the students’ level of 
cynicism -considering the two proxies - when separated by gender, work area and academic background. 
In the binomial logistic regression, evidence was found that cynicism is positively related to the expectation 
that cheating will be necessary in academic and professional life. This evidence suggests that, the higher 
the individuals’ trait of cynicism, the greater their expectation that cheating will be necessary in the future. 
Thus, hypotheses 1 and 2 find restricted support as, in Model 1A, cynicism was not significant to explain 
EXVA. Additionally, students who have cheated previously are more inclined to think that they will need 
to cheat again. This finding is consistent with Smyth e Davis (2003) and suggests that the habit of cheating 
can turn into a vicious circle in which its practitioners need to be detected and the punishments in the 
norms and codes of conduct need to be applied for the cheating cycle to be interrupted.

The results obtained entail reflections and implications for accounting education and, more broadly, 
for business students’ education. First, teachers may want to identify students with a more obvious cynical 
personality, in order to adopt educational policies that restrict their cheating behavior. Secondly, no 
difference was observed in the level of cynicism of students when separated by gender, work, and academic 
background. Therefore, the students showed to have similar traits of cynicism. If the teacher gets to know 
the level of cynicism of the students in his/her class, (s)he can take measures according to elements of 
the student behavior that are related to this personality. Thirdly, evidence was obtained that students who 
have already cheated in their professional lives more strongly expect that they will need to cheat in the 
future. In other words, cheating generates cheating. Course coordinators and teachers need to be aware 
of this fact, in order to develop policies and rules that limit the students’ cheating behavior. Fourth, the 
results can also assist in the selection of future professionals in the business area. Considering the positive 
relationship between cynicism and cheating, human resources managers may want to measure the level of 
cynical personality in order to reduce the likelihood of cheating behavior of their employees.

As a limitation of the research, it is highlighted that there are few studies on cynicism in the 
accounting area, especially in the Brazilian context. Therefore, the discussion of the results was restricted 
to the international literature. A second aspect is the proxy CIN1, for which strong evidence of internal 
consistency of its items was not obtained, as Cronbach’s alpha did not reach an acceptable level. The result 
of Cronbach’s alpha obtained by this investigation is similar to Ameen et al. (1996a). Therefore, cynicism 
may not be measured properly when considering the questions of Sierles et al. (1980). Therefore, caution 
is recommended in the interpretation of the results involving the proxy CIN1, especially those in which 
they differ from the proxy CIN2. In addition, evidence of fragility in the form of cynicism measurement 
through the questions of Sierles et al. (1980)can raise deeper questions on the results of previous research 
that used them.
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End Notes

i  The graduate program in behavioral economics known as the Behavioral Economics Roundtable was originally called “Russell Sage 
Foundation Summer Institutes in Behavioral Economics”, informally known as the “Russell Sage holiday colony”. For further details, see 
Chapter 19 by Thaler (2019).

ii  The meaning of the term cheating is treated comprehensively in this study. That is, cheating can be any act in which injustice is perceptible as 
a function of treatments and applications of different rules or behaviors to achieve a certain end, with consequences in the criminal sphere 
or not.

iii  The Brazilian accounting journals consulted are available at: http://anpcont.org.br/periodicos-de-contabilidade / (Accessed on 03/19/2020). 
The keywords entered in the journal search engines were as follows: “cinismo”, “cínico” and “cínica”. Furthermore, the following words were 
inserted in English: “cynicism”, “cynic” and “cynical”. Specifically in the journal Custos e @gronegóciosOnline, there is no search engine. 
Therefore, the issues of this journal were consulted manually. The Revista Contabilidade & Controladoria (RC&C) at UFPR was unavailable 
on the day of the search. Therefore, a new attempt took place on 03/28/2020, when RC&C was available and the search revealed no studies 
on cynicism.

iv The following international accounting journals were consulted: The Accounting Review, Contemporary Accounting Research, Journal 
of Accounting Research, Journal of Accounting and Economics, European Accounting Review, Accounting Horizons, Journal of Accounting 
Education, Accounting Education, Issues in Accounting Education, Behavioral Accounting Research, Journal of Forensic Accounting Research, 
Journal of Information Systems, Journal of International Accounting Research, Journal of Management Accounting, Accounting in Europe, The 
Journal of the American Taxation Association. The keywords entered in the journal search engines were: “cynicism“, ”cynic“ and ”cynical”.

v In English: “People who say they have never cheated are hypocrites” (C1); Everybody steals, cheats or lies at least once in his lifetime” (C2); and 
“People have to cheat in this ‘dog eat dog’ world” (C3). (Sierles et al., 1980).

vi  In English: “Most people inwardly dislike putting themselves out to help other people” (C4); “Most people will use somewhat unfair means to gain 
profit or an advantage rather than lose it” (C5); and “I think most people would lie in order to get ahead” (C6). (Greenglass & Julkunen, 1989).


