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ABSTRACT. The relationship between spiritual well-
being and ethical orientations in decision making is
examined through a survey of executives in organizations
listed on the Australian Stock Exchange. The four
domains of spiritual well-being, personal, communal,
environmental and transcendental (Fisher, Spiritual health:
its nature and place in the school curriculum, PhD thesis,
University of Melbourne, 1998; Gomez and Fisher, Pers
Individ Differ 35:1975-1991, 2003) are examined in
relation to idealism and relativism (Forsyth, J Pers Soc
Psychol 39(1):175-184, 1980). Results reveal that spiritual
well-being, in particular the communal domain of spiritual
well-being, is correlated with and predictive of idealism.
However, the relationship between spiritual well-being
and relativism is weak. Implications of the study are dis-
cussed in terms of developing managerial programs that
enhance communal well-being which should lead to
greater idealism in decision making. Limitations of the
study and future research opportunities are outlined.
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Introduction

There are over 1.4 million companies registered in
Australia with 2226 listed in the Australian Stock
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Exchange (Australian Securities Exchange, 2009).
Unlike in the United States, Australia’s corporate
governance model is more principles based and less
rules based (Robins, 2006). However, ethical viola-
tions in corporate Australia continue unabated
despite the introduction of legislation and gover-
nance standards designed to promote business
integrity. The adverse effects of ethical violations at
organizations such as HIH, One.Tel, James Hardie,
and Opes Prime, extend beyond value erosion and
employee harm, to the catastrophic effects such
violations have on investor confidence, economic
stability, and communal and personal well-being.
The collapse of HIH in 2001 alone cost the Austra-
lian economy an estimated $5.3 billion (Robins,
2006). Despite Australia’s principles-based approach
to corporate governance, very little is known about
the factors influencing senior executives’ ethical-
unethical behavior.

According to Giacalone and Jurkiewicz (2003),
research on ethical decision making has been pri-
marily focused on ethical codes, cultures, and lead-
ership styles. However, research has demonstrated
that ethical codes alone cannot reduce unethical
behavior (Somers, 2001) and that leadership does not
always enhance ethical behavior (Victor and Cullen,
1988). Thus, it is clear that these efforts may not be
the most appropriate to reduce unethical business
activities. As an alternative “‘increasing attention is
being placed upon assessments of individual char-
acter, personality, and belief systems that may
influence ethical cognitions as precursors to behav-
ior” (Giacalone and Jurkiewicz, 2003, p. 86). This
research aims to identify individual factors influ-
encing senior executives’ ethical decision making.
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One such individual factor that may influence ethical
orientation is spiritual well-being.

Spiritual well-being in the workplace

Although spirituality has traditionally been rooted in
religion, the link between the two is passionately
debated. In the workplace spirituality literature,
some argue for a spirituality that is devoid of religion
while others characterize spirituality as inextricably
linked to religion (Dent et al., 2005). The phe-
nomenal growth in the interest of postmodern
spirituality in the workplace is partly due to it being
characterized as non-denominational, broadly inclu-
sive, and an inherent characteristic of all human
beings (Fernando, 2007; Piedmont et al., 2009).

Spiritual well-being, an outcome of the spiritual
experience, “‘pertains to the wellness or ‘health’ of
the totality of the inner resources of people, the
ultimate concerns around which all other values are
focused, the central philosophy of life that guides
conduct, and the meaning-giving center of human
life which influences all individual and social
behavior” (Moberg, 1979, p. 11). Fisher (1998)
proposes four major domains of spiritual well-being;
personal, communal, transcendental, and environmental
well-being. Citing Fisher (1998), Gomez and Fisher
(2003) state that

the personal domain reflects how one intra relates with
oneself with regard to meaning, purpose, and values in
life. The communal domain expresses in the quality
and depth of inter-personal relationships, between self
and others, and includes love, justice, hope, and faith
in humanity. The environmental domain deals with
care and nurture for the physical and biological world,
including a sense of awe, wonder, and unity with the
environment. The transcendental domain deals with
the relationship of self with some-thing or some-one
beyond the human level, such as a cosmic force,
transcendental reality, or God, and involves faith
towards, adoration, and worship of, the source of
mystery of the universe. (p. 1976)

These four domains integrate to form overall spiritual
well-being for an individual. Spiritual well-being has
been identified as a fundamental dimension of peo-
ple’s overall health and well-being, and is supported
by the growing evidence of spiritual well-being

having positive influences on individual health
(World Health Organisation, 2007). Spiritual well-
being correlates positively with psychological adjust-
ment and overall wellness, marital satisfaction, physi-
cal health, social adjustment, possession of strong
coping skills, and resiliency in times of stress and
personal crisis (Beery et al., 2002; Fernsler et al., 1999;
Tracey et al., 2006). Using several measurement
instruments (e.g., Ellison, 1983; Fisher, 1998), spiri-
tual well-being has been used for research purposes in
various settings including universities, communities,
clinics, and with participants such as psychiatrics,
community groups, college students, persons with
cancer, and persons with HIV/AIDS. The study and
measurement of spiritual well-being is also becoming
increasingly popular with researchers examining quality-
of-life issues (Utsey et al., 2005). However, to date,
despite this evidence linking spiritual well-being with
positive psychological adjustment, overall wellness, and
quality-of-life issues, there are no reported instances of
spiritual well-being used in the business context to
evaluate its impact on ethical decision making. One
reason for this gap in the literature is because workplace
spirituality and business ethics discourses have developed
largely independently of each other.

