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Abstract 

This thesis aims to test generalizability of how top managers in a cross-cultural context 

understand business ethics and business ethics education. Around 200 managers from 

two very different countries, namely Iceland and China, were approached and asked 

about their opinion on the current state of business ethics and how well business schools 

succeed in providing a solid education in ethics to their graduates, who will ultimately 

become the next generation of leaders and managers. The choice of countries has been 

made due to their strong dichotomy in terms of economic, cultural, geographical, 

demographical, and historical parameters. Both countries experienced the financial 

crash in 2008, but very differently. While Iceland belonged to the countries which were 

hit hardest by the crisis, China enjoyed an economic booming period at the same time. 

Despite great differences, similarities between the two countries are found, for instance 

in the development from poor, tight-knitted farming societies towards modern, 

developed economies and in a substantive liberation process over the last decades. 

However, whereas Iceland is today seen as a highly developed, modern western 

economy, China is still considered as a transition economy. Due to their disparate 

characteristics, both countries provide an interesting foundation for an empirical study 

on how managers with different cultural and economic backgrounds reflect on business 

ethics and business ethics education. The survey’s results developed three main themes. 

First, it appears that business ethics is more critically seen among Chinese respondents 

than among their Icelandic counterparts. Nevertheless, both groups perceive an 

improvement of business ethics and business ethics education in their country since 

2008. Second, Icelandic and Chinese managers attribute business schools a central role 

to mandatory provide students with solid ethics education. However, this role and the 

effectiveness of current business ethics teaching are called into question. Even though 

culture showed to have an impact on type and source of ethical misconducts in business, 

it emerged from the responses that there is a universal teaching approach of ethics for 

business schools in Iceland, China and perhaps elsewhere in the world. 

Recommendations by the managers on how to reform the teaching approach of business 

ethics are provided. Third, both manager groups showed the willingness to open the 

companies’ doors and invite business schools to cooperate. This openness and explicit 

desire for cooperation breaks new ground in business ethics education and gives the 

impetus to revise and extend current teaching methods in and beyond the classroom. 
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1   Introduction 

In 2008 the world experienced one of the harshest financial crises in history with a 

worldwide loss of over $30 trillion in stock market capitalization (Sornette, 2017). In 

hindsight, it is incomprehensible how the crises could not have been foreseen and why 

warnings of such a heavy collapse were not heeded (Sornette, 2017; Sigurjonsson & 

Mixa, 2011; Hodgson, 2009). One explanation is, that industry and society had been 

successfully misled over a whole decade pre-crisis by the mirage of the Great 

Moderation, whose demise finally led into the Great Recession of the late 2000s 

(Sornette, 2017). Meanwhile, another ten years have passed. What has changed since? 

Looking deeper into the history, the financial clash from 2008 only enqueues in an 

ongoing circle of smaller and bigger corporate scandals and crises around the world, 

such as The Tulip Mania of 1637, The South Sea Bubble of 1720, The great Crash of 

October 1929, the collapse of Enron in 2001, the bankruptcy of Lehman Brothers in 

2008, and the corruption scandal of Eskom in 2018, to name just a few (Bogdanich & 

Forsythe, 2018; Sornette, 2017; Sims & Brinkmann, 2003). Many ethical and legal 

questions in academics, industry and society followed these crises and ask how leaders 

and managers could not have been aware of misleading practices, how executives could 

have been able to cover up ethical transgressions, how a culture of profitability could 

reached a higher value in corporations than the well-being of society, and whom to 

blame for not taking responsibility for market manipulation, corruption, deception, 

nepotism, and other unethical business practices which regularly produced business 

catastrophes and led into new scandals and crises (Wymer & Rundle-Thiele, 2017; 

Boddy, 2011; R. R. Sims & Brinkmann, 2003).  

Is the call for improving business ethics and business ethics education in order 

to prevent such incidents in the future a phenomenon solely occurring in times of 

scandals and crises? And is the awareness of business ethics related to the country’s 

economic and cultural state? With regard to the globalization of businesses, technical 

advancements, and blurring trading borders, the question about cultural disparities 

within business ethics and business ethics education arises additionally (Demuijnck, 

2015; Lopez, Rechner, & Olson-Buchanan, 2005; Okleshen & Hoyt, 1996). Does 

culture have a significant influence on the teaching approach of business ethics?  

To obtain answers to these questions, the present study aims to understand 

backgrounds and key parameters of business ethics and business ethics education in a 

multi-cultural context. The focus will lie on the assessment of business ethics and 
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business ethics education from a manager’s perspective, whereby we capture and 

compare opinions of executives from two cultural and economic different groups. Due 

to their dichotomized nature and strong cultural differences, comparisons between the 

Western and Eastern world are particularly interesting in the literature (Demuijnck, 

2015; von Weltzien Hoivik, 2007; Dunn, 2006; Dahlsgaard, Peterson, & Seligman, 

2005). However, such comparative examinations between two highly different countries 

are rarely found in the research (Scharrer, Neuert, & Woschank, 2018; Rausch, 

Lindquist, & Steckel, 2014; Dunn, 2006; Dahlsgaard et al., 2005). Therefore, the core of 

the study is to compare how business ethics and business ethics education is perceived 

and understood in two very different countries from the Eastern and Western world, 

namely Iceland and China. The comparison will enable to close the gap in research and 

gain novel insights about actual requirements to improve business ethics and business 

ethics education at a global scale. 

During the last decades, the role of business schools within ethical misconducts 

emerged as a crucial intersection in the literature (Sigurjonsson, Vaiman, & Arnardottir, 

2014; Waples et al., 2009; Sargent, 2007; Dobson, 2004). Scholars increasingly put 

business schools in the dock and denounce them to commonly fail equipping their 

graduates with a solid moral framework and preparing them to appropriately deal with 

real ethical dilemmas (Setó-Pamies & Papaoikonomou, 2016; Zingales, 2016; 

Sigurjonsson, Arnardottir, Vaiman, & Rikhardsson, 2015; Sigurjonsson et al., 2014; 

Dyck, Walker, Starke, & Uggerslev, 2011; Wines, 2008; Felton & Sims, 2005). The 

discussions involve different teaching approaches in and beyond the classroom and test 

diverse methods in order to foster the effectiveness of business ethics education and 

reach an in-depth learning outcome for students and professionals (Fort, 2018; 

Medeiros, 2017; Todd et al., 2017; Wang & Calvano, 2015; Tello et al., 2013; Dzuranin 

2012; Waples, 2009; McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006).  

Regarding the vast literature about the topic, it is indubitable that business ethics 

and business ethics education represent a salient contemporary issue with a need for 

further research. Hence, it is highly relevant for business schools, educators, companies, 

employees, students, and society to scrutinize, how business schools worldwide can 

tackle the hitherto unsolved task to equip graduates with a solid ethical framework. 

Therefore, we want to explore in this research, whether there is a universal teaching 

approach in business ethics which is capable to adapt to the real requirements of a 

global workplace.  
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Recent literature in this context increasingly sheds light on the importance of 

practical knowledge and learning through experience (Cronan, Mullins, & Douglas, 

2018; Kuchinke, Ardichvili, Wocken, Seo, & Bovornusvakool, 2018; Rodríguez, 2017; 

Carrington, Neville, & Whitwell, 2010; Sims & Felton, 2006; Felton & Sims, 2005). 

Overwhelming majority of literature about the topic comes from the ‘supply side’ of 

business ethics education which means turning the eye on the student’s, instructor’s or 

institution’s point of view. Whereas the examination of a manager’s perspective, hence 

the ‘demand side’ of business ethics education, is rather underrepresented (Lau, 2010; 

Sigurjonsson et al., 2015; Sigurjonsson et al., 2014; Vaiman, Sigurjonsson, & 

Davídsson, 2011). In fact, such a change of perspective makes sense, since managers 

are the ones who directly apply business ethics in their daily workplace. Thus, managers 

are likely to evaluate and judge best whether or not graduates are sufficiently equipped 

with a moral framework, and what exactly is needed in order to better prepare them for 

ethical delicate situations which they will face in their later workplace (Sigurjonsson et 

al., 2015; Sigurjonsson et al., 2014; Lau, 2010; Nakano, 1997).  

The aim of this study is to build upon and extend current knowledge by adapting 

a manager’s point of view on the topic and put it in a cross-cultural comparison. We 

thereby want to examine whether managers with different cultural and economic 

background are in line with opinions of recent literature which claim that business 

ethics education lacks practical relevance to solve ethical dilemmas. Further, the 

literature is scare when it comes to exploring a manager’s point of view on the topic. 

Hence, our research provides a valuable contribution to the research by getting access to 

the managers’ opinion from two very different countries. We hereby aim to verify 

whether these views towards business ethics and business ethics education are 

unchanged cross different cultures and economies and whether the managers’ ideas on 

how to teach business ethics in and beyond the classroom are in line with each other. 
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2   Approach and Choice of Countries 

The following chapter will elucidate why the choice of countries has been made and 

how the two nations differ and resemble one another. This part will function as a 

fundament to understand why the comparison between these particular countries is 

useful in order to answer the research questions.  

In the following we will compare typical characteristics and business ethics 

fundamentals in each country and develop respective country profiles. The profiles will 

provide information about geographical, demographical, economic, and cultural 

characteristics and how they play a role in the comparison. The table below displays 

key indicators that are used to generate the profiles. The secondary data has been 

collected from the United Nations Development Program (2017), Trading Economies 

(2018), Global EDGE (2018), IndexMundi (2018), and Central Intelligence Agency 

(2017). 
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Table 1: Country data on Iceland and China in comparison 

Index Iceland China 

Country size 103,000 km² 9,596,960 km² 

Population size 338,349 (2017) 1.386 billion (2017) 

Settlement 
3rd century A.C.  

(1918: Sovereignty) 

6th century B.C.  

(1949: founding of People's 

Republic of China) 

Economic freedom score 
77.0, with mostly free between  

70.0–79.9 (2018) 

57.8, with mostly unfree between 

50.0–59.9 (2018) 

Economy type  

Capitalist structure and free-market 

principles with an extensive  

welfare system 

Socialist market economy run by 

China's Communist Party 

Religions 

Evangelical Lutheran Church of 

Iceland (official) 69.9 %, Roman 

Catholic 3.8 %, Reykjavik Free 

Church 2.9 %, Hafnarfjordur Free 

Church 2 %, Asatru Association  

1.1 %, The Independent Congregation 

1 %, other religions 4 %, none 6.1 %, 

other or unspecified 9.2 % (2017) 

Buddhist 18.2 %, Christian 5.1 %, 

Muslim 1.8 %, folk religion  

21.9 %, Hindu < 0.1 %,  

Jewish < 0.1 %, other 0.7 %, 

unaffiliated 52.2 %,  

officially atheist (2010) 

GDP, PPP  

(current international US$) 
$18,140,165,689 (2017) $23,300,782,880,353 (2017) 

GDP per capita, PPP  

(current international US$) 
$53,153 (2017)     $16,807 (2017) 

GDP Growth Rate (annual %) 3.642 % (2017) 6.9 % (2017) 

GDP Country Rank 148/195 (2017) 1/195 (2017) 

GDP Composition per sector 

Agriculture: 5.8 % (2017) 

Industry: 19.8 % (2017) 

 Services: 74.4 % (2017) 

Agriculture: 8.2 % (2017) 

Industry: 39.5 % (2017) 

Services: 52.2 % (2017) 

Imports of goods and services  

(current US$) 
$10,244,838,799 (2017) $2,208,417,814,124 (2017) 

Exports of goods and services  

(current US$) 
$11,228,718,835 (2017) $2,417,848,999,423 (2017) 

Inflation Rate 2.8 % (Oct 2018) 2.5 % (Oct 2018) 

Human Development Index 

(HDI) 
0.935, rank 9 (2017) 0.752, rank 86 (2017) 

Labor Force 210,822 (2017) 786,738,207 (2017) 

Unemployment rate 2.75 % (2017) 4.675 % (2017) 

Education index 0.912 (2017) 0.644 (2017) 

 

2.1  Iceland 

Iceland is the smallest country in the world with its own currency and looks back on a 

fairly young business history (Aliber & Zoega, 2011; Vaiman et al., 2011). In a 

European comparison, Iceland only recently emerged from a poor farming society to a 

today’s modern and wealthy economy (Vaiman et al., 2011; Jóhannesson, 2010). Even 

though Iceland has a high human capital quality and belongs to the world’s most 

educated nations (see table 1), the low population number causes rather thin managerial 

structures in private and public institutions (Aliber & Zoega, 2011). During the global 
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financial crises in 2008 Iceland has been hit as one of the hardest and worldwide 

attention and scorn turned on the small island (Sigurjonsson et al., 2015; Sigurjonsson 

et al., 2014; Karanikolos et al., 2013; Sigurjonsson & Mixa, 2011). Within the 

discussion about Iceland’s stake in the world financial crises, ethical issues played a 

crucial role and several managers, such as Kaupthing’s CEO, the managing director of 

Kaupthing Iceland, and the credit representative of Kaupthing, had been found guilty 

and sentenced for their ethical misconducts which helped producing the crises (A. Sims, 

2016). However, such occurrences are not novel in worldwide economics. Similar 

financial crashes which forced external indebtedness as seen in Iceland have been 

observed before, for instance in Mexico and Thailand (Aliber & Zoega, 2011). 

Remarkable in the case of Iceland is how rapidly the country recovered from the heavy 

crash of its economy in 2008 (Thorsteindottir, 2010).  

Traditionally, Iceland’s economy was highly dependent on fishery 

(Jóhannesson, 2010). Through market liberalization and diversification the focus shifted 

to an economy consisting of multiple sectors, such as tourism, energy and financial 

services (Thorsteindottir, 2010). Due to its isolated location, Iceland is fairly 

monocultural and mainly encompass Lutheran beliefs (see table 1). As it is typical for 

Western societies, Icelanders’ aspirations are based on individualism, economic 

materialism (Vaiman et al., 2011), effectiveness, efficiency, and logical reasoning with 

a focus on the end result (Pitta, Fung, & Isberg, 1999). Hence, personal achievements 

are major drivers for Western orientated individuals (Pitta et al., 1999).  

Turning a closer look on the specific characteristics of business ethics in 

Iceland, traditional nepotism protrudes as a key issue (Sigurjonsson et al., 2014; 

Vaiman et al., 2011). Characteristically, Iceland shows a strong intervention of the state 

into the country’s economy (Sigurjonsson et al., 2015; Vaiman et al., 2011). Such 

symbiosis of politics and business entails a lack of supervision and self-regulatory 

procedures (Vaiman et al., 2011). The omnipresence of tight personal relationships in 

managerial relations, as well as the lack of diversity and supervision fostered a weak 

business culture in Iceland, which finally caused the financial crisis in 2008 

(Sigurjonsson et al., 2015; Vaiman et al., 2011, Sigurjonsson & Mixa, 2011). The 

problem of cross-ownership becomes clear in the fact that the 10 largest business 

owners pre the crises owned almost half of the 100 largest firms in Iceland (Vaiman et 

al., 2011). Nevertheless, corruption in its traditional sense was not the most fundamental 

reason for the crash (Vaiman et al., 2011). Rather another, more dangerous form of 
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corruption was present, which aggravated the monitoring of unethical business 

practices. Due to difficulties in spotting unethical practices and acting upon them, they 

became the norm and a standard of accepted behavior. As a result, the weakness of the 

Icelandic business culture gave fertile ground for accepted, systemic ethical 

wrongdoings until the economic collapse in 2008 (Vaiman et al., 2011). 

 

2.2  China 

In contrast to Iceland, China is the world’s fastest-growing economy and belongs to the 

top three economies worldwide (Sun, 2017). China has the highest population number 

in the world and is 93 times big the size of Iceland (see table 1). Other than Iceland, 

China experienced a tremendous economic boom during the financial crises in 2008 

(Sun, 2017).  

A similarity to Iceland can be seen in the way that China’s modern economy of 

today likewise emerged out of a poor, farming dominated society. Nonetheless, whereas 

Iceland today is viewed as a highly developed western economy, China still has the 

status of a transition economy (Chen, Jonung, & Unteroberdoerster, 2009). In a 

comparison study about Nordic and Chinese economies, Chen et al. (2009) worked out 

that Scandinavian economies before the liberalization process encompassed very similar 

characteristics than Chinese economy of today. The authors argue that an opening of the 

financial sector does not necessarily have to end up in a crisis as it happened in the 

Nordics, under the condition that stable macroeconomic and regulatory policies are 

given. In line with the process of financial liberalization, also management systems, the 

nexus between policy and economy, and supervisory of the financial sector have to 

move forward (Chen et al., 2014). Strong links between business and politics as seen in 

Iceland, are also a significant characteristic of the Chinese business culture, since 

China’s economy consists of a socialist market economy which is ruled by the 

Communist Party of China (Sun, 2017; table 1). Thus, a joint elite is doing all major 

economic decisions which automatically impede systems of supervision. In Iceland 

such circumstances enabled a harmful expansion of the Icelandic financial sector which 

impacted markets all over the world (Vaiman et al., 2011). 

Contrary than Iceland, China has a highly diverse and complex culture with 

contradictory views among sub-cultural groups (see table 1). Rather than one dominant 

religion, China encompass Buddhist, Christian, Muslim, folk religious, Hindu, Jewish, 
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Confucian, and other unaffiliated worldviews (table, 1). In spite of the grand diversity, 

especially the teachings of Taoism, Buddhism and Confucianism have an in-depth 

impact on Chinese’s values (Pitta et al., 1999). Based on Confucian roots, China 

follows the vision of a ‘harmonious society’ (“hexie shehui”) which aims to reach a 

social stability that is not only governed by interpersonal relations and family (Delury, 

2008). The vision was first introduced in 2005 by China’s former president Hu Jintao, 

who defined a harmonious society as a society that is “democratic and ruled by law, fair 

and just, trustworthy and fraternal, full of vitality, stable and orderly, and maintains 

harmony between man and nature” (Kuhn, 2016, p. 162).  

