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ABSTRACT
By controlling for size and existence of a religious affiliation and gender, this study adds to the literature regarding
opinions of undergraduate business students about the ethical nature of both academic and business related actions.
Analysis of student survey data from two institutions similar in these characteristics continues in this longitudinal
study. After the data were separated by gender, ethical perceptions of male students significantly differed for businessrelated dishonest acts for those male students who had taken two or more courses in religion, but church service
attendance did not seem to have any effect. This may suggest that taking more courses (or having more dialogs) in
which moral issues beyond academics are discussed may affect male student perceptions of ethical issues outside the
institution.
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INTRODUCTION

E

vidence suggests that business students have differing opinions of actions that are ethical and those that
are not, and that these views may be related to the types of institutions the students attend (Comegys,
2010; Davis, 1993; Molnar, Kletke & Jenkel, 2009). Results of previous research have been inconsistent
regarding the relationship between business students’ perceptions about ethical behavior and the characteristics of the
institutions attended (Lawson, 2004; Smyth & Davis, 2004). Other studies (Cole & Smith, 1995; Knotts, Lopez &
Mesak, 2000; Ruegger & King, 1992) found that gender has a significant impact on the ethical judgments of students
when asked about business situations. Females were found to be more ethical. Previous studies by this research team
(Cotter, De Berry, Haen, Molnar & Vandenberg, 2016, 2017) explored this relationship by controlling for the existence
of a religious affiliation of the institutions, institution size, and respondents’ gender. Institution 1 is a small, private,
Catholic, liberal arts college in the Midwest, and Institution 2 is a small, private, Christian university in the Southeast
United States. Both institutions have enrollments of approximately 2,000 students.
The current study continues this previous research by considering the effect of attendance of church services (defined
in this paper as “religiosity”), and also the number of courses in religion taken by student respondents. In the following
sections, previous research regarding student ethical perceptions is presented, followed by a discussion of the research
methods, results, and implications of the current study.
LITERATURE REVIEW AND HYPOTHESIS DEVELOPMENT
This study expands the previous research by this team by also controlling for a component of religiosity (church
service attendance) and the number of courses in religion completed. This study follows the approach of previous
studies by considering whether students attending similar type and size institutions exhibit comparable ethical
perceptions. The influence of the type and size of institution attended on the ethical perceptions of students has been
widely studied, with inconsistent results reported. Molnar, et al. (2009) found students at a small, private, religiouslyCopyright by author(s); CC-BY

