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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study is to analyze the relationship between accounting practitioners’ trait
cynicism and multiple types of cheating in light of utilitarianism. The research design comprises
the elaboration of a survey that included questions about cynicism, cheating, moral conflict
scenarios (vignettes), social desirability response bias, and personal information. The
questionnaire was submitted to two pilot tests (Tests A and B). The definitive version of the
survey was approved by an institutional review board and made available via social networks
(LinkedIn and Facebook) and websites of accounting regional councils and was available to
receive responses from February to April 2022. In all, 331 accounting practitioners participated
in the study. For data analysis, the following techniques were used: descriptive statistics,
comparative analysis, factor analysis, correlation analysis, binary regression models, proportion
tests, and multinomial regression models. The results indicated that the level of cynicism of
accounting professionals is mild to moderate. Therefore, they are professionals who do not have
a strong natural inclination to distrust the sincerity of other people's actions. Participants also
responded that cheating practices are generally unacceptable. This finding is compatible with
utilitarianism since cheating behaviors tend to benefit few at the expense of many individuals.
Thus, perceiving cheating as unacceptable is consistent with the utilitarian view. Accounting
practitioners reported higher rates of cheating in their academic and personal lives, and a
significantly lower rate in their professional lives. This result suggests that cheating behavior
occurs at different frequencies when professional matters are involved and that the dimension
of life can affect the propensity to cheat. Binary regression models produced evidence that trait
cynicism is positively associated with active cheating but not passive cheating. Thus, cynical
accounting practitioners tend to engage in proactive cheating, rather than engaging in passive
cheating. In addition, there is evidence, albeit limited, to support that cynicism is significantly
related to cheating in accounting professionals’ personal and academic lives, but not in their
professional ones. The low occurrence of cheating in the professional dimension and the level
of cynicism (mild to moderate) may represent a possible explanation for this result in
professional life. The findings concerning the moral conflict scenarios support that cheating
behavior depends on the scenario. For example, most participants would not report additional
donation expenses to achieve a reduction in their income tax but would be willing to sell their
shares in the capital market based on insider information in order to avoid losses on their
investment. Trait cynicism is relevant to modify the chance of how participants respond to some
of the studied scenarios. The implications of this work rest on the following points: (i) the level
of cynicism of accounting professionals should not be an immediate concern, since it is mild to
moderate; (ii) in general, the findings are consistent with utilitarianism insofar as accounting
practitioners perceive cheating as unacceptable and as an action that benefits the few at the
expense of the many; (iii) cheating occurs more frequently in personal and academic life
compared to the professional one, refuting the view that academic and professional behaviors
are significantly related; (iv) results may vary depending on the cynicism proxy used. The
literature on cynicism in the scope of accounting is still incipient and more studies are needed
before recommendations on how to reduce or treat it are made. Research opportunities are
provided at the end of the dissertation.

Keywords: Accounting; Cynicism; Cheating; Utilitarianism; Survey.
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RESUMO

O objetivo do presente estudo ¢ analisar a relagdo entre o trago de cinismo e multiplos tipos de
trapaca dos profissionais contabeis a luz do utilitarismo. O desenho de pesquisa compreende a
elaboracdo de um questionario no qual estavam incluidas questdes sobre cinismo, trapaca,
cenarios de conflito moral (vinhetas), viés de resposta de desejabilidade social e informacdes
pessoais. O questionario foi submetido a dois testes-pilotos (Testes A e B). A versao definitiva
do questionario foi aprovada por um comité de ética e disponibilizada via redes sociais
(LinkedIn e Facebook) e websites de conselhos regionais de contabilidade e ficou disponivel
para receber respostas de fevereiro a abril de 2022. Ao todo, 331 profissionais contébeis
participaram do estudo. Para a andlise dos dados, foram utilizadas as seguintes técnicas:
estatisticas descritivas, analises comparativas, analises fatoriais, andlises de correlagéo,
modelos de regressdo binéaria, testes de proporcGes e modelos de regressdo multinomiais. Os
resultados indicaram que o nivel de cinismo dos profissionais contabeis € de leve a moderado.
Logo, sdo profissionais que ndo possuem uma forte inclinagdo natural de desconfianca em
relacdo a sinceridade das acdes de outras pessoas. Os participantes também responderam que
as praticas de trapaca sdo, em geral, inaceitaveis. Este achado é compativel com o utilitarismo,
uma vez que condutas trapaceiras tendem a beneficiar poucos as custas de muitos individuos.
Deste modo, perceber a trapaca como inaceitdvel é coerente com a visdo utilitarista. Os
profissionais contabeis reportaram maiores taxas de trapaca em suas vidas académica e pessoal,
e uma taxa significativamente menor em sua vida profissional. Este resultado sugere que a
conduta de trapaca ocorre em frequéncias distintas quando assuntos profissionais estdo
envolvidos e que a dimensdo da vida pode afetar a propensao a trapaca. Os modelos de regressao
binaria produziram evidéncias de que o trago de cinismo esta positivamente associado a trapaca
ativa, mas ndo a trapaga passiva. Logo, profissionais contabeis cinicos tendem a apresentar
comportamentos trapaceiros proativos, em vez de se engajarem em uma atuacdo de trapaca
passiva. Em adicdo, ha evidéncias, mesmo que limitadas, para sustentar que o cinismo esta
relacionado a trapaca de modo significativo nas vidas pessoal e académica dos profissionais
contabeis, mas ndo na profissional. A baixa ocorréncia de trapaca na dimenséo profissional e o
nivel de cinismo (leve a moderado) podem representar uma possivel explicacdo para este
resultado na vida profissional. Os achados concernentes aos cenarios de conflito moral
sustentam que o comportamento de trapaca depende do cenario exposto. Por exemplo, a maioria
dos participantes ndo reportaria despesas de doac¢do adicionais para conseguir uma redu¢do no
seu imposto de renda, mas estaria disposta a vender suas a¢ées no mercado de capitais com
base em informacdo privilegiada visando evitar perdas com o seu investimento. O traco de
cinismo € relevante para modificar a chance de como os participantes respondem a alguns dos
cenarios estudados. As implicacdes do presente trabalho repousam nos seguintes pontos: (i) o
nivel de cinismo dos profissionais contabeis ndo deve ser uma preocupac¢do imediata, ja que €
de leve a moderado; (ii) em geral, os achados sdo consistentes com o utilitarismo na medida em
que os profissionais contabeis percebem a trapaca como inaceitavel e como conduta de
beneficia poucos as custas de muitos; (iii) a trapaca ocorre mais frequentemente nas vidas
pessoal e académica em comparacdo a vida profissional, refutando a visdo de que 0s
comportamentos na vida académica e profissional estdo intimamente relacionados; (iv) os
resultados podem variar dependendo da proxy de cinismo utilizada. A literatura sobre o cinismo
no escopo da contabilidade ainda é incipiente e mais estudos sdo necessarios antes que
recomendacdes de como reduzi-lo ou trata-lo sejam efetuadas. Oportunidades de pesquisa séo
fornecidas ao final da tese.

