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Abstract The cost of unethical behaviour in both the private and public sectors is
astronomical. In South Africa, the Auditor-General and accounting professional
bodies have received widespread public criticism for failing to uphold their duty to
protect stakeholders and the economy from the impact of these ethical failures. Such
failures are exacerbated by the mismatch between the rapid advances in technology
and the slow pace of regulation. The literature makes clear how crucial and complex
ethics are and that effective ethics education is critical to curb unethical behaviour.
The South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) has charged higher
education institutions with the duty of providing effective ethics education as part of
accounting education. Attitudes towards a field of study show a strong correlation
with academic performance and future behaviours. Consequently, negative attitudes
towards ethics and ethics education carry the risk of poor engagement with content
and may weaken the intended impact of the educational initiative. The objective of
this study is to examine accounting students’ attitudes to ethics and ethics education
through a quantitative approach. Thus, a survey was administered to accounting
students at a school with SAICA accreditation. The results reveal that the partici-
pants’ interest in ethics, and their conversational engagement with it, are strong. The
participants reported a high level of comfort, enjoyment, and belief in ethics
education. Furthermore, the analysis revealed that the participants had a positive
attitude towards ethics and ethics education, derived from the strong sense of
significance and relevance they accorded to ethics.
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1 Introduction

1.1 Ethics in the Spotlight

In recent years, emphasis has been placed on the value of ethics as well as the
consequences of a lack of ethics. Dishonest and careless business practices have bred
mistrust among stakeholders (Weibel et al., 2020). Globally, this level of distrust has
increased due to major corporate scandals such as Enron, Merrill Lynch and Martha
Stewart in the United States, and Cadbury Nigeria Plc, Spring Bank Plc and Wema
Bank Plc in Nigeria, to name a few (Ogbodu & Umoru, 2018). In South Africa, this
trust has also been eroded by a string of high-profile corporate scandals such as
Standard Chartered, SAP, Transnet, McKinsey, HSBC, KPMG, Eskom, BOSASA,
Gold Fields, Tongaat Hulett, VBS Bank and Steinhoff (Business Insider, 2020;
Nyamakanga & Diphoko, 2017; The Economist, 2017).

As we enter the Fourth Industrial Revolution, the accounting profession has a
greater awareness of the importance of making ethical decisions. The rapidly
emerging advances in technology will undeniably have a positive impact on the
profession; however, these same technologies may also jeopardise critical ethical
values. Values such as fairness, privacy, independence, beneficence, accountability,
and responsibility have all been flagged as ‘at risk’ by the Big 4 audit firms, Deloitte,
KPMG, PricewaterhouseCoopers and EY. These concerns have been echoed by
smaller firms as well (Munoko et al., 2020). If ethics are considered at risk, then
technologies such as quantum computing pose a great danger to finance and
accounting in the form of encryption breaking of data and its misuse (MacPherson,
2021). While unethical behaviour causes businesses to lose approximately 5% of
revenue each year (University System of Georgia, 2019) the financial impact of
ethical values compromised through technology remains unknown.

In the educational sphere, the high incidence of academic dishonesty in online
assessments has highlighted the need for student ethics education. The regulations
imposed because of the COVID-19 pandemic necessitated a move to an online
educational environment (Sangster et al., 2020). Online learning settings are linked
to advantages such as greater accessibility and lower educational costs (Larmuseau
et al., 2019). However, this same technology that spans social divides also has
negative impacts, such as low student engagement, lack of discipline and academic
dishonesty (Sithole et al., 2019).

Ethics has universal relevance. Education in ethics is necessary for an individual’s
personal growth as well as their full participation in democratic society. Both every
day ethical decisions as well as more complex moral dilemmas difficulties requires
ethical reasoning (Nussbaum, 2010). A response to this important challenge in the
context of accounting education at university is therefore essential.
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1.2 Responses to the Ethics Challenge

In response to the corporate scandals worldwide, there has been a noticeable increase
in regulation imposed by governments and regulatory bodies. For example, in the
United States, the Sarbanes—Oxley Act (2002) was introduced, which included the
establishment of the Public Company Accounting Oversight Board. In the United
Kingdom, the Cadbury Report of 1992 (Cadbury Report, 1992) was implemented as
well as the Audit Firm Governance Code (Financial Reporting Council, 2016). The
Netherlands implemented a two-tier board structure, as required by the Dutch
Corporate Governance Code (Bendixen & Thomas, 2000), while South Africa
introduced best practice recommendations in the form of the King IV Code of
Corporate Governance (Institute of Directors in Southern Africa, 2016).

Despite the implementation of comprehensive codes of conduct (Arjoon, 2000)
and robust legislation to combat fraud, new waves of corporate scandals continue to
surface (Fang et al., 2022). If increased regulations had been able to solve the
problem, the benefits would certainly have been evident by now. This is because
integrity goes beyond simple compliance with regulations (Kermis & Kermis, 2014)
indicating that students need to be equipped with education.

When introducing ethics as a subject to students, it is crucial that they compre-
hend its significance as well as the reasons why rules and guidelines are necessary.
The eventual limitations of the regulations are also an important aspect that needs to
be examined. Therefore, ethics education is an important aspect in the accounting
arena, together with the allocation of the responsibility thereof.

