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Abstract 

In this study, I investigated the effects of sleep deprivation on cheating behavior. I proposed that 

sleep deprivation results in cognitive depletion. Cognitive depletion should impair an 

individual’s ability to reason against unethical impulses such as cheating. In addition, I proposed 

that moral disengagement as a personality trait affects the extent to which sleep deprivation is 

linked to cheating. Results from a laboratory study show that sleep deprivation is indeed 

associated with higher rates of cheating behavior. Additionally, this relationship is stronger 

among individuals who are higher in moral disengagement. These findings provide support 

towards the interactionist and person-situation models of ethical decision making. Both of these 

theoretical models state that situational antecedents and individual differences interact to 

influence outcomes of ethical behavior.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                              Sleep Deprivation and Cheating     3 

Influence of Sleep Deprivation and Moral Disengagement on Cheating Behavior  

  Ethical decision making has received a great deal of research attention.  Being ethical in 

the workplace is of utmost importance, as failure to keep within ethical boundaries in such 

settings has had a number of negative outcomes.  These include (but are not limited to) corporate 

stock scandals (Sorkin and Bayot, 2005), medical negligence (Logio & Ramanujam, 2010), 

employee theft (Hollman, Hayes, & Mahurin, 2007) and unethical corporate marketing schemes 

(Vaaland, Heide & Grønhaug, 2008).  The consequences of such behavior are striking: 

Workplace theft alone is estimated to cost major conglomerates around 652 billion dollars per 

year (Hollman et al., 2007), while fraudulent and criminal activities were reported to cost 

businesses in general around $50 billion per year (Coffin, 2003). In addition, unethical practices 

such as insider trading and medical negligence affect reputations and lives.   

Unethical conduct in organizations covers a broad range of employee behavior, ranging 

from white-collar crime in advanced management positions (Coleman, 1987) to creative 

plagiarism among college students, professors and administrators (Martin, Rao, & Sloan, 2009). 

Ethics, therefore, is an integral component of an organization’s functioning, and more 

importantly, productivity (Singhapakdi, Kraft, Vitell & Rallapalli, 1995). For these reasons, 

organizational decision makers would benefit from understanding the situations and traits that 

cultivate ethical behavior. In this study, my definition of unethical decision making conforms to 

Treviño, Weaver, and Reynolds (2006), who define it as decisions that breach accepted moral 

norms or standards of behavior. I choose to focus on cheating, the act of circumventing rules to 

achieve specific advantageous outcomes.   

The present study investigates sleep deprivation and its relationship to cheating. The 

metabolic deficiencies and cognitive impairments following a lack of sleep have been recognized 
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in neurophysiological lines of research. In addition, occupational demands often result in loss of 

sleep among employees. Because of this, more research is warranted to study the specific 

outcomes of sacrificing sleep. Negative effects of sleep deprivation are already prevalent in 

applied settings, where partial and total sleep deprivation have been associated with decreased 

productivity of individuals (Asken & Raham, 1983; Pilcher & Huffcut, 1996). On a collective 

scale, sleep deprivation is also theorized to have a negative effect on team decision-making and 

problem solving (Barnes & Hollenbeck, 2009). In addition, insufficient sleep has been reported 

to be a cause of accidental occupational death (Åkerstadt, Fredlund, Gillberg, & Jansson, 2002; 

Bonnet & Arand, 1995), and deviant workplace tendencies (Christian, 2010).  

 However, it is also important to note that not everyone exhibits the same susceptibility to 

the negative effects of sleep deprivation. As a result, certain differences between individuals may 

moderate the effects of sleep deprivation on cheating. To address this question, I propose that 

moral disengagement should be an indicator of an individual’s cognitive investment towards 

ethical and moral reasoning. This trait will subsequently influence the degree to which sleep 

deprivation influences unethical behavior. Individuals who are highly disengaged from morals 

exhibit frequent deactivation of the self-regulatory processes that inhibit unethical behavior 

(Bandura, 1999). Therefore, this personality variable should both directly predict cheating, and 

influence the predicted relationship between sleep deprivation and cheating.  

 The rest of the thesis will unfold as follows: First, I will discuss sleep deprivation and its 

theoretical links with unethical decisions. Second, I will elaborate on moral disengagement and 

its relation to cheating, during both sleep-deprived and non sleep-deprived conditions.  

