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Introduction 

Movies such as The Big Short and the Wolf of Wall Street, Congressional interest due to the Madoff and Enron 

debacles, and social movements such as Occupy Wall Street, Black Lives Matter, and Bernie Sanders’ and Elizabeth 

Warren’s presidential candidacies have increased the public’s interest in white-collar crimes (WCCs) focused in particular 

on one sector of the U.S. economy: corporate America. Yet, WCCs are not unique to corporate settings. Other professions 

are similarly plagued by WCCs, although these crimes do not attract the attention and outrage that corporate crimes do. This 

study seeks to highlight WCCs committed in areas not traditionally included in the domain of WCC and considers whether 

public perceptions held about certain professions protect those professions from scrutiny.  

First, general theories of WCC are offered to determine a working definition of WCC for this research. Then, the 

framework of WCC theories is used to establish the existence of WCC outside of traditional settings by contrasting a classic 

white-collar misstatement of information by financial personnel that occurred in a corporate setting with a misstatement of 

information by teachers that occurred in education. Differences in public perceptions on the ethics of accountants and 

teachers are examined, and a social capital framework is used to explain differences in the perceived seriousness of the 

crime and the punishment recommended.  

 This research expands on current research in several important ways. One, the research connects seemingly 

disparate examples of crime to more clearly demonstrate the pervasiveness of WCCs beyond corporations. Two, the research 

uses social capital theory as developed in psychology, sociology, and economic literature to explain differences in the 

acceptance of the crimes and those perpetrating them. Three, the research considers how framing WCC with a social capital 

lens can impact practical and policy decisions to detect and prevent these crimes in both corporate and noncorporate settings.  

WCC Research—Theories and Definitions 

Edwin Sutherland introduced the term “white-collar crime” in 1939 during a speech given to the American 

Sociological Association, and he formally institutionalized the phrase in subsequent journal articles (for instance, 

Sutherland, 1940) and in the publication of his book (Sutherland, 1949). He classified WCC as a “crime committed by a 

person of respectability and high social status in the course of his occupation” (Sutherland, 1949, 9). Prior to Sutherland, a 

majority of sociological research focused on crimes committed by lower income individuals, as popular opinion suggested 

that crime was an affliction of the poor. Sutherland’s theory to explain WCCs was an attempt to articulate a theory that 

would expand the understanding of all criminal behavior while concentrating on the perpetrator of the crime rather than the 

crime itself (Cliff and Desilets, 2014). His work culminated with the theory of differential association, where: criminal 

behavior is learned in association with those who define such behavior favorably and in isolation from those who define it 

unfavorably, and that a person in an appropriate situation engages in such criminal behavior if, and only if, the weight of 

the favorable definitions exceed the weight of the unfavorable definitions (Sutherland, 1949, 234) 

This theory acknowledges the significance of one’s community in shaping an ethical framework where, for WCC, culture 

and workplace environment would be significant in encouraging or mitigating criminal behavior. 

Much academic research has sought to explain why WCC occurs and to package that motivation into a theory. For 

instance, strain as a motivation for WCC was articulated in Strain Theory by Merton (1938) who posited that the motivation 

for criminal acts was the general stress associated with not achieving traditional success (i.e., the American Dream). 

Subsequent researchers further developed the theory. General Strain Theory (GST), developed by Agnew, expanded upon 
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the causes of strain to include the failure to achieve positively valued goals, the removal of positively valued stimuli from 

the individual, and the presentation of negative stimuli (Agnew, 1992). Rational Choice, another explanation for WCC, 

posits that individuals are motivated to act when the potential benefits outweigh the potential costs from committing a crime. 

Hechter and Kanazawa (1997) state that rational choice is more complex than a basic decision theory and, in fact, can 

provide the context (i.e., motivation, for individual actions within an organization). Shover and Hochstetler (2006) posit 

that rational choice is particularly applicable to WCCs as white-collar criminals operate in an even more rational fashion 

than a street criminal. Coercion as a motivator for crime was proposed by Colvin and Cullen (2002). Coercion Theory 

integrates differential association and strain theories and posits that strain and support for the crime are needed, with the 

support coming from “illegitimate sources of social support” (Donegan and Ganon, 2008, 7).  

Despite a research focus on identifying why criminals in general and white-collar criminals in particular, do what 

they do with multiple and perhaps competing reasons for why, academic research has not produced a solution to decrease 

WCC. For instance, the concept of strain existing in both Strain Theory and General Strain Theory as an explanation for 

criminal behavior does not adequately explain why only certain individuals break under the strain when others do not. This 

point of weakness might suggest that the individuals committing the crimes may differ from the general population in more 

ways than the experience of strain. Likewise, rational choice theory does not adequately explain a wide range of human 

behaviors, since people can act irrationally.  

Additionally, the research has not developed a definitive working definition for WCC. Subsequent to Sutherland’s 

first definition of WCC, the academic research on WCC has focused on separating WCCs in a typological fashion (Simpson, 

2013). This focus on classification may have been a distraction from genuine progress in the study of WCCs, especially 

considering that no unified definition of WCC exists today.  

If academic literature cannot develop an overall definition for WCC, perhaps law enforcement can provide a 

working definition. Initially WCC was a sociological explanation for certain types of crime, and abuse of power by the 

perpetrator was an important criterion. Over time WCC has taken on a legal framework; however even in law WCC’s 

definition is not well defined (Dervan and Podgor, 2016) and abuse of power is not a criterion. In its discussion on WCC, 

the FBI references, although not by name, Sutherland’s work and characterizes WCC as crimes committed by “business 

and government professionals” and are “synonymous with a full range of frauds” perpetrated to provide financial, business, 

or personal benefit (FBI(a), 2018). The FBI provides examples of WCC including corporate fraud related to accounting 

such as the recording and disclosure of accounting information, as well as other acts including insider trading, kickbacks, 

tax violations, mortgage fraud, money laundering, health care fraud, securities and commodities fraud, and Ponzi schemes. 

