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A b st r Ac t

This study examined the ethical ideologies of men 
versus women, and younger versus older respondents 
in five countries across three continents. Results 
show differences among the countries studied. As 
expected, idealism was highest in Chile, followed 
by Estonia, China and Brazil. Idealism was lowest in 
the USA. Relativism was highest in Estonia, China 
and Brazil, followed by the United States and Chile. 
Americans from the US tended to have a more excep-
tionist moral philosophy, whereas Chileans tended to 
endorse a more absolutist ideology. Age and gender 
differences were also salient; younger respondents 
showed lower idealism and higher relativism than 
their older counterparts, whereas men tended to be 
more subjectivist and women more absolutist.

Key words: Ethical ideologies, moral philosophy, Latin 
America, Asia, Europe, institutionalism.

r e su m e n

Este estudio examinó las ideologías según género y 
edad de participantes en cinco países. Los resulta-
dos indican diferencias relevantes entre los países 
y entre las características demográficas de los par-
ticipantes. Como se esperaba, el idealismo fue más 
alto en Chile, seguido de Estonia, China, Brasil, y 
por ultimo Estados Unidos. El relativismo resultó 
más alto en Estonia, China y Brasil seguido de Esta-
dos Unidos y Chile. Los estadounidenses mostraron 
una filosofía moral más excepcionista mientras que 
los chilenos resultaron más absolutistas. Las dife-
rencias en cuanto a género y edad también fueron 
relevantes. Así, los grupos más jóvenes mostraron 
un menor idealismo y un mayor relativismo que los 
mayores, mientras que los hombres tendían a ser 
más subjetivistas y las mujeres más absolutistas. 

Palabras clave: ideologías éticas, filosofía moral, Amé-
rica Latina, Asia, Europa, institucionalismo.
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1. introduction

The recent economic downturn has had a 
strong global impact. Just as has happened in 
the past (Argandoña, 1999; Sims, 1992), many 
believe that the current crisis is a consequence 
of a number of unethical behaviors (Jelovac, 
van der Wal & Jelovac, 2011; Lapavitsas, 2009). 
Indeed, there is a broad perception that the 
current downturn is not only a crisis of the 
economy; it is also a crisis of ethics and values 
(Jaffe & Tsimerman, 2011). The understanding 
of ethics is important in coping with crisis situ-
ations because it may help shield organizations 
from the brunt of the economic downturn. Per-
sonal moral philosophies, or ethical ideologies, 
are a key element in understanding ethical 
intentions among individuals in organizations 
(Bateman & Valentine, 2011) and therefore 
they give insights into ethical discourse within 
firms. This paper examines moral philosophies 
in five countries, Brazil, Chile, China, Estonia, 
and the United States, and discusses how age 
and gender may also differ in the moral phi-
losophies of these countries. The paper starts 
with a short description of moral philosophies 
in terms of ethical idealism and relativism. 
Next, it examines the context of ethical ideolo-
gies and how certain historical events may have 
influenced them, as well as age and gender dif-
ferences. The paper continues with an empiri-
cal test of those propositions and a presentation 
of the findings.

2. ethics and moral philosophies

According to Spence and Van Heekeren (2005), 
ethics is as a set of prescriptive rules, principles, 
values and virtues of character, which inform 
and guide both the conduct of people towards 
themselves (intrapersonal), and the conduct of 
people towards each other (interpersonal). Fer-
rell and Fraedrich (1997) define business ethical 
issues as problems, situations or opportunities 
that require a person or organization to choose 
from several actions that must be evaluated 
as right or wrong. Ethics affects all aspects of 
business life because all human activity is val-
ue-laden (Gini, 2004).

Personal moral philosophies, or ethical ide-
ologies, are sets of individual moral beliefs, 
attitudes and values which frame the ethical 
decision making of individuals in organiza-
tions. Forsyth (1980, 1992) proposes two sets 
of moral philosophies; relativism and idealism. 
Relativism is concerned with the importance of 
principles. At one end of the scale, a low relativ-
ist assumes that morality requires acting in a 
way that is consistent with rules, principles and 
norms. In other words, morality results from 
acting according to norms. At the other end, a 
high relativist assumes a high degree of skep-
ticism (Derrida, 1997b in Huggler, 2010); that 
is, morality depends on the nature of the situa-
tion and of the individuals involved. High rela-
tivism endorses the idea that circumstances are 
more important than the norm or the principle 
that was violated. 

Idealism concerns the welfare of others. On 
one hand, a low idealist assumes that harm-
ing others is not always avoidable and that 
sometimes harm may be necessary to pro-
duce good (Forsyth, 1992). On the other hand, 
a high idealist assumes that harming others 
is always avoidable and that it is unethical to 
have to choose between the lesser of two evils. 
In other words, for a high idealist, morality 
always results from not harming others (For-
syth, O’Boyle & McDaniel, 2008). 

