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BUSINESS ETHICS: A COMPARATIVE RESEARCH BETWEEN
THE THAI AND THE AMERICAN BUSINESS PEOPLE

Executive summary

. Business has an important’ role for the well being of Thailand, economically,
socially, and politically. The economic power of business people nowadays has made
their status, which was previously secondary to those of government officials,
alleviated (o the same level, or perhaps even greater in several occasions. Many
groups of people have been affected by business activities: investors; sharehoiders;
employees; executives, customers; suppliers; farmers; citizens;, government; and
contacted foreigners.  Social responsibility and ethical behaviour of business are,
therefore, crucial in maintaining the trust of involved people so that business growth
and efficiency can be continually pursued.

Thailand’s ambitious endeavors in economic development have resulted in
many consequences questioned by social ieaders and academics. Reports in public
media and research findings indicate that business is not yet paying enough attention
to minimizing damages caused by its activities. Excessive use of natural resources,
environmenial pollution, unsafc or poor quality products, violation of copy-rights, or
unfair/unrealistic pricing are examples of damaging consequences, perceived by many
Thais to be largely rooted in unethical business practices in Thailand. These ethical
problems also have some ramifications for Thailand in terms of its international
standing as well. Because the world’s countries have become so connected to each
other, especially in business transactions, certain sets of rules and regulations are
required in order to make end results satisfactory for every party involved.
International organizations like the United Nations (UN), the World Trade
Organization (WTQ), and the International Labour Organization (ILQ) have been
active in setting common principles of business conduct among countries who want to
participate in the international market. It seems unfavourable for Thailand to ignore

the importance of business ethics for the success and image of Thai business people

and a country.



Studying about and conducting research on business ethics has been recognized
by social leaders, politicians, and academics in the United States (US) for more than 30
years now. Many theories, issues, suggestions, and concerns about business ethics
have been written and reported widely. Also, many journals in business ethics have
been established and well received by US audiences. In Thailand, however, despite
obvious ethical problems the country has been experiencing, not much research has
been conducted in order to investigate issues concerning business ethics among Thai
business people. Changes in Thai society and in business practices have occurred very
rapidly. Research work is needed to uncover the causes, consequences, and
alternatives regarding those changes so that new knowledge can be provided for better
understanding to the public. -

The support of Thailand Research Fund (TRF) has enabled four researchers
from different backgrounds and institutes to come together to conduct research on
business ethics. The study has two main purposes. First is to analyze the relative
influences of some important perscnal and organizational factors on the. ethical
decision-making of Thai managers. The second purpose cf this study is to compare
American managers with Thai managers on varicus components and determinants of
the ethical decision-making process. It appears to the researchers that good
understanding “of the ethical decision-making i)rocess of ma.nagefs from different
 cultures is essential for effective business management, especially given the imponanf
emphasis on international approaches in current business thinking. Moreover, the US
is one of the biggest markets for Thai products and a country where business ethics
receive high considerations for making business decisions. Understanding more about
the thinking of American managers in ethical decision- making process could yield
knowledge which will be beneficial to the Thai business sector regarding its conduct
towards their counterparts.

Research framework and methodology

Three approaches can be categorized in conducting research in business ethics.
The first approach is to determine methods and standards for each industry so that
Jormal controls can be established for curbing unethical behavior and reinforcing

ethical behavior. The second approach focuses on managing and implementing social
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control, organizational culture, human resource policies, and social environment, so
that business éthics will be absorbed as one of the elements of surrounding cultures.
The third approach has its focus on self control by examining how individual business
people come up with decisions over ethical-dilemma situations and what factors
influence such decisions. This research is based on the third approach: to study the
ethical detision- making process and its determinants at the individual level.

A self-administered questionnaire was used as the data collection technique.
- Managers enrolled in executive MBA or special MBA programs in public and private
universities throughout Thailand were selected as target respondents. A total of 798
usable questionnaires were received. For the American group, an American Marketing
Association (AMA) mailing list of US members was selected as the sampling frame. In
addition, in an attempt to match the two groups of respondents, part-time MBA
students enrolled in two major universities in the southern part of the US were added
to the American sample. A total of 529 usable questionnaires was received from the

American group.

Important Factors Underlying Ethical Decisions of Thai Managers

One purpose of this study is to analyze the relative influences of some
important perscnal and oi‘ganiiatibnal- factors on the busiﬁess ‘ethics &ecision-making
of Thai managers. In particular, this study examines the relative influences of ethical
perceptions, religiosity, personal moral philosophies, and corporate ethical values on
the ethical intentions of Thai managers. These factors were chosen because of their
impertance in the recent business/marketing ethics literature. The results generally
show that both dimensions of moral philosophies, idealism and relativism, are
~significant predictors of a Thai manager's ethical intention, as hypothesized. In
particular, the results generally indicate that idealism increases ethical intentions and
relativism lowers them. The survey results also reveal that perceived ethical problem
is a positive factor of a Thai manager’s ethical intention. Thai managers who perceive
an ethical problem in a situatiocn were less likely to agree with the unethical intentions
depicted in all four scenarios tested in this study. The results generally support the
hypothesis regarding the influence of corporate ethical values -- that Thai managers in

organizations with higher levels of ethical values tend to have a more ethical intentions
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than managers in organizations with lower levels of ethical values. The survey results
regarding the influences of religiosity are mixed. Religiosity is a significant predictor

for only two of the four scenarios tested.