11

The Clute Institute

American Journal of Business Education – First Quarter 2019

Volume 12, Number 1

affiliated institution consider cheating less acceptable than do students at public universities, regardless of size. Davis
(1993) found that students at small, private, liberal arts colleges cheat less than students at large universities, whether
they are public or private schools. Comegys (2010) found evidence that students attending religiously-affiliated
schools have more ethical attitudes towards business than do those students attending non-religiously-affiliated
schools; sizes of the six schools included in the study were not disclosed.
Smyth, Davis and Kroncke (2009) found the perceptions of students attending a public college were more unethical,
but only for the worst types of behavior. The three schools included in the study all had enrollments of less than 3,500.
Brown and Choong (2005) found no relationship between the type of school attended and either the participation in
academically dishonest acts or the ethical perceptions of those acts. The public university in the study was reported as
medium-sized, while the religiously-affiliated school was reported as small.
The 2016 study (Cotter et al., 2016) conducted by this research team found no overall difference between the two
institutions in the ethical perceptions of the students. However, in the 2017 study (Cotter et al., 2017), a significant
overall difference (p = .003) was found. The students at Instiution 1 were found to be more ethical.
The varying results from these studies call into question whether the strongest relationship between students’ ethical
perceptions is to the type of institution attended, the size of institution attended, both, or neither. Instead, perhaps the
most robust relationships of students’ ethical perceptions are specific to other institutional or student characteristics.
The previous studies conducted by this research team also took into consideration the type of dishonest acts, academic
or business. This variable was taken into consideration again in this study. Most previous research has found that
students view both academic and business dishonest acts similarly. For example, Smyth and Davis (2004) and Lawson
(2004) found that most students had similar ethical views regarding academic and business situations. Similarly, Nonis
and Swift (2001) and Sims (1993) found students who cheated in school tended to cheat more in the workplace.
However, these previous studies included only one institution or did not control for the type and size of institution
attended.
To address the possibility of the impact on results of survey instruments containing both academic and business
activities, the survey instrument for this research grouped questions into academic and business categories. Thus, the
following null hypotheses were tested:
H1a: The acceptability of academic dishonest acts will not be significantly different between students attending
religiously-affiliated schools of similar size.
H1b: The acceptability of business dishonest acts will not be significantly different between students attending
religiously-affiliated schools of similar size.
The 2016 study (Cotter et al., 2016) conducted by this research team found a significant difference for business-related
questions but not for academic-related questions. Institution 2 students were found to be more ethical for businessrelated questions. It was anticipated that significant differences would once again only be detected for business
questions so further analysis focused only on these types of questions.
Similar to the 2017 study (Cotter et al., 2017), this research analyzed the effect of gender differences towards the
acceptability of dishonest acts on the results. Numerous studies report that females cheat less often than males (Atmeh
& Al-Khadash, 2008; Guo, 2011; McCabe & Trevino, 1997; Niiya, Ballantyne, North & Crocker, 2008; Rakovski &
Levy, 2007; Yang & Huang, 2013) and Kuntz and Butler (2014) found females deem cheating and plagiarism
behaviors less acceptable than do their male counterparts. Other studies (Albaum & Peterson, 2006; Cole & Smith,
1995; Knotts et al., 2000; Ruegger & King,1992) found that gender has a significant impact on the ethical judgments
of students when asked about business situations. Females were found to be more ethical. Further, Simon, Carr,
McCullough, Morgan and Oleson (2004) found females were more likely to report a case of academic dishonesty.
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These previous studies suggest that a gender bias may be present, so the data were further separated by gender.
Therefore, the following null hypotheses were proposed:
H2a: The acceptability of business dishonest acts will not be significantly different between male students attending
religiously affiliated schools of similar size.
H2b: The acceptability of business dishonest acts will not be significantly different between female students attending
religiously affiliated schools of similar size.
In the 2017 study (Cotter et al. 2017), males at Institution 2 were again found to be more ethical for business-related
questions. No difference was found between the responses of females at the two institutions. It was anticipated that
significant differences would once again only be detected for males so additional analysis focused on male responses
to business-related questions. To further this area of research, the differences between the males at the institutions in
regards to church service attendance and number of courses in religion taken and their possible effect on ethical
perceptions were studied. It was found that the males at Institution 2 significantly (p = 0.000) attend church services
more often and also significantly (p = 0.000) complete more courses in religion.
The concept of religiosity and its effect on ethical perceptions and behavior has been widely studied. Religiosity, as
defined by Bloodgood, Turnley and Mudrack (2008, p. 559) is “understanding, committing to, and following a set of
religious doctrines or principles.” This study is interested in one component of religiosity, namely church service
attendance.
Burks and Sellani (2008) found that higher religious commitment did not result in a person being more ethical.
Similarly, Baumsteiger, Chenneville and McGuire (2013) concluded that religiosity does not determine a person’s
ethical positions. Additionally, Wilhelm (2004) found that religious participation did not have a significant effect on
moral reasoning, and Willson (2016) reported that religious service attendance did not significantly affect the
willingness of students to report receiving too high of a grade on an assignment. These results were supported by
Kurpis, Beqiri and Helgeson (2008) who found that church attendance did not significantly affect ethical behavioral
intentions.
However, Albaum and Peterson (2006) found participants who reported being very religious were significantly more
ethically inclined for business situations. Bloodgood, et al. (2008) and Burton, Talpade and Haynes (2011) found that
students who attended religious services more frequently were less likely to cheat. Also, Conroy and Emerson (2004)
found that frequent church attendance significantly reduced the acceptability of a number of unethical business
practices.
In order to study whether church service attendance is related to the ethical perceptions of male students, the following
null hypothesis was tested:
H3: The acceptability of business dishonest acts for male students who more regularly attend church services will not
be significantly different from that of male students who attend church services on a less regular basis.
The completion of courses in religion and their effect on ethical perceptions and behaviors also has been widely
studied, with inconsistent results. Bath, et al. (2014) found that the completion of required courses in religion did not
significantly affect the tendency to cheat, and Conroy and Emerson (2004) found that taking a course in religion did
not significantly affect the ethical attitudes of students towards business situations. However, Comegys (2010)
concluded that completion of religious studies may affect students’ attitudes towards business ethics, but the affect
was found to be more pronounced for non-business majors. Burks and Sellani (2008) found that completion of a course
in religion resulted in higher moral development, no matter the type of institution.
To study any possible affect that the completion of courses in religion may have on the ethical perceptions of male
college students, the following hypothesis was proposed:
H4: The acceptability of business dishonest acts for male students who have completed more courses in religion will
not be significantly different from that of male students who have completed fewer such courses.
Copyright by author(s); CC-BY
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RESEARCH METHOD
The methodology and survey questionnaires were based on previous research studies (Molnar, Kletke, &
Chongwatpol, 2008) for the academic dishonest acts, and added questions from research by (Smyth & Davis, 2004;
Lawson, 2004) for the business dishonest acts. Additional questions regarding frequency of church service attendance
and number of courses in religion taken were added to the survey. Following similar procedures to those from 2008,
students were asked to complete a paper-based questionnaire asking their perceptions of dishonest acts. Questionnaires
were used since the intention to engage in a behavior is a good predictor of behavior (Beck & Ajzen, 1991). Asking
respondents to report perceptions of cheating, rather than how often they engage in cheating, is less threatening and
likely to yield more honest responses (Kisamore, Stone & Jawahar, 2007).
In fall 2016 and spring 2017, surveys were again administered to undergraduate students at Institutions 1 and 2. The
majority of respondents were traditional students who had mainly business-related majors. Survey questions regarding
dishonest acts were coded on an interval assumed Likert-scale of 1 to 5, with 1 representing “strongly disagree” with
the acceptance of the dishonest act, and 5 indicating “strongly agree” with the acceptance of the dishonest act, as
perceived by the subject. Therefore, the lower the overall score, the less likely the student felt it was acceptable to
commit the dishonest act. The survey asked how the students felt about academic dishonest acts (such as cheating on
assignments or exams) and business dishonest acts (such as dishonest acts in a business environment). Using SPSS,
researchers performed independent sample t-test analyses using the dependent variables of user responses to all
questions relevant to this research and by categories of academic dishonesty questions and business dishonesty
questions. The mean value of the student responses for each category was used. The larger the mean value of the
response, the more strongly the student agreed that it is acceptable to commit that type of dishonesty.
RESULTS
A total of 276 usable questionnaires were collected; 159 were from Institution 1 (the Midwestern Catholic college), and
117 were from Institution 2 (the Southeastern Christian university). The majority of respondents (over 82%) were businessrelated majors. Approximately 60% of the respondents were male, and 40% were female. Sixty-eight percent were
underclassmen (freshman and sophomores), and 32% were upperclassmen (juniors and seniors). Over 78% of respondents
indicated they had a GPA of 3.0 or higher.
The researchers performed a principal factor analysis on the Likert questionnaire using the eleven questions relevant
to this study. Two primary factor groups remain (after a varimax rotation), which are labeled academic and business
dishonest acts, respectively. The two-factor solution was obtained using eigenvalue greater than one criterion and
factor loadings > 0.5, as suggested by Hair, Anderson, Tatham and Black (1995). Academic dishonest acts had eight
questions with factor loadings ranging from .565 to .870, and business dishonest act questions had three questions
with factor loadings ranging from .569 to .805. This is consistent with other research using this questionnaire.
Table 1 shows the results by institution and by factor (academic versus business categories). The t-tests results by the
two factor groups isolated (academic dishonest acts and business dishonest acts) show a significant difference existing
between the two institutions for the business dishonest acts factor only. Since there is no significant difference with
the academic dishonest acts factor between the institutions, hypothesis H1a should not be rejected. However, these
results indicate rejection of hypothesis H1b since Institution 1’s mean was significantly higher than that of Institution
2 for the business-related questions. This indicates that students from Institution 2 responded more ethically to these
types of questions.