3. ethical relativism and idealism 

The notions of relativism and idealism are 
grounded in the traditional ethical theories of 
moral philosophers, such as deontology (prin-
ciples) (Bass, Barnett & Brown, 1998), teleol-
ogy (consequences of actions) (Barnett, Bass & 
Brown, 1996), and ethical skepticism (Vitell, 
Ramos & Nishihara, 2010). The intersection of 
idealism and relativism brings four moral phi-
losophies: absolutists, situationists, subjectivists 
and exceptionists. Ethical absolutists (high ide-
alism/low relativism) tend to believe that actions 
are moral as long as they have both positive con-
sequences and adhere to laws, norms and rules. 
Ethical situationists (high idealism/high rela-
tivism) tend to reject the idea of always follow-
ing the letter of the law and they prefer the best 
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consequences possible regarding the welfare of 
others. For them, morality results from benefit-
ting all involved, regardless of moral norms and 
rules. Ethical subjectivists (low idealism/high 
relativism) tend to reject the existence of abso-
lute moral guidelines and base judgments on 
personal values. Subjectivists are often labeled 
as egotistical because they are more prone to 
endorse a morality of the self; that is, they assume 
that people should promote their own self-inter-
est. Ethical exceptionists (low idealism/low rel-
ativism) tend to believe that innocent people 
cannot always be protected; therefore, morality 
springs from following moral norms, rules, laws 
and regulations, even if that sometimes risks the 
welfare of others. The study of individual moral 
philosophies is important for organizations 
because, according to Ethical Positioning The-
ory (EPT) these philosophies influence people’s 
actions and emotions in ethically charged situa-
tions (Forsyth, 1992).

4. Moral philosophies across countries:  
a five-country study

While moral philosophies are personal and 
therefore occur at an individual level, research 
indicates that they can be informed and influ-
enced by variations in the context (Abeng, 
1997). The historical, political, cultural, and 
religious contexts are key elements that influ-
ence whether individuals endorse high or low 
idealism and high or low relativism (Bass, Bar-
nett & Brown, 1998). Indeed, in a meta-analy-
sis, Forsyth et al. (2008) found that while some 
work suggests some similarities among coun-
tries, the bulk of research indicates significant 
differences among countries and regions; for 
example, an exceptionist ethic seems more com-
mon in many parts of the Western world, while 
subjectivism and situationism is predominant 
in East Asia, and absolutism and situationism 
tends to be the norm in the Middle East. Indi-
viduals’ personal moral philosophies influence 
their judgments, actions, and emotions in eth-
ically intense situations (Forsyth et al., 2008). 
There are also differences at the country level; 
for example, Davis, Johnson and Ohmer (1998) 
noticed that US respondents had lower lev-
els of relativisim and idealism than their UK 

counterparts, Al-Khatib, Stanton, and Rawwas 
(2005) determined that Saudi Arabians tend to 
be more idealistic than Kuwaities or Omanies, 
and Robertson, Olson, Gilley and Bao (2008) 
found that Chinese workers were more relativ-
istic and less idealistic than Peruvians.

While we can understand these differences 
in terms of social, historical, and cultural fac-
tors (Mujtaba, Tajadinni & Chen, 2011), this 
paper heeds to the advice of Bird (2009) and 
the need for due regard to history in the study 
of ethics. In his words:

I will argue for an alternative and, I think, com-
plimentary approach to ethics which takes history 
—and therefore, legacies of the past, current con-
tingency, ongoing developments, and the possibil-
ity of change— far more seriously. The standard 
approach to ethics is largely ahistorical. Basic eth-
ical principles are set forth and invoked as if they 
were relevant for all time and all places. The alterna-
tive approach, which I will defend, recognizes that 
responsible ethical judgments must be informed as 
well by a due regard for history (p. 203).

The interdependence of personal moral phi-
losophies of individuals with their organiza-
tions, and with the country in which they live, 
can be understood from a historical institu-
tionalism perspective. Institutionalism consid-
ers that individuals are socially embedded in 
organizations, and organizations are socially 
embedded in a particular society (North, 1992). 
That is, organizations exist as institutionalized 
forms of external social constraints (North, 
1992, 1994). Historical institutionalism pro-
poses that one cannot really understand cer-
tain social phenomena without understanding 
historical events and the meanings attributed 
to these events by the relevant actors (Sahl-
ins, 1985). Central to historical institutional-
ism is the concept of path dependence (Pierson 
& Skocpol, 2002). Unlike much of the positiv-
istic thought, path dependence considers that 
history does not develop in a forward or linear 
fashion because one must consider the context 
under which a historical trajectory happened. 
Certain events at a critical junction in history 
trigger mechanisms that shape the subsequent 
path (and no other) of the organization. 
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5. brief description of countries

In line with this concept, and in order to better 
understand the phenomena of moral philoso-
phies across Brazil, China, Chile, Estonia, and 
the United States, this section provides a short 
description of certain events in the history of 
these five countries so as to give a priori evalu-
ations of the predominant moral philosophies, 
which may be rooted in these historical triggers 
and in contemporary circumstances of societal 
and organizational transformation. The follow-
ing is a brief description of these critical events 
and their consequences to the historical paths 
of these countries, plus a brief description about 
institutional development in each country dur-
ing the last century. The influence of these trig-
gers on religion receives a special emphasis, 
given the especially close relationship between 
religion and ethics (Crossman, 2011; Schneider, 
Krieger & Bayraktar, 2011; Swimbergue, Flurry 
& Parket, 2011; Swimbergue, Sharma & Flurry, 
2011).

