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Ethical Sensitivity of College Students
in a Developing Country:

Do Demographic Factors Matter?

F. Bahar Ozdogan
Zeliha Eser

ABSTRACT. This study investigates whether college students’ ethical
sensitivity and preferences for inclusion of ethics courses in their curric-
ulum vary by their demographic characteristics such as gender, age,
family income, and school status as to college major, grade and school
ownership (state/private).

Findings are based on responses to a 54-item questionnaire adminis-
tered in Turkey to 677 college students of various grades (sophomores,
juniors and seniors) in various majors, namely, Business Administra-
tion, Tourism Administration, Finance & Accounting, Economics,
Econometrics, International Relations, Political Sciences and Public
Administration.

Results reveal significant differences in ethical sensitivity only by
gender and college major. Female students have higher ethical sensitiv-
ity than their male counterparts. Business students have lower ethical
sensitivity than students in other majors. However, students demonstrate
no significant difference in ethical sensitivity by age, school grade, fam-
ily income or school ownership status. Having had an ethics course has

F. Bahar Ozdogan is Lecturer at the Faculty of Economics and Administrative Sci-
ences, Baskent University, Eskisehir Yolu, 20. Km, 06800, Ankara, Turkey (E-mail:
bahar@baskent.edu.tr). Zeliha Eser is Assistant Professor at the Faculty of Economics
and Administrative Sciences, Baskent University, Eskisehir Yolu, 20. Km, 06800, An-
kara, Turkey (E-mail: zeser@baskent.edu.tr).

Corresponding author: F. Bahar Ozdogan. Baskent University, Faculty of Eco-
nomic and Administrative Sciences, Baglica Kampusu, Eskisehir Yolu, 20. Km,
06800, Ankara-Turkey (E-mail: bahar@baskent.edu.tr).

Journal of Teaching in International Business, Vol. 19(1) 2007
Available online at http://jtib.haworthpress.com

� 2007 by The Haworth Press, Inc. All rights reserved.
doi:10.1300/J066v19n01_05 83



led to no significant difference in ethical sensitivity either. As a further
note, students with higher ethical sensitivity prefer inclusion of a compul-
sory ethics course in their curriculum whereas those with lower ethical
sensitivity tend to keep ethics course away from curriculum.doi:10.1300/
J066v19n01_05 [Article copies available for a fee from The Haworth Document
Delivery Service: 1-800-HAWORTH. E-mail address: <docdelivery@haworthpress.
com> Website: <http://www.HaworthPress.com> � 2007 by The Haworth Press,
Inc. All rights reserved.]
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INTRODUCTION

Results of comparative studies to date indicate few differences in eth-
ical attitude when the comparison is made between developed western
countries. Comparisons between developed western and developed
Asian countries have produced some albeit inconsistent differences
(Ahmed et al., 2003). On the other hand, there seems to be a paucity of
research on ethical sensitivity in developing countries, particularly
with research designs comparable to those studies conducted in devel-
oped western or Asian countries. Turkey, as a developing country, is
no exception where studies on ethics are few and barely give a sense of
the scenery both in the business world and schools. Considering that
schooling makes future business managers, public leaders, profession-
als and adult employees, ethical sensitivity of college students, a popu-
lation segment standing poised soon to join the labor force should be of
interest to knowledge building. There seems to be no study that attempts
to develop empirical measures to deal with the college students’ demo-
graphic factors in relation with ethical sensitivity in Turkey. In order to
contribute to filling a gap in the literature on ethical sensitivity of col-
lege students in developing countries, this study focuses on ethical sen-
sitivity of college students in Turkey investigating any association of
ethical sensitivity with demographic factors and school status.

Ethical attitude has been recognized as a critical factor in ethical de-
cision making. Ethical sensitivity has been defined as “the ability to rec-
ognize an issue and its ethical dimensions, when applicable . . .” (Wright
et al., 1998, p. 37).

There is an ongoing debate on the utility of ethics courses in adminis-
trative sciences curricula to improve ethical decision making of stu-
dents. Besides, some researchers started to question the ethical erosion
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in recent years. The question is whether such erosion is attributable to
education in business schools or not (Herndon, 1996). There are some
arguments in support of the inclusion of ethical courses in colleges.

