
An Investigation into Unethical Behavior Intentions
Among Undergraduate Students: A Malaysian Study

Joyce K. H. Nga & Evelyn W. S. Lum

Published online: 9 December 2012
# Springer Science+Business Media Dordrecht 2012

Abstract The purpose of this study is to investigate the influence of the dimensions of the
theory of planned behavior, gender and course majors on unethical behavior intentions
among Generation Y undergraduates. The sample of this study comprises 245 undergradu-
ates from a private higher education institution (PHEI) in Malaysia. The instrument of this
study is developed based on concepts developed from extant literature. Reliability and
validity is accessed using Cronbach’s Alpha and Exploratory Factor Analysis respectively.
Social desirability bias was monitored utilizing concepts adapted from Phillips and Clancy
(American Journal of Sociology, 77(5), 921–940, 1972). Multiple Linear Regression and
Independent sample T-tests were used for hypotheses testing. As a whole, results indicate
that egoism, utilitarianism and magnitude of consequences exerted significant influence on
unethical behavior intentions. Peer influence was not significant. In terms of gender,
unethical intentions among males were influenced by egoism and peer influenced while
females by utilitarianism and magnitude of consequences. Business majors did not consider
magnitude of consequences significant in unethical behavior intentions. Ethical values form
the fundamentals of ethical culture within organizations and a business environment which is
increasingly based on self-regulation. Ethics is an essential part of the holistic personal
development of future business leaders. As such, by understanding ethical attitudes and
perceptions, we can draw implications for the further enhancements of teaching and learning
of Business Ethics in academia as well as the development of ethical culture in the
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Malaysian context. Educators, parents and society also need to realise their role in the ethical
development of these future Malaysian leaders. The framework of this study could be
extended to actual behaviors, adult samples and also account for religiosity and age. This
study utilizes the established dimensions and framework of the Theory of Planned Behavior
in bridging the gap of research in unethical behavior within the context of a PHEI in
Malaysia.

Keywords Business education . Business ethics . Generation Y. Unethical behavior

Background of the Study

The world was awed by many financial scandals in the last decade for instance the fall of
Enron, Worldcom, Tyco International, Arthur Anderson, Satyam (India) and Parmalat
(Australia). In hindsight, many of these financial scandals occurred behind a veil of integrity
and legalistic conformity. It is evident in many of these cases that greed in the pursuit of
wealth drove trusted business leaders led them to ignore red flags and employ deceptive
practices to obfuscate the real financial performance (Dharan and Bufkins 2008). Malaysia is
not excluded from the calamity that continues to plague the corporate world. Malaysians
have also witnessed increasing financial scandals locally since the 1990s involving Perwaja
Steel, TRI Berhad, Transmile Group Berhad, Megan Avenue and Port Klang Free Trade
Zone (Mat Norwani et al. 2011). Despite efforts of establishing and enforcing the Malaysian
Code on Corporate Governance since 2007 (Securities Commission 2012), Malaysia’s
Corruption Perception Index has shown a gradual and significant deterioration since the
2000 as shown in Table 1. Prior to that, Malaysian managers have also perceived deterio-
ration of ethical standards within organizations compared to the previous decade (Zabid and
Alsagoff 1993). This development has negative implications on flow of foreign direct
investment which is much sought after for economic development and achievement of
developed nation status as propagated by Vision 2020.

Table 1 Corruption perception index rankings (2000–2011)

2011 2010 2009 2008 2007 2006 2005 2004 2003 2002 2001 2000

Singapore 5 1 3 4 4 5 5 5 5 5 4 3

Australia 8 8 8 9 11 9 9 9 8 11 11 13

Hong Kong 12 13 12 12 14 15 15 16 14 14 14 15

Japan 14 17 17 18 17 17 21 24 21 20 21 23

Taiwan 32 33 37 39 34 34 32 35 30 29 27 28

Malaysia 60 56 56 47 43 44 39 39 37 33 36 36

South Korea 43 39 39 40 43 42 40 47 50 40 42 48

China 75 78 79 72 72 70 78 71 66 59 57 63

India 95 87 84 85 72 70 88 90 83 71 71 69

Thailand 80 78 84 80 84 63 59 64 70 64 61 60

Vietnam 112 116 120 121 123 111 107 102 100 85 75 76

Philippines 129 134 139 141 131 121 117 102 92 77 65 69

Indonesia 100 110 111 126 143 130 137 133 122 9.6 88 85

Extracted from Transparency International (2011)
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Ethical boundaries are constantly being challenged in the contemporary business envi-
ronment more than ever. Financial scandals have indicated that regulations may not be
sufficient and also raised deep questions on the frailties human moral values (Kevin 2010). It
is becoming increasingly evident that corporate governance needs to be guided by individual
ethics and moral compasses. Hence, the studies of ethics continue to be the forefront of
various disciplines. This includes marketing (Nantel and Weeks 1996), leadership and
especially accounting (Vanasco 1998; Elias and Faraj 2010). Hence, it is crucial to identify
the factors that are influences an individual’s decision when faced with ethically question-
able situations. When faced with ethical problem, moral reasoning occurs progressively
through four steps, namely ethical issue recognition, ethical judgment, ethical intention and
subsequently ethical behavior (Jones 1991; Rest 1986). These steps vary between individ-
uals depending on moral philosophies, personal values, and contextual factors (Barnett et al.
1994a). In line with this, Ajzen’s (1991) Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) suggests that
individual intentions are guided by attitude towards the behavior, subjective norm and per-
ceived behavioral control. Previous research outside Malaysia has shown that TPB have been
used to analyze intentions and behaviors ranging from ethically questionable consumption
decisions, ethical decision making in the public accounting profession to intention to enrol in
education programs (Chang 1998; Li et al. 2009; Buchan 2005; Fukukawa 2002). Only attitude
towards behaviour and perceived behavioural control were found to exert significant influence
on the intention to take up business ethics elective courses (Randall 1994).