5.1. brazil
One critical juncture (Pierson & Skocpol, 
2002) that has marked Brazil’s history is the 
slave trade. Brazil was colonized by the Por-
tuguese, who brought Roman Catholicism, 
yet the country received more African slaves 
than any other land in the Americas (DaMatta, 
1984). Brazil accounted for 38.5% of all Atlantic 
slave trade, and it was the last Western coun-
try to outlaw slavery. Slavery was so pervasive 
in Brazilian society that it permeated across all 
social classes. Slaves were owned by the upper, 
the middle, the lower classes, and even by other 
slaves (Conrad, 1972). 

Politically, the 20th century found the coun-
try mostly under totalitarian rule (Levine & 
Crocitti, 1999) until 1985. In December 1989, 
Fernando Collor de Mello defeated Jose Ignacio 
Lula da Silva and became the first democrat-
ically elected president in decades. In recent 
years, after the liberalization of the economy 
in the 1990s and economic reforms, the coun-
try has been growing steadily. Democratic Bra-
zil is now becoming one of the most influential 
nations in the new world order along with India 

and China, and one of the key most promising 
emerging economies (McCann, 2008). 

As a mostly Catholic country of Portuguese 
influence, one would assume that Brazilians 
would tend to exhibit Mediterranean ethics (Del 
Pozo & Fins, 2006), with an absolutist (high 
idealism, low relativism) moral philosophy. Yet 
Brazil’s history should significantly moderate a 
theoretically high idealism because of the mark 
of slavery’s inherent assumption that harming 
others is often unavoidable. A history of total-
itarianism and slavery (Holanda, 1995) could 
also have a tempering effect on the theoretically 
low relativism because post slave and post total-
itarian societies may be more likely to question 
the intrinsic morality of existing social norms. 
Therefore, although mostly Catholic, Brazil’s 
historical path suggests that the predominant 
moral philosophy could be of lower idealism 
and mid-range relativism than expected.

5.2. china
A critical juncture in Chinese history which 
may help understand the current moral phi-
losophy in China, is the 1949 takeover of the 
Chinese Communist Party, and the foundation 
of the People’s Republic of China with a for-
mally atheist government. While China’s Con-
fucian elite historically disparaged religion and 
religious practitioners, communism and the 
subsequent cultural revolution of 1966-1967 
established a critical path for China with its 
formal policy of eliminating religion. The state 
first suppressed, prosecuted and eliminated 
religious groups, and eventually controlled and 
organized para-religious organizations (Reli-
gion in China, 2011). 

In the late 1970s and the early 1980s, China 
opened the doors to trade with the outside 
world (Chow, 2000) with reforms in the 1980s 
aimed at creating market institutions and mov-
ing the economy into a price-driven market 
economy (Lu, 1997). Since the mid-1980s there 
has also been a progressive increase in toler-
ance for religion with a massive program to 
rebuild Buddhist and Taoist temples. Confu-
cianism is now viewed a religious philosophy, 
and it is increasingly endorsed and encour-
aged by the government. Nevertheless, China 



MOR A L PH I L O S OPH I E S A N D E T H IC S AC RO S S B OR DE R S

AcAdemiA, revistA lAtinoAmericAnA de AdministrAción, 49, 201234

remains as the least religious country in the 
world with 93% of the population claiming to 
be atheist (Catalogs around the world religions, 
2011). Research suggests a relationship between 
idealism and religiosity and a reverse relation-
ship between relativism and religiosity (Oumil 
& Balloun, 2009); therefore, China’s predomi-
nant moral philosophy should show lower ide-
alism and higher relativism.

5.3. chile
Chile’s Roman Catholic tradition (Turner, 1974) 
and its geographical isolation are two critical 
moments, which may have shaped the histori-
cal path of the country (Encina, 1984). For cen-
turies, the land known now as Chile was on the 
outskirts of its dominating empires: first the 
Inca and then the Spanish. Isolated from the 
rest of the civilized world of Cusco (under the 
Incas) and Lima (under the Spanish) by barren 
deserts and forbidding mountains, the territory 
lingered for centuries isolated from the sweep-
ing social commotions of the rest of the con-
tinent. Thus, the Spanish settlers of the Nueva 
Extremadura (Chile) formed a mostly poor, 
isolated, conservative, very Catholic agrarian 
society (Encina, 1984). They were often looked 
down upon by the very wealthy, gold and silver 
rich metropolis of the north, Lima, the capi-
tal of the Viceroyalty of Perú with the stereo-
type of the roto chileno (Gutiérrez, 2010), which 
originally referred to the poor Spaniard who 
would migrate south away from the sophisti-
cated, cultured Lima (Plath, 1957). 

