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Recent research has suggested that there are multiple factors that influence an employee’s participation in deviant 

workplace behavior. This study attempted to determine whether workplace environment had an impact on an 

individual’s likelihood to participate in deviant acts. Participants completed a survey on deviant behavior in two 

environmental conditions: a noisy room and a quiet room. The scores of participants in both rooms did not 

significantly differ. The results of this study suggest that environmental noise level does not impact likelihood of 

deviant behavior. 
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In a society where individuals are working longer and 

harder, being able to identify aspects of the work environment 

that lead to satisfied employees and high productivity is 

essential. When an employee does not feel satisfied in their 

workplace they can engage in behaviors that are detrimental to 

the organization. These behaviors are defined as workplace 

deviance (Salami, 2010). Employees can engage in a variety of 

behaviors, which ultimately leads to an organization's decline 

in productivity and revenue. Interpersonal and organizational 

deviance are two forms of workplace deviance which are 

expressed in different ways; however, both cause harm to an 

organization. Interpersonal deviance includes declines in 

trusting relationships between employees due to gossip, lying, 

and blaming others. Organizational deviance includes 

production and property, specifically behaviors like coming in 

late to work, leaving early, and taking unauthorized breaks 

(Hollinger & Clark, 1982). Raziq and Maulabakhsh (2015) also 
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found that one’s perception of their job environment can affect 

their work performance. Deviant behaviors can result from a 

multitude of factors including emotional stress, personality, and 

employee-job fit. 

O'Neil, Lewis, and Carswell (2011) examined the 

effects of differences in personality and the likelihood to 

participate in deviant behavior. They found that employee 

personality traits, specifically conscientiousness and 

agreeableness, explain greater variance in workplace deviance 

than an employee’s perception of workplace fairness. The 

authors concluded that employees low in conscientiousness and 

agreeableness tend to be more likely to participate in workplace 

deviance. Salami (2010) showed that negative affectivity, a 

personality variable that includes a high degree of negative 

emotions, along with high job stress are predictors of 

workplace deviance. Czarnota-Bojarska (2015), found that even 

individuals who have high levels of job satisfaction lean toward 

deviant behavior. The results of these studies suggest that there 

are factors besides job satisfaction that can promote deviant 

behavior.  

A good boss can sometimes make an average job 

worthwhile. Mulki, Jarammillo, and Locander (2006) studied 

the relationship between supervisor style and emotional 

exhaustion. Emotional exhaustion is the feeling of being 

emotionally overextended and exhausted by one’s work. They 

found that an employee’s ability to deal with emotional 

exhaustion is enhanced when he/she believe their supervisors 

listen to them. Emotional exhaustion was found to impact 

deviance through employee job satisfaction and organizational 

commitment. Based on these findings, it can be concluded that 

an employee’s ability to abstain from deviant behavior is 
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enhanced by greater emotional support from supervisors. In 

another study on supervisor styles, Tepper et al. (2009) found 

that when a worker’s intention to quit was higher, abusive 

supervision was more strongly associated with deviance 

directed at the organization and at the supervisor. These studies 

show that it can be relevant to look deeper than just the 

individual when determining the cause of deviant behavior. 

Current job outlook has been shown to also have an 

impact on an employee’s deviant behavior. Hollinger and Clark 

(1982) studied the effects of job outlook on both interpersonal 

and organizational deviance. They found that employees who 

did not plan to continue working for their present employers 

exhibit a greater propensity for workplace deviance. They also 

concluded when one has a positive outlook of their current job 

they are less likely to partake in either interpersonal or 

organizational deviance. This study demonstrates the fact that 

the situation in which an employee finds themselves can also 

impact their behavior.    

Raziq and Maulabakhsh (2015) studied the impacts of 

the overall work environment on job satisfaction. They looked 

at how an employee’s perception of working hours, job safety, 

relationships with co-workers, and opportunities for 

advancement. They found that good working environments 

increase an employee’s loyalty, commitment to the job, 

efficiency, and overall effectiveness. Workplace environments 

consist of both physical factors (cleanliness, co-workers) and 

perceptual things (relationships, belief of support). While our 

study mainly focuses on how the environment can impact 

deviant behavior, this study demonstrated the importance of 

satisfaction in the workplace and how it can have a major 

impact on productivity.  

Although there is a significant amount of literature on 

overall deviance in the workplace and how the workplace 

environment can impact job satisfaction, not much research has 

focused on how the environment impacts an individual’s 

likelihood to commit deviant acts. Mak and Lui (1982) found 

that distractions such as background noise, closing doors, and 

human activity can have a negative impact on the productivity 

of employees. Since low productivity can be a consequence of 

deviance, we were interested in whether environmental factors 

can also impact one’s willingness to participate in deviant 

behavior. Our research involved analyzing whether a noisy 

environment contributes to one’s likelihood to participate in 

deviant behaviors. We aimed to focus on all aspects, including 

interpersonal and organizational deviance. We predicted that 

individuals exposed to the noisy environment would endorse 

willingness to participate in deviant behavior than those who 

completed the survey in the silent room.  

 

METHOD 

 

Participants  

We collected data from 32 University of Minnesota 

undergraduate students using convenience sampling of peers of 

the researchers. The participants’ ages ranged from 19-24 years 

old (M = 20.7, SD =1.7). Seventy-six percent of participants 

identified as female, 21% identified as male, and 1% identified 

as other. Seventy-six percent of participants self-reported as 

Caucasian, 2.8% identified as African American, 11.1% 

identified as Asian/Pacific Islander, and 2.8% identified as 

other. There was no compensation for completing this study.  

 

Materials 

 Participants were asked to complete a survey that 

included questions about their likelihood to participate in 

specific deviant behaviors given several hypothetical situations. 

