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Abstract 

This study examines the relationships between perceived ethical problem and ethical intentions of marketing 
managers. In addition, the moderating effect of locus of control on this relationship is also probed. Several 
hypotheses were developed after reviewing the relevant literature. A field research is conducted to collect data from 

 province of Turkey. Data analyses revealed 
that locus of control moderates the relationships between perceived ethical problem and ethical intentions. 
Theoretical and managerial implications of the findings are discussed.   
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1. Introduction 

Over the past 50 years, ethics has become an attractive research topic in the business literature. An 
important reason for this increasing concern is that, consumers become more conscious and their 
expectations about ethical business practices are strengthened. Companies have to respond to consumer 
expectations about fairness in the competitive business environment. Fairness will benefit both the 
consumer and the company. In this sense, research results indicate that ethical business practices will 
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benefit the company in the long run. However, many companies execute unethical business practices in 
order to gain profits in the short term.  

 
Although business ethics is a relevant subject to all kinds of business functions, most of the ethical 

issues stem from management, accounting and marketing functions. Among those, marketing is the only 
function that produces income for the company and has direct connection with the consumers. Thus, 
marketing function is perceived as having more unethical practices than any other business function 
(Creyer and Ross, 1997; Smith and Cooper-Martin, 1997; Folkes and Kamins, 1999; Alexander, 2002).  
Deception, misinformation, withholding or manipulating necessary information are the most common 
unethical business practices that annoy, disturb and/or irritate consumers (Fraser and Fraser, 2001). 
Unethical marketing practices affect both internal and external stakeholders of a company. 

 
Academic work on business and marketing ethics is developed upon ethical decision making models. 

These models are important since they help to determine factors that drive individuals to make ethical or 
unethical decisions. Another important factor that is widely examined in the relevant literature is 
individual characteristics (Hunt and Vitell, 1986; Trevino, 1986; Strong and Meyer, 1992; Ho, Vitell, 
Barness and Desborde, 1997; Leonard, Cronan and Kreie, 2004). Existing literature provide several 
evidence depicting the impact of individual characteristics on perceiving ethical problems and ethical 
intentions of the individuals. As of individual characteristics that precede ethical problem perception, 
and/or ethical intentions of managers and management students, personal moral philosophies (Vitell and 
Singhapakdi, 1993; Vitell, Rallapalli and Singhapakdi, 1993; Singhapakdi, Vitell and Leelakulthanit, 
1994; Singhapakdi, Kraft, Vitell and Rallapalli, 1995; Barnett, Bass and Brown, 1996; Attia, 
Shankarmahesh and Singhapakdi, 1999; Singhapakdi, Marta, Rallapalli and Rao, 2000a; Singhapakdi, 
Salyachivin, Virakul and Veerayangkur, 2000b; Marta, Attia, Singhapakdi and Atteya, 2003; Marta, Heiss 
and De Lurgio, 2008) and locus of control (Hegarty and Sims, 1978; Brownell, 1981; Frost and 
Wilmesmeier, 1983; Trevino and Youngblood, 1990; McCuddy and Perry, 1996; Jones and Kavanagh, 
1996; Yousef, 2000; Chiu, 2003; Smith, Hume, Davis and Zimmermann, 2004; Hume and Smith, 2006; 
Cherry, 2006) are the two widely examined variables. Some studies revealed significant relationships 
among these variables, while others could not conclude such relationships. These controversial results in 
previous research about the issue led us to examine those relationships in a different sample.   

2. Literature Review And Hypotheses 

2.1. Perceived Ethical Problem 

In their general theory of marketing ethics, Hunt and Vitell (1986) argued that perception of an ethical 
problem situation triggers the whole process of ethical decision making. According to this theory, if the 
individual does not perceive some ethical content in a problem situation, subsequent elements of the 
model do not come into play. Hence, perceived ethical problem is an important variable that activate the 
other elements of the theory.   

 
Perceived ethical problem is the attitude of an individual towards an ethical issue, in other words, his 

awareness about an issue that is ethically questionable Perceived ethical problem 
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An individual must be aware of an ethical issue, before he starts to evaluate the ethicality of that issue 
(Hunt and Vitell, 1986; Jones, 1991). Not all the individuals have the same level of sensitivity about 
ethical issues. This is because of personal, situational and cultural factors affect the levels of ethical 
sensitivity (Hunt and Vitell, 1986; Sparks and Hunt, 1998).  If the individual considers that his action 
might have important negative consequences, or the society would censure the action, the level of ethical 
problem perception might be increased. Similarly, the more the action occurs in the immediate 
surrounding of the individual, and/or the situation calls for immediate response, the higher probability 
that ethical problem perception will occur. 