At the beginning of the 21st century, Chile 
has become a very open country: an example 
of economic success and social progress in the 
region (Schmidt-Hebbel, 2006). However, the 
Andes still isolate Chile from the world, and 
much like the original Spanish settlers, mod-
ern Chile retains a strong Catholic idiosyncrasy 
where the Mediterranean ethics (Del Pozo & 
Fins, 2006), which is an absolutist moral phi-
losophy, remain. This should bring higher ide-
alism and lower relativism.

5.4. estonia 
Estonia was historically a mostly Lutheran 
country, where values such as a protestant work 
ethic, individualism and free enterprise were 

adopted in institutions, in the economy and in 
education (Barnowe, King & Berniker, 1992). A 
critical period in Estonian history which may 
help understand the current historical path and 
moral philosophy, is the fifty-year occupation 
(1940 to 1991) by the Soviet Union. During this 
time, the country was restructured according to 
the principles of a centrally planned economy, 
atheism and a totalitarian ideology (Taagepera, 
1993). 

Reforms began in the 1980s, the Soviet 
information blockade started to crumble, and 
more people from Soviet Estonia were given the 
opportunity to visit other countries. Compari-
sons between life outside and inside the Soviet 
Union resulted in a re-assessment of values 
(Saarniit, 1995). Businesses gradually received 
more autonomy in the Soviet Union. For exam-
ple, it became legal to develop small state 
businesses, and even international joint ven-
tures, which operated outside the central plan-
ning, and could be owned by private citizens 
(Venesaar & Vitsur, 1995). Eventually, Estonia 
became independent in 1991, joined the EU in 
2004, and adopted the euro in 2011. 

Communism may be gone, but the historical 
influence still remains in the religious beliefs 
of Estonians. In 2005, the Eurobarometer Poll 
found that only 16% of Estonians profess a belief 
in a God; the lowest belief of all countries stud-
ied (Social Values, 2011), and the second lowest 
in the world (Catalogs around the world reli-
gions, 2011). Much like China, the totalitarian 
past and low religiosity elicit a moral philoso-
phy that is more relativistic and less idealistic. 

5.5. united states
Some may perceive the United States as a young 
country, but from an institutional perspec-
tive, it has one of the oldest current political 
institutions in the world with one of the old-
est constitutions still in force (Blaustein, 1993). 
Two triggers, namely Western expansion and 
Puritanism may have helped pave the way for 
United States history. The land to the West was 
broad and empty in the minds of the early col-
onizers. This emptiness and the perils that the 
expansion of the West brought, required a new 
type of entrepreneurial people who were highly 
individualistic, self-sufficient and self-reliant 
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(Paz, 1978). As Protestants, Puritan New Eng-
landers were very religious, but the religious-
ness of these Puritans was different from that 
of the Catholics or Muslims of the Mediter-
ranean (Argandoña, 1999; Del Pozo & Fins, 
2006; Oumil & Balloun, 2009). These Protes-
tants felt that they had control over their own 
salvation, over their own fate, and, for the first 
time for these Europeans, over their own land. 
Thus, fierce individuality evolved as a salient 
value of this new America (Paz, 1959; 1978). If 
things were right or wrong they would have to 
be right or wrong for all individuals, and there-
fore relativism was relatively low. A universal 
sense of equality and self-direction for all are 
the values of American society, which in turn 
foster low relativism (Cummings, 1984; Roney, 
1997). Americans from the US see society as 
an institution, and an aggregate of individu-
als, rather than an affective body to which one 
belongs. Religion is a personal choice, rather 
than a way of being, and work is a virtue and a 
sense of fulfillment, rather than a necessity or 
an obligation. This high individuality assumes 
that whatever happens to you, whether right 
or wrong is a consequence of your own doing, 
which implies some very low idealism. The his-
torical triggers of Western expansion and Puri-
tan Protestantism helped foster a society that 
values materialism, individualism, self-reli-
ance, and a strong work ethic. These are val-
ues that are often associated around the world 
with the low relativism and low idealism of the 
American Way (Alsua, 2010; Diaz-Guerrero 
& Szalay, 1993). Therefore, given the historical 
context and the effect of the historical triggers 
above we propose that:

Hypothesis 1: Relativism is the highest in Esto-
nia and China, middle in Brazil, and the 
lowest in the USA and Chile.

Hypothesis 2: Idealism is the highest in Chile, 
middle in Brazil, and the lowest in Estonia, 
China and the USA. 

