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Abstract 

 

Moral obligations arose from moral codes grounded in the field of philosophy. Ethics  seeks 

to apply these obligations in daily activities. Business ethics is the application of ethics in the 

practice of business. With the rise of corporate scandals in recent years, there is a regained interest 

in the role of business ethics. As the primary training ground for business managers, business 

schools are at the center of this concern. 

 The paper reviews extant literature on the premise and context for the need of ethics as a 

course in business schools. It proceeds to illustrate how business schools integrate the course into 

the curriculum. It acknowledges the inadequacy of current integration efforts. And it cites various 

factors that contribute to the failures. 

The paper identifies gaps in research literature to be addressed in order to explain why 

ethics as a course in business education, though critical, remains a token course and disconnected 

from business practice.  
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Introduction 

 

Business schools are only a recent addition in the university. The first business school was 

founded in the University of Pennsylvania towards the end of the 19th century. Although it was 

founded by Joseph Wharton, an industrialist with strong ethical convictions, ethics was absent as 

a formal topic in the curriculum. Business schools that were subsequently founded did not consider 

ethics as a formal subject area. (Donaldson, 2015)  

Business schools in the 20th century gave prominence to the scientific approach. Ethics is 

a “tacit periphery of business education.”  Business school faculty were convinced that 

management study must be grounded in empirical fact and scientific theory. Facts are valued over 

values. Developments in management theories questioned the use of ethical language of business. 

Business ethics was seen as “tantamount” to business bashing. Ironically, the movement of ethics 

to centre stage was propelled by the inadequacy of scientific approaches to satisfy all legitimate 

social goals for business. Moreover, the reliance on empirical methods exonerates the business 

from being accountable for the consequences of its actions. 

 According to popular view, business ethics is synonymous with moral obligations. These 

obligations are derived from moral codes presented by Kant, Christianity, Aristotle, and the Roman 

Catholic Church, among others. Business ethics primarily reconciles the pressures that arise in the 

practice of business with the obligations imposed by the codes (Heath, 2006).  Heath (2006) argues 

that business ethics naturally arose from the practice of business as a profession. Medical and legal 
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practitioners have special obligation to protect client confidentiality. A business practitioner is no 

different. Thus, the obligations are imposed on the profession, and not the person.  In this view, 

business ethics is professional in nature.  This view gives business ethics a “realistic foothold” 

(Heath, 2006). Management or business, as a profession, requires a “certain amount of trust, or 

moral constraint”, which is “beyond those specified in the contract or the terms of employment.” 

 Abbott et al (1972) posits that management requires proficiency of multiple disciplines and 

knowledge of which is ever-changing. Enforcement of rigorous rules of practice and code of 

conduct would require the practice of management to be systematized and restrained. As a 

profession, management requires a degree of autonomy (Goodall, 2011). On the other hand, Reed 

(1989) argues that managers are embedded and integrated in the organization structure and cannot 

by nature be autonomous. 

 

What is happening? 

 

  A recent poll was conducted among a number of professors to determine a list of worst 

CEOs of all time. Notably, a large number of these CEOs made the list due to their engagement in 

unethical activities (Rutherford, et al, 2012). 

 Adler (2002) observed that in spite of the number of corporate scandals in recent years, 

there has been so little change in the institutions that are primarily responsible for the formal 

education of many unscrupulous CEOs.  This perception is evident. Despite an increasing number 

of graduates, the Great Recession of 2008 is perceived to be primarily a result of the machinations 

of individuals that business schools were supposed to have trained and influenced. As the primary 

training ground for business managers, business schools are under more scrutiny for the role that 

they can and should play in the students' understanding of business ethics (Adler, 2002).   

 Although studies have found no significant differences between business school and non-

business students (Neubaum, Pagell, McKee-Ryan & Larson, 2009), there is a growing number of 

research that shows business students exhibiting less ethical behaviors that students enrolled in 

other disciplines.  

