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Abstract
A lot has been said about Business Ethics.  Not necessarily in a way that promotes Ethics among the Business Ethicists (either practitioners or academics), but in any case reflecting the notion of Moral issues in the business field. 

With our research, we focus on questions regarding students’ attitudes, perceptions and beliefs regarding “Business Ethics”. We ask them to name the  “ethical” and “unethical” action or behavior, in general, to identify and evaluate the main forces that drive a company to an ethical of unethical behaviour, as well as to name the reasons standing behind the “concern” of Business to Morality, and the relation between Business Ethics and Business Success.  

The results of this study replicate our initial belief, that students possess considerable sensitivity to morality. The results of this present study depict an optimistic view for morality in the future. Therefore, the responsibility of the universities in building (or awake) moral minds and personalities is momentous and should not be omitted. In this sense, our study provides also support for a more ethical implementation of Business.

Introduction
A lot has been said about Business Ethics.  Not necessarily in a way that promotes Ethics among the Business Ethicists (either practitioners or academics), but in any case reflecting the notion of Moral issues in the business field. 

So, though there is a lasting debate regarding the social / ethical role of the companies and their acceptable or non-acceptable behaviour, it seems that the majority of the voices on the topic revoke Milton Freedman’s’ point of view, who in 1978, he asserted that the only (social) responsibility of a company is to increase profits.

Since then, we are in a very dynamic period and a lot of changes in attitudes as well as business practices have occurred.  There is, therefore, a need for further investigation or re-investigation of issues and questions about Business ethics, among different groups of people.  

We, herewith, intend to re-focus on “cult” Questions of the topic, but in a way that, we hope, can contribute to deeper understanding of the matter and creates new knowledge.

We are going to “read” students’ attitudes and beliefs by not standing to an “epidermic”-reading, but by going deeper by connecting their views to classical theories and developed knowledge on business ethics. 

Why to do this? 

First of all, because we believe that this is the way to “translate” and therefore understand those young individuals in a more constructive and effective way.  The drives for this understanding are not only pedagogical reasons, but mainly because we believe that “understanding” is also closely related to ethos. 

But there is also another, a more theoretical  reason, which functioned as an additional motive to us. The re-focusing to well-developed  topics but in a different way, enhances the consciousness of the related terms, issues, topics,  and as we used to say “Consciousness in the devil’s enemy”, a statement fully moral. 

In order to be more precise,  we focused on Questions like: 

“How do our students perceive an “ethical” and an “unethical” action or behaviour, in general?”

“How is the term “Business Ethics” perceived by our students?” 

 “Which are, according to their opinion, the main forces that drive a company to an ethical of unethical behaviour?”

“According to their view: What are the reasons standing behind the “concern” of Business in Morality?”

And finally, 

“What is, according to them, the relation between Business Ethics and Business Success?”  

So, our initial intention was to approach an un-educated to moral matter target group (our students), by asking basic questions and correlating those questions to well-defined and widely accepted knowledge and theory, like the Moral Development stages of Kohlberg and the Moral Orientation Theory by Forsyth. 

Why among students? 

In this particular research, we focus on perceptions on ethical matters by conducting a field research among students. Claiming that an investigation among (business) students highlights possible future norms and values of a certain public (managers) and market (society), our view is in line with that of Hunt and Vittell’s (1993) which claims that one’s belief system is likely to guide behaviour in ethical situations, a proposition that Ahmed et al. (2003), also state in their study. 
After all, apart from the contribution to the knowledge on ethical matters based on attitudes of the “managers of tomorrow”, this particular research stimulated the students’ involvement in ethical issues, enhancing their personal values associated with the matter. As Enderle (1997) mentions “there are 3 models of understanding business ethics namely “to speak about business ethics”,  “to act ethically in business” and “to think of business ethics”.  We support that the two of those models, i.e. “to think of ethics” and “to speak about business ethics”, are the necessary prerequisite in order to act ethically, too.

