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Abstract 
 

This paper shows the results of an ethics survey undertaken by final year business and 
marketing students at Macquarie University in Sydney to identify each student’s ethical 
ideology and to ask them to evaluate the ethical nature of five scenarios in order to monitor 
the impact of changes in the ethical content of business and marketing courses and to 
recommend further changes if necessary. Over eighty percent of students were identified as 
high on Idealism as defined in Forsyth’s Taxonomy of Ethical Ideologies. This suggests that 
these students believe that good outcomes can be achieved by appropriate ethical behaviour.  
Comparisons with the previous surveys suggest that the current emphasis on ethical issues in 
the marketing and business curriculum is encouraging students to identify and address ethical 
issues in likely business situations. 
 
 

Introduction 
 
The ability to properly address ethical issues is a crucial skill for marketing graduates.  This 
paper identifies the predominant ethical ideologies among a sample of potential graduates and 
tests how they ethically evaluate a small sample of familiar scenarios.  Results from this 
year’s survey are compared to those from similar surveys in 2005 and 2006 to monitor the 
impact of changes in the ethical content of recent marketing courses and to suggest further 
changes that might be necessary.   
 
Pressure on managers to take responsibility for the impact of their decisions in the wider 
community is increasing.  The 1963 Marlowe Declaration (Francis, 1994, pp. 165-167) that 
businesses have responsibilities to parties outside the most immediate stakeholders. More 
recently, Lantos (2001) discusses a “social contract” between the business and society 
whereby they become equal partners with mutual rights and responsibilities, and the 
community is watching how businesses respond to climate change. In spite of this increasing 
pressure, McCabe et al (2006) report that, “most U.S. corporations demonstrate little or no 
connection between ethics, corporate social responsibility and compliance efforts.” (p.109).     
 
 

Literature Review 
 
Recent corporate scandals have lead to a greater focus on the role of universities in preparing 
students to become ethically aware and responsive managers.  A question arises however 
regarding the ability of business schools to adequately influence students’ ethical values by 
the time the students reach university level.  Bodkin (2007) states that, whilst many people 
consider that business schools do have an effective role to play in improving the “level of 
marketing ethics practiced in the business world”, others feel that student values are already 
“so ingrained as to be virtually unalterable” (p.207).  The results of his study show that, 
although some experimental techniques can be more effective than others in terms of invoking 
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ethical changes, “it is difficult to affect long-run change in those predisposed to unethical 
behavior” (p.207).  Verschoor (2007) looks at the issue of whether or not lecturers can teach 
ethics and if so, is it better to be done throughout the business degree program, or as a couple 
of stand-alone ethics courses.  The consensus of academics he interviewed seems to be that 
there is a disparity between what students learn in their business subjects (“profitability at any 
cost”, that “a steady diet of egoism  ...can  ... reinforce antisocial and unethical attitudes and 
behavior” and “there are so many classes where students are taught or even encouraged to use 
cutthroat techniques, that the winner takes it all, and that the only thing that counts is the 
bottom line”), and the absorption of ethical values and behaviour (p.15).  Yu and Zhang 
(2006) state that the strong focus on economic imperatives taught in business courses 
“desensitize[s] students to ethical issues and contribute[s] to a moral void in the future 
corporate leaders” (p.185).  Noel and Trebucq (2006) found that, in spite of the incorporation 
of Enron as a case study of what not to do, accounting courses in European universities had 
not fundamentally changed in terms of educational practices and content.  Granitz and Loewy 
(2007) recognise the skyrocketing levels of plagiarism by students as a result of the internet 
and examine the types of ethical reasoning given by students to defend their actions – 
deontology, utilitarianism, rational self-interest, Machiavellianism, cultural relativism, or 
situational ethics.   The results of their study show that deontology, situational ethics and 
Machiavellianism are most widely used. 
 
Table 1. Taxonomy of Ethical Ideologies  
 

 Relativism 
Idealism Low High 
High Absolutists 

 
Assumes that the best possible 
outcome can always be achieved 
by following universal moral rules 

Situationists 
 
Rejects moral rules; advocates 
individualistic analysis of each act 
in each situation; relativistic 

Low Exceptionists 
 
Moral absolutes guide judgments 
but pragmatically open to 
exceptions to these standards; 
utilitarian 

Subjectivists 
 
Appraisals based on personal values 
and perspective rather than 
universal moral principles; 
relativistic 

 
Source: Forsyth, D. R (1980). “A taxonomy of ethical ideologies.” Journal of Personality and 
Social Psychology 39(1): 176 
 
A manager can identify these cultural values through research.  A manager can also identify 
the instructions they are to obey (e.g., the law, regulations, and employer policies).  These 
sources will instruct them on what is being done in the community but where do they find 
guidance on what should be done when choosing between particular courses of action?  This 
guidance comes from their ethical ideology.   
 
Forsyth (1980) identifies two dimensions on which to distinguish ethical ideologies: (a) 
Relativism: the extent to which the individual rejects moral rules as being universal or 
absolute, and (b) Idealism: the extent to which the individual assumes that desirable 
consequences can, with the “right” action, always be obtained (1980, pp. 175-6).  When these 
two dimensions are combined, the result is as shown in Table 1.   
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Methodology 

 
This paper continues a series of observational studies designed to monitor the changing 
ethical stance of senior business and marketing students that has accompanied changes in the 
ethical content of marketing curricula.    Owing to the ethical difficulty of providing any 
group with less than optimal ethical preparation for their careers, all students attend the same 
ethics courses in any one year. 
 
The self-completed questionnaire included three sections: 
 

Forsyth’s Ethics Position Questionnaire (EPQ), described above.  
Five business/marketing scenarios that were judged by the authors to be familiar and 
realistic to the students and to be ethically ambiguous.  
Demographic data including age and gender.  

 
The scenarios are set in “everyday” situations not as hypothetical, business scenarios to 
emphasise the point that ethical issues are an integral part of all marketing activity, not a 
separate discipline.   
 
The 2007 sample consisted of 246 completed questionnaire forms.  Of these, 203 were 
complete for the EPQ analysis, and 200 for analysing the relationship between EPQ and 
ethical evaluation scores for each of the five scenarios.  The mean age of respondents was 22 
years (std dev 1.94).  90% of respondents were aged 20 to 24 years.  Gender split was 51% 
female, 49% male. 
 
The variable of interest was the ethical evaluation score, based on the 1 to 5 Likert scale from 
extremely unethical (1) to extremely ethical (5), and evaluations recorded by each student for 
each of the five scenarios. The analysis used a factorial model with two levels each of gender, 
Relativism (low and high) and Idealism (low and high). Multivariate analysis, using the 
students’ ethical evaluation scores for the five scenarios as responses, was followed by 
separate analyses for the scenarios.  
 
 

Results 
 
In 2007, the majority (87%) of respondents were identified as high on Idealism (Table 2).  
Sixty six percent were identified as Situationists, scoring high on both the Idealism and 
Relativism scales.  Twenty-one percent of students were Absolutists, scoring high on Idealism 
and low on Relativism.  The distribution of students’ ethical ideology was different for 
females and males (χ2

3 = 8.82, p=.032):  sixteen percent of female students were subjectivists, 
compared with 2 percent of male students. 
 
The significant year effect in the distribution of ethical ideology found in previous years has 
abated and 2007 percentages were similar to those of 2006.  The multivariate analysis showed 
a statistically significant main effect for scenarios (p<.0005). The results of the analyses for 
the separate scenarios are presented in Table 3.  
 
In the 2007, the females students on average evaluated Scenario 1 as ethically ‘neutral’ 
compared with slightly unethical by male students.  In 2006, all females evaluated Scenario 1 
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as slightly unethical, as did males high on Idealism, but males low on Idealism evaluated it as 
more ethical. This replaces an Idealism by Relativism interaction found in 2005. 
 
Table 2.  Percentages of Students by Ethical Ideology 2005, 2006 and 2007 
 

Ethical Ideology  
Gender Exceptionists Subjectivists Absolutists Situationists 
Female 2007 2  8  10  30  
Male    2007 1  2  11  35  
Total    2007 
Total    2006 
Total    2005  

3 
5  
3 

10 
6 
28  

21 
19 
11 

66 
70 
57 

 
In 2007, all students evaluated Scenario 2 as ‘unethical’ and those low on Relativism 
evaluated it as less ethical compared to those high on Relativism. The overall evaluation in 
2005 was ‘unethical’ with no significant effects found.  In 2006, whereas all groups evaluated 
the scenario on the unethical side of neutral, those respondents low on both Idealism and 
Relativism, evaluated it as close to neutral. 
 
In 2007, the evaluations of Scenario 3 were on average the same as those in 2006, whereas no 
effects were found in 2005.  In 2006 and 2007, those high on Idealism evaluated the scenario 
as less ethical than those low on Idealism.  No effects were detected in evaluations of 
Scenarios 4 and 5 in 2007 or 2006, whereas in 2005, females evaluated Scenario 4 as more 
ethical than did males.  
 
 

Discussion and Further Research 
 
The pattern of ethical stance appears to have stabilized over the last two surveys.  In 2007, 
87% of students rate highly on idealism compared with 89% in 2006. They believe that 
ethical behaviour is important because it will result in better outcomes for the community.  
The largest single group is again, the Situationists who believe that they can determine the 
right, ethical choice in a marketing situation.  The ethical curriculum these students are 
completing has been improved to place more emphasis on ethical reasoning to assist the 
students in reaching sound ethical conclusions.  It is of interest that on average, the students 
agree that the scenarios are either ambiguous (S3 and S4, with means close to the mid-point of 
3) or unethical (S1, S2 and S5 with means significantly below 3 but above 2).  The scenarios 
are constructed to show a situation in which an Absolutist might clearly identify that a 
universal ethical principle had been broken (and evaluate it as unethical) but in extenuating 
circumstances that would allow a respondent high on relativism to rate it more highly.  There 
is no quadrant effect for any scenario in 2007 suggesting that regardless of basic ethical 
stance, the students are evaluating the scenarios and not relying on universal rules.  This 
maintains pressure to monitor the appropriateness of the ethics content in marketing courses. 
 
The authors intend to expand the coverage of the survey to other courses and hopefully, other 
universities to examine the extent to which these findings can be generalized to all marketing 
students.  In future rounds of this research, a qualitative, discussion stage will be added to 
check on the relevance of the scenarios and to gain a clearer understanding of the processes 
by which the students actually evaluate each scenario.  These two pieces of additional 
information will provide further guidance in the development of ethical curricula.  
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Table 3. Summary of Evaluations of Scenarios 1 to 5 
 

Scenario Statistically 
significant effects 

 

Mean evaluation scores 
(standard deviation, N) 

SCENARIO 1 
The marketing of 
violent video games 

2005 
Idealism by 
Relativism 
interaction p = .006 
 
2006 
Idealism  p=.041 
Idealism by Gender 
interaction p=.037 
 
2007 Gender p=.005 

2005                          Idealism 
Relativism         Low                  High     
Low              2.0 (.00,4)        2.7 (.90,32)        
High             3.1 (1.07,14)     2.5 (.73,71) 
 
2006                         Idealism 
 Gender             Low                  High     
Female        2.6 (.79,7)        2.6 (.87,56)         
Male           3.3 (.76,7)         2.5 (.80,48)   

 
2007    Female 3.0 (.93,115)  

          Male  2.6 (.73, 110) 
Overall mean 2.82 (0.85,243) 

SCENARIO 2 
Staff giving free 
products to friends 
of a bakery 
franchise 
 

2005    none 
 
2006   Idealism by 
Relativism 
interaction p=.025 
 
2007 relativism =.012

2005           Overall mean 2.27(0.79,121) 
 
2006                       Idealism 
Relativism       Low                   High  
Low             2.8 (1.33,6)      2.1 (.73,27)          
High            2.5 (1.27,10)     2.4 (.83,88)  
2007  relativism 
Low  2.02 (.60, 55)   high 2.31 (.76,171) 

SCENARIO 3 
A marketer of 
alcohol using a 
community cause to 
promote their 
product 

2005  none 
2006 
Idealism p=.009 
2007 
Idealism p=.002 

2005  Overall mean 2.89 (1.04,122) 
2006                    Idealism 
Low 3.5 (.62,17)   High  2.75 (1.04,114) 
2007                    Idealism 
Low 3.8 (1.06,29)   High  2.8 (1.05,198) 

SCENARIO 4 
Outsourcing to low 
cost economies 
 

2005   gender p=.038 
 
2006  none 
2007 none 

2005    Female   3.29 (.90,55) 
            Male       3.05 (.98,64) 
2006  Overall mean 3.10 (.93,131) 
2007  Overall mean 3.08 (.87,200) 

SCENARIO 5 
Selling 
inappropriate 
automobiles to 
vulnerable 
customers 

2005  none 
 
2006 none 
 
2007  none 

2005 Overall mean 2.25 (.90,117) 
 
2006 Overall mean 2.30 (1.06,129) 
 
2007 Overall mean 2.22 (0.93,199) 
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