Theoretical Background and Hypotheses 
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Sleep deprivation. The present study will focus on sleep deprivation as a cause of 

cognitive depletion. High-order cognitive functions such as logical reasoning, flexible thinking 

and judgment are all known to be impaired following a night of sleep deprivation (Thomas et al., 

2000). Therefore, I predict that a similar negative effect will occur regarding an individual’s 

ability to reason ethically. In this study, I elected to focus on the effects of total sleep 

deprivation, defined as a single night of extended wakefulness with no reprieve of partial periods 

of sleep.  

Fundamental effects of total sleep deprivation include worsened performances in learning 

(Datta, Mavanji, Ulloor, & Patterson, 2004), decision-making abilities (Harrison & Horne, 2000) 

working memory capacity (Chee & Choo, 2004) and attention span (Weissbluth & Liu, 1983). 

More specifically, executive functions instantiated in the prefrontal cortex suffer the most from 

prolonged wakefulness (Nilsson, Soderstrom, Karlsson, Åkerstedt , Lindroth,  &  Axelsson, 

2005). 

The role of the prefrontal cortices in executive functioning is further implicated in 

invasive experiments on head-injured patients. Lesion studies performed on these areas resulted 

in impairments within similar cognitive domains.  For instance, frontal lesions have resulted in 

the loss of a person’s ability to plan future actions, deficiencies in attention, and an inability to 

perseverate and to learn risks and rewards. The effects of such basic deficits are grave, as the 

Executive functioning refers to a set of high-level cognitive mechanisms handled by the 

frontal lobes of the brain. These processes enable people to form adaptive behaviors and 

strategies in their environments (for a neuroscientific primer on executive function, see Gilbert & 

Burgess, 2008).  Primary executive functions include attention shifting, inhibition of potent 

behaviors, and manipulating mental representations (Miyake, Friedman, Emerson, Witzki & 

Howerter, 2000).  
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patients who underwent these lesions were further unable to act appropriately within society, 

inhibit the use of vulgar language, and control other impulses such as gambling (Damasio, 1994; 

LeDoux, 1996). Sleep deprivation may affect complex reasoning in the same manner (via 

impaired executive functions), as it has been associated with a reduction in metabolic rates and 

net activation of the same frontal lobe areas (Durmer & Dinges, 2005). Indeed, sleep-deprived 

individuals do not respond well to high cognitive workloads. Complicated mental activities such 

as serial addition and long-term memorization doubled the amount of sleep needed by subjects in 

order for them to regain baseline levels of cognitive functioning (Ikegami, Ogyu, Arakomo, 

Suzuki, Mafune, Hiro & Nagata, 2009). 

The effects of sleep deprivation have also been studied within applied contexts. Relevant 

to this study are sleep deprived individuals’ increased propensity to engage in risky behavior 

(Chaumet, et al., 2009).  Associations between a lack of sleep and decreased job performance are 

have also been observed. Not surprisingly, a lack of sleep results in a decline of work 

performance in a wide variety of professions, including physicians (Weinger & Anconi-Israel, 

2002; Asken & Raham, 1983) and fighter pilots (Van Dongen, 2006). Shift workers in such 

fields have often been the focus of such studies as they experience regular episodes of sleep 

deprivation and/or irregular sleep patterns. In addition, Krueger (1989) reviewed the cognitive 

deficits among sleep deprived workers, showing that fatigue resulted in reduced vigilance, 

perceptual and cognitive distortions, and changes in mood.  

In summary, sleep helps provide humans with a regulatory homeostatic process that 

replenishes our physical and mental resources. This in turn, helps to maintain proper mental 

functioning. Sleep is especially important to the prefrontal cortices, which have been known to 

lose their efficiency in performing higher-order functions once an individual is sleep -deprived. 
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This weakened state of mind can be described as cognitively depleted. Following such 

physiological deficits, the human brain may resort to cognitive reserve with additional or 

compensatory processes to maintain task performance (Stern, 2002). Therefore, it is reasonable 

to conclude that the brain behaves differently in its depleted state, and utilizes specific strategies 

to cope during taxing situations. Ethical decision making is not a very important aspect in 

ensuring an organism’s survival, and should suffer when the brain is physically tired and 

depleted of cognitive resources. For example, sleep-deprived individuals indicated that they were 

more likely to perform acts that violated their currently held moral beliefs in their tired state 

(Killgore et al., 2007). Furthermore, ethical decision making is said to hinge on cycles of higher 

order conscious reasoning (Reynolds, 2006), a function that has been known to suffer following 

sleep deprivation. Therefore, I predict that sleep deprived individuals have both a reduced 

capacity to contemplate moral repercussions, and reduced physiological resources to overcome 

unethical impulses. Accordingly, I hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 1. Sleep deprived individuals will cheat more often than individuals who are 

not sleep-deprived.  