 In particular, two studies conducted by the Aspen Institute (2001, 2008) discovered that    

business students place more importance in generating shareholder value. This is more than the 

importance they place on generating value for customers, employees and product quality. This 

preference becomes more pronounced the longer the students are in the program. Their confidence 

in identifying and resolving ethical conflicts are reduced gradually over the time they stay in the 

program. Similarly, Marwell and Ames (1981) observed that business students have a higher 

propensity to free-ride. Comparing nursing and business students, Cadsby and Maynes (1998) 

found that business and economics students made lesser contribution to social funds or charities 

(Frank et al. 1993). In a focused study, Frank and Schulze (2000) found that they are “more prone 

to accepting bribes.”  Yezer et al (1996) discovered a higher propensity to steal among economics 

students. Not surprisingly, McCabe et al (2006) found that “MBA students cheat more than any 

other student group.” Klein, Levenburg, et al (2007) found that while levels of cheating across all 

professional schools may be similar, the attitudes of business school students towards cheating are 

more permissive. Wang, Malhotra, and Murnighan (2011) found a positive relationship between 

economics education and students’ attitudes toward greed. Parks (1993) posits that students 

seeking an MBA are more predisposed to focus on self-interest, especially in terms of money-

making. 
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 In 2011, Forbes ranking of the top 50 business schools shows “investment in the MBA 

degree—including tuition and forgone salary—is typically paid back in about 3½ years.” This data 

was collected within the 2008-2010 period of the Great Recession, when salaries in finance and 

other career choices of MBAs were already under pressure. According to 2009 figures of the U.S. 

Department of Education, a large percentage of undergraduate degrees is made up of business 

majors. The records of the National Center show that for 2008-2009, business degrees “accounted 

for nearly 35% of all undergraduate degrees awarded” (Ferrero, et al. 2005). 

 

Who is the culprit? 

 Despite the popularity of business education and success of business schools, “there are 

substantial questions about the relevance of the content and doubts about its effects on both the 

careers of the graduates and on management practice” (Huhn, 2014). Miller (1999) believed that 

the ethical behavior of the students were different before they enroll in a business school. Ferraro, 

Pfeffer, & Sutton (2005) suggest that the exhibited behavior is learned and this is learned “by 

studying economics and business.” According to Costigan & Brink (2015), “business education is 

more focused on knowledge acquisition than skill development, attitudinal change, or behavioral 

topics.” These findings have led to proposals to change the paradigm underlying business 

education in order to overcome the current ethical difficulties (Giacalone &Thompson, 2006). 

 Huhn (2014) asserts that the MBA, probably the most successful academic program of the 

last 50 year, negatively affects the theory and practice of management with regards to ethics. He 

demonstrated how the syllabus, the pedagogy and the epistemological assumptions of MBA 

programs together make managers unable and unwilling to deal with ethics. 

 Leavitt (1989) asserted that MBA-level education has distorted those subjected to it into 

“critters with lopsided brains, icy hearts, and shrunken souls.” Initially, according to Huhn (2014), 

MBA programs were intended to expose students to multiple and wide range of perspectives. This 

is realized in a classroom setting through the tutelage of experienced manager-teachers. However, 

this has evolved to become “centers of indoctrination.” Through the syllabus and pedagogy, there 

is an adherence to a standardized theory (Huhn, 2014). More often than not, the theory is unrealistic 

(Hernstein, 1990) and amoral (Ghoshal, 2005; Dierksmeier, 2011). 

Using leadership as a synonym for management, Huhn (2014) asserts that the emphasis on 

leadership have removed ethics from business education. This was realized through the 

propagation of two views in leadership are conflict with each other.  These are one, the Great Man 

theory; and two, a depersonalized, technocratic form of leadership that is based primarily on the 

homo economicus model. 

According to Tourish et al (2010), Great Man theories hold the assumption that leaders are 

followed due to their personalities and superior training in business schools.  Both assumptions 

view ethics as immaterial as the ethics and values are defined by the leader. Podolny (2009) 

observed that MBAs are convinced that “once they rise to positions of prominence, they’re 

responsible only for setting the vision, fashioning the strategy, and developing the agenda.” Tasked 

to generate high returns, business school students are not primed to investigate the huge risks that 

might be attached. 