Ethical orientations in decision making

Business ethics theorists generally agree that, when
faced with decision situations having ethical content,
executives apply ethical guidelines developed from
moral philosophies (Fernando et al., 2008). Moral
philosophy refers to the principles or rules that
people use to decide what is right or wrong. Per-
sonal moral philosophy is depicted as one of the
important factors influencing ethical decision mak-
ing in established models of business ethics (Hunt
and Vitell, 1986; Trevino, 1986). Two popular
perspectives of personal moral philosophies are ide-
alism and relativism. Forsyth (1980) identified ideal-
ism and relativism as important predictors of moral
judgment. Idealism is defined by Forsyth as the
degree to which individuals ““assume that desirable
consequences can, with the right action, always be
obtained” (1980, p. 176, emphasis in original).
Relativism, on the other hand, is defined by Forsyth
(1980, p. 175) as “the extent to which an individual
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rejects universal moral rules” when making ethical
judgments. Idealism and relativism are independent
constructs and individuals can be high or low in both
dimensions (Forsyth, 1980).

These two orientations of moral philosophy have
been extensively used in the business ethics litera-
ture and have been shown to influence important
variables in ethical decision making such as organi-
zational deviance, ethical intention and perceived
moral intensity, ethical sensitivity, perceived impor-
tance of ethics and social responsibility, and ethical
judgment (see Fernando et al., 2008 for a review).
Research has demonstrated that individual factors
such as cultural background, religion, gender, and
age can influence these two ethical orientations
(Fernando et al., 2008; Karande et al., 2002). This
research further explores the effects of individual
factors on ethical orientations by examining the
influence of spiritual well-being on the moral phi-
losophy of executives.

Spiritual well-being and ethical orientations
in decision making

Spirituality has been linked to ethical cognitions, and 1s
an important factor in determining how individuals
perceive the ethicality of a situation (Giacalone and
Jurkiewicz, 2003). Their findings demonstrate that an
increase in individual spirituality leads to the perception
of questionable business practices as being unethical,
implying that higher spirituality leads to greater ethical
concerns. Thus, spiritual well-being, viewed as an
outcome of experiencing spirituality, should also
influence ethical orientations. However, this influence
may be different for idealism and relativism.

Idealism is primarily related to an individual’s
concern for the welfare of others. In making ethical
judgments, highly idealistic individuals avoid choosing
the lesser of two evils as this would still harm some
people; rather, idealists believe that harming others is
always avoidable (Forsyth, 1992). Idealism relates to
a sense of optimism in decision making and high
idealism is based on values related to altruism
(Singhapakdi et al., 1999). Research has indicated that
personal factors that are more related to the “ethics of
caring’’ (see Karande etal., 2002) correlate with higher
levels of idealism. A review of the domains of spiritual
well-being indicates that increased spiritual well-being

corresponds with an increased consideration of the
impact of one’s actions on others. Being more con-
scious of the relationship between oneselfand others in
the community (high communal well-being) or being
more considerate of the effects of one’s activities on the
environment (high environmental well-being) should
lead to focusing on others in terms of one’s actions, and
thus lead to greater idealistic decision making. Within
the domains of spiritual well-being, the communal
domain is perhaps the one that is most directly related
to decision making that affects others, as communal
well-being focuses on the relationship between the self
and others and is related to the love of humanity
(Gomez and Fisher, 2003). Thus, individuals with a
high level of communal well-being are more likely to
be idealistic in their ethical orientation as they would
like to be fair and kind to all. This leads to the fol-
lowing two hypotheses:

H1: Spiritual well-being will be positively corre-
lated with and predictive of idealistic decision
making.

H2: Among the domains of spiritual well-being,
the communal domain will have the strongest
correlation with idealistic decision making and
will be the strongest predictor of idealistic
decision making.

Highly relativistic individuals reject universal moral
codes when making ethical decisions and tend to
weigh the circumstances more than the moral code
that has been violated (Forsyth, 1992). The rela-
tionship between spiritual well-being and relativism
is debatable. Individuals with high spiritual well-
being are more likely to have strong values (related
to personal well-being), and be more committed to
ensuring justice to others (related to communal well-
being). These factors may lead individuals with high
spiritual well-being to follow strict moral codes and
thus be less relativistic. This corresponds closely with
a deontological position which states that actions
should be evaluated by comparing with a universal
moral code (Kant, 1873/1973). This would mean
that individuals with high spiritual well-being may
hold a personal moral philosophy of absolutism.
Absolutists are individuals who “believe that one
should strive to produce positive consequences
(high idealism) but at the same time maintain strict
adherence to general moral principles (low
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relativism)”” (Forsyth, 1992, p. 463). On the other
hand, high spiritual well-being also encompasses a
tendency for love and caring and greater empathy for
others (related to communal well-being). This may
mean that there will be a willingness to examine
contextual circumstances in each case of an ethical
dilemma in order to ensure justice to all, rather that
following a strict code of ethics that cannot always
discern between ethical violators in different con-
texts. This may lead to individuals with high spiritual
well-being to be less likely to follow strict moral
codes and thus be more relativistic. This corresponds
with value pluralism (James, 1891/1973) which
states that the consequences of an action determine
its moral value. This would mean that individuals
with high spiritual well-being may hold a personal
moral philosophy of situationism. Situationists are
“individuals who eschew universal moral principles
(high relativism) but still insist that one should pro-
duce positive consequences that benefit all involved
(high idealism)”” (Forsyth, 1992, p. 462). Thus, it is
difficult to develop a priori hypothesis for the rela-
tionship between spiritual well-being and relativism.
Prior research on the relationship between individ-
ual factors and relativism has also revealed insignifi-
cant results (e.g., Fernando et al.,, 2008; Karande
et al., 2002). Thus, instead of formulating a specific
hypothesis, the following research question is posed:

RQ: Is there a predictive relationship between
spiritual  well-being and relativistic decision
making?