Certain individual differences may influence how people respond to sleep loss (Durmer 

& Dinges, 2005).  For example, people with higher baseline levels of activation in the prefrontal 

cortex are less prone to fatigue following a period of sleep deprivation (W. Killgore, Grugle, 

Reichardt, D. Killgore,& Balkin, 2009). In addition, Stern (2002) suggests that different 

individuals will have different amounts of cognitive reserve, a lifestyle-based mental resource 

that buffers the effects of physiological deficiencies in the brain (e.g., brain damage, progressing 

Alzheimer’s). This brings us to the present study’s trait of interest, one that should predict a 

person’s ethical decision-making capabilities at times of cognitive depletion.  
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Moral disengagement. Bandura (1999) suggested that moral disengagement precluded 

individuals from moral agency, enabling them to perpetrate destructive and immoral activities 

without going against their personal standards regarding such acts.  To elaborate, moral 

disengagement represents a tendency to justify immoral actions through various cognitive 

mechanisms not unlike rationalization processes (e.g., responsibility diffusion, such as “everyone 

else is doing it;” responsibility displacement, such as “my supervisor told me to do whatever it 

takes”). Following its original conception, moral disengagement has since been posited to play a 

crucial role in ethical decision making. Detert, Treviño, and Sweitzer, (2008) present a 

theoretical model whereby moral disengagement mediates the relationship between individual 

antecedents and ethical behavior. Originally, Treviño (1986) had put forth an interactionist 

model of ethical decision making. This model was based on Kohlberg’s cognitive development 

theory, and suggested that ethical behavior was an outcome based on cognitive moral 

development antecedents and situational/individual moderators. Relevant to these models, the 

present study addresses the scarce literature on traits that serve to moderate the relationship 

between environmental antecedents and ethical behavior (Detert et al., 2008). To that end, I 

propose that trait moral disengagement directly affects a person’s tendency to cheat as well as 

the previously hypothesized relationship between sleep deprivation and cheating. 

According to Bandura (1986), individuals develop a set of moral standards as they 

approach adulthood. These standards contribute to self-regulatory processes that inhibit unethical 

behavior and promote decisions that reflect a person’s moral principles. Behaving against these 

principles is said to result in self-censure, which further conditions that individual to act under 

personally-held moral standards (Bandura, 1986). Bandura (1999) further argues that these self-

regulatory processes can be deactivated or activated depending on the present context. The 
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primary process that deactivates these cognitive measures of self-control is known as moral 

disengagement. Moral disengagement itself is comprised of eight inter-related mechanisms, such 

as moral justification, displacement of responsibility, and dehumanization. These processes can 

either misconstrue the nature of unethical behavior or obscure the effects and consequences of 

harmful actions (Bandura, 1986). For instance, harming another person may appear to be ethical 

if the purpose of doing so was to protect someone, or if the alternative was to see an innocent 

person suffer. Other disengagement mechanisms function to either obscure or distort the 

consequences of behaving unethically. For instance, the guilt of committing a wrongful act may 

be displaced onto an authority figure, or diffused across a group of individuals, resulting in no 

one feeling personally liable.  

Moral disengagement therefore represents a tendency to utilize various cognitive 

mechanisms in justifying a wide range of unethical options. Accordingly, trait moral 

disengagement should be predictive of a person’s decision to cheat when such an opportunity 

presents itself.  Therefore, I hypothesize that: 

Hypothesis 2. Moral disengagement will be positively related to cheating. 