 With the introduction of the bureaucracy (Weber, 1947), leaders are emasculated to play 

the role of office workers. Although having rational and legal authority, they are expected and 



  4th National Business and Management Conference 

  Ateneo de Davao University 
  July 22-23, 2016 

 

356 

 

required to follow the rules of the organization (Holt and Marques, 2012).  Interestingly, most 

rules of organization are based on the rational-economic principles. 

 With the eminence in the preceding theories in most business schools, management is seen 

not as a “social, personal, and ethical activity”, but merely a technical activity that “abides by 

rational principles and legal constraints” (Huhn, 2014). 

Khurana (2007) asserts that students and managers often operate on default when 

confronted with the complexity of real, every day dilemmas. This default was learned in the 

courses in business school. In this perspective, they see management as purely technical and 

depersonalized. Abiding by these rules frees them from the dilemma of ethical decisions. Albach 

(2007) echoes this observation. According to him, ethical consideration is often seen as a pollutant 

in a totally rational decision making.  

A typical MBA program can be completed in a period of 2-3 years. Perhaps due to this 

constraint, students are primarily taught the tools and their applications. Seldom are they told of 

the tools’ theoretical backgrounds or warned of their implications, consequences and inherent 

problems. And because students have to embrace these tools in such short a time, they are not 

pragmatically motivated to delve deep into the inputs or workings of the underlying models. 

Mintzberg (2004) laments in an MBA program, the only way to survive is earn the credit. 

This negatively affects students who have a genuine desire to learn as they realized that cramming 

is the standard to earn the credit. Ethics, which is rooted in philosophies and nurtured through 

reflections and debates, is incompatible with this study method. Cramming can only work for and 

be applicable to facts. And in a business school, facts are aplenty in the form of numbers and 

models. 

What have they done? 

Grey et al. (1996) presents three approaches to teaching. These are disciplinary, staff 

development, and critical. Disciplinary pedagogy involves presenting prescriptive knowledge to 

students. This can be done primarily through lectures. In staff development, students are 

encouraged to take an active role. This is often in the form of case studies, role plays, simulations 

and games. In critical pedagogy, the truth is not imposed; rather, the instructor guides the students 

in making sense of their practical experience. 

 Using Grey et al's (1996) classification, Currie & Knights (2003) analysed the pedagogy 

used in MBA programs. They argue that the teaching pedagogy in the programs has not changed 

that much. Primarily, it is still based on cramming and applications of acquired knowledge through 

case studies, simulations and business games (Currie & Knights, 2003). 

 In 1995, a review of business ethics education of the 1970s -80s revealed a continuous 

increase of ethics courses in both the undergraduate and graduate programs within the period 

(Collins & Warwick, 1995). However, the trend significantly declined in the late 1980s. 

Previously, Evans, Trevino & Weaver (2006), claimed that there is a gap between the “upbeat 

public claims” regarding ethics education and their actual offerings in the curriculum. This gap 

remains unaddressed. As early in 1995, a survey among 323 business schools deans was 

conducted. The results found that only 16% reported requiring a business ethics course, while 83% 

reported integrated the teaching of ethics into existing functional courses (Solberg, Strong, and 

McGuire, 1995). Rasche, Gilbert, & Schedel (2013) found that 75% of all offered courses are 

electives and stand-alone courses. As only the “converted” will enrol in an elective course, it is 

likely that ethics education does not reach the majority of students. Moreover, the scope of ethics 
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education is limited. This is observed as too little of it is integrated into the disciplines, e.g. 

accounting and finance. 

  Rasche, Gilbert, & Schedel (2013) observed that there is a lack of discussion about whether 

ethics is integrated into business courses and the extent of the integration.. Perhaps due to market 

pressures, schools would increasingly claimed to “have infused ethics into the MBA” (Segon & 

Booth, 2009). In a survey of European business schools, Matten & Moon (2004) found that 80% 

of the participant schools claimed to have “mainstreamed “ethics into the curriculum. 