The FBI does not specifically identify crimes outside of business and government professions as WCC.  

With a myriad number of crimes identified under the umbrella of WCC, scholars have suggested that the definition 

of WCC should be driven by the research question (Simpson, 2002). Here, WCC is defined as an illegal act committed by 

persons operating in their professional role (i.e., in their jobs) acting in self-interest or in the interest of the organization by 

manipulating performance measures that result in economic and/or social consequences.  

Examples of WCC in Differing Professions  

This article posits that WCC exists outside of the traditional corporate and government setting yet does not receive 

the attention, or the ire, that WCC within corporations does. An example of a crime fitting the definition of WCC yet not 

within the traditional context is found in education.  

Education and accounting have had recent scandals associated with performance measure manipulation. For 

education, professionals have manipulated reported student responses in order to improve reported results, with the most 

infamous being the Atlanta Public Schools scandal. For accounting, professionals have manipulated reported financial 

statements to improve reported results, with the most infamous being Enron. These crimes are WCCs under our definition. 

The teaching cheating scandal occurred in a professional setting (at school) and was committed by individual teachers, 

acting either out of self-interest (by pursuing bonuses or continued employment contracts) or in the interest of the 

organization (under the direction of a supervisor to improve reported results), by manipulating various performance 

measures reported (school testing scores) having direct economic consequences by the potential misallocation of tax dollars 

to various schools. Likewise, accounting misstatements of financials were committed in a professional capacity (at work) 

by individuals acting in self-interest (by pursuing performance-based compensation) or in the interests of the organization 

(under the direction of a supervisor to improve reported results), by manipulating various performance measures (such as 
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revenues and expenses in a time period) having direct economic consequences by potentially impacting stock price and 

investors’ decisions. 

While both the Atlanta Public Schools and the Enron examples are well-known scandals, they are not unique. Within 

the corporate world, there exist many examples of misrepresenting financial statements. Within education, efforts by 

teachers to manipulate scores are less known publicly but are frequent. In a survey of 155 teachers from a school district in 

Texas, 47% of the respondents stated that they violated a standardized testing policy, suggesting a wide-spread problem in 

misrepresenting results (Torres, Kidd, and Madsen, 2015). In addition to violating testing policies such as extended time, 

teachers use other methods to influence reported results. These include suspending lower performing students on the day of 

testing so their scores are not included in a school’s reported results, reclassifying lower performing students as special 

needs whose scores then are not included in the reported results, and providing students with sweet foods immediately prior 

to the state exam to provide a short-term bump in cognitive ability (Jacob and Levitt, 2003; Houdek, 2017).   

To more fully understand the similarities between accountants and teachers and their behavior to manipulate, we 

consider two lesser-known examples of misstatement of results within education and accounting: the Beaumont, Texas 

school cheating scandal and the Swisher Hygiene Inc. financial statement misstatement. Both of these examples meet the 

working definition of WCC (altering reported information to misrepresent results), are recent crimes, and are generally not 

widely discussed or known.  

Beaumont Teaching Scandal 

Victoria Gauthier Steward was employed as a teacher in the Beaumont Independent School District in Texas and 

from 2007 to 2012 served as Central Medical Magnet High School’s “numeracy coach”, a role created by her supervisor 

Principal Patricia Lambert. Steward was to administer standardized tests to large groups of students and provide instructional 

support to teachers. She personally changed a significant number of student responses on the standardized tests and recruited 

other teachers to assist her in changing student answers or providing students with the answers while taking the test. Steward 

signed the required Oaths of Test Security that she “complied with all the requirements governing the State Assessment 

Program and that [she] reported any suspected violations of test security or confidentiality to the campus testing coordinator” 

(FBI(b), 2015).  

The results of the standardized tests were reported to the Department of Education (DOE) which relied on the results 

(among other considerations) to make funding decisions. Ms. Steward was specifically prosecuted for falsifying the Oath 

of Test Security (FBI(b), 2015). Such falsification could have misled the DOE in funding allocations. In addition to the 

impact that these test scores had on funding, U.S. Attorney John M. Bales noted that “changing students’ answers on high-

stakes standardized tests over the course of five school years, affect(s) an entire generation of Central High students” 

(Besson 2015).  

The incentive to manipulate student answers was in part due to a need for federal funding, as artificially inflating 

the performance could boost federal funding. Additionally, the teachers faced enormous pressure from their principal to 

boost performance “by any means necessary” (Besson, 2015). The chief prosecutor in this dispute described the environment 

at Central High School as a “systemic problem” that contributed to manipulation (Besson, 2015). The environment actively 

encouraged and supported unethical behaviors, from the tone at the top as established by Principal Lambert throughout the 

organization “where cheating on standardized tests was accepted” (Kennedy, 2016). The personal incentives for Steward 

and the mid-tier employees who participated in the falsification are less clear, but the toxic environment and pre-existing 

pressures may have influenced their behavior.  