Literature review

Ethics 

It seems that the notion of ethics in our life has received more attention than at any period of time in the recent past.  In order to understand “why” this is happening, we first have to define the term “ethics”. 

In general, the term ethics involves judgments as to good and bad, right and wrong and what ought to be.  Since the term has Greek origins, we should first turn our view to the ancient Greece and its representative thinkers.  Philosopher Epicures used to say that ethics “deals with things to be sought and things to be avoided, with ways of life and with the telos (end of life)”. In a more “recent language”, we should say that ethics is a systematic attempt to make sense of our individual and social moral experience, in such a way as to determine the rules that ought to govern human conduct, the values worth pursuing, and the character traits deserving development in life (de George, 1999).

Despite the accuracy and usefulness of this definition of ethics, we should also say that the terms morality and ethics are interchangeable but not identical. 

Morality refers mostly to a sociological phenomenon, namely the existence in a society of rules and standards of conduct. Ethics as a philosophical endeavor is the study of morality. The study can be either descriptive or normative. Normative ethics arises from descriptive ethics (which compares different moral systems, beliefs, principles, and values) and in that, it attempts to explain and justify the morality of society. Most of the ethical theories are found in the normative ethics literature.   

The most known and well-accepted approaches are: 

Justice, as it refers to Concepts of distributive and procedural justice

Relativism, which supports the belief that there are no universal and absolute ethical rules to be applied in any case, rather the ethical rules are relative to specific circumstances. 

Egoism, gives emphasis to the consequences of an action, since it refers to the long-term  interests  of an individual. 

Deontology and Utilitarianism are the mostly known and accepted theories, and can be summarized by saying that Deontology recognizes rules as well as the concept of duty, while Utilitarianism emphasizes the efficiency of an action for the majority, speaking about the greatest good for the greatest number of individuals involved. 

Finally, some philosophers have argued for Virtue ethics, claiming that good ethics lies not on rules and rights but in the notion of character. Virtue ethics applauds the person who is motivated to do the right thing constantly. Aristotle as well as Plato were both advocates of virtue ethics.

In order to summarize, the most representative “key words” to each approach, [keywords that have been used also in our research], are: 

Norms, Rules, Duty (Deontology), Justice (Justice) Person, Long-term consequences (Egoism), Results / majority (Relativism  / Utilitarianism), Best sort of life for human beings to live, Virtues (Virtue). 

From Ethics to Business Ethics 

Since Ethics is historically the oldest system of thinking and closely related to the human nature and the forming of societies, it is worth to notice that the Greek ethics (word and meaning close but not identical to ethos), with a variety of interpretations, stands closer to  “goodness” and self-actualization. 

Morality, (derived from the Latin “mores”, i.e. respect of law, rules or behaviour, social tradition) reflects mostly the Roman order legislation and jurisdiction. 

So, since Moral theory interacts with the norms of a society, it is useful to examine the dynamic expression of ethics and also to investigate Morality in more specific “areas”, in other words to give our attention to special areas of ethics, as the Business Ethics. 

The role of the individual

Business Ethics as a field is defined by the interaction of ethics and business, and any kind of professional ethics it can be derived as a combination of the ethical and professional concepts.  Why such a focus?  The focus on business ethics can be easily justified by considering the impact of business on the daily life of millions of people. In this context it would be of great interest for a research in this field to be targeted on those who play two roles: they are representatives of the supply side (as business students, i.e. managers of tomorrow) as well as of the demand side (as customers, citizens…). So did we.

Due to the results’ orientation of Business, Business ethics is closely related to Business decision-making. Besides, characteristics that distinguishes Business ethics from other forms of ethics, is that people who are parts of the business world, they are exposed to market forces and subjects to performance pressures (Michaelson, 2001).Therefore, particularly in Business ethics, the role that the individual plays in the development of ethical standards is crucial and any question regarding business ethics creates a corresponding question regarding the Business Ethicists. 

Along these lines, the role that the “individual” plays in our research is also central in two ways: first, through the sample selected and, secondly, in terms of the dimensions of ethics examined. 