Association between ethical behavior and/or sensitivity and demo-
graphic factors have been investigated to give some insight on ethics but
also sometimes conflicting findings as to the relation of ethics with de-
mography. Such contradictory findings are sometimes disregarded and
sometimes misevaluated (Reiss and Mitra, 1998). An appropriate evalua-
tion and understanding of the attitudes of future business and public lead-
ers require an accurate analysis of perceptions, sensitivities and attitudes
of today’s college students in administrative sciences. Studies on unethi-
cal behaviors of future managers should be an important step in solving
the potential ethical problems in the future management. Therefore the
students’ views for the inclusion of ethical courses in the curriculum are
important. The purposes of this study in this perspective are as follows:

• To investigate the relation between ethical sensitivity of college
students and demographic characteristics and school status in a de-
veloping country, particularly in Turkish cultural context.

• To find out the relation between the students’ ethics courses pref-
erences and ethical sensitivity scores of students.

In this respect, this study provides an opportunity to find out ethical
sensitivity of Turkish university students in relation to demographic
variables such as gender, age, family income, and school status vari-
ables such as college major, grade and college ownership (state/pri-
vate). Further, the relation between ethical sensitivity and preference
for inclusion of ethics courses is also investigated. As the debate about
ethics courses is also current at universities in Turkey and the subject of
business ethics has vital role in Turkey as a developing country, this
study will help both academicians and practitioners.

This paper first presents literature review. Next, the methodology
will be discussed and the results of the ethical sensitivity of university
students will be presented. Finally, implications of the findings and lim-
itations of the study will be discussed.

Country Context

Turkey is a country standing at the crossroads of two continents, Asia
and Europe, between two religions and two civilizations. The northwest
of the country lies in Europe, the rest in the Asia Minor. Turkey can be
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characterized as a transitional country, both economically and cultur-
ally. With an economy of xxx bn USD of gross national product in
2005, it stands as the 20th largest economy of the world, while a popula-
tion of 75 million contributing to and feeding on such output (This na-
tional output is produced by manufacturing industries (19.4%), services
(51.1%) and agriculture (10.3%) which clearly indicates a thriving
industrialization (DIE, 2006).

The geographic characteristic of bridging two continents Asia and
Europe is reflected in the culture as well. Traditional values are wo-
ven with the western values providing a synthesis of Mediterranean,
Balkan, western and middle-east cultures (Kongar, 1986). Early
adoption of the western legal systems based on Roman Law in 1926
(Swiss Civic Code and Commercial Code, German Code of Obliga-
tions and Italian Penal Code), Latin Alphabet in 1928, and western
measurement systems and electoral systems by 1935 set Turkey on
course to westernization. Furthermore, the advancement of technology
and communication systems brings the country closer to the western
values.

Related Literature

The literature is replete of studies related to ethical sensitivity of stu-
dents. Research conducted to reveals ethical sensitivity of students re-
veal mixed results. Chonko and Hunt (1985) reported that the educational
field of the individual is a determinant in his or her perception of an ethi-
cal problem. The major where the individual was educated influenced
his tendency to demonstrate ethical behavior (Reiss and Mitra, 1998;
Fraedrich, 1993; Malinowski and Berger, 1996; Kelley et al., 1990),
ethical evaluation (Curren and Harich, 1996; Loe et al, 2000; Martin,
1987), ethical standards (Tse and Au, 1997), individual ethical val-
ues (Arlow and Ulrich, 1985), ethical attitudes (Serwinek, 1992),
ethical sensitivity (Sparks et al., 1998), ethical decision making
(Smith and Oakley, 1996) and point of view about the concept of ethics
(Abdolmohammadi et al, 1997). Merritt (1991) and Lane (1995) re-
ported that business students were more prone to resort to fraud com-
pared to students in other majors. McCabe et al. (1991) and Useem
(1989) revealed that ethical consciousness of business students was
lower than students in other majors. Shuptrine (1979) found that busi-
ness students displayed a much more tolerant approach as regards to
ethical values of business applications. Sparks and Johlke (1996) deter-
mined that business students believed that the ethical behavior of the
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marketing staff that did not have management education was lower than
the ones who had such an education. Reichel and Neumann (1988)
found that the art students accorded more importance to business ethics
compared to business students. Wood et al. (1989) reported that busi-
ness students were more prone to resort to unethical means. Kelley et al.
(1990) revealed that marketing students among the management stu-
dents scored the lowest ethical levels.

H1: Business students have lower ethical sensitivity than students
in other majors.

Another study (Serwinek, 1992; Kidwell et al., 1987; Ahmed et al.,
2003) conducted to find out ethical sensitivity of students in relation to
their school grade as sophomore, junior, senior revealed that there was
no relation between the duration of education and ethical behavior.

H2: College grade is not associated with ethical sensitivity.