Swisher Hygiene Scandal  

Chief Financial Officer Michael Kipp, Director of External Reporting Joanne Viard, Director of Financial Planning 

and Analysis (and previously a senior level accounting employee) John Pierrard, and an unnamed accounting employee 

worked together to alter financial information on the Income Statement and Balance Sheet for Swisher Hygiene from 2011 

to early 2012 (Portillo, 2015). Specifically, they manipulated reported Earnings Before Interest, Tax, Depreciation and 

Amortization (EBITDA) so that EBITDA consistently met or exceeded forecasts for the purpose to mislead investors and 

Wells Fargo Bank with whom they had established an open line of credit. Specific techniques used to achieve the desired 

levels of EBITDA included capitalizing expenses to increase income, using acquisitions during that time period to inflate 

certain acquired liabilities and then fraudulently reducing those liabilities to increase income, and using “cookie jar” 
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accounting to create reserves that can increase income in the future (U.S. v. Kipp/Viard, 2016). The direction for these 

fraudulent activities came from the top: CFO Kipp would send emails to the accounting department with a summary of 

targets for EBITDA and suggest accounts to manipulate when closing accounts in order to achieve the goals of the 

organization. The pressure exerted on the employees to ensure earnings stability was great. For instance, in an email to an 

outside accountant, Viard stated,  

I am getting a lot of pressure to record a liability for an underwater contract for Lee county [sic] at Choice. The 

issue I have is that the President and CFO of Choice keep telling me that Lee county contract operates more 

efficiently than the majority of their contracts. Therefore, there is no like comparable contract that I could easily 

compared [sic] margins and prove that it is underwater (U.S. v. Kipp/Viard, 2016, 19–20). 

Despite an outside consultant’s opinion that rejected the contract as underwater, Viard labeled the contract as such, 

thereby resulting in the improper capitalization of costs that otherwise should have been expensed. In prepared statements 

to the press about the case, the FBI described the conduct of the indicted individuals as ignoring their obligation to the 

public to provide a faithful representation of the results of Swisher (U.S. v. Kipp/Viard, 2016).  

Table 1 provides a summary of the similarities of the crimes of the accountants and the educators, supporting 

classification of the teachers’ crimes as WCCs. Both crimes involved significant pressure on lower-level employees by top 

management that resulted in the deliberate misrepresentation of information used in the decision process of external parties. 

Both organizations had incentives to manipulate reported performance measures, as both were evaluated by quantitative 

standards reported to outsiders. Employees of the organizations performing the data manipulation also had incentives to 

participate. In both organizations, the culture of blatantly unethical behavior was perpetuated at many levels of the 

organizations. The uniformity of the scenarios as described in Table 1 draws attention to the reality that WCC is not unique 

to the corporate world.  

Perceptions of White-Collar Criminals and their Crimes 

 Background 

While the crimes of educators are consistent with the definition of WCCs as discussed above, they do not generate 

the attention and resources of crimes typically labeled as white-collar crime. One explanation for this fact is that perceptions 

about occupation impact perceptions about the seriousness of the crimes. For instance, in an experimental setting Schmidt 

(2013) investigates respondents’ perceptions from the hypothetical and intentional overcharging of a client by lawyers and 

bookkeepers. The lawyers were rated as having a higher status than the bookkeepers, and respondents perceived the crime 

by attorneys as less significant than the identical crime by the bookkeepers; the article suggests that the higher status of 

attorneys relative to bookkeepers (as opposed to CPAs) may explain the result.  

Research suggests that teachers have a higher level of respect and generally a more positive image than accountants. 

Gallup conducts a survey each year where respondents are asked to rate the honesty and ethical standards of individuals in 

various professions. Some professions are included each year in the survey (such as nurses and lawyers) and some only 

every several years (engineers, accountants, and grade-school teachers, for instance). Over the past 10 years, teachers have 

received a high to very high rating approval of 65% to 70%. In contrast accountants only received a high or very high rating 

from 39% to 43% of the respondents. Nurses are consistently rated the highest of any profession receiving a high or very 

high rating ranging from 82% to 85% over a 10-year period. Engineers are second with a high or very high rating ranging 

between 65% to 70%, similar to educators. Lawyers received a high or very high rating between 18% and 22% 

(Honesty/Ethics). The level of trust granted to a profession, as evidenced in the Gallop questionnaire, is label “social 

capital.”   

Social capital theory is used extensively in sociology, psychology, and economic research to understand social 

phenomena. The theory has been used to “explain variations in phenomena ranging from health to murder rates to the 

amount of TV watched” (Durlauf, 2002, F468). Social capital theory examines networks of relationships between 

individuals and groups where trust is an important component that provides benefits to the parties in the network (Gannon 

and Roberts 2018), with some research suggesting that trust drives the effects of social capital (Bjornskov, 2006). Among 

the benefits to a community from social capital are the reduction in monitoring costs, increase in government efficiency, 

decrease in crime, and increased GDP (Sabatini, 2009; Alesina and Ferrar, 2002; Claridge, 2004).  

Social capital in accounting literature is not as richly developed as in other disciplines, with limited accounting 
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research having considered social capital. Jha and Chun (2015) studied the effect of social capital on audit fees. The authors 

defined social capital as the level of trust in a particular geographic region and operationalized social capital using voter 

turnout and census response rate, finding that audit fees are lower when social capital is higher. Strobele and Wentges (2018) 

considered organizational controls, in particular the controls that clans bring to an organization through shared vision. With 

self-monitoring by the clan, behavior is disciplined by peers reducing formal monitoring costs.  

Research on social capital in education is extensive with literally hundreds of articles about social capital and 

education. While social capital research in accounting is directed at a macro level of trust, research in education is more 

focused on the individual, the experiences of students and educators, and the impact of their experiences on student success 

and educator engagement. Specific research has studied the effect of education on professional identity formation of students 

(Jensen and Jetten, 2015), the effect of education on student subsequent civic engagement (Helliwell and Putnam 2007), the 

effect of school social capital on student success (Shahidul, Zehadul, Karim, and Mustari, 2015), and the social networks 

among teachers themselves and with students and parents and the implications for success (for instance, see Penuel, Riel, 

Krause, and Frank, 2009; Comer, 2015; Plagens, 2011). The social capital of the profession itself has not been directly 

considered.  