A survey was conducted to test the above
hypotheses and investigate the research question. The
sample consists of business executives in Australian
organizations occupying positions ranging from
manager to president. Despite declining attendance in
religious activity, a profound and dramatic change of
attitude to spirituality is giving rise to a new Australian
spirituality in relation to nature, environmentalism,
Aboriginal reconciliation, visual arts, contemporary
youth culture, the mental health professions, and the
natural health movement (Tacey, 2003). This new
spirituality is fundamentally concerned with discov-
ering new and better ways of life and commu-
nity. Despite Australia’s principles-based approach to
corporate governance and the ascendance of new
spirituality in Australia, there is no research examining

how the personal, communal, transcendental, and
environmental domains of spiritual well-being influ-
ence corporate decision making. Therefore, this study
will be in a unique position to help clarify the role of
spiritual well-being and ethical orientation of exec-
utives in corporate decision making.

Methodology
Sample description

A total of 6000 electronic mail invitations were sent to
executives randomly selected from organizations lis-
ted in the Australian Stock Exchange to participate in a
web-based survey. Among them, 1910 invitees log-
ged on and completed the survey, a response rate of
31.8%. The survey included the measures of idealism,
relativism, and spiritual well-being as well as questions
related to the demographic and professional status of
the respondent. Table I describes the demographic
profile of the sample. The sample had more females
than males, and more executives with a religious
affiliation (Christianity was the predominant religion)
than without a religious affiliation. Two-thirds of the
respondents were 40 years of age or below.

Table II describes the professional profile of the
sample. The majority of participants were at a

TABLE 1
Demographic profile of sample

Frequency Percent
Gender
Male 731 38.3
Female 1179 61.7
Age
Under 30 384 20.1
31-40 897 47.0
41-50 591 30.9
Over 50 38 2
Religion
Christian 829 43.4
Buddhist 87 4.6
Hindu 24 1.3
Muslim 22 1.2
Other 213 11.2
No affiliation 735 38.5
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TABLE II

Professional profile of sample

Frequency Percent

Current job title

Manager 1198 62.7
Senior manager 203 10.6
General manager 122 6.4
Group general manager 53 2.8
Director 218 11.4
CEO 80 4.2
President 36 1.9
Sector

Private 1391 72.8
Public 519 27.2

managerial level and nearly three quarters of the
respondents were in the private sector.

Measures

Idealism and relativism

This study used an adaptation of Forsyth’s (1980)
ethics position questionnaire (EPQ) to measure the
levels of idealism and relativism (see Appendix 1).
These are the same measures of idealism and rela-
tivism used by Fernando et al. (2008) and Karande
et al. (2002). The EPQ consists of two scales to
measure idealism and relativism. The original EPQ
contains 10 items related to idealism, and another 10
items related to relativism. As in Fernando et al.
(2008) and Karande et al. (2002), the revised scale
used eight items to measure idealism and seven items
to measure relativism. A five-point Likert scale was
used (1 being “very low” and 5 being “‘very high”’)
to measure agreement with each item. For each
respondent, the idealism and relativism scores were
computed by averaging the responses to the items of
each construct. Based on the current dataset, the
eight-item scale for idealism had high reliability
(Cronbach’s o = 0.91) as did the seven-item scale
for relativism (Cronbach’s o = 0.84).

Spiritual well-being

The SHALOM scale developed by Fisher (1998)
was used to measure spiritual well-being. SHALOM
is an acronym for Spiritual Health Measure and

Life-Orientation Measure (see Fisher and Brumley,
2008 for a more detailed discussion of the SHALOM
scale). There are 20 items in the SHALOM scale (see
Appendix 2), five items related to each of the four
domains of spiritual well-being. As explained earlier,
these four domains are: relationship with self (per-
sonal well-being); relationship with community
(communal well-being); relationship with God/Di-
vine (transcendental well-being); and relationship with
environment (environmental well-being). A five point
Likert scale is used (1 being ““very low” and 5 being
“very high”) to measure agreement with each item.

Spiritual health in each of these domains is mea-
sured by the lived experience of individuals by
asking them to reflect on how they feel each item
within the domain “reflects their personal experi-
ence most of the time.”” Thus, there are measures of
lived personal well-being, lived communal well-being,
lived transcendental well-being, and lived environmental
well-being — these relate to lived spiritual well-being
across the four domains. Life orientation is measured
in each of these domains by asking individuals to
state how important each item within the domain is
“for an ideal state of spiritual health.” Thus, there
are measures of ideal personal well-being, ideal com-
munal well-being, ideal transcendental well-being, and
ideal environmental well-being — these relate to ideal
spiritual well-being across the four domains. The
reliability and wvalidity of this spiritual well-being
scale has been demonstrated (Gomez and Fisher,
2005a, b, 2003), and the scale has also been used to
measure the spiritual well-being of professional ser-
vice employees such as nurses (Fisher and Brumley,
2008). As can be seen in Table III, based on this data

TABLE III

Reliability statistics of spiritual well-being measures

Cronbach’s o

Ideal personal well-being 0.84
Ideal communal well-being 0.83
Ideal transcendental well-being 0.95
Ideal environmental well-being 0.85
Lived personal well-being 0.83
Lived communal well-being 0.80
Lived transcendental well-being 0.94
Lived environmental well-being 0.84
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set, the reliability scores for all the measures of
spiritual well-being are acceptable.

Analyses and results

The dataset was analyzed using the statistical soft-
ware package SPSS 15.0. The means of the variables
of interest are compared across the overall sample
using paired sample ¢ tests. Further comparisons of
the means are conducted between key segments of
the sample using independent sample f tests. Subse-
quently, correlation and regression analyses with the
components of spiritual well-being and idealism/
relativism are conducted with the data from the
overall sample. These analyses are further conducted
with the data from segments within the sample.

Idealism, relativism, and spiritual well-being

Owerall sample

The means and standard deviation for idealism, rel-
ativism, and the components of spiritual well-being
for the overall sample are provided in Table IV.
Some of the key differences across the variables in
the overall sample are discussed below.