In Malaysia, previous research have used TPB in analyzing issues such as pirated software
purchases, recycling intentions, entrepreneurial intentions and mobile commerce adoption
(Alam et al. 2011; Mahmud and Osman 2010; Mokhtar et al. 2010; Noordin and Sadi 2010).
However, there is a lacuna in research within the Malaysia studying unethical behavior
intentions by employing constructs within a specific and systematic theoretical model such as
the TPB within a PHEI. This study adapted and extends the Hong Kong study of Chang (1998)
in studying unethical intentions among undergraduate students in a private higher learning
institution (PHEI) in Malaysia by providing insights to the following research questions:

RQ1: What influence do the constructs of TPB namely attitude towards behavior (Egoism
and Utilitarianism), subjective norms (Peer influence) and perceived behavioral control
(Magnitude of consequences) have on unethical intentions?
RQ2: Are TPB and unethical intentions influenced by gender and course majors?

Business ethics curriculum is commonly based on textbooks which are predominantly
from the United States of America (USA) which generally hold the narrow view that
business ethics begins “where the law ends”. However, with increasing globalization, there
are international issues that transcend national boundaries and influence creating ethical grey
areas for instance approach towards global warming. In such areas, there is a call for
responsible business self- regulation. Increasingly, the influence of multinational companies
(such as Wal Mart, General Electric) has gained a substantial credence over governments and
types of legislation that are enacted. As such, it is becoming evident that ethics should be
viewed as “where the law starts” and it would be futile to create a dichotomy between
business and ethics in academic curriculum (Crane and Matten 2004). Unfortunately, the
current business curriculum mind-set still promotes industriousness, affluence and consum-
erism as the mantra which inadvertently breeds irresponsible values. This is accentuated with
the fact that business schools themselves are profit oriented (Owens 1998). To overcome
this, there is an increasing need for these institutions to reflect and continuously question the
ethical assumptions within our business courses to make them more relevant and sustainable.
To make matters worse, students often perceived business ethics courses as a waste of time
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(Randall 1994). The domains of business ethics span to include topics on regional culture,
individual and corporate culture, international regulations as well as institutional influence
on civil society (Crane and Matten 2004). Students as future leaders will play a critical role
in shaping the business ethics environment of the nation. As such by understanding ethical
attitudes and perceptions, we can draw implications to promote greater relevance and
effectiveness in the teaching and learning of Business Ethics in academia as well as the
development of ethical culture in the Malaysian context.

Methodologically this study develops valid scales for the constructs of the study based on
extant literature and attempts to control for social desirability bias (SDB) commonly
associated with ethical surveys via development of a scale employing an adapted over-
claiming scale using the concepts propagated by Phillips and Clancy (1972).

Literature Review

Theory of Planned Behavior (TPB) The theory of planned behavior (Ajzen 1991) is built
upon the foundations of the theory of reasoned action (TRA) and is widely used in the field
of social psychology. Both the theories attempt to explain how attitudes, subjective norms
and intentions lead to actual behaviors. Attitudes reflect an individual’s salient beliefs and
moral norms. Subjective norms are normative beliefs that arise as a result of influence of
significant referent groups on the individual (Ajzen 1991).

The TRA is restricted to the analysis of behaviors that are under volitional control of the
individual which are behaviorismo that are generic, straightforward and easily mustered
(Conner and Armitage 1998; Armitage and Conner 2001). However, when actions/behaviors
require special expertise, resources or when opportunities are limited, TRA fails in its
predictive capability. For this reason, TPB introduced the construct perceived behavioral
control (PBC) to strengthen the explanatory power of the model (Fishbein and Ajzen 1975;
Chang 1998). PBC reflects how an individual perceives the degree of ease or difficulty in the
performance of a task (Ajzen 1991). It is closely related to the Bandura (1982) concept of
self-efficacy which reflects the combination of the need for achievement, confidence and
judgments of one’s capabilities to execute a task when faced with uncertainty on the
magnitude of consequences.

In this study, the TPB the dimensions of attitude towards behavior will be investigated via
egoism and utilitarianism. Subjective norms and PBC constructs will be investigated via the
peer influence and magnitude of consequences dimensions respectively. Further elaboration
on these constructs is provided under their respective headings below.

Unethical Behaviors Intentions

Ethics is a set of principles of what society or a group considers “right or wrong” (Ryan and
Bisson 2011). Morals, on the other hand involve personal behavior based on ethics. Ethical
decision making involves a process of issue identification, exercising moral judgment and
formation ofmoral intentions within a dynamic and complex environment (Jones 1991; Treviño
and Brown 2004). As such, moral judgments need to be based on ethical principles. Kohlberg
(1969) cites three levels of cognitive moral development ranging from pre-conventional,
conventional to principled. At pre-conventional level, individuals would generally adopt a
self-interest view of ethics. Individuals at conventional level would adhere to ethics merely to
satisfy the legal requirements and minimum level of social consensus. At the principled level,
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individuals seek to uphold social contracts over and above legal requirements as seek to adhere
to universal ethical principles. However, in reality very few people arrive at Kohlberg’s
“principled” level of cognitive moral development leading to potential unethical behavior and
practices (Treviño and Brown 2004).

Ethics can also be viewed from a deontological or teleological approach (Macdonald and
Beck-Dudley 1994). Deontological approach perceives ethics as a call of duty that needs to
be performed regardless of the consequences. On the other hand, teleological approach
considers the rightness or wrongness of the action bearing in mind the consequences. Within
these two perceived extremes, there are grey areas in moral conduct. An act can be good but
done for bad ends, for instance continuous provision for the poor but not helping them to
stand on their own feet or done without dignity. Conversely an act can be bad but done for
good ends, for example “Robin Hood” acts or Machiavellism. As such, individuals have
room to rationalize, justify and/or trivialized unethical behavior intentions as they are
tempted by greed and self-interest. This study investigates unethical behaviors such as lying,
giving false information, telling white lies, over-representing one-self and under-reporting
taxes.

Attitude Towards Behavior

Attitudes incorporate the values and belief system held by the individual (Ajzen 1991). The
TPB operationalizes these beliefs as a reflection of the expectations and desirability of
outcomes the individual perceives (Randall 1994; Buchan 2005). Various dimensions of
personality traits, values and emotional intelligence have been used to capture the essence of
attitudes towards behavior (Sommer 2005). However, in many other previous studies of
ethical behavior, the attitude towards behavior is often treated as uni-dimensional (Randall
1994; Chang 1998). However, in a study of ethically questionable consumption behaviors,
Fukukawa (2002) suggests that attitudes towards behavior be measured in terms of risk
taking, expediency and consequence towards actor, other consumers and suppliers. In this
study we capture the attitudes of risk taking and expediency in terms of egoism and
consequence to others in terms of utilitarianism.