We consider the effect of social capital of the profession on the perceptions of the public related to crimes of 

educators and accountants. We use a definition of social capital based on the extensive work within social psychology 

literature (Durlauf, 2002). Specifically, social capital is the trust the public affords a particular profession with the benefit 

to the profession or professional within that profession. Necessary components for social capital are a specific profession, 

trust conferred upon that profession by persons outside the profession, with a resulting benefit to the profession and its 

members. However, social capital has negative consequences as well (Durlauf, 2002; Gannon and Roberts, 2018). When 

misplaced trust is granted upon a particular profession, one profession may be able to extract a gain, including a financial 

gain or a gain from decreased monitoring, at the expense of others.  

Teachers have a significant level of social capital, especially in comparison to accountants. All individuals are 

familiar with teachers, engaging with them literally for years while growing up and then later when their children attend 

school. Familiarity breeds trust (Alesina and Feuar, 2002). Trust develops from repeated interpersonal interaction and from 

general knowledge about the profession, a personalized trust that can changed instantaneously through a specific interaction 

and a generalized trust that is developed over time (Durlauf and Fafchamps, 2004). The public has less interaction with 

accountants, and the stereotypes of accountants, often negative, are representative of how the public perceives accountants 

(Brouard, Bujaki, Durocher, and Neilson, 2016). These factors may contribute to a lower social capital for accountants than 

teachers. The social capital of teachers may protect the teachers when committing crimes similar to accountants. 

Specifically, if education and accounting are perceived as providing a different social value, the crimes committed by 

educators and accountants will be rationalized by society in very different ways.   

Research Questions 

Hypothesis one: In general, teachers are judged as more ethical than accountants. 

If hypothesis one is true, then do these priors protect teachers committing similar crimes to accountants?  

Hypothesis two: The crimes of teachers are judged as less serious than similar crimes of accountants.  

Hypothesis three: The punishment proposed for teachers’ crimes are different and lighter than the punishment 

proposed for similar crimes by accountants. 

Data Collection  

We used the symmetry in the crimes for Swisher Hygiene Inc. and Beaumont Independent School district to conduct 

an exploratory study of the three hypotheses. We administered a questionnaire1  to 84 university seniors majoring in 

education and accounting, the two majors of the professions studied, as well as a control group of liberal arts majors. The 

students were members of their major’s capstone class at the university.  

Respondents were asked “In your opinion, please rate how ethical each of the following professionals are (with 1 

being the lowest and 10 being the highest).” This question was asked to gauge each respondent’s pre-existing perception 

 
1 IRB approved the questionnaire and data selection procedures prior to administering the questionnaire. 
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about each profession (hypothesis one). Professions listed included nurses, teachers, accountants, lawyers, and engineers. 

We included professions other than accountants and teachers to determine a baseline comparison. These other professions 

also are included in the Gallop poll survey. 

Respondents were provided a short description of the facts presented in the Swisher and Beaumont cases (see 

Appendix 1). In both scenarios, a supervisor asked a subordinate to falsify information to report improved results for the 

purpose of increasing future funding of the organization. To avoid any contamination from presentation order, two versions 

of the questionnaire were used: one that presented information about the teaching scandal first and another that presented 

information about the accounting scandal first. The questionnaire asked, “Were the teachers [accountants] justified in their 

actions to change the results?” (hypothesis two), and “How should the teachers [accountants] be punished?” (hypothesis 

three). Respondents could choose no punishment, suspended, fined, or jailed, with “no punishment” the least severe and 

“jailed” the most severe. While suspended is an action that an employer can enforce, fines and jail are legal actions and 

considered more severe. Respondents were asked to explain their answers. 

Some respondents chose more than one answer, as a perpetrator could be suspended, fined, and jailed, although it 

is hard to imagine a jailed employee retaining the job upon completion of the sentence. Two respondents wrote in an 

additional alternative to fire the employee. When respondents provided multiple answers, we classified the punishment 

using the least severe option such that we were conservative in our analysis.  

Data Analysis 

To test hypothesis one, we computed mean ethics ratings for all respondents, by respondent major, profession, and 

for the interaction of major and profession. We considered the statistical significance of these ratings using a repeated 

measures ANOVA with mixed factorial design. The analysis included between subjects’ factor of college major (Liberal 

Arts, Education, and Accounting), a within subjects factor by profession (Teacher, Engineer, Lawyer, Accountant, and 

Nurse), and the interaction of profession and college major.  

 To test hypothesis two, we analyzed respondent responses (yes/no) and then investigated respondent comments to 

understand any nuance that a quantitative analysis alone would miss.   

 To test hypothesis three, we performed a chi-square test for equality of proportions to investigate differences in 

recommended punishment of teachers vs. accountants for the levels of punishment. A 95% level of significance 

(significance for p-values < .05) was set for all hypothesis tests. 