6. factors influencing moral 
philosophies: Gender

Ethical conduct is influenced by both situa-
tional pushes and pulls, and the characteristics 

of the individual; that is, individual differences 
(Treviño & Katherine, 1999). Therefore, demo-
graphic characteristics such as age and gender 
have an impact on moral philosophies. Indeed, 
research has shown different findings in the 
relationship between gender and ethics. Accord-
ing to Bass et al. (1998), women seem more ide-
alistic than their male counterparts and they are 
more concerned about relationships and feel-
ings. Gilligan (1982) found that women tend 
to be more idealistic whereas men tend to be 
more relativistic. Several studies are consistent 
with this pattern of women being more idealis-
tic and less relativistic than men (Cohen, Pant & 
Sharp, 2001). For example, Bateman and Valen-
tine (2010) found that women were more likely 
to show higher idealism and lower relativism 
than men. (For exceptions, see, Hartikainen & 
Torstila, 2004, who found no gender differences, 
and Marques and Azevedo-Pereira, 2009, who 
found males to be less relativistic and less ideal-
istic than females.) 

Therefore:

Hypothesis 3: In these five countries men are 
less idealistic and than women. 

Hypothesis 4: In these five countries women 
are less relativistic than men. 

7. factors influencing moral 
philosophies: age

Research has also shown the relationship 
between moral philosophies and age. While 
the findings on the relationship between age 
and moral philosophies is inconsistent, it is 
generally accepted that younger people tend 
to be less idealistic and perhaps more relativ-
istic than older individuals (Lu & Lu, 2010). 
For example, Bass et al. (1998) mention that 
older sales managers seem to be less relativis-
tic and also more idealistic than their younger 
counterparts. Conversely, Forsyth (1980) pro-
posed that older people seemed less idealistic 
than younger people and Marques and Azeve-
do-Pereira (2008) found older individuals more 
relativistic than younger ones. We will hypoth-
esize that:
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Hypothesis 5: In these five countries younger 
people are less idealistic than older people. 

Hypothesis 6: In these five countries younger 
people are more relativist than older people. 

8. empirical study

8.1. The sample 
The research was conducted in five countries 
from three different continents: America, Asia, 
and Europe. Between 2008 and 2010, respon-
dents in Brazil, Chile, China, Estonia and 
USA answered 1203 questionnaires. Out of the 
respondents, 751 were from the USA, 58 from 
Brazil, 236 from China, 94 from Chile and 62 
from Estonia. According to gender, 39.89% 
were male and 59.27% were female, and by age, 
respondents were divided into three groups: 
under 25 years, the “youngest” group, between 
35 and 45, the “middle” group, and over 45, the 
“older” group. The youngest comprised 45.5% 
of all respondents, middle 25.4% and older 
29.1%. 

8.2. The method
The authors used the Ethics Position Question-
naire developed by Forsyth (1980) to deter-
mine the moral philosophies of idealism and 
relativism. A 5-point Likert-type scale rang-
ing from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly 
agree) asked respondents the degree to which 
they endorsed 10 items measuring relativ-
ism and 10 which measured idealism. The first 
scale, relativism, focuses on concern for prin-
ciples and the importance of rules and ethical 
norms. High relativism suggests that ethical 
variety exists in different situations and soci-
eties. What one person considers moral may be 
judged to be immoral by another person, and 
different types of morality cannot be treated 
in terms of “right” or “wrong” because what 
is moral depends on the situation (Forsyth, 
1980). Examples of these items include “What 
is ethical varies from one situation of society 
to another, ” and “Different types of morali-
ties cannot be compared as to rightness.” The 
second scale, idealism indicates concern for 
human welfare. High idealism suggests that 
one should never psychologically or physically 

harm another person, and one should not per-
form an action that might threaten the dignity 
and welfare of another individual. Examples 
of items in this scale include “A person should 
make certain that their actions never intention-
ally harm another even to a small degree,” and 
“If an action could harm an innocent one it 
should not be done.” The scales are orthogonal, 
and higher scores indicate higher levels of the 
constructs. The questionnaire was translated 
into Mandarin Chinese, Estonian, Portuguese, 
and Spanish and then retranslated to English to 
ensure semantic equivalence (Brislin, 1970). 

Before we ran the statistical analysis we 
checked for possible outliers. We also checked 
whether the operational representation of the 
two constructs seemed satisfactory in terms of 
construct validity, reliability and discriminant 
validity. Regarding outliers, Hair, Black, Babin 
and Anderson (2005) consider that in large 
samples (those larger that 200 cases), observa-
tions having a squared Mahalanobis distance 
(D2) divided by the number of variables (df) 
higher than 3 or 4 (i.e., D2 / df ≥ 3 or 4) could be 
considered as possible outliers. In this sample 
there are only two observations that are mar-
ginally above the critical threshold. We also 
checked SPSSTM option of “identify unusual 
cases”. The 14 “unusual” cases identified were 
in fact observations which had a value of 1 in 
variables whose typical value in the sample was 
around 4. Since this value of 1 was theoretically 
possible and not necessarily unexpected, such 
cases should not be ruled out. All in all, given 
that the overall picture of possible outliers does 
not seem to be critical, we decided to keep all 
1203 observations.