Sleep deprivation results in impaired performance in basic logic and reasoning 

(Schmeichel, Vohs, & Baumeister, 2003). As an extension to this range of effects, I propose that 

ethical reasoning is also difficult to perform in cognitively deprived states. Because morally 

disengaged individuals are less inclined to inhibit unethical behaviors (Bandura, 1999), I predict 

that their ability to reason ethically will erode more easily following cognitive depletion, 

compared to those who are less morally disengaged. Scarmeas and Stern (2003) show that innate 

intelligence and lifestyle habits can contribute towards cognitive reserve, a mental resource that 

buffers the effects of physiological deficiencies in the brain. Taking into account that sleep 
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deprivation causes both cognitive and physiological deficiencies (Van Dongen, Maislin, 

Mullington & Dinges, 2003), I reason that morally disengaged individuals will have little 

cognitive reserve to compensate for these shortfalls. As a result, morally disengaged individuals 

should exhibit lower propensities for ethical reasoning, and as a result, higher rates of cheating in 

sleep-deprived states. Conversely, even when cognitively depleted, morally engaged individuals 

should have compensatory cognitive reserve to act according to ethical demands. Consequently, 

these individuals should still be able to act according to moral standards after episodes of total 

sleep deprivation.    

A possible pathway for morally disengaged individuals to indulge in unethical decisions 

may be through moral heuristics.  Heuristics have been typically studied as quick and often-

effective routes of probabilistic reasoning used to understand chance occurrences of complex 

environmental events (Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 1982). Sunstein (2005) suggests that 

moral decisions may also be computed via “mental short-cuts and rules of thumb” that may be 

right most of the time, but not always. This is because many moral decisions faced by individuals 

are often too difficult to solve quickly and effectively based on normative moral beliefs. Unsure 

of how to decide, a justification heuristic process might be employed in place of rigid ethical 

theorizing. Fontaine & Dodge (2006) have also explained a heuristic-based model of aggressive 

behavior, detailing how decisions may be made “on the fly” when step-by-step reasoning is 

inappropriate. The moral disengagement processes outlined earlier could be utilized in a similar 

manner to moral heuristics. In place of rigid self-regulatory mechanisms that inhibit unethical 

behavior, moral disengagement processes might be activated as a quick and convenient method 

of justifying unethical temptations.  
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Actions such as cheating and other unethical behaviors usually entail some form of 

personal gain. Resisting such temptations, in turn, causes individuals to draw on certain 

physiological resources. Self-control in itself is of limited supply, as it gets distributed in a finite 

manner across tasks that require resistance against temptation (Baumeister, Bratslavsky, 

Muraven, & Tice, 1998). For example, willpower has been shown to utilize physiological 

resources, with a single act of self-control being able to drop blood sugar levels to below average 

levels (Gailliot et al., 2007).  In sum, ethical decisions involve the utilization of both mental and 

physiological resources. In sleep-deprived states, these resources might not be available to 

morally disengaged individuals. These individuals are already pre-disposed to act against moral 

standards, even in non sleep-deprived states. Based on the discussion above, I suggest that 

ethical reasoning suffers the most within individuals who are mentally tired and not highly 

dictated by moral principles. Therefore, I hypothesize that:  

Hypothesis 3. Moral disengagement interacts with sleep deprivation to influence 

cheating, such that the positive effect of sleep deprivation on cheating is stronger when 

individuals are high in moral disengagement.  

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

Data were collected from 88 junior and senior business students from the Eller College of 

Management, University of Arizona (n = 88). Participants were recruited through an online 

experiment sign-up system. The sample had a mean age of 21.52 (SD = 4.19) and consisted of 45 

males and 43 females. Questionnaire and behavioral data collected for this study were part of a 

larger dissertation study centered on cognitive resource depletion and workplace deviance 

(Christian, 2010).  
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The data were collected in a controlled laboratory setting; episodes of sleep deprivation 

also took place within the laboratory. In order to manipulate sleep deprivation between groups, I 

adapted the methodology originally employed in Harrison and Horne (1999). Using a similar 

between-subjects design, participants who signed up for the experiment were subsequently 

assigned randomly to either the Sleep Deprivation (SD) condition or No Sleep Deprivation 

(NSD) condition. Once assigned, invitation e-mails were sent out to subjects requesting their 

confirmation while also explaining the participation requirements according to condition. Both 

conditions (SD and NSD) involved attending single experimental sessions in groups of 6-10 

subjects. 

Subjects in both conditions received course credit for their participation. In addition, 

those who participated in the SD condition received an additional $60 for their participation. 

Depending on their performance on the in-basket exercise, participants were also rewarded with 

cash prizes (M = $0.98, SD = $1.24) All forms of compensation were awarded at the end of each 

experiment session.  