According to Berl and Shannon (1997), students studying in private
universities were more willing to discuss and learn ethical issues, the
academic staff was also quite interested in this issue and they had more
opportunities to initiate an ethical discussion among themselves com-
pared with those studying in state universities. Compared to those of
state university students, the private university students were of the
opinion that ethics was universal across industries while state univer-
sity students largely thought that ethics varies from one industry to
another.

H3: Students in private universities have higher ethical sensitivity
than those in state universities.

Arlow (1991) found out that the women accorded less importance to
outcomes than means, and were less interested in personal gains. Women
were also found to have a more responsible social structure compared to
men (Roberts, 1996). According to Schminke’s (1997) study, the gen-
der related ethical dilemma was highly significant. Whipple and Wolf
(1991) revealed that men were less critical compared to women when
unethical practices were in question. Harris (1989) found that there
were differences between male and female students as regards to ethical
values and ethical decision making.
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In a study carried out in sixteen American universities, it was
found that female students displayed more interested attitude
toward ethical issues compared to male students (Peterson et al.,
1991). Whipple and Wolf (1991) and Callen and Ownbey (2003)
observed that male students question dubious activities less than fe-
male students. Uslu (1996) reported that female students had higher
scores as regards to ethical behavior and attitude compared to males.
Shepard and Harteenian (1990) determined that women displayed more
consistent ethical focused understanding.

There are also numerous other studies revealing that women are
more ethically inclined and display more ethical behavior than men
(Dawson, 1997; McCabe et al., 1991; Thoma, 1986; Lane, 1995;
Deshpande, 1997; Akaah, 1989; Barnett and Karson, 1989; Borkowski
and Ugras, 1992; Tyson, 1992; Tse and Au, 1997; Bellizzi and Hite,
1989). Goolsby and Hunt (1985) showed that the women had better
cognitive moral development. Smith and Oakley (1997) found that fe-
male students display more ethical behavior than males when ethical
evaluations concerning to social and moral relations were in question.
Silver and Valentine (2000) reported that women scored higher grades
in moral concentration scale compared to men.

Malinowski and Berger (1996) found that female students gave
more ethical answers than males. Bertz et al. (1989) reported that the
inclination of men towards unethical behaviors were twice higher
than that of women. The ethical development of males is much
slower than women. Men are more interested to develop their careers
while women accord more importance to establish relations. Female
students also score higher grades in ethical values scenarios (Silver
and Valentine, 2000).

H4: Female students have higher ethical sensitivity than male stu-
dents.

Vitell et al. (1991) reported that elder consumers were more ethical
than the younger ones but they could not be regarded as a homogenous
group due to wide differences in their ethical views. Fullerton et al.
(1996) and Lane (1995) determined that elder students made much ethi-
cal evaluations. There was a positive correlation between age and ethi-
cal evaluations (Browning and Zabriskie (1983), Jones and Gautschi
(1988), Barnett and Karson (1989), Kelley et al. (1990), Serwinek
(1992), Stevens et al. (1993), Pratt et al. (1983), Tse and Au (1997),
Meising and Preble (1985), Serwinek (1992), compliance to ethical
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standards (Kim and Choi, 2003), ethical decision making (Ahmed et al.
(2003) and Malinowski and Berger (1996), responsible consumer behav-
ior (Roberts (1996).

H5: There is a positive relationship between students’ age and ethi-
cal sensitivity.

Studies investigating the relation between illegal downloading of
CD or software and income status of students revealed no significant
association (Rahim et al., 2000; Solomon and O’Brien, 1990; Wong et
al., 1990). However, as Turkey is a developing country and the income
distribution is badly skewed (Rahim et al., 2000) our hypothesis is as
follows:

H6: There is a positive relationship between students’ family in-
come status and ethical sensitivity.

According to Davis and Welton (1991) ethical courses improves
ethical decision making virtues of students. On the other hand, some
other researchers suggest that the introduction of ethical courses into a
curriculum is necessary but they should be integrated into the contents
of other courses rather than being taught separately (Stewart et al.,
1996). According to Callen and Ownbey (2003) participants who had
taken ethical courses were more reluctant to accept unethical con-
sumer behavior than the participants who had not taken such courses.
Glenn (1992) reveals that courses given in academic term had positive
effect upon ethical behaviors of students. Students voiced the need for
courses especially on marketing ethics. Krohn (1992) found that 20%
of the students were in the opinion that ethical issues were sufficiently
discussed in business courses and one third of the students thought
that marketing ethics course was necessary. Only 3% of the students
stated that the ethics courses were not necessary and 30% of the stu-
dents prefer it to be taught as an elective course. 62% of the students
were willing to take a marketing ethics course if it was available.