Results 

Hypothesis One Results  

From our 84 respondents, we identified significant within-subject main effect for the mean difference in the ethics 

ratings for the five professions [F (2.76, 223.13) = 64.38, p < .0005, partial ηp
2 = .443]; however, we did not see a statistically 

significant interaction between college majors or in the interaction effect of profession and college major (Table 3). To 

determine which specific professions were driving the significance of occupation, a pairwise comparison of the estimated 

marginal means for the five occupation groups was conducted (Table 4). The results indicate that teachers (M = 8.31, SEM 

0.16) and nurses (M = 8.51, SEM = 0.16) (ratings per Table 2) were rated as having a significantly higher mean ethics score 

than engineers, accountants, and lawyers (p < .0005) but were not significantly different from one another.  Similarly, 

engineers (M = 7.42, SEM = 0.17) were rated to have a higher mean ethics score than accountants and attorneys (p < .0005), 

and accountants (M = 6.55, SEM = 0.20) were ranked as having a higher mean ethics score than attorneys (M = 5.58, SEM 

0.25; p <.0005). 

These results are consistent with Hypothesis 1. Respondents rated teachers as more ethical than accountants. These 

results also are consistent with the Gallop Poll findings. Also similar to the Gallop Poll response, lawyers were rated the 

lowest of the professions compared; although in the Gallop poll nurses were rated more highly than teachers, while in this 

questionnaire there was no statistical difference in ratings. 

Hypothesis Two Results 

Nearly all respondents stated that neither the accountants nor the teachers were justified in misstating results: only 

one respondent stated that the accountant was justified while two respondents stated the educator was justified. Yet, an 

analysis of respondent comments about their responses revealed more nuance. In general, respondents understood the 



Journal of Forensic and Investigative Accounting 

Volume 13: Issue 3, Special Issue 2021 

 

521 

teacher’s decision to manipulate scores while not supporting accountants. Respondents stated that the accountants were 

greedy and committed fraud. The respondents placed blame on the individual accountant; “lying is wrong” was a common 

response. In contrast, the respondents viewed the education system as the culprit. Respondents’ use of terms such as “lying”, 

“dishonest” or “unethical” was much less prominent in comments about the educators’ actions than in the comments for the 

accountants.  

Comments about accountant crimes included: “Lying has no benefits.” “It’s cheating and lying to the stockholders.” 

“They portrayed a false version of the company that led people to believe something that wasn’t true.” “Their actions were 

dishonest.”  “They should report honestly.” “They lied which is wrong.” “It is against the law and a lie.”  “Wasn’t the truth.” 

“It is a false account of what happened.” “It was not honest.” “There should be honesty.” “This is wrong.” “They are not 

being truthful.” “Completely dishonest.” “They are distorting the truth.” “Their actions were unethical.” “This feels like it 

was done out of greed.” “It’s against the law and is a lie.” “It is fraud.” “Lying is lying.” “It’s dishonest.”   

Respondents criticized accountants for not performing their role. “Accountants should be reporting the financial 

position rather than manipulating the results.” “They are deceiving people and manipulating the system.” “Accountants are 

supposed to follow standards and report in good faith.” “The accountants should ensure that the financial statements are 

presented fairly no matter what.” “Accountants are supposed to be trustful since they deal with our finances. Messing with 

numbers shows they don’t care about clients or the law.” “They need to represent what the company actually gets, not what 

their supervisor says.”   

 In contrast, for teachers, respondents directed their stronger criticism at standardized testing, while sympathetic to 

teacher motivation to alter results. Responses included: “I understand why, because funding is so tied up in test scores, 

which is equally wrong, but they lied and hurt the school’s future and people’s trust in them.” “System’s wrong, but they 

should not cheat.” “Maybe the reason why the kids weren’t doing so great is because the teachers aren’t able to teach 

efficiently because of underfunding.” “Standardized tests are BS and the schools still deserve funding even with poor test 

scores.” “Standardized tests need to be GONE, because teachers then teach for a test, and it limits their ability to do 

anything.” “Funding based on student performance is just f**d up anyway.” “It is sad however that public school funding 

is so low it would cause teachers to do this.” “While they may have done it for a certain reason, they had not used proper 

judgment.” “Teacher may have had the right intentions but that’s not fair.” “I am sure the teacher thought better would come 

of the funding than ill from dishonesty. Standardized testing is ridiculous but I generally disagree with dishonesty.” “Sought 

a moral end through immoral means.” Many respondents conveyed sympathy for the educators while simultaneously 

condemning the accounting professionals. As one respondent stated, accountants were “dishonest in a way that hurts others” 

while also stating “the system of standardized tests is unjust in itself. The teachers wanted better funding to improve student 

education.”  

Accounting majors’ comments reflected an understanding of their responsibility for financial statements. Some 

comments: “It is an accountant’s and company’s job to accurately display its true financial situation to current or would be 

investors.” “As an accountant you cannot just change a line item to appear more profitable.” “The purpose of accountants 

is to give external users trust that the financial statements are presented fairly.” “They should not alter the accounting records 

unless there is a legitimate GAAP or business reason behind the change.” Thus, accounting students understood their 

personal responsibility for criminal behavior. 

In contrast, education majors were more accepting of the illegal acts of the teachers. Rather than focus on the person 

falsifying the numbers, respondents centered on the motivation (not explicit in the case but inferred by these respondents). 

“I understand why.” “It was not justified; however, the way education is funded is the true problem.” “Their actions were 

not ethical; however, with the current education system it is understandable.” Only one education major specifically 

addressed the responsibility of a teacher. “Teachers are role models and should lead by example.” 

These results are consistent with the effect of a profession’s social value on the perception of a crime. Educators 

are held in high esteem, and the system was blamed for the crimes of the educators. Accountants are rated lower in terms 

of perceived ethics, and their crimes (while similar to that of the teachers as shown earlier) were attacked on a personal level 

and negatively viewed. Accounting majors were more critical of the behavior of misbehaving accountants than education 

majors were of the teachers, suggesting accountants have a stronger ethical base. 