 In a review of MBA core curricula, Navarro (2008) hypothesized that a couple of factors 

may have a role on the business schools' curricular decisions.  These are leadership, financial 

resources, affiliation, and power and politics.  Results show that there is a positive and significant 

relationship between deans with management background with the number of required courses in 

business ethics. Interestingly, the same study noted that female deans are more likely to require 

students to take the course in business ethics. With regards to financial resources, it was intriguing 

to find that the greater a school's financial resources, as measured by the size of its endowment, 

the less likely a school shall require its students to take a course in ethics. This is in contrast to the 

initial expectation that institutions with greater financial resources will be more likely to require 

an ethics course in the core curriculum. Schools that are private or those that have religious 

affiliations are more likely to require students to take ethics as a course (Castiglia & Nunez, 2010). 

However, Navarro (2008) did not find any significant relationship between the schools' faculty 

composition and the decision to require a course in ethics. 

How can ethics be eminent? 

 For ethics education in business schools to be eminent, Rasche, Gilbert&d Schedel (2013) 

seeks to address the following areas:  first, ethics as a required course; two, integration of ethical 

issues in other disciplines of the MBA curriculum; and three, the increase of ethics courses over 

time.  

In 2005,  it was reported that only 25% of the business programs require a stand-alone 

course (Evans & Marcal, 2005). Christensen, et al (2007) echoed the same findings. They found 

that 25% of top-50 schools ranked the Financial Times require a stand-alone course in ethics.  

According to a study by Evans & Weiss (2008), 39% of the deans of accredited schools thought a 

business ethics course should be part of the MBA core curriculum. Interestingly, according to data, 

most of the ethics-related courses offered have elective status.  The findings question if the 

majority of MBA students are sufficiently exposed to ethics (Rasche, Gilbert & Schedel, 2013). 

 “Although the integration approach continues to receive attention and appears popular 

among MBA students, its usefulness is often questioned” (Evans, Trevino, & Weaver, 2006). 

Schools may claim integration when in reality, ethical issues may have not been addressed in the 

classroom. This may be due to the inability or refusal of the faculty. Integration is essential because 

ethical issues need to be contextualized. Dunfee & Robertson (1988) claims that it is only through 

this manner that students realize the importance of ethics in business functions. 

 In 2004-2008, Litzky & MacLean (2011) found that the number of stand-alone courses in 

ethics increased in the top-ranked MBA programs.  Data collected in 2005-2009 revealed the 

resurgence in the number of ethics-related courses (Rasche, Gilbert, & Schedel, 2013). This could 

indicate that ethical education has become widespread and has moved into the mainstream 

(Cornelius et al., 2007) 
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 Although the increase of the number of offered courses can be taken as a sign of progress, 

there is no significant structural change found on how ethical topics are embedded into the 

curriculum. In other words, courses were added without challenging the underlying structure of 

ethics education in the curriculum. Moreover, the rapid increase over the short period requires 

adequate and qualified teaching faculty. Rasche, Gilbert, & Schedel (2013) doubt that the schools 

have qualified faculty to support this development.  One cannot shake off the suspicion whether 

faculty are sufficiently equipped to handle these courses. According to Dean & Begg (2006), most 

faculty expressed fear of a lack of proper training to teach ethics-related topics. According to 

Evans, Trevino, & Weaver (2006) integration is difficult to monitor. The responsibility of ethics 

education is placed on the faculty. However, the faculty may have little expertise or interest in the 

area and may not give ethics due attention.   

How can ethics be relevant? 

  For ethics education to be relevant, Rasche, Gilbert & Schedel (2013) suggests the 

following focus: one, the increase of ethics courses needs to be supported by a sufficient supply of 

qualified faculty and teaching materials; two, the courses need to be embedded in the curriculum; 

and three, the courses need to go beyond general management courses and into disciplines, e.g. 

finance and accounting.  

 Rasche, Gilbert & Schedel (2013) tried to identify the reasons why despite the increase of 

ethics courses, business schools are hesitant in implementing more structural changes in the 

curriculum. According to them, this is a result of the combination of one, rising external 

institutional pressures to showcase and market ethics education, and two, the existence of variety 

of internal impediments with regards to structural change. Institutional theorists Meyer & Rowan 

(1977) maintains that organizations tend to have a disconnect between talk and action. This is 

evident when the demands of the external environment are in conflict with internal interest and 

resources. Business schools are dependent on accreditation agencies on one hand, and are restricted 

by the faculty interest, on the other. 

