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Abstract: The current study presents the most important theoretical frameworks in the field of ethical 

behavior involving employees and shows how the results of previous research are influenced by culture and 

time. At the same time, the risks that follow the universalization of the results are presented and a series of 

recommendations are made for researchers in the field, in order to obtain valuable results. 
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1. A REVIEW OF THE MOST IMPORTANT THEORETICAL MODELS IN ETHICAL 

DECISION-MAKING 

 

The first steps in creating a model that analyzes ethical behavior were undertaken by Kohlberg 

(1969, in Ferrell, 1989), who has created a process of ethical justification and evaluation. He has 

identified 6 stages of development for an individual. Depending in which stage he is, the individual 

will react differently to the same ethical dilemma. These stages are as follows: 

1. Punishment and Obedience: the individual is obedient to rules and the power of authority; 

2. Individual Instrumental Purpose and Exchange: the individual is concerned in making fair 

deals; 

3. Mutual Interpersonal Expectations, Relationships and Conformity: the individual is being 

concerned with others and shows that he is loyal; 

4. Social System and Conscience Maintenance: The individual is doing ones duty; 

5. Prior Rights, Social Contact or Utility: The respect towards the rights, values and legal 

contracts of society; 

6. Universal Ethical Principles: All should follow a universal ethical principle; 

This is the first theory that presents the development of ethical behavior from an evolutionary 

perspective. We also encounter the idea of universal values that will determine ethical behavior. The 

model is built as a ladder on which the individual matures gradually and in a cumulative way. 

Although the model was used over a large period of time, it also developed numerous critics, such as 

Gilligan (1982 in Rest, 1999) who considered the theory as being sexist, Shweder (1982) that 

considered the theory as culturally biased. 
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The next theoretical model was created by Ferrell and Gresham (1985) in the form of a 

multistage model of ethical decision-making. They have identified a couple of ethical issues or 

dilemmas, such as: advertising deception, falsifying research data, price collusion, bribes and bid 

rigging, all influenced by social and cultural environment. They have also identified three factors that 

influence the individual decision making process: individual factors, organizational factors and 

environment related factors. Individual factors include knowledge, values, attitudes and intention. 

Individuals are also influenced by socialization, education and cultural background. Ferrell and 

Gresham also show the importance of the environment on the development of ethical behavior. The 

model suggests that the closer individuals are to each other, the more they will have similar ethical 

behaviors. The influence of managers and role-models is also taken into consideration and its impact 

is shown in the model. Opportunity to engage in unethical behavior also plays a vital role in the 

behavior of employees. The greater the reword and the less the punishment for such behavior, the 

more likely the individual will engage in unethical behavior. Policies and codes of ethics will promote 

an ethical organizational environment, if they are implemented and not just in a formal state. 

The model introduces for the first time the idea that the behavior of employees can be 

influenced by the social and cultural environment, thus being impossible to universalize. 

Unfortunately the model does not offer a component analysis of ethical behavior to help with further 

empirical research. Another aspect of the model is the fragmentation of two factors, opportunity (that 

contains professional codes, corporate policy and reward/punishment) and significant others (that 

contains differential association and role-set configuration). In essence, as does Ferrell admit in 1989 

(Ferrell et al. 1989), these two factors are strongly related to the organizational environment. Another 

problem that the model has is the evaluation of behavior into two possible outcomes: ethical and 

unethical. There is no gray area, the conclusion is you either are ethical or you are not.   

Hunt and Vitell (1986) have considered a general theory of ethical decision making, starting 

from the importance of individual perception during the ethical dilemma, a perception that has two 

components: the individual deontological evaluation and the individual teleological evaluation. The 

model has a multitude of factors that must be analyzed in order to observe the ethical behavior of the 

employees: cultural environment, professional environment, industry environment, organizational 

environment and personal characteristics. For the first time a model tackles the issue of religion and 

the fact that highly religious people are more likely to be ethical. We also encounter the importance 

of a strong organizational culture, strong moral character and the importance of role models. The 
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study also points towards the importance of culture, focused especially on religion, legal systems and 

political systems.  