Considering that any Question related to Ethics is subjective to the individuals’ (respondents’) personality, the difference in personalities and personal profiles contributes only positively to a better knowledge and understanding of moral matters. 

Moral theories and individuals 

Two theories regarding the moral development of individuals and their moral orientation respectively are brought into the discussion in order to support our approach. 

Both theories, Kohlberg’s theory of Moral development (1969) and Forsyth’s Theory of Moral orientation (1980), remain valid and therefore useful for further understanding of an individual’s involvement with morality and ethics. 

Forsyth’s taxonomy has been used to identify the influence of individual ethical ideology on ethical attitude, behaviour, and judgment in various contexts. Forsyth also developed a framework in order to explain more precisely individuals’ ethical orientation. Given that the individual interacts with his universe and in parallel, lives in a dynamic way, Forsyth proposes that two factors, relativism and idealism, differentiate the internal ethical orientation among individuals. 

Kohlberg on the other hand concluded to six stages of moral development, constituting the Theory of Moral Development, that corresponding to three levels of personal moral evolution: 

                                                                     STAGE

LEVEL I, the preconventional level      ( 1. The individual reacts to punishment 

                                                             ( 2. The individual desire to receive a reward 

LEVEL II, the conventional level          ( 3. The individual reacts to the expectations of others 

         ( 4. The individual understands what “good” is 

               supposed to be and lives in accordance 

LEVEL III, the postconventional level ( 5. The individual develops self-accepted moral

                                                                   principles by knowing what he/she means  and why

                                                                   they are wright 

                                                            ( 6.The individual is able to give a rational defence of

                                                                    those principles that quide his / her actions    

Both theories are very comprehensive and therefore contribute significantly in evaluating   believes and actions.

Having gone through a brief conclusive presentation of the related theory, we next explain our research method and data collection method. Then, we develop the conceptual foundations and hypotheses (when established) for the study. Finally, we present the empirical results and discuss their implications for business practice.

Research method
In this particular field research, subjects are business students in a classroom environment. This because, we also believe, as Ahmed et al., (2003) that until now limited research has been conducted among “future managers”. An investigation among them presents great interest since it gives insights in terms of their attitudes and believes and indications of their behaviour as managers of tomorrow.

The value of the research presented here is not only in defining the perceived ethical business behavior, or, in drawing links between ethical business norms and business success, but rather, in presenting evidence of the extent that individuals (business students) share expectations, and determine what they consider acceptable in business  practices and what they do not. This research project aimed at giving some indications of what is perceived as ethical or unethical behavior practices. It is also useful as a basis for understanding the “application” of the relative concepts in Greece, since no empirical work has been done, among the future “managing body’” in this country.

In this direction, the purposes of the paper are twofold: to gain the necessary knowledge regarding to what are students’ views on the subject, having in mind that they are not (yet) exposed to any Business / Marketing Ethics course. This knowledge could be valued as a platform for the conceptual structure of such courses for Greek universities. In parallel, we would like to utilise classical theories on Ethics and Morality  differently.

As standardized survey instrument, we used a questionnaire, assigned to each student and containing given statements for evaluation. 

The questionnaire was designed and developed to probe into the respondent’s evaluation of ethical matters by using a 5-point scale ranking from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree”, or from “absolutely unimportant (or not serious)” to “absolutely important (or serious)”, or to express their own perceptions and attitudes on specific related subjects. 

The findings are based on descriptive analysis of the responses. Statistical Tests in order to evaluate our Hypotheses were also implemented. More precisely, apart from the descriptive statistics, which via frequency distribution analysis and means gave us a clear picture of distributions, Hypotheses testing was performed, either via one-sample Wilcoxon Signed Rank Test or Hypothesis test for proportion based on the binomial distribution.

Regarding the sampling method, random sampling was used, among business students from the major Greek Business University. Participation was anonymous and voluntary. Finally, 130 questionnaires were used, since they were all valid.