While respondents initially reported that neither accountants nor educators were justified, comments by respondents 

support hypothesis two. 
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Hypothesis Three Results 

Table 5 reports differences in punishment between the accountant and teacher. The results were not statistically 

significant for the “no punishment” option. However, respondents were more lenient to educators than accountants when 

punishment was selected, with respondents choosing legal means to punish accountants while primarily choosing employer-

initiated responses for teachers. 

A larger proportion of participants (78% to 56%) felt teachers should be suspended than accountants. A test of 

proportions was statistically significant [χ2 = 7.74, p = .005]; 95% confidence interval of the percentage difference between 

the proportions of the choice “suspended” for the teacher and accountant (-0.37, -0.06).   

Nine respondents (11%) answered that the teacher should be fined, while 20 (24%) answered that the accountant 

should be fined. A test of proportions was statistically significant [χ2 = 4.17, p = .040]; 95% confidence interval of the 

percentage difference between the proportions of the choice “fined” for the teacher and accountant (-0.01, 0.26). A 

significantly larger proportion of participants (25% to 5%) felt accountants and not educators should receive the most severe 

punishment. Results were statistically significant [χ2 = 4.69, p = .030]; 95% confidence interval of the percentage difference 

between the proportions of the choice “jailed” for the teacher and accountant (-0.01, 0.20). 

These results support hypothesis three that the punishment proposed for teachers’ crimes are different and lighter, 

and employer mandated, than the punishment proposed for accountants’ crimes that include legal outcomes. 

Discussion and Conclusions  

The results of the questionnaire find that accountants are rated as less ethical than teachers and their crimes judged 

as more severe than similar crimes by educators. Respondents selected different punishments for the similar crimes, 

displaying more leniency towards educators. These findings support social capital theory. where positive social capital in 

an occupation can protect those engaged in illegal activity within their profession. Here, the positive social capital of 

educators, evidenced through higher ratings, benefited educators with more supportive comments and reduced punishment 

relative to accountants. 

Although the results are consistent with social capital providing protection to a particular group, two competing 

explanations may explain the results. One, the crime by teachers was not, in actuality, as severe as that by the accountants. 

This interpretation would suggest that the difference in recommended punishments for the two crimes was appropriate. 

Two, the respondents were not representative of a wider population. All the respondents were students from one university, 

and their responses may differ from the responses of a broader population.  

While acknowledging these potential alternative explanations, we believe that social capital is a stronger 

explanation for the results. We argue that the crimes of the teachers were as severe as that of accountants. Both situations 

involved pressure on an employee by a supervisor to deliberately manipulate a performance measure used to obtain funds. 

While the number of persons affected by the misstatement and severity of the losses attributed to the misstatement can differ 

between the two examples, the actions of the perpetrators were the same. All respondents acknowledged the crimes of the 

teachers while also making excuses for the crime, never doubting that a crime had occurred nor the seriousness of it. The 

excuses did not suggest that the teachers’ crime was inherently less serious than the accountants’ crime. Additionally, while 

the respondents were from one university, the university population is not a homogeneous group. Thus, social capital cannot 

be eliminated as an explanation for the results.  

This study contributes to the literature on social capital theory in accounting and its role in explaining perceptions 

of white-collar crime. Future research should continue to investigate whether social capital explains the protection afforded 

some professionals who commit crimes and renders the crimes more acceptable by the general public. Our results indicate 

a relationship between positive public perceptions about the social capital of professions and the level of acceptance of a 

crime. The protection from anchoring on a profession’s perceived social benefit can lead to less governance of the 

profession, resulting in a misallocation of monitoring that impacts the likelihood of a discovery of a crime and subsequent 

evaluation of its seriousness. For instance, the altering of test scores affected the allocation of millions of dollars between 

districts, yet most victims were unaware of the crime. Further, the five years between initiation and discovery of the 

Beaumont Teaching scandal (Besson, 2015) was significantly longer than the approximate one year for Swisher’s 

accounting misstatements (Portillo, 2015), again suggesting that social capital can provide a shield to the discovery of a 

crime.  
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Social capital can delay discovery both by the organization itself and by external auditors. Crumbley and Ariail 

(2020) develop a Venn Diagram Model of Fraud to assist externals auditors identify nonfinancial risk factors that might be 

missed under a traditional risk assessment. They apply their model to the Atlanta public school cheating scandal that was 

unnoticed in a traditional risk assessment. The incomplete risk consideration is consistent with social capital theory, where 

education’s positive social capital may cloud auditor judgment and allow the crime to go undetected.  

Social capital also can affect punishments imposed on the perpetrators, consistent with our results with lower 

punishments for the more positively rated teachers. Perception of professions becomes important in practice for vetting 

punishment, as courts have affirmed that public perceptions are legitimate to consider when determining punishments for 

crimes (Van Slyke, 2009). Future research should consider how disparity in perceptions of differing professions impacts 

disparity in sentencing for similar crimes.  

Social capital research can consider how social capital influences the professional’s own identity and actions in the 

workplace, particularly as public opinion about the profession changes across time. Professional identity is shaped through 

school, employment, the culture of the profession including state and national societies, and the social capital of the 

profession. Sources of professional identity also include an individual’s own traits and the intersection of these with the 

traits of the profession (Brouard et al., 2016). By understanding identity formation, we can better determine when identity 

leads to illegal actions, particularly when illegal acts benefit the organization and not the individual. Similarly, when a crime 

is framed as inconsistent with the professionals’ identity formation, a means to limit and discourage the crime may exist for 

those who value professional identity. To the extent that social capital influences identity and professional behavior, 

monitoring a profession’s social capital can highlight when increased monitoring of a professional may be warranted. 