Egoism Egoism is the attitude that upholds self-interest as the source of rational action and
moral conduct (Kay 1997; Shaw and Barry 2010; Woiceshyn 2011). Individuals who score
high on the egoism scale finds motivation from within to achieve an ultimate goal. These
individuals see their action as the ultimate determinant of their future condition. Hence, they
are willing take on high stakes in order to achieve a desired outcome. Although the act of
exhausting all avenues is regarded as a positive trait, the act of intentionally harming others
for personal gain is morally and ethically challenged. In this respect, ethics is opined by the
egoist as not only required for survival but passport to a prosperous and happy life
(Woiceshyn 2011).

Egoism can manifest in a range of enlightened egoism and Machiavellism attitudes.
Enlightened egoism stipulates that the existence of others is merely a means to their ends.
Thus, an egoist may appear to care for the interest of others if the action ultimately promotes
their own selfish interests (Shaw and Barry 2010). While a good network support and human
relation are considered to be important in the business world, an egoist would seize the
opportunities to use others as an instrument to achieve their desired goal (Debeljak and
Krkac 2008). On the other hand, Machiavellism is a political doctrine which denies the
relevance of morality. Holding on to craft and deceit is justified in pursing and maintaining
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power. Such an individual would pursue his goal at the expense of others without a second
thought (Kirkpatrick 2002). Ahmad et al. (2005) found that the decision making process is
affected by the nature of egoism an individual adopts. Individuals would be inclined towards
lower level of ethical reasoning when making decisions in situation concerning self-interest.
Personal gain outweighs unethical, immoral or inconsiderate behaviors for an egoist. An
egoist has the tendency to ignore the outcome of his decision on others in pursuit of his own
greatest good, hence leading to conflict.

From another school of thought, the consequentialist theorist believe that in event where
the good outcome outweigh the bad outcome, such decision or action is considered to be
proper (Fieser 2009). Shaver (2010) further supports this theory by stating that an egoist is
willing to pay a huge sacrifice in order to maximise his own interest. Though the outcome of
a decision is uncertain, an egoist is willing to choose a decision which is perceived to be in
his favour than the opposite. With this we hypothesise that:

H1: There is a positive relationship between egoism and unethical intentions.

Utilitarianism Utilitarianism is a concept that justifies an action as ethical if it brings the
greatest food for the greatest number of people (Modarres and Rafiee 2011). This theory is
known as the analysis of cover over its benefits (Saat et al. 2004). As such, decisions
whether good or bad, is judged based on what individual believes to be the best course of
action (Pearsall and Ellis 2011).

Utilitarianism manifest act and rule tranches (Rainbow 2002; Bushe and Gilbertson 2007;
Smith 2010). Act utilitarianism involves performing an act or making a decision that ensures
the benefit of the majority even though such action may violate the law. Nonetheless, the
action is justified as it is perceived to be made in the best interest of majority. Rule
utilitarianism, as the term defines it, is contrary to act utilitarianism as it takes into account
the spirit rather than letter of the law and considers principles of justice and fairness. The act
utilitarian has a higher possibility of behaving in an unethical way. It is a belief that decision
should be based on its utility or usefulness. When weighing their options, the act utilitarian
would regard social norms or law as unimportant and incline towards the most beneficial
option (Pearsall and Ellis 2011). Most consider such thought or decision as ethical because
no parties would be hurt, thus justifying their decision as to be the best option. Such decision
is even more prevalent in situations where high psychological safety is perceived by
individuals. Hence, individuals would be motivated by practicality to make decisions which
are unethical. Pearsall and Ellis (2011) also found that individual who score high on the
utilitarianism scale and perceived high psychological safety have a comparatively higher
chance of cheating. However, utilitarian individuals would reconsider their action if the
perceived environment is considered to be unsafe to behave in an unethical manner. This
conclusion is parallel to that which was conducted by The Centre for Academic Integrity. It
was reported that almost 75 % of the students admitted to be involved in engaging in some
form of cheating (Cox 2009). This is because the University environment is considered to be
high in terms of psychological safety and chances of being caught are low. Besides, over
70 % of the respondents surveyed across 60 campuses across the United States admitted
to cheat on at least one written assignment (Smith et al. 2009). Internet plagiarists are
also more inclined towards behavior justifications based on utilitarianism (Granitz and
Loewry 2007).

Cultural difference may also motivate an individual’s intention (Carol 1999). Most
studies conducted in Western countries among business students where results show a
positive relationship between high utilitarianism and unethical conduct. Hence, this study
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seeks to test whether such a conclusion stands in an Asian culture where perceived
psychological safety and utility may differ.

H2: There is a positive relationship between utilitarianism and unethical intentions.

Subjective Norms

Subjective norms are concerned with normative beliefs and motivation to comply with the
particular behavior being investigated (Randall 1994). It involves an individual’s perception
about what significant others would think about his/her decision to engage in a course of
action (Randall 1994; Armitage and Conner 2001; Buchan 2005). In this study we investi-
gate subjective norms using peer influence.

Peer Influence There are three distinct dimensions to peer influence, namely exogenous
effect, endogenous effect and correlated effect (Manski 1993). Exogenous peer effect can be
understood as the preceding peer influence that has impacted an individual and how it forms
a person’s perception towards unethical behavior in the present; for example the influence of
high school peers and how student view cheating in a college setting. On the contrary,
endogenous effect believes that an action or decision made regarding ethically challenged
subject is influence by an individual’s current peers. Hence, it can be concluded that peer
influence will, to a certain extent, influence an individual’s perception, intention and
behavior towards moral conducts. Exogenous effect and endogenous effect focuses on an
individual’s surroundings and assumes that such surrounding might be beyond the control of
the individual at times. However, the dimension of correlated peer influence is defined as an
intentional act of joining a selected group because of shared characteristics or perception
despite whether such views are morally right or wrong (Carrell et al. 2007). This dimension
differs from the first two as the individual is aware of the surroundings and deliberately
seeks for support for an action taken.

