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Abstract  Business ethics and corporate social responsibility education is typically considered one of the main 
determinants of executive attention to ethical decision making, commitment to stakeholder issues and corporate citizenship 
awareness. However, some scholars also highlight the role of individual level factors and beliefs in shaping students’ future 
behaviours. The main purpose of this research is to compare the impact of business ethics and corporate social responsibility 
education with that of personal perspectives on students’ attitudes. Three aspects are taken into account: the expectations of 
business responsibilities, the propensity to act as a responsible consumer, and behavioural intentions as a future employee. 
This exploratory study provided the administration of a research questionnaire to a sample of 200 undergraduate students. 
The statistical analysis reveals that while education has a positive, although limited impact, a strong relationship exists 
between personal perspectives and students’ attitudes. 
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1. Introduction 
In recent years, the growing transparency demanded by 

the financial markets and public opinion, a series of 
corporate scandals in important multinational enterprises 
(MNEs), and the growing demand for social responsiveness 
to a multiplicity of stakeholders have contributed to push 
the entire business community towards a heightened 
commitment towards business ethics and corporate social 
responsibility. This results in the need to offer students an 
overview of all the responsibilities of business [30]. 
Consequently, in the last few years we have seen a 
widespread tendency towards an increased number of both 
undergraduate and postgraduate courses devoted to business 
ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) ([14]; [45]; 
[52]; [69]). This growth has been both quantitative and 
qualitative. Indeed, the number of courses offered by 
Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) has increased. In 
parallel, the range of topics is widening, covering now a 
great variety of issues, including sustainability, business 
and society, globalization, corporate governance and the 
environment ([69]; [72]).  

The academic literature has  addressed the issue of how,  
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and to what extent, business ethics and CSR education plays 
a critical role in shaping the attitudes and future behaviour of 
students ([21]; [25]; [29]; [58]) and, therefore, executive 
attention to ethical awareness and corporate citizenship 
awareness ([1]; [18]; [19]; [24]). However, various studies 
have questioned the effectiveness of business ethics and CSR 
education ([35]; [72]), highlighting the importance of other 
factors influencing student attitudes, such as age, gender, 
religious orientation and personal ethical perspectives ([35]; 
[71]). In particular, some authors claim that undergraduate 
education arrives to a point when students’ values and 
opinions have by a large extent already been established 
([48]; [55]). Therefore, while dedicated education would 
definitely have a positive effect on student attitudes, they are 
much more influenced by their previous beliefs.  

In this framework, the present research has the main aim 
of contributing to the debate. The purpose is providing data 
that allow for a comparison of the impact of personal 
perspectives versus that of business ethics and CSR 
education on students’ future attitudes. Three main issues are 
taken into account: expectations of business responsibilities, 
the propensity to act as a responsible consumer and 
behavioural intention as future employee. From a 
methodological point of view, firstly the quantitative aspects 
of business ethics and CSR education is assessed by means 
of a questionnaire survey administered to a sample of 200 
undergraduate students. Following this, the students’ 
personal perspectives on these issues are evaluated. The 
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second part of the analysis is dedicated to framing the 
students’ attitudes towards business ethics and corporate 
social responsibility. Finally, using regression analyses and 
independent sample t-tests, a comparison is made between 
the influence of the quantity of education and their personal 
perspectives on student attitudes.  

As the Department of Economics of the University of 
Perugia (Italy) is the context for this exploratory study, the 
results will also contribute to the limited literature in the area 
of business ethics and corporate social responsibility 
education in an Italian setting.  

The remainder of the paper is structured as follows. 
Firstly, a literature review on business ethics and CSR 

education is presented, with particular regard to 
effectiveness and limits in shaping students’ attitudes. Here 
we also present an overview of the provision of business 
ethics and corporate social responsibility education in Italian 
universities. Thirdly, the research methods are outlined, 
along with the context of the business ethics and CSR 
educational offer at the Perugia University Department of 
Economics and the survey sample. Fourthly, the research 
results are presented and discussed. Finally, the conclusions 
are outlined, highlighting the implications, limitations and 
directions for future research. 

2. Literature Review 
2.1. Ethics and CSR Education: the Effects on Students’ 

Attitudes 

In recent years, business ethics and CSR education have 
attracted increasing attention in academic literature, and 
have become of growing interest to the practitioner [68]. One 
of the reasons for this development lies in the belief that a 
more in-depth education on such issues could positively 
influence the sensitivity of business to such themes in the 
future. The quantity and quality of business ethics and CSR 
education today could be one of the main determinants of 
future executive attention to behavioural ethics in 
organizations ([1]; [27]; [67]), ethical decision making 
processes ([49]; [65]), and a commitment to stakeholder 
issues and corporate citizenship awareness ([17]; [19]; [22]; 
[45]).  

Moreover, the recent global financial crisis, the growing 
number of corporate scandals, increasing stakeholder 
pressure for more responsible corporate behaviour, and the 
rising expectations for corporate citizenship in public 
opinion, have enhanced the awareness of the importance of 
business ethics and CSR education in guiding the behaviour 
of future business leaders [40]. In response, there has been a 
tendency towards a widespread growth in the importance of 
business ethics and CSR in economics and management 
education, at both the undergraduate and postgraduate  
levels ([14]; [51]). Currently many international HEIs offer 
courses dealing with business ethics and corporate social 
responsibility ([24]; [46]; [54]), while under these two 
important umbrella themes other subjects are also 

progressively emerging, such as sustainability, stakeholder 
management, ethical finance, and corporate social reporting 
([14]; [52]; [69]). Thus, education in these fields is moving 
towards a cross-disciplinary approach [54]. 