A paired sample ¢ test indicated, that in the overall
sample, there was a higher level of idealism than
relativism #(1909) = 29.31, p < 0.001. This is sim-
ilar to the findings of Fernando et al. (2008). Ideal
communal well-being was higher than ideal tran-
scendental well-being #(1909) = 43.58, p < 0.001

TABLE 1V

Means (standard deviation) of idealism, relativism, and
spiritual well-being

Variable Opverall sample score
Idealism 4.01 (0.75)
R elativism 3.40 (0.76)
Ideal personal well-being 4.01 (0.71)
Ideal communal well-being 4.01 (0.68)
Ideal transcendental well-being 2.78 (1.22)
Ideal environmental well-being 3.35 (0.83)
Lived personal well-being 3.70 (0.72)
Lived communal well-being 3.74 (0.66)
Lived transcendental well-being 2.62 (1.15)
Lived environmental well-being 3.19 (0.80)

and ideal environmental well-being #(1909) = 37.93,
p < 0.001. Similarly, lived communal well-being
was higher than lived transcendental well-being
#(1909) = 41.79, p < 0.001 and lived environmen-
tal well-being #(1909) = 32.12, p < 0.001. Ideal
personal well-being was also higher than the ideal
transcendental well-being #(1909) = 42.15, p <
0.001 and ideal environmental well-being #1909) =
39.43, p < 0.001. Similarly, lived personal well-
being was also higher than lived transcendental
well-being #(1909) = 39.35, p < 0.001 and lived
environmental well-being #(1909) = 30.07, p <
0.001. These results indicate that communal well-
being and personal well-being is of higher relevance
to the sample of executives being studied.

Key segments
The means for idealism and relativism across key
segments are displayed in Table V. The means for
the spiritual well-being measures across these seg-
ments are provided in Table VI.

Some of the key differences across the variables in
the overall sample are discussed below.

Male and female executives. Comparing between male
and female executives, an independent sample ¢
test revealed that female executives had higher
levels of idealism than male executives #(1908) =
10.42, p < 0.001 and also slightly higher levels of

TABLE V

Means (standard deviation) of idealism and relativism
across key segments

Idealism Relativism
Gender
Female 4.14% (0.67) 3.44%* (0.74)
Male 3.79 (0.81) 3.33 (0.80)
Religious affiliation
Yes 4.06* (0.74) 3.38 (0.77)
No 3.92 (0.75) 3.42 (0.75)
Sector
Private 4.02 (0.74) 3.39 (0.77)
Public 3.97 (0.75) 3.41 (0.74)

Note: Significant differences between key segments (i.e.,
between male and female executives, between executives
with and without religious affiliation, and between pri-
vate and public sector executives) are denoted with an
asterisk/s, *p < 0.001, **p < 0.01.
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TABLE VI

Means (standard deviation) of spiritual well-being across key segments

Ideal Ideal Ideal Ideal
trans. WB  personal WB comm. WB

personal WB comm. WB  envr. WB

Lived Lived Lived Lived
envr. WB trans. WB

Gender
Female 4.15* (0.64)

4.12% (0.62) 3.45% (0.80) 2.78 (1.22)

3.82% (0.68) 3.85% (0.61) 3.27* (0.78) 2.62 (1.16)

Male  3.79 (0.76)  3.82 (0.74) 3.19 (0.85) 2.76 (1.23) 3.50 (0.75)  3.57 (0.70) 3.05 (0.81) 2.61 (1.13)
*p < 0.001

Religious affiliation

Yes 4.05** (0.67) 4.05* (0.67) 3.34 (0.84) 3.28* (1.12) 3.74** (0.71) 3.79* (0.66) 3.18 (0.82) 3.07* (1.04)
No 3.95 (0.76)  3.94 (0.70) 3.37 (0.81) 1.96 (0.91) 3.63 (0.73)  3.66 (0.67) 3.20 (0.77) 1.89 (0.91)
*p < 0.001

**p < 0.01

Sector

Private 4.00 (0.71)  3.99 (0.68) 3.36 (0.84) 2.82* (1.22) 3.68 (0.73)  3.72* (0.67) 3.20 (0.82) 2.66* (1.14)
Public 4.04 (0.71)  4.05 (0.68) 3.32 (0.79) 2.66 (1.22) 3.74 (0.71)  3.80 (0.63) 3.15 (0.75) 2.51 (1.15)

*p < 0.05

Note: Significant differences between key segments (i.e., between male and female executives, between executives with

and without religious affiliation, and between private and public sector executives) are denoted with an asterisk/s.

relativism than male executives #(1908) = 3.21,
p < 0.01. The ideal personal well-being for
female executives was higher than for male exec-
utives #(1908) = 11.23, p < 0.001, as was lived
personal well-being, #(1908) = 9.81, p < 0.001.
The ideal communal well-being for female executives
was higher than for male executives #(1908) =
9.51, p < 0.001, as was lived communal well-being,
#(1908) = 9.12, p < 0.001. The ideal environmental
well-being for female executives was higher than for
male executives #(1908) = 6.92, p < 0.001, as was
lived environmental well-being, #(1908) = 5.98,
p < 0.001. There was no significant difterence in
ideal transcendental well-being #(1908) = 0.36,
p>0.05 or in lived transcendental well-being
1(1908) = 0.24, p > 0.05 between male and female
executives. These results indicate that in most do-
mains, female executives have higher levels of spiritual
well-being than male executives.

Executives with and without religious affiliation. Execu-
tives with a religious affiliation had slightly higher
levels of idealism, #(1908) = 4.28, p < 0.001 com-
pared to executives without a religious affiliation.
However, the most striking difference between these
two groups is in transcendental well-being. As can be
expected, those with a religious affiliation had a much
higher level of ideal transcendental well-being than

those without a religious affiliation #1908) = 26.96,
p < 0.001. This difference was also valid for lived
transcendental well-being #(1908) = 25.38, p <
0.001. Executives with a religious affiliation also had
slightly higher levels of ideal personal well-being
#(1908) = 2.88, p < 0.01, lived personal well-being
#(1908) = 3.29, p < 0.01, ideal communal well-
being #(1908) = 3.60, p < 0.001 and lived commu-
nal well-being #1908) = 3.94, p < 0.001 compared
to executives without a religious affiliation.