Palavras-chave: Contabilidade; Cinismo; Trapagca; Utilitarismo; Questionario.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Some consider that we live in a cynical age (Dean Jr et al., 1998; Duesing, 2018; Kanter &
Mirvis, 1989), in which no person or company can be trusted. They are all subject to strong
suspicion. This cynical view of the world is supported by innumerous cases of financial fraud,
robbery, and other cheating practices. Cheating is a global phenomenon and, in some contexts,
it became the rule rather than the exception (Crittenden et al., 2009). Given the frequent use of
cheating, it became easier to develop cynicism toward people and companies. “Society’s key
positions have long since belonged to a diffuse cynicism in boards, parliaments, committees,
company leadership, editorial offices, practices, faculties, law and newspaper offices”
(Sloterdijk et al., 1984, p. 192). Cynicism has reached strategic positions within societies and

companies.

In business settings, individuals have more reasons to be cynical. First, there is evidence to
suggest that business students cheat more than non-business ones (McCabe, 2005; McCabe &
Trevino, 1993, 1995; Rettinger & Jordan, 2005). Second, Lawson (2004) found that business
students believe that immoral behavior is dominant in the business field and is demanded to
advance in their professional careers. “When prominent executives are exposed as liars and
cheats, the die is cast for students to view their behavior as acceptable. The perception that
cheating is a component integral to success in business is an understandable conclusion”
(Crawford & Stellenwerf, 2011, p. 25). And third, “similar to politics, business has earned the
reputation for being an area where people and companies are not particularly bothered by
scruples” (Bernardi & LaCross, 2004, p. 13).

Enron is a classic example of abusive corporate practices, in which a few benefited at the
expense of many. On the media, it is also easy to find cases of immoral behavior in the business
area. The Netflix documentary series “Dirty Money” shows multiple cases of questionable
practices. As these examples oftentimes involve the company’s financials, accountants and
accounting auditors are key agents in facilitating — or not facilitating — immoral conduct. “To
cook the books” and “creative accounting” are terms that emerged from aggressive financial
practices. As cynicism can permeate the very core of a company, it seems reasonable to seek

for better understanding it in the accounting field.

25



Based on the literature review (reported in Chapter 2 — Theoretical support), the first studies on
cynicism — as an empirical construct — within the accounting literature were published in the
Accounting Education and the Journal of Business Ethics in the mid-1990s (Ameen et al.,
1996a, 1996b). The results of these studies indicated a positive relationship between cynicism
and cheating. Subsequent research has been published in other journals (Bernardi & Adamaitis,
2006; Bernardi & LaCross, 2004; Salter et al., 2001; Subagyo, 2012). However, although prior
accounting research provided valuable findings, it did not focus on cynicism per se. Also, it

only used Sierles et al.'s (1980) instrument to measure cynicism.