Although profiting from a booming economy over decades, also China is facing 

high criticism about questionable ethical behavior, like current business practices in 

Africa (Sun, 2017) and the planned Nicaragua Canal (Huete-Perez, Meyer, & Alvarez, 

2015; Meyer & Huete-Pérez, 2014). Considering that Iceland fell almost overnight from 

a booming economy to the first and hardest victim of the world financial crisis in 2008, 

it is about interest to investigate how well the economic booming China is equipped to 

tackle ethical dilemmas. 

Looking into Chinese history, the incipience of a Chinese business ethics can be 

seen in the imperial era, when merchants traded based on Confucian norms and values 

(Ip, 2009). Nevertheless, the establishment of a ‘Chinese business ethics’ remains an 

ongoing challenge due to the countries huge size, its cultural diversity, the lack of a 

clear understanding of the governments’ role, and lacking theories of corporations (Lu, 

2009; Ip, 2009). One approach to help forming a Chinese business ethics is to focus on 

common core values which root in Confucianism, Daoism, Buddhism, and socialist 

principles (Ip, 2009). Lu (2009) in this sense refers especially to the Confucianism as a 

decent fundament to support the development of a Chinese business ethics. Core virtues 

of Confucius include ‘humanity and benevolence’ (“ren”), ‘righteousness’ (“yi”), and 

‘trustworthiness’ (“xin”) (Yan & Sorenson, 2006, p. 237). With regard to characteristics 

of Chinese business practices, two Confucian core values are especially important, the 

crony capitalism, which means that familial ties occur as a critical determinant, and the 

Confucian familism, which subsumes values and interests of individuals under those of 

the family (Ip, 2008). These strong ties to human relationships lead to a focal element in 

China’s business practice, the guanxi (D. E. Warren, Dunfee, & Li, 2004; Pitta et al., 

1999). The etymology of the word “guanxi” means “connection” or “relations” and the 

concept is based on the Chinese mindset to work in groups towards a mutual aim rather 
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than living a culture of individualists (Pitta et al., 1999). This mentality evolved from a 

time, when China was an agriculture state with small and fairly closed social structures. 

The guanxi highlights four important groups: friends, relatives, schoolmates, and 

indirect relationships evolving from the three groups (Pitta et al., 1999). Hereby, 

similarities to Iceland can be drawn which likewise emphasize personal relationships, 

although the presence of personal relationships in Iceland is connected to the island’s 

small size and low population number. The dominance of Chinese guanxi induces that 

the rule of man still outweighs the rule of law (Li, 2011 ; Pitta et al., 1999). This 

unbalance is also because China had no ‘rule of law history’ for more than 2000 years 

(Scharrer et al., 2018). As a consequence, ethical judgement in unethical behavior tends 

to be evaluated on the own guanxi instead of being backed up by law or individual 

beliefs (Scharrer et al., 2018). A study by Scharrer et al. (2018) revealed that only a 

minority of less than 20 % of Chinese who had engaged in unethical behaviors 

evaluated their ethical misconduct on the basis of their own ethical beliefs. The grand 

majority of more than 80 % evaluated their behavior based on their guanxi quality with 

each other and disregarded underlying ethical norms (Scharrer et al., 2018). In this 

sense, guanxi often induces a neglection of codes of conduct which are a fairly new 

concept in contemporary China (Scharrer et al., 2018). Following Warren et al. (2004), 

guanxi therefore should be carefully considered as a double-edged sword which can be 

helpful but at the same time harmful for business and society.  

In order to minimize ethical damages and losses on both sides within business 

practices, Chinese managers must be trained to identify ethical values and needs of 

focal actors and go into an open dialogue with them (D. E. Warren et al., 2004). It is 

crucial to recognize differences and similarities of various stakeholder’s interests and to 

find the point where all sides meet most advantageously (D. E. Warren et al., 2004). 

Therefore, corporate management and public administration in China have to get active 

to ensure that multiple interests are discussed and preserved (Lu, 2009). Such an open 

discussion is difficult due to Chinese cultural backgrounds (Erdener, 2011). Typically, 

Chinese people tend to avoid confrontation, questioning and criticism, even when they 

disagree with the situation (Erdener, 2011). Business ethics related topics are often 

perceived as too sensitive by Chinese people to address them in public. This reserve 

impedes an open, trustful and honest dialogue (Erdener, 2011). 

Furthermore, in China the moral question is seen as an individual problem rather 

than linked to aspects of corporations and institutions (Wu, 2008). As a result, the 
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institutionalization of a common business ethics is difficult to implement, even though 

fundamentals to develop a Chinese business ethics might be given (Wu, 2008). Hence, 

it needs an effective institutional background to realize the formation of a Chinese 

business ethics, for instance through education (Ip, 2009). Von Weltzien Hoivik (2007) 

hereby identified a gap in research about how Chinese Managers evaluate themselves in 

terms of ethical business practices. He recommends conducting further research in order 

to examine, whether China starts to reflect on its own values towards their dream of a 

modern market economy and harmonious society (von Weltzien Hoivik, 2007).  

To conclude, the portrayed differences between Iceland and China qualify the 

two countries as suitable research subjects to conduct the study at hand. As displayed, 

the countries significantly differ in terms of their economy, geography, demography, 

ethnicity, religion, and economic development. Nevertheless, both countries show 

similarities and face accuses of unethical business practices in favor of individual 

business interests and profits (Kuchinke et al., 2018; Sun, 2017). Applying a 

comparative study design under usage of two countries with such relatively maximum 

differences allows to test the findings for their generalizability. Hence, the comparison 

will enable to understand whether business ethics and business ethics education are 

culture specific or generic and how, according to practicing executives, business 

schools can succeed in equipping its graduates with a solid ethical framework to 

withstand unethical temptations.   
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3   Literature Review 

3.1  Business ethics 

With a critical eye on ongoing corporate scandals and crises around the world, a 

noticeable concern about business ethics is present in the literature and the corporate 

field (Wymer & Rundle-Thiele, 2017; Boddy, 2011; Waples et al., 2009). The high 

occurrence of corporate misconducts and crises around the world does not only affect 

academic research and industry but also impact the public’s perception, which 

commonly assess the entire corporate sector as ruled by corruption and fraud and driven 

by maximizing profit in the top management (Wymer & Rundle-Thiele, 2017). The 

sharp rise of interest in and research about business ethics over the last 20 years yield to 

a today’s widespread acknowledgement of business ethics as its own, independent 

discipline within the manager’s education (D. Holland & Albrecht, 2013). In China the 

interest in business ethics and particularly in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

reached a milestone in academic publications between 2009 and 2015 (Yin & Quazi, 

2018). Here it becomes useful to delineate business ethics and CSR. The concept of 

CSR refers to social, environmental and legal responsibilities of enterprises for their 

impacts on society (Adda, Azigwe, & Awuni, 2016). Less the business manager him- or 

herself but rather the whole corporation is accountable for the implementation of CSR. 

The concept of business ethics on contrarily refers to values and doctrines that govern 

the behavior of an individual or a group of people and defines how a moral person 

should act. It is an umbrella term that covers all ethics-related issues in the context of 

doing business. Hence, business ethics embraces a much broader scope and is relevant 

to the behavior of the individual manager and the entire organization towards various 

stakeholders, whereas CSR tends to disclose individual actions from the responsibility 

(Adda et al., 2016).  

Although the relevance of ethical considerations in business significantly raised 

over the last decades, managers worldwide still show severe deficits to implement 

ethical standards and act accordingly (D. Holland & Albrecht, 2013). Hereby, a lack of 

ethical awareness and moral reasoning, as well as missing, ongoing ethical trainings of 

professionals regularly prompt ethical misbehaviors (Lau, 2010). Scholars consider the 

process of globalization, the organization of business ethics education, the 

implementation of ethical standards into industry and corporations, and the realization 
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of ethical behavior in companies as major challenges for business ethics in the future 

(D. Holland & Albrecht, 2013). 

Asking for reasons for unethical behavior, K. Holland (2009) discloses that 

managers become more profit-focused and less risk-averse during economic booms. 

These attitudes lead to greed and megalomania which showed to be drivers for ethical 

misconducts (K. Holland, 2009). Likewise delineate Clarke & Aram (1997) that the 

economic condition of a country is likely to influence the manager’s evaluation of 

ethical sources and ethical behavior. They hereby refer to observations during rapid 

economic growth in Spain and North America, whereby entrepreneurs showed higher 

egoistic tendencies for the benefit of financial gains than those entrepreneurs before the 

boom (Clarke & Aram, 1997). Boddy’s (2011) theory of the “corporate psychopaths” 

similarly indicates that corporate scandals and crises which follow a boom are often 

provoked by greed, avarice, disregard, ruthlessness, and selfishness at the top 

management of organizations (Boddy, 2011, pp. 255–258). Short-term planning, 

constant change and rapid turnovers of key personnel make it difficult to monitor and 

spot these “corporate psychopaths” in an organization (Boddy, 2011). In order to curb 

harmful managerial practices, Boddy (2011) recommends implementing reliable 

supervision tools and extend the planning horizon of companies.  

A common claim in the literature is that business ethics needs to be seen as a 

practice rather than a theory (Kuchinke et al., 2018; Dobson, 2004; K. Holland, 2009). 

Dobson (2004) in this context distinguishes between an action-based and an agent-

based approach. An action-based concept follows the traditional way and focuses on 

theoretical rules and guidelines that constrain the companies’ actions, for instance 

manifested in the company’s codes of conduct or codes of ethics. An agent-based 

approach focalizes the individual and his or her character and motivation behind the 

action (Dobson, 2004). Based on a conflict of interests, the agent might find him- or 

herself confronted with a real ethical dilemma which drives him into a “moral 

schizophrenia” (Dobson, 2004, p. 2) about what is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ for whom of the 

stakeholders involved (Sargent, 2007; Dobson, 2004). A bare action-based approach 

cannot be sufficient to solve the ethical dilemma, because it neglects the agent in the 

concrete, complex situation. Since business ethics is much more than merely a list of 

behavioral constraint, real management excellence requires a practical ability and 

tendency to place individual integrity over and above material purposes and 

considerations (Dobson, 2004). Hence, the excellence of a good manager should not 
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only be measured in material terms but also in his or her moral and economic 

excellence. This also involves the necessity of certain ‘virtues of character’, as for 

instance courage, fairness, honesty and prudence (Dobson, 2004). The challenge of 

business ethics education is to shift the focus towards an agent-based approach and 

impart a desirability and need for virtue-based behavior to the individual (Dobson, 

2004). 

 

3.2  Cultural differences in business ethics  

Ethics and Religion 

Since religion embodies sets of values about what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’, it is useful to look 

at how ethics and religion are related to each other (Parboteeah, Hoegl, & Cullen, 

2008). Research showed different conclusions about the relationship between the two. 

To bring clearness in the mixed-conclusion from the literature, Parboteeah et al. (2008) 

conducted a study about religious influences on the individual’s willingness to justify 

ethical suspect behaviors. Under the usage of around 62,000 study samples from 44 

different nations, the research revealed that a behavioral, some affective and a cognitive 

component of religious believes are related to the justification of ethical questionable 

behavior. The influence of religious believes on ethical judgement hereby conveys in 

the nature and intensity of what the participants perceived as ethical wrong behavior, 

such as for instance the acceptance or rejection of bribes (Parboteeah et al., 2008). The 

authors however state that all religions share similar opinions about the constitution of 

moral behavior. 

 

Ethics and Culture 

Similar links can be seen between ethics and culture. Hofstede, Hofstede & Minkov 

(2010) define culture as “the collective programming of the mind distinguishing the 

members of one group or category of people from others” (p. 6). Hence, culture is not a 

given characteristic of a person but includes personal experiences, as well as traditional 

habits and practices of a specific group of individuals to which the person belongs 

(Hofstede et al., 2010). Emerging from the literature, it has been proved that ethnicity 

has an effect on ethical attitudes, on the intentions to comply to codes of conduct, and 

accordingly on managerial decisions (Scharrer et al., 2018; Rausch et al., 2014; Dunn, 
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2006; Pitta et al., 1999; Nakano, 1997; Clarke & Aram, 1997). This is also seen by 

Felton & Sims (2005) who display that ethics arises out of cultural values and reflects 

them. The impact of culture hereby occurs in more specific issues, such as perceived 

sources and influences for ethical dilemmas and in the way of how individuals respond 

to the ethical critical situation (Clarke & Aram, 1997).  

Clarke & Aram (1997) for instance identified a different sensitivity to ethical 

norms and values of different societies. Other studies likewise constitute, that national 

culture plays a role in relation to business ethics. These influences of culture occur at an 

early stage within the ethical decision-making process, such as the type of ethical 

misconducts, the awareness for ethical issues, and the identified sources for unethical 

behavior in the specific business culture (Rausch et al., 2014; Dunn, 2006; Nakano, 

1997). At later stages within the decision-making process, influences and differences 

based on cultural characteristics can be neglected (Rausch et al., 2014; Dunn, 2006). 

Due to the increase of cross-cultural business practices, Clarke & Aram (1997) 

emphasize the necessity for a ‘universal code of ethics’ which is not dependent on a 

single culture. Based on a study, the authors revealed that even though differences in the 

responses about behavioral ethics in entrepreneurial dilemmas exist, fundamental 

universal values are widely held across various cultures (Clarke & Aram, 1997). 

Dahlsgaard et al. (2005) in that sense outline six core virtues which are universally 

shared among the West, South Asia (Hinduism and Buddhism), and China (Taoism and 

Confucianism). Among these core virtues, the authors define courage, justice, 

humanity, and modesty as important virtual intersections between cultures. Likewise 

does Demuijnck (2015) acknowledge universal virtues and values in management 

across cultures. However, given the complexity of the business life, it seems unrealistic 

to speak about universally applicable moral principles which should equally govern all 

business decisions worldwide (Demuijnck; 2015). But the abstract nature of universal 

norms should neither draw the conclusion of a moral relativism as it is a popular view 

among managers, students, and researchers. Rather, Demuijnck (2015) suggests 

liberating managers from such a relativist position (also Chan & Armstrong, 1999). 

Accordingly, educational strategies should address a genuine business ethics which is 

free from relativist prejudices (Demuijnck, 2015). The complex nature of ethical 

business dilemmas and decisions and the peculiarity of relations between business 

partners require a humble understanding of manifold perspectives and business contexts 

without an ultimate ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ (Demuijnck, 2015). Courage, honesty and a sense 
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for complexity are necessary in order to accept, that not ‘anything goes’ in ethics as far 

as it is in accordance with the company’s culture (Demuijnck, 2015). 

 

Business Ethics in individualistic and collectivistic cultures 

Building upon the link between culture and ethics, the globally growing economic 

power of China particularly attracted attention in the literature and put forth the need for 

Western and Eastern companies’ managers to acknowledge and understand different 

cultural value frameworks and how they can impact managers’ decision making 

(Scharrer et al., 2018; Chen et al., 2014; von Weltzien Hoivik, 2007; Dunn, 2006; 

Dahlsgaard et al., 2005; Pitta et al., 1999; Nakano, 1997).  

To better understand the role of culture within business ethics between the 

Western and Eastern world researchers often refer to an individualism-collectivism 

comparison (Lopez et al., 2005; Blodgett, Lu, Rose, & Vitell, 2001). According to 

Hofstede, individualistic cultures are characterized by an individual’s interest which is 

mainly driven by one’s own benefits or those of his or her close family (Blodgett et al., 

2001). People in collectivistic cultures in contrast consider themselves as a component 

of a larger society and aim to increase the well-being of the collective as most important 

aim (Blodgett et al., 2001). Typical for members of individualistic cultures is to support 

the own identity and to differentiate themselves from others. The focus of collectivistic 

culture members lies on an identity that is based on their group’s rules and harmony, 

whereas individualists independently follow their own ideas, principles of life, opinion 

and goals, (de Mooij, 2014; Blodgett et al., 2001). Furthermore, cultures with a more 

individualistic focus tend to have a higher ethical awareness than cultures with a 

collectivistic focus (Dunn, 2006).  

Scharrer et al. (2018) outlines that western cultures, such as Iceland, 

characteristically are based on individualistic, rules-oriented beliefs, whereas Asian 

cultures, such as China, follow a collectivistic, relationship-oriented approach. As seen 

by Scharrer et al. (2018), these different approaches impact the understanding of 

business ethics. The authors ascertained in a study that Asian employees showed less 

code compliance than Germanic ethnicities due to their lower rule-orientation and 

higher dependence on social influences. This behavior is typical for collectivistic 

cultures (Scharrer et al.; 2018).  
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Influences of culture on ethical issues 

Lopez et al. (2005) worked out in a study how culture influences ethical perception, 

whereby the findings showed that the differences between cultures are non-directional. 

The author identified a gap in research about the perception of business ethics among 

countries with very different cultural attributes, such as comparing countries from the 

Western and Eastern world. One of the few studies by Nakano (1997) compared the 

assessment of business ethics between American and Japanese corporate managers. It 

derives from the findings that Japanese managers mostly referred to the company’s 

policy when deciding whether a decision is ethical or not. American managers on the 

contrary decided based on their own personal codes of behavior. The subordination of 

individual values to the country’s common practices, such as the guanxi in China, is 

also confirmed by Pitta et al. (1999). Accordingly, a well-established company policy 

on ethics showed a positive effect on the Japanese managers’ ethical behavior (Nakano, 

1997). The institutionalization of ethics into corporations and its understanding among 

all company’s members hereby was focal in order to improve Japanese business ethics.  