Yet, professionals do not always behave as expected. Research on individual perceptions found persons may act 

opposite to how they are viewed. Sachdeva, Iliev, and Medin (2009) found that persons who were told they had moral 

personal characteristics were less likely to donate to a charity. Their results suggest that persons who perceive themselves 

as having social capital may behave in a manner counter to this, or as the authors stated, “affirming a moral identity leads 

people to feel licensed to act immorally” (ibid, 523). Teachers are perceived as having high ethics and yet have a high 

incidence of illegal behavior. To what extent does a high social capital allow professionals to ignore rules?  

The research found that education and accounting majors each rated their own profession’s ethics higher than the 

ratings given them by the other respondents. Either they held a greater understanding of or a greater unfounded confidence 

in their profession’s ethical character than persons outside of the profession. Unfounded confidence is equivalent to inflated 

social capital, unearned and undeserved trust, and may negatively affect the ability of professionals to know their limits and 

to question the behavior of their colleagues. This fact is important, as monitoring by peers is one control on the actions of 

others. 

Future research on social capital can take several forms including specific questionnaires, use of broad social 

surveys, empirical data analysis, and case studies. Durlauf (2002) suggests that experimental studies on social capital theory 

can provide directed information about trust and the effects on behavior, while models that use mega data, if available, 

might be “more promising to obtain empirical insights” (Durlauf, 2002, F477). Model development, particularly for chosen 

variables, will be critical to more fully determine specific criteria of social capital, so that observed differences can be 

properly attributed to social capital and not another unidentified reason. Among the variables that can be used to proxy for 

social capital (including some that social capital research has already identified) are: trust in government officials, general 

economic conditions, personal economic conditions, personal economic conditions in times when there’s a disconnect 

between personal and general conditions, familiarity with a profession, and having a personal relationship with someone in 

the profession.  

The impact of social capital on internal controls, formal monitoring, informal monitoring including public response 

to reported deficiencies, and punishment can affect all professions. If low social capital contributes to the scrutiny of a 

profession and professionals within the profession, then this attention may be beneficial in keeping the profession honest or 

may result in a higher cost burden to the profession from unwarranted monitoring. It may be more likely, however, that 

social capital’s influence is in those professions that hold more social capital, allowing these professions to engage in 

suboptimal behavior without sufficient monitoring. As this preliminary research suggests, further investigation on social 

capital may yield important evidence to help professions and professionals monitor their ethical behavior and to erode some 

of the social capital that have protected certain professions.  
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Table 1: Comparison of Accounting and Teaching Crimes 

 Swisher Hygiene Inc. 

(Accounting) 

Beaumont Independent School District  

(Teaching) 

Pressures on low-level 

employee(s) 

The Director of External Reporting 

sent emails to the accounting 

department with a summary of 

targets for EBITDA and suggested 

accounts to manipulate 

The ‘numeracy coach’ encouraged 

teachers to change answers on 

standardized tests and given students the 

answers 

Pressures from very top Key employees intimately involved 

in the fraudulent activity (i.e., the 

Director of External Reporting, etc.) 

were under pressure from the CFO 

The Principal of the school, who directly 

oversaw the numeracy coach, directly 

pressured her (and other teachers at the 

school) to boost performance “by any 

means necessary” 

Manipulated Information 

Used for Decision Making 

The reported EBITDA was changed 

(via cookie jar accounting) to 

appear more stable than it was so 

that investors and creditors were 

misled 

The reported standardized test results 

were used by the Federal government in 

allocating funding to various schools and 

districts – by manipulating the results, the 

Federal government may have 

misallocated tax dollars 

Pressures incentivizing 

manipulation of performance 

measures 

(institutional) 

Given the reliance of both investors 

and creditors on the financial 

statements of a company, the 

incentive to manipulate results 

arises naturally from the desire to 

outperform competitors, potentially 

giving the company access to more 

funding from outside sources 

Given the few number of performance 

measures for teachers, especially given 

the standardization of teaching standards, 

these performance measures could 

significantly impact a school’s access to 

funding  

Deliberate Misrepresentation The CFO signed the financial 

statements confirming that they 

fairly represented the financial 

position of the company 

A signed Oath of Test Security was 

submitted with the altered standardized 

tests 

Pressured actions led to 

financial benefits (individual) 

Individual employees carrying out 

the actual changing of the numbers 

had incentives to keep their jobs 

Individual employees carrying out the 

actual changing of the test results had 

incentives to keep their jobs 

 



Journal of Forensic and Investigative Accounting 

Volume 13: Issue 3, Special Issue 2021 

 

527 

Table 2: Descriptive Statistics Means of Ethics Rating 

Variable 

 

MEst 

 

SEM 

95% C.I. 

Lower Bound Upper Bound 

Grand mean 7.27 0.13 7.01 7.54 

College Major     

    Liberal arts 7.23 0.17 6.88 7.57 

    Education 7.11 0.28 6.56 7.66 

    Accounting 7.49 0.23 7.03 7.95 

Profession      

 Nurse 8.51 0.16 8.20 8.83 

 Teacher 8.31 0.16 8.00 8.63 

 Engineer 7.42 0.17 7.08 7.76 

 Accountant 6.55 0.20 6.15 6.96 

 Lawyer 5.58 0.25 5.08 6.08 

College Major X Profession      

  Liberal Arts X Nurse 8.41 0.21 8.00 8.82 

                          Teacher 8.12 0.21 7.71 8.53 

                          Engineer 7.25 0.22 6.91 7.79 

                          Accountant 6.36 0.26 5.84 6.88 

                             Lawyer 5.90 0.33 5.25 6.54 

  Education   X Nurse 8.59 0.33 7.94 9.24 

                          Teacher 8.65 0.33 8.00 9.30 

                          Engineer 6.94 0.35 6.24 7.64 

                          Accountant 6.18 0.42 5.35 7.01 

                             Lawyer 5.18 0.52 4.15 6.21 

  Accounting X Nurse 8.54 0.28 7.99 9.09 

                         Teacher 8.17 0.28 7.62 8.72 

                         Engineer 7.96 0.30 7.27 8.55 

                         Accountant 7.13 0.35 6.43 7.82 

                            Lawyer 5.67 0.44 4.80 6.53 

MEst = Estimated Marginal Mean; SEM = Standard Error of the Mean; 95% C.I. = 95% Confidence Interval.  