The model was empirically tested on 200 US sales and marketing managers in 1989. The 

results showed that managers did tend to depend both on deontological and teleological factors and 

that it would be better to reward ethical behavior than to punish unethical behavior. They have also 

found that female marketers are more inclined to ethical behavior. In conclusion the study found the 

model to fit the data like a glove. Did the model fit the data like a glove because it was constructed 

by marketing experts in the US and tested on marketing managers in the US? Fortunately the answer 

to that question is no, because the model has been tested in a large number of empirical studies and 

has generated valid results. By valid results it should not be understood that the results were identical 

to Hunt and Vitell, but that the theoretical framework was useful. An example is the research 

undertaken by Menguc (1998). He used a sample of 450 Turkish sales managers and found out that 

they rely primarily on deontological evaluations to determine the correct ethical response, not on a 

balance of teleological and deontological evaluation, as the results of Hunt and Vitell have shown. 

These results support the premises of the current research that results of empirical studies in ethical 

decision-making should not be universalized. 

Hunt and Vitell have reviewed there model in 2006 and created probably the most used model 

of analysis for ethical behavior, which has served as a theoretical support in numerous empirical 

studies. To conclude and bring together the main facts of this chapter I have constructed in Figure 1 

a comparison between the two great models of Ferrell and Grasham and Hunt and Vitell. 
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Figure 1 - A comparison of the model proposed by Ferrell and Grasham and Hunt and Vitell 
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In the 70s John Rest has introduced the DIT (Defining Issues Test), an interpretation of 

Kohlbergs interview in the form of a questionnaire. The DIT presents a series of ethical dilemmas, 

each one containing 12 statements that have to be evaluated and rated on a 5 point Likert scale. The 

DIT generates a P-score, a value for the relative importance a subject gives to the principled moral 

considerations in making a decision about moral dilemmas (Rest, 1979). Even if the DIT has been 

successfully used in thousands of studies, generating valid results, there has been criticism about the 

so called American bias. The American bias is determined by the fact that P-scores from researches 

done in the United States seem to be higher than the P-scores around the world. The difference in 

results might be a cause of the differences between cultures. 
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2. THE INFLUENCE OF CULTURE 

 

John Locke (1963, in Ruegger & King, 1992), by addressing the question Why must a man keep 

his word?, to which he answers from the perspective of a Christian, a hobbyist and an old philosopher, 

formulates the theory of depends on who you ask. Similar to the respondents of Lock, the subjects of 

ethical studies in the field of business ethics belong to different cultures, which is why they will give 

different answers to the same questions. The usage of a model without investigating the cultural 

background of the population will result in an inconsistency of the results, without real practical value.  

Culture has been taken into consideration as a factor that influences the ethical behavior of 

individuals and shapes their moral sensitivity. This fact is relevant for any study that has ever used 

culture as a factor of influence in determining the ethical behavior. Culture can be examined for 

example by addressing variables such as religion, legal system or political environment, as is the case 

of the Hunt-Vitell model. These variables were built to determine the ethical behavior of managers 

in the field of marketing in the United States. If we would test marketing managers in another country, 

the variables of the cultural factor might be different depending on the cultural specificity of the 

population. Values, customs, national identity or loyalty might replace or be added to the existent 

variables of the Hunt-Vitell model. 

Vitell et al (1993) have used Hofstede’s Typology in a theoretical attempt to answer the 

question how culture influences ethics and ethical decision making. Hofstede argues that societies 

differ in four major cultural dimensions: power distance, individualism, masculinity and uncertainty 

avoidance (Hofstede, 1984).  

According to Hofstede (1984) the power distance is the extent to which the less powerful 

individuals in a society accept inequality in power and consider it as normal. Individualist cultures 

are the ones where individuals are primarily concerned with their own interests and the interests of 

their immediate family. Collectivist cultures, in opposition, consider that individuals belong to one 

or more in-groups, such as an organization. This attitude promotes loyalty between the in-group and 

its members. Masculinity is the extent to which individuals expect men to be assertive, ambitious, 

competitive, to desire material success. Masculine cultures expect women to serve and to care for the 

house, children and for the weak. Feminine cultures promote equality in the roles of both sexes, and 

do not promote ambitious behavior. Uncertainty avoidance is defined as the extent to which 

individuals within a culture are made nervous by situations that are unclear and unpredictable, and 
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the extent to which these individuals attempt to avoid such situations by adopting strict rules of 

behavior. Cultures with strong uncertainty avoidance are active, aggressive, emotional and intolerant.  

On this basis, Vitell et al. (1993) created a couple of theoretical propositions that can be 

observed in Figure 3. The authors encourage further empirical research in testing the theoretical 

propositions and combining the result in obtaining a better image of the phenomenon.   