2.2. Ethical Intentions 

Singhapakdi (2004) 
manner. In this sense, when an individual perceives an ethical problem, and he changes his actions 
favorably, there is a positive intention. If there is no change in his actions, or the change is unfavorable, 
there is a negative intention. For instance, if a business owner or manager perceives an unethical situation 

reconsider their 

unethical situation but there is no change in their intentions, their loyalty to the company is enhanced in 
contradiction to our expectations, they can be said to have a negative tendency in terms of ethical 
intentions.  

2.3. Personal Moral Philosophies 

Schlenker and Forsyth (1977) claimed that individual differences as predictors of moral judgment may 
be described most parsimoniously by taking into account the two basic dimensions of personal moral 
philosophies which are idealism and relativism. According to Forsyth (1980) idealism is the degree to 
which an individual adheres to moral absolutes when making moral judgments. On the other hand, 
relativism refers to the degree to which an individual rejects universal moral rules when making ethical 
judgments. Relativists believe that the circumstances are more important than moral principles when 
making an ethical judgment. In other words, relativism is about 

the ethical view of the majority. Individuals with a higher level of relativism focus on the reason of the 
ethical issue, while idealists do not pay attention to the reasons and consequences of the issue; rather they 
are interested in the appropriateness of the issue with the universal ethical principles (Alleyne et al., 
2010). 

 
Previous research on marketing ethics documented that moral philosophies affect ethical decision 

making. Vitell, Rallapalli and Singhapakdi (1993) found that, more idealistic and less relativistic 
marketers tend to exhibit higher honesty and integrity than less idealistic and more relativistic marketers. 
In a similar vein, Vitell and Singhapakdi (1993) argued that ethical views of the marketers can be 
partially predicted by their personal moral philosophies.  
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2.4. Locus of Control  

Rotter's theory of internal/ external locus of control (1966), evolved earlier work in 
1923, explains an individual's perception of how much control he or she exerts over the events in life. In 
his work Psychological Types, Jung defined two opposing tendencies in personality as introversion and 
extraversion which are present in all individuals, but one tends to dominate the other. According to 
Trevino (1986) an external is less likely to take personal responsibility for the consequences of 
ethical/unethical behavior and is more likely to rely on external forces. An internal is more likely to take 
responsibility for consequences and rely on his or her internal determination of right and wrong to guide 
behavior. An "internal" believes that outcomes are the result of his or her own efforts, while an "external" 
believes that life events are beyond control and can be attributed to fate, luck, or destiny. Thus externals 

is one of the personal characteristics in ethical decision making and it moderates the relationship between 
ethical judgment and ethical behavior (Trevino, 1986).   

2.5. Development of Hypothesis 

y questionable behavior 
that may result in ethical problem perception must be prevented. Several academic researches exhibited 
that decreased ethical problem perception resulted a positive change in ethical intentions. Further, extant 
literature provides empirical evidence showing a strong relationship between ethical problem perception 
and ethical intentions (Singhapakdi and Vitell, 1990; Barnett, Bass and Brown, 1996; Singhapakdi et al., 
2000a; Singhapakdi et al., 2000b; Singhapakdi, 2004; Haines, Street and Haines, 2008; Alleyne et al., 
2010). Based on the previous findings of cited studies, we propose the following hypothesis: 

 
H1: thical problem perceptions have a positive effect on their ethical intentions.  
 
Previous studies of marketing ethics revealed that moral philosophies affected ethical decisions. Vitell, 

Rallapalli and Singhapakdi (1993) found that marketers with high idealism and low relativism levels tend 
to display more honesty and integrity than those with high relativism and low idealism levels. In a similar 

explained by personal moral philosophies. In a research investigating relationships between ethical 
judgments and personal moral philosophies on business administration students, perceived ethical 
problem was affected positively from idealism and negatively from relativism (Barnett, Bass and Brown, 
1996). In another study that was conducted on marketing students, a significantly positive relation was 
found between ethical perceptions and idealism, while no significant relationship was found with 
relativism (Smith, 2009). Based on the previous findings of the relevant literature, we proposed the 
following hypotheses:    