 

What are they telling us? 

 Although practicing managers believe that business schools should not be held responsible 

for unethical behavior in business, they believe that business schools should assist future managers 

in understanding ethics by including business ethics in the curriculum (Sigurjonsson, Vaiman & 

Amardottir, 2014). Furthermore, they believed that students should enter the workplace having 

strong ethical standards. These standards can be honed during the students' time in business 

schools.  

 In contrast, many an author believes that business schools bear a degree of moral 

responsibility for the unethical decisions taken by their graduates in the corporate world. Thus, 

they are strongly recommended to include business ethics education in both their graduate and 

undergraduate programs (Brinkmann et al. 2011; Heller & Heller 2011; Swanson & Fisher 2008). 

 However, some believed that unethical business conduct does not necessarily stem from 

the dearth of ethics-related courses in the curriculum or from faulty teaching approaches. They 

believed the conduct stems from the worldview that is propagated by the business school 

(Sigurjonsson, Vaiman & Amardottir, 2014). Giacalone & Thompson (2006) argue that most 
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worldviews propagated by business schools is contrary to the key principles of ethics. These 

principles include the concern for the well-being and harmony among stakeholders, i.e. employees, 

investors, government, and society. Most business education is anchored on the organization and 

the creation of wealth. This perspective is seen by most as the root of the majority of unethical 

conduct in history.  

 According to manager-respondents of a survey conducted by Sigurjonsson, Vaiman & 

Arnartoddir (2014), the business world deserves more than “manufactured students trained in 

quantitative subjects who simply seek the highest financial rewards upon graduation.” Rather, it 

seeks graduates who have the conviction that they contribute to the common welfare of the society. 

 For business schools, they are expected to be independent institutions that foster and 

develop the ideology of good business ethics. They should be at the first to criticize unethical 

behaviour (Rutherford et al, 2012).  

 Moreover, for a course to be relevant, faculty should be “equipped with real-world” 

experience (Sigurjonsson, Vaiman & Arnartoddir, 2014). Although there is no consensus among 

parties regarding an appropriate curriculum in business ethics, the respondents assert that business 

ethics should be offered as an integrated part of the curriculum. 

The respondents find the lack of analytical skills among business graduates. 

Acknowledging that there is a significant gap between the theory and practice of business, the 

respondents seek practical coverage on ethics. The gap can be bridged through practical 

assignment and tasks. However, the over-simplification of the application of ethics should be 

avoided. Collaborating directly with business would supplement the gap. Exposure to real-life 

ethical dilemmas may inspire innovation in the teaching of ethics. 

 

Why we are lost? 

Extant literature in ethics education remains ambiguous. Despite a number of encouraging 

findings, there is no consensus concerning instructions formats in ethics education. The 

effectiveness of either a stand-alone module or as an integrated component is at best 

recommendatory than imperative. Moreover, the objective of ethics as a course is nowhere 

unanimous. Focus is divided between developing awareness and understanding the moral 

reasoning process. Confusion could arise when practical relevance is pitted with theoretical and 

philosophical underpinnings (Gruber & Schlegelmilch, 2013).  

Moreover, there is no sufficient data to support the idea that MBA students who take ethics 

courses will make ethical decisions more often (Weber, 1990). Evans, Trevino, & Weaver 2006) 

acknowledge the inadequacy of existing research about the effectiveness of ethics coursework in 

MBA programs. There is a dearth of data that document the long-term effects of ethics courses on 

managerial behaviour. Interestingly, although many of the studies include students as the sample 

population, none has specifically asked students about their perceptions, as well as their ideas and 

suggestions, concerning ethics education (Gruber & Schlegelmilch, 2013). 

Warren & Tweedale (2002) argue that historical experience should also play a significant 

role in the crafting of management education. Business schools are responsible to show how past 

actions have influenced the business environment and society. Through this, business students may 

have a better grasp and understanding of ethical issues.  

However, one thing is clear, we’re still finding our way. 
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