Public and private sector executives. The pattern of re-
sponses for public and private sector executives were
very similar, with the major exception being the
difference in transcendental well-being. Private
sector executives had higher levels of ideal tran-
scendental well-being #(1908) = 2.57, p < 0.05 and
lived transcendental well-being #(1908) = 2.57,
p < 0.05 compared to public sector executives.

Relationship between lived spiritual well-being and ideal-
ism. A correlation analysis was conducted between
the measures of lived spiritual well-being and ide-
alism with the data from the whole sample. The
results indicated that the strongest correlation is be-
tween lived communal well-being and idealism
(r =0.48, p < 0.001). This was stronger than the
correlation between lived personal well-being and
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idealism (r = 0.42, p < 0.001) and the correlation
between lived environmental well-being and ideal-
ism (r = 0.33, p < 0.001). The weakest correlation
was between lived transcendental well-being and
idealism (r = 0.16, p < 0.001).

A regression analysis with idealism as the dependent
variable and the four domains of lived spiritual well-
being as the independent variables revealed that the
regression model was significant F(4, 1905) = 156.94,
p < 0.001. The R* was 0.25, which indicates that
lived spiritual well-being explains a reasonable
amount of the variation in idealism. This supports H1.
The regression coefficients are provided in Table VII.
The regression coefficient of lived communal well-
being is the highest, indicating that in terms of the four
domains of lived spiritual well-being, communal well-
being has the strongest effect on idealism. This supports H2.
The regression coefticients of lived personal well-
being and lived environmental well-being were also
significant; however, the coefficient values were
lower. In order to check for multicollinearity, a
review of the VIF and tolerance values was under-
taken. A VIF value greater than 10 indicates multi-
collinearity (Myers, 1990). Tolerance values lower
than 0.2 (Menard, 1995) may also indicate multicol-
linearity. The highest VIF value was 2.42, and the
lowest tolerance value was 0.41. Thus in this regres-
sion model, multicollinearity was not an issue.

Relationship between ideal spiritual well-being and ideal-
ism. A correlation analysis was conducted between the
measures of ideal spiritual well-being and idealism
with the data from the whole sample. The results

TABLE VII

Regression co-efficients: independent variables — lived
spiritual well-being; dependent variable — idealism

indicated that the strongest correlation is between
ideal communal well-being and idealism (r = 0.53,
p < 0.001). This was stronger than the correlation
between ideal personal well-being and idealism
(r = 0.46, p < 0.001) and that between ideal envi-
ronmental well-being and idealism (r = 0.37, p <
0.001). The weakest correlation was between ideal
transcendental well-being and idealism (r = 0.21,
p < 0.001).

A regression analysis with idealism as the depen-
dent variable and the four domains of ideal spiritual
well-being as the independent variables revealed that
the regression model was significant F(4, 1905) =
201.71, p < 0.001. The R? was 0.30, which indi-
cates that ideal spiritual well-being explains a rea-
sonable amount of the variation in idealism. This
supports H1. The regression coefficients are provided
in Table VIII. As can be seen, the regression coefti-
cient of ideal communal well-being is the highest,
indicating that in terms of the four domains of ideal
spiritual  well-being, communal well-being has the
strongest effect on idealism. This supports H2. The
regression coefficients of the three other independent
variables were also significant but the coefficient
values were lower. A review of the VIF and tolerance
values showed that the highest VIF value was 2.77
and the lowest tolerance value was 0.36. Thus, in this
regression model, multicollinearity was not an issue.

Relationship between lived spiritual well-being and relativism.
A correlation analysis was conducted between the
measures of lived spiritual well-being and relativism
with the data from the whole sample. The correlation

TABLE VIII

Regression co-efficients: independent variables — ideal
spiritual well-being; dependent variable — idealism

Independent Standardized ¢ value  p value Independent Standardized ¢ value  p value
variables P coefficient variables B coefficient

Lived communal 0.36 11.81 <0.001 Ideal communal 0.38 12.08 <0.001
well-being well-being

Lived personal 0.10 3.10  <0.01 Ideal personal 0.09 275  <0.01
well-being well-being

Lived environmental 0.10 4.00 <0.001 Ideal environmental 0.12 5.12 <0.001
well-being well-being

Lived transcendental 0.04 1.79  >0.05 Ideal transcendental 0.07 3.51 <0.001
well-being well-being
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between lived communal well-being and relativism
(r =0.25, p < 0.001), the correlation between lived
environmental well-being and relativism (r = 0.24,
p < 0.001), and the correlation between lived per-
sonal well-being and relativism (r = 0.23,p < 0.001)
were of a similar level. The correlation between lived
transcendental well-being and relativism was not
significant (r = —0.03, p > 0.05). A regression anal-
ysis with relativism as the dependent variable and the
four domains of lived spiritual well-being as the
independent variables revealed that the regression
model was significant F(4, 1905) = 48.28, p <
0.001. However, the R* was only 0.09, indicating that
lived spiritual well-being does not explain much of the var-
iation in relativism. A review of the VIF and tolerance
values showed that the highest VIF value was 2.42,
and the lowest tolerance value was 0.41. Thus, in this
regression model, multicollinearity was not an issue.