 The research of Hofstade (1984) and Vitell et al (1993) shows once more how different 

cultures are and how careful researchers must be in selecting the right variables in analyzing the 

influences on the ethical behavior of employees. A researcher must first identify which dimension 

fits the culture and then test the propositions in the form of hypothesis. 
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Figure 2 - Theoretical propositions on ethical behavior according to Vitell et al. (1993) 
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3. THE INFLUENCE OF TIME 

 

Rugger and King (1992) have stated that ethical beliefs change as the nation’s view of morality 

changes. Therefore the same research in the field of ethics may generate different results in the same 

national and cultural environment at different moments in time. The results of studies concerning the 

ethical behavior of employees are influenced by certain events that take place in that period of time 

leading to the investigation. Therefore, researchers that wish to use previous research in their own 

studies must know not only the cultural characteristics of the population, but also the historical events 

of the time period in which the study was conceived. Studies undertaken in periods of conflict or 

economic crisis will have results inclined towards an unethical behavior, a tendency towards the 

accumulation of material goods, without the barriers settled by ethics. 

In conclusion the results of an investigation in the field of ethical behavior reflect only a picture 

of reality, which is specific to a certain culture, at a given moment in time. This posed reality is most 

of the time valid for a period of years or until a major social or economic event takes place and 

changes the ethical orientation of employees. The change can take place rapid, produced in general 

by violent events, such as war or the occupation of territories, or can take place gradually, being 

influenced by the evolution of society.  

If studies regarding the ethical behavior were made on a regular basis, we would be able to 

determine the ethical evolution of a certain population in time. By analyzing the historical changes 

during that period in time, we would be able to identify important variables that have shaped the 

ethical behavior. Such variables could be political changes, legal developments and very important 

historical events, such as war or massive deportations.   

 

4. THE DANGER OF UNIVERSALISATION 

 

The entire study and the ideas proposed lead to the fact that in the study of ethical behavior, the 

researcher must not begin from premises or axioms, but instead he must construct hypothesis and test 

them. The usage of previous research has a role in the shaping of hypothesis, but their result must 

never be generalized.  

The danger of this universalization in results is the vitiation of your own research, by using 

result obtained in a different culture and in a different period of time. The process of universalization 

is therefore similar to the process of globalization, a phenomenon which in the field of social behavior 
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can only be harmful. People so different regarding culture and history cannot be similar in shaping 

their ethical behavior.    

This fact does not lead to the rejection of great theoretical models, as is the case of the one 

promoted by Hunt and Vitell. The authors themselves have stated that the acceptance of any theory 

is based on its support over time through empirical testing, not how it was initially formulated (Hunt 

and Vitell. 2006). The model of Hunt and Vitell has definitely lasted the test of time and has been 

used in a large number of empirical researches. The most important thing is to understand that a model 

is just a theoretical framework and should be adjusted to the culture and time period of the researcher. 

The best method of adjustment is the usage of variables based on the factors proposed by the 

theoretical model that are specific to ones culture and time. 

The results of the researches undertaken in the field of ethical behavior are rarely comparable 

do to the fact that there are a number of differences in the cultural and historical environment. This is 

why a universal theory of the ethical behavior of employees is impossible to formulate.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

Empirical research in the field of ethics should always be based on the testing of hypothesizes. 

Using theoretical models or propositions, as the ones reviewed in the current study, will grant 

researchers a theoretical framework on which they can test their hypotheses. 

When using theoretical models that analyze ethical behavior it is important to understand the 

difference between the factors of the model, which are universally valid and the variables of the 

model, which may change over time and from one culture to another. In the case of Hunt and Vitell 

(1986) the main categories of factors are: Cultural environment, Professional environment, Industrial 

environment, Organizational environment and Personal characteristics. They can be applied 

successfully by any researcher in a study of ethical behavior. The demarcation of ethical studies is in 

the usage of variables, as is the case of religion, a variable of the cultural environment, which can 

have deep implications in an Arabic country and close to no implications in a country like France for 

example. Authors must construct their own variables, according to their own culture and time and 

create their own hypothesizes to test.  

In conclusion, the existing models for analyzing the ethical behavior of employees can be used 

by any researcher, as long as he understands that the variables that influence this behavior are not 

universal. This information is very useful for researchers which use the results of previous studies as 
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a starting point or as a measure of comparison in their own research. They must study the moment in 

time and the cultural environment in which past research has been done and decide if they resemble 

his own time and culture. Only by doing so, they will be able to determine if they can use past research 

as a starting or comparison point in order to reflect the best image of the real economic environment.  