Crutchfield (1955) concluded that conforming to majority in a social setting was a norm
for most individual. The term peer influence was later redefined as the change in a decision
or action by an individual as a result of the influence of a group decision (Gino et al. 2009).
Peer pressure influences an individual’s view on unethical behavior ether as a standard norm
of unacceptable or on the contrary being acceptable unethical decision that is observed by a
specific group (Sutherland 1983; Jones and Kavanagh 1996; McCabe et al. 2001). It was
also concluded in a studies that peer influence had a significant impact and influence on
one’s behavior (Carrell et al. 2007).

H3: There is a positive relationship between peer influence and intention to be unethical.

Perceived Behavioral Control

When there are uncertainties surrounding a behavior that individuals do not have complete
grasps over, there will be differing degrees of rational and moral judgment being exercised.
Perceived behavioral control also reflects an individual’s belief on the level of difficulty in
performance of a task given the limited opportunities and resources accorded (Randall
1994). The employment of TPB in examining morally sensitive intentions often invokes
assessments of magnitude of consequences which are usually associated with the negative
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effects of being discovered. Examples of such studies are in the prediction of academic
misconduct among students, environmental ethical decision making, counterfeit purchase
intentions and music piracy on the web among individuals (Flannery and May 2000;
d’Astous et al. 2005; Eisend and Schubert-Güler 2006; Stone et al. 2009).

Magnitude of Consequences Magnitude of consequences as a construct was first defined by
Jones (1991) as a dimension in a model of moral intensity involving the impact of a decision
on another individual, whether the victim or the beneficiary (Jones 1991; Weber 1996;
Bowes-Sperry and Powell 1999; Butterfield et al. 2000; Pauli and May 2002; Sweeney and
Costello 2009; Kish-Gephart et al. 2010). Lincoln and Holmes (2010) refined magnitude of
consequences as the degree or seriousness of the harm instead of looking at the total harm.
Jones (1991) suggested that there is an inverse relationship between unethical decision and
magnitude of consequences. Other research has also concurred in findings that a greater level of
ethical and moral reasoning in decision making would be evoked when the consequences of an
action is greater; for example, the issue of life and death (Weber 1996; May and Pauli 2002;
Trevino et al. 2006). In terms of the TPB, magnitude of consequences is often contained within
the perceived behavioral control dimension but the influence on intentions and behaviors are
mixed (Chang 1998; Buchan 2005; Li et al. 2009).

Rest (1986) describes three stages of ethical decision making comprising moral issue
identification, judgment and intention. Studies have investigated magnitude of consequences
within the Rest’s (1986) model and often concluded that it is a significant factor influencing
an individual’s conscience in ethical decision making (Harrington 1997; Bowes-Sperry and
Powell 1999; Butterfield et al. 2000; Frey 2000; Dukerich et al. 2000; Flannery and May
2000; Pauli and May 2002). Further studies on the moral intensity framework concluded that
magnitude on consequences is a significant influencing factor in a person’s ethical consid-
eration (Morris and McDonald 1995; Weber 1996; Harrington 1997; Singer et al. 1998;
Barnett 2001; Lincoln and Holmes 2010). As the magnitude of consequences of a decision,
action or issue increases, the individual’s ethical intention increases, thus evoking higher
level of ethical decision (Harrington 1997; Flannery and May 2000; Pauli and May 2002).

H4: There is a negative relationship between magnitude of consequences and unethical
intentions.

Gender

The role of gender in ethical perception is extensively studied yielding mixed findings. In most
studies, women were generally found to have more ethical intentions compared to man (Franke
et al. 1997; Singhapakdi et al. 1999). This was noted in several settings such as consumer
behavior (Bateman and Valentine 2010), marketing (Singhapakdi et al. 2001), and academia.
There is a higher concern for ethical conduct among female students compared to their male
counterparts in a college setting (Barnett et al. 1994b). Female students were generally found to
be more ethical compared to males. Males were found more willing to actively and passively
benefit from illegal actions compare to female students (Thoma 1986; Beltramini et al. 1984;
Chai et al. 2009). Nonetheless, the difference was found to be more significant in younger age
groups compared to older adults with similar working experience and exposure.

However, some studies found no difference in ethical believes between the genders (Rest
1986; Tsalikis and Ortiz-Buonafina 1990; Sikula and Costa 1994; Randall 1994). Male and
female had the same ethical values and ranking in their consideration and conduct especially
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in situation where it is clear that the act is regarded to be illegal. The differentiating factor
between male and female in moral behavioral intentions resulted from the differing moral
reasoning. As male and female may view and perceive situation differently, the motivating
and guiding factor in decision making differed. Gill (2010) noted that in India males were
found to consider less diverse in decision making compared to females who readily invoke
different ethical dimension for differing scenarios. Nonetheless, Bateman and Valentine
(2010) noted that females still showed higher intention to behave ethically than males.
Based on the observation above, the following hypothesis was formed:

H5A: Female student intend to behave more ethically compared to male students.
H5B: Gender is a moderator for the TPB framework.

Major of Study

Previous research have found that there is a positive relationship between cheating in an
academic setting and in the workplace (Sedmak and Nastav 2010). Hence, students who
have the tendency to cheat on an academic exam would in the same way regard cheating or
morally questionable behavior as acceptable in the workplace. This is indeed a crucial area
of research as these students would enter the work force eventually and set the moral
platform on which businesses would function.