For the two latent variables —idealism and 
relativism— we assessed the degree of con-
struct validity. First we ran an exploratory fac-
tor analysis (EFA) in order to check whether the 
factorial structure that emerged from empir-
ical data replicated what was expected from 
theoretical considerations. The rotated vari-
max solution showed that each variable loaded 
high (as desirable) on the expected factor. The 
reliability of these scales was acceptable: Cron-
bach’s alpha was .86 for the relativism scale and 
.80 for the idealism scale. As for discriminant 
validity, the very low correlation between the 
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two constructs —only .009, as estimated by a 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA)— suggests 
that they are truly distinct, as expected. 

In order to run the necessary statistical tests 
to verify the hypotheses of the study, the score 
of each construct was calculated as the aver-
age summated scale of its respective ten indi-
cators.

8.3. results
The analysis begins with the comparison of the 
five countries followed by comparisons accord-
ing to gender and age. One-way ANOVA fol-
lowed by post-hoc Tukey tests were used to 
assess differences among the mean values of 
idealism and relativism across the five coun-
tries, between men and women, and across the 
three age groups. The Tukey method is conser-
vative when there are unequal sample sizes.

 As expected, relativism was highest in Esto-
nia, followed by China and Brazil; the USA and 
Chile were the lowest in relativism (see Tables 
1 and 2). 

Table 1. Means for idealism and 
relativism by country

idealism relativism
n Mean  sd n Mean  sd

Brazil 53 3.666  0.589 58 3.281  0.594
China 235 3.707  0.452 236 3.363  0.458
Chile 85 4.205  0.622 84 3.217  0.897
Estonia 59 3.785  0.452 60 3.413  0.655
USA 751 3.593  0.748 751 3.238  0.673

Table 2. ANOVA results for idealism 
and relativism on country

sum of 
squares df Mean 

square f sig

Idealism Bt. G 29.82 4 7.45 16.550 0.000
Wt. G. 530.74 1178 0.45
Total 560.57 1182

Relativism Bt. G 4.250 4 1.06 2.550 0.41
Wt. G. 502.11 1184 0.42
Total 505.37 1188

However, the only statistically significant 
differences (at p < .10) are those between Esto-
nia and the US and between Estonia and Chile 
(see Figure 1). Idealism was the highest in Chile 
(as expected), followed by Estonia, China and 

Brazil. Idealism was the lowest in the USA (see 
Table 1), but, except for Chile, which stands out 
as the highest, only the difference of the means 
between Estonia and the US is significant (at 
a significant level of p < .001), while the other 
means are not statistically different at p < 0.10 
(see Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Differences in means of relativism across 
the five countries

Note: Means covered by the same line are not significantly different 
at p < .10
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Figure 2. Differences in means of idealism across 
the five countries

Note: Means covered by the same line are not significantly different 
at p < .10

The next step looked at gender differences in 
the idealism and relativism scales. Tables 3 and 
4 indicate that there are statistically significant 
differences between men and women in terms 
of mean values of idealism and relativism. As 
expected, idealism was higher among women 
and relativism was higher among men. 

Table 3. Means for idealism and relativism by gender

idealism relativism
n Mean sd n Mean sd

Male 480 3.528 0.751 482 3.317 0.673
Female 670 3.767  0.618 673 3.238 0.630

Table 4. T-Test results for idealism 
and relativism for gender

levene’s test t-test for equality of means

f sig t df sig (2 
tailed)

Idealism 18.48 0.00 -5.90 1148 0.00
 -5.71 903.98 0.00

Relativism 1.726 0.189 2.026 1153 0.043
 2.004 994.375 0.045
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A comparative analysis was conducted 
between the three age groups as well (Tables 5 
and 6). An ANOVA test showed a statistically 
significant difference in both the idealism scale 
F (1; 1178) = 9.075, p = .000 and relativism F(1; 
1184) = 10.057, p = .000). Older people were 
more idealistic, followed by the middle group, 
while the youngest reported a lower degree of 
idealism. Tukey post-hoc tests indicated, how-
ever, that there were statistically significant dif-
ferences in the mean values of idealism only 
between the younger group vis-à-vis the other 
two age groups, but not between the middle 
and the older groups. Regarding relativism, the 
younger presented a statistically higher mean 
than the middle group only at p < .10, whereas 
the younger group and the older group were 
statistically significant (at p < .001). The middle 
group presented a statically higher (at p < .05) 
mean than the older group. 