Relationship  between ideal spiritual well-being and
relativism. A correlation analysis was conducted
between the measures of ideal spiritual well-being and
relativism with the data from the whole sample. The
results indicate that the strongest correlation is be-
tween ideal environmental well-being and relativism
(r =0.27, p < 0.001). This was stronger than the
correlation between ideal personal well-being and
relativism (r = 0.20, p < 0.001) and the correlation
between ideal communal well-being and relativism
(r =0.19,p < 0.001). The correlation between ideal
transcendental well-being and relativism was very
weak (r = —0.05, p < 0.05). A regression analysis
with relativism as the dependent variable and the four
domains of ideal spiritual well-being as the indepen-
dent variables revealed that the regression model was
significant F(4, 1905) = 45.96, p < 0.001. How-
ever, the R® was only 0.09, indicating that ideal
spiritual well-being does not explain much of the variation in
relativism. A review of the VIF and tolerance values
showed that the highest VIF value was 2.77 and the
lowest tolerance value was 0.36. Thus, in this
regression model, multicollinearity was not an issue.

Relationship between spiritual well-being and idealism
across key segments

Since the earlier analyses revealed that the domains
of both lived and ideal spiritual well-being can

explain the variation in idealism, further analyses of
the relationship between spiritual well-being and
idealism is conducted within different segments of
the sample.

Male executives

The part of the data set that only included the
responses from male executives was analyzed sepa-
rately. A regression analysis with idealism as the
dependent variable and the four domains of lived
spiritual well-being as the independent variables
revealed that the regression model was significant F(4,
726) = 70.33, p < 0.001. The R? was 0.28, which
indicates that for male executives, lived spiritual well-
being explains a reasonable amount of the variation in
idealism. Among the significant regression coeffi-
cients, the one for lived communal well-being (0.39)
was the highest. A regression analysis with idealism as
the dependent variable and the four domains of ideal
spiritual well-being as the independent variables
revealed that the regression model was significant
F(4, 726) = 84.70, p < 0.001. The R*> was 0.32,
which indicates that for male executives, ideal spiri-
tual well-being explains a reasonable amount of the
variation in idealism. Among the significant regres-
sion coefficients, the one for ideal communal well-
being (0.45) was the highest.

Female executives

The part of the data set that included only the
responses from female executives was analyzed sep-
arately. A regression analysis with idealism as the
dependent variable and the four domains of lived
spiritual well-being as the independent variables
revealed that the regression model was significant
F(4, 1174) = 65.66, p < 0.001. The R* was 0.18,
which indicates that for female executives, lived
spiritual well-being partially explains the variation in
idealism. However, the explanatory power of lived
spiritual well-being on idealism is less for female
executives than for male executives. Among the
significant regression coefficients, the one for lived
communal well-being (0.30) was the highest. A
regression analysis with idealism as the dependent
variable and the four domains of ideal spiritual well-
being as the independent variables revealed that the
regression model was significant F(4, 1174) = 91.29,
p < 0.001. The R* was 0.24, which indicates that
for female executives, ideal spiritual well-being
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explains a reasonable amount of the variation in
idealism. However, the explanatory power of ideal
spiritual well-being on idealism is less for female
executives than for male executives. Among the
significant regression coefficients, the one for ideal
communal well-being (0.31) was the highest.

Executives with religious affiliation

The part of the data set that included only the
responses from executives with a religious affiliation
was analyzed separately. A regression analysis with
idealism as the dependent variable and the four
domains of lived spiritual well-being as the inde-
pendent variables revealed that the regression model
was significant F(4, 1170) = 94.30, p < 0.001. The
R? was 0.24, which indicates that for executives
with a religious affiliation, lived spiritual well-being
explains a reasonable amount of the variation in
idealism. Among the significant regression coeffi-
cients, the one for lived communal well-being (0.37)
was the highest. A regression analysis with idealism
as the dependent variable and the four domains of
ideal spiritual well-being as the independent vari-
ables revealed that the regression model was signif-
icant F(4, 1170) = 132.37, p < 0.001. The R* was
0.31, which indicates that for executives with a
religious affiliation, ideal spiritual well-being explains
a reasonable amount of the variation in idealism.
Among the significant regression coefficients, the one
for ideal communal well-being (0.42) was the highest.

Executives without religious affiliation

The part of the data set that included only the
responses from executives without a religious affili-
ation was analyzed separately. A regression analysis
with idealism as the dependent variable and the four
domains of lived spiritual well-being as the inde-
pendent variables revealed that the regression model
was significant F(4, 730) = 58.39, p < 0.001. The
R? was 0.24, which indicates that for executives
without a religious affiliation, lived spiritual well-
being explains a reasonable amount of the variation
in idealism. Among the significant regression coef-
ficients, the one for lived communal well-being
(0.33) was the highest. A regression analysis with
idealism as the dependent variable and the four do-
mains of ideal spiritual well-being as the independent
variables revealed that the regression model was

significant F(4, 730) = 66.29, p < 0.001. The R*
was 0.27, which indicates that for executives with-
out a religious affiliation, ideal spiritual well-being
explains a reasonable amount of the variation in
idealism. Among the significant regression coeffi-
cients, the one for ideal communal well-being (0.31)
was the highest.

Private sector executives

The part of the data set that included only the re-
sponses from private sector executives was analyzed
separately. A regression analysis with idealism as the
dependent variable and the four domains of lived
spiritual well-being as the independent variables
revealed that the regression model was significant
F(4, 1386) = 129.41, p < 0.001. The R was 0.27,
which indicates that for private sector executives,
lived spiritual well-being explains a reasonable
amount of the variation in idealism. Among the
significant regression coefficients, the one for lived
communal well-being (0.39) was the highest. A
regression analysis with idealism as the dependent
variable and the four domains of ideal spiritual well-
being as the independent variables revealed that the
regression model was significant F(4, 1386) =
170.78, p < 0.001. The R* was 0.33, which indi-
cates that that for private sector executives, ideal
spiritual well-being explains a reasonable amount of
the variation in idealism. Among the significant
regression coefficients, the one for ideal communal
well-being (0.43) was the highest.