Comparing American managers with Thai managers

Another purpose of this study is to compare American managers with Thai
managers on various components and determinants of the business ethics decision-
making process. Specifically, it compares the two groups of managers with respect to
their personal moral philosophies, corporate ethical values, perceived importance of
ethics and social responsibility, perceived moral intensity, perceived ethical problems,
and ethical intentions. According to the survey results, Ameﬁcan and Thai managers
are essentially different on all these important ethics variables. The results reveal that
Thai managers are significantly more religious than American managers. Regarding
the two dimensions of moral philosophies, the resulis reveal that Thai managers are
generally more idealistic than American managers, though the results alsc indicate that
Thai managers are more relativistic than American managers. Regarding corporate
ethical values, the results show that American managers’ o;ganjzatioqs generally have
higher levels of ethical values than those of Thai managers. The two groups of
managers were also compared in terms of their peréejotions regarding the ifnportance
of ethics and social responsibility, which has two dimensions: relative importance of
ethics and absolute importance of ethics. Although the American managers tend to
recognize the relative imporiance of ethics dimension more than the Thai managers,
the larter tend to recognize the absolute importance of ethics more than their American
counterparts.

The American and Thai groups are also significantly different on all three
components of the ethical decision-making process: perceived moral intensity, per-
ceived ethical problem, and ethical intention.  These three variables were
operationalized through four business ethics scenarios. Specifically, the survey results
generally indicate that American managers tend to recognize the intensity of moral
issues more than Thai managers. Consistent with the perceived moral intensity finding,
American managers tend to be more likely to recognize the ethical problem and tend to

have a more ethical intention than the Thai managers.
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Implications of the research
The findings about Thai managers’ perceptions which indicate that_idealism

increases ethical intentions and relativism lowers them, and Thai managers seem to be

more relativistic than -American managers may stress the need for the former to be
more aware of the importance of ethics in terms of their goodness, not of their
economic effect. If the ethical decision-making process of Thai business people can be
swayed by economic factors, this may not be the desired condition because it means
they can not be trusted. Trust is considered an important factor in making business
prosper because it helps reduce unnecessary conflicts and enhance expansion of
business transactions-among involved people. Training may be one of the strategic
methods in helping Thai business managers improve their attitudes and understanding
towards the relative importance of ethics and the importance of having high
idealism,

The second implication derived from research findings may be that of the
positive effect of corporate ethical values on the ethical decision-making process of

Thai managers. The higher the level of ethical values it organizations, the higher the

ethical intention of Thai managers, and vice versa. Improving and enhancing corporate

ethical values may probably be another way of bettering the ethical decision-making
process of Thai business people. Since top management is the group of people who
have strong influence on organizational cultures and the way people behave in
organizations, it seems logical to argue that the ethical behavior of top management is
crucial in strengthening the ethical decision-making process and behaviors of their
employees. ;

Based on the research findings and the literature review, it should be noted that
the differences between Thai and American managers in all important ethics variables,
and that American managers are more likely to recognize the ethical problems and tend
to have a more ethical intention than the Thai managers, may due to their experience of
“being there before." The much earlier development and growth of social, economic,
and political conditions of the US compared to Thaiiand, and negative consequences
caused by unethical business decisions such as environmental pollution or harmful
products, may have taught American people and business managers to recognize the

importance of business ethics to business itself and to society. Perhaps, the ethical
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decision-making process is the wise adaptation of people determined by time and
experience. The earlier the time of exposure and the more the experience, the better
the understanding and recognition of the importance of business ethics.

The final implication of this research is for Thai managers to understand that as
Thailand opens itself to the international market, the old saying “Doing Thai ways” or
“We will do it our way” which has been used to justify Thai behaviors unaccepted by
international standards, may not survive the scrutiny of international pressure in the
future. Bribery, cheating, lying, nepotism, forgery, and embezzlement are examples of
unethical behaviors which, despite their common occurrence in most countries, are
reportedly to be exceptionally high ip Thailand’s business practices. Because being
able to export products to the international market is important to the well being of
Thai business, people, and society, being sensitive to international standards of
business conduct is, therefore, necessary for Thai managers to fully recognize as well,
Sanctions, increased trade tariffs, :lmd product banning are some of the methods the
international market (e.g. US or UK, for instance) use for curbing unethical business
practices. Thai managers may need to soon realize that the more the country becomes

internationalized, the more the importance of business ethics.
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