It should be emphasised that this research is by no means conclusive but indicative. It is not meant for concluding generalisations. Rather, it is perceived as a tool of further exploration.   

The theoretical platform for the employed questionnaire, was based on various other surveys or contributions on the topic (see research of Singhapakdi et al.,1996; Ahmed et al, 2003, Smith and Quelch, 1993). More precisely, research such as that of Vitell & Davis, (1990a), who examined the relationship between business success and ethical behaviour within the company as well as that of Malohrta & Miller (1998) who’s research focused on the identification of variables (individual & organisational) as monitors for ethical behaviour served as the basis of questions posed. 

Purpose of the Research: Objectives, Hypotheses tested and Major Results 
The Goal of the study was to provide preliminary empirical evidence about the views of business students on ethical issues and to integrate our results with those of previous studies. 

We address to this through specific questions, which are the following:  

(  Q1:  “How is the term “Business Ethics” perceived by our students? ” 

In order to examine the above question, we asked students to indicate their acceptance to several given statements.  All the statements where five and each one was closely related to each of the five major schools of thought regarding Ethics, i.e. Deontology, Utilitarianism, Justice, Egoism, and Virtue ethics. (without being known for them which school of thought is standing behind each statement).

According to the descriptive statistics the ranking of the statements, from the most  to the less accepted one according to the students, is the following. 
	Statement
	Related School of thought
	No
	Yes

	Q4B Actions and/or behaviors based on personal judgment  and aiming at not harming others 
	Utilitarianism
	56,7%
	43,3%

	Q4A Sum of rules, given by the company/institution, that aim to the good of all involved stakeholders 
	Deontology
	66%
	33,9%

	Q4E Actions and/or behaviors derived by virtues and resulting to the good of all involved 
	Virtue
	75,6%
	24,4%

	Q4C Sum of rules, given by the company, that are aimed to bringing  justice 
	Justice
	77,2%
	22,8%

	Q4D Actions and/or behaviors based on personal judgements regarding to what is bad or good 
	Egoism
	80,3%
	19,7%


As we can see from the above table which lists the statements in declining frequency order, the statement with the highest level of acceptance by the students is the one the closer to the Utilitarian approach followed by the statement closer to the Deontological approach.  The statements that follow are the statements closer to Virtue, the one related to Justice and the one expressing the Egoism school. 

So, among the various schools of thought Utilitarianism reflects the business student attitude to a greater extent than the rest, though all schools of thought are appealing to business students as expressing an acceptable view of good business ethics. 

 Nevertheless, we should also notice that all statements show low acceptance percentages (%) (without adding other statements on their own).This is probably due to their relative low prior involvement on similar subjects.  

( Q2:  “How do the students perceive, an “ethical” and an “unethical” action or behavior in general?”

More precisely, it was examined what is perceived as ethical / unethical behaviour in general, using the factors: “motives/intention” and the “consequences/results”.  These, based on the previous research (s. A. Adreasen ed., 2001), are perceived as the two guiding factors to an ethical judgement.  As in prior research, students were asked to judge each given statement, according to a five-point Likert scale, in terms of their agreement to each statement (1=total disagreement, 5= total agreement).

Consequently, according to the respondents’ opinion, it seems that the fulfillment of both factors is a prerequisite in order to characterize an action as ethical, (mean: 4.44, median: 5,00).  When only one factor was taken under consideration the respective scores were much lower (mean: 2,76, median: 2,00).  

The Hypothesis related to the above Question is the following:

H2: “In order to name an action as ethical or unethical, one should take under consideration both, the intention as well as the end result “ 
Besides, as verified the one-sample Wilcoxon Signed Rank test the Hypothesis tested (H2), is supported.

We now turn our attention to Questions highlighting their attitudes and consequentially their intentions for the future, regarding several other specific topics of Business Ethics. 
( Q3: “Which are, according to their opinion, the main forces that drive a company to an ethical of unethical behaviour?”