Cynicism is a complex construct® that has been examined under different definitions (Wanous
et al., 2000). Some consider that cynicism and skepticism are synonymous (Ketron, 2016;
Turner & Valentine, 2001). Other researchers consider that it is a stronger form of skepticism
(Chiaramello et al., 2008). In dental education, Brands et al. (2011) conceptualize it as follows:
“if the student had a correct understanding of the ethical norm, but expected that most dentists
would behave otherwise, such an answer expressed ‘cynicism’ on the part of the student” (p.
205). It suggests that cynicism is composed, at some level, of controversial behavior. From a
generic viewpoint, cynicism “reflects a basic distrust of human nature and motives” (Bernardi
& LaCross, 2004, p. 15). And, in organizational change studies, cynicism is a negative attitude

toward a company or an object (Abraham, 2000; Rubin et al., 2009).

Its definition has also changed over time, but | focus on its contemporary meaning for now.
There are basically two perspectives on the contemporary (modern) cynicism? (Abraham, 2000;
Andersson & Bateman, 1997; Brown et al., 2017; Hochwarter et al., 2004; James et al., 2011,
T. W. Smith et al., 1988; Stanley et al., 2005), which are (i) a personality trait and (ii) a
situation-specific reaction to events. First, | will discuss the cynicism as a personality trait and

then as a situational reaction.

Personality cynicism, or trait cynicism (Abraham, 2000; Hochwarter et al., 2004; James et al.,
2011), has been conceptualized as a characteristic represented by a natural mistrust of the

motivations of people’s behaviors that is not malleable to situational cues and does not focus

! This dissertation uses the definition from Hair Jr et al. (2019), in which construct is an unobservable concept
that is definable in theoretical terms but is not directly measurable or be measured without error.

2 The contemporary (modern) cynicism is distinct from the ancient (classical) cynicism. This discussion is
presented in Chapter 2 Theoretical support. All mentions of cynicism up to and after this point refer to
contemporary cynicism, unless otherwise stated.
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on a specific object (Hochwarter et al., 2004; James et al., 2011), as well as oftentimes results
in frustration, disillusionment, and contempt. Trait cynicism, therefore, is a general belief that
human nature cannot be trusted and remains stable across settings (Bernardi & LaCross, 2004;
Chiaburu et al., 2013; Hochwarter et al., 2004; Stanley et al., 2005). Similarly, Abraham (2000)
supports that

personality cynicism is the only form of cynicism that is an innate, stable trait reflecting a generally
negative perception of human behavior. It is characterized by cynical contempt and weak interpersonal
bonding. There is a deep-rooted mistrust of others based upon the sweeping generalization that the world
is filled with dishonest, conniving, uncaring, and selfish people who are incapable of being pleasant in
social interactions (emphasis added) (p. 270).

Based on this debate, | propose to examine trait cynicism, in this study, under the definition
that it is a stable characteristic represented by a natural propensity to distrust the sincerity of
people’s actions that often involves deception and disillusionment feelings (Cook & Medley,
1954; Hochwarter et al., 2004; James et al., 2011; Kanter & Mirvis, 1989). The definition of
cynicism is further discussed in Section 2.1. | chose to examine the trait cynicism because it is
stable across situations and the focus of this research is on the individual (in this case,

accounting practitioners).

Because personality cynicism is considered innate and hardly changes over time and across
situations, some studies suggest that it is, at least in part, genetically inherited (Cesarini et al.,
2008; Tsay et al., 2011). For instance, Cesarini et al. (2008) conducted two independent studies
with monozygotic (identical) and dizygotic (fraternal) twins in trust games, and the results
indicated that trusting behavior, as well as reciprocal trustworthiness, are partially heritable,
regardless of the environment in which they were raised. For this reason, the theoretical stream
that supports cynicism as a personality trait defends that it remains relatively constant across

situations as it is an inner characteristic of the individual.

Similarly, cynicism as a situation-specific reaction, also known as situational cynicism, sparks
feelings of distrustfulness, disgust, pessimism, and shame (Dean Jr et al., 1998; Reichers et al.,
1997). This type of cynicism is better understood under the lens that it is not a permanent
characteristic of the individual but an attitude that is malleable to change due to the
circumstances that the individual faces. Different from trait cynicism, situational cynicism may
lead a person to think and act cynically because of specific cues present in the situation. For

example, research showed that a short statement (situational cue) on the societal benefits of
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self-interest made students to reach a higher level of greed’s moral acceptance that they would
normally reach (Wang et al., 2011). This change on students’ reaction may be seen as a
situational cynical attitude as they have overlooked the negative aspects of greed due to a

specific cue.

If situational cynicism is based on the idea that it is susceptible to change when individuals face
situational or transitory cues, then it must be influenced most by the environment, as opposed
to trait cynicism in that it is innate. Nonetheless, both environmental and genetic factors are
acknowledged to play important roles in explaining people’s cynicism (James et al., 2011).

Figure 1 shows the two perspectives on modern cynicism.

Inner characteristic,
Trait cynicism (or .| stable across situations,
personality cynicism) hardly changes over
time
Contemporary (modern)
cynicism
Mainly developed from

Situational cynicism (or

! ) —»| environmental factors,
a cynical reaction)

malleable to change

Figure 1 — Perspectives on contemporary cynicism
Source: The author.