The questions were selected and written by the researchers 

specifically so that each question addressed different situations 

in which individuals are likely to engage according to past 

research (O'Neil, Lewis, & Carswell, 2011; Salami ,2010). 

The survey included five questions that attempted to measure 

participants’ likelihood in engaging in deviant behavior (see 

Appendix). Participants indicated their likelihood of engaging 

in the stated behavior through a Likert-like scale (1= not at all 

likely; 5= very likely).   

There were two environments in which participants 

completed the survey. In Condition 1 participants filled out the 

survey in a room where there was no background noise, while 

Condition 2 had background noise playing in the room while 

participants filled out the survey.  The background noise used 

in condition 2 was a soundtrack of human activity and phones 

ringing, which was used to resemble what a noisy office space 

sounds like. In order to maintain high experimental control, the 

participants always filled out the survey in the same room, with 

three people total in the room while the survey was being filled 

out. Each participant was in the room until all three participants 

were finished with the survey. 

 

Procedure 

 To recruit participants, we asked students in the 

Research Methods class at the University of Minnesota if they 

would be willing to participate in the study. The students who 

agreed were randomly assigned to Condition 1 (quiet 

environment) or Condition 2 (noisy environment). 

 Participants were asked to step into one of the two 

rooms and were then directed to answer the five questions 

regarding their likelihood to participate in deviant behaviors. 

Participants were asked to provide basic demographic 

information, including age, gender, ethnicity, and student 

status. After completing the survey, participants were given a 

written debriefing statement describing the details of the study.  

 

RESULTS 

 

The overall likelihood to participate in deviant 

behavior was scored by taking the average aggregate scores 

from each group on the survey. We then conducted an 

independent-samples t-test to determine whether noise had an 

effect on the likelihood to participate in deviant behavior.  

Analyses showed that the individuals who completed the survey 

in the noisy environment (M=3.33, SD=0.57) and those who 

took the survey in the quiet environment (M=3.63, SD=0.74) 
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did not differ significantly in their reported likelihood to 

participate in deviant behavior t(31)=1.28, p=0.79.  

 

DISCUSSION 

 

The results of this experiment did not support the 

hypothesis that a noisy environment would increase an 

individual’s likelihood to participate in deviant behavior. The 

results were not able to extend the findings of Mak and Lui 

(1982) to support that background noise negatively affects 

productivity through deviant behavior 

 There are several methodological problems with this 

experiment that could cause the lack of significant results. One 

possible problem is that the use of college students as the 

sample could have limited the generalizability of the results. 

Although a significant number of students have jobs, it could 

be that they are not faced with the same types of scenarios that 

full-time workers are. In addition, the background noise played 

in Condition 2 may not have been loud enough to produce a 

feeling of a noisy workplace in some of the participants. 

Furthermore, it is also possible that both rooms were 

distracting with participants and experimenters coming in and 

out of the rooms and that created an environment that made 

individuals in both conditions more likely to engage in deviant 

behavior. Additionally, since our study tried to address all 

aspects of deviant behavior, the manipulation may be effective 

on only one type of deviant behavior. There is also the fact that 

prolonged exposure to distractions and stress may be what 

causes workplace deviance and that one isolated exposure to a 

distracting environment is not enough to influence behavior.  

 Future research should look at how this type of 

environmental manipulation would work on individuals who 

work full-time jobs. In addition, finding a different way to 

manipulate the environment, such as room temperature, may 

produce a stronger effect. It also may be beneficial to look at 

specific types of deviant behavior separately to see if there are 

different environmental effects on each. Although we did not 

find any significant results, recognizing the limitations of this 

study can promote future research on the effects of workplace 

environment and its effect on deviant behavior in order to 

promote healthier work environments. 

 
APPENDIX 

 

Your boss has been out of town all week on vacation and failed to find an 

interim supervisor while she is out of town. You have observed many of your 

coworkers leaving early without accounting for the time on their punch cards. 

Knowing that there would not be any repercussions, how likely would you be 

to leave work early and not report the hours you did not work? 

 Extremely likely (1) 

 Moderately likely (2) 

 Neither likely nor unlikely (3) 

 Moderately unlikely (4) 

 Extremely unlikely (5) 

 

You have been fairly unsatisfied with your job for about 6 months now and 

have just started applying for new positions elsewhere but so far have had no 

luck. With no new job set up yet, how likely would you be to take a stack of 

printer paper for your house from work? 

 Extremely likely (1) 

 Moderately likely (2) 

 Neither likely nor unlikely (3) 

 Moderately unlikely (4) 

 Extremely unlikely (5) 

 

You and your coworker were both up for a big promotion. Your coworker 

ended up securing the new position and they are now in charge of your daily 

work activities. You liked the old way of doing things, even if they did take 

more time. What is the likelihood you would deviate from what you have been 

told to do and instead work the way you prefer? 

 Extremely likely (1) 

 Moderately likely (2) 

 Neither likely nor unlikely (3) 

 Moderately unlikely (4) 

 Extremely unlikely (5) 

 

You overhear private information about a coworker regarding their personal 

life. How likely are you to share that information with your coworkers?  

 Extremely likely (1) 

 Moderately likely (2) 

 Neither likely nor unlikely (3) 

 Moderately unlikely (4) 

 Extremely unlikely (5) 

 

You are working on a big project due at the end of the week for your boss. As 

you are trying to print, the printer breaks and shuts down. How likely are you 

to leave the printer broken and move on with your work? 

 Extremely likely (1) 

 Moderately likely (2) 

 Neither likely nor unlikely (3) 

 Moderately unlikely (4) 

 Extremely unlikely (5) 
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