Ethics education is an important response to the challenge of ethics discussed
earlier. It is widely agreed that accounting education, both undergraduate and
postgraduate, must prepare future accounting executives to be honest, trustworthy
and have the highest level of personal integrity (Kermis & Kermis, 2014). Psychol-
ogist, Martin Bloom, issued a warning as far back as 1981 that certain values will be
imposed on society by future events if discernible values such as integrity and
trustworthiness, are not consciously enforced now (Kermis & Kermis, 2014).

Ethics education is also essential for global relevance and employability of
graduates. Within the context of employability after completing accounting educa-
tion, both technical skills as well as reasoning and practicing ability are required
(Mourik & Wilkin, 2019). Threshold capabilities for vocational accounting training
are noted as critical analysis, communication, knowledge, problem-solving, team-
work, self-management, and judgement. Judgement is explained as “[e]xercising
judgement under supervision to solve routine accounting problems, with appropriate
use of perspectives (social, ethical, economic, regulatory, sustainability, governance
and/or global)” (Mourik & Wilkin, 2019, p. 317). Most modern university degrees
include the development of employability skills as a requirement for graduation
(Cotronei-Baird, 2019).

The South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA, 2019) aligns with
this practice through the inclusion of these capabilities in its 2025 Competency
Framework. Moreover, based on the framework provided by International Education
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Standard 3 (IES3) and International Education Standard 4 (IES4), the International
Federation of Accountants (IFAC, 2019) established a competency framework or
map that its members should adhere to. SAICA uses this competency framework to
accredit higher education institutions (HEIs) to ensure that the required education,
including ethics education, is taught in HEIs. This aim has been reinforced thanks to
a recent review (SAICA, 2019). Therefore, in South Africa, the responsibility of
ethics education for accountants lies with HEIs.

To craft appropriate responses to the importance of ethics and the challenge of the
widespread unethical behaviour in business, the current state of ethics education
must be considered. The literature suggests that accounting students perceive
existing ethics education as being too theoretical (Lubbe, 2021). There are numerous
opportunities and methods to provide a more effective ethics education, and these
should therefore be explored.

1.3 Opportunities in Teaching and the Importance
of Attitudes

When it comes to ethics education, what matters is not only what is taught, but how it
is taught. In a study assessing the effectiveness of ethics interventions, it was
concluded that educators need to find methods of learning that are precisely designed
to advance moral development before standardising educational approaches
(Ponemon, 1993). This educationalist angle opens an opportunity for reformist
work towards the effective teaching of ethics education. Amid the Fourth, and
even the emerging Fifth Industrial Revolutions, online learning and gamification
experiences offer a scalable opportunity for learning (Mhlanga & Moloi, 2020).

The theory of planned behaviour is a psychological theory that connects attitudes
and actions. According to the theory, an individual’s behavioural intentions are
shaped by three fundamental factors: attitude, subjective norms, and perceived
behavioural control (Ajzen, 1991). In building towards improved curriculum and
improved learning, attitudes are important. A positive attitude contributes to
improved learning (Mazana et al., 2019; McKenzie, 2010; Osborne et al., 2003).
Therefore, it is valuable to understand the attitudes of accounting students to ethics
and ethics education before developing tools and standardising approaches.

1.4 Aim of the Study

The concerns regarding an unethical climate in accounting networks, that make up
audit firms, the Government, the Auditor-General, and the relevant professional
bodies, needs to be addressed. The expectation is for ethics education to be
addressed at HEI level. Moreover, the negative attitudes of accounting students
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towards ethics and ethics education could undermine the proposed educational
process of ethics in accounting.

The aims of the study are to describe the context of the ethics challenge and the
relevance and importance of business ethics, followed by the examination of the
responsibility, effectiveness and approach to ethics education in the accounting
profession. The study then aims to survey the attitudes of accounting students
towards ethics and ethics education, to examine the risk of poor engagement in
ethics education due to negative attitudes.

2 Literature Review

2.1 Importance and Relevance of Ethics

In business, ethics are relevant and crucial. To manage the diverse interests in the
corporate environment, a solid code of ethics is required. As noted, the prevalence of
fraud and unethical behaviour in the commercial sector, the public sector and the
accounting network has highlighted the need for a robust response to strengthen
ethics. The opportunistic behaviour that resulted from COVID-19 restrictions,
coupled with the explosive development of new technology have made matters
worse. These factors jointly heighten the need for a stronger emphasis on business
ethics.

2.1.1 The Ethics Climate

a) Private sector

A series of business scandals have marred South Africa’s corporate sector over the
previous decade, each revealing a clear lack of ethics (Business Insider, 2020). These
high-profile corporate scandals include Standard Chartered, SAP, Transnet,
McKinsey, HSBC, KPMG, Eskom, BOSASA, Gold Fields, Tongaat Hulett, VBS
Bank and Steinhoff (Business Insider, 2020; Nyamakanga & Diphoko, 2017; The
Economist, 2017). Such behaviour has left a blight on the accounting profession.
After a temporary lull in such unethical behaviours in 2019, the observed wrongdo-
ings have resumed. According to global data, only one out of every seven employees
works in an environment with a strong ethical culture. Both the global median for
pressure to compromise standards and the rate of retribution have reached new highs
(Ethics and Compliance Initiative, 2021).