Nakano (1997) further revealed that both, Japanese and American managers 

perceived ethical standards in 1992 and 1987 as higher than ten years before. Perceived 

major drivers for increasing ethical standards in Japan where “new social expectations 

for business’s role in society”, “public disclosure, publicity, and media coverage”, 

and “increased awareness and scrutiny” (Nakano, 1997, p. 1748). For American 

managers the “increase in manager professionalism and education” and the 

“government regulation, legislation, and intervention” were most influencing for 

higher ethical standards (Nakano, 1997, p. 1748). Nakano (1997) draw the 

conclusion that these different drivers reflect the differences between the countries’ 

institutional and legislative background, as well as how managers view their 

profession. Despite these differences, Nakano (1997) underpins that both nationalities 

equally acknowledge a corporate responsibility and the need to prevent common 

unethical practices in the industry. Concluding, Nakano (1997) recommends 

companies to develop ethical systems that embody the company’s code of conduct and 

an ethical policy which includs employee ethics training programs, ethics committee, 

and a safe grievance / suggestion system on ethics (Nakano, 1997).  

Chan & Armstrong (1999) conducted another comparative study which sought 

to identify ethical key issues that marketing managers in Australia and Canada confront. 

Within their research the authors asked 150 mangers from Australian firms and 150 
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mangers from Canadian firms about perceived major ethical problems, how frequently 

these problems occur, and how important these problems are perceived. The study 

refers to ten by Armstrong identified major ethical problems for managers. These issues 

are: (1) traditional small scale bribery, (2) large scale bribery, (3) 

gifts/favors/entertainment, (4) unfair or discriminating pricing, (5) embargoed 

products/technology, (6) tax evasion, (7) illegal/immoral practices in the host country, 

(8) doubtful commissions to specific members within the channel, (9) cultural 

differences in the perception of what is ethical or not, and (10) involvement in political 

affairs. The findings by Chan and Armstrong (1999) delineate that among both nations, 

“large-scale bribery” was universally perceived as most important and “gifts/ favors/ 

entertainment” as most frequently ethical problem. However, significant differences in 

importance and frequency occurred regarding other major ethical problems. Overall, 

Canadian managers place greater importance on ethical problems and perceive them as 

more severe than their Australian counterparts. In terms of perceived frequency of 

ethical problems, both groups are fairly similar. Based on the findings, the authors 

assume that cultural differences might play a crucial role on how people perceive ethical 

problems in terms of importance and frequency. Chan & Armstrong (1999) further 

underpin that even various similarities among Western cultures exist, one cannot 

directly generalize among them when dealing with such delicate issues as ethics.  

Interestingly, Okleshen & Hoyt (1996) found no significant differences in 

ethical perception between students from New Zealand and the United States, under the 

condition that both groups had experienced ethical training. Whereas students who did 

not received an ethical training showed differences in their ethical values. Students from 

New Zealand without ethical training were more tolerant than American students of 

compulsion, fraud, and self-interest. Accordingly, Okleshen and Hoyt (1996) implement 

that educational experience in ethics courses creates homogeneity among countries and 

benefits a cross-cultural comprehension and consistency about ethical values (Okleshen 

& Hoyt, 1996).  

 

Business ethical requirements in a global workplace 

With regard to the ongoing globalization process and the spread of corporate scandals 

and crises all over the world, it is of high interest to investigate how cultural differences 

impact the way in which business ethics is seen in a global workplace (Asgary & 

Mitschow, 2002). Such considerations about the development of an ‘international 
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business ethics’ model is a relatively novel approach in the literature (Asgary & 

Mitschow, 2002). Asgary & Mitschow (2002) in this regard refer to ethical dilemmas 

between ‘host’ and ‘home’ countries and conclude that such a differentiation is about to 

blur. As corporations are becoming more globally, they tend to lose the initial 

connection with the home country’s culture (Asgary & Mitschow, 2002). Instead, 

international corporations start to develop internal sets of ‘home company’ norms which 

are rather free of influences by the home country’s culture and more shaped by the 

corporation’s members (Asgary & Mitschow, 2002).  

 

3.3  Business ethics education in business schools  

Role of business schools 

In a next step it is about interest to look at how and where individuals learn about 

business ethics and develop moral frameworks. In the course of academic and public 

debates about corporate scandals which were provoked through managers’ ethical 

misconducts, the role of business schools in the manager’s education about business 

ethics emerged as a controversial topic in the literature (Wymer & Rundle-Thiele, 2017; 

Sigurjonsson et al., 2014; Felton & Sims, 2005).  

Following Felton & Sims (2005), business schools play an important role in the 

ethical development of students and must ensure that their graduates leave university 

with an awareness of ethical dilemmas and an ability to take responsibility (also Jagger, 

Siala, & Sloan, 2016; Sigurjonsson et al., 2014). Further, graduates need to understand 

what it entails to be a business professional which includes to internalize the task to 

responsible shape the business world of the future (Felton & Sims, 2005; Chan & 

Armstrong, 1999). Hereby, a shift in the ideology about what being a business manager 

actually means, is necessary (Wymer & Rundle-Thiele, 2017). K. Holland (2009) 

proposes that management could become a profession as medicine or law which 

naturally implement societal interests as equally important as maximizing shareholder’s 

value. As it is the case for medicine, a corresponding code of conduct, a universal 

certification examination, and continuing education would form the base for such a 

management profession (K. Holland, 2009). In a similar manner do Phillips, Moutinho, 

& Godinho (2018) consider an engagement with society as a third obligation of 

business schools besides their remit to research and education.  
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Controversially, other scholars put into question, whether business schools even 

foster unethical behavior (Zingales, 2016; Engleman-Lampe & Lampe, 2012). This 

question is important to consider, because unethical practices during the education, as 

for instance the cheating behavior of students, might predict the student’s ethical 

behavior in the later workplace (Ballantine et al., 2018). Zingales (2016) claim that 

business schools encourage business students more than students from other fields to be 

less aware about the common good and more focused on the individual career and 

profit. Various studies about cheating behavior among business students feed this 

assumption (Ballantine, Guo, & Larres, 2018;  Lawson, 2004; McCabe & Trevino, 

1995). McCabe & Trevino (1995) revealed that students aiming for a business career 

were more likely to cheat than students from other disciplines.  

Contrarily, Coleman & Mahaffey (2000) neglect a higher willingness of 

business students for academic dishonesty compared to students from other disciplines. 

In general, students viewed the practicality to cheat as more significant to violate the 

norm than its ethicality (Lawson, 2004). Cronan et al. (2018) further refer to the 

importance of past behavioral experience and the student’s moral obligations, such as 

the feeling of guilt. In a study about cheating behavior of business freshman students, 

the authors demonstrate that implementing codes of conduct or monitoring technologies 

could not efficiently prevent students from cheating. Instead, the influence of moral 

obligation showed a significant negative relation. The study’s findings show that a 

stronger feeling of guilt corresponded with a lower intention to violate the ethical norm 

(Cronan et al., 2018). Likewise did a greater subjective norm, meaning that others feel 

the action is not correct, goes along with a lower intent to violate ethical integrity. 

Whereas previous success with unethical behavior in the past corresponded with a 

higher intention to violate the ethical norm again (Cronan et al., 2018).  

Taking up on moral obligations, Zingales (2016) advices educators to point out 

legal and reputational costs for the individual him- or herself when violating ethical 

standards. Since reputation has a significant weight for individuals and for the 

generation of Millennials in particular, demonstrating downsides of violating ethical 

maxims is likely to be effective to shape the student’s moral behavior (Zabel, 

Biermeier-Hanson, Baltes, Early, & Shepard, 2017). Business schools thus need to not 

only rely on preventives and deterrents but also take in account the student’s intentions 

to violate the norm based on benefit/cost trade-offs and his or her moral obligations 

(Cronan et al., 2018; Hutton, 2006). 
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In spite of some critical opinions in the literature, accusations that business 

schools exacerbate ethical misconducts are widely neglected in recent research (Cullen 

2018; Sigurjonsson et al., 2014; Blasco, 2011). Instead, the prevailing literature 

acknowledge that business schools cannot be hold responsible for their graduates’ 

ethical misconducts (Sigurjonsson et al., 2014; Sigurjonsson et al., 2015). 

 

Acknowledgement of Business Ethics Education 

Following Schweigert (2016), “business ethics is simply business done rightly and 

business ethics education is simply good business education” (p. 225). Based on the 

statement one could question the need for separate business ethics courses. This is also 

seen in the literature, where business ethics education faces a perpetual battle to reach 

and increase legitimacy as its own, independent discipline (Reynolds & Dang, 2017).  

Several studies confirm that business ethics education has a positive impact on 

the individual’s ethical development as it showed to increase ethical awareness, 

strengthen the sensitivity for ethical issues, and foster the capability of moral reasoning 

(e.g. Ballantine, 2018; Blewitt, Blewitt, & Ryan, 2018; Todd et al., 2017; Lau, 2010; 

Lopez et al., 2005; Okleshen & Hoyt, 1996). Based on these achievements, there is a 

consistent acknowledgement in recent literature about the legitimacy and importance of 

business ethics education as a core part of the manager’s education (Ballantine, 2018; 

Lopez, 2015; Lau, 2010). Accordingly, ethical instructions within the managerial 

education are an important and widely accepted component of the business school 

curriculum (Jagger et al., 2016; Wang & Calvano, 2015; Dzuranin, Shortridge, & 

Smith, 2013).  

The acknowledgement and anchoring of business ethics into the curriculum is 

also supported by some international institutions, such as the Association to Advance 

Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB), the Association of MBAs (AMBA), the 

European Foundation for Management Development (EFMD), and the European 

Quality Improvement System (EQUIS), which require to include ethical perspectives 

into business education (Bryant, 2013). The international AACSB Ethics Education Task 

Force from 2004 for instance states that academic institutions have a task to educate 

their graduates to become ethical business appliers (Phillips, 2004). Two overachieving 

goals are hereby defined: providing active learning and practice ethical reasoning 

(Laditka & Houck, 2006).  
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However, the problem occurs that these institutions only require the inclusion of 

business ethics in the curriculum, but do not provide specific guidelines about how 

business ethics education should be designed and delivered (Cullen, 2017; Gioia & 

Corley, 2002). As a result, ethical education still lacks an ample depth and breadth and 

misses practical relevance and training (Wymer & Rundle-Thiele, 2017). It therefore 

remains questionable, whether current business ethics education is effective enough to 

achieve the AACSB Ethics Education Task Force goals and where and how it should be 

taught in order to reach a higher efficacy (Medeiros et al., Fort, 2016; 2017; Wang & 

Calvano, 2015; Tello, Swanson, Floyd, & Caldwell, 2013; Dzuranin et al., 2013; 

Waples et al., 2009; Laditka & Houck, 2006).  

Business professors in this context argue, that they do not feel properly trained 

enough themselves to be able teaching such a thing as business ethics (Wymer & 

Rundle-Thiele, 2017). Nevertheless, scholars put an even greater burden on business 

schools and demand a higher engagement to carefully prepare their graduates for ethical 

challenges which they will face in their later workplace (Koris, Örtenblad, & Ojala, 

2017; Wymer & Rundle-Thiele, 2017; Lau, 2010; Felton & Sims, 2005; Lopez et al., 

2005). To underpin the importance and relevance of business ethics in business schools, 

a majority of scholars claim that business ethics education has to achieve the same core 

course status as other subjects such as Accounting, Finance, Marketing or Macro- and 

Microeconomics (Kuchinke et al., 2018; de los Reyes, Kim, & Weaver, 2017; Zingales, 

2016; Dzuranin et al., 2013). Business ethics in this sense has to be equally honored as a 

pivotal element of the manager’s education, since it cannot be neglected in order to 

become a successful manager (de los Reyes et al., 2017). 

 

Geographic location of Business Ethics Education 

Turning the focus on global business ethics education, Rasche & Gilbert (2013) 

expound that the geographic location of business school has minor impacts on how 

business ethics is delivered. According to the authors, focal teaching goals should go 

along with specific spatial requirements of the business school, however the influence 

of the geographic location is not significant and stands behind other factors, such as the 

lengths of the program and the school’s ranking (Rasche & Gilbert, 2013). Their 

research examined American and European business schools whose management 

education programs generally differ in its length. Whereas the amount of ethics core 

courses was similar among both locations, longer management programs in the USA 
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had more than twice the number of ethic-related electives than European business 

schools. The longer length of the programs which include a higher number of elective 

ethics courses in American business schools turned out to be significant for the ethical 

learning success (Rasche & Gilbert (2013).  

Regardless the location of business ethics education, the inclusion of knowledge 

about and the understanding of universal core values must be given unanimously 

(Rasche & Gilbert, 2013). This is important, because practicing business today means 

an interactive procedure which transcends national and cultural borders (Felton & Sims, 

2005). Therefore, business ethics education needs to broaden cultural understanding and 

perspectives and transmit global ethical core values in order to equip students with the 

ability of ethical decision making in an international context (Rasche & Gilbert, 2013; 

Felton & Sims, 2005). 

 

Pillars of Business Ethics Education 

A focal question within the literature remains about how business ethics courses should 

be designed and delivered in order to reach an effective learning outcome (Lau, 2010; 

Holland, 2009; Sims & Felton; 2006). Sims & Felton (2006) introduce four important 

pillars of business ethics that instructors should take into account when designing the 

syllabus: (1) the desired learning outcome, (2) the learning environment, (3) suitable 

learning methods, and (4) the student’s role in the learning experience. Lau (2010) 

further introduce ‘readiness’ as an important element for an efficient ethical education. 

‘Readiness’ in this context means the student’s willingness and his or her vested interest 

to learn about ethics. Lau (2010) delineate that readiness can positively moderate the 

learning outcome of ethics education by increasing ethical awareness and moral 

reasoning (also Holland, 2009). Accordingly, business students need to get excited and 

motivated to learn about ethics and acknowledge it as an important and useful core part 

of their business education (Lau, 2010). Resulting from a self-fulfilling prophecy effect 

this motivation will naturally foster and deepen the student’s ethical features (Lau, 

2010).  

Taking up on the student’s motivation, Reynolds & Dang (2017) identified a so-

called ‘business ethics course effect’. This effect is a common phenomenon which 

influences how students perceive the legitimacy of their business ethics course 

(Reynolds & Dang, 2017). The authors revealed that there is a mismatch between the 

student’s expectations about their forthcoming course in business ethics and the 
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teacher’s objectives. Students arrive at the classroom with expectations that the teacher 

will provide answers and guidelines to solve ethical dilemmas. Instead, the pedagogical 

objectives often focus on theoretical educating without practical relevance and hence, 

do not meet and satisfy the student’s expectations (Reynolds & Dang, 2017). As a 

consequence, the initially motivated, interested and inquisitive student gets frustrated 

and rates the attended business ethics course lower than other courses within his or her 

management education (Reynolds & Dang, 2017). The student’s negative association 

influences the perceived legitimacy and relevance of business ethics and automatically 

subordinates the ethics course to other subjects (Reynolds & Dang, 2017). To overcome 

the ‘business ethics course effect’, the course participant needs to take an active role in 

the ethics course (R. R. Sims & Felton, 2006) 

 

Curriculum’s design and delivery 

Within considerations about how to design the business ethics curriculum, Zingales 

(2016) observed the tendency that business ethics often is too narrowly seen as a 

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) course. Since CSR focus on the corporation’s 

responsibility towards society and environment, the responsibility of the individual 

behind the corporation tends to be neglected (Zingales, 2016). Another deficit in the 

curriculum’s design is that business ethics courses mostly illustrate ethical dilemmas on 

a theoretical level but fail to open a deeper discussion about them and to provide 

guidelines how it would be expected for the individual to act responsibly (Zingales, 

2016).  

Another key aspect in the literature emerged about the question how business 

ethics should be delivered to the student. Scholars hereby put into question whether 

business ethics should be taught as a stand-alone course or throughout the curriculum 

(Larrán Jorge, Andrades Peña, & Muriel de los Reyes, 2017; Davis, 2017; Fort, 2016; 

Tello et al., 2013; Rasche & Gilbert, 2013; Felton & Sims, 2005). Jorge (2017) 

observed a current trend in business schools to include business ethics and CSR-courses 

as elective stand-alone courses in the MBA’s curricula. However, no significant 

increasement to foster such an establishment of stand-alone business ethics courses has 

been made over the last years (Medeiros, 2017; Jorge 2017).  

Felton & Sims (2005) emphasize that business ethics cannot be sufficiently 

taught in an abstract stand-alone course, because stand-alone business ethics courses 

cannot meet the need to develop both, a theoretical knowledge about ethics and the 
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practical competency to solve complex ethical problems in the workplace. According to 

Wines (2008), the student’s missing ability to recognize ethical dilemmas is one of the 

key problems which hinder an effective business ethics education and this focal 

problem cannot be solved through abstract, theory-based ethics courses. Thus, a 

comprehensive and multidisciplinary course approach should be followed in order to 

develop the student’s ethical knowledge and practical capacity (Wines, 2008).  

Contrarily, Tello et al. (2013) claim that business ethics which is taught across 

the curriculum cannot reach the same in-depth learning effect about individual and 

organizational ethics as when taught as a stand-alone course. This is because business 

ethics concepts comprise complex practical relationships between affective, cognitive, 

and conative aspects, and the student’s personal behavior (Tello et al., 2013). Both 

approaches are right and henceforth, the majority of scholars favor a combination of 

stand-alone courses and cross-curriculum teaching (Fort, 2016; Sigurjonsson et al., 

2014; Dzuranin et al., 2013; Hartman & Werhane, 2009; Wu, 2008; Felton & Sims, 

2005). By following a hybrid teaching approach, the student first develops fundamental, 

ethical and philosophical theory in a separate stand-alone course, whereby he or she 

learns analytical tools, gets aware about psychological biases, and receive guidelines 

and advices about how to tackle ethical issues (Sims & Felton, 2006). Based on the 

acquired knowledge, the student then practice applying these concepts across the 

curriculum and in practice (Setó-Pamies & Papaoikonomou, 2016; Dzuranin et al., 

2013). As a positive outcome of a hybrid teaching approach both educational needs can 

be combined: imparting ethical theory and training its practical application throughout 

all disciplines and in practice (Todd et al., 2017, Fort; 2016; Felton & Sims; 2005; 

Lopez et al.; 2005).  