 
H2:  
H3:  
 

 Interactionist Model of Ethical Decision Making in Organizations locus of 
control is one of the individual moderators of the ethical decision making process.  The model proposes 
that locus of control exerts a moderating effects on the relationship between the level of cognitive moral 
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development and ethical behavior (Trevino, 1986). 
Smith (2006) argues that locus of control must be taken into account as a moderating variable, when 
researching ethical intentions. Another research on 306 business managers documented that an 

whistleblowing. Results of the study suggested that respondents who had external loci of control were not 
likely to take responsibility for making ethical decisions, but those who had internal loci of control were 
more likely to take action (Chiu, 2003). On the other hand, Lin and Ding (2003) documented no 
significant moderating effect of locus of control on the relationships between ethical attitudes and 
behavioral intentions. In accordance with the previous findings in the relevant literature, we propose the 
following hypothesis:  

 
H4: Locus of control moderates the relationship between perceived ethical problem and ethical 

intentions 
 

3. Methods  

3.1. Research Goal 

The main objective of this study is to examine the relationships between individual characteristics and 
ethical intentions of marketing managers working for small enterprises. In addition, the moderating effect 
of locus of control on the relationships between perceived ethical problem and ethical intentions is also 
probed. 

3.2. Sample and Data Collection 

A field research is conducted to collect data from marketing managers working for the small 
enterprises located in different districts of 
marketing managers participated to the study. Data analyses were performed by using SPSS and AMOS 
software.  

 
Vignette methodology and self administered questionnaires are employed for data collection. A paper 

questionnaire holding the short scenario (vignette) on one side and several questions attempting to 
measure perceived ethical problem and ethical intentions on the other side is developed by the 
researchers. 
moral philosophies are measured by a short version of Forsyth's (1980
Reliability and validity of the short version of the scale was tested by Ozbek (2012) and satisfactory 
results were obtained. Locus of control is measured by a six item five points Likert type scale developed 
by Razzaque and Hwee (2002). Demographic characteristics of the respondents are also measured by 
relevant questions.  

3.3. Analyses and Results 

Of those 202 respondents, 72,3% are males (n=146). Mean age of the respondents is 30,91 years. More 
than half (54,5%) of the respondents are graduated from high school (n=110), 34,2% of them have 
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college or post graduate degree (n=69); and 11,4% of them (n=23) have only a primary/secondary school 
diploma. Results of factor and reliability analyses of the scales are provided in Table 1 and Table 2. As 
seen in Table 1, factorial distribution of the scale items is consistent with the proposed structure. 
However, one item of internal locus of control is deleted due to poor factor loading. Table 2 shows the 
reliability coefficients of each subscale. All of the alpha coefficients are over 0,6 threshold, showing 
acceptable and/or good levels of inter item consistency. 

 
Table 1. Factor Analysis Results 

  IDE REL LOC-I LOC-E 
A person should make certain that his or her actions never intentionally harm another 
even to a small degree. ,842    
The existence of potential harm to others is always wrong, irrespective of the benefits 
to be gained. ,884    
One should never psychologically or physically harm another person. ,874    
One should not perform an action that might, in any way, threaten the dignity and 
welfare of another individual. ,869    
If an action could harm an innocent other, then it should not be done. ,861    
Moral standards should be seen as being individualistic; what one person considers 
moral may be judged to be immoral by another person.  -,761   
Questions of what is ethical for everyone can never be resolved, since what is moral 
or immoral is up to the individual.  -,815   
Ethical considerations in interpersonal relations are so complex that individuals 
should be allowed to formulate their own individual codes.  -,730   
Rigidly codifying an ethical position that prevents certain types of actions could stand 
in the way of better human relations and adjustments.  -,578   
No rule concerning lying can be formulated; whether a lie is permissible or not 
permissible totally depends upon the situation.  -,579   
Whether or not I get to be a leader depends mostly on my ability   ,697  
My life is determined by my own action   ,769  
In order to have my plans work, I make sure that they fit in with the desires of 
people who have power over me    -,809 
Getting what I want requires pleasing those people above me    -,823 
I feel what happens in my life is mostly determined by powerful people    -,554 