H7: Students who have had ethics courses have higher ethical sen-
sitivity than those who have not.

H8: There is a positive relationship between students’ ethical sen-
sitivity and preferences for inclusion of ethics courses.
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METHODOLOGY

Population and Sample

There were about 166801 students in universities in Ankara in the
year 2005 when this study was conducted. Of this figure, 13923 were in
studying in the administrative sciences curricula, graduates of which
would become business managers, public leaders, economists and fi-
nance professionals. The survey instrument was administered to stu-
dents in the Faculty of Economics and Administrative Sciences at eight
universities in Ankara, Turkey, with four being state-owned universi-
ties and the other four being privately owned. Before conducting the
survey, the total number of junior, sophomore and senior students of
each faculty was obtained. Considering the number of students at each
university, quota sampling was applied by school grade. This process
produced 900 surveys, but 233 surveys were improperly completed.
Therefore, there were a total of 667 usable responses for analysis
purposes. The return rate was 75.3 %.

The Questionnaire

In order to obtain the data, a 54-item survey instrument was devel-
oped. The survey form had three sections. The first section included
eight questions, with five on demography namely: gender, age, father’s
occupation, mother’s occupation, monthly family income; and three
questions on school status namely: school name, major, and grade.
Then the second section had two questions inquiring whether the re-
spondent has had an ethics course, and whether an ethics course should
be included in the curriculum (not necessary, compulsory, elective).
Then the remaining 44 items described four scenarios and questions
eliciting ethical sensitivity based on such scenarios.

Overall ethical sensitivity score was computed as the arithmetic
mean of all responses to scenario-based questions. Each scenario-based
item had a regular proposition to be responded in a 1 to 7 scale, with 1
being strongly disagree and 7 being fully agree. Accordingly, in the
representation of ethical scores, 7 denotes the highest ethical sensitiv-
ity, whereas 1 denotes the lowest level of ethical sensitivity. The sce-
narios were taken from Ural’s study (2001). The questions prepared
for measuring ethical sensitivity were formed with the use of ethical
sensitivity statements taken from Patterson (2001). The statements were
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translated into Turkish then back translated into English in order to
avoid misunderstanding.

The survey instrument was pre-tested on 60 students in order to pre-
vent possible errors in practice and to make sure that the questionnaire is
properly understood. After making some minor changes the survey in-
strument was given its final shape and administered to the sample.

ANALYSIS AND RESULTS

SPSS for Windows v.10 statistical package was used for data analy-
ses; and frequency distribution, correlation analysis, Anova and T-tests
were run on the data. The distribution of respondents is provided in
Table 1.

In order to determine whether ethical sensitivity scores differ by ma-
jor studied (Business Administration, Tourism Administration, Finance
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& Accounting, Economics, Econometrics, International Relations, Po-
litical Sciences and Public Administration), here 320 business students
were compared to 357 students in all the remaining majors for their ethi-
cal sensitivity scores by a t-test. The mean ethical sensitivity score for
business students was significantly lower than others (5.31 vs 5.50, p =
0.023), a finding expected in the first hypothesis (H1).

The difference in ethical sensitivity scores by college grade (sopho-
more, junior, senior) was investigated by one-way analysis of variance.
Where the overall model revealed no significant difference by college
grade (sophomores, juniors, seniors; p = 0.119), a post-hoc analysis
(Scheffe) revealed that sophomores had significantly higher ethical sen-
sitivity than seniors (p = 0.05). Thus, the second hypothesis (H2) was
confirmed with a caveat that while there was no significant difference
by college grade in ethical sensitivity, there was some significant
difference between two subgroups.

The difference in ethical sensitivity scores of students studying in
private universities and state universities was analyzed by a t-test. The p
value (.872) revealed that the ethical sensitivity values of the students
are not related to the university type they are studying. Contrary to the
expectation in the third hypothesis (H3) that students in private univer-
sities have higher ethical sensitivity than those in state universities,
there was no significant difference in ethical sensitivity by the school
ownership status in which the respondents have been studying. H3 was
rejected.

The difference in the ethical sensitivity values according to gender
was also analyzed by t-test. The p value (.001) revealed that the differ-
ence was statistically significant. The average ethical sensitivity value
of the female students (5.62) was found to be higher that that of male
students (5.2). In other words, the female students displayed higher
level of ethical sensitivity compared to the male students. H4 was
supported.