b) Public sector

The impact of unethical behaviour in the public sector is profound. This behaviour
infringes on the economic, social and cultural rights of individuals as well as their
rights to development and a healthy environment (Union of International
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Associations, 2021). Recent instances of unethical behaviour in South Africa have
highlighted the relevance and importance of business ethics. A well-publicised
example of unethical behaviour in the public sector is the government’s relationship
with the Gupta family (Business Insider, 2020). A database of stolen emails between
Gupta family members and numerous senior South African state officials revealed
the degree of the family’s alleged power over the state’s operations. The emails also
revealed how the family were supposedly able to persuade authorities and important
political appointments to achieve their objectives. The Guptas were accused of
meddling in cabinet selections, using their influence on secure major contracts
from state-owned businesses and organising a campaign of propaganda throughout
the country (Business Insider, 2020).

Unethical behaviour at a municipal level is also prevalent. According to the
Auditor-General, Tsakani Maluleke, the finances of local governments are under
strain, with municipalities reporting R26 billion in irregular expenditure in the
2019-2020 financial year (Maluleke, 2021). The fact that only 27 of the 257 munic-
ipalities across the country earned clean audits reflects the worsening financial
condition. Notably, 89 municipalities were unqualified, 66 municipalities were
qualified, six municipalities were unfavourable and 12 municipalities were
disclaimed, while audits in 57 municipalities were not finished. There were findings
in both the unqualified and qualified audits (Felix, 2021).

Other than the many international legal instruments designed to curb corruption,
South Africa has manifold local legislative responses; however, these do not seem to
be sufficient to drive out the systemic corruption in our political spaces (Mubangizi,
2020). The Corruption Perceptions Index ranks the perceived levels of corruption in
the public sector in 180 countries around the world, with a ranking closer to 1 being
the least corrupt. In 2020, South Africa was ranked 69th out of 180 countries, after
ranking 70th in 2019. Further findings in this report suggest that corruption not only
jeopardises the global health response to COVID-19, but also leads to a lingering
democratic crisis (Transparency International, 2019, 2020).

President Cyril Ramaphosa noted in October 2019 that the cost of corruption in
South Africa has been as much as R1 trillion (Ramaphosa, 2019). This is a huge
waste of government money at a time when the South African economy is in distress,
experiencing slow growth and credit downgrades (Smith, 2020). In South Africa in
2020, 22 million tax payers jointly paid R528 billions of their hard-earned money to
the fiscus with the largest source of income for the South African Revenue Service
being personal income tax, which accounted to R1.25 billion. The Auditor-General
issued a press statement on 31 March 2021, urging the government to deliver audit
outcomes that are sustainable (Maluleke, 2021). Maluleke emphasised in the 2019/
2020 general report on national and provincial government spending that account-
ability failures must be taken more seriously. According to the same study, irregular
expenditure for the year totalled R54.34 billion. Because full quantities were not
published, this figure might be up to 31% higher. The report also mentions that the
year-end balance of irregular expenditure that had built up over several years and had
still to be dealt with, was R262.3 billion (Du Plessis, 2021).
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Other than the high cost of unethical behaviour to the public and private sectors,
unethical behaviour is also eroding the value of the accounting profession. Audit
firms, the Auditor-General and accounting professional bodies have also been
affected by such behaviour, which illustrates the importance of business ethics and
the capability of effective ethics education to curb the impact on a wide base of
stakeholders.

¢) Accounting network
1) Audit firms

Audit firms are under immense pressure after many audit failures. The previous chief
executive officer of the Independent Regulatory Board for Auditors, Bernard
Agulhas, noted that many audit failures in South Africa were caused by a lack of
auditor ethics, accountability, tone and other related behaviours, rather than a lack of
technical competence. Lack of independence, a lack of professional scepticism and,
in some cases, corruption, are examples of such behaviours (SAICA, 2020). This
was echoed in a recent survey of accounting trainees who were lacking ethical
leadership and training, as well as a restricted focus on ethics counselling and
mentorship (Lubbe, 2021). The relevance and importance of business ethics is
highlighted by behaviours such as these, and even more so in state institutions
where exponentially more stakeholders are affected.

i) Government and the Auditor-General

The concerning state of misconduct on a government level as discussed earlier,
highlights the role of the Auditor-General of South Africa. The Auditor-General
plays a vital role in accountability, thereby fostering solid financial governance
practices in South Africa through its audit efforts. The role provides “independent
assurance to various legislatures on whether entities that use public funds have
managed their financial affairs in accordance with sound financial principles, com-
plied with the relevant legal framework and provided credible information on the
achievement of their financial and performance goals” (Auditor-General, 2021).
South African elected representatives hold executive and accounting authorities,
officials as well as public entities accountable in this way. The Auditor-General’s
work ultimately empowers citizens to hold the government accountable for it
stewards public resources (Auditor-General, 2021). The state of government mis-
conduct has heightened the need for accountability facilitated by the Auditor-
General. The South Africa Corruption Report of 2020 indicated policing, public
service, public procurement, and natural resources as high-risk areas for corruption
(Ganlntegrity, 2020).

iii) Professional bodies

Due to job losses and the erosion of savings, corporate failures cause enormous
losses for South Africa’s working class. SAICA believes that restoring the auditing
profession’s credibility is critical because this role could help resolve the socio-
economic challenges that the country is experiencing due to corruption and business
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failures. It is worth noting that this issue affects the entire financial reporting
environment, and focusing solely on the auditing profession will not fix the problem
in the long term (Nomvalo, 2021). Those in charge of an organisation’s governance
must continue to do more to defend the public interest through significantly stringent
financial reporting and improved controls (Nomvalo, 2021).