As the pressure to perform academically is increasing, students are often under highly
stressed environment to meet the expectations of parents and future employers; hence
leading student to engage academic dishonesty of some form (McCabe et al. 2001). While
cheating among students is a common issue, Sedmak and Nastav (2010) noted that business
major students have a higher tendency to cheat and act in a less ethical way compared to
non-business major students (Sautter et al. 2008; Cox 2009). In line with these findings,
Klein et al. (2006) found that there is a high positive correlation between academic cheating
in university and cheating at work. Hence, it is important to identify groups of student who
may have higher tendency of cheating in order to ensure that they are sufficiently equip with
ethical training and courses in order to reduce the probability of academic cheating, and
more importantly cheating at work. However, there are findings that show that the difference
is not significant between business major students and non-business majors (McLean and
Jones 1992; Barnett et al. 1994b; Ford and Richardson 1994; Lane 1995; Cheong 1999;
Molnar et al. 2008). Another study conducted by Ethical Research Centre, found that at least
one third of the workers were reported to act unethically at the workplace; with 56 % of them
being business graduates compared to 47 % of non–business graduate students (Smith et al.
2009). Although it may be considered insignificant, Cox (2009) found that students did not
consider cheating as an ethical issue because of the competitive and intense environment has
indirectly promoted the need for cheating. Hence, students will most likely adopt this view
when they enter the workforce and compromise certain ethical standards in order to meet the
requirements of the performance measurement tool used by the organization. Despite the
insignificance difference, business students still showed a higher probability of cheating.
Based on the studies above, the following hypothesis is presented:

H6A: Business major student has a higher tendency to intend to behave unethically.
H6B: The major of study is a moderator for the TPB framework.

Figure 1 below depicts the conceptual framework in line with the TPB as well as the six
hypotheses of this study.
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Research Design and Methodology

A purposive sampling method was used as the objective of the study was to achieve
theoretical verification of the conceptual framework rather than generalization to the popu-
lation. The sample of this study comprises 245 undergraduate students from a private higher
education institution in Petaling Jaya, Malaysia. Previous studies have often employed
student samples in studies of ethical behaviors (Chang 1998; Chan and Leung 2006;
Stone et al. 2009; Bateman and Valentine 2010).

Scale Development The instrument of this study was developed based on the review of extant
literature comprise general statements describing the constructs of the study.Wherever possible,
general statements are used to retain the salience of the issues as well as encourage responses.
General statements shortens the reading time compared to using vignettes, promotes greater
spontaneity in responses and are in the format that the students in the sample are used to.
Moreover, contextualizing itemsmay not give equal weight to all issues and pose a limitation by
inviting bias (Devinney 2010). Table 2 lists the sources in which the concepts and subsequently
items of the scale of the constructs of the study were developed.

Validity and Reliability Testing The inter-construct validity is verified via Exploratory Factor
Analysis (EFA). The Principle Component Analysis is used in conjunction with the Varimax
rotation method. In line with a sample size of between 200 and 250, the items were extracted
based on a factor loading of 0.40 (Hair et al. 2010). Valid factors are indicated by an Eigenvalue
of 1 and above. Due to the exploratory nature of this research, reliability is assessed based on a
Cronbach’s Alpha of between 0.6 and 0.7 (Peterson 1994; Hair et al. 2010).

Hypotheses Testing Hypotheses testing are conducted by employing the Multiple Linear
Regression (MLR) function within the IBM PASW Statistics 19. As indicated by Fig. 1

GENDER

MAJOR

Utilitarianism
(UTIL)

Egoism
(EGO)

Magnitude of 
Consequences

(MAGNITUDE)

Peer Influence
(PEER)

Attitude 
towards the 

behavior

Subjective Norm

Perceived 
behavioral 

control

Unethical Behavior
Intentions 

(UNETHICAL_BHV)

H1

H2

H3

H4

H5

H6

Source:  Adapted from Ajzen (1991)

Fig. 1 Conceptual framework of the study
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above the independent constructs of this study are egoism (EGO), utilitarianism (UTIL),
peer influence (PEER) and magnitude of consequences (MAGNITUDE). As stipulated in
the TPB and conceptual framework above, unethical behavior (UNETHICAL_BHV) has
been defined as the dependent construct. Significance is deemed to be achieved for hypotheses
testing if the p-value is between 0.05 and 0.10 which is common for social sciences.

Independent sample T-tests are conducted to tests the difference between means of
UNETHICAL_BHV between the gender and major groups.

Social Desirability Bias (SDB) SDB occurs when respondents exert a tendency to portray
themselves in a self-enhancing manner in self-report surveys (Paulhus et al. 2003). SDB
usually causes responses that depart from reality when respondents rate themselves more
positively or exaggerate their answers to create a more favourable impression of themselves.
This is prevalent in surveys that require sensitive personal information in the fields of social
science and psychology concerning areas such as consumer behaviors, personality traits and
unethical behaviors.

SDB scales have been developed to access the extent of inflation or over-claiming of self-
descriptions such as the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Bias (MCSDB) Scale (Crowne
and Marlowe 1960) and Phillips and Clancy (1972) Over-claiming Scale. The MCSDB is
originally a 33 item discrete scale which is designed to differentiate honest respondents from
socially motivated ones based on expected exaggerated positivity. For example, “You always
practice what you preach (True)” or “You sometimes try to get even rather than forgive and
forget. (False)”. The discrete True/False in parentheses indicated have to be pre-determined as
the expected socially desirable responses. The MCSDB Scale has been critiqued and seldom
used in business research its lack of parsimony, lack of specificity to context of research (for
example “Before voting I thoroughly investigate the qualifications of all the candidates.”) and
the difficulty in establishing the valid from desirable pre-determined responses (Paulhus et al.
2003; Thompson and Phua 2005). Over-claiming techniques provide and alternate method in
SDB testing. Over-claiming scales propagated by Phillips and Clancy (1972) intend to access
the responses based on the extent of exaggeration of knowledge. Any claim of familiarity for
example with non-existent movies, brands or consumer related items represents a possibility of
self-distortion of responses in the actual survey. The advantage of over-claiming scales is that
they are flexible and easy to design to account for cultural acceptability of respondents.

In order to monitor the extent of social desirability bias (SDB), a 5-item scale was
developed based on the concept propagated by Phillips and Clancy (1972). In essence,

Table 2 Sources of scale item development

Constructs of the study Sources of the scale item

Egoism Wyld and Jones (1997); Kakabadse et al. (2002);
Ahmad et al. (2005); McMahon and Harvey(2007);
Debeljak and Krkac (2008)

Utilitarianism Nantel and Weeks (1996); Kakabadse et al. (2002);
McMahon and Harvey(2007); Modarres and Rafiee (2011);
Pearsall and Ellis (2011)

Magnitude of consequences Jones (1991); McMahon and Harvey(2006);
Kish-Gephart et al.(2010)

Peer influence Sutherland (1983); Manski (1993); Jones and Kavanagh (1996);
McCabe et al. (2001) Fukukawa(2002); Chen et al. (2009)

Perception on unethical behavior Fukukawa(2002); Stone et al. (2009); Sedmak and Nastav (2010)
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respondents were required to indicate their familiarity to certain “non-existent” movies on a
5-point scale (1 0 Not Sure at All to 5 0 Very Sure). A response of greater than the mean of 3
would indicate above average over-claiming. Participation in the survey was purely volun-
tary with assurances of anonymity provided beforehand.