The study also involved several forms of protocol that participants had to follow in order 

for  the sleep deprivation manipulation to be effective. On the day prior to a participant’s 

experimental session, all SD participants received an e-mail containing a set of instructions. SD 

subjects were instructed to not take naps on the day of the study, not bring their own food or 

beverages to the lab, not drink alcohol the night before the study, to get normal sleep two nights 

before the study and to wake at no later than 9:00 am the day of the study . These instructions 

ensured that our participants were experiencing at least 24 hours of sleep deprivation following 

the night of the study. The SD participants entered the lab at 10:00 pm on their assigned date, 

and completed a set of surveys upon their arrival. During the night, participants were confined to 
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a lounge where games, snacks, reading materials, a television set and various DVDs were made 

available to them.   

The control group (NSD) received a different set of e-mail instructions on the day prior to 

the study. NSD participants were instructed to get normal sleep (no less than 7 hours for three 

nights before the study), not bring their own food or beverages to the lab, not drink alcohol the 

night before the study, not eat any food or drink any caffeinated beverage before arriving in the 

lab and to not use any stimulants such as nicotine on the morning of the study. The NSD 

participants entered the lab at 8:30 am on the day of the study. Participants completed a set of 

surveys after having their breakfast. Following this, all subjects (both SD and NSD) went 

through  identical procedures. This sequence of events began with a set of behavioral tasks (for 

the purposes of the larger dissertation study), which included the managerial in-basket task, 

followed by a set of post-task surveys.   

Measures  

Moral disengagement. I measured moral disengagement with a questionnaire developed 

by Detert et al. (2008) which was adapted towards adult subjects from a measure used by 

Bandura and colleagues (Bandura et al., 1999; Bandura, 1986). This scale consists of 24 

statements designed to measure an individual’s moral reasoning strategies.  Subjects were 

required to respond on a 5-point Likert scale, ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 

agree).  Opportunities to morally disengage were presented in the form of ethically ambiguous 

statements. Agreement with these statements would thereby reflect a person’s moral reasoning 

strategies. These range from moral justification (e.g. “it is alright to fight to protect your 

friends”) to dehumanization (e.g. “Someone who is obnoxious does not deserve to be treated as a 

human being”). Surveys containing the moral disengagement questionnaire were administered 
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before the sleep deprivation manipulation and before any behavioral tasks took place. This was 

done in order to avoid participants’ responses from being effected by cognitive depletion, fatigue 

and possible priming effects.  

Cheating. Cheating behavior was observed as participants were instructed to complete a 

series of managerial in-basket exercises. These in-basket exercises consisted of a stack of memos 

and emails, carefully arranged and constructed in order to replicate the demands of a highly 

ranked manager returning from leave. The participants received instructions to read each 

document, and to subsequently decide on how to most appropriately handle the dilemmas 

presented within the in-basket materials. Solving the problems involved choosing the most 

effective solution of several scheduling and hiring conflicts in the workplace. Each in-basket 

exercise consisted of a scenario description, 3 memos, and a set of multiple-choice questions. 

Participants were instructed to work on the tasks for 30 minutes total, and to place their 

completed sheets in “in-box” trays. Participants were also informed that Exercise 1 was a 

practice exercise, and that they would receive $5 for “A” grades (90% or better) on Exercise 2.  

On Exercise 2, participants had the opportunity to cheat: A stack of graded tasks (with the 

top marked clearly as 100% correct) were placed within view, in an in-basket consisting of 

completed exercises. After instructing participants on how to complete the exercises, the 

experimenter left the room. Participants worked in isolated rooms, which contained two in-

basket trays to place completed exercises. On each tray, a small stack of completed exercises was 

deliberately left behind, made to appear as if they were graded entries from previous participants. 

The planted exercise in the Exercise 2 tray was marked as 100% correct, while the exercises in 

the Exercise 1 tray was marked with a score of 66%. 
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 On the second exercise in our series of in-basket tasks, participants were asked to 

complete a series of questions (non multiple-choice) which were impossible to solve based on 

current knowledge.  An example question was: “Managers often use severity analysis to 

determine the importance of particular issues, and the order in which they should be handled. 

Weighting each document by importance, calculate the severity index for each situation. For 

example, if the document is the most important (3) and will take 2.5 hours to complete, the 

severity index would be 3 x 2.5 = 7.5. Below, calculate the severity index for each document.” 