To sustain business success, ‘trust’ within business or economic activity needs to
be protected. The risk is that transactions such as economic exchange for goods or
services occur at the cost of this trust relationship with society (Rossouw, 2002). To
mitigate this risk, most professions become more regulated through the establish-
ment of regulatory bodies, professional bodies, frameworks, standards of conduct or
codes of ethics. With regard to a moral framework for the accounting profession, the
code of ethics of the International Ethics Standards Board for Accountants would be
relevant as it was adopted by SAICA and the South African Institute of Professional
Accountants. With limited regulatory guidance on the implementation of this code in
businesses, each professional body has issued additional guidance for its implemen-
tation. The IESBA (2020) established a conceptual framework for all professional
accountants to ensure compliance with its five identified principles of ethics, namely,
integrity; objectivity; professional competence and due care; confidentiality; and
professional behaviour. The IESBA revised its code of ethics in 2019. The changes
that come into effect in 2021 are mainly a clarification on independence require-
ments and assurance engagement guidelines. These changes have even informed
changes to the international standards of the International Auditing and Assurance
Standards Board.

To improve the financial reporting environment, SAICA has embarked on several
confidence restoration efforts, including coordinating conversations on audit reform.
This comprises broad stakeholder engagement to determine the root causes of the
audit expectation gap, the affected public trust and measures to remedy it (Nomvalo,
2021). The value that has been eroded from designations such as Chartered Accoun-
tant (South Africa) is not quantifiable. SAICA does not offer accounting education
but rather accredits institutions against its framework to facilitate this education. The
SAICA 2025 Competency Framework is therefore a key directive that teaching
institutions need to implement. The changes in the framework aim to develop a
more holistic graduate, and all spheres of ethics are now included, namely, personal,
business and professional. SAICA (2021) is going as far as setting out the cognitive,
behavioural and managerial requirements to achieve this competence. Although
some have criticised the framework for becoming too technical, it is evident that
the level of importance has escalated. Due to the relationship between the SAICA
professional body and the accredited organisations, educators are required to take
ownership of the framework to create methods and models to teach these compe-
tencies effectively.
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2.1.2 Mismatch Between the Speed of Technological Advances
and Legislation

For all the benefits that technology brings, it also means an exponentially larger
negative impact in case of misuse. The speed of technological innovation, coupled
with the lack of ethics, has necessitated a strong and clear response to address
unethical behaviour in HEIs. This is because technological advances are not matched
by regulatory advances (Marchant, 2011). This creates a gap that needs to be
addressed through principle-based guidance. The speed of technological advances
is explained by Moore’s Law. This Law states that the number of transistors on a
microchip, or in a dense integrated circuit, doubles every 2 years (Massachusetts
Institute of Technology, 2020). Transistors are conductors that enable processing
speed and capability (Awati, 2022). This essentially indicates that the processing
speed of a computer doubles every 18 months to 2 years (BigThink, 2011). This
forecast has held true since 1965. As a result, every software-reliant organisation
operating in the age of the Fourth Industrial Revolution and the Internet-of-Things
does so in an environment with rapidly changing information technology, which
carries risk with it.

The lagging regulation of technological advancement has led to the prioritisation
of technological ethics by national governments and multinational agencies, such as
the European Union and the United Nations as well as professional standards
organisations (Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers, 2020). Such issues
require dialogue, interpretation and implementation (Kretzschmar & Bentley, 2013).
Thus, oversight boards have been established by major technological corporations
such as Google and Facebook. Growing public awareness and concern about how
technology affects and interferes with our interpersonal relationships and societal
institutions has resulted in an increase in demand for specialists who can evaluate
and anticipate ethical issues related to technology development and use (Deschesne,
2020).

Thus, ethics are more relevant and more important than ever. Unethical behaviour
is prevalent and requires further intervention. As previously noted, the response has
been a heightened focus on regulation and education. However, increased regulation
has not been sufficient to curb unethical activity. More needs to be done to raise
awareness about ethics and ethical behaviour. An educational response needs to be
considered.

2.2 Ethics Education as Part of Accounting Education
2.2.1 Ethics Can be Taught
The question, ‘can ethics be taught?’, has been brought up repeatedly, usually when

people feel that their community, society, or nation’s ethics have let them down. A
meta-analysis of 25 corporate ethics education programmes found that activities
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emphasising students’ cognitive abilities for ethical problem-solving and reasoning
increased students’ long-term ethical awareness (Waples et al., 2008). In another
study, after a 10-week review of ethics cases, a pre- and post- defining issues test did
not show any signs of improved moral development. This study by Ponemon (1993)
attempted to test whether an ethics intervention improved the moral development
and ethical behaviour of accounting students, but the findings seemed to contradict
the premise that ethics can be taught. However, this must be considered along with
the limitations of that study, which included the quality of the ethics case reviews,
the mode of teaching and the outcome of ‘moral development’ being tested rather
than ‘applied ethics’ (Ponemon, 1993).