Study Findings

This section begins by describing the characteristics of the respondents of the study sample.
Subsequently, it will provide the results of the measurement assessment, hypotheses testing
as well as assessment on SDB.

Descriptive Statistics Table 3 indicates that the respondents of the study comprise a majority
of females (60.82 %), Chinese (78.37 %) and of the Buddhist faith.

Results of Validity and Reliability Testing Based on the Pattern Matrix tabulated in Table 4
below, the Kaiser-Meyer Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy is 0.83 (above 0.70) and the
Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity yields a Chi-Squared of 2023.59 (df0378; p<0.05). This
indicates that the sample is suitable for the conduct of EFA. The results show that the
independent (EGO, UTIL, PEER and MAGNITUDE) and dependent (UNETHICAL_BHV)
constructs are valid as they all have Eigenvalues of above 1. The cumulative explained
variance is 50.2 %. The Cronbach’s Alpha for UNETHICAL_BHV, PEER and EGO are

Table 3 Descriptive statistics
Frequency %

GENDER Male 96 39.18

Female 149 60.82

Total 245 100.00

MAJOR Business Major 122 49.80

Non- Business Major 123 50.20

Total 245 100.00

RELIGION Christian 61 24.90

Muslim 26 10.61

Buddhist 123 50.20

Hindu 12 4.90

Free- thinker 21 8.57

Missing 2 0.82

Total 245 100.00

NATIONALITY Malaysian 226 92.24

Non- Malaysian 19 7.76

Total 245 100.00

RACE Malay 19 7.76

Chinese 192 78.37

Indian 20 8.16

Others 13 5.31

Missing System 1 0.41

Total 245 100.00
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above 0.70 whereas for MANITUDE and UTIL are between 0.60 and 0.70. As such, the
constructs have satisfied the required thresholds of reliability for an exploratory research
(Peterson 1994; Hair et al. 2010).

Results on Hypotheses Testing of H1 to H4–Application of TPB on the Overall Sample

Table 5 below indicates that the MLR has a F-Statistic of 8.728 which is significant at the 0.05
critical value. The table of coefficients shows that EGO and UTIL have a significant positive
influence on unethical behavior. The t-statistic for EGO and UTIL are 2.81 and 3.84 respec-
tively and are significant at p<0.05. This indicates that hypotheses H1 and H2 are supported.
However, PEER is not significant at p<0.05. As such, hypothesis H3 is not supported. It is
however interesting to note that PEER had a negative relationship with perception of unethical
behavior. On the other hand, MAGNITUDE is significant at p<0.10. As such, H4 is supported.

The relationship between the constructs of the study can be described as follows:

UNETHICAL BHV ¼ 25:72þ 0:39 EGOþ 0:58 UTIL� 0:33 MAGNITUDE

� 0:16 PEER

The Adjusted R-Squared is 0.115 indicating a medium to large effect size (Cohen 1992).
The Beta coefficient indicates that Utilitarianism has the highest explanatory power on the
perception on unethical behavior followed by Egoism and Magnitude of consequences.

Results of Hypotheses Testing on H5–Influence of Gender on Unethical Behavior

Table 6 tabulates the results of the Independent Sample T-Test for gender differences in
perceptions of unethical behavior. This indicates that H5A is supported at the critical value of
p<0.10 but not at 0.05. The mean for females was 28.47 and males 29.50 indicating that
males have greater tendency towards unethical behaviors.

Results of Hypotheses Testing on H5A–Moderating Influence of Gender on the TPB
Framework

The MLR in Table 7 indicates that the independent constructs of the study influence the
perception of unethical behavior in different ways. In the case of males, PEER has exerts a

Table 5 Results of multiple linear regression

Unstandardized coefficients Standardized coefficients T Sig.

B Std. error Beta

(Constant) 25.724 3.525 7.298 .000

EGO .388 .138 .188 2.813 .005

UTIL .584 .152 .272 3.835 .000

MAGNITUDE −.328 .170 −.124 −1.928 .055

PEER −.164 .132 −.090 −1.245 .215

F-statistic 8.728 p-value<0.05

Adjusted R-squared .115
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significant negative influence on UNETHICAL_BHV at p<0.10 and EGO exerts a positive
influence on UNETHICAL_BHV at p<0.05. On the other hand for females, UTIL exerts a
positive influence and MAGNITUDE exerts a negative influence on UNETHICAL_BHV
both at p<0.05. This lends support to H5B that gender exerts a moderating influence in the
application of the TPB.

Results of Hypotheses Testing on H6–Influence of Gender on Unethical Behavior

In terms of course majors, Table 8 shows there are significant differences in the means of
perception of unethical behavior between respondents pursuing the business and non-
business at the critical value of p<0.10. Thus H6A is supported at p<0.10 but not at p<
0.05. The mean for Business Majors is 29.59 whereas for non-Business Majors is 28.16.
This indicates that business major students in this study view unethical behaviors as more
acceptable compared to their non-Business major counterparts.

Results of Hypotheses Testing on H5A–Moderating Influence of Course Majors on the TPB
Framework

The MLR results tabulated on Table 9 below indicates that TPB applied differently between
Business and Non-Business majors. This is evidenced by the difference in slopes for the
MLR in both cases indicated by the B-coefficient. As such, H6B is supported indicating that
MAJOR is a moderator in the application of TPB to UNETHICAL_BHV.

The model for Business majors is significant at a critical value of 0.05 with the F-Statistic
of 5.53. The adjusted R-Squared is 0.13 indicating that the effect size is moderate to large
(Cohen 1992). At p<0.05, EGO and UTIL exerted positive significant relationships with
UNETHICAL_BHV. MAGNITUDE and PEER were not significant. Among the significant

Table 7 Results of MLR based on gender

Unstandardized
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients

t Sig.