Three questions concerning this “severity analysis” concept was presented in the exercise, with 

each of these worth one point towards an individual’s final score on the task. Getting any one of 

these wrong will cause a person’s score to fall below 90%, making him/her ineligible for the $5 

prize money. With the answers completely arbitrary and not possible to solve, participants who 

filled in the blanks for the “severity indices” for each document with the values contained in the 

example exercise marked 100% were known to have cheated on the task. Cheating was assessed 

using a scale from 0 to 3, based on the number of copied answers. 

Results 

Means, standard deviations and correlations of the 3 variables appear in Table 1. 

Hypothesis 1 was supported as sleep deprivation was positively correlated with cheating and 

explains a significant portion of cheating variation (r = .23, p < .05). Hypothesis 2 was weakly 

supported as moral disengagement was positively correlated with cheating, although not at the 

conventional level of significance of p < .05. (r = .16, p = .086).   

I tested Hypothesis 3 using moderated regression procedures as recommended by Cohen, 

Cohen West, and Aiken (2003) and Aiken and West (1991). I therefore multiplied the 

disengagement scores by the SD condition values (0 or 1, depending on condition). Thus, I 
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created an interaction term for moral disengagement x condition, and proceeded by performing a 

hierarchical regression analysis. The interaction term was entered into the regression equation 

after the main effects of sleep deprivation and moral disengagement were assessed as individual 

predictor variables.  The results of the regression analysis are presented in table 2.  

The interaction term explained a significant portion of the variation in cheating. In step 1 

of the regression analysis, sleep deprivation was a significant predictor of cheating (β = .23, p < 

.05), which provides further support towards Hypothesis 1. More importantly, the moral 

disengagement x sleep deprivation interaction term was a significant predictor of cheating (β = 

1.34, p < .05). 

  To facilitate the interpretation of the interaction, I plotted the simple slopes of each 

interaction at one standard deviation above and below the mean (see Figure 1). As predicted by 

Hypothesis 3, sleep deprivation influenced cheating behavior only for those who were higher on 

moral disengagement. 

Discussion 

The results of this study supported my prediction that sleep deprivation and moral 

disengagement were significant predictors of cheating. However, these main effect were 

qualified by an important interaction.  Specifically, sleep deprivation interacted with moral 

disengagement to influence cheating.   

Theoretical Implications 

 This study extends on our current understanding of situational and dispositional 

characteristics that contribute to ethical behavior in the workplace. According to interactionist 

models of ethical decision making, situational and individual variables moderate the relationship 

between cognitive moral development and ethical behavior (Treviño, 1986). Kurtines (1986) also 
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recommends a similar ‘person and situation’ perspective in studying moral decisions. According 

to this person-situation framework, individual differences in terms of moral rules and principles 

interact with specific contextual cues to influence moral behavior. This is the first empirical 

study of which I am aware that has investigated the influence of situational variables, personality 

variables, and their resulting interaction on cheating behavior. Further, these results provide 

specific support toward the interactionist framework by showing that ethical decisions are 

significantly influenced by both cognitive states and an individual’s moral tendencies. Additional 

research is warranted on the original set of constructs which were suggested by Treviño (1986) 

to be moderators of the relationship between moral cognitions and ethical decisions (e.g., 

organizational culture, locus of control, workplace characteristics).  

This study also assessed the effectiveness of trait moral disengagement as a predictor of 

ethical decisions. Detert et al. (2007) had originally raised the possibility of investigating the 

effects of baseline levels of moral disengagement. Indeed, the extant literature has mainly 

focused on moral disengagement as a mediator between individual antecedents and ethical 

decisions (Detert et al., 2007) and emotional reactions (Aquino, Reed, Thau, & Freeman, 2006). 

Results from the present study indicate that trait levels of moral disengagement are predictive of 

ethical decisions among individuals. A person’s tendency to morally disengage is also associated 

with his/her personal stage of moral development (Bandura, 1986). This information may be 

useful to organizations as the overall level of moral development held by employees is said to 

contribute to the development of an organization’s ethical climate (Ambrose, Arnaud & 

Schminke, 2007). The results of this study therefore lend support to moral disengagement as a 

useful measure of individual differences in organizations.  
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The results of this study also have a number of practical implications. Organizational 

decision makers should recognize that unethical behavior might not be caused by a single factor 

alone, as job demands and individual personality traits might interact to produce unethical 

conduct. Conversely, this study also shows that certain personality constructs might serve to 

buffer the effects of harsh working environments. Organizations utilizing overnight shifts would 

therefore benefit from identifying individuals who are not highly susceptible to the dangers of 

sleep deprivation.    