Whether or not effective ethics education methods have been selected, De George
(1999) states that there are moral pre-requisites for conducting business. No amount
of education can ensure that all students will act morally since morality, whether in
business or elsewhere, is always a question of human choice (Falkenberg &
Woiceshyn, 2008). Therefore, it is important to emphasise to students that moral
ambiguities and uncertainties occur in economic systems, businesses and interac-
tions with many stakeholders. Instead of debating whether corporate ethics can be
taught, the discussion should focus on improving the effectiveness of corporate
ethics education (Falkenberg & Woiceshyn, 2008).

2.2.2 Regulation and Responsibility for Ethics Education

As noted in the introduction, the initial corrective response to unethical behaviour in
business was the expansion of legislation, heightened focus on codes of conduct,
revision of relevant professional codes, and notably, the industry relevant revision of
IESBA’s Code of Ethics (IESBA, 2020). This was followed by the revision of
SAICA’s Competency Framework for professional trainees and students (SAICA,
2021).

Improved regulation is however insufficient to change behaviour and thinking.
While codes of conduct can be effective in promoting ethical behaviour (Buchholz &
Rosenthal, 1998), they are limited because they were designed from a defensive
standpoint to safeguard organisations (Betsy, 1996). Many codes are also either
unimplemented (Lindsay et al., 1996) or unsuccessful (Kennedy, 1996). Conse-
quently, codes of conduct and other forms of legislation alone, fail to noticeably curb
unethical behaviour. Moral growth and development are also required (Poje & Groff,
2021), and ethics education is well suited to address moral growth and development.
Jackling et al. (2007) support the improvement of ethics education as a possible
solution to the accounting profession’s ethical challenges.

Ethics education has been placed in the hands of educators and professionals.
Regardless of existing narratives on the onus of instilling ethics, SAICA (2019)
places the responsibility for ethics education in the chartered accounting profession
with accredited HEIs. Hartman (2006) and Klein et al. (2007) concur that higher
education needs to produce ethical professionals.
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The revised SAICA CA2025 Competency Framework sets higher competence
expectations. The 2013 Competency Framework only covered professional ethics
and the only pervasive skills outcome related to ethics was “uses an ethical reasoning
process” (SAICA, 2019, p. 14). The 2025 Competency Framework has expanded to
all aspects of personal, business and professional ethics as well as citizenship. This
expansion has occurred in content and on an advanced level of competence. There-
fore, SAICA (2021) requires students to

demonstrate an in-depth knowledge and rigorous understanding of the subject matter, apply
the knowledge where the data is unstructured and/or is derived from multiple sources.
Integrated thinking is required. Evaluate solutions for specified and implicit problems —
applying a high degree of rigour and/or exercise sound judgement in making recommenda-
tions and formulating solutions. (p. 14)

2.3 Importance of Student Attitudes to Education

While it has been established that ethics education is a necessary response to the
current ethics climate, it is important to address relevant considerations in attitudinal
studies. An attitude is a person’s learned predisposition to respond positively or
negatively to an object, circumstance, concept or another person (Sarmah & Puri,
2014). Attitude therefore plays a role in predicting behaviour (Katz, 1960). There is a
wide body of research on the benefits of a positive attitude in linguistics learning
(McKenzie, 2010), science learning (Osborne et al., 2003) and mathematics learning
(Mazana et al., 2019).

An in-depth examination of attitude reveals that it is linked to underlying
psychological elements, such as needs, interests, feelings, beliefs and fundamental
motivations (Gheorghe, 1998). This is supported by Ainley (2006), Dewey (1913)
and Hidi (2006), who note that when one is interested, emotive responses, perceived
value and cognitive processes all work together, and attention and learning come
naturally. Belief about the importance and value of a topic determines interest and
engagement. Enjoyment and comfort in an area of learning also has an impact, as
demonstrated in attitude scales in biology learning (Russel & Hollander, 1975). The
degree of challenge related to an experience also seems to have a direct impact on the
attitude of a student towards the learning (Lee et al., 2021). Furthermore, the design
of the questionnaires was influenced by suggestions from Blaikie (2000) for social
research that included consideration of the worldview of participants. Research
shows a strong correlation between the attitudes of students towards studies and
their academic performance in various fields (Fennema & Sherman, 1976).

In summary, if accounting students have an interest in ethics and value this topic,
it is expected that this will influence their views and attitudes towards ethics
(Gheorghe, 1998). Moreover, if they believe the subject matter is important, it is
likely that this will also influence their views and attitudes towards ethics education
(Mager, 1968).
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3 Methodology

This descriptive study uses a quantitative research approach and a positivist para-
digm. The study gathered empirical numeric data through surveys to describe the
attitudes of accounting students towards ethics and ethics education. The research
strategy discusses where data is collected from. A descriptive, attitudinal study best
addresses the research question by collecting data from a predetermined sample of
people to learn more about the topic under investigation (Mouton, 2009). A survey
strategy was deemed best suited because it would provide broad feedback. It is
effective in collecting both structured and unstructured data. Although surveys have
been criticised for lacking depth (Mouton, 2009), such a strategy can accommodate
larger samples (Saunders & Tosey, 2013) and would therefore be well suited for
large HEI classes.

