Exploring ethical questions with students of business management: a reflective practitioner analysis.

Abstract

We are confronted to an increasing extent by the outcomes of a lack of ethical awareness in business leaders.  Shortcomings in the educational experience of business students are thought to contribute to this ethical deficiency. This paper examines the responses of Dutch 1st year undergraduates on a Business Management course to ethical issues. The students were invited to indicate how they would respond to ethical dilemmas concerning personal honesty and conflicts of loyalty, integrity in dealing with customers, fair treatment of employees and readiness to seek personal advantage at the cost of their organization. Findings are that the students indeed demonstrated an underdeveloped awareness of ethical business practices.  Recommendations are to increase attention for ethical issues in the business studies curriculum, offer positive role models and case studies and speakers from the world of business to heighten ethical awareness.
Outline
Banking scandals, food sourcing deceptions, workforce exploitation in low wage countries, environmental pollution – we are regularly confronted by unethical business practices and their significant and destructive consequences.  For those involved in HE provision a logical response is to examine the learning experiences of business students and investigate the extent to which the business studies curriculum prepares students for the ethical dilemmas that they will encounter in their working lives.  As Gonick has observed; “ The emerging learning enterprise is about designing and creating experiences that provide opportunities to discover and gain 21st-century competencies  …… opportunities for conscious self-reflection”  (2013:2).  How can business students be exposed to learning experiences that enable them to acquire and reflect upon such competencies whilst developing ethical awareness?  This paper will explore the reactions of Dutch students on a Business Management undergraduate degree course to a series of ethical dilemmas discussed during a workshop on International Business. After an analysis of student responses to ethical dilemmas, proposals concerning the incorporation of ethical awareness education in the business studies curriculum will be made 

The students themselves regularly identify the desire for personal financial success as motivating their choice of the Business Management degree rather than referring to altruistic self-actualization objectives. According to the Aspen Institute’s initiative for Social Innovation through Business business students score lower than other students on attitudes to ethical and social responsibility.  Their moral state may give even more reason for concern:  there is some evidence that business students cheat more than others (McCabe, Butterfield & Trevino, 2006).  In the prisoner’s dilemma – the classic game theory scenario modelling economic choices in which 2 participants can cooperate and obtain a positive result  - students of economics are more likely to defect in order to obtain a personal advantage (Frank et al 1999).  The text books and curriculum content to which students in the setting are exposed focus on successful business practice presented in terms of wealth creation, technological innovation and market growth rather than building a better world (Hanafrey, 2003).  Perhaps unsurprisingly, these factors lead Pfeiffer & Sutton to the conclusion that; “self-interested behaviour is learned behaviour, and people learn it by studying economics and business” (2005:14). 

During a workshop session focused on culture, ethics and doing business the students were invited to describe how they would react in a number of different situations. These situations were devised to explore levels of personal honesty and conflicts of loyalty, integrity in dealing with customers, fair treatment of employees and readiness to seek personal advantage at the cost of the organisation. 

1. You are a passenger in a car your friend is driving. He causes an accident involving a pedestrian. He asks you to testify that he was not exceeding the speed limit (he was). Would you lie to protect your friend?

2. You are a manager of a meat processing plant. The product has been contaminated by detergent. There may be some impact on flavour, but it is fit for consumption. Would you reject the contaminated meat and incur the loss, sell the meat products to a budget supermarket such as Aldi, donate the meat product to an African charity or supply the meat products to your regular customers without mentioning the contamination?

3. You are the director of a logistics company operating throughout Europe. You can hire truck drivers from former East bloc countries and pay them a lower hourly rate and offer them less job security and poorer working conditions than Dutch nationals. Would you do this?
4. You are the purchasing manager for a large company. When purchasing computers for your organisation the supplier offers to do you a deal giving you a free computer, charged to the company. Would you accept the computer?
When asked if they would lie to protect a friend larger numbers of students affirm that they would than would be expected of a sample Dutch population (Trompenaar 1998). Group dynamics play a role in their response; observation of peers often leads to an affirmative. Quite possibly the youth and gender of the respondents– 1st year predominantly male undergraduates – plays a role as peer allegiance is still a significant behavioural influence. In the case of the contaminated meat products the idealists in the group choose to export the contaminated meat to Africa whilst the realists sell it on to their regular customers. Here the explanation is that “everybody does it;” an assertion supported by recent events.  Values are seen to be situational rather than universal. The answer to case 3 is overwhelmingly in favour of employing the East bloc drivers – because making a profit is more important than complying with legislation perceived as impeding the conduct of business. Additionally, the distance between the decision-making unit and the European location makes it easy to choose the cheaper drivers. Interestingly, when asked if they would accept the bribe – the free computer – there is hesitation. Perhaps the situation is easier to relate to, or perhaps – as the students indicate – the risk of being caught out is greater, but few students choose to accept the ill-gotten gains. 
It has been observed that ethics and business exist in a love/ hate relationship which is ‘ complex and multi-faceted” (Fisscher, Frenkel, Lurie & Nijhof 2005:207). Certainly these respondents are asked to make ethical choices with very little experiential baggage. Quite possibly the university classroom offers an environment in which it is easy to make bold statements, and when confronted with real life situations the students would act more cautiously if not ethically.  For academic settings interested in teaching the ethical dimensions of business management the following recommendations can be made:

· include rich context case studies 

· follow through the operations of business choices

· pay attention to organisational outcomes other than financial indicators 

· engage students in reflection on their motivating forces

· invite business leaders to discuss ethical issues

· highlight ethical business forms and activities  
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