Public sector executives

The part of the data set that included only the
responses from public sector executives was analyzed
separately. A regression analysis with idealism as the
dependent variable and the four domains of spiritual
well-being as the independent variables revealed that
the regression model was significant F(4, 514) =
31.91,p < 0.001. The R? was 0.20, which indicates
that for public sector executives, lived spiritual well-
being partially explains the variation in idealism.
However, the explanatory power of lived spiritual
well-being on idealism is less for public sector
executives than for private sector executives. Among
the significant regression coefficients, the one for
lived communal well-being (0.30) was the highest.
A regression analysis with idealism as the dependent
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variable and the four domains of ideal spiritual well-
being as the independent variables revealed that the
regression model was significant F(4, 514) = 38.51,
p < 0.001. The R?* was 0.23, which indicates that
for public sector executives, ideal spiritual well-
being explains a reasonable amount of the variation
in idealism. However, the explanatory power of
ideal spiritual well-being on idealism is less for public
sector executives than for private sector executives.
Among the significant regression coefficients, the
one for ideal communal well-being (0.26) was the
highest.

Summary

Overall, these analyses reveal several major results: (1)
spiritual well-being can predict the orientation of
idealism among executives, this supports H1; (2) for
both the domains of lived spiritual well-being and the
domains of ideal spiritual well-being, the communal
domain is the most important in predicting idealism,
this supports H2; (3) the relative importance of the
communal domain is valid across both male and fe-
male executives, across both religious and non-reli-
gious executives and across both public and private
sector executives, these findings provide further
support for H2; and (4) spiritual well-being is not a
good predictor of the orientation of relativism among
executives; this answers the research question that
was posed regarding the relationship between spiri-
tual well-being and relativism.

Limitations

There are a number of limitations of this study; these
limitations also provide opportunities for future re-
search. First, the study was correlational in nature. As
survey methodology was used, this allowed the
detection of the co-occurrence of spiritual well-being
and idealistic ethical orientation. The theoretical
foundation of the study allows us to interpret these
results as a predictive relationship between spiritual
well-being and idealism. Technically, however, cor-
relation does not necessarily imply causation, and
future research can examine the relationship between
spiritual well-being and ethical decision making
through a field experiment rather than a survey.

Second, this study focuses on ethical orientations and
does not measure actual ethical behavior. Similar to
other studies that have examined moral philosophies
(e.g., Karande etal., 2002), this research is based on the
assumption that ethical orientations will influence
subsequent ethical behavior. Future studies can be
conducted to directly observe managerial behavior in
ethical situations and relate this to spiritual well-being.
Third, the response rate for this study was 31.8%
indicating that a majority of potential respondents
opted not to participate. Those who choose to par-
ticipate in this study may be more interested in or
concerned about ethical issues. This selection bias has
the potential to distort the findings. Thus, the results
may not perfectly reflect the population of interest. An
effort can be made to profile non-respondents based
on demographic and professional characteristics, and
identify any factors that may be different from those
who participated in the study. Fourth, the sample was
limited to executives within Australia. This may re-
duce the generalizability of the findings to the ethical
decision making of executives in other cultures and
countries. However, the theory developed in this
study was not developed to be relevant for an Aus-
tralian context only. In order to broadly validate these
findings, future research can examine the relationship
between spiritual well-being and ethical decision
making in other cultures.

Implications for theory and practice

The findings of this study have several implications for
the theory and practice of ethical decision making. A
number of important theoretical insights have been
gained from examining the relationship between the
personal, communal, transcendental, and environ-
mental domains of spiritual well-being and the ethical
orientation of executives. The results support the view
that individual factors play a key role in personal moral
philosophies, and that spiritual well-being is one such
individual factor. The relationship between commu-
nal well-being and idealism is noteworthy. The pre-
dictive power of communal well-being on the
idealism of Australian executives’ decision making
could be due to the stronger presence of social attri-
butes such as volunteerism, mateship, and the domi-
nance of Christian values. Fernando etal. (2008) study
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also found that Christian Australian managers are
more idealistic than others.

With the more principles-based corporate gover-
nance approach in Australia, this finding has practical
implications for promoting ethical decision making at
work. Any increase in self-initiated ethical decision
making is likely to ease the pressure for further cor-
porate regulation in Australia. There are over
1.1 million managers in Australia, 14% of the total
Australian workforce (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2006). A white paper on accountants and ethics echoes
the widely felt need for a framework defining the
demarcation between professional and personal views
on religious, moral, and social ethics (Institute of
Chartered Accountants, 2006). Given that the relative
importance of the communal domain was valid across
both male and female executives, across both religious
and non-religious executives and across both public
and private sector executives, business organizations
and professional bodies in Australia wanting to pro-
mote more idealistic decision making may find it useful
to initiate more communal-based measures such as
volunteering activities and community outreach pro-
grams rather than personal-, transcendental- or envi-
ronmental-based measures. Although not previously
linked with the need for more idealistic decision
making, corporate volunteering programs are popular
among Australian organizations. 52% of the 164
organizations surveyed (Volunteering Australia, 2006)
cite allowing employees to make a contribution to the
community as the reason for initiating volunteer pro-
grams. These organizations support staff volunteer
programs by providing paid time off from work,
insurance cover while volunteering, and recognition as
part of employee’s development plan. For example,
40% of the respondents allow their staft one-day off
work time to contribute to volunteering, and a further
21% allow 2-3 days per year. 6.3% of the respondents
allowed up to 1 week, and 2% more than 1 week. The
majority of these companies (76%) allow all their staff
to participate in the program with 39% also encour-
aging partners, family, or friends of employees to
participate. Thus, when recruiting Australian execu-
tives, organizations wanting more idealistic decision
making may look for potential recruits who are likely
to engage in communal-based activities.