The population of this study consists of accounting students receiving ethics
education at SAICA-accredited institutions. As the researcher had permission to
conduct research at the University of Johannesburg (UJ), the population was further
refined to UJ students who fitted the criteria. The sample was the second-year
Bachelor of Accounting students registered for the year module, Governance and
Citizenship (GOV2ABO01). At the time of the study, there were 1991 UJ students
across all year groups registered as part of the SAICA-accredited programme at UJ,
as confirmed by Lebogang Moemi, Faculty Officer at the College of Business
Economics (Integrated Tertiary Software [ITS], 2022).

This study uses a non-randomised sampling method through judgemental or
purposive sampling. When using this method, the researcher makes a judgement
on participant criteria that would best address the research question (Quinlan et al.,
2018). The focus of this study is on attitudes of accounting students towards ethics
and ethics education. Therefore, this led to the selection of second-year Bachelor of
Accounting students enrolled in a SAICA-accredited programme, receiving targeted
ethics education for the first time in their academic careers. At the time of the study,
the number of second-year students registered in a SAICA-accredited programme
was 442 (ITS, 2022). This sample represents only 22% of the site population. While
this is not a statistically significant sample and purposive sampling inherently holds
the risk of perceived sample judgement bias, this non-randomised, purposive sample
would still contribute sufficiently towards the aim of the study (Etikan et al., 2016).
To mitigate any risks, care must be taken with the generalisability of the data in the
conclusions. Participants were asked to voluntarily complete the questionnaires and
anonymity from lecturer was preserved. A total of 185 students participated,
representing a 42% response rate.

The time horizon relates to the point in time when the researcher conducts the
research, producing either cross-sectional or longitudinal data. Cross-sectional
research relates to a particular point in time, while longitudinal studies extend across
an extended period (Saunders et al., 2012). The study was conducted towards the end
of the first semester in 2022.
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4 Findings

4.1 Ethics: Views and Attitudes and Level of Engagement

As noted in the literature review, the students’ views, attitudes and level of engage-
ment towards ethics were expected to influence their overall attitude towards ethics
and ethics education (Gheorghe, 1998). The following questions were aimed at
gauging this element:

On a 5-point scale ranging from ‘Strongly agree’ to ‘Strongly disagree’, rate the
following statements:

* I consider myself to be ethical.
* Accounting students act ethically.

On a 5-point scale ranging from ‘Always’ to ‘Never’, rate the following questions:

* How often do you think about ethics?
* How often do you talk about ethics with your friends and family?

While 91% of participants consider themselves ethical (Fig. 1), only 79% think that
accounting students act ethically most of the time (Fig. 2). Of the participants, 41%
indicated that the perceive themselves as acting ethically often, while 38% indicated
that they always act ethically. With an overwhelming majority of participants (91%)
stating that they are ethical, it is expected that this would engender a positive attitude
towards ethics (Gheorghe, 1998).

When asked to reflect on the ethics of their peers, as accountants themselves, the
participants’ assessment decreased to 79%. The respondents conveyed the percep-
tion that 41% of accounting students act ethically at times, 41% manage to behave
ethically often and 38% of accounting students always act ethically. While 79% was
still quite high, the difference between the perceptions of students’ own ethicality
and the ethical behaviour of other accounting students might be explained by self-

Perception of whether participant considers
themself ethical

= M Disagree

Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

Fig. 1 Perception of own ethics. Source: Author’s own compilation
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Perception of whether accounting students act
ethically

B Never
Rarely

Sometimes

Often

m Always

Fig. 2 Perception of ethics of others. Source: Author’s own compilation

How often do you think about ethics?

@&
M Rarely
Sometimes

Often

Always

Fig. 3 Interest in ethics. Source: Author’s own compilation

enhancement bias. Self-enhancement bias is the tendency to rate oneself more
favourably than the rating one assigns to others (Krueger, 1998).

When considering the level of engagement with the topic of ethics, 32% of
respondents indicated that they think about ethics sometimes, 46% think about
ethics often and 16% indicated that they always think about ethics (Fig. 3). This
amounted to 94% of participants indicating that they think about ethics occasionally
or more often. The responses therefore indicate a high interest in ethics.

When participants were asked about engagement with ethics in conversation,
37% noted that they talked about ethics sometimes, 29% indicated that they did so
often, and 5% expressed that that they always talked about ethics. Therefore, 71% of
participants indicated that they engaged with the topic of ethics in conversation on
occasion (Fig. 4). The difference in rating between interest (engagement in thought)
and engagement in conversation could be attributed to the complexity or controversy
of the subject matter or the personality of the individual self. The interest and level of
engagement with the subject matter of ethics seems moderately high. This level of
engagement is expected to affect the participants’ views and attitudes towards ethics,
as noted in the literature (Ainley, 2006; Dewey, 1913; Gheorghe, 1998; Hidi, 2006).
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How often do you talk about ethics with your
friends and family?