When accountants work in places where cynicism prevails, they might feel threatened by other
people’s behavior. Cynics already have a natural disposition to distrust the sincerity of their
colleagues’ actions (Bernardi et al., 2012; Testerman et al., 1996) and “see individuals as being
mainly selfish, out to protect themselves, and to promote their own interests” (Macaskill, 2007,
p. 206). Then, cynical accountants might want to stay away from their teams (Lupu & Empson,

2015), resulting in a decrease in productivity and labor involvement.

In addition, cynic employees are more inclined to believe that the management will take
advantage of their hard work and that their contribution to the company will not be properly
acknowledged (James et al., 2011; Kanter & Mirvis, 1989; Vesty et al., 2018). Likewise,
research has supported a negative association between cynicism and job satisfaction
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(Hochwarter et al., 2004; Kokalan, 2019; Leung et al., 2010; Reichers et al., 1997). Cynicism
can also be harmful to accountants themselves as it has been found to predict burnout (Viljoen
& Claassen, 2017) and other health problems (Pollitt et al., 2005; Sahebzamani et al., 2013;
Stavrova & Ehlebracht, 2018; Why & Johnston, 2008).

From a broader perspective, studies suggest that cynicism is the source of the decrease of
economic growth, democracy, and civic engagement, as well as it is responsible for providing
opportunities to commit crimes and having disadvantageous societal impacts (Andersson &
Bateman, 1997; Hochwarter et al., 2004; Knack & Keefer, 1997; Stavrova & Ehlebracht, 2018;
Uslaner & Brown, 2005). Since accounting is a field that is strongly related to the public

interest, it seems opportune to further assess its professionals’ cynicism and cheating behavior.

1.1 Research question

According to Andersson and Bateman (1997), cynicism literature has concentrated on three
main domains: (i) psychosocial factors of cynical hostility, (ii) police cynicism, and (iii)
cynicism in social work. Cynical hostility studies date back decades ago, such as the classic
study of Cook and Medley (1954). Next, police cynicism has emerged stronger in the late 1960s
and the beginning of the 1970s, with some investigations trying to measure it (Niederhoffer,
1967; Regoli, 1976; Regoli & Poole, 1979). Cynicism in social work is a more recent line of
research. However, it has been increasing since then (Abraham, 2000; Andersson & Bateman,
1997; Bernerth et al., 2007; Wanous et al., 2000).

Andersson and Bateman (1997), using an experimental design, found that white-collar workers’
cynicism was associated with high levels of executive compensation, poor performance,
immediate layoffs, and harsh. It was also negatively related to citizenship behaviors. More
recently, Kokalan (2019), based on a sample of 472 employees from different sectors, found
that spirituality decreases the negative impact of cynicism on job satisfaction. While cynicism
has been having its boundaries broadened in other fields, accounting has lagged even when

there are plausible motivations to examine it.

Accounting is an economic activity where people and companies put their trust in its
professionals to take care of their financial lives. It requires a trust relationship between

accountants and their clients/employers to reach the desired outcomes in terms of financial
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services. However, for different reasons, this reciprocal relationship might not be as good as
both parts expect it to be. This is when cynicism can take over relationships and Tsay et al.
(2011) alert that, when there is excessive cynicism, individuals tend to overthink and make
negative attributions about the motivation of other people’s actions, even without sufficient

cause.

When people and companies suspect their counterparts, it becomes easier to behave cynically
toward one another. By distrusting other people, cynics present individualistic behavior and
solely promote their interests (Kokalan, 2019), choosing to benefit at the expense of others.
According to James et al. (2011), “individuals who are highly cynical are not naturally prone
to engage in voluntary helping behaviors™ (p. 168). This is a legitimate concern as accountants

are meant to serve the public interest (IESBA, 2021).

Accountants play an essential role in companies, particularly regarding their financial
information. High levels of cynicism would thus have negative implications, such as a decline
in performance, commitment, and cooperative behavior toward the company and its
management (Andersson & Bateman, 1997; Hochwarter et al., 2004; James et al., 2011,
Maslach et al., 1996; Reichers et al., 1997; Reyes Flores et al., 2018; Turner & Valentine, 2001),
especially by the underutilization of skills (Houston & Kelly, 1989). Cynical accountants may
difficult the work of their peers whenever they put less effort into it, reducing the general

productivity of the organization (Kokalan, 2019).

Cynicism can negatively affect the accounting profession and there was an increasing interest
in its study, particularly from the mid-1990s on. Prior studies have been establishing a positive
association between cynicism and cheating in the accounting area (Ameen et al., 1996b;
Bernardi & LaCross, 2004; Subagyo, 2012). Ameen et al. (1996b), for instance, administered
surveys to 285 accounting students and found a positive association between cynicism and
cheating (coeff. = .50; p = .0025). It is relevant to note that cynics and cheaters share some
characteristics, such as individualistic and self-interested behaviors. Therefore, cynical and

cheating behaviors often lead to individual gains as opposed to social losses.
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One of the most influential moral theories to observe and analyze human behavior (in this case,
cynical and cheating behaviors) is utilitarianism (Bentham, 2000)3. Jeremy Bentham (1748-
1832), a British political philosopher, was the first to develop a systematic work on
utilitarianism, even though its core insight dates back much earlier (Driver, 2014).
Utilitarianism supports that people are governed by pleasure and pain (Bentham, 2000).
Individuals seek pleasure — or happiness — and work to avoid pain — or unhappiness.
Utilitarianism gives emphasis on the consequences of human actions. Therefore, human actions
must be evaluated based on this idea of seeking happiness and avoiding pain. Good actions are
those that produce pleasure, happiness, or benefits as their outcomes, and bad actions are those

that generate pain, unhappiness, or evil (Bentham, 2000; Driver, 2014).