In this framework, various studies, using a variety of both 
quantitative and qualitative approaches, have attempted to 
examine whether, how, and to what extent business ethics 
and CSR education is effective in shaping student beliefs, 
attitudes and behaviours ([20]; [30]; [58]). Many researchers 
have found a positive relationship with moral recognition 
and moral reasoning ([21]; [27]; [38]; [72]), ethical 
awareness ([9]; [38]; [41]); moral courage [46], student 
values and opinions ([63]; [75]), and the perception of 
business’ role in society [76]. Business ethics and CSR 
education seems to be able to influence not only features 
linked to students’ future professional skills, but also other 
aspects of their lives, enhancing their propensity to act as 
better citizens in the community, for example as responsible 
consumers. On the other hand, the literature highlights the 
existence of various conditions that could affect the 
effectiveness of business ethics and CSR education. Some of 
these are under the influence of HEIs, such as the objectives 
of the course ([62]; [74]) or the teaching methods [62]. 
Others are beyond the control of the educational institution, 
such as the students’ gender ([7]; [36]; [55]; [58]; [71]), age 
[7], nationality [39]; religious orientation ([3]; [6]; [16];[43]) 
or previous experience in community service projects [75]. 

While the literature is largely unanimous in recognising 
that business ethics and corporate social responsibility 
courses are effective in shaping student skills and future 
behaviours [38], there are also dissenting opinions. Various 
theoretical and practical approaches see complementarities 
between economic, social and ethical responsibilities. 
Despite this, some scholars highlight that business education 
generally is still focused on a traditional vision, often 
implicitly maintaining Friedman’s [26] view of maximising 
profit as the core responsibility of the firm [30]. Thus, 
undergraduate and postgraduate business studies might even 
inspire unethical theories, and emphasize the importance of 
shareholder benefits at the expense of stakeholders ([4]; [28]; 
[53]). Some authors demonstrated that, in the perception of 
students, the importance of the shareholder model in 
comparison with the stakeholder model grows during the 
undergraduate education. Paradoxically, at the end of their 
degree they are less sensitive to corporate social 
responsibility and business ethics than at the beginning [37].  

Moreover, some authors claim that personal perspectives 
and opinions could be difficult to change through university 
education: ([33]; [40]) given that character development has 
already occurred by the time an individual reaches college 
age, it is too late to reshape ethical values [55]. From this 
perspective, a single or limited number of classes is not 
enough to change attitudes built earlier in somebody’s life 
[48]. Consistently, character, personality, personal values, 
and cultural orientation, established regardless of education, 
have been studied as determinants of students’ future 
attitudes ([39]; [48]), suggesting that it would be opportune 
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to offer education on business ethics and corporate social 
responsibility before college age, acting before these 
convictions are completely formed. Various studies suppose 
that personal perspectives could have a greater weight in 
shaping students’ attitudes, than CSR end ethic courses ([8]; 
[48]; [71]). However, little research has been devoted to the 
comparison between the impact of education and that of 
previous beliefs on students’ orientation and future 
behaviours. 

In this framework, the main purpose of the research is to 
compare the impact of personal perspectives and education 
on students’ future attitudes, considering three aspects. 
Firstly, attitudes towards the business’ role in society and 
expectations in terms of a firm’s responsibilities ([10]; [11]); 
secondly, attitudes in terms of the propensity to act as a 
socially responsible consumer ([5]; [44]; [47]; [50]; [60]); 
thirdly, attitudes as future employees with particular regard 
to the job search ([31]; [56]; [57]; [70]). 

2.2. The Italian Context 

Having been little studied in international literature, 
Italian CSR and business ethics education was chosen as 
research field. In general, Italian universities began to 
introduce courses devoted to business ethics and corporate 
social responsibility later than the US, where they had begun 
to spread in the 1970s, and became common in the 1980s 
[15]. Even compared to the rest of Europe, Italy has lagged 
behind, hosting the first courses around the 1990s ([34]; 
[74]). In the ‘70s, business ethics and CSR courses have been 
introduced thanks to the personal commitment of individuals 
in the faculties. Progressively, and especially in the new 
millennium, significant changes in the social and economic 
context in Europe and Italy led to a gradual evolution. 
Consequently, HEIs increased institutionalization of such 
courses, with a wider integration in undergraduate and 
postgraduate curricula (ICRS 2009). 

Today, while some courses relating to business ethics and 
corporate social responsibility are spread between 
departments of political science, engineering and agricultural 
science, most of them are concentrated in economics and 
management departments [13]. To better understand this 
context, it is necessary to clarify that while Italian 
universities were traditionally divided into faculties, the 
legislative reform of 2010 replaced these with departments, 
which undertake both research and teaching in a single 
organizational structure. It is worth noting that in Italy, in 
general, each university only has one department that deals 
with subjects involving the economy and business. The 
typical – but not unique – designation adopted is Department 
(formerly Faculty) of Economics, which usually 
encompasses both teaching and research activities, dealing 
with a wide range of themes that go beyond economics, 
including management, business administration, accounting 
and finance.  

From a quantitative point of view, even if only a limited 
amount of research has been conducted in this field ([12]; 

[13]; [32]; [34]; [59]), it seems clear that in the last few years 
the number of business ethics and CSR courses in Italian 
HEIs has grