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Abstract: This study focuses on the cross-cultural differences in attitudes 
towards business ethics. It contains a systematic review of published studies 
that have used the attitudes towards business ethics questionnaire (ATBEQ) for 
measuring students’ attitudes. Since business students represent future business 
leaders, they are an important focus of study in terms of ethical attitudes. 
Moreover, this subject is worth exploring cross-culturally, because of the 
growing interconnectedness of the business world. The study compares 
attitudes across ten samples from different countries and highlights the 
similarities and major differences. The study also draws attention to the 
recurring shortcomings of past research into ethical attitudes. 
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1 Introduction 

Ethical dilemmas are unavoidable components of operational and strategic  
decision-making in modern organisations and ethical behaviour is a subject of interest for 
both business practice and academia (Treviño et al., 2006). Making decisions that benefit 
society, organisations or the individual decision maker is just one of the many facets of 
the ethical dilemmas faced by members of organisations, from the owners and managers 
to employees at the lowest level. The attitudes of these decision makers towards business 
ethics are crucial not just for themselves, their colleagues, and the organisation as a 
whole, but also for society, as they influence many important issues, such as employee 
well-being, the competitive environment, and government tax revenues. 

For these and many other reasons, attitudes towards business ethics are a particular 
subject of interest for many researchers. University students are a particular target group 
of their research (see, e.g., Kara et al., 2016). Students are on the threshold of their 
careers. They will take their ethical attitudes into their first jobs and may retain some of 
them throughout their professional lives. Good knowledge of students’ attitudes towards 
business ethics is an important prerequisite for the further development of these attitudes 
(Lowry, 2003). Knowledge of attitudes, their antecedents, and differences for specific 
subgroups may facilitate the formulation of successful business ethics courses at 
universities or efficient onboarding programs in organisations. For example, Sims (2002) 
and Lowry (2003) outline the nature and context of such business ethics courses. Indeed, 
follow up research shows that ethical exercises and training can influence students’ 
ethical awareness and reasoning (Loe and Weeks, 2000; Medeiros et al., 2017; Ritter, 
2006; Comegys et al., 2013). 

Since the 1980s, there has been increasing interest in research into students’ ethical 
attitudes. Although students’ attitudes generally correspond to those held by the working 
population, certain differences do exist (e.g., Cohen et al., 2001; Sparks and Hunt, 1998; 
Wimalasiri et al., 1996). Moreover, students do not have homogeneous attitudes. For 
example, the meta-analysis of Borkowski and Urgas (1998) indicates the effects of 
gender and age. A major predictor of attitudes towards business ethics is the environment 
(e.g., cultural) in which students live and grow up. Studies generally confirm the 
existence of differences in attitudes towards business ethics across countries (e.g., Sims 
and Gegez, 2004; Phau and Kea, 2007), although it seems that the differences may be 
smaller between countries with related cultures (e.g., Lysonski and Gaidis, 1991). 
Unfortunately, previous empirical research has usually compared samples from only two 
or three cultures, which limits the ability to generalise such findings (Franke and Richey, 
2010). Moreover, the research to date does not reflect the possible response bias that may 
influence the intercultural comparison of ethical attitudes. As Harzing (2006) points out, 
the answers to attitudinal items can be influenced by acquiescence bias and the tendency 
to provide extremely positive answers, and the presence of these biases is culturally 
determined. The respondents from more collectivistic and less power-distant countries 
tend to agree more strongly with various items, which may influence the differences 
observed in cross-cultural samples. This problem might also occur in research into 
attitudes towards business ethics. This study attempts to address the gap by comparing 
students across a larger number of countries and evaluating whether the response bias is 
relevant for research into attitudes towards business ethics. In this way, the research 
contributes to areas that are potentially affected by differences across cultures, for 
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example, the transferability of business ethics courses, such as those outlined by Sims 
(2002) and Lowry (2003). 

Generally, there is no single accepted methodology for measuring attitudes towards 
business ethics. According to Lock and Seele (2015), questionnaires and case studies 
prevail. Questionnaires are the standardised way of obtaining data on ethical attitudes and 
some have been used repeatedly. Based on a review of the previous research, the most 
frequently used questionnaires are Forsyth’s (1980) 20 item ethics position questionnaire 
(EPQ) (see, e.g., Bhattacharya et al., 2018), Reidenbach and Robin’s (1990) 
multidimensional ethics scale (see, e.g., Leonard et al., 2017) and Singhapakdi et al.’s 
(1996) set of four model situations called the perceived role of ethics and social 
responsibility (PRESOR) (see, e.g., Simmons et al., 2013). However, it appears that 
Neumann and Reichel’s (1987, in Preble and Reichel, 1988) attitudes towards business 
ethics questionnaire (ATBEQ) dominates the literature. For this reason, this study focuses 
on ATBEQ. The study contributes to the literature by discussing its reliability and 
validity and empirically classifies 55 studies that used ATBEQ or part of it in the period 
up to August 2017. Most of these studies were published in the last decade and usually 
worked with a student sample (see Table 2). Respondents from at least 31 countries have 
been given the questionnaire, with the USA, Turkey, and South Africa being the most 
frequently targeted countries. This review of the literature represents a valuable 
contribution to the considerably fragmented literature on attitudes towards business 
ethics. 

The dozens of studies that have used ATBEQ for measuring students’ attitudes 
towards business ethics offer a unique opportunity to compare students across countries 
and cultures. The goal of this paper is to carry out a multicultural comparison of students’ 
attitudes through a secondary analysis of data gathered through ATBEQ and published in 
recent years. This paper contains a systematic review of past research and an analysis of 
ten samples from ten countries described in eight studies with available information on 
means and standard deviations of individual ATBEQ items (see Table 3), which were 
published between 2010–2015. 

1.1 ATBEQ 

The ATBEQ was introduced by Neumann and Reichel (1987, in Preble and Reichel, 
1988) and first published by Preble and Reichel (1988) in a study examining the 
differences in attitudes towards business ethics between Israeli and US students. ATBEQ 
is derived from values clarification exercises (Stevens, 1979) that are based on attitudes 
towards the business philosophies of Social Darwinism, Machiavellianism, Objectivism, 
and Ethical Relativism (Preble and Reichel, 1988). Social Darwinism emphasises Adam 
Smith’s invisible hand of the market, meaning that the strongest prevails and that 
economic subjects are self-interested and profit-maximising. Machiavellianism also 
promotes expediency over virtue, with any moral actions being those that are effective in 
helping accomplish a purpose. Objectivism emphasises rationality over emotions and 
avoids ethical judgments based on feelings. Ethical Relativism moves from previous 
individualistic philosophies to more group-conforming behaviour that values commonly 
accepted practice. Miesing and Preble (1985) provide more detail on these business 
philosophies. 
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Table 1 ATBEQ items, corresponding business philosophies, and identified factors 
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The questionnaire itself (Preble and Reichel, 1988) is composed of 30 items, which are 
listed in Table 1. Each item contains a statement and respondents are asked to indicate the 
extent of their agreement with the statement on a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to  
5 (strongly agree). Each statement is intended to relate to one of the above-mentioned 
business philosophies, although some have questioned whether ATBEQ achieves this aim 
(see Table 1). 

1.2 The reliability and validity of ATBEQ 

Although ATBEQ is widely used, there are certain reservations and unanswered 
questions with regard to its validity. The form of the questionnaire is only partly 
described in the secondary source of Preble and Reichel (1988). There is no analysis of 
whether the ATBEQ items cover all important aspects of the business philosophies as 
Neumann and Reichel (1987, in Preble and Reichel 1988) intended, or the subject of 
business ethics as a whole. Moreover, how the particular items were formulated and how 
they were originally pretested to be sufficiently clear and understandable to respondents 
is not known. Therefore, there is only limited information concerning the validity of the 
content of ATBEQ. 

There is also only limited statistical data on ATBEQ’s reliability and validity. The 
lack of information on the questionnaire’s reliability is connected to the absence of 
accepted subscales connected to various dimensions of attitudes towards business ethics. 
Therefore, it is possible neither to assess the internal consistency of the non-existing 
subscales, nor the internal consistency of the whole multi-dimensional questionnaire. 
Moreover, it is not known whether any of the authors administered ATBEQ repeatedly in 
order to assess the test-retest reliability. 

Comegys et al. (2013) assessed ATBEQ’s construct validity in a study on Finnish, 
Chinese, and US student samples. The study showed that the mean scores of several 
individual items varied across various strata of students (according to e.g., age, year of 
study, or major). Therefore, it seems that the questionnaire can capture inter-individual 
differences in attitudes towards business ethics caused by factors that are antecedents of 
ethical attitudes according to the theory. However, as Procházka et al. (2015) stated, 
Comegys et al. (2013) carried out 240 partial analyses with no correction of significance 
level, so some significant difference may be false positives. 

Regarding factor validity, Moore and Radloff (1996) and later Price and van der Walt 
(2013) conducted a principal component analysis on ATBEQ data from South African 
students. Both studies found 11 factors (based on eigenvalues > 1), but the factors 
contained mostly different sets of items. Both studies found only one common factor 
labeled ‘self-serving interests’. Additionally, Procházka et al. (2015) used a principal 
component analysis and a confirmatory factor analysis on a sample of Czech business 
students. They found ten factors based on Eigenvalues (i.e., eigenvalues > 1) and five 
factors based on scree plot analysis (Cattell, 1966). Bageac et al. (2011) obtained 
somewhat similar results from samples of French and Romanian business students. Based 
on a combination of exploratory and confirmatory analysis, they found fewer factors than 
Procházka et al. (2015) and labelled them differently. However, three of their factors are 
similar to those described by Procházka et al. (2015). Etheredge (1999) used a principal 
component analysis and a confirmatory factor analysis on a Hong Kong sample and 
found that a two-factor model with only 9 out of 30 items fitted his data best. The first 
factor, labelled ‘irrelevance of morality and ethics in business’, contained five items and 
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reflected the business philosophy of Machiavellianism. The second factor, labelled 
‘objectivism’, contained four items and reflected the business philosophy of Objectivism. 
However, the overlap of the factors that Etheredge (1999) found with the factors in the 
other above-mentioned studies was only marginal. 

To conclude, most of the studies that have used ATBEQ did not contain a factor 
analysis, and those that did fail to agree either on the number of factors or on their 
content. These differences in the factor structure between various studies may be 
attributed to the various methodologies of the principal component analyses and/or factor 
analyses and the differences in the samples. Another possible explanation is that the 
questionnaire does not have a clear factor structure, as there is a large conceptual overlap 
between the philosophies. That is why the results obtained from ATBEQ are analysed on 
an item level and most researchers do not combine the items into the subscales 
corresponding to the philosophies. Another widespread practice is to merge all 30 items 
into one scale that is interpreted as a ‘general ethical attitude’ (see, e.g., Al-Shaikh et al., 
2012; Fatoki and Marembo, 2012; Yildirim and Saygin, 2013; Vrdoljak Raguž and 
Matić, 2016). However, this practice is inappropriate, as all the factor analyses showed 
that the items do not load on a single factor. Moreover, Moore and Randloff (1996) 
pointed out that the aggregation of items would also require a reversed scoring scale for 
certain items. 

Some information on the convergent or concurrent validity of ATBEQ can be derived 
from Etheredge’s (1999) study, which compares data on business ethics obtained from 
two different questionnaires. Etheredge established a five item subscale of ATBEQ called 
‘irrelevance of morality and ethics in business’. This subscale correlates strongly with the 
‘subordination of ethics and social responsibility’ subscale of the PRESOR questionnaire 
and weakly with the ‘importance of ethics and social responsibility’ subscale. Another 
four item ATBEQ subscale labelled ‘objectivism’ correlates weakly with the PRESOR 
subscale called ‘subordination of ethics and social responsibility’. Both these ATBEQ 
subscales measure slightly different constructs than the PRESOR subscales. This, 
therefore, is evidence of rather convergent than concurrent validity. Measure correlations 
may also be overrated due to common-source variance. 

Despite the lack of information on ATBEQ’s reliability, validity, and unclear factor 
structure, the original questionnaire has remained in use and the research community has 
accumulated extensive knowledge based on various samples utilising it. The dozens of 
studies that have been conducted offer the unique opportunity to further analyse students’ 
attitudes towards business ethics across countries and cultures. Such a comparison based 
on existing data is not possible with any other methodology measuring ethical attitudes. 
For this reason, the authors of this study considered it relevant and beneficial to conduct a 
comparative secondary analysis of data obtained using ATBEQ in previous research. On 
the other hand, in this and any other future studies using ATBEQ, it is important to take 
into account the lack of evidence on its reliability and validity. This should be reflected 
both in the search for further evidence on its reliability and validity and in the 
interpretation of the results. 
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2 Methodology 

2.1 Selection of studies for secondary analyses 

The research question for this study is: ‘How do students’ attitudes towards business 
ethics differ across countries?’ The study focused only on studies that used ATBEQ, as 
this allowed for a comparison of their findings in greater detail. The choice of ATBEQ is 
motivated by the fact that the questionnaire is arguably the most widely used method in 
this area, which is also usually used with students (see Table 2). To answer the research 
question, it was necessary to identify the relevant studies that used ATBEQ. The 
following procedure was conducted in the search for these studies: 

1 The procedure started with a systematic search for literature in which ATBEQ had 
been used in empirical research. This step was necessary to ensure that studies 
containing the relevant data were not excluded from further analysis. The search was 
conducted in the databases Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar. Web of 
Science and Scopus cover the most important studies published in top journals and 
conference proceedings. Google Scholar has probably the largest coverage across 
peer-reviewed journals, proceedings, and dissertations. The search terms were 
‘ATBEQ’ and ‘attitudes towards business ethics questionnaire’ in the name, abstract, 
and keywords of studies (in the case of Web of Science and Scopus), or the full text 
(in the case of Google Scholar). The search was completed by August 2017 and there 
were no restrictions with regard to the dates the studies were published. The search 
yielded eight and four studies (for the first and second search terms respectively) in 
Web of Science, nine and five studies in Scopus, and 119 and 54 studies in Google 
Scholar. All the studies found in Web of Science and Scopus also appeared in the 
output of the Google Scholar search. 

2 Studies that did not use ATBEQ for data collection (e.g., where it was mentioned 
only in the literature review and a different method was used) were excluded. This 
decision was made based on the study’s title, abstract, and methods section. In the 
case of Google Scholar, it was also necessary to eliminate numerous duplicated and 
incorrectly indexed studies, and multiple studies from the same data set (usually 
conference submissions rewritten as journal articles). After this step had been 
completed, 60 studies remained. See Table 2 for a list of the studies, their samples, 
and the main findings. 

3 Studies that were published in presumably predatory journals and proceedings (those 
mentioned on Beall’s list or showing a fake impact factor, fake editorial board 
members, etc.) were excluded. Although the data published in these studies may be 
interesting, there are doubts about their validity, because the manuscripts had not 
been subjected to a reliable peer-review process. As a result, five studies were 
excluded, which left 55 studies. 

4 Only studies that focused on business students were included. As this study focuses 
on students, only the 35 studies that used samples of students were included in the 
further analyses. Of the 55 studies that used ATBEQ, six studies used a sample of 
employees, three studies a sample of managers, one study a sample of owners, and 
ten studies used mixed samples. 
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Table 2 Published research studies that used ATBEQ (from the earliest to the most recent) 
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Table 2 Published research studies that used ATBEQ (from the earliest to the most recent) 
(continued) 
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Table 2 Published research studies that used ATBEQ (from the earliest to the most recent) 
(continued) 
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Table 2 Published research studies that used ATBEQ (from the earliest to the most recent) 
(continued) 
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Table 3 List of studies used for the analyses (from the earliest to the most recent) 
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5 Older studies were excluded. Only studies published in or after 2010 were  
included for further analyses. The reason for working only with recent studies  
was the possible shift in attitudes within countries over a longer time (Price and  
van der Walt, 2013). Moreover, the global economic crisis that began in 2007 might 
have influenced students’ attitudes toward business ethics. To avoid this influence, 
the research only considered studies that had been published at least three years later. 
This resulted in 28 studies being considered for further analyses. 

6 Only studies that provided sufficient data were included. In order to be able to 
compare samples, only seven studies could be included, as they were the only ones 
that used the complete set of 30 items, the same response scale (i.e., the original  
five-point Likert scale), and provided information about the means and standard 
deviations of individual items. In addition to the studies that already provided these 
statistics, the authors of studies based on samples corresponding to the research’s 
selection criteria were asked via e-mail whether they were willing to provide these 
data. By means of this process, we obtained data from Lau (2010). This resulted in 
eight studies being included for further analysis, which are listed in Table 3. 

2.2 Samples 

All the samples used for further analysis were based on data collected from business 
students. The mean sample size was 244 respondents, but the size varied considerably 
across the studies, ranging from 100 in the case of the Malaysian study by Nejati et al. 
(2011) to 707 in the study of Vietnamese students by Lau (2010). Similarly, there were 
differences in the level of detail of the descriptive statistics of the samples and most of 
the studies were relatively informationally poor in terms of the data collection process. In 
three samples [two from Nejati et al. (2011) and one from Al-Shaikh et al. (2012)], there 
was no information on the language of the questionnaire, i.e., whether it was translated or 
in the original English version. All the studies used the whole 30-item ATBEQ with 
responses on a five-point Likert scale. Table 3 provides further detail on all the studies. 

2.3 Statistical analyses 

The research compared the samples at the level of individual items. It would have been 
preferable to compare dimensions, but, as previously mentioned, there are no reliable 
factors of ATBEQ that are common for different countries. Moreover, since the initial 
studies (Preble and Reichel, 1988; Small, 1992; Moore and Radloff, 1996, etc.), the 
majority of researchers have followed the tradition of comparing answers to particular 
items rather than the summary scores for the complete scale. 

For the analyses, it was only possible to obtain the means and standard deviations for 
individual items (those used for further analyses are reported in Table 4 and correspond 
to the values from the individual studies), not complete datasets. Therefore, the research 
opted to analyse the data using two-sample t-tests of equal means, for which the available 
data are sufficient. The response scale of ATBEQ is a five-point Likert scale. Therefore, 
the answer to a single question can be considered an ordinal variable which may lead to 
the violation of the t-test assumption of normal distributions. Nevertheless, previous 
comparisons of attitudes towards business ethics in two or three countries also used  
t-tests to compare answers to individual questions (e.g., Price and van der Walt, 2013; 
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Pham et al., 2015; for others see Table 2). Furthermore, the t-test is robust to all but large 
deviations from its assumptions (e.g., Heeren and D’Agostino, 1987). As shown by  
De Winter and Dodou (2010), the t-test on data from five-point Likert items performs 
comparably to its non-parametric alternative (i.e., the Mann Whitney Wilcoxon test). 
Using the t-test allows for a comparison of the data from all the selected studies, even 
though a complete dataset of individual answers is not available. 

The item responses from each sample were compared to the answers from all the 
other samples (‘rest of the world sample’). In the analysis, the item mean from a given 
sample was compared with the pooled item mean from the rest of the samples. This 
pooled mean was weighted by sample size and it is important to note that it was different 
for every individual analysis and different from the overall pooled mean reported for 
individual items in Table 4. This is because it was necessary to establish a specific rest-
of-the-world sample and a specific pooled mean for each comparison because the data for 
the t-test have to be sampled independently from the two populations compared. A 
pooled standard deviation is calculated for each pooled mean according to this equation: 

( ) ( )22
1

1

1

I
i i ιii

n s n x x
s

n
=

− ∗ + ∗ −
=

−
  

As 300 t-tests were conducted on the same data set, it was important to correct common 
significance thresholds. For example, using a 5% level of significance in multiple testing 
would result in approximately 15 hypotheses being false positives. Therefore, to interpret 
the results, the research used the conservative Bonferroni corrected significance level of  
α = 0.000167 (i.e., α = 0.05/300 individual analyses). Nevertheless, it is interesting to 
highlight the differences that are significant at a less strict significance level of α = 0.001. 
The reason for considering this latter level is the fact that the Bonferroni correction 
greatly increases the risk of false-negative results. However, results with a p-value 
between 0.000167 and 0.001 may not be considered statistically significant and should be 
supported by further research. Therefore, all p-values were rounded to four decimal 
places so that the readers can draw their conclusions as to the significance of the results. 

The item means were further used in clustering the samples. The choice of clustering 
the samples was motivated by the intention to interpret the differences in attitudes 
towards business ethics more comprehensively. For clustering, IBM SPSS 24 TwoStep 
Cluster Analysis was used. A TwoStep Cluster Analysis first conducts the pre-clustering 
of dense regions, followed by hierarchical clustering of these regions (Chiu et al., 2001). 
This method is generally preferred to common clustering techniques of hierarchical 
clustering (Gelbard et al. 2007) and k-means (Chiu et al., 2001). 

To observe the possible effect of a culturally determined response bias, the total score 
of ATBEQ in various samples was compared with the levels of national cultures 
according to Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (Hofstede et al., 2010). The comparison was 
only done graphically, as samples from ten countries were not enough for a statistical test 
with sufficient test power. 
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Table 4 Input data from previous surveys 
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Table 4 Input data from previous surveys (continued) 
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Table 5 Testing the differences between particular samples 
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Table 5 Testing the differences between particular samples (continued) 
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Table 5 Testing the differences between particular samples (continued) 
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3 Results 

The complete results of the analyses are shown in Table 5. When comparing samples at  
α = 0.000167, responses to items 4, 20, and 23 are significantly different from the pooled 
mean in 80% of samples. On the other hand, item 17 differs in only 20% of cases, while 
items 10 and 29 differ only in 10%, i.e., one case. Using α = 0.001, item 23 shows 
significant differences in 90% of samples, followed by items 4, 5, 14, 20, and 27 in 80%. 
Conversely, the means of items 17 and 18 show significant differences in 30% cases, 
while items 10 and 29 differ in only 10%. When looking at the frequency of the strong 
effects of Cohen’s d [in this case, medium and large effects, i.e., with the absolute value 
of Cohen’s d ≥ 0.5; Cohen (1988)], item 23 has a strong effect in 60% of cases, while 
items 27 and 20 have strong effects in 50%. In contrast, items 3, 10, 12, 19, and 29 do not 
have any strong effects. The possible reasons for the frequent and less frequent 
differences are discussed below. 

When comparing samples at α = 0.000167, the US (Nguyen and Pham, 2015) and 
Hong Kong (Lau, 2010) samples differ most from the rest of the world sample, with more 
than 60% of items being significantly different. The US respondents tend to differ from 
the other samples in almost all of the items. In contrast, the Malaysia sample (Nejati  
et al., 2011) differs in only 27% of the items, while samples from Vietnam (Pham et al., 
2015); Turkey (Gulova et al., 2013), and France (Bageac et al., 2010) differ in 33% of the 
items. When testing at α = 0.0001, the USA and Hong Kong samples are still the most 
distinctive, with more than 70% of the items significantly different from the other 
samples, while samples from Turkey and Vietnam differ in 40% or less of the items. The 
frequency of the strong effect of Cohen’s d (d ≥ |0.5|) is the highest in the case of Iran 
(Nejati et al., 2011) in 50% of the items, followed by Romania (Bageac et al., 2010) in 
40% and the US (Nguyen and Pham, 2015) in 33%. On the other hand, Turkey (Gulova 
et al., 2013) and Hong Kong (Lau, 2010) only show a strong effect in 7% of the items. 

3.1 Supplementary analysis: cultural patterns 

When interpreting the significant differences and their strengths and directions, it is 
possible to observe a pattern that students from certain countries have an overall tendency 
to agree more with most of the statements, while those from other countries are more 
neutral or tend to disagree (see Figure 1). This fact cannot be interpreted as evidence of 
the existence of generally stronger or weaker attitudes towards business ethics in 
particular countries, because it is not possible to summarise all of the ATBEQ’s items in 
one score. Stronger agreement with all of the items does not indicate a stronger or weaker 
general ethical attitude. Instead, the observed pattern testifies to the cultural biases that 
particular samples tend towards (see Harzing, 2006; Nejati et al., 2011; Nguyen and 
Pham, 2015; Sims, 2006). The tendency to agree with the items (i.e., the sum of all 30 
answers) can be explained by cultural differences, such as by differences in the 
dimensions of national cultures according to Hofstede et al. (2010; note that Kuwait is 
not assessed in Hofstede et al. (2010); an assessment of its culture was obtained from the 
Hofstede Centre website (2017)]. As can be seen in Figure 1, respondents in samples 
from cultures with lower power distance and higher individualism seemed to report 
stronger agreement with items through the questionnaire, regardless of the content of the 
particular items. 
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Figure 1 Scatter plots of sum item responses against the cultural dimension score 

  

  

Source: Authors 
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3.2 Cluster analysis 

To interpret the differences between the samples from various countries more 
comprehensively, the samples were clustered according to patterns of agreeing and not 
agreeing with individual items. The automated identification of the number of clusters by 
a TwoStep Clustering Analysis indicated the preference of only one cluster. However, it 
is more interesting to observe how the samples merge step-by-step. Therefore, eight 
separate analyses with a preset number of clusters between two and nine were conducted 
(note that when the number of clusters is set to ten, the clusters correspond to the ten 
individual samples). The clusters identified by each step of the method are summarised in 
the dendrogram in Figure 2. In order to check the robustness of the clustering results, the 
cases were reordered. This did not affect the outcomes. 

Figure 2 Dendrogram produced by a series of two-step clustering analyses 

 

Source: Calculation by authors using SPSS modeller 

4 Discussion 

This study contributes to understanding cross-cultural differences in the ethical attitudes 
of future business leaders, as it identifies the major similarities and dissimilarities across 
ten samples from three continents. By means of secondary analyses, the study shows that 
the main differences in attitudes towards business ethics might be explained by cultural 
and geographical proximity. The most interesting findings are discussed and interpreted 
below. 

4.1 Differences across the samples: the possible influence of response bias 

Students from Malaysia, Vietnam, Turkey, and France provided the most  
‘average’ answers, which means that their answers did not differ significantly from the 
rest-of-the-world answers in 20 out of 30 ATBEQ items. On the other hand, students 
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from the USA and Hong Kong differed most from the rest of the world, whose answers to 
more than 60% of items were significantly higher or lower than the pooled mean. 
Students from both of those samples tended to disagree with items through the 
questionnaire more strongly than students from the other countries. As previously 
mentioned, the items in the questionnaire relate to various topics and do not load on a 
single factor. Therefore, the differences between the samples cannot be interpreted as 
evidence of a generally stronger or weaker ethical attitude in the particular samples. 
Instead, they may be a consequence of response bias that causes more extreme answers in 
certain samples. As shown in the supplementary analysis, this bias may be culturally 
determined, because students in various samples provided stronger or weaker agreement 
with ATBEQ items according to the level of individualism and power distance in their 
home country. The greatest tendency to agree with items all through the questionnaire 
was found in student samples from collectivistic countries with a high power distance 
(i.e., Malaysia, Kuwait, and Romania). However, students from individualistic countries 
with a low power distance (i.e., the USA and the Czech Republic) tended to disagree, 
when compared to the other samples. This is in accordance with previous research by 
Harzing (2006), who showed that individualism and power distance related to 
acquiescence bias and to the tendency to give more positive answers. Similar to this 
finding, her (Harzing, 2006) respondents from less individualistic countries with a lower 
power distance agreed more strongly with the attitudinal items all through the 
questionnaire. However, there was only a small number of countries in this analysis, the 
sampling procedure varied across the countries, and the analysis was only descriptive, 
with graphical output. Therefore, the findings cannot be considered convincing evidence 
of cultural influence on the tendency to agree with items relating to attitudes towards 
business ethics. Further exploration of such cultural influence would be worthy of future 
research. 

Nevertheless, the cultural influence should be considered when interpreting the 
results of this paper’s analyses and past studies on attitudes towards business ethics. For 
example, Bhattacharya et al. (2018) found recently that Indian business students 
surprisingly scored higher than German students on the individualistic values subscale of 
the Ethical Positioning Questionnaire, even though Germany is a much more 
individualistic country than India. This is one of many results which might have been 
influenced by acquiescence bias because India is a collectivistic country with a high 
power distance and Germany is the opposite. It cannot be stated simply that students from 
one country have stronger ethical attitudes towards business ethics when they are 
compared only on the basis of the total scores of self-descriptive questionnaires. 

4.2 Similarity across the samples: clusters 

Cluster analysis indicates the countries (country samples) that have responded to 
individual ATBEQ items in a similar way. Concerning the results summarised in  
Figure 1, the clusters are based on geographical proximity and a shared religious 
tradition. Three historically Christian European countries (the Czech Republic, France, 
and Romania) are grouped into a distinguishable cluster. However, they only group in the 
latter stages, which indicates that they are not that close to each other relative to the 
closeness inside other clusters. This corresponds to the fact that France is a Catholic  
 
 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   24 J. Procházka and M. Jirásek    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

Western European country, while the Czech Republic is a more secular Central European 
country and Romania is an Orthodox Eastern European country. The large Asia-America 
cluster can be divided into two parts, the first containing two countries with an 
Anglophonic tradition (i.e., the USA and Hong Kong) and the second consisting of 
Muslim countries and Vietnam. The Iranian sample differs from other Muslim samples 
(which corresponds to the findings of Nejati et al. 2011), due perhaps to the dominance of 
the Shia branch of the Muslim religion. On the other hand, Kuwait and Malaysia, where 
the Sunni branch of Islam is predominant, are close to each other and two other countries 
with a more secular tradition imposed by their government (i.e., Vietnam and Turkey). 

4.3 Cross-cultural differences and similarities in attitudes towards business 
ethics 

This study was exploratory, as were the previous comparative studies using ATBEQ, and 
therefore it did not test the theoretically based hypotheses concerning cross-cultural 
differences. Instead, it looked for differences in the answers of students from ten 
countries to the 30 ATBEQ items. Therefore, the differences identified in this study do 
not constitute support for well-grounded assumptions, but rather represent a starting point 
for reflection on differences in the attitudes towards business ethics across the world and 
for future research. A number of interesting details and differences are highlighted below. 
For some of them, meaningful explanations were found that are not necessarily just the 
result of chance or response bias. Another difference can be found in the tables in the 
Results chapter. The researchers encourage readers to consider them when formulating 
hypotheses for future research on cross-cultural differences in attitudes towards business 
ethics. 

Across all of the countries, students agreed the most with items 18 (‘The main interest 
of shareholders is maximum return on their investment.’) and 24 (‘The business world 
has its own rules.’). These items had the highest pooled mean and mean value in all the 
samples, which exceeded a value of 3 on the five-point response scale. This implies that 
many students view the business environment with a certain degree of skepticism, as a 
place where profit takes priority over ethics. However, this does not mean that they agree 
with the situation. One of the two items, which provoked the strongest disagreement 
across the samples was item 7, which states ‘moral values are irrelevant in the business 
world’. Although students from all of the countries tended to agree with items 18 and 24, 
there were notable differences between the individual samples. The students from the 
European cluster, particularly from the two post-communist European countries (i.e., the 
Czech Republic and Romania), agreed with item 18 the most. This may relate to a 
persisting mistrust of the morality of private enterprise that was established during more 
than 40 years of communism. Another reason may relate to legislation. For example, in 
Czech law, entrepreneurship is defined as ‘an activity carried out to acquire profit’  
(Law no. 89/2012 Coll.). As this is the definition that Czech students are taught, it is 
understandable that they would agree with a statement that has the same meaning. 

The greatest disagreement across the samples can be found in responses to item 14 
(‘While shopping at the supermarket, it is appropriate to switch price tags or packages.’), 
which was the only item to have a pooled mean lower than 2, and whose mean answer for 
all the samples was lower than 2.5. This item describes a specific unethical act. The  
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students across all national samples also tended to disagree with the other two items that 
describe specific unethical acts (i.e., items 15 and 21). This disagreement was strongest 
for students from the US and Iran. The authors of this study did not find any reasons why 
disagreement with these specific unethical acts was strongest in those countries. 

The item with the greatest differences in answers across the countries was item 4 
(‘Act according to the law, and you can’t go wrong morally.’). These differences might 
be connected to the different legislatures in the individual countries, with different 
concepts of the law and with different historical experiences with the law. The strongest 
agreement with this item can be observed for the Muslim countries (Iran, Kuwait, 
Malaysia, and Turkey), where the law is derived from religion. Conversely, the least 
agreement with this item was found in the samples from the post-communist countries 
(the Czech Republic and Romania), where there had been recent experience with 
legislatures controlled by an unelected and secular ruling party. 

The smallest differences between samples were found for items 17 (‘Employee wages 
should be determined according to the laws of supply and demand.’), 10 (‘The business 
world today is not different from what it used to be in the past. There is nothing new 
under the sun.’), and 29 (‘You can judge a person according to his/her work and his/her 
dedication.’). Only Czech students answered item 29 differently and only US students 
answered item 10 differently when compared to the rest of the world. In comparison to 
the other samples, Czech and U.S. students had a stronger tendency to disagree with all 
items through the questionnaire. Therefore, their significantly higher disagreement with 
items 29 and 10 respectively may have been due to response bias. In general, the minor 
differences in answers to items 10 and 29 across the samples may be explained by the 
vagueness of these items. 

4.4 Contributions and limitations of the study and future research 
recommendations 

This study compares recent research on attitudes towards business ethics amongst 
business students from ten different countries across the world. As far as the authors are 
aware, this is the largest study of its kind. Such an extensive comparison was possible 
thanks to a secondary analysis of studies that used the widely used questionnaire 
ATBEQ. ATBEQ is associated with both the strengths and limitations of this study. On 
the one hand, ATBEQ allowed for a comparison of a number of different countries. 
However, on the other, there are reasons to doubt the quality of ATBEQ. Since the 
beginning, ATBEQ has generally been criticised for certain weaknesses (Moore and 
Radloff, 1996), many of which were mentioned in the theoretical overview of this paper. 
Two such shortcomings are ATBEQ’s unclear factor structure and the lack of evidence 
concerning its content and construct validity. Using ATBEQ with the existing evidence 
on its validity constrains research on students’ attitudes towards business ethics. 
Therefore, a worthy focus of future research would be to provide more evidence on the 
quality of ATBEQ or to develop a new instrument. 

In order to deal with the unclear factor structure of ATBEQ, this study analysed the 
data at the level of items. This approach raises the question of whether an item-level 
analysis of items with five-point scales allows for the use of t-tests. Nevertheless, this has  
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been a common approach in past studies (e.g., Baggaley and Hull, 1983; Allen and 
Seaman, 2007; Maurer and Pierce, 1998; Vickers, 1999) and it also has support in the 
statistical literature as t-tests are robust to such violations (Heeren and D’Agostino, 
1987). 

Ten samples were included in the analyses based on an extensive systematic review. 
The use of multiple databases and the combination of multiple search procedures should 
have ensured that all the relevant recent studies comparing student attitudes towards 
business ethics using ATBEQ were included. The search even led to the discovery of 
some studies that have not been published in English. Even so, it is still possible that 
some studies were omitted because of their unavailability in the main databases or due to 
their language. 

Although the systematic review and secondary analysis of the published data 
provided this study with a large sample of countries for comparison, this approach also 
has several limitations. The comparison does not include countries from all the  
regions of the world. More specifically, countries from Latin America, Africa, and 
Australian-Oceania regions were not included because we were unable to find any recent 
data on students from these regions. However, the ten samples from countries across 
Europe, Asia, and North America still provided rich material for cross-cultural 
comparisons. Nevertheless, the authors of this paper encourage researchers with access to 
African, Latin American, and Australian samples to replicate previous studies and 
publish their findings. 

This study is also limited by the differences in the sampling procedures across the 
individual studies. Although all the studies compare business students, they might differ 
in the way they chose business schools and how they addressed and selected the students. 
Some of the significant results may only be the consequence of, for example, the different 
quality of business schools (e.g., students from elite institutions may report more ethical 
attitudes than students from lower-level institutions), the different age groups of students 
that prevail in the samples (e.g., older students might have been positively influenced by 
courses on business ethics), the different subpopulations that are addressed by the 
questionnaire (e.g., students recruited from ethics courses may show more ethical 
attitudes than students of microeconomics courses), or the different incentives that were 
provided for completing the questionnaire (e.g., in samples of volunteers there might be 
more ethical attitudes than in paid samples, because of self-selection bias). Most of the 
studies provided only limited or no information on the sampling procedure. It is therefore 
difficult to judge whether and to what extent the results of the paper’s analyses are biased 
by different procedures. However, the cluster analysis in this study groups the samples 
closely along the lines of their geographical and cultural proximity. This may indicate 
that the answers to ATBEQ items are more a reflection of cultural differences than the 
sampling issues. 

The results may be also biased by differences in the translations of ATBEQ into 
various languages (see, e.g., Beaton et al., 2000). Many of the studies did not provide 
information on the language of their survey or any specific information about the 
adaptation process and the content validity of their language version of ATBEQ (e.g., 
Nejati et al., 2011; Pham et al., 2015; Vrdoljak Raguž and Matić, 2016). The widespread 
practice of not providing information regarding the sampling procedure and the  
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translation of the questionnaires is regrettable, as it has limited the scope of this and 
similar research. Thus, researchers should be encouraged to provide more detail in the 
Method section of future studies to allow for the critical evaluation and review of their 
results. 

As with previous research on students’ attitudes towards business ethics (e.g., Nejati 
et al., 2011; Phau and Kea, 2007; Pham et al., 2015; Sims and Gegez, 2004), this study 
looked for differences between samples without stating specific theoretically grounded 
hypotheses. The study interprets the results of 300 individual t-tests conducted on a single 
data set, so false-positive results would have been likely. To avoid this problem, the 
Bonferroni corrected α = 0.000167 level of significance was used. This does not prevent 
a false positive result, but it greatly reduces the chance of its occurrence. The Bonferroni 
correction can be considered one of the strengths of this research. Earlier studies used 
uncorrected levels of significance, even though they conducted dozens of theoretically 
unsubstantiated analyses of the same data set. Despite using the Bonferroni correction, 
the study is exploratory in nature and cannot provide strong evidence on existing  
cross-cultural differences and therefore only points to potential directions for future 
research. 

5 Conclusions 

By analysing data from previous research using ATBEQ, this study demonstrates the 
existence of cross-cultural differences in attitudes towards business ethics among 
business students, i.e., future business leaders. The study includes ten samples and 
provides a comprehensive picture of the ethical attitudes of students from Europe, Asia, 
and North America. The differences that were identified can inspire further research and 
can serve in the establishment of ethics courses at universities and adaptation programs 
for graduates in companies. 

This study also highlights four methodological problems of previous research on 
attitudes towards business ethics. The first is the unclear factor, content, and construct 
validity of ATBEQ. The second is the presence of response bias, which is culturally 
determined and causes variance in respondents’ answers to the questionnaire that is 
unconnected to their real attitudes. The third problem is connected to insufficient 
information in the methodology sections of previous studies; especially the lack of 
information on translation and sampling procedures. The final problem is the lack of 
hypotheses on specific differences in attitudes and the widespread practice of ‘data 
fishing’ in dozens of analyses without the correction of the significance level. These 
problems need to be taken into account when interpreting the results of these studies. In 
terms of future research, it is worth considering the development of a new or substantially 
revised questionnaire that would be subject to in-depth and openly published pre-testing 
and validation. Without it, future research is likely to be highly constrained in its 
potential contribution to the field of business ethics. Another recommendation is that 
researchers monitor for response bias in any future cross-cultural comparison studies. 
Finally, the authors of this study encourage researchers who intend to compare attitudes 
towards business ethics to provide more information on their methods and samples and to 
formulate hypotheses based on theory. 
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