Ethical problems are not merely “rational” but subjective to one’s values and believes and as it emerges from the bibliography, the actual ethical or non-ethical behaviour of a company is strongly related to personal or organisational characteristics. In addition, previous research indicates that the ethical quality of a company is  influenced by several factors. Company policy seems to be  the most important factor in influencing a manager’s ethical decisions.  

So, it seems that personal as well as corporate values function as driving forces to the ethical decisions since they exert influence to the behaviour of employees, or companies on the whole (Fritzsche, 1995). 

In order to enrich the findings on the topic, the related Question of ours refers to both, the internal to the company factors as well as to the external ones. As internal factors are considered the corporate culture, the institutional norms as we as the company’s orientation. As external factors are considered the existence and pressure of competition and the market position. 

Along these lines, H3 explores the attitudes on these issues and is expressed as follows: 

H3: “Internal to the company factors (such as culture, norms, company’s orientation) rather than external one (such as competition, market position) are the driving forces for an ethical or unethical behaviour of the company” 

Regarding factors influencing the ethical behaviour of the company, a 5-point Likert scale was used (1=not at all, 5=to an absolutely extent) for the related questions.  Among the factors examined, it seems that  “internal rules of the company”  (Mean: 3,96, median: 4,00), “employees’ culture” (mean: 3,94, median: 4,00) and  “the marketing orientation of the company” (mean: 3,49, median: 4:00), show higher scores than the factors, “ competitive pressure” (mean: 3,34, median: 3,00) and “company’s position in the market” (mean: 3,18, median: 3,00).  So, it seems that internal factors are perceived by the students as stronger determinants of the formation of company’s ethical behavior, which verifies the Hypothesis H2 (5), as shown analytically in the table bellow:   
	 
	N
	Mean
	Std. Deviation
	Min.
	Max.
	Percentiles

	 
	
	
	
	
	
	25th

	50th (Median)
	75th


	Internal factors (company’s culture, company’s internal rules, marketing orientation)
	125
	3.7947
	.57701
	2.00
	5.00
	3.333
	4.000
	4.333

	External factors (competition, market position)
	125
	3.2600
	.80723
	1.00
	5.00
	2.500
	3.500
	3.750

	Test of median (internal f. – external f.) >= 0.000000 versus median  <  0.000000
                        N                                Wilcoxon                                 Estimated

                                N Missing              Test    Statistic        P             Median

SCORE_Q7   125        6           118                   5517.0    1.000           0.5833


Next, we hypothesised the correspondence of the various driving forces with the several stages in the personal Moral Development Scale. In other words we claimed that the force stated as the most powerful to the ethical / unethical behaviour can be seen as an indication of the expected stage of the moral development of the companies, as presented by Kohlberg. When replacing the “individual” with the “company” in Kohlberg’s stages, then the model appears to be as follows

What is actually being done is to “transfer” the moral development stages of the individual, as being Moral development stages of the company and we correlate each force to the several stages. 

	Kohlberg’s stages
	Main characteristic
	Related Force / motive

	LEVEL I, 

the preconventional level
	the company/institution reacts to punishment
	Competitive pressure 

	
	the company/institution desires to receive a reward
	Position in the market

	LEVEL II, 

the conventional level
	the company/institution reacts to the expectations of others
	Position in the market

	
	The company/institution understands what “good” is supposed to be and lives in accordance
	Personnel (organizational) culture

	LEVEL III, 

the postconventional level
	self- (by the company/institution) accepted moral principles (they know what they mean and why they are wright )
	Company’s rules

	
	the company/institution is able to give a rational defence of those principles that quide its actions
	Marketing orientation


So, it seems that according to the students’ beliefs that internal to the Company forces are driving its ethical / unethical behavior, they expect the companies to behave as being in the conventional / post-conventional level of their moral development. 

Nevertheless this will be the main research topic of a forthcoming research of ours. 

Our Research Question:

( Q4: “What do students perceive as the reasons standing behind the “concern” of Business for Morality?”,
express our concern  about students views regarding their relation to ethics. 