By utility is meant that property in any object, whereby it tends to produce benefit, advantage, pleasure,
good, or happiness, (all this in the present case comes to the same thing) or (what comes again to the same
thing) to prevent the happening of mischief, pain, evil, or unhappiness to the party whose interest is
considered: if that party be the community in general, then the happiness of the community: if a particular
individual, then the happiness of that individual (Bentham, 2000, p. 14-15).

The purpose is to maximize utility (happiness, pleasure) for those involved in the consequences
of an action. This is known as the principle of utility and can also be stated as follows: we
should act always to produce the greatest good for the greatest number (Bentham, 2000). This
principle can be applied to evaluate whether an action is morally good. If it generates more
pleasure than it causes pain, then it is an action that should be taken. Otherwise, it would be
morally reprehensible from a utilitarian perspective.

Utilitarianism is suitable to assess cynical and cheating behaviors. These kinds of behavior
generate outcomes. It produces benefits for the cynic or the cheater, but it usually comes at a
greater cost to a higher number of individuals due to a transgression of a social, legal, or cultural
norm. For this reason, cynical and cheating behaviors are morally unacceptable from a
utilitarianist perspective because they produce benefits for a few at the expense of many. Recent
examples of cheating are easily findable on the media, including the case of Deloitte China
(Wootton, 2022) and EY’s cheating on Certified Public Accountant (CPA) Ethics Exams
(Palma & O’Dwyer, 2022; U.S. Securities and Exchange Comission, 2022).

3 Bentham’s famous book “An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation” was originally published
in 1789. Here, | use a more recent version that corresponds to his original work.
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In EY’s case, “EY admits that, over multiple years, a significant number of EY audit
professionals cheated on the ethics component of CPA exams and various continuing
professional education courses required to maintain CPA licenses” (U.S. Securities and
Exchange Comission, 2022, p. 1). The cheaters had transgressed legal and moral norms, putting
them in an advantageous position in relation to many who abode by the rules. Also, EY
employees cheated on ethics exams and courses that were designed to “ensure that accountants
can properly evaluate whether clients’ financial statements comply with Generally Accepted
Accounting Principles.” (U.S. Securities and Exchange Comission, 2022, p. 1). It makes EY

employees’ work more questionable since they did not follow the rules themselves.

Auditing work is key to providing reliable financial information for investors. A number of
investors could have been jeopardized by these cheating actions as they made decisions on
financial statements audited by these auditing professionals that were supposedly qualified for
their job. From a utilitarian stance, this cheating behavior is morally unacceptable because its
consequences are bad and affect a greater number of people than those who cheated. Therefore,
cheating on CPA Ethics Exams and professional education courses should have never occurred

in the first place.

Based on these considerations, this study proposes the following research question: how does
accounting practitioners’ trait cynicism associate with multiple types of cheating behavior in

light of utilitarianism?

1.2 Objectives

Distrustful relationships are destructive and should be avoided as they may lead to serious
problems. When cynicism takes over a relationship, it is hard to regain one’s trust. Moreover,
cynical accountants are more inclined to act individually and selfishly (Bernardi et al., 2012).
They can presumably provide limited accounting services to clients even when they do not face

barriers to such. Ultimately, cynical accountants can engage in immoral practices.

As an example of how dangerous cynical individuals can become to the accounting profession,
Pierce's (2007) literature review reports that accounting firms cynically manipulated ethical
codes and other necessary rules to widen their activity scope. According to their new ethical

codes, these firms could provide services that their competitors could not. “Such manipulation
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of ethical codes has been characterised in the literature as prioritising the self-interest of
accounting practitioners over the public interest, and of legitimising activities not previously
considered within the scope of ethical practice” (Pierce, 2007, p. 144). This manipulation of
ethical codes has many implications, especially for the accounting profession and regulation. It
also benefits a few at the expense of many and would thus be morally reprehensible where

utilitarianism is concerned.

Even though significant efforts have been made to increase accounting ethics in professional
settings, cynicism among accountants might represent a relevant concern. Because cynics are
self-oriented individuals (James et al., 2011; Kokalan, 2019), they are more likely to defend
their goals over the public interest. Studies conducted in the 1990s and early 2000s have also
shown that accounting students’ cynicism is positively correlated with cheating (Ameen et al.,
1996b; Salter et al., 2001), and men are more cynical than women (Ameen et al., 1996a).
Besides, research has documented that cynicism is negatively associated with performance and
collaborative behavior (Andersson & Bateman, 1997; Hochwarter et al., 2004; James et al.,
2011; Maslach et al., 1996; Reichers et al., 1997; Reyes Flores et al., 2018; Turner & Valentine,
2001).