5% 4% . = Never
N 25% Rarely
6

Sometimes

Often

m Always

Fig. 4 Engagement with ethics in conversation. Source: Author’s own compilation

4.2 Ethics Education: Views and Attitudes and Level
of Engagement

As indicated in the previous section, the views and attitudes (Gheorghe, 1998) and
level of enjoyment (Russel & Hollander, 1975) towards ethics education were
expected to influence the attitudes of participants towards ethics education. The
following questions in the questionnaire sought to gauge this element.

On a 5-point scale ranging from ‘Strongly agree’ to ‘Strongly disagree’, rate the
following statements:

 Ethics is important as part of the accounting curriculum.
» [ am satisfied with the relevance of the topics taught in GAC2ABO1.
 Ethical principles and behaviours can be taught.

On a 5-point scale ranging from ‘Very enjoyable’ to ‘Unenjoyable’, rate the follow-
ing question:

» Rate your level of enjoyment when learning about ethics.

On a 5-point scale ranging from ‘Very comfortable’ to ‘Very uncomfortable’, rate
the following question:

» Rate your level of comfort when you are dealing with ethical dilemmas.

When it comes to the importance of ethics as part of accounting education, no
participants indicated that they disagreed with this statement. With 2% being neutral,
12% agreeing and 86% strongly agreeing with the statement, it appears that 98% of
participants agree that ethics is an important part of the accounting curriculum
(Fig. 5). This is in line with the heightened focus on ethics education.

When participants rated the level of enjoyment of ethics education, 43% rated it
as ‘enjoyable’ and 26% rated it as ‘very enjoyable’ (Fig. 6). Even though 98% agreed
with the importance of the topic of ethics, only 69% found it enjoyable to learn about
ethics.
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Ethics is important in accounting education

o
224 12%

M Neutral
W Agree

Strongly agree

Fig. S Perception of the importance of ethics. Source: Author’s own compilation

Level of enjoyment of ethics education

M Very unenjoyable

-
M Unenjoyable

Neutral

Enjoyable
M Very enjoyable

Fig. 6 Level of enjoyment of ethics. Source: Author’s own compilation

Satisfaction with relevance of topics taught

M Strongly disagree
m Disagree

Neutral

Agree

m Strongly agree

Fig. 7 Satisfaction with relevance of topics. Source: Author’s own compilation
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Ethics can be taught

S
M Disagree
Neutral

Agree

Strongly agree

Fig. 8 Perception on whether ethics can be taught. Source: Author’s own compilation

Level of comfort with ethical dilemmas

=

B Uncomfortable

Neutral
Comfortable

Very comfortable

Fig. 9 Level of comfort with ethical dilemmas. Source: Author’s own compilation

When it comes to relevance, 87% of participants agreed that they were satisfied
with the relevance of ethics topics taught (Fig. 7). This was in line with the high
rating of importance.

Of the participants in this study, 84% believe that ethics could be taught, with
40% agreeing and 44% strongly agreeing (Fig. 8). The belief that ethics can be
taught indicates a positive attitude towards ethics education. This strong belief in the
education of ethics is expected to encourage a positive attitude towards various
education methods (Gheorghe, 1998).

Participants indicated a high level of comfort when dealing with ethical
dilemmas. While 6% felt uncomfortable and 24% indicated that they were ‘neutral’,
70% indicated feeling a level of comfort when dealing with ethical dilemmas
(Fig. 9). This level of comfort may positively affect their attitude (Russel &
Hollander, 1975).

The high incidence of participants viewing ethics in the accounting curriculum as
important could be the result of the heightened response of the regulators towards the
accounting profession, as noted in Sect. 2.3.1. The changed IESBA code of ethics,
the revised SAICA 2025 Competency Framework and the focus on intentional ethics
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Satisfaction with coverage of topics in GOV2AB01

o 2%
M Dissatisfied

Neutral
Satisfied

Very satisfied

Fig. 10 Satisfaction with content coverage. Source: Author’s own compilation

education (Lubbe, 2021) could be the reasons for this heightened awareness and the
subsequent high rating of importance. A similar raised awareness by accounting
students has also been recently observed among undergraduate accounting students
in Nigeria (Okougbo et al., 2021). As per the literature review, the high rating of
importance creates the expectation of positive attitudes towards ethics education
(Eccles et al., 1983).

Enjoyment and comfort influence attitude (Gheorghe, 1998). The fact that 69% of
participants found ethics education enjoyable, 70% experienced a level of comfort in
dealing with ethics and 98% rated it as important could be explained by the
complexity of the topic of ethics, although many other factors could influence this
finding. Past research shows that between enjoyability, usefulness and difficulty, the
latter did not appear to be the main driver of avoidance. Difficulty was seen as a low
factor of influence, whereas ‘enjoyment’ and ‘usefulness’ were considered strong
impact factors (Springate et al., 2008). The moderate level of enjoyment may have
affected the attitudes of students towards ethics education.

When rating their level of satisfaction with the content coverage in GOV2ABO1,
only 2% of participants were dissatisfied with the coverage of topics (Fig. 10). Of the
respondents, 55% were satisfied and 19% were very satisfied with content coverage.
The 24% of participants who indicated that they were neutral in terms of rating their
satisfaction with content coverage could be due to an unfamiliarity with ideal content
coverage as this was their first experience with an ethics education module.