Category
Academic-Related Only
Business-Related Only

College
1
2
1
2

Table 1. T-tests by institution
N
Mean
159
12.67
117
13.29
159
4.82
117
4.34

Std. Deviation
4.149
4.466
1.449
1.427

t

p-value

-1.195

0.233

2.713

0.007*

*Significant at p<.05
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To control for gender, this study then split the data into male and female subsets. Table 2 shows the results by
institution, by gender, for business-related questions only. The t-tests results show a significant difference existing
between the two institutions for the business dishonest acts factor for males only. Therefore, the results indicate
rejection of hypothesis H2a, but not H2b. Institution 1’s mean was higher for the business-related questions—
suggesting male students of the Institution 2 responded more ethically to the business-related questions than male
students from Institution 1 did, whereas responses of female students were not significantly different.
Table 2. T-tests by institution by gender
College
N
Mean
1
92
4.99
2
74
4.41
1
67
4.58
2
43
4.23

Category
Business-Related Only-Males
Business-Related Only-Females

Std. Deviation
1.544
1.384
1.281
1.509

t

p-value

2.534

0.012*

1.302

0.213

*Significant at p<.05

Table 3 shows the results for all male students regardless of institution for business-related questions only by amount
of church service attendance. (One survey was discarded due to an invalid response for church service attendance).
The research team divided church service attendance into two categories: those who attended church services once a
month or more, and those who attended less than once a month. The t-tests results based on church service attendance,
show no significant differences existing between the business-related responses of the male students. This means H3
should not be rejected.
Table 3. T-tests by male by mean church service attendance
Church Service Attendance
N
Mean
Std. Deviation
Once a month or more
103
4.64
1.349
Business-Related Only - Males
Less than once a month
62
4.85
1.726
Category

t

p-value

-.887

0.376

*Significant at p<.05

Table 4 shows the results for all male students regardless of institution for business-related questions only by number
of courses in religion taken. (Three surveys were discarded due to an invalid response for number of courses in religion
taken). The research team divided the number of courses in religion taken into two categories: two or more courses
taken, and fewer than two courses taken (<2). The t-tests results based on the number of courses in religion taken,
show a significant difference exists between the business-related responses of the male students. This means H4 should
be rejected.