Given this evidence provided by previous literature and consistently with the research question,
the general objective of this study is to examine the relationship between the accounting
practitioners’ trait cynicism and multiple types of cheating based on utilitarianism. I must
highlight that, although situational cynicism is also discussed in this work, the focus is on the
trait cynicism. The analysis is designed to address the relationship between trait cynicism and

cheating. Additionally, I set the following specific objectives to achieve the main goal:

(i) Present and discuss cynicism and cheating;

(i) Describe the main aspects of utilitarianism and how it provides support to my investigation;
(iii) Assess and select instruments, questions, and vignettes to measure trait cynicism and
cheating to establish their association;

(iv) Evaluate and employ analysis techniques to examine data and provide evidence on the
relationship between trait cynicism and cheating.
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1.3 Motivation

The business area carries a reasonable likelihood of being seen with cynical eyes due to its

99 ¢¢

traditional work philosophies (e.g., “whatever it takes,” “do as I say,” “everyone does it,” etc.),
competitiveness, pressure for results, and so forth. In the midst of this setting, accountants serve
the purpose of making companies financially and socially successful, helping them to find the
balance between profitability and sustainability. They provide managers and external

stakeholders with useful and reliable financial information for decision making.

Nonetheless, accountants do not always have motives to comply with the law and codes of
conduct, and cynicism is one of the main reasons to diminish the aim of these codes (Pierce,
2007). Although moral behavior is demanded from all business professionals, K. J. Smith et al.
(2002) argue that

the public relies on accountants to track their investments, complete their taxes, and generally protect
them from potentially devastating financial and legal mistakes. As a result the public expects a higher
level of honesty and integrity from accounting professionals than from other business professionals (p.
46).

K. J. Smith et al. (2002) then consider that the consequences of cheating behavior are more
concerning to accountants in comparison to other business-related positions. Likewise, society
does not expect accountants to be cynical. Rather, it expects them to be trustful and committed
to the public interest, which cannot be achieve when accountants only promote their interests
and distrust their colleagues and companies they serve.

Based on this discussion, | identify four main reasons to develop the present research. First,
evidence from Ameen et al. (1996b) suggests that accounting female students tend to act less
cynically than male ones. Moreover, Nonis and Swift's (2001) findings indicate that male
students are more propense to behave dishonestly in the workplace than their female
counterparts. Gender differences are concerning when it comes to cynicism and cheating
because the accounting profession is still male-dominant in many countries, such as Brazil.
Data from Conselho Federal de Contabilidade* (CFC, 2023b) shows that there were 200,871

male and 174,701 female accountants, as of January 04, 2023. Also, there were 97,797 male

4 Conselho Federal de Contabilidade (CFC) is the highest accounting entity in Brazil. CFC directly translates into
Accounting Federal Council.
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and 54,081 female accounting technicians registered under the CRC system?®. Thus, cynicism
and cheating may be more present in the Brazilian accounting workplace than one could have
anticipated. Given their bad consequences to the profession, it is opportune to measure their
levels and their association.

Second, accounting research relies on the three items® from Sierles et al.'s (1980) study to
measure cynicism (e.g., Ameen et al., 1996a, 1996b; Bernardi & Adamaitis, 2006; Salter et al.,
2001; Subagyo, 2012). Early research (e.g., Ameen et al., 1996a, 1996b) has influenced
subsequent replication studies (e.g., Bernardi & Adamaitis, 2006; Salter et al., 2001; Subagyo,
2012) when measuring cynicism and cheating. Even though Sierles et al.'s (1980) questions are
plausible to represent the cynicism construct, there are other cynicism instruments that prior
studies could have used. In this dissertation, besides the three questions from Sierles et al.
(1980), I utilized the Turner and Valentine's (2001) cynicism instrument, the three-item version
of Cook—Medley Cynical Distrust Scale (3CMCDS), and the five-item version of Cook—
Medley Cynical Distrust Scale (5SCMCDS). Using different proxies for cynicism is also helpful

to conduct comparative analyses and verify whether the results are consistent.

Third, although prior research has made relevant efforts to provide empirical evidence on how
cynicism is associated with cheating (Ameen et al., 1996a, 1996b; Salter et al., 2001), its results
are based on accounting and business students’ perceptions. Accounting students are the future
CPAs and most of them indeed remain in the accounting profession. Despite that, their

perception does not reflect the current level of cynicism in the workplace.

Studies on sensible topics, such as accounting ethics, are harder to be conducted with
accounting professionals due to its nature and because these professionals could not have the
time to participate. Also, an IRB would normally be involved to approve the research project
and even so accounting professionals could refuse to participate for any reason. However, |
took additional efforts and was able to collect data from 332 Brazilian accounting practitioners’.

Ethical aspects regarding the present research are discussed in Chapter 3 — Research Strategy.

> CRC license is the Brazilian CPA version. Candidates who pass the Sufficiency Exam and graduate from
university are allowed to require their CRC license at their respective Accounting Regional Council (in Portuguese,
Conselho Regional de Contabilidade (CRC)).

& See Table 7 and Equation (1) for more details.