Correlation was made in order to determine any relation between eth-
ical sensitivity and factors such as age and income. The p values for
both these variables were found as page = .220 and pincome = .133 which
show no significant relations between ethical sensitivity and these two
variables. H5 and H6 were accepted (see Table 2).

The difference between ethical sensitivity values concerning the eth-
ics courses taken by students was also computed by the use of t-test. The
relatively high p value (.641) revealed that the fact that taking ethics
courses did not cause any difference in ethical sensitivity values. H7 was
rejected.
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The case whether ethical sensitivity values differ according to the
student’s views about the inclusion of ethics related courses into the
curriculum was analyzed by Anova test. The relation was found to be
statistically significant (p = .000). H8 was supported. The difference
was examined by Post Hoc Scheffe test.

There is also a statistically significant difference in the ethical sensi-
tivity values of the students thinking that the ethics courses should be
elective and those stating that they should be compulsory (See Table 3).

Ethical sensitivity scores of students who thought that ethics courses
should be compulsory were higher than those who thought that they
should be elective. There was also a statistically significant difference
between the ethical sensitivity values of the students who thought that
ethics courses should be compulsory than those who wanted them to be
elective. The ethical sensitivity values of the students who thought that
ethics courses should be compulsory were higher than those who
thought that ethics courses were unnecessary. There is also statistically
significant difference between the ethical sensitivity values of the stu-
dents who thought ethics courses were unnecessary and the one who
wanted them to be elective. The ethical sensitivity values of the students
who wanted that the ethics courses should be elective were higher than
those who classified them unnecessary.
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DISCUSSION

The results of this study reveal gender differences in ethical sensitiv-
ity. Bertz et al. (1989) provide two alternative explanations for gender
differences in ethical behavior: the gender socialization approach (where
sexes are assumed to bring their own values and traits to their work
roles), and the structural approach (where differences due to the early
socialization and requirements of social roles between men and women
will be dominated by the rewards/costs associated with occupational
roles: thus, two genders are expected to react similarly in the same occu-
pational environment). The results of this study seem to support the
gender socialization approach in Turkish context. The patriarchal struc-
ture of families in Turkey leads males to have monetary responsibilities
of the family. As there is a huge income discrepancy in Turkish society
and males are dealing with monetary issues more than females in order
to give better life to their families, males may neglect the ethical issues.
On the other hand, because of the higher ethical sensitivity of females,
the employment of female educators will be useful in teaching ethical
issues (Simga and Atay, 2003).

Another finding of the research reveals that there are statistically sig-
nificant differences between ethical sensitivity and the variables such as
major studied and the ethics course preferences of the students. These
results are consistent with the studies in the literature. Specifically, stu-
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dents majoring in accounting have more ethical sensitivity than the stu-
dents majoring in other fields. As accounting is a field that is governed
by written rules of conduct and principles while it continually evolves
with the changing demands of the society. Various professional ac-
counting organizations have established codes of ethics. Ritter (2006)
also indicated that business students have lower ethical sensitivity than
other students. On the other hand, findings indicate that there is no sta-
tistically significant relation between ethical sensitivity and variables
such as ownership status of university (private or state), college grade of
student, age, family income.

These findings are important for business educators as they review
and improve their business curriculum. In order to improve the educa-
tion of management ethics, it is necessary to focus on concrete ethical
issues. It is vital that ethics should be invoked as a catalyst to attain cer-
tain economic results in the process of inclusion ethical and moral is-
sues in business education curriculum. The most important duty incumbent
upon the business schools is to prepare their students for ethical dilem-
mas which they are likely to meet in their careers. In traditional educa-
tion programs the educators use marketing decision examples which
display ethical dilemmas.

Conclusion

Results reveal significant differences in ethical sensitivity only by
gender and college major. Female students have higher ethical sensi-
tivity than their male counterparts. Business students have lower eth-
ical sensitivity than students in other majors. However, students
demonstrate no significant difference in ethical sensitivity by age,
school grade, family income or school ownership status. Having had
an ethics course has led to no significant difference in ethical sensi-
tivity either. As a further note, students with higher ethical sensitiv-
ity prefer inclusion of a compulsory ethics course in their curriculum
whereas those with lower ethical sensitivity tend to keep ethics
course away from curriculum.

The contents of ethical courses or related text books were not ex-
amined in this study, which we think might be handled in future stud-
ies of various designs. Further, this study could be repeated with a
larger sample with a wide range of demographic and socio-cultural
attributes.
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