By viewing Ethics and ethical decision making as the result of an evolutionary process, students will be probably willing to adopt a so-called “professional code approach” (s. Brinkman, 02) regarding conflict management and for addressing a certain professional behavior. 

The related Hypothesis tested was: 

 H4: “The occupation of companies with ethics reflects the evolution and maturity of several external factors (i.e. of the marketing science, the maturity of customers, the evolution of communities) and is not a temporary, fashionable phenomenon”.

The answer to this question partly fulfill our expectations for the future, since the majority of the students claim that the occupation of the companies with ethics, is not a “communication trick” (Mean 3,07, Median: 3,00) or a “trend” (M: 2,30, M: 2,00).  To the opposite, the factors that were named as standing behind, are (in ranking) “the maturity of Marketing” (M: 3,67, M: 4,00), “ the maturity of customers” (M: 3,51, M: 4,00), as well as “ the evolution of the community” (M: 3,73, M: 4,00). 

Again, the Non-parametric one-sample Wilcoxon Signed Rank test supports the Hypothesis tested. 

Finally, our closing Research Question was: 

( Q5: “What is according to students’ opinions, the relation between Business Ethics and Business Success?”  

It seems that, especially among business people, the view that “good business” and “good ethics” go hand in hand (Enderle, 97, p.1476) is becoming increasingly popular.  Furthermore, research such as that of Vitell & Davis (1990a), who examined the relationship between business success, and good ethical behaviour within the company, is in line with this proposition. The Question though remained unexplored, when referring to other groups of respondents, like students.  

The related Hypothesis tested was:

H5: “A company’s success in the market, is proportionate to its ethical behaviour”

The purpose of the related Hypothesis was to establish that possible ethical / unethical behaviour reflects on a company’s success in the market. Indeed, the clear majority of the students (73%) see a positive relation between moral behaviour and success in the market. 
This was supported also by testing the Hypothesis for proportion based on the binomial distribution. 

Implications & scope for the Future

When relating the “how one acts” with “how one should act”, we should first know the perceptions of the possibly acceptable actions, in other words the spectrum of the accepted behaviors.

As said, apart from the descriptive question of what certain individuals actually accept as right or wrong, emphasis should also be given to the reasons / motives that stand behind it.  This is particularly relevant, when looking towards future generations of managers, since today’s university students are tomorrow’s business leaders / managers.  Considering that most previous field research is based on “self reported” ethical behaviour and not actual behaviour, we conducted this particular study on personal evaluations of specific marketing ethical topics, taking under consideration the personal assessments of the companies strategies and tactics, i.e. their perceptions about marketing and business in general.

The results of this study confirm our initial belief, that students possess a considerable degree of sensitivity regarding morality. Thus, providing a support for a more ethical implementation of Business and Marketing principles. However, for an ethical behavior to be implemented, it is required that both, the management of the company (in terms of behaviour), as well as the company’s rules are adjusted accordingly.

Besides, students recognize that there is no conflict between business ethics and business success.  They also believe that the role the management plays in the implementation of morality by the company is critical. 

To conclude, the results of the present study depict a very optimistic view for morality in the future. Therefore, the responsibility of the universities in building moral minds and personalities is criticaland should not be underemphasized.

Regarding the further discussion on the subject, we intent to use those findings as a basis for our evaluation as educators.  Do we succeed to incorporate the ethical dimension in teaching business practices?  This Question is of particular interest since there is a hidden risk regarding our view of Ethics in Business practicing.  Our multiple roles as Academics, citizens, customers, and as persons could create several conflicts and blur or distort our views about ethics in business something, which sometimes is transferred to the students, consciously or not. 

Therefore, apart from the further utilization of Kohlberg’s model, we propose that future research should give emphasis to academics’ beliefs and attitudes regarding ethical topics as well.  The paradigm of academics combined with the living examples of practitioners are the main influences of values’ creation of the managers of tomorrow.
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