Dzuranin et al. (2013) in this context demonstrate the positive outcomes of the 

Building Ethical Leaders with an Integrated Ethics Framework (BELIEF) program 

which was firstly launched in 2006 at the Northern Illinois University College of 

Business. A handbook and a decision guide form the foundation of the BELIEF 

program. This theoretical base provides all students from the first semester on with a 

common fundamental ethical framework and thereby ensures uniformity and 

consistency across all disciplines at the Northern Illinois University College of 

Business. In a study, Dzuranin et al. (2013) demonstrate, that the BELIEF program 

could significantly help students to recognize and be aware of ethical dilemmas when 

they arise and to responsibly decide how to act appropriately. The BELIEF program 
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provides the students a safe environment to try themselves out and to practice critical 

thinking, debating, and decision-making (Dzuranin et al., 2013). As a result, the 

program encouraged students to reflect on their role as future mangers and to identify 

themselves as responsible decision makers (Dzuranin et al., 2013). Furthermore, the 

students could strengthen their ethical character by developing ethical traits such as 

honesty, loyalty, courtesy, fairness, and integrity (Dzuranin et al., 2013). This 

development is important, since the way how students behave during their education 

will set the tone for how they will act in their later workplace (Dzuranin et al., 2013).  

Bennis & O’Toole (2005) similarly demand that business schools adjust their 

current curriculum by infusing it with a multidisciplinary approach. Only then, the 

student’s ability to reflect on various ethical contexts can be stimulated and the student 

receives an effective training to meet complex ethical challenges that are close to the 

practice (Bennis & O’Toole, 2005).  

To reach an even more profound learning outcome, the academic teaching can 

be complemented with extracurricular activities (Kuchinke et al., 2018; Fort, 2016; 

Setó-Pamies & Papaoikonomou, 2016; McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006). Schweigert 

(2016) in this regard claims that business ethics cannot successfully be delivered within 

the classroom, since it can only be learned in practice. He hereby refers to 

Bronfenbrenner’s model, a theory of educational psychology which links moral 

development to the interaction between different ecological systems. These 

environmental interactions cannot be provided by an academic institution alone and 

thus need experiences in the business practice (Schweigert; 2016). Schweigert (2016) in 

this sense recognizes a great potential in a cooperation between companies and business 

schools, through which students get the opportunity to test and experience the theory 

which they learned in the classroom. For instance, The AACSB task force recommend 

bringing executives to the classroom and to implement cooperated seminars and 

workshops in order to strengthen the link between theoretical values and practical 

leadership (S. M. Phillips, 2004).  

Sigurjonsson et al. (2015) in this context revealed in a study with Icelandic 

executives that managers are generally open for collaborations and express a clear need 

for industry and business schools to work closer together in order to better prepare 

graduates for ethical challenges in their later workplace. Sherer (2017) follows a similar 

approach and stresses that ethical development is a protracted learning process 

throughout the entire studying period and even beyond. Shawver & Miller (2017) 
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likewise require a continuous ethical education and training for graduates and 

professionals through seminars, workshops, and specific case studies. In order to 

constantly improve the ability of ethical awareness, moral reasoning and ethical 

decision-making, these trainings should focus on different appearances of unethical 

actions as they occur in various business settings and on the moral intensity of these 

concrete ethical problems (Shawver & Miller; 2017). Hence, ethics education should 

not be confined to the walls of the classroom (Sherer, 2017; Sigurjonsson et al., 2015). 

 

Shareholder vs. Stakeholder orientation 

As a higher educational institution, business schools further have the task to foster the 

student’s ability to recognize and analyze different stakeholders’ interests (Koris et al., 

2017; Felton & Sims, 2005). But instead, business schools put their focus too narrowly 

on the shareholder’s interests and the student’s personal goals, such as increasing salary 

and improving the own career prospects (Cronan et al., 2018; Koris et al., 2017; K. 

Holland, 2009). One hereby has to note, that a greater self-interest is inherent in the 

human’s nature and runs counter against shared interests of the common good (Sargent, 

2007). All human beings thus face trade-offs between serving the self-interest by 

making profit or serving common interests by acting in an ethical manner (Sargent, 

2007). In business as it is practiced today, it appears that if one side of interest 

outweighs, the other side will automatically suffer. Consequently, the individual will 

comply those intentions which serve his or her self-interest and suppress those which 

serve the common good (Sargent, 2007). In order to overcome this conflict business 

schools need to shift the focus from a prevailing self-interest towards multiple interests 

as the highest maxim. Therefore, business schools need to illustrate and highlight that 

both sides do not contradict each other and that acting ethical does in fact not exclude 

making profit (Sargent, 2007).  

Hitherto, social and ethical considerations about business practices are rather 

insufficiently addressed by business schools (K. Holland, 2009). This is not sufficient 

for higher education institutes in order to legitimately award academic degrees and 

position themselves on a university level (Koris et al., 2017). To improve, business 

schools should not only provide students with a profit-maximization toolkit but also 

include and balance different perspectives, such as human, moral, social, and 

environmental considerations (Koris et al., 2017). As demonstrated by Eyal, Steffel, & 

Epley (2018), a mere perspective-taking hereby is not enough. Perspective-taking 
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means trying to see things from another person’s point of view which does not increase 

the actual insights into what the person truly thinks, feels, or demands. In order to gain 

an accurate understanding of the other person’s point of view, a perspective-getting is 

required. Perspective-getting can be reached by asking questions and going into a 

mutual dialogue with each other (Eyal, Steffel, & Epley, 2018).  

The business school’s task to shift the focus from shareholder’s interests 

towards stakeholders’ interest is still not completed, because business ethics as it is 

taught today follows too much a cognitive approach which neglects to encourage 

students to reflect and critically think (Koris et al., 2017; Tello et al., 2013). Hence, 

instead of teaching business ethics as a ‘knowledge as the truth’, the teaching focus has 

to be broadened and opened up for multiple perspectives without an ultimate right or 

wrong (Koris et al., 2017). Dyck et al. (2011) in this sense discovered that a combined 

approach between mainstream teaching, which is shareholder focused and aims to 

maximize productivity and profitability, and multi-stream teaching, which is 

stakeholder focused and aims to balance multiple interests, can lower the student’s 

emphasis on materialism and individualism (Dyck, 2011).  

By extending current teaching and providing an education based on various 

points of views and interests within the stakeholder’s wheel, business schools can 

succeed in equipping their graduates not only with tools to increase profits but also with 

an additional, moral toolkit (Dyck et al., 2011). Such a moral capability is by all means 

necessary in order to become and to be a successful manager (Koris et al., 2017; Wymer 

& Rundle-Thiele, 2017).  

 

3.4  Business ethics training in the workplace  

Since we look at business ethics from a manager’s perspective, it is about interest how 

business ethics education in the workplace is considered in the literature.  

Sigurjonsson et al. (2015) demonstrate that even though business ethics cannot 

be learned in the workplace, it is suggested that managers and employees continuously 

get trained and re-trained in order to reshape their ethical knowledge and moral 

capabilities. Kuchinke (2018) argues that such a post-compulsory training and further 

ethical development for professionals are necessary, since the given time dimension and 

intensity which a student has at hand to learn business ethics cannot be sufficient 

enough in order to reach a deep learning achievement (K. Holland, 2009; also Reynolds 
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& Dang, 2017). Various scholars proved that ethical training for professionals can 

improve ethical behavior in the workplace (Schweigert 2016; Lau; 2010; Weber 2007; 

Lopez et al.; 2005; Ferrell et al., 2002; National Business Ethics Survey, 2000). For 

instance, various studies have proven that the implementation of an ongoing training 

can discourage managers to perform unethical practices in the future (Lau, 2010; Lopez 

et al., 2005). 

Nonetheless, Dyck (2011) claims that the business environment has too little 

interest in ethics education and thus it does not play a significant role in practice. 

Following Felton & Sims (2005), this disregard of business ethics education in the 

workplace is fatal, since a continuous personal and professional ethical development 

throughout the entire career is highly important for executives and professionals. 

Medeiros (2017) demonstrates, that working professionals benefit even more from 

ethical trainings than undergraduate and graduate students, since professionals can draw 

on real-life experiences. Shorter length workshops under the usage of cases that focus 

on ethical rules, guidelines and multiple interests turned out to be most effective for the 

learning process of professionals (Medeiros; 2017). However, Medeiros (2017) 

emphasizes that no ‘one-size-fits all’ solution for teaching business ethics exists. The 

ideal combination of theoretical education and professional training depends on the 

background and specific requirements of the audience (Medeiros, 2017). This need to 

customize the training also applies in a cross-cultural context, since different cultures 

embrace different rules and key issues (Pitta et al., 1999). Irrespective of their location, 

it is crucial for organizations to establish and constantly communicate ethical principles 

and procedures and provide effective training programs for all corporation’s members 

(Tuffin & Brown, 2016). Contrarily to the accusation that business in practice has too 

little interest in ethics (Dyck; 2011), Sigurjonsson et al. (2014; 2015) demonstrates that 

managers explicit desire that business schools not only provide support to students to 

develop ethical standards but also to assist practicing managers to reshape ethical 

knowledge and capacities through continuous education and training. 

  

3.5  Ways of teaching business ethics 

General goals and key elements 

A controversial discussion about goals and key elements in teaching business ethics has 

been present in the literature over the last 30 years (e.g. Waples et al., 2009; Sims & 
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Felton, 2006; Sims & Felton, 2005; Trevino, 1992). Three key elements of business 

ethics education emerged from the research: (1) awareness of ethical issues (Dzuranin 

et al, 2012; Sims and Felton, 2006), (2) moral reasoning processes (Waples et al, 2009; 

Trevino, 1992), and (3) behavioral models (de los Reyes et al., 2017; Lau, 2010; 

Sargent, 2007; Felton & Sims, 2005). The student as the future decision maker has to be 

aware of and understand his or her own values, other’s interests, and his or her role and 

ethical obligation towards all stakeholders (Felton & Sims, 2005). In particular, Felton 

& Sims (2005) work out three focal goals in teaching business ethics, about which 

business schools need to agree on: (1) forming a theoretical fundament of business 

ethics, (2) analyzing real ethical issues that mangers facing in the workplace, and (3) 

providing practical training to apply the cognitive knowledge (also Kuchinke, 2018).  

A large part of early research about how to improve business ethics education 

towards these elements and goals focus on the explicit dimension of teaching, meaning 

the business curriculum’s content (Hartman & Werhane 2009). Recent literature shed 

light on additional factors which strongly influence ethical awareness and ethical 

reasoning, such as teaching methods and the learning environment (Dzuranin, 2012; 

Nguyen et al.; 2008). These additional considerations are important to take into account, 

because universities constitute multi-level learning environments with explicit and 

implicit dimensions of the learning process (Setó-Pamies & Papaoikonomou, 2016). 

Both the dimensions significantly affect the four steps of moral decision making, which 

are (1) recognition, (2) moral judgment, (3) moral intent, and (4) moral behavior (Cubie 

& Lau, 2006). Therefore, explicit and implicit learning need to be actively shaped in 

order to guide the student along all the steps. 

 

Learning environment 

Recent literature emphasizes the considerable influence of the learning and working 

environment on the learning success about business ethics (Ballantine et al., 2018; 

Cronan et al., 2018; Cullen, 2017; Setó-Pamies & Papaoikonomou, 2016; Blasco, 2012; 

Wines, 2008). To verify this effect, Lopez et al. (2005) refer to the person-situation 

interactionist model by Trevino (1986). The model describes that a person adopts 

behavioral beliefs by his or her significant others which automatically shape his or her 

own behavior, experience and views (Lopez et al., 2005). These significant others can 

be peers, teachers, friends, parents or in a professional context managers and coworkers. 

Consequently the interaction among students showed to significantly influence the 
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student’s socialization and ethical development (Racko, Strauss, & Burchell; 2017). 

Hence, the ideal learning environment should provide a space of honesty, trust and 

acceptance, where the student feels safe to go into a dialogue and express and discuss 

his or her opinions (McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006). Hereby, a less hierarchical 

environment, which enables an open dialogue and tolerates dissent and questioning, 

showed to promote the individual’s independent and critical thinking (Wines; 2008). 

 Furthermore, Blasco (2012) stresses the implicit learning influence of the 

teaching environment, whereby he refers to the hidden curriculum theory. The hidden 

curriculum construct consists of three dimensions: (1) the formal curriculum, (2) 

interpersonal actions, and (3) the school governance (also Setó-Pamies & 

Papaoikonomou; 2016). According to Blasco (2012), students rather assimilate ‘wrong’ 

messages from the hidden curriculum, than ‘right’ messages that are taught through 

traditional, explicit teaching. This is because values are learned in a dialog and through 

interactions between teacher and student, between peers and between others. By 

actively shaping the learning environment and following a teaching by example 

approach, business schools can profit from the influence of the hidden curriculum 

(Blasco, 2012). In order to reach a beneficial effect, ethical attitudes and behaviors must 

be strengthening in all three dimensions of the hidden curriculum (Rasche & Gilbert, 

2013; Blasco, 2012).  

 

Experimental learning methods 

Within the classroom, the difficulty might occur, that the student does not have any 

practical experience yet to which he or she can refer to in order to fully understand 

complex theoretical concepts in ethics (Felton & Sims, 2005). This aspect is important 

to consider, because through practicing ethics and exchanging personal experiences 

about ethical issues, the abstract theory gets tangible and relevant for the student him- 

or herself (Rasche & Gilbert, 2013). Warren & Tweedale (2002) confirm the positive 

effect of historical experience and argue that experiences from the past should play a 

significant role in the manager’s education. Through the usage of previous events, 

business ethics instructors can demonstrate how ethical mistakes in the past had harmful 

influences on the business environment and society and how similar missteps can be 

prevented in the future (Warren & Tweedale; 2002).   

Similarly, Lopez et al. (2005) discovered, that due to their training and practical 

experience, business students towards the end of their education showed a higher 
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disapproval of unethical behavior than freshman students who just started their 

education. This observation corresponds with Rodríguez (2017), Yazıcı & Sınıksaran 

(2012) and Laditka & Houck (2006) who revealed that working experience has a 

positive influence on ethical awareness. Further, personal experience help to directly 

link the abstract ethical topic to the individual’s self. Hence, practical teaching methods, 

such as case studies, moral anecdotes, interviews, guest lectures, storytelling, 

discussions, and other methods which include real-world learning experiences, proved 

to be highly efficient for the ethical learning outcome (Erdener, 2018). Experimental 

learning methods hereby showed to stimulate the student to go beyond his self-interest 

during the decision-making process and to train the student’s capability to make 

responsible decisions (Weber, 2007).  

Blewitt (2018) confirms the positive effect of experimental methods and 

demonstrates that experiential learning can create a change in the student’s perspective 

and enable him or her to have the confidence and courage to do the ‘right thing’ when 

facing real ethical dilemmas. Ferrell (2002) and Weber (2007) in this context 

recommend a case-based discussion approach which enables the student to reflect on 

ethical questions and to practice moral reasoning. In a study by Weber (2007), the usage 

of case studies helped the student to bear also ‘other-oriented’ interests in mind and find 

an own understanding and conclusion about what ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ actually implies in 

a business context (Weber, 2007). 

Davis (2017) argues that experiential learning in business ethics is effective, 

because it supports a value-based teaching approach. In a study he demonstrates that the 

attendance in business forums on ethical decision making had a positive impact on the 

student’s ethical awareness, on his or her moral judgement, and on the installation of the 

student’s own ethical values (Davis, 2017). The combined teaching approach between 

theoretical learning through the AACSB-required curriculum’s content and 

experimental learning through the attendance in business forums proved to be superior 

to traditional teaching methods which only cover ethical theory (also Weber, 2007; 

Laditka & Houck, 2006; McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006; Ferrell, 2002). The student 

thus is more likely to reach an in-depth learning outcome when he experiences business 

ethics with appropriate teaching methods than when only learning the theoretical side of 

ethics (Blewitt, 2018; Davis, 2017). Possible experimental methods which showed to be 

successful are for instance, Business School Gamification (in the USA), a Certificate 

Program in Leadership and Ethics (in the USA), Ethics Dinner (in the USA), and 
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Contextualizing Ethical Challenges (in the UK) (Davis, 2017). Turning the focus on the 

globalization process of business, Jagger et al., (2016) propose that business schools 

also could use innovative technics such as gamification to interact with each other and 

learn from each other on a global scale (Jagger et al., 2016). 

Another argument for experimental teaching methods is that they redirect the 

teaching focus towards “reasoning rather than rules” and “groups rather than 

individuals” (Sadowski, Seager, Selinger, Spierre, & Whyte, 2013, p. 1323). These 

shifts are necessary in order to confront the student with two focal questions in business 

ethics: “What are my obligations to others?”, and “What am I willing to risk in my own 

well-being to meet those obligations?” (Sadowski et al., 2013, 1329).  

 

Theoretical vs. practical knowledge transfer 

Since creating an awareness of ethical issues alone cannot guarantee an ethical right 

behavior, the teaching focus should also include moral reasoning and the application of 

ethical knowledge (Dzuranin et al, 2012; Waples, 2009). Widespread in the literature is 

the observation that university education narrowly focuses on theoretical knowledge 

transfer and business schools therefore fail to provide a holistic teaching approach 

(Cullen, 2018, Shah, 2016; Setó-Pamies & Papaoikonomou, 2016; Tello, 2013). This is 

not effective, because the overreliance on normative concepts in the business syllabi 

does not realistically portray complex real-world business situations (Kuchinke et al. 