Category
Business-Related Only - Males

Table 4. T-tests by male by mean courses in religion
Courses in
N
Mean
Std. Deviation
Religion Taken
106
4.51
1.409
≥2
<2
57
5.09
1.618

t

p-value

-2.371

0.019*

*Significant at p<.05

DISCUSSION
As the research team continues the longitudinal study of ethical perceptions of undergraduate students of the two
institutions, the results from the two previous studies were compared. Conflicting results were found. Overall, the
results completely reversed between the two previous studies. What could be the cause of this inconsistency? Since
the study attempts to control for institution (with both institutions being small, private, and religiously-affiliated) and
gender (with males having lower ethical responses than females), what are the major differences between the two
institutions which may be causing these differences in responses? In this current study, the researchers noticed that
the differences in responses were due to the business-related questions. Perhaps the academic-related ethical issues
may be viewed essentially the same by the majority of responding students since they may have encountered similar
honor code issues and practices. Also, the same type of individual may be drawn to these similar institutions.
Copyright by author(s); CC-BY
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Therefore, this study focused on controlling both for gender and type of ethical question and thus looked at male
student responses relative to the business-related ethical questions.
Two major differences between the institutions are the number of courses in religion required and reported attendance
at church services. Institution 2’s students report more church service attendance, and it requires more courses in
religion in its curriculum than in Institution 1. In this study, the researchers found that male students who had taken
more than one course in religion had significantly lower (more ethical) mean responses to the questions related to
business ethics than did male students who had taken fewer than two courses in religion. In other words, male students
who had taken more than one course in religion were less accepting of business dishonest acts than were males who
had taken fewer than two courses in religion. However, church service attendance did not seem to have any effect on
male student perceptions of business-related dishonest acts. Could the number of courses in religion explain this
difference between institutions in business-related ethical questions? That is, does the difference in curriculum
between institutions make a difference in the ethical perceptions of male students regarding business ethics? Institution
2 requires more courses in religion than Institution 1. Our previous studies reported that students’ perceptions
concerning business-related issues were more ethical in Institution 2, especially for male undergraduate students. By
controlling for both gender and type of ethical question, this research may provide a better indicator of what may
actually be affecting student perceptions.
Many studies’ results disagree about the role of religosity in business ethics (Vitell, 2009). The results of this research
suggest not that church service attendance has an affect on student perceptions (since church service attendance itself did
not seem to make any difference in student perceptions), but that the amount of curricular time spent discussing religious
and social issues may affect student perceptions. Most students have more firsthand experience making academic ethical
decisions since they make them on an almost daily basis when in school, and these issues are discussed in many first year
experience courses and honor code discussions. However, business decisions may be somewhat foreign to students,
resulting in less certainty about how they would handle dishonest acts when engaged in business. This research found that
more dialogue in the classroom concerning spiritual/moral/ethical issues beyond academic ethical issues may cause
students to further evaluate their perceptions concerning business ethical decisions. Furthermore, Molnar, Kletke and
Rampal (2008) found that students find it less acceptable to cheat if they have discussed ethical issues in a course and
other research suggest that ethics should be integrated throughout the curriculum (Greening, Kay & Kummerfeld,
2004, Bodkin & Stevenson, 2007). Regardless of the type of institution, integrating spiritual/moral/ethical issues
(beyond just academic ethical issues) throughout the curriculum may help educate undergraduate students so that they
will have the ethical skills and the business knowledge that they need to engage in ethical behaviors when they are
employed in the real world. As noted by Bratton and Strittmatter (2013, p. 439), “… the most significant influence on
ethical decisions in business may be in the environment in which business practitioners are trained.”
LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH
This study examined the idea that students attending small, religiously-affiliated institutions may have similar
perceptions about the ethical nature of various activities when controlling for these two primary characteristics of
institutions participating in the research. The number of institutions involved, and the overall number of study
participants continues to limit this study. In addition, single measures such as church service attendance and/or number
of courses in religion taken cannot capture the diverse nature of what is meant by religiosity.
Continuation of this longitudinal research will yield additional data. Additionally, future extensions of this research
may include the introduction of other institutions varying in size and religious affiliation. Other characteristics of the
participating institutions such as the existence or absence of a formal honor code, level of employment experience, or
geographic regional locations may produce fruitful results in the future when studying relationships between students’
ethical perceptions and other specific institutional characteristics. Eventually, the larger data set may be used in
expanded research studies that compare results to those from larger institutions, and perhaps those without a religious
affiliation.
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