 

 

Table 3: Results of the Mixed Between-Within Groups Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 

 

Effect/Variable  

Type III 

Sum of 

Squares df  

 

Mean 

Square F p ηp
2 

 

Interactiona     

  

Profession X College Major 24.72 5.51 4.48 1.82 .10 .043 

Between Groups       

College major 8.59 2 4.29 0.66 .519 .016 

Within Groupsa       

Profession  437.59 2.76 158.85 64.38 <.0005 .443 

Error (Profession) 550.60 223.13 2.46 --- --- --- 

Error (College Major) 525.25 81 6.49 --- --- --- 

df = Degrees of Freedom; F = F statistic; p = p-value; ηp
2 = Partial Eta Squared. 

aDue to significant findings on Mauchly’s test of sphericity (p < .01), the Greenhouse-Geisser statistics were used to test 

the effects involving the repeated measures of profession type. 
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Table 4: Pairwise Comparisons by Profession 

        

SEM 

  95%  C.I. for Differencea 

(A) Profession  (B) Profession 

Mean 

Difference 

 (A-B)   Sig.a 

Lower  

Bound 

Upper  

Bound 

Teacher Engineer 0.894 * 0.169 < 0.001 0.557 1.231  
Lawyer 2.731 * 0.270 < 0.001 2.193 3.268  
Accountant 1.756 * 0.204 < 0.001 1.350 2.162  
Nurse -0.202  0.134 0.136 -0.469 0.065 

Nurse Teacher 0.202  0.134 0.136 -0.065 0.469  
Engineer 1.096 * 0.162 < 0.001 0.775 1.418  
Lawyer 2.933 * 0.265 < 0.001 2.406 3.460 

  Accountant 1.958 * 0.219 < 0.001 1.523 2.394 

Engineer Teacher -0.894 * 0.169 < 0.001 -1.231 -0.557  
Lawyer 1.837 * 0.264 < 0.001 1.311 2.362  
Accountant 0.862 * 0.212 < 0.001 0.441 1.283  
Nurse -1.096 * 0.162 < 0.001 -1.418 -0.775 

Accountant Teacher -1.756 * 0.204 < 0.001 -2.162 -1.350  
Engineer -0.862 * 0.212 < 0.001 -1.283 -0.441  
Lawyer 0.974 * 0.218 < 0.001 0.541 1.408  
Nurse -1.958 * 0.219 < 0.001 -2.394 -1.523 

Lawyer Teacher -2.731 * 0.270 < 0.001 -3.268 -2.193  
Engineer -1.837 * 0.264 < 0.001 -2.362 -1.311  
Accountant -0.974 * 0.218 < 0.001 -1.408 -0.541  
Nurse -2.933 * 0.265 < 0.001 -3.460 -2.406  

*. The mean difference is significant at the .0o1 level. 

a. Adjustment for multiple comparisons: Least Significant Difference (equivalent to no adjustments). 

 

 

Table 5: Chi-square Punishment Proportions of Accountants and Teachers 

        

           95 % C.I. 

Punishment 

Accountant 

#   [%] 

Teacher       

#   [%] χ2 

p-

value   Lower Bound 

Upper 

Bound 

No action 3  [4%] 5  [6%}       0.13 0.717  -0.10 0.05 

Suspended 47  [56%] 65  [78%]       7.74 0.005 ** -0.37 -0.06 

Fined 20  [24%] 9  [11%]       4.17 0.040 * -0.01 0.26 

Jailed 12  [25%] 3  [5%]       4.69 0.030 * -0.01 0.20 

Other 2  [2%] 1  [1%]        0 1.000  -0.04 0.06 

No response 0 1 [1%]        0 1.000         -0.05  0.02 

                

*Significant at the 0.05 value; **Significant at the 0.01 value;  
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Appendix 1: Scenarios provided in questionnaire and Symmetry in scenarios 

 

Education: 

 

Under the direction of the principal at a Texas high school, a teacher in the school erased incorrect student answers on 

standardized tests, replacing the incorrect answers with correct ones. The teacher also solicited other teachers to do the 

same. By changing the answers, the high school appeared to perform better on the standardized exams and in turn, was 

eligible for increased funding from the government.  

 

Accounting: 

 

Publicly traded companies are required to report how much money they make each year. At the instruction of their 

supervisor, accountants at one company changed the amount of money the company said it made. By changing the results, 

the company reported a higher income and appeared more successful than it was. This change increased the value of the 

company and made it easier for the company to raise money from investors or bankers. 

 

Symmetry in case provided (using words from the case) 

     Education   Accounting 

Item    Scenario   Scenario 

Low level employee  Teacher    Accountant 

Pressure from top  Principal   Supervisor 

Deliberate action  Replace incorrect answer Changed the results 

Appearance   Performed better  More successful 

Result    Increased funding  Easier to raise money 

 