2018; K. Holland; 2009). K. Holland (2009) underpins that business schools are 

professional schools and therefore need to put a higher emphasis on relevance in 

practice than solely on academic rigor. Otherwise the business graduate consequently 

lacks practical knowledge when entering the workplace (Holland, 2009). Therefore 

both, ethical knowledge and the competency to apply it, have to be equally developed 

during the learning process (Felton & Sims; 2005). 

Tello et al. (2013) in this context argue, that a holistic approach is necessary for 

teaching business ethics, because “ethics is as much an attitude as it is a set of skills and 

knowledge” (Piper, 1993, p. 119). Hence, the teaching focus of business ethics should 

be extended towards developing capabilities which enable the student to identify, 

analyze, judge, assess, and debate ethical questions when they arise (Lau, 2010). The 

student has to learn to identify the right path in an ethical issue and he or she needs to 

be equipped with tools and means for getting there under raising the consciousness 
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about possible conflicts of interests and the own psychological limitations (Reyes, 

2017).  

 

Behavioral biases within the decision making 

Relating to psychological limitations, Wu (2008) identified three possible pitfalls that 

are likely to bias the student: (1) moral determinism (underestimation of the problem 

due to false causality), (2) moral reductionism (treating every occurrence as a moral 

issue and not recognizing real ethical issues), and (3) panmoralism (inability to 

recognize limitations of morality and when it really applies to situations). Such 

behavioral biases are likely to lead to a violation of desired normative intentions, even 

in ostensible trivial situations (Wu, 2008). Through an inclusion of behavioral ethics 

within the ethical education, students can learn how to deal with and overcome these 

cognitive biases. The student is then likely to better understand why a person might 

have acted unethically in the specific situation and which alternative reaction could 

have been more favorable and mindful for the firm or other stakeholders involved (de 

los Reyes et al., 2017).  

In order to reach an in-depth analysis of corporate ethical issues, Wu (2008) 

recommends assisting the student to form a scientific framework. He hereby 

distinguishes the application of business on a micro level (the individual), meso level 

(the organization), and macro level (institutions) (Wu, 2008). Additional elements of 

the framework are basic morality (follow and live one’s own responsibilities), bottom-

line morality (do not causing harm), active morality (doing good deeds), and ideal 

morality (acting fraternally). Equipped with such a scientific framework and with a 

mindfulness for the entire stakeholder wheel, students are able to identify ethical 

questions in management and the relevant parties involved Wu, 2008). 

Since it is “much easier to be educated about ethics than it is to be educated in 

ethics” (Sargent, 2007, p. 4), Sargent (2007) emphasizes a need for business schools to 

further include a humanistic psychological approach into business ethics education. In 

this context he refers to the weak relationship between moral reasoning and moral 

behavior, which often leads into an intention-behavior gap, also referred to as Attitude–

Behavior–Constraint (ABC) (Sargent, 2007). The widespread ABC concept describes 

that awareness and cognitive thinking about an issue and the actual behavior in the 

specific situation are not necessarily congruent (Dzuranin et al., 2013; Carrington, 

Neville, & Whitwell, 2010; Sargent, 2007). The phenomenon is based on a mismatch 
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between the person’s perception of control (PBC) and the actual control (ABC) when 

making decisions (Sargent, 2007).  

Carrington et al. (2010) revealed that a person’s perception is likely to be further 

away from the real action when being confronted with a new situation or one in which 

the person has only few experiences. Hence, a fit between moral intention and moral 

behavior appears to be impeded, when the intended behavior is unfamiliar for the 

individual and not a part of his routine (Carrington et al., 2010). Accordingly, a 

mismatch between a student’s cognition and his or her actual behavior occurs, because 

even though students learn the normative dimension of business ethics, they often miss 

out the empirical dimension (Reyes, 2017). Only if both dimensions are given, a 

fundamental truth about what business ethics actually means can be transmitted and an 

actual behavior initiated (Reyes, 2017).  

 

Achievements of active learning  

The transfer of knowledge from the classroom to practical competence in real life 

situations belongs to one of the most challenging tasks of business ethics education 

(McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006). Active learning methods hereby proved to be 

suitable to develop both, a cognitive competence through theory and a behavioral 

competence through practical exercises (McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006).  

McWilliams & Nahavandi (2006) in this context recommend the usage of life 

cases, which proved to be an effective learning tool to bridge the gap between 

abstraction and practice. Life cases refer to a current event in a real company which 

students thoroughly examine over a certain period of time. The complex life case study 

includes an independent analysis, a presentation of the developed solution and a 

subsequently debate. Thereby, life cases bring cognitive and behavioral requirements of 

the learning process together. Furthermore, they personally engage the student, 

stimulate critical thinking, make the student accountable for the own analysis, and 

create a personal related relevance of business ethics (McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006). 

Other active learning exercises which likewise showed these effects are role-plays, 

games and supervised internships (McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006).  

Drawing further on the role of emotional engagement, Shah (2016) emphasizes 

that current ration-based teaching models only serve a logical variable and neglect to 

serve the emotional variable of learning. According to Bos & Willmott (2002), this is 

inadequate, because emotions are equally important for moral acting than cognitive 
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reasoning. Nonetheless business actors tend to subordinate emotion to reason and 

understand ‘business’ as a mere rational, profit driven discipline (Bos & Willmott; 

2002). In order to provoke an emotional engagement, Laditka & Houck (2006) 

recommend student-developed case studies. This method refers to individual 

experienced issues, which the student encountered throughout his or her life. Through 

analyzing, reflecting, evaluating, discussing, and rethinking the experienced incident, 

the student gets actively engaged into the consideration and undergoes a personal 

movement along the entire ethical challenge (Laditka & Houck, 2006). Overall, students 

showed a high interest in the usage of case studies. This higher interest further increased 

the student’s in-depth learning outcome (Laditka & Houck, 2006). Creating an 

interactive and inductive real-world learning experience is necessary to fulfill the needs 

of business ethics education (Felton & Sims, 2005). Hence, case studies proved to be an 

effective tool to drive a shift from passive to active learning, from given truth to 

experimental openness, and from apathic to emotionally invested engagement 

(Sadowski et al., 2013; Laditka & Houck, 2006; McWilliams & Nahavandi; 2006).  
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4   Research Questions and Contribution of the Study 

Building up on the findings from the literature review, our research comprises three 

main themes which address four focal research questions (see table 2). Mixed results are 

found in the literature about whether a country’s culture and economy have an influence 

on business ethics and business ethics education. The present study add to the multitude 

of perspectives on business ethics and business ethics education by providing empirical 

findings from a manager’s perspective.  

First, we address the managers’ perception about business ethics and how it is 

related to the countries’ cultural and economic state. 

 

RQ 1: How does a country’s cultural and economic state affect the managers’ 

perception of business ethics?  

 

Second, we analyze how culture and economy influence business ethics education. The 

literature revealed that the nature of business ethics does not implement an ultimate 

right or wrong and hence, business ethics tends to disconnect from cultural differences 

at a higher level within the ethical process (Tello et al., 2013; Weber, 2007; Felton & 

Sims, 2005). This characteristic of business ethics leads to the assumption that business 

ethics education, which involves all stages of the ethical process, docks on a micro 

level, which goes beyond cultural and economic differences. The vast majority of 

research about teaching business ethics comes from the ‘supply side’ of business ethics 

education, whereas the ‘demand side’ is rather underexamined (Sigurjonsson et al., 

2015; 2014). Furthermore, the literature is rare of cross-cultural comparisons, especially 

about disparities among countries form the West and East (e.g. Chan & Armstrong, 

1999, Nakano, 1997; Okleshen & Hoyt, 1996). Not investigated yet is the question 

whether a generalizability of teaching business ethics exists cross-cultural. This 

consideration is highly important, since managers today and even more those from the 

next generation act in a global workplace where geographical borders become blurred 

(Demuijnck, 2015; Lopez, Rechner, & Olson-Buchanan, 2005; Okleshen & Hoyt, 

1996). In order to close the gap in research, our second and third research questions 

address business ethics education from a ‘demand side’ and examine whether great 

cultural and economic differences lead to differences in the managers’ opinions.  

 



Cultural and Economic Influences on Managers’ Views Towards Business Ethics Education:  

A Comparative Study of Iceland and China 

 44 

RQ 2: How do managers from different cultural and economic backgrounds perceive 

business ethics education? 

 

RQ 3: Which key deficits in business ethics have current business graduates? 

 

By doing a comparison that examines whether great economic and cultural differences 

lead to different managers’ views, we are able to test the generalizability of the study’s 

findings. Our fourth research question aims to further examine whether a universal 

approach of teaching business ethics exist cross-cultural and how such an approach 

could be formed. We hereby shed light on and compare the managers’ 

recommendations about effective teaching approaches and best practice methods. 

 

 RQ 4: What recommend managers from different cultural and economic backgrounds 

to business schools in order to foster the effectiveness of business ethics education?  

 

Table 2: Overview on main themes and research questions 

Theme Research Question 

Business ethics in a 

cross-cultural context 

RQ 1: How does a country’s cultural and economic state affect the 

managers’ perception of business ethics? 

Business ethics 

education in a cross-

cultural context 

RQ 2: How do managers from different cultural and economic 

backgrounds perceive business ethics education? 

RQ 3: Which key deficits in business ethics have current business 

graduates? 

Teaching approach of 

business ethics in a 

cross-cultural context 

RQ 4: What recommend managers from different cultural and economic 

backgrounds to business schools in order to foster the effectiveness of 

business ethics education? 

  

Considering the damage and the far-reaching consequences of corporate scandals and 

crises around the world, the study at hand is important in its field and contributes to the 

current literature in manifold ways. First, by adapting a manager’s point of view on the 

topic, it is one of very few studies coming from a ‘demand side’ of business ethics 

education. Second, the study conducts a cross-cultural comparison between two 

characteristically very different countries which is rarely found in the literature.  
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Third, the study is innovative in testing whether or not a generalizability of teaching 

business ethics exists cross-cultural. Hence, we extend prior research and contribute to 

close current research gaps. The findings will provide interesting insights and 

recommendations for business schools, instructors, and companies about how business 

ethics education can be improved in order to reach a higher effectiveness. In a wider 

sense, this could not only benefit managers and business schools but also students, 

employees, the environment, and eventually society as a whole. 
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5   Research Methodology  

5.1  Research method and research design 

The applied research approach is based on the researcher’s paradigm, the corresponding 

research design and the research method used (Creswell, 2014). The present research 

employed a mixed method methodology to conduct the study. This method is relatively 

new in research and sometimes viewed with skepticism (Creswell, 2014). However, it 

has been proven that a mixed method methodology provides several advantages, 

especially when examining culture related research topics (Creswell, 2014; Bryman & 

Bell, 2011). The combination of a deductive approach (quantitative data analysis) and 

an inductive approach (qualitative data analysis) serves both aims, testing existing 

theory and discovering new theories (Creswell, 2014). Hence, it is a suitable method for 

the study at hand, because it allows to capture different elements and processes of 

culture through the usage of different research methods (Zamanou & Glaser, 1994).  

The present study is designed as a non-experimental survey research. By 

studying a representative sample of a population’s group of interest, survey research 

provides a numeric description of views, attitudes and trends of the whole social group 

(Creswell, 2014). Further, the usage of a causal-comparative research design enables to 

compare two or more groups regarding their independent variable (Creswell, 2014). For 

the present study, the applied comparative research design allows to assess whether the 

managers’ views towards business ethics and business ethics education in each sample 

are generalizable, even though cultural and economic differences exist.  

Our study starts with a broad online survey which was sent to managers in 

Iceland and in China in order to generalize the findings of the sample to the whole 

group of interest. The use of quantitative data hereby enables to explore certain aspects 

of interest on a ‘macro’ level and creates a static picture of social life (Bryman & Bell, 

2011). In a second phase, the focus turns to the usage of qualitative data. Detailed views 

and further insights from the participants are gained through open-ended questions 

which assist to better understand and explain the quantitative data (Creswell, 2014; 

Bryman & Bell, 2011). Thereby, the usage of qualitative research expands on the 

quantitative findings and allows to get access to the respondent’s perspectives on a 

‘micro’ level (Creswell, 2014). For the processing of the qualitative data, the study is 

based on a grounded theory design (Glaser & Strauss, 2009; Strauss & Corbin, 1997). 

The aim of grounded theory is to produce new explanations of the phenomena 
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investigated through the analytic process (Strauss & Corbin, 1997). Grounded in the 

participants views, the researcher hereby deduces a general theory (Strauss & Corbin, 

1997).  

 

5.2  Participants  

The empirical research was carried out by sending an online survey to executives and 

specialists conducting executive MBA programs in Iceland and China. The samples are 

drawn under usage of a matched samples technique. A matched samples technique has 

been widely applied in cross-cultural research and follows the aim to make the samples 

of each group as similar as possible in terms of their demographic characteristics 

(Vijver & Leung, 1997). With other techniques, such as random sampling, obstacles 

could arise in identifying whether a specific finding is an actual cause of cultural 

characteristics or rather related to demographic parameters (Hofstede, Hofstede, & 

Minkov, 2010). Iceland and China have been chosen to investigate the research due to 

their relatively maximal differentiability.  

To better understand the context, it is important to look what has happened in 

the two countries before. In 2008, Iceland has been hit as one of the hardest in the 

financial crisis, whereby managers’ ethical misconducts and the country’s weak 

business culture are attributed key factors to the clash (Sigurjonsson et al., 2014; 

Vaiman et al., 2011). China in contrary enjoyed a tremendous economic boom at the 

same time. Nevertheless, concerns and doubts about ethical suspect business practices 

in China arised as well (Sun, 2017). In order to understand, whether a universal 

approach of business ethics education exists, it is important to look how business ethics 

is understand in each country, and how, according to the manager’s point of view, 

business ethics education needs to be improved. A positive side benefit of Iceland as a 

research subject occurs due to the country’s small size. This gave a relatively easy 

access to top-level managers from various industries to gather the data. By making 

usage of the pool from the two largest executive programs in Iceland, the research 

covers members from listed firms as well as from many mid-size companies. In China, 

we got the access through Beijing Normal University who helped to spread out the 

survey. Thereby, we likewise gathered a grand variety among the participating 

executives from China. 
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Anonymity and confidentiality were guaranteed in order to secure a willingness to 

participate and a reliability of the answers. In total, 275 people received the 

questionnaire, 150 people in Iceland and 125 in China. From all receivers, 195 (111 in 

Iceland and 84 in China) replied. This gives a response rate of 70,91 % (74% in Iceland 

and 67,20 % in China). Because some of the background questions miss values in the 

answers, the numbers of respondents vary slightly in the quantitative analysis. By using 

a matched samples technique, similar background information about the respondents in 

both the countries have been received (see table 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 & 8). In both countries the 

distribution of gender was around the same. On average, 48 % of the participants are 

female and 52 % are male (see table 3).  

 

Table 3: Gender frequency and percentages 

Gender 
Total Iceland China 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Female  94 48  50   45 44  52 

Male 101  52  61  55 40 48 

Total 195  100 111 100 84  100 

 

The distribution of the respondent’s age is as follows: 12 % are between 20 and 29 

years old, 45 % are between 30 and 39 years old, 32 % are between 40 and 49 years old 

and 11 % are older than 50 years. In China the average age is slightly younger than in 

Iceland (see table 4).  

 

Table 4: Age frequency and percentages 

Age range 
Total Iceland China 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

20 to 29 years  22 12 2 2 20 26 

30 and 39 years  83 45 29 27 54 70 

40 and 49 years  59 32 56 52 3 4 

older than 50 years 21 11 21 19 0 0 

Total  185 100 108 100 77 100 
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The grand majority of respondents in both countries has a business educational 

background (62 %). 15 % come from engineering, 2 % from law, 4 % from natural 

science other than engineering, 11 % from other social science and 7 % from other 

educational backgrounds than those given (see table 5). 

 

Table 5: Education frequency and percentages 

Education 
Total Iceland China 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Business 119 62 57 52 62 76 

Engineering 28 15 20 18 8 10 

Law 3 2 2 2 1 1 

Natural science  8 4 7 6 1 1 

Other social science 21 11 15 14 6 7 

Other 13 7 9 8 4 5 

Total  192 100 110 100 82 100 

 

The majority of the participants, namely 42 %, classifies themselves as mid-level 

managers. 23 % of the respondents are top-managers, 29 % are specialists and 6 % 

occupy other level than those mentioned. In both countries, all occupational levels are 

represented (see table 6).  

 

Table 6: Job level frequency and percentages 

Job level 
Total Iceland China 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Mid-level manager 81 42 40 37 41 50 

Top-Level Manager 44 23 38 35 6 7 

Specialist 55 29 25 23 30 37 

Other 11 6 6 6 5 6 

Total  191 100 109 100 82 100 
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The participants in both countries come from a range of different industries, with 2 % 

from auditing, 16 % from finance, 12 % from IT, 9 % from manufacturing/fishing, 14 

% from professional services, 5 % from retail, 19 % from service and 25 % from other 

industries than those mentioned (see table 7).  

 

Table 7: Industry frequency and percentages 

Industry 
Total Iceland China 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Auditing 3 2 1 1 2 2 

Financial/Banking 30 16 23 21 7 9 

IT 22 12 11 10 11 13 

Manufacturing/Fishing 18 9 6 6 12 15 

Professional services 26 14 15 14 11 13 

Retail 9 5 7 6 2 2 

Service 36 19 17 16 19 23 

Other 47 25 29 27 18 22 

Total  191 100 109 100 82 100 

 

As seen in table 8, the grand majority of the respondents works in the countries where 

the study has been conducted. Only 8 % work in countries other than Iceland and China. 