Table 5. Means for idealism and relativism by age

idealism relativism
n Mean sd n Mean sd

< 25 537 3.603 0.690 544 3.361 0.599
25 to 35 302 3.652 0.672 302 3.232 0.661
> 35 343 3.802 0.683 342 3.168 0.708
Total 1182 3.673 0.688 1188 3.272 0.653

Table 6. ANOVA results for 
idealism and relativism on age

sum of 
squares df Mean 

square  f  sig

Idealism Bt. G. 8.492 2  4.24 9.075 0.000
Wt. G. 551.62 1179 0.47
Total 560.12 1181

Relativism Bt. G 8.451 2 4.22 10.06 0.000
Wt. G. 497.91 1185 0.42
Total 506.36 1187

9. discussion

Relativists believe that moral actions depend 
on the nature of the situation (Forsyth, 1992). 
Highly relativistic individuals reject universal 
moral principles, but non-relativistic individ-
uals accept universal principles when mak-
ing ethical judgments (Bass, Barnett & Brown, 
1998). Idealism measures the extent to which 

the consequences of an action are important to 
an individual (Hartikainen & Torstila, 2004). 
Idealists believe that good outcomes for all can 
be achieved by morally correct actions. There-
fore, an emphasis on morally correct actions 
is key. Non-idealists assume that even morally 
correct actions could lead to negative conse-
quences.

Results on relativism scales were consistent 
with expectations. A survey of respondents in 
the five countries showed that relativism was 
highest in Estonia followed by China, Brazil, 
the US and Chile (the lowest). Estonians were 
more relativistic than both Americans from the 
US and Chileans. 

As expected, idealism was highest in Chile. 
Chilean respondents were significantly more 
idealistic than respondents in the other coun-
tries. Chileans significantly high idealism and 
low relativism indicates a marked endorsement 
of a more absolutist moral philosophy. This is 
consistent with the moral philosophies in the 
traditional Catholic and Islamic cultures of the 
Spanish, and Middle Eastern regions, the Med-
iterranean ethics (Del Pozo & Fins, 2006; Lu 
& Lu, 2010; Oumlil & Balloun, 2009). It is also 
consistent with the proposition in this paper 
that the traditional Catholic Spanish values 
remain a resilient way in this geographically 
isolated country (Turner, 1974). Indeed, even 
today Chileans often refer to their country as 
“el fin del mundo (the end of the world).”

Estonian respondents showed the second 
highest idealism and their means were signif-
icantly higher than those of their US counter-
parts. These finding are not consistent with the 
expectation that their level of idealism would 
be among the lowest in the sample because 
of the path created by the historical trigger of 
communism. Estonians are among the least 
religious people in the world, yet their idealism 
was higher than that of a much more religious 
US. While the US’s religiosity, and its surpris-
ingly low idealism, is examined later on in this 
section, let us assess this theoretical inconsis-
tency with Estonians. One plausible explana-
tion may arise from another historical event 
that we did not examine fully: the return from 
communism to a market democracy. While the 
older generations may still be marked by com-
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munism, younger Estonians may see it just as 
past history. In other words, the historical path 
defined by communism may be dying along 
with the older generations. Indeed, recent 
empirical research in Estonian organizations 
indicates that this may be the case. For example, 
Alas, Ennulo and Türnpuu (2006) found that 
ethical values are among the best predictors of 
attitudes toward organizational change, and 
that younger Estonian respondents emphasize 
ethics more than older respondents. The coun-
try may experience this generational transition 
with a combination of higher relativism, which 
is often present in communist and post-com-
munist societies and a higher idealism char-
acteristic of the younger Estonian’s renewed 
interest in ethical values (Estonia Today, 2011).

China remains a communist country, but 
the times are changing in the People’s Repub-
lic. Consistent with expectations, China scored 
second highest after Estonia (although not sig-
nificantly different) in relativism. This is con-
sistent with the theoretical subjectivism of 
officially atheist communist countries. Yet the 
Chinese respondents’ mean idealism, although 
not statistically significant, was higher than 
we would have expected for the most atheist 
country in the world. The changing times and 
their influence in the new generations may also 
explain these unexpected findings. For exam-
ple, recent research in Chinese companies 
indicated that the younger group ranked eth-
ical values higher than the older group. In a 
study of nine work related values, younger peo-
ple ranked ethical values second whereas older 
respondents ranked it on seventh place (Alas & 
Sun, 2008). The generational disparity in eth-
ical values could balance the more moderate 
levels of idealism we found in the sample. This 
ambivalence is consistent with Redfern’s (2005) 
finding that Chinese managers with less influ-
ence from the external world are less idealistic 
than those with greater exposure to the outside 
(Redfern, 2005, cited in Robertson, Olson, Gil-
ley & Bao, 2008).

Brazil’s average relativism and individual-
ism is consistent with the theoretical expecta-
tions of a Catholic absolutist (high idealism/
low relativism) tradition, moderated by the his-
torical influence of a slavery morality. Also, 

as expected, the US’s low idealism is consis-
tent with previous research (McDonald, 2010; 
Oumlil & Baloun, 2009) and with the US’s 
extreme individuality (Ralston et al., 2011). 
This suggests that US Americans tend to have 
a more exceptionist moral philosophy, which is 
consistent with the intuitive perception of US 
Americans around the world as a pragmatic 
utilitarian society with a strong emphasis on 
the rule of law and perhaps not as much sensi-
tivity for the unintentional harm that decisions 
may cause on others (Mujtaba & Alsua, 2011); a 
harm which exceptionists see as inevitable. 