 

 

REFERENCES 

 

Akaah, I.P. (1992) Social Inclusion as a Marketing Ethics Correlate, Journal of Business Ethics, 

vol.11, pp. 599-608. 

Barnett, J. H., Karson, M. J. (1987) Personal Values and Business Decisions, Journal of Business 

Ethics, vol.6, pp. 371–382. 

Betz. M., O’Connell, L. Shepard, J.M. (1989) Gender Fidderences in Proclivity for Unethical 

Behavior, Journal of Business Ethics, vol. 8, pp. 321-324. 

Browning, J. M., Zabriskie, N. B. (1983) How Ethical are Industrial Buyers?, Industrial Marketing 

Management, vol.12, pp. 219-224. 

Chonko, L.B., Hunt S.D. (1985) Ethics and Marketing-Management: An Empirical Examination, 

Journal of Business Research, vol. 13(August), pp. 339-359. 

Ferrell, O.C. & Gresham, L. (1985) A Contingency Framework for Understanding Ethical Decision-

Making in Marketing, Journal of Marketing, vol.49, pp. 87-96. 

Ferrell, O.C., Gresham, L.G., Fraedrich J. (1989) A Synthesis of Ethical Decision Models for 

Marketing, Journal of Macromarketing, vol. 33, no.3, pp. 55-64. 

Rest, J. et al. (1999) A Neo-Kohlbergian Approach: The DIT and Schema Theory, Educational 

Psychology Review, vol. 11, no.4, pp. 291-324. 

Hegarty, W. H., Sims H. P. (1979) Organizational Philosophy, Policies and Objectives Related to 

Unethical Decision Behavior: A Laboratory Experiment, Journal of Applied Psychology,vol. 

63, pp. 331-338. 

Vitell, S.J., Nwachukwu, S.L., Barnes, J.H. (1993) The effects of Culture on Ethical Decision-

Making: An Application of Hofstade’s Typology, Journal of Business Ethics, vol. 12, pp.753-

760. 

Hofstade, G. (1984) The Cultural Relativity of the Quality of Life Concept, Academy of Management 

Review, vol. 9, no. 3, pp. 389-398. 



 

CES Working Papers – Volume V, Issue 3 
 

 
441 

Hunt, S. D., Vitell S. (1986) A General Theory of Marketing Ethics, Journal of Macromarketing, vol. 

6, pp. 5-16. 

Hunt, S. D., Vitell S. (2006) A General Theory of Marketing Ethics: A Revision and Three Questions, 

Journal of Macromarketing, vol. 26, no 2. 

Ferrell, O.C., Gresham, L.G., Fraedrich J. (1989) A Synthesis of Ethical Decision Models for 

Marketing, Journal of Macromarketing, vol.9, no.2, pp, 55-64. 

Ruegger, D., King, E. W. (1992) A Study of the Effect of Age and Gender upon Student Business 

Ethics, Journal of Business Ethics, vol. 11, pp. 179–186. 

McNichols, C. W., Zimmerer, T. W. (1985) Situational Ethics: An Empirical Study of Differentiators 

of Student Attitudes, Journal of Business Ethics, vol.4, pp.175-180.  

Menguc, B. (1998) Organizational consequences, marketing ethics and salesforce supervision: 

Further empirical evidence, Journal of  Business Ethic, vol.17, no.4, pp. 333-52. 

Rest, J. R. (1979) Development in Judging Moral Issues, University of Minnesota Press, Minneapolis. 

Ruegger, D., King, E. W. (1992) A Study of the Effect of Age and Gender upon Student Business 

Ethics, Journal of Business Ethics, vol. 11, pp. 179–186. 

Serwinek, P. J. (1992) Demographic & Related Differences in Ethical Views Among Small Business, 

Journal of Business Ethics, vol.11, pp. 555-566. 

Weeks, W. A., Nantel, J. (1992) Corporate Codes of Ethics and Sales Force Behavior: A Case Study, 

Journal of Business Ethics, vol.11, no.10, pp. 753–760. 

Vitell, S.J., Nwachukwu, S.L., Barnes, J.H. (1993) The effects of Culture on Ethical Decision-

Making: An Application of Hofstade’s Typology, Journal of Business Ethics, vol. 12, pp.753-

760. 

 