 

Table 8: Country of the respondent’s workplace frequency and percentages 

Country 
Total Iceland China 

Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage Frequency Percentage 

Iceland 82 42 98 88 0 0 

China 98 50 0 0 82 98 

Other 15 8 13 12 2 2 

Total  195 100 109 100 84 100 

 

5.3  Procedure 

A previous questionnaire which has been developed for a study by Sigurjonsson et al. 

(2014) has been used to conduct the present research (see Appendix 1, pp. 82–84). After 

creating and pilot testing the survey questionnaire to assess length and 

unambiguousness of the content, an introductory letter including a link to the online 

questionnaire was sent to the participants of the executive MBA programs in Iceland 

and China via email. As some participants were non-Icelandic / non-Chinese, the 
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introduction letter text and the entire questionnaire were stated both, in Icelandic / 

English and Chinese / English. The reliability of the translation has been assured 

through a certified translator. The survey was open between November 2013 and 

January 2014. While the online survey was running, three reminder emails in Icelandic / 

English and Chinese / English were sent to the participants with the aim to urge the 

completion. The survey included closed and open-ended questions, whereby the open-

ended questions served a specification of the previous closed answers. At the beginning 

of the survey, six background questions were asked to gather information about the 

participant. In total, the survey contained 29 questions, of which six included sub-

questions to specify the answers. Eight questions were open-ended. The full 

questionnaire is displayed in Appendix 1. The study design and the questions have been 

developed based on the research literature and through feedback and insights from 

industry and business appliers which were gained through pilot testing the 

questionnaire.  

 

5.4  Measures  

The term “business schools” has been used in the survey introduction without referring 

to a certain program such as undergraduate, graduate or MBA programs. The survey 

was divided into three major sections: (1) general questions about business ethics, (2) 

ethics in the company of the participating manager, and (3) the business schools’ role in 

teaching business ethics. Most of the questions served a quantitative research approach 

and were measured on a five-point Likert or ten-point Likert scale. The majority of the 

questions were answered on a five-point scale. The scale ranged from 1 (highly agree), 

2 (agree), 3 (undecided), 4 (disagree) to 5 (highly disagree). For a subtler 

differentiation, questions about how participants perceive the importance of different 

business ethics teaching methods were measured on a ten-point scale. The scale ranked 

from 0 (not important at all/ does not matter at all) to 10 (extremely important). The 

Likert Scale hereby is one of the most frequently used formats to measure attitudes, and 

beliefs (Blewitt et al., 2018). Questions about recommended methods and further 

specifications were ask as open-ended questions with free-text responses.  
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Managers’ general view on business ethics in the home country 

First, the perception of business ethics in the respondent’s home country was assessed 

on a five-point Likert scale. The participants were asked to state their agreement / 

disagreement about good business ethics in their home country, about good business 

ethics in their home country compared to neighboring countries, and whether business 

ethics has improved since 2008. Furthermore, the respondents were asked to specify 

common ethical problems in their home country as free-text responses: If you believe 

business ethics in the country you work in is poor, could you please explain? 

 

Major ethical issues identified in home country 

Second, the perception of business ethics in the manager’s own firm was captured. 

Again, the respondents were asked to state their agreement / disagreement on a five-

point Likert scale towards an overall perception of good business ethics in the own 

company, about the presence of clear consequences for violating business ethics, about 

an adequately acting of the director’s board as a check of good business practice, about 

how well business ethics is embedded in the company’s strategy, and how well the firm 

demonstrates a commitment to ethics. The question about whether the respondents have 

witnessed unethical practices during the last two years was measured on a four-point 

scale reaching from “never”, “1-2 times”, “3-5 times” and “more than 5 times”. 

Additionally, one open-ended question was asked to specify the answer: Please mention 

the type of unethical business practices you have experienced. 

 

The role of business schools to teach business ethics 

Third, the participants evaluated the business school’s role to provide business ethics 

education. The participants were asked to assess on a five-point Likert scale their 

agreement / disagreement about that business schools help students to become more 

ethical conscious, that business schools are doing well to teach students in business 

ethics, that graduates enter the workplace with a strong moral framework, and that 

business schools’ graduates are more ethical conscious today than before 2008. 

Furthermore, the respondents expressed their opinion about whether employers should 

take a role to foster their employee’s good business ethics practices and whether the 

industry should stronger cooperate with business schools. The perceived importance of 

several teaching methods (studying fundamentals, training in problem solving, guest 
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lectures from and outside the industry, practical tools, critical thinking and discussions) 

was measured on a ten-point Likert scale. In order to gain further insights about the role 

of business schools, two open-ended questions were asked: How should business ethics 

be taught at business schools?; What is lacking in current business graduates in terms 

of their ability to solve ethical dilemmas?  

 

Cooperation between industry and business schools 

The last part gathered additional recommendations about how business ethics education 

and training could be improved. The answers were captured through open-ended 

questions, of which the following captured the manager’s advices: What can business 

schools do?; What can the industry do?; How can business schools assist industry 

better in order to improve business ethics?; How can business schools assist 

employees? 
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6   Data Analysis and Results 

6.1  Statistical analysis 

By reason of violation of the assumptions of normal distribution, descriptive statistics 

and non-parametric testing were applied to analyze the quantitative data. Pure 

descriptive statistics allows to map a general picture of the sample groups and their 

specific traits. Since descriptive statistics does not give information about the results’ 

reliability, inferential statistics are used in order to identify whether or not the results 

can be generalized (Bryman & Bell, 2011).  

One of the purposes of the study at hand was to determine current state and 

needs of business ethics and business ethics education perceived by Icelandic and 

Chinese managers. To realize this comparison, Mann-Whitney U tests were carried out 

in order to compare differences between the two independent groups with non-normal 

distributions of the dependent variables (Patricia & D, 2016). The Mann-Whitney U test 

is a suitable, nonparametric alternative to the independent t-test in order to overcome 

the t-test’s limitations of normal distribution (Rubin, 2009). Through the usage of 

Mann-Whitney U tests we can understand whether the perceptions towards business 

ethics and business ethics education, which were measured on an ordinal rating scale, 

differ among their cultural and economic characteristics.  

 As displayed in figure 1, the qualitative data was analyzed based on Grounded 

Theory by Glaser & Strauss (2009) via open-coding, axial coding and selective coding 

(Mertens, 2005; Strauss & Corbin, 1997). 

  

 

Figure 1: The qualitative research process (Timotius & Hamidah, 2018) 

 

Open, axial and selective coding are particularly useful for comparative studies, 

because it involves a ‘constant comparative technique’, which thoroughly examines 

the data for differences and similarities (Glaser & Strauss, 2009). In a first step, open-
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coding and axial coding relate identified categories to subcategories in order to 

capture and describe the respondent’s experience (Charmaz, 2006). In a second step, 

selective coding selects core categories and identifies a story line (Mertens, 2005). In 

all three phases, constant-comparison is the driving mechanism of grounded theory 

which leads to conceptual codes and possibly bring forth new theories (Mertens, 

2005).  

 

6.2  Results  

Status and development of business ethics in Iceland and China 

In order to draw a picture about the managers’ fundamental views toward business 

ethics in their home country, several questions were asked about to which degree the 

respondents agree to the given statements. On the one hand the questions captured the 

manager’s opinion towards ethics in general in the home country and on the other hand 

towards ethical behavior in the manager’s own employment firm. 

 

Managers’ general view on business ethics in the home country 

First, the focus is put on the Icelandic respondents, where 50 % strongly agreed or 

agreed with the statement that Icelandic firms practice good business ethics (see table 

9), while 27 % strongly disagreed or disagreed with the statement. In China, only 17 % 

strongly agreed or agreed with the statement that Chinese firms practice good business 

ethics (see table 9), while 67 % disagreed or strongly disagreed. Among both groups, no 

significant differences could be found across gender and management level (see table 9a 

and 9b). When asked about whether business ethics in the home country is good 

compared to neighboring countries, similar responses emerged between Icelandic (36 

% strongly agreed or agreed) and Chinese (29 % strongly agreed or agreed) 

respondents. Here, top-level Chinese managers were significantly more of the opinion 

than mid-level Chinese managers (see table 9b). Whereas in a previous study by 

Sigurjonsson et al. (2015), Icelandic top-managers saw ethical behavior in the Icelandic 

business culture in a more positive light, no significant differences between the 

management level in Iceland occurred in the study at hand. Regarding the statement, 

that business ethics has improved since 2008, both groups agreed with the statement 

(Icelandic respondents to 47 % and Chinese respondents even to 61 %). Finally, the 
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participants were asked, whether firms emphasize business ethics in their strategy. 

Similar patterns emerged in both countries, with 26 % strongly agreed or agreed among 

Icelandic and 29 % strongly agreed or agreed with the statement among Chinese 

respondents. Differences occurred in China depending on the management level, where 

Chinese top-level managers were significantly more of the opinion than Chinese mid-

level managers (see table 9b). 

 

Table 9: Icelandic and Chinese business culture 

  Icelandic respondents Chinese respondents 

Statement 

Strongly 

agree and 

agree  

(in %) 

Mean 

(x̅) 

Standard 

Deviation 

(s) 

Strongly 

agree and 

agree  

(in %) 

Mean 

(x̅) 

Standard 

Deviation 

(s) 

The firms in Iceland / China 

practice good business ethics. 
50 2.73 0.99 17 3.83 1.17 

Business ethics in Iceland / China 

is good compared to neighboring 

countries. 

36 2.98 0.95 29 3.28 1.24 

Business ethics in home country 

has improved since the global 

financial crisis of 2008. 

47 2.68 0.93 61 2.43 1.12 

Firms in the home country 

emphasize ethics in their strategy. 
26 3.10 0.90 29 3.35 1.38 

** Responses are measured on a five-point Likert Scale where 1 = strongly agree, and 5 = strongly disagree. Hence, 

lower numbers indicate higher agreement. 
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Table 10: Mann-Whitney U test on business ethics in Icelandic business culture 

  
U Value    Z Value     Sign  

Effect 

size (r) 

Icelandic firms practice good business ethics  
   

Gender 1158.0 -.186    .852  
Managerial level 971.5 -.928    .356  

Business ethics in Iceland is good compared to neighboring countries 
 

Gender 1159.0 -.173    .862  
Managerial level 1001.5 -.679    .497  

Business ethics in Iceland has improved since 2008 
  

Gender 1036.0 -.959    .338  
Managerial level 949.5 -.857    .392  

Icelandic firms emphasize business ethics in their strategy  
    

Gender 977.5 -1.414    .157  
Managerial level  998.0  -.469     .639   

* p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01         

 

 

Table 11: Mann-Whitney U test on business ethics in Chinese business culture 

  
U Value  Z Value  Sign  

Effect  

size (r) 

Chinese firms practice good business ethics  
   

Gender 735.5 -.186 .404  
Managerial level 161.0 -.928 .227  

Business ethics in China is good compared to neighboring countries 
 

Gender 672.5 -.173 .207  
Managerial level 115.0 -.679 .045* Top>other      -.22 

Business ethics in China has improved since 2008 
  

Gender 779.0 -.409 .638  
Managerial level 221.0 -.076 .939  

Chinese firms emphasize business ethics in their strategy  
    

Gender 666.5 -1.141 .254  
Managerial level  97.0  -2.314  .021*  Top>other -.13 

* p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01  
 

 

Major ethical issues identified in home country 

Table 10 displays the managers’ perception regarding the prevalence of ethical issues 

and how frequent these issues were seen across Iceland and China. As identified by the 

Icelandic respondents, major issues in Icelandic business culture are conflict of interests 

(Mean rank = 80.15, with 84 % strongly agreeing or agreeing), lack of accountability 

(Mean rank = 83.18, with 71 % strongly agreeing or agreeing), and cross-ownership 

(Mean rank = 84.13, with 81 % strongly agreeing or agreeing). The Chinese 
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respondents identified bribes (Mean rank = 47.66, with 89 % strongly agreeing or 

agreeing), lack of transparency (Mean rank = 63.17, with 75 % strongly agreeing or 

agreeing), and insider trading (Mean rank = 66.62, with 88 % strongly agreeing or 

agreeing) as the top three major ethical issues in Chinese business culture. As seen in 

table 10, Chinese managers were significantly more of the opinion that the stated ethical 

issues were a problem of their home country than Icelandic mangers, except regarding 

lack of accountability and cross-ownership (see table 10). 

 

Table 12: Mann-Whitney U test on major ethical issues in Icelandic and Chinese 

business culture 

 
U 

Value 

  

Z 

Value 

  

Sign 

 

  

Icelandic 

mean rank 

(N) 

Chinese 

mean rank 

(N) 

Effect 

size 

(r)  

Nepotism 2158.0 -5.465 .000*** 106.75 (97) 67.48 (80) -.41 

Bribes 539.0 -10.126 .000*** 124.44 (97) 47.66 (81) -.76 

Lack of transparency 1846.5 -6.313 .000*** 107.96 (97) 63.17 (78) -.48 

Lack of accountability 3300.5 -1.892 .059 83.18 (98) 97.24 (80) 
 

Inappropriate interference 

by politicians 

2917.5 -2.860 .004*** 97.92 (97) 76.93 (79) -.22 

Conflicts of interest 3021.5 -2.703 .007*** 80.15 (97) 99.73 (80) -.20 

Unreliability of public 

information 

2472.5 -4.199 .000*** 102.51 (97) 71.30 (79) -.32 

Cross ownership 3407.5 -1.490 .136 84.13 (97) 94.91 (80) 
 

Insider trading 2075.0  -5.818  .000***  109.33 (98)  66.62 (81)  -.44  

* p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
    

 

The analysis of the qualitative data identified key reasons explaining why business 

ethics in Iceland and China is perceived as poor by the managers (see figure 2). In both 

countries, country specific reasons depending on cultural, traditional, geographical, and 

economic characteristics along with universal problems such as predominance of 

individual interests, a strong profit driven focus, and lack of responsibility were seen as 

key factors. In Iceland, the country’s small size and relating to it, the occurrence of 

nepotism play a crucial role, whereas in China, bribery, corruption, unfair competition, 

false products, and fraud were most frequently cited. Chinese respondents further claim 

a non-existence of a clear business ethics and poor moral standards in industry and 

management in China. They also put a greater emphasis on the need for punishments 

and harsher consequences for misconducts than Icelandic managers. Missing 

supervision and a strong link between politics and business are seen as major problems 
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that hinder good business ethics in both countries. Further, both groups mentioned a 

lack of responsibility and an insufficient education about business ethics and its learning 

outcomes (see figure 2).  

 

 

Figure 2: Reasons for poor business ethics 

 

Ethical behavior in the respondent’s own employment firm 

Several ethics related questions about observations in the respondent’s own 

employment firm were asked. Previous studies have shown that respondents see 

violations of ethical behavior less when asked to focus inward to their own firm than 

when asked to assess ethical behavior violations of others (Sigurjonsson et al., 2014). In 

the present study similar results emerged, where respondents perceived business ethics 

in their own employment firm better than business ethics in general in their country 

(table 11). Participants stated that good business ethics are practiced in their firm  

(M = 2.37; s = 1.05), that clear consequences follow unethical behavior in their firm  

(M = 2.49; s = 1.25), and the firm’s board of directors adequately acts as a check of 

good business practice (M = 2.57; s = 1.19) (see table 11).   
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Table 13: Business ethics in Icelandic and Chinese manager’s own employment firm  

  All respondents 

Statement 

Strongly 

agree and 

agree  

(in %) 

Median 

(M) 

Standard 

Deviation 

(s) 

Good business ethics are practiced in my firm. 67 2.37 1.05 

Clear consequences follow unethical behavior in my firm. 55 2.49 1.25 

The firm’s board of directors adequately acts as a check of 

good business practice. 
54 

  

2.57 

  

1.19 

  

** Responses are measured on a five-point Likert Scale where 1 = strongly agree, and 5 = strongly disagree.  

Hence, lower numbers indicate higher agreement. 
 

Overall, Chinese managers were though significantly less of the opinion that good 

business ethics are practiced in their own employment company than Icelandic 

managers (U = 2741.5, p<.01, representing a small effect size r = -.29) (table 12). When 

the respondents were asked to identify major indicators that their firm has taken to 

support internal ethical behavior, different result emerged. As seen in table 12, Chinese 

respondents were significantly less of the opinion than Icelandic respondents that their 

company has incorporated business ethics into the firm’s strategy (p<.05), implemented 

a code of conduct (p<.001), hold employees accountable for their actions through 

performance appraisals (p<.001), and established employee hotlines for whistle-

blowing (p<.001). 
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Table 14: Mann-Whitney U test on business ethics issues in Icelandic and Chinese 

manager’s own employment firm 

 
U 

Value 

  

Z 

Value 

  

Sign 

 

  

Icelandic 

mean rank 

(N) 

Chinese 

mean 

rank (N) 

Effec

t size 

(r)  

Good business ethics are 

practiced in my firm. 

2741.5 

  

-3.822 

  

.000*** 

  

77.47 (98) 

  

67.48 (80) 

  

-.29 

  

There are clear consequences if 

poor ethics is practiced in my 

firm. 

3618.0 -.909 .363 92.58 (98) 47.66 (81) 
 

The firm’s board of directors 

adequately acts as a check of 

good business practices. 

3853.0 -.082 .934 89.28 (97) 63.17 (78) 
 

       

My firm demonstrates its 

commitment to ethics by… 

      

Has incorporated business into 

its strategy. 

3188.5 -2.214 .027* 96.96 (98) 80.36 (80) -.17 

Has implemented a code of 

conduct. 

2895.5 -2.899 .004*** 97.95 (98) 76.62 (79) -.22 

Holds employees accountable 

for their actions through 

performance appraisals. 