B Std. Error Beta

Male (Constant) 23.526 6.346 3.707 .000

PEER −.401 .228 −.196 −1.759 .082

UTIL .412 .260 .173 1.586 .116

MAGNITUDE −.123 .301 −.042 −.408 .684

EGO .768 .237 .353 3.246 .002

F-statistic 4.664 p-value<0.05

Adjusted R-squared 0.139

B Std. Error Beta

Female (Constant) 27.551 4.105 6.712 .000

PEER −.016 .160 −.010 −.100 .921

UTIL .646 .186 .328 3.470 .001

MAGNITUDE −.434 .200 −.179 −2.162 .032

EGO .124 .167 .063 .745 .458

F-statistic 5.319 p-value<0.05

Adjusted R-squared 0.106
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variables UTIL had the higher explanatory power compared with EGO indicated by the Beta
coefficient.

For non-business majors, the model was also significant (F05.016; p<0.05). EGO and
UTIL exerted significant positive relationships with UNETHICAL_BHV at the critical
values of 0.05 and 0.10 respectively. In addition, MAGNITUDE is also significant at p<
0.10. EGO had the highest explanatory power among the independent variables.

Social Desirability Bias (SDB) The results of SDB testing in Table 10 below indicate that all
the items had a mean of below 3. This indicates that the extent of over-claiming is within
acceptable limits.

Discussion of Findings

This study has found that when all respondents were considered, only personal attitudes and
magnitude of consequences influence intention towards unethical behavior. Contrary to Azjen’s
TPB, peer influence was not a significant predictor of unethical behavior. However, these

Table 9 Results of MLR based on MAJOR

Model Unstandardized
coefficients

Standardized
coefficients

t Sig.

B Std. error Beta

Business (Constant) 20.663 5.431 3.805 .000

EGO .428 .202 .185 2.119 .036

UTIL .758 .218 .331 3.481 .001

MAGNITUDE −.242 .237 −.090 −1.021 .309

PEER −.062 .184 −.032 −.336 .737

F-statistic 5.530 p-value<0.05

Adjusted R-squared 0.132

Non-business (Constant) 28.498 4.724 6.033 .000

EGO .601 .208 .319 2.894 .005

UTIL .352 .211 .177 1.673 .097

MAGNITUDE −.406 .242 −.159 −1.676 .096

PEER −.280 .199 −.168 −1.406 .163

F-statistic 5.016 p-value<0.05

Adjusted R-squared 0.120

Table 10 Results of SDB testing

Mean

100 000 BC 2.05

The Lion, the Wizard and the Switchblade 1.70

Flashforward is a television series based on a fairytale. 1.67

Crouching Dragon, Hidden Lion is a science fiction movie. 1.74

The Bridge on the River Kuai. 1.55
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findings seem to corroborate a similar study in California who found that subjective norms are
the weakest predictor of intention towards unethical behaviour among business students
(Wilson 2008).

As Generation Y have been brought up as a technologically savvy and highly reliant on
acquiring information through the Internet and other media sources, they may substitute this
with the need to consult peers (Curtin et al. 2011). Utilitarianism had the highest explanatory
power on unethical behavior. Ethical dilemmas often cause cognitive dissonance between
personal values and ethical reasoning (Stone et al. 2009). In line with the overall findings, if
the magnitude of consequences increases, there may be strong motivations to create justifica-
tions for unethical behaviors. A possible explanation is that Generation Y has been found to be
idealistic, value transparent practices and are adverse to conflict (Curtin et al. 2011; Chai et al.
2009). They are more likely to identify discriminatory behavior and workplace misconduct but
may be less likely to report them (Ethics Resource Center 2010). As such, they employ
utilitarian values and information gathering skills to achieve required consensus.

This study also found that compared to non-business majors, business students seem to
ignore magnitude of consequences in making ethical decisions. This raises further red flags
especially when corroborated with previous research that found business undergraduates from
private universities are less ethically concerned compared with public universities (Lau et al.
2009). Besides, business students have also previously been found to endeavour to achieve
social goals being guided more by their perceived individual competence rather than moral
values (Giacomo et al. 2011). As these future business leaders will eventually embrace
corporate realities, this of concern especially when previous research has also found that
Malaysian business managers felt compelled to make ethical compromises due to stiffer
competitions, organizational pressures from superiors and lack of clear guidance on the
application of ethical codes in complex decisions (Gupta and Sulaiman 1996). These findings
raises concerns especially with the greater avenues where greed has been expressed for instance
in corporate financial scandals and mismanagement such as Enron and Worldcom (USA),
Satyam Computer Services (India) and Transmile, Perwaja Steel, Bumiputra Malaysia Finance
and Port Klang Free Trade Zone (Malaysia). The deterioration in rankings in the Corruption
Perception Index 2011 may suggest that corruption is more rampant and there are more cases of
corruption that there are more cases of corruption that are not reported. Generation Y has been
raised amidst high profile financial scandals of the 1990s and 2000s where unethical behaviors
in business are often trivialized and justified based on greed and self-interest (Smith and Clark
2010; Treviño and Brown 2004). As such, this study reinforces the critical need to instill healthy
personal ethical values among undergraduates who will constitute future leaders of tomorrow.

There was no significant statistical gender difference in unethical behavior in this study
however females had a lower mean for unethical behavior as compared to males. This was
corroborated by a recent study which found that there were no significant differences in
perceptions of law and ethics between gender, age and religion among Generation Y in
Malaysia (Thuraisingam and Sivanathan 2012). Generation Y has been described as being a
more parent sheltered cohort and this may lead them to have greater tolerance for unethical
behaviors (Krowske et al. 2010; Smith and Clark 2010; Nicholas 2009). However, male
students tend to be more open to partake in illegal activities. (Lau et al. 2009). Chinese
business values have been found to be dominant and widely adopted by other races in
Malaysia (Abdul Rashid and Ho 2003). The Chinese business philosophy centers on hard
work, pragmatism, face, Guanxi and motivated by prosperity. Gift giving, business reci-
procity and favours part of the accepted culture and not considered unethical. This may also
have impacted the findings of this study as the sample comprises a majority of Malaysian
Chinese students.
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When the TPB was applied separately on genders, peer influence and egoism exerted a
significant influence on unethical behavior whilst utilitarianism and magnitude of conse-
quences were significant in the case of females. These results corroborated Bateman and
Valentine (2010) who found that females are more likely to employ both teleological
(consequence) and deontological (rule based) approaches in ethical decision making com-
pared to males who are more inclined towards the former. Males are naturally more
achievement and prestige oriented and this may explain the findings of this study (Smith
and Clark 2010).