 
Total Explained Variance: 64,003% 

 
Table 2. Cronbach Alpha Values and Source of Scales 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Factor and reliability analyses show that the scales are appropriate for recoding composite variables to 
be used for further analyses and hypothesis testing. Accordingly, we computed four composite variables 
by averaging the relevant item scores under each subscale. Table 3 exhibits the results of regression 

Concepts Number of 
Items 

Scale 
Format 

Cronbach 
Alpha 

Scale Sources 

Idealism 5 LRF ,916  
Relativism 6 LRF ,740  
Locus of Control (Internal) 2 LRF * Razzaque and Hwee (2002) 
Locus of Control (External) 3 LRF ,601 Razzaque and Hwee (2002) 
*:  . 
Notes: LRF - Likert Response Format (Five point: 1=strongly disagree to 5=strongly agree) 
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analysis in order to test the effect hypothesis (H1 to H3). Perceived ethical problem exerts a positive effect 
on ethical intentions 482; p=,001). Thus, H1 is supported. As the level of ethical problem perceptions 
increases; marketing managers are less likely to exhibit the behavior in question. Further, results of the 
regression analyses show a significantly positive effect of idealism on the ethical problem perceptions 

. Thus, H2 is also supported. As the idealism levels of marketing managers increase, they 
are more likely to perceive ethical problems in a situation. However, we could not find enough evidence 
to support the third hypothesis, which proposed a negative effect of relativism level on ethical problem 
perceptions .  

 
Table 3. Regression Analysis and Hypotheses Testing  

Hypothesis Independent Variables Depended Variables  Adjusted  
R2 

F Value Sig. 

1 Perceived Ethical Problem Ethical Intentions ,482 ,228 60,444 ,001 
2 Idealism Perceived Ethical Problem ,142 ,015 4,133 ,043 
3 Relativism Perceived Ethical Problem ,022 -,004 ,101 ,751 

 
Table 4 exhibits the moderation analysis in order to test H4. Results show significant direct effects of 

perceived ethical problem and locus of control on ethical intentions. Perceived ethical problem has a 
significantly positive direct effect on ethical perceptions ,475; p=,001). Locus of control has a 
significantly positive direct effect on ethical perceptions, too ( 142; p=,021). An increase in perceived 
ethical problem strengthens ethical intentions. Further, as the internal locus of control increases, level of 
ethical intentions increases, too. The interaction effect of the perceived ethical problem together with the 
locus of control does not exert a significant effect on ethical intentions ,082; p=,148). Thus, we can 
not provide sufficient evidence to confirm the last hypothesis (H4).  

 
Table 4. Moderation Analysis * 

Independent Variables Model 1 Model 2 
Beta SE t p Beta SE t p 

Perceived Ethical Problem (1) ,475 ,061 7,740 0,001 ,475 ,061 7,768 0,001 
Locus of Control (2) ,142 ,061 2,318 0,021 ,135 ,061 2,190 0,030 
Interaction (1*2)  ,082 ,056 1,451 0,148 
Adjusted R2 0,245 0,249 
F Value of the Model 33,571 0,001 23,206 0,001 
*: Ethical intentions is the dependent variable. 

4. Conclusion 

This study examined the relationships between personal moral philosophies, perceived ethical problem 
and ethical intentions of marketing managers working for small enterprises. In addition, the moderating 
effect of locus of control on this relationship was also probed. Data analyses provided support for the 
anticipated positive impact of perceived ethical problems on the ethical intentions. This finding suggests 
that, as the marketing managers of small enterprises perceive ethical problem about a behavior, their 
ethical intentions incline them not to perform the behavior in question. This result is consistent with the 
previous research findings (Barnett, Bass and Brown, 1996; Singhapakdi et al., 2000b). Another finding 
of this study provided support for the positive effect of idealism on ethical problem perceptions. 
Marketing managers with relatively higher levels of ethical idealism are more likely to perceive ethical 
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problems with a questionable issue. Proposed negative effect of level of relativism on ethical problem 
perceptions could not be verified with the data analyses in current setting. Contrary to the research 
propositions, no significant moderating effect of locus of control on the relationships between ethical 
problem perceptions and ethical intentions is found. This may be due to the particular sample used in this 
study. However, similar results were obtained by other researchers in the previous studies (Lin and Ding, 
2003). Potential limitations of this study include the use of a convenience sample of marketing 
professionals working for small enterprises in a restricted geographical coverage. However, research 
findings can be used for preliminary investigation of the relationships between the research variables, and 
not be generalized to a wider population.  
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