Therefore, in terms of coverage of topics, 74% of participants were satisfied.
When participants considered relevance, 87% of respondents were satisfied (Fig. 5).
The positive rating of coverage and relevance indicated a starting point of high
satisfaction in the module.
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4.3 Benefit of Ethics Education Activities

When asked to what extent the ethics education activity had improved their knowl-
edge of ethics, 99% of students indicated an improvement of 56%, reflecting a
significant improvement (Fig. 11). As noted in the literature, a high perception of
value or importance has a significant influence on attitude towards learning and
motivation. Therefore, this points to a very positive attitude towards ethics education
(Eccles et al., 1983).

4.4 Summary of Findings

The participants displayed a high level of satisfaction with their second-year ethics
education module. This deduction is based on the high perception of knowledge
gained through ethics education activities. The vast majority (99%) of participants
indicated an improvement in knowledge, with 55% representing a significant
improvement. The high levels of satisfaction with ethics education activities could
have been influenced by individual’s attitude towards the subject of ethics. A higher
level of engagement or motivation may influence their level of satisfaction. With
91% of participants agreeing that it was important to be ethical (Fig. 5), this could
well be the case. While the participants agreed that ethics were very important, their
level of engagement with ethics was lower: 78% of participants indicated that they
thought about ethics on occasion but 42% indicated that they rarely discussed the
topic of ethics with friends or family (Figs. 3 and 4). The highly rated level of
importance of ethics may have influenced the satisfaction rating, but the lower
engagement levels increased satisfaction with the nature of ethics education
activities.

Extent of knowledge of ethics improved by ethics
education activities

H To no extent
To a small extent

To a moderate extent
To a large extent

H To a very large extent

Fig. 11 Extent to which knowledge of ethics was improved by ethics education activities. Source:
Author’s own compilation
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A higher level of engagement or motivation about their perceptions of ethics may
have influenced the participants’ level of satisfaction. With 91% of participants
agreeing that it was important to be ethical (Fig. 5), this could well be the case.
The participants’ level of engagement with ethics was lower, with 78% indicating
that they thought about ethics on occasion and up to 42% indicating that they rarely
discussed the topic of ethics with friends or family (Figs. 3 and 4).

Based on the study data, it can be concluded that the attitude towards ethics and
ethics education is positive. As expected from the literature review, this positive
attitude appeared to be attributable to the high sense of importance and relevance of
the topic of ethics (Gheorghe, 1998) and the high perception of value added or
knowledge gained from the Ethical Ambassador (Eccles et al., 1983). This is in line
with the findings of Marriot (2004) on attitudes based on improved knowledge, and
Taplin et al. (2017) on the positive experiences of students with ethics education.

In line with the research objectives, the findings indicate that the attitude of
accounting students towards ethics and ethics education was positive. This positive
attitude could be an opportunity for exposure to more complex content and newer
educational initiatives, such as online ethics.

5 Limitations and Recommendations

5.1 Limitations

The generalisability of this study is limited due to the sampling method. Normally,
the generalisability of a survey strategy is one of its greatest strengths (Mouton,
2009). However, the purposive sampling strategy used in this study places a
limitation on the conclusions that can be drawn from the population (Quinlan
et al., 2018). Moreover, the findings are based on a homogeneous sample (19- to
20-year-old undergraduate students) that is relatively small (n = 185 for the
pre-questionnaire and n = 282 for the post-questionnaire). This may have affected
the results and influenced the generalisability of the findings. Lastly, the study was
conducted at only one SAICA-accredited HEI; therefore, the findings are limited to
the attitudes of the students at that institution only.

Another limitation lies in the inherent nature of an attitudinal study. Attitudes, as
opposed to knowledge or behaviour, are abstract and could influence reliability and
validity. Furthermore, attitudes were surveyed after the participants’ first encounters
with ethics education. Self-report bias is evident when researchers ask people to
explain their ideas, feelings or behaviours, rather than measuring them directly and
objectively (American Psychology Association [APA], 2022). This could possibly
lead to methodological issues as participants may not give responses that are entirely
accurate out of ignorance or out of a desire to appear intelligent (APA, 2022). Even
though the response rates were acceptable for this study, Estelami (2015) points out
that participants with a very negative attitude or perception usually do not even
complete the questionnaires. Data on the most negative attitudes towards the subject
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matter may therefore be missing, and consequently, the results should be interpreted
with caution (Estelami, 2015).

6 Recommendations

The following recommendations are made based on the study findings:

» Accounting professional bodies should maintain the spotlight on ethics because
this heightens awareness of ethics.

» Adequate and ongoing cooperation should be encouraged between audit firms,
professional organisations and universities towards the strengthening of ethics
education through relevance.

» The high level of comfort and satisfaction with ethics may indicate capacity for
innovation in ethics education.

7 Conclusion

An effective response is needed to unethical behaviours within the accounting
network. As part of this response, the present study sought to empirically gauge
the attitudes of accounting students towards ethics and ethics education. The study
results revealed that participants have a positive attitude towards ethics and ethics
education. A large contributor to this positive attitude was the perceived high sense
of importance and relevance of ethics. Any identified challenges were overshadowed
by the sense of being relevant and stimulating and of value. Furthermore, the study
findings confirmed that the ethics education curriculum is important, which could
indicate capacity for innovation, with the ultimate goal of more effective ethics
education and genuine individual accountability.
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