7 In this dissertation, an accounting practitioner is an accounting technician or an accountant who holds or does
not hold a CRC license or, still, an employee who works in the accounting department under the supervision of a
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Fourth, despite its implications, there is a low number of studies about cynicism in accounting
literature to date. It may be due to the lack of interest of accounting researchers in morality. For
instance, in the North America, Bernardi (2004) observed that only 168 (2.7%) accounting
faculty reported interest in researching ethics as their first or second topic. Also, Bernardi
(2004) reports that about 2,400 academics attend the American Accounting Association (AAA)
Annual Meeting, but only 100 academics, on average, have been attended the Ethics

Symposium, which occurs at the same local and concomitantly with the Annual Meetings.

More recently, research shows that the number of accounting ethics researchers who attended
the AAA Symposia remained relatively the same over the 1999-2015 period, except for the year
2011 (D. H. Roberts, 2016). In 2015, the number of authors (55 per symposium) was below the
average (58 per symposium). The most prolific author was Richard Bernard, with 18 articles in
12 symposia. This lack of interest in moral research may become a concern for accounting
practice that progressively demands accountants with clear moral values in mind. For this

reason, Bernardi (2004) provided suggestions for legitimizing moral research in accounting.

1.4 Originality and contribution

This dissertation contributes to the previous literature in three main fronts. First, it examines
the relationship between cynicism and cheating using multiple proxies for each construct. To
measure cynicism, | used Sierles et al.'s (1980) three questions, Turner and Valentine's (2001)
cynicism instrument, the 3CMCDS, and the 5CMCDS (Cook & Medley, 1954; Greenglass &
Julkunen, 1989; Stavrova & Ehlebracht, 2018). To measure cheating, | used items to represent
active cheating (ACT) and passive cheating (PAS) based on the Brazilian Code of Ethics for
Professional Accountants (CFC, 2019a) and related norms (CFC, 2019b; IESBA, 2021). It will
be further discussed in Subsection 2.2.1. Likewise, I evaluate accounting practitioners’ cheating
in their personal (PER), academic (ACA), and professional (PRO) lives. It will be further

discussed in Subsection 2.2.2.

The usage of different proxies of cynicism and cheating allowed me to conduct comparative

analyses and establish whether the results are consistent across distinct metrics. Prior

CRC holder. CRC is the Brazilian version of the Certified Public Accountant (CPA) license. CRC stands for
Conselho Regional de Contabilidade which directly translates into Accounting Regional Council in English.
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accounting research have only used Sierles et al.'s (1980) questions to measure cynicism.
Consequently, a comparative analysis between different cynicism metrics was not viable.
Similarly, previous studies assessed cheating using one or two metrics that usually assumed a
binary measurement, such as 1 for cheating and 0 for no cheating (e.g., Ameen et al., 1996a,
1996b; Bernardi & LaCross, 2004; Salter et al., 2001; Subagyo, 2012). ACT and PAS are
theoretical constructs formed from the factor analysis of items that violate the Brazilian Code
of Ethics for Professional Accountants (CFC, 2019a) and associated norms (CFC, 2019b;
IESBA, 2021). Additionally, PER, ACA, and PRO variables provide complementary evidence
on accounting practitioners’ cheating behavior in different life dimensions. It allows me to
observe whether the number of cheaters is similar across all three life dimensions, or it differs
significantly from each other. As a stable and natural inclination to distrust the sincerity of
people’s actions (Cook & Medley, 1954; Hochwarter et al., 2004; James et al., 2011), trait
cynicism can enable distinct types of cheating and their relationship deserves to be examined

in a more specific way.

The second contribution concerns the theoretical support under which this investigation is
carried out. Different theoretical lenses can be employed to analyze accountants’ cynical and
cheating behavior. Turner and Valentine (2001), for example, suggested some that would be
valuable, such as the social exchange theory, game theory, survival of the fittest, and others.
However, as cynical and cheating behaviors often involves strong levels of (im)morality in
conflict situations where one benefits at the expense of many, this study analyzes them from an
influential moral theory called utilitarianism (Bentham, 2000). The analysis of cynicism in the
accounting field from multiple theoretical angles helps to improve and complement our

understanding about the same phenomenon from different theoretical standpoints.

To the best of my knowledge, the present study is the first to use utilitarianism as the theoretical
support to examine the relationship between accounting practitioners’ cynicism and cheating.
Despite its influence, | was unable to find any study in the accounting that used utilitarianism
as a theoretical lens to interpret the association between cynicism and cheating. Utilitarianism
is a moral theory that provides us with a simple yet powerful principle that can be applied to
evaluate human actions and decide what is the right thing to do, mainly in moral conflict
situations. Overtime, classical utilitarianism was subject to criticism and has been improved

since then. It will be discussed in more detail in Section 2.3. There is space to expand accounting
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ethics literature through the usage of moral theories, such as utilitarianism, to look at findings
and generate new interpretations and insights.