As for gender, results confirmed previous 
findings in terms of ethical strength for women: 
women showed higher idealism whereas men 
indicated higher relativism. This suggests that 
men’s moral philosophies tend to be more sub-
jectivist and women’s moral philosophies tend 
to be more absolutist than those of men. 

Age was also a determining factor in our 
five-country study. Younger people appeared 
to have lower idealism and higher relativism 
than the older segments. Hence, in terms of 
age, younger people tend to be more subjectiv-
ist (also labeled as egotistic by Forsyth, 1992). 
This is consistent with some older people’s view 
that youngsters assume that people should act 
to promote their own self-interest, although it 
does not explain the high levels of social and 
political altruism in many of the younger gen-
erations. Findings suggest that older people 
tend be more absolutist than youngsters.

10. conclusion and limitations

This study attempts to heed to Bird’s 2009 call 
for an increase weight of history in the study 
of ethics. From a historical institutional per-
spective, this paper identifies certain histori-
cal triggers. The argument is that these triggers 
created historical paths, which may have influ-
enced the predominant character of the nation-
institution and thus shaped individual values 
and their moral philosophies. This approach 
has several limitations. Firstly, the impact of 
certain historical triggers can be either over- 
or under-estimated, depending of the saliency  
that they have on the observer. For example, this 
study emphasized the trigger effect of commu-
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nism in Estonia and China, and assumed as a 
result that respondents in both countries would 
show very low idealism. Nevertheless, results 
indicate more moderate levels of idealism. A 
possible explanation is that the effect of com-
munism, while important to the authors, may 
not be as enduring in those societies, especially 
to younger generations. Furthermore, the paper 
emphasized the low idealism of US respondents 
because of the special idiosyncrasy of Puritan-
ism, but one could argue that, much like Brazil, 
the scourge of slavery has also marked US his-
tory and help explain the low idealism. Unfor-
tunately, this historical trigger is not examined 
in the paper.

A second limitation emerges from the differ-
ent weight of respondents in the aggregate mea-
sures of men vs. women and younger vs. older. 
This study shows differences in moral philos-
ophies and ethics for men and women, and 
younger versus older in an aggregate of respon-
dents from very different parts of the world. 
The Tukey method is conservative when there 
are unequal sample sizes. Nevertheless, the 
very different sample sizes between, for exam-
ple, the US and Estonia may have masked some 
potential differences among US younger ver-
sus older, and Estonian younger versus older 
respondents. This could have created a lot of 
noise in the expected findings. Research should 
further explore these potential differences in 
younger and older generations across countries 
with different historical triggers. 

We cannot examine individual values, insti-
tutions and ethical positions without consid-
ering the overarching effect of culture. As one 
reviewer suggested, the interdependence of per-
sonal moral philosophies of individuals with 
their organizations and with the countries they 
live in can also be understood from a cultural 
perspective. While a historical perspective offers 

a solid explanation for the age differences in this 
study, culture offers a more plausible explana-
tion for the aggregate differences between men 
and women in the five countries. Indeed, one 
may argue that the value differences between 
men and women (as found in this study) may 
occur because women and men are from differ-
ent cultures (Tannen, 2001) and therefore they 
exhibit different ethical values. 

A concluding question emerges. Do pre-
dominant individual moral philosophies influ-
ence practical ethical judgments of managers 
and employees in organizations? The answer is 
not straightforward. Even though ethical ideol-
ogies are distinct from practical judgments in 
particular situations, they are related in theory. 
For example, research indicates that absolutists 
tend to have the strictest moral judgments and 
higher ethical attitudes, whereas subjectivists 
tend to have the most lenient moral judgments 
(Hartikainen & Torstila, 2004). Does this mean 
in practice that, for example, Chilean (Catho-
lic) or Iranian (Muslim) employees, who tend 
to a have more absolutist moral philosophy, 
make more ethical judgments than, for exam-
ple, employees in China or in the US? This is 
not necessarily so according to the world cor-
ruption index (Hicks, 2010) because the differ-
ence between “how I act and how I should act,” 
or hypocrisy index is a powerful moderator (Ip, 
2009). Indeed, Forsyth et al. (2008) affirm that 
absolutists may have a higher hypocrisy index 
than other moral categories. Research should 
further study the idiosyncrasies of ethical 
assumptions and the misunderstanding among 
institution’s self-views of ethical strength ver-
sus those of other organizations. Also, research 
should include other variables that may influ-
ence the relationship between moral philos-
ophies and practical judgments, such as the 
hypocrisy index. 
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