Limitations 

  Although the sleep deprivation manipulation used for this study might seem severe, 

research indicates that sleep deprivation is prevalent in industrial societies (Bonnet & Arand, 

1995).  Moreover, sleep deficiency cumulates progressively over time into what is called sleep 

debt.  Today, the average working American sleeps for an inadequate seven hours, and 

conservative estimates are that one-third of normal Americans are considered sleep deprived 

(Bonnet & Arand, 1995; Spiegel, Sheridan & Van Cauter, 2002).  Given these circumstances, it 

is reasonable to suggest that members of the workforce, particularly those in clinical and defense 

fields, might reach similar levels of cognitive depletion.   

Participants in this study were college students, who may differ in a number of ways from 

working adults, and this may have influenced results. For instance, workplace settings often 

utilize highly salient reminders or warnings against unethical behavior. Although the student 

code of conduct lists cheating and academic dishonesty as misdemeanors, more obvious or 

frequent reminders of ethical standards might result in fewer incidents of observed cheating. 

Participants in this study were not told explicitly that cheating was prohibited. In addition, 
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participants were given complete privacy while completing the in-basket task. The lack of a 

salient warning and public setting may have contributed to higher rates of cheating behavior. 

Conversely, participants in the study might have less motivation to cheat than individuals 

at work. Although participants were awarded with additional monetary rewards based on their 

performance in the managerial in-basket task, course credits were offered as a guaranteed 

incentive regardless of their performance on the behavioral tasks. Thus, students might not feel 

the need to cheat if their motivation in participating was largely based on obtaining course 

credits. Therefore, due to this incentive, college students in this study might have lower 

motivation to cheat than adults engaged in ethical dilemmas in the workplace.  

  In contrast to these differences between college students and working adults, students’ 

self-reported cheating behavior is significantly and positively correlated with their self-reported 

tendencies to violate workplace policies in concurrently held jobs (Harding, Carpenter, Finelli, & 

Passow, 2004). In addition, students who declare academic dishonesty as acceptable behavior are 

also accepting of dishonesty in the workplace (Nonis & Swift, 2001; Sims, 1993). Based on these 

self-reported parallels between academic and workplace settings, I conclude that the cheating 

behavior measured in this study is a suitable proxy for unethical decisions in the workplace.     

Conclusion 

To summarize, this study is an initial step toward gauging the effects of situational and 

trait factors in predicting unethical behavior. This approach focuses on identifying personality 

and environmental variables which are able to modify the outcomes of ethical decision making 

mechanisms. For example, the depletion of higher-order reasoning presented in this study is 

congruent with the neurocognitive processes underlying ethical decisions (Reynolds, 2006). 

Contrary to such “micro” approaches, however, I have chosen to study variables with the 
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intention of identifying cheaters and non-cheaters on a group scale. Results from this study 

warrant further efforts to identify additional traits and job demands associated with increased and 

decreased incidences of unethical behavior.  
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Table 1 

Means, Standard Deviations, and Correlations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Notes: Statistics appearing in bold represent tests of hypotheses. 

n = 88 

 *p < .05 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Variable Mean SD 1. 2. 3. 

1. Sleep Deprivation .47 .50 -   

2. Moral Disengagement  2.09 .39 -.11 -  

3.Cheating .98 1.24 .23* .16 - 
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Table 2 

Summary of Moderated Regression Analysis for Variables Predicting Cheating 

 Step 1   Step 2 

Variable b SE β t  b SE β t 

Step 1           

   Sleep Deprivation .60 .26 .25 2.34*  -2.66 1.37 -1.08 -1.95 

   Moral Disengagement .57 .33 .18 1.74  -.11 .43 -.35 -.26 

Step 2           

    Sleep Deprivation x Moral Disengagement      1.57 0.65 1.34 2.43* 

n = 88 

 *p < .05 
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Figure Caption 

Figure 1. Regression slopes for the interaction of sleep deprivation and moral disengagement. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                              Sleep Deprivation and Cheating     31 

 


	title page
	author state
	Honors_Thesis_mel_050310