As this is the only study to have examined the link
between spiritual well-being and the ethical orienta-
tions of Australian executives, this inquiry can be

extended in several directions. First, the relative lack of
a predictive relationship between spiritual well-being
and relativism in this study was similar to other studies
that have examined the influence of other individual
factors on the ethical orientation of Australian execu-
tives (see Fernando et al., 2008). While this could be an
attribute peculiar to Australian society, it could also
suggest weaknesses in studying the concept of rela-
tivism. Second, it might be useful to further examine
why communal well-being compared to personal,
transcendental, and environmental well-being has a
stronger explanatory power for predicting idealism
among Australian executives. Lastly, the relative
importance of the communal domain which was val-
idated across both male and female executives, across
both religious and non-religious executives, and across
both public and private sector executives could be
further tested with different samples such as profes-
sionals across different industries and services, and be-
tween metropolitan and regional/rural areas.

Appendix 1

Measurement scales for idealism and relativism

(with kind permission_from Springer Science+Business
Media: Ethical Ideologies of Senior Australian Managers:
An Empirical Study, Journal of Business Ethics, 82, 1,
2008, 153, Fernando, M., S. Dharmage and S. Almeida)

Idealism

1. A person should make certain that their ac-
tions never intentionally harm another even
to a small degree.

2. Risks to others should never be tolerated,
irrespective of how small the risks might be.

3. The existence of potential harm to others is
always wrong, irrespective of the benefits to
be gained.

4. One should never psychologically or physi-
cally harm another person.

5. One should not perform an action which
might in any way threaten the dignity and
welfare of another individual.

6. If an action could harm an innocent other,
then it should not be done.

7. The dignity and welfare of other people should

be the most important concern in any society.
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It is never necessary to sacrifice the welfare
of others.

Relativism

1.

What is ethical varies from one society to
another.

Moral standards should be seen as being indi-
vidualistic, what one person considers to be
moral may be judged to be immoral by
another person.

Different types of moralities cannot be com-
pared as to rightness.

Questions of what is ethical for everyone can
never be resolved since what is moral or im-
moral is up to the individual.

. Moral standards are simply personal rules

which indicate how a person should behave,
and are not to be applied in making judg-
ments of others.

Ethical considerations in interpersonal rela-
tions are so complex that individuals should
be allowed to formulate their own individual
codes.

Rigidly codifying an ethical position that
prevents certain types of actions could stand
in the way of better human relations and
adjustments.

Appendix 2

SHALOM: Measurement scales for the domains

of spiritual well-being (based on Fisher, 1998; Gomez
and Fisher, 2003. With kind permission from Dr. John
W. Fisher, j.fisher@ballarat.edu.au)

Lived communal well-being

1.

2.

3.

4.

You feel that developing love for other peo-
ple reflects your personal experience most of
the time.

You feel that developing respect for others
reflects your personal experience most of the
time.

You feel that developing forgiveness toward
others reflects your personal experience most
of the time.

You feel that developing trust between indi-
viduals reflects your personal experience most

5.
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of the time.

You feel that developing kindness toward
other people reflects your personal experi-
ence most of the time.

Lived personal well-being

1.

3.

4.

5.

You feel that developing a sense of identity
reflects your personal experience most of the
time.

. You feel that developing self awareness reflects

your personal experience most of the time.
You feel that developing joy in life reflects
your personal experience most of the time.
You feel that developing inner peace reflects
your personal experience most of the time.
You feel that developing meaning in life
reflects your personal experience most of the
time.

Lived transcendental well-being

1.

You feel that developing a personal relation-
ship with Divine/God reflects your personal
experience most of the time.

. You feel that developing prayer life reflects

your personal experience most of the time.

. You feel that developing worship of the Cre-

ator reflects your personal experience most of
the time.

You feel that developing oneness with God
reflects your personal experience most of the
time.

. You feel that developing peace with God re-

flects your personal experience most of the time.

Lived environmental well-being

1.

2.

3.

You feel that developing a sense of magic in
the environment reflects your personal expe-
rience most of the time.

You feel that developing a connection with
nature reflects your personal experience most
of the time.

You feel that developing awe at a breath tak-
ing view reflects your personal experience
most of the time.

You feel that developing oneness with nature
reflects your personal experience most of the
time.
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5. You feel that developing harmony with the
environment reflects your personal experi-
ence most of the time.

Ideal communal well-being

1. Developing love for other people is impor-
tant for an ideal state of spiritual health.

2. Developing respect for others is important
for an ideal state of spiritual health.

3. Developing forgiveness toward others is impor-
tant for an ideal state of spiritual health.

4. Developing trust between individuals is impor-
tant for an ideal state of spiritual health.

5. Developing kindness towards other people is
important for an ideal state of spiritual health.

Ideal personal well-being

1. Developing a sense of identity is important
for an ideal state of spiritual health.

2. Developing self awareness is important for
an ideal state of spiritual health.

3. Developing joy in life is important for an
ideal state of spiritual health.

4. Developing inner peace is important for an
ideal state of spiritual health.

5. Developing meaning in life is important for
an ideal state of spiritual health.

Ideal transcendental well-being

1. Developing a personal relationship with Di-
vine/God is important for an ideal state of
spiritual health.

2. Developing prayer life is important for an
ideal state of spiritual health.

3. Developing worship of the Creator is impor-
tant for an ideal state of spiritual health.

4. Developing oneness with God is important
for an ideal state of spiritual health.

5. Developing peace with God is important for
an ideal state of spiritual health.

Ideal environmental well-being

1. Developing a connection with nature is impor-
tant for an ideal state of spiritual health.

2. Developing awe at a breath taking view is
important for an ideal state of spiritual health.

3. Developing oneness with nature is important
for an ideal state of spiritual health.

4. Developing harmony with the environment is
important for an ideal state of spiritual health.

5. Developing a sense of magic in the environ-
ment is important for an ideal state of spiri-

tual health.
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