Finally, this study contributes to bringing new evidence on cynicism by using data from a
developing country (i.e., Brazil). With a few exceptions (e.g., Subagyo, 2012), most
accounting-cynicism studies were conducted exclusively with data from developed countries
(Ameen et al., 1996a, 1996b; Bernardi & LaCross, 2004; Salter et al., 2001). The findings of
the current study might differ from those found by prior literature due to cultural differences
and because social cynicism in Latin American countries is more apparent (Aqueveque &
Encina, 2010). If a similar observation is valid for trait cynicism, then | can expect a higher
level of cynicism from Brazilian accounting practitioners. Also, Brazil is perceived as a corrupt

country (Crittenden et al., 2009), which collaborates to increase the level of cynicism in general.

The new evidence the present study brings can be contrasted with data from other developing
or developed countries. Bernardi and Adamaitis (2006), for example, collected data from
Australian, Chinese, Irish, and Japanese students to study cheating behavior. A key point that
deserves attention is that the participants in this study are Brazilian accounting practitioners,
instead of accounting students. Future studies that evaluate data from accounting professionals
may be more comparable to the present one. Likewise, the results of this study may vary from
those obtained by prior literature not only due to cultural reasons but also because the
participants are in different moments in their personal, academic, and professional lives (e.g.,
professionals vs. students). For this reason, examining cheating by life dimension provides
additional results to improve the incremental contribution of this dissertation.

1.5 Dissertation’s structure

The remainder of this dissertation proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 — Theoretical support
describes and discusses cynicism, cheating, and utilitarianism, especially focused on the
accounting field. Chapter 3 — Research strategy highlights the steps by which this study was
developed. It essentially includes the description of the pilot testing step, instruments, data
collection processes, and data analysis techniques, as well as discussions on ethical procedures
applicable to academic research. Chapter 4 — Results shows the descriptive statistics and the
results of the following analyses: comparative analysis, factor analysis, correlation analysis,

binary regression analysis, proportion analysis, and multinomial regression analysis. It also
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discusses the findings with prior studies and in light of utilitarianism. Finally, Chapter 5 —
Concluding remarks brings the conclusions, implications, limitations, and suggestions for

future research.
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2. THEORETICAL SUPPORT

This chapter contains three sections. Section 2.1 discusses cynicism from its ancient to modern
meaning. It also brings the literature review on empirical findings with respect to cynicism in
the accounting area. Section 2.2 describes the definition of cheating, active cheating, passive
cheating. Additionally, it includes the discussion of cheating in personal, academic, and

professional life. Finally, Section 2.3 presents utilitarianism and its objections.

2.1 Cynicism

Cynicism can be sometimes an ambiguous concept because it has assumed different and even
opposite meanings over time (Everett, 2011; Laursen, 2009; Schutijser, 2017). Additionally, its
founder is not well established. While Socrate’s pupil Antisthenes is generally considered to be
the first cynic, others point to Diogenes of Sinope? to be the actual founder of this philosophical
lineage (Schutijser, 2017). For this reason, to better understand cynicism, | started by reviewing
the literature on its history. As put by Schutijser (2017), the modern meaning of cynicism is
distinct from its ancient connotation. Then, it is appropriate to differentiate the ancient from the

modern cynicism.

2.1.1 Ancient (Classical) cynicism

Albeit there was a substantial development of classical cynicism materials in the Renaissance
period (Engels, 2012), a significant part of its records has been lost, or depreciated, over history.
According to H. Roberts (2020) virtually no ancient cynic texts have survived. Therefore, it is
somewhat hard to track back its true origin. Schutijser (2017) notes that “little is known directly
of classical Cynicism, and what we do know often comes from anecdotes and stories written

down by posterity, and not from actual first hand sources of substantial profundity” (p. 33).

8 «“Sinope was a Greek town of Milesian ancestry, situated at the midpoint of the southern coast of the Euxine
(Black Sea). The democracy established there by Pericles in 444 B.C. was still in existence at the time of Diogenes’
birth (c. 410 B.C.). In ancient times, Sinope was a prosperous seaport, especially famous for its coinage. In present-
day Turkish Sinop, significant archeological ruins of its Hellenic heritage can still be seen, including the
foundations of the temple of Serapis (Sarapis), which belong to Diogenes’ time.” (Navia, 1998, p. 170).
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Despite that, two main explanations® have been offered for the origin of the word “cynicism”
(Engels, 2012; Schutijser, 2017).

The first one supports that it originated from the name of the Athenian gymnasium Kynosarges,
where Antisthenes (445-365 BCE) shared his teachings (Engels, 2012). According to Schutijser
(2017), Kynosarges was a public gymnasium located on the outskirts of Athens and was
reserved for people considered “unworthy” to be Athenian citizens. It seems consensual among
scholars that Antisthenes taught these unworthy people in Kynosarges and its implications are
two-fold: (i) because Antisthenes played the role of teaching in a fixed place (i.e., Kynosarges),
it conferred classical cynicism an academical characteristic. Thus, some consider ancient
cynicism to be a philosophical school alongside others, such as Plato’s Academy, Aristotle’s
Lyceum, the Stoic School, and Epicurus’ Garden; and (ii) because people were considered
“unworthy” to be Athenians and Kynosarges itself was on the edge of Athens, ancient cynics
gained the status of an 