Implications of the Study

Business Ethics (BE) Education Students of today will constitute future business leaders.
The findings of this study that business students are more inclined towards unethical
behavior is perturbing and this trend needs to be arrested. A concern was also raised by a
previous study that private university students benefitted less from Business Ethics courses
compared to counterparts in public university (Saat et al. 2010).

Business decision making involves a combination of personal values, technical knowl-
edge and business awareness. It is not effective to teach business ethics as merely “factual”
knowledge or relegate it to the final section of each topic for the sake of academic
knowledge (Weber and Gillespie 1998). The purpose of BE courses needs to be one which
equips students to make better ethical decisions that would hopefully translate to behavioral
changes. In order to do this, BE courses need to focus on applying ethical knowledge to
assess real life behavioral scenarios. To this extent, more initiatives are needed to develop
case studies and simulation studies that could tease out the complexities of real world ethical
business dilemmas. BE principles and discussions need to be integrated into all accounting,
finance and management courses. Behavioral changes take time to foster. As such, elements
of moral and civic education need to be incorporated across all subjects undertaken in the
schooling years (Ryan and Bisson 2011). Even though Moral Studies is offered in primary
school, it appears that by itself it has lacked rigour and effectiveness as older students have
often been found to be less honest than younger students (Ali et al. 2010). The emphasis of
Moral Education needs to be more on instilling positive values and ethical courage rather
than merely to pass exams. The purpose of BE should be to create awareness on personal
values held and how these may conflict with the business world and to provide a better
comprehension on social issues in order to guide ethical decision making.

Private universities could also work with in partnership with accounting professional
bodies, corporations and even NGOs to create more business awareness of areas where
improvements can be made in the current BE curriculum. Perhaps more activities such as
participative dialogues on BE and volunteerism activities can be introduced that enable
students to acquire relevant meaning to their knowledge. Students could also be assigned
corporate mentors that act as a resource to provide further clarity, relevance and facilitate
transition to business in the real world.

Ethical Culture Malaysia is not short of statutes on practices of corporate governance and
organizational ethical codes. However, implementation may be limited to satisfy formal
reporting requirements or left to personal conscience. This is repeatedly evident in high
profile financial scandals across the globe. Formal ethical codes of conduct at its best
provide guidelines but are unlikely to encompass all ethical situations/contexts within a
dynamic business environment. Instead an ethical culture needs to be fostered within
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organizations where individuals share values and meaning of what is acceptable conduct.
Ethical culture needs to be built upon a foundation of human governance (Salleh et al. 2009).
The concept of human governance views the organization as a natural person where
individuals can develop trust and negotiate shared meaning upon which integrity is devel-
oped. If unethical behavior is not arrested in the education system, there may be negative
externalities which would perpetuate the future workforce.

As Generation Y is characterized as a cohort that increasingly seeks meaning and
feedback to work-life, corporate leadership need to set good examples in “walking the talk”
and wherever possible engage and assimilate their views in reinforcing the ethical organi-
zational culture. Organizations need to champion change in an ethical manner and contin-
ually set new standards of ethical excellence in business education.

Societal Implication Personal attitudes and values are grounded from childhood and takes
time to develop. With the increase in societal affluence parents of Gen Y children may have
more resources to provide for their needs and desires to the extent that many have subscribed
to over-sheltering their children which have been described as “helicopter” and/or “lawn-
mower” parents. However, material provisions can never substitute for quality time and
parental guidance which is required for social, emotional as well as ethical growth in these
youth. Parents need to endeavour to be ethical role models in their lifestyle and provide an
environment where youth can also learn from the school of hard knocks. Parents need to
realize that tough love may be necessary to develop deeper personal ethical character and
values which is much needed for enduring youth development.

Generation Y have been brought up in a society that is increasingly materialistic which
may lead to ethical insensitivity or ethical myopia. As such, it is becoming critical for adults
(family members, teachers and members of society) to instill and reinforce positive values
among youth of today. We should be conscious of the “tidak apa attitude” (Bahasa Malaysia
phrase for ethical indifference) and take the lead even in little ways to be role models,
mentors and responsible citizens to them.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

The sample of this study was limited to undergraduates from a private university and the
respondents where the respondents are mostly Malaysian Chinese. As such, it is not general-
izable to other populations. Future research could employ the conceptual framework of the
study in comparing among working adults, public university undergraduates and cross-cultural
samples. This study investigated ethical intentions and assumes that this will reflect actual
ethical behaviors. Future research could extend this to investigation of actual behaviors. We
would also suggest that the constructs of TPB be studied together with religiousity and other
demographic variables such as year of study, age, ethnicity and family background.

Conclusion

This study investigated the application of the TPB in addressing unethical intentions among
Generation Y in Malaysia. Overall, the findings showed that personal attitude dimensions
(egoism and utilitarianism) and magnitude of consequences exerted significant influence on
unethical behavior intentions. However, peer influence is not significant. When analyzed in terms
of gender, unethical behaviors among males were found to be influenced by peer influence and
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egoism whereas for females, the antecedents were magnitude of consequences and utilitarianism.
Methodologically, the study developed valid instruments for the study. Social desirability bias
was also controlled via an adaptation of the Crowne and Marlowe (1960) concept.

Generation Y are fast advancing to the workforce and assuming the role of leaders of
tomorrow. They are characterized as an Internet savvy cohort, possess self-confident in their
competencies, idealistic and constantly searching for meaning in what they undertake. The
findings of this study suggest that their self-confidence and achievement attitudes may
surpass their perceived need for peer support when making ethical decisions. Compared to
non-business majors, business students were found to be more unethical and appeared to
ignore magnitude of consequences. As such, there is a critical need to review and enhance
the state and role of business ethics education, build ethical culture in organizations as well
as create awareness of the role of society in the ethical development of youth in Malaysia.
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