2735.5 -3.524 .000*** 100.80 (97) 74.69 (80) -.26 

Has systems in place that help 

employees with reporting if 

unethical behavior is suspected 

or witnessed 

3357.0 -1.683 .092 80.15 (97) 99.73 (80)  

Has established employee 

hotlines for whistle-blowing. 

2797.5 -3.512 .000*** 101.95 (98) 75.54 (81) -.26 

* p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 

      

 

To gain further insights about type and source of unethical business practices in the 

participants’ employment firms, the respondents were asked to specify misconducts 

which they witnessed in their own company within the last two years. Responses to the 

open-ended questions showed that managers in both countries perceive that the 

predominance of individual interests and profits along with a missing moral fundament 

in industry and management form the ground for unethical practices (see figure 3). In 

Iceland, misconducts due to personal relationships, such as nepotism, were particularly 

mentioned as severe, whereas in China the absence of moral fundaments outweighs. In 

China bribes, fraud and deception are the most cited problems. Both groups complained 

falsifying books and company’s records in favor of the firm or individual managers. 

Ethical misconducts also effect the employees in both countries, for instance in form of 
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unfair treatments, sexual offenses and the pressure to conduct unethical behavior for the 

benefit of the firm. 

   

 

Figure 3: Type and source of unethical practices witnessed in own firm 

 

The role of business schools to teach business ethics 

Almost all of the Icelandic respondents strongly agreed or agreed (97 %) with the 

statement that it is the role of business schools to help their students become more 
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the statement. Table 13 displays the different assessment among the respondents with  

U = 2270.0, p<.001. Regarding the statement about how well business schools have 

done in their role of improving student’s business ethics, Icelandic managers (p<.001) 

are significantly more critical than Chinese respondents (see table 13). Whereas 47 % of 

Chinese respondents strongly agree or agree with the statement that business students 

have strong ethical standards before entering the workplace, only 19 % of Icelandic 

respondents share that opinion. The vast majority of all respondents (95 %) strongly 

agree or agree about that it should be mandatory for business students to learn about 

business ethics at university. 
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Table 15: Mann-Whitney U tests for questions on the business school’s role to teach 

business ethics in Iceland and China 

 
U 

Value 

  

Z 

Value 

  

Sign 

 

  

Icelandic 

mean rank 

(N) 

Chinese 

mean rank 

(N) 

Effect 

size 

(r) 

It is a role of business schools 

to help their students become 

more ethically conscious. 

2270.0 

 

  

-4.866 

 

  

.000*** 

  

72.15 (96) 

  

106.40 (78) 

  

-.36 

  

The business schools have done 

well in their role of improving 

student’s business ethics. 

2396.5 -4.390 .000*** 102.54 (96) 70.34 (79) -.33 

Business students have strong 

ethical standards before 

entering the workplace. 

2795.0 -2.934 .003** 96.68 (77) 75.30 (77) -.22 

Business graduates are more 

ethically responsible now than 

before 2008. 

3151.0 -2.046 .041* 94.68 (96) 75.89 (79) -.15 

Employer’s role should be to 

strengthen and foster 

employees’ good business 

ethics. 

3547.0 -.516 .606 88.55 (96) 85.06 (77)  

It should be mandatory for 

business students to learn about 

business ethics at university.  

3478.0 -.941 .347 90.27 (96) 84.09 (78)  

* p<.10, **p<.05, ***p<.01 
      

 

Lastly, the managers’ views about how business ethics should be taught at business 

schools were captured (see figure 4). Therefore, the respondents were asked to rank 

several approaches from 1 = not important to 10 = most important. As seen in figure 4, 

Icelandic respondents ranked all approaches with a high importance, with guest lectures 

(M = 8.6), helping students to recognize, clarify, speak and act (M = 8.6), providing 

students practical tools (M = 8.4) and raising ethical issues (M = 8.5) on the top. 

Chinese respondents likewise asses providing students practical tools (M = 7.9) helping 

students to recognize, clarify, speak and act (M = 7.8) and raising ethical issues (M = 

7.7) as highly important. Other than among Icelandic managers, including guest lectures 

were less emphasized by Chinese respondents. Due to missing values, no results 

appeared for “training in problem solving” among Chinese responses. Therefore this 

outlier can be neglected in the discussion. 
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** Note 10-point Likert Scale where 1 = not important, and 10 = most important. Hence, higher numbers indicate 

higher importance. 

Figure 4: Teaching approaches of business ethics at business schools 

 

The qualitative data gives further explanation why managers have the opinion, that 

business schools fail to sufficiently prepare graduates for the workplace. The managers 

therefore were asked to specify graduates’ deficits to solve ethical dilemmas (see figure 

5). Both nations equally perceive missing practical knowledge and experience about 

business ethics as main deficits of graduates. Furthermore, both manager groups state 

that today’s graduates lack a solid moral framework, whereas Chinese managers place a 

higher emphasis on this observation than Icelandic managers. Insufficient awareness of 

ethical issues and the lacking ability for critical thinking and ethical judgement were 

mentioned among both groups. Further, theoretical knowledge about legal frameworks, 

the courage to act against unethical standards as well as a balance of interests are seen 

as severe deficits. The emphasis on theoretical knowledge clearly stays behind the 

importance of deficits in practical knowledge in both countries (see figure 5).  
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Figure 5: Main deficits in graduates to solve ethical dilemmas 

 

Cooperation between industry and business schools 

Managers from both countries put a high emphasis on active learning methods to 

transfer practical knowledge (see figure 6). Case studies in particular are a favorable 
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inclusion of international comparisons with a higher importance than Icelandic 

managers (see figure 6).  
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Figure 6: Teaching approaches for business schools 
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dilemmas arise. In Iceland, the need to foster ethical standards is not mentioned as a top 

priority and stands behind creating an ethical practice. Interesting is, that Icelandic 

managers recommend rewarding for ethical behavior, whereas managers from China 

focus on harsher punishments for unethical behavior. For instance, Icelandic managers 

mentioned “awards for good ethical practices” as a possibility (Appendix 2, Icelandic 

survey, p. 93). 

Both countries express the need for open communication and discussions, 

regular reflection on business ethics, and continuous training of managers and 

employees at all stages. Furthermore, a solid moral framework in students has to be 

established, including their social responsibility and courage to resist unethical 

temptations and act against ethical misconducts. This need is much stronger expressed 

from Chinese respondents (see figure 7). 

 

  

Figure 7: Advices for business schools to enhance the business ethics education 
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method among both groups to realize the cooperation (see figure 8). Icelandic managers 

in this context suggest “cases with good and bad examples” to “underpin good 

outcomes of business ethics” (Appendix 2, Icelandic survey, p. 93).  

Chinese managers see supervision, strengthening of ethical standards, 

developing code of conducts, and fostering the legal background as most important 

needs (see figure 8). Open communication, public discussions, fostering moral 

standards in the industry and enhancing the overall relevance of business ethics are 

cited among both groups. Moreover, companies should have the opportunity to consult 

business schools when ethical issues occur. Both managers’ groups call for providing a 

“non-punitive way for employees to avoid or to handle unethical situations” in form of 

whistleblower hotlines (Appendix 2, Icelandic survey, p. 93).   

 

Figure 8: Advices for the industry to improve business ethics 
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relevant education is important to present “the soft and hard benefits of implementing 

business ethics in both, short-term and long-term” (Appendix 2, Icelandic survey, p. 

95). By demonstrating the benefits of good business ethics, “selling the idea to 

managers is then much easier” (Appendix 2, Icelandic survey, p. 95). Furthermore, 

Icelandic managers propose specific CxO-level courses and programs about business 

ethics.  

For Chinese managers, developing guidelines and regulatory mechanisms as 

well as establishing moral frameworks in management and industry are most important. 

A solid moral framework in management is crucial, since “managers should first apply 

business ethics to themselves, rather than just requiring employees to do it“ (Appendix 

2, Chinese survey, p. 95). According to Chinese managers, business schools should also 

assist implementing these standards and imbedding them into the company’s strategy. 

One manager cited to “improve the employees’ business ethics reward and punishment 

mechanism” in order to enhance supervision (Appendix 2, Chinese survey, p. 95). 

Both groups recommend increasing the number of publications about business 

ethics in form of articles in manager magazines and academic books. 

 

 

Figure 9: Advices for business schools to assist managers 
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7   Discussions 

Research background 

The purpose of the study was to test the generalizability of business ethics and business 

ethics education in a cross-cultural comparison in order to examine whether or not a 

universal teaching approach of business ethics exist among different countries. First, the 

two countries of choice, namely Iceland and China, were compared. Second, a 

thoroughly literature review was made to scrutinize recent opinions and theories about 

business ethics and business ethics education. For the present study it is important to 

bear the countries’ different backgrounds in mind. Whereas Iceland was one of the 

countries that was worst affected by the financial crisis of 2008, China enjoyed a 

tremendous economic boom at the same time. A weak business culture, low diversity, 

tight-knitted personal networks, intimate managerial relation- and ownership, lack of 

supervision, as well as a severe interference of the state into business affairs provoked 

the crises in Iceland (Vaiman et al., 2011). China in contrary is much more diverse and 

holds a strong global economic power. But nevertheless, a particularly strong nexus 

between state and business exists likewise in China (Sun, 2017).  

Our research has looked at and compared how managers in both countries, post-

crisis and during economic boom, view the importance of business ethics and where 

ethical education and training should come from. This comparison allowed us to test the 

generalizability of business ethics and business ethics education among both countries. 

Here, the study at hand is the first, which investigates and compares a manager’s 

viewpoint of how and where business ethics should be taught. By adapting a manger’s 

perspective, the study provides a complementary to traditional research which mainly 

comes from the ‘supply side’ of business ethics (Sigurjonsson et al., 2014; Sigurjonsson 

et al., 2015). Consequently, the study offered a comprehensive view on business ethics 

and business ethics education and provides novel insights. 

 

Managers’ general view on business ethics  

Other than seen in the literature by Dyck et al. (2011) who state that the business 

environment has only little interest and belief in ethics education and its practicality, our 

survey showed that Icelandic and Chinese managers critically reflect on business ethics 

and business ethics education and do belief in the benefits of an effective business 

ethics teaching to create a more ethical workplace in the future.  
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Interestingly, Chinese top-level managers perceived ethical behavior in the own 

country compared to neighboring countries and the embedding of business ethics in the 

company’s strategy as more positive than Chinese respondents with another 

management level. One explanation could be the greater practical experience of Chinese 

top-level managers. As emerged from the literature, practical experience is an effective 

element within the ethical development of students and professionals (Rodríguez, 2017; 

Yazıcı & Sınıksaran, 2012; and Laditka & Houck, 2006). A lower level of experience 

thus could have led to stronger behavioral bias such as moral reductionism, whereby 

individuals tend to treat every occurrence as a moral issue and do not recognize real 

ethical dilemmas (Wu, 2008). Chinese top-level managers with more experience might 

have gained more insights about business practices in China and its neighboring 

countries and thereby might be more aware of the limits of practice. In Iceland no 

significant differences between the management level occurred. Perhaps because 

participating Icelandic managers were on average older than participating Chinese 

managers and hence might look back at more practical experience.  

Overall, the findings show that Chinese managers reflect on their own values 

and are able to evaluate themselves in terms of ethical business practices. This result 

contributes to close the identified gap in research by von Weltzien Hoivik (2007), who 

examined whether China is prepared for the development towards a modern market 

economy and the Chinese dream of a harmonious society.  

 

Cultural and economic influences on the manager’s view on business ethics  

Our first research question addressed whether the call for business ethics can be seen as 

a phenomenon which solely occurs in times of scandals and crises and whether the 

awareness of business ethics is related of the country’s cultural and economic state. 

Interestingly, Chinese managers saw good business ethics in the own country and own 

employment firm worse than Icelandic managers. This finding can be related to Boddy 

(2011) and K. Holland (2009) who demonstrated that managers become less risk-averse 

and more profit-focused during economic booms. Greed, avarice, disregard, 

ruthlessness and selfishness at the top management of organizations hereby bolster 

ethical misconducts and the creation of ‘corporate psychopaths’ in organizations 

(Boddy, 2011). Hence, ethical considerations might suffer more in economic booming 

economies, such as China, than in economies which recently recovered from a heavy 

crisis, such as Iceland. Accordingly, one could assume, that the call for business ethics 
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is even stronger during economic booming periods than post-crises. Another conclusion 

could be that since the establishment of a ‘Chinese business ethics’ still remains an 

ongoing challenge (Lu, 2009; Ip, 2009), the need for business ethics in China dock at an 

earlier stage and thus is stronger and more comprehensive than in Iceland.   

Overall, Icelandic and Chinese managers perceive that business ethics has 

improved since 2008, whereas Chinese managers were even more of the opinion. A 

positive development over ten years also occurred by Nakano (1997) between the 

eighties and nineties. New social expectations for the role of businesses and its actors 

in society, improvements in the manager’s professionalism and education, and an 

increase in awareness were stated as influencing parameters which improved 

business ethics back then (Nakano; 1997). As seen in the literature, business ethics 

significantly gained attention and knowledge in academic research, within the 

corporate field, and in public discussions over the last 20 years (Wymer & Rundle-

Thiele, 2017; D. Holland & Albrecht, 2013, Waples et al., 2009; Dobson, 2004). The 

increasing awareness, higher relevance and public reflection on business ethics could 

be one explanation for the perceived improvement since 2008 in Iceland and China. 

Considering that the interest in business ethics in China reached a milestone in ethical 

research publications between 2009 and 2015 (Yin & Quazi, 2018), it does not surprise 

that Chinese managers perceived the improvement after 2008 bigger than Icelandic 

managers.  

 

Perceived major ethical issues 

When comparing perceived major ethical issues in the countries’ business cultures, 

Icelandic managers identified conflict of interests, lack of accountability and cross-

ownership as most severe issues, whereas Chinese managers referred to bribes, lack of 

transparency and insider trading. This divergence goes in line with Pitta et al. (1999) 

who showed that different cultures embrace different rules and different ethical key 

issues. Responses from the open-ended questions gave further explanations about the 

type and source of unethical behavior in the country’s own business culture. Hereby, 

universal and specific variables were mentioned among both groups. For instance, 

Icelandic and Chinese managers claimed the strong link between business and politics 

as an obstacle for good business ethics in the own business culture. As demonstrated in 

the countries’ profiles, this interference of politics into business is a common problem 
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in both countries. The findings resemble those from Rausch et al. (2014), Dunn (2006) 

and Nakano (1997), who delineated that a country’s cultural context influences ethical 

processes at an early, overall stage, such as the sensitivity to ethical norms and values, 

the awareness of ethical issues, identified sources for unethical behavior, and the 

specific type of ethical misconducts.  

Chan & Armstrong (1999) further demonstrated that cultural differences 

influence the importance and frequency of occurring ethical issues. This is also seen in 

the present study. Iceland’s small size and low population number spawn nepotism and 

cross ownership as most frequent occurring ethical misconducts (also Vaiman et al., 

2011). Chinese respondents stated bribery and corruption as ethical misconducts in the 

own country with the highest frequency. These specific ethical misconducts in China 

could be linked to the high importance and power of guanxi which induces that the ‘rule 

of man’ outweighs the ‘rule of law’ and thereby acts as an alternative operating 

mechanism which facilitates corruption (Li, 2011; Pitta et al., 1999). The high 

importance and strong power of the Chinese guanxi could also explain, why Chinese 

managers were significantly more the opinion than Icelandic mangers that almost all of 

the stated ethical issues were a problem of their home country. 

Despite cultural differences and their different influences, the literature has 

shown that fundamental universal values are widely held across various cultures (Clarke 

& Aram, 1997). This aspect explains that both managers’ groups not only identified 

country related issues but also universal ethical issues as key problems, such as the 

predominance of shareholder’s interests. According to Sargent (2007), a greater self-

interest automatically runs counter against shared interests and is inherent in the 

human’s nature. Thus, all human beings, regardless their culture, face trade-offs 

between serving the self-interest by merely striving to make profit or serving common 

interests by acting in an ethical manner (Sargent, 2007). Here it becomes evident, that 

business ethics touches humans on a micro level beyond cultural and economic 

backgrounds. This is also seen by Asgary & Mitschow (2002), who delineate that in an 

international business context a ‘home country’ culture tends to get replaced by a ‘home 

company’ culture, which is detached from the country’s cultural influences and shaped 

by the individuls within the company.  
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The manager’s view on business ethics education 

In line with the literature (e.g. Rausch et al.,2014; Boddy, 2011; K. Holland, 2009; 

Dunn, 2006; Chan & Armstrong, 1999; Nakano, 1997), our study confirmed that a 

country’s culture and economy have an influence on perceived major ethical issues, on 

identified sources for unethical behavior, and on the importance and frequency for 

ethical misconducts. Not investigated yet in the literature is whether a country’s cultural 

and economic state also influence the view on ethical education and the teaching 

approach of business ethics in different countries. Various scholars demonstrated that 

cultural influences on business ethics can be neglected at higher stages within ethical 

processes (Rausch et al., 2014; Dunn, 2006; Nakano, 1997). In this context one can 

conclude, that business ethics education docks at higher stages, since it encompasses the 

entire ethical development and ethical considerations at all levels.  

The study at hand shows that there is clear call for ethical education in business 

schools from both sides, Icelandic and Chinese managers. Both groups of managers see 

it as mandatory for business students to be taught about business ethics at university. 

Notable is, that Chinese managers hereby saw it less the business school’s role to 

educate students than Icelandic managers. An explanation for the lower attributed 

responsibility could be that the moral question in China typically is seen as an 

individual problem rather than linked to aspects of corporations and institutions (Wu, 

2008). However, the business schools’ role in teaching ethics and their success of 

effectively delivering ethical training to business students is universally put into 

question by Icelandic and Chinese managers. The managers’ arguments match with the 

debate in literature about the questionable effectiveness of current business ethics 

education and how an in-depth learning outcome for students and professionals could be 

achieved instead (Fort, 2018; Medeiros, 2017; Todd et al., 2017; Wang & Calvano, 

2015; Tello et al., 2013; Dzuranin 2012; Waples, 2009; McWilliams & Nahavandi, 

2006).  

 

Approaches and methods to teach business ethics 

To understand whether the approach of teaching business ethics follows the same needs 

in different cultures, we looked at ethical deficits of today’s graduates in both countries. 

Icelandic and Chinese managers equally found current business graduates lacking 

practical knowledge, experience, awareness of ethical issues, ability for critical 

thinking, ethical judgement, balance of different interests, courage to act against 
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unethical standards, and a solid moral framework in their mindset. As stated by Dobson 

(2004), the excellence of a ‘good manager’ should not solely be measured in material 

terms but also in his or her moral and economic excellence. He hereby focuses on 

similar ‘virtues of character’ as those which emerged in our study from the managers’ 

responses, such as courage, fairness, honesty and prudence. Dahlsgaard et al. (2005) 

further defines courage, justice, humanity and modesty as important virtual intersections 

between cultures. Thus, it does not surprise that both cultures in our study emphasize 

these particular values as essential traits for ‘good managers’ to act in an ethically 

responsible manner. Furthermore, Okleshen & Hoyt (1996) found no significant 

differences in ethical perception between students from different countries under the 

condition that both groups had experienced ethical training. His findings draw the 

conclusion that educational experience in an ethics course creates homogeneity among 

countries and benefits a cross-cultural comprehension and agreement about ethical 

values (Okleshen & Hoyt, 1996).  

Bearing that in mind, the generalizability of our study’s findings on business 

ethics education can draw the conclusion that a universal teaching approach in business 

ethics exists cross-cultural. Identified key pillars of such an approach are among others 

transmitting practical knowledge, providing practical tools, practicing reflection and 

moral judgement, raising ethical issues, and assisting students to experience business 

ethics. In particular, Icelandic and Chinese managers feel that a higher practical 

coverage of business ethics in business schools is needed to overcome actual teaching 

deficits. The managers’ proposals go in line with current literature, where scholars 

likewise focus on providing practical training through active learning methods in order 

to learn how to apply cognitive ethical knowledge, how to analyze and solve real ethical 

issues which mangers face in the workplace, and in order to raise the ethical experience 

of students (Kuchinke, 2018; Dzuranin et al, 2012; Waples, 2009; Holland, 2009; 

McWilliams & Nahavandi, 2006; Felton & Sims, 2005).  

Noteworthy is, that Icelandic and Chines managers equally express a need and 

explicit desire for a closer cooperation between companies and business schools in 

order to improve business ethics education at university and to foster good business 

ethics in organizations and industry. In reference to Bronfenbrenner’s model, also 

Schweigert (2016) recognizes a great potential in the cooperation between business 

schools and companies, since the student gets the opportunity to test and experience the 

learned theory with help of professional real-world examples.  
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Icelandic and Chinese managers hereby particularly accentuate the usage of case 

studies which benefits both, the student’s ethical development and the company’s actual 

implementation of business ethics. A rich body of literature about active learning 

methods which are suitable to improve the student’s ethical awareness, ability of 

reflection, moral reasoning, and ethical decision-making has already been produced 

(Erdener, 2018; Shawver & Miller; 2017; Sadowski et al., 2013; Laditka & Houck, 

2006; McWilliams & Nahavandi; 2006; Felton & Sims, 2005; Ferrell, 2002). Here it has 

been proven, that case studies are an effective teaching tool to create an interactive real-

world learning experience (Laditka & Houck, 2006; McWilliams & Nahavandi; 2006; 

Felton & Sims, 2005). Given the openness of managers to share real business cases and 

provide them for teaching purposes, case studies appear as a promising learning tool. 

Interestingly, Icelandic and Chinese managers not only focus on the student’s 

ethical education but also express an interest and desire in training and re-training 

managers, executives and employees. Whereas Icelandic managers proposed ethics 

related programs and academic courses at business schools for CxO-levels, Chinese 

respondents mentioned workshops and seminars for managers and employees. Notable 

is, that Chinese managers mentioned bringing guest lectures to class much less frequent 

than Icelandic managers. Referring to findings from the literature about collectivistic 

cultures, the restraint from Chinese managers could be due to the fact that collectivistic 

cultures follow a relationship-oriented approach. Collectivistic views hereby focus on 

the whole collective and less on individuals within the group, such as the individual 

manager in the corporation (Scharrer et al.; 2018). This could explain, why providing 

guest lectures is stronger emphasized by Icelandic managers than by Chinese managers, 

whereas the usage of case studies is equally favored among both groups. While guest 

lectures put the individual manager in the focus of attention, case studies rather relate to 

the entire company and hence, focus on the entire collective. Further, the literature 

revealed, that academics and research in China tends to narrowly focus on CSR when 

talking about business ethics education (Yin & Quazi, 2018). In CSR, considerations, 

responsibility and accountability of ethical business practices rather touches the firm 

than the individual (Zingales, 2016). Chinese managers thus might link the task to 

ensure good business ethics less to the individual manager him- or herself, but more to 

the entire corporation. This assumption also links to responses to the open-ended 

questions about advices for industry and for business schools to assist managers. 

Hereby, Chinese managers focused significantly more than Icelandic managers on 
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developing guidelines and regulatory mechanisms, on establishing moral frameworks in 

management, and on strengthen the development of codes of conduct and legal 

fundamentals. One could ask here, whether Chinese managers consider the organization 

as a whole rather than the individual manager as a pivotal authority to drive change 

towards improving business ethics? 

Additionally, the question arises, whether collectivistic cultures might need 

stronger codes of conduct. As seen by Scharrer et al. (2018) this could be the case for 

Chinese corporations, since due to a lower rule-orientation and a higher dependence on 

social influences among collectivistic cultures, Asians tend to show a lower code 

compliance than Western ethnicities who embrace individualistic cultures. Furthermore, 

codes of conduct are a fairly new concept in contemporary China and the power of 

guanxi still outweighs legal rules and individual beliefs (Scharrer et al., 2018). Hence, it 

is plausible, that the development and establishment of legal frameworks and code of 

conducts currently seems to be more needed in China than in Iceland. These specific 

requirements might change over time as code of conducts and legal frameworks gets 

fostered in China. 

As Medeiros (2017) puts it, there is no ‘one-size-fits all’ solution for ethics 

instruction. The ideal combination of theoretical education and professional training 

always depends on the background and specific requirements of the audience. 

Nevertheless, the approach of teaching business ethics and recommended methods 

proved to be universally understood across Icelandic, Chinese, and perhaps also other 

cultures. 
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8   Practical Recommendations  

In the following, recommendations about how to reform the approach of teaching 

business ethics in Iceland, China and perhaps universally elsewhere in the world are 

presented. The most significant suggestion is that business schools, industry and 

companies should work closer together and thereby support and benefit each other. 

Through active learning methods via case studies, guest lectures, open discussions, 

internships and in-company projects, students get the opportunity to experience 

business ethics and reach an in-depth learning experience. At the same time, companies 

benefit from the corporation too, because they inevitable need to reflect on and confront 

themselves with ethical considerations in the company. Through the cooperation, 

companies thus can avail supervision and professional recommendations about how to 

deal with real ethical issues. Organizations further could benefit from specific academic 

programs for CxO-levels and periodical ethical workshops on current ethical issues for 

all company’s members. Henceforth, business ethics education should not terminate 

with the student’s graduation from business school but reach a career long learning 

horizon. In the same manner, doing business needs to be seen in a long-term perspective 

rather than narrowly focus on immediate profits. Therefore it is recommended to 

present and teach managers long-term benefits of business ethics based on numbers and 

tangible examples.  

Managers further recommend encouraging students and employees to feel 

responsible and have the courage to report unethical behavior which they witnessed in 

their firm. This also requires the establishment of whistleblower hotlines that allow 

employees to communicate confidentially with the compliance team without fearing 

negative consequences. In order to supervise ethical behavior in companies, managers 

recommend both, punishing poor business ethics and rewarding good business ethics. 

One idea for instance is to annually confer awards to managers for good ethical 

practices in business. 

Further, publications, open discussions and public events are recommended to 

enhance the reputation and acknowledgement of business ethics in academics and 

industry. Thereby, the access to the topic could also be broaden up to a wider audience. 

Emerging from the responses, these publications and events need to fit to the specific 

target group. Articles in manager magazines for instance are recommended formats for 

managers and executives, whereas audio books or TED Talks might be suitable 

distribution channels for employees.  
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9   Limitation of the Study  

It is important to note, that the study has some limitations. As the total sample size of 

195 participants was spread on two countries, the sample size for each country was 

rather small. Although the samples used were sufficient for the study’s purpose, the 

generalizability of a study is always constrained by the sample’s nature. Hence, even 

though statistically adequate results were gained, a larger sample size would have 

generated more informative results. 

Another limitation of this study is, that the selection of participating managers 

only includes executives and specialists who are currently conducting executive MBA 

programs in Iceland and China. Thus, the responses could have been biased, because the 

participants might be more aware of and better educated about ethics through the 

executive MBA program than managers in the same country who did not conduct such 

programs.  

Even though taking a manager’s point of view on the topic brought forth some 

achievements and novelty for the research, managers can neither as an individual nor as 

a group be seen as an ultimate opinion leader and authority to reflect on business ethics 

and business ethics education. As shown in this study, practicing and teaching business 

and business ethics include many different stakeholders whose perception and opinion 

on the themes are equally interesting to gauge in order to draw a comprehensive 

conclusion. 

Lastly, cross-cultural research always is a complex endeavor which implies that 

further research is needed in order to clearly identify the conceptual meaning of the 

constructs. It also should be heeded, that ethical levels and ethical awareness are not 

objectively measurable and thus difficult to compare among individuals and countries. 

Thus, the lack of indicators to measure levels of business ethics occurs as an additional 

obstacle in the comparison.  
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10  Conclusion and Outlook 

Our attempt in this research was to shed light on how managers from different cultural 

and economic backgrounds look at business ethics and business ethics education and 

whether the findings support generalizability of the research. Further, it was the aim to 

examine whether or not a universal approach to teach business ethics exists cross-

cultural. In order to find answers, three key themes were identified, and four belonging 

main research questions were generated. The themes addressed business ethics in a 

cross-cultural context, business ethics education in a cross-cultural context, and the 

teaching approach of business ethics in a cross-cultural context.  

Throughout the quantitative and qualitative analysis, the study could show that 

managers from different countries look at business ethics and business ethics education 

in a similar way. The study was able to demonstrate, that the call for business ethics is 

not only a phenomenon which arises in times of crises but is also highly relevant in 

economic booming countries. Hereby, Chinese respondents even looked more critically 

on business ethics than their Icelandic counterparts. Hence, it can be assumed that 

economic booming periods require a higher prudence towards good business ethics.  

As seen in the literature, culture had an impact on the perception of business 

ethics. Accordingly, both nations identified different major ethical issues in their home 

country which showed to be rather country specific problems, such as nepotism in 

Iceland and bribes in China. Nevertheless, universal ethical issues, as for instance the 

predominance of shareholder’s interests, are likewise identified as severe problems 

among both groups. 

Regarding the question how managers look at business ethics education in their 

country, the study’s findings support generalizability of the research. Both groups 

identified similar deficits in the ethical mindset of current business graduates. To 

overcome these deficits, managers claim that current teaching of business ethics must 

be closer to practice and thereby more relevant for what is really needed in the 

workplace. Icelandic and Chinese managers seek a higher practical coverage on the 

subject of business ethics in order to bridge the gap between academics and industry. As 

the best method of choice, managers recommend the usage of case studies and open 

discussions to strengthen and foster the student’s ethical development. Additionally, 

Icelandic managers propose guest lectures as an effective learning tool. Interestingly, 

both groups showed a willingness and an explicit desire to cooperate with business 
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schools in order to improve business ethics education of students in the classroom as 

well as to constantly train and re-train professionals in the workplace.  

The study contributes to research in the area of business ethics and business 

ethics education as it was able to identify a universal teaching approach of business 

ethics across cultures, even though culture showed to have an influence on type and 

source of ethical issues in the specific country. Further comparative research could 

usefully examine whether managers from other countries share the same approach and 

have similar views towards business ethics and business ethics education. Studies in 

countries with other cultural and economic characteristics than those in this research, for 

instance India, Russia or Greece, could be helpful to confirm the generalizability of the 

study’s results. To validate the findings and to reach a thorough understanding of the 

topic and its development, a longitudinal study approach which researches events over 

time could be additionally useful. 

Finally, a research about whether business schools are open to cooperate with 

companies and industry could build upon the findings and lay the foundation to start 

thinking about how such a cooperation could be arranged. Including case studies, 

inviting guest lecturers, embedding supervised internships in the curriculum, developing 

ethical courses on CxO-levels, providing workshops for managers and employees, and 

offering ethical consulting might only be some of much more possibilities for an 

effective, fruitful cooperation. 
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Appendix 1 

Icelandic/Chinese Questionnaire 

 
I.    General questions about business ethics in own country  

 

1. The firms practice good business ethics.  

2. Business ethics in the country I work is good compared to neighboring countries.  

3. Business ethics in the country I work has improved since the financial crisis of 2008.  

4. Firms in the country I work emphasize business ethics in their strategy. 

5. To what extent do you believe the following are common problems in the country you 

work?  

 

a. Nepotism 

b.  Bribes 

c.  Lack of transparency 

d.  Lack of accountability 

e.  Inappropriate interference by politicians  

f. Conflicts of interest 

g. Unreliability of public information  

h. Cross-ownership 

i. Insider trading  

6. If you believe business ethics in the country you work at is poor, could you please explain?  

 

II.    Business Ethics in own employment firm  

7. Good business ethics are practiced in my firm.  

8. There are clear consequences if poor ethics are practiced in my firm.  

9. The firm’s board of directors adequately acts as a check of good business practice. 

10. My firm demonstrates its commitment to ethics by:  

a.  Has incorporated business ethics into its strategy  

b.  Has implemented a code of conduct  

c.  Holds employees accountable for their actions through performance appraisals  

d.  Has systems in place that help employees with reporting if unethical behavior is 

suspected or witnessed  

e.  Has established employee hotlines for whistle-blowing  

 

11.  During the past 2 years I have witnessed unethical business practices in our firm: 

i. Never 

ii.  1–2 times 

iii.  3–5 times 

iv. More than 5 times  
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11b:  If your answer to last question was positive, please mention the type of unethical 

business practices you have experienced 

III.  The role of business schools teaching business ethics.  

12.  It is a role of business schools to help their students become more ethically conscious.  

13. The business schools have done well in their role of improving students’ business 

ethics.  

14. Business students have strong ethical standards before entering the workforce.  

15. Business graduates are more ethically responsible now than before 2008.  

16. Employers’ role should be to strengthen and foster employees’ good business ethics.  

17. It should be mandatory for business students to learn about business ethics at university.  

18. How should business ethics be taught at business schools? Please rate the following 

methods)  

a.  Study fundamentals of business ethics  

b.  Training in problem solving  

c.  Guest lecturers (managers) that have dealt with ethical dilemmas  

d.  A broad range of guests’ lecturers, such as politicians, philosophers, lawyers, 

medical doctors, etc.  

e. Provide practical ‘‘tools’’ on how to analyze and solve ethical dilemmas  

f.  Help students learn to recognize, clarify, speak and act on their values when 

ethical conflicts arise  

g. Train students in how to respond and to raise ethical issues in an effective 

manner (e.g., what he/she needs to do and say in order to be heard)  

h. Other methods—answer in text box below  

 

19.  Please mention one item you believe is the most important in question 18: (only one 

choice, a–h)  

20. What is lacking in current business graduates in terms of their ability to solve ethical 

dilemmas?  

21.  I believe a stronger cooperation between industry and the business schools necessary to 

improve business ethics 

22. How can such increased cooperation be implemented? 

a. What can the business schools do?  

 b. What can industry do?  

23. How can business schools assist industry better in order to improve business ethics? 

a. Assist managers?  

b. Assist employees?  
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Background questions  

 

1. What is your gender?  

 

a.  Male  

b.  Female  

 

2. How old are you? ___  

 

3. What is your education?  

 

a.  Business  

b.  Law  

c.  Engineering  

d.  Natural science other than engineering  

e.  Other social sciences  

f.  Other  

 

4. What is your occupation?  

 

a.  Top-level manager  

b.  Mid-level manager  

c.  Specialist  

d.  Other  

 

5. In what industry is your employer?  

 

a.  Financial/Banking  

b.  Auditing 

c.  Professional services d. Retail 

e.  Manufacturing/Fishing  

f.  IT 

g.  Service  

 

6. In which country to you work? 

  

 a. Iceland 

 b. China 

 c.  Other 
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Appendix 2 

Question 6: Open Coding 
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Question 6: Axial and Selective Coding 

 

 

 

Question 6: Frequency in % 
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Question 11b: Open Coding 

 

Question 11b: Axial and Selective Coding 

 

Question 11b: Frequency in % 
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Question 18h: Open Coding 
 

 
 

Question 18h: Axial and Selective Coding 

 
 

 
 

Question 18h: Frequency in % 

 

 



Cultural and Economic Influences on Managers’ Views Towards Business Ethics Education:  

A Comparative Study of Iceland and China 

 89 

Question 20: Open Coding 
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Question 20: Axial and Selective Coding 

 

 

 

Question 20: Frequency in % 
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Question 22a: Open Coding 
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Question 22a: Axial and Selective Coding 

 

 

 

Question 22a: Frequency in % 
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Question 22b: Open Coding 
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Question 22b: Axial and Selective Coding 

 

 

 

Question 22b: Frequency in % 
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Question 23a: Open Coding 
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Question 23a: Axial and Selective Coding 

 

 

 

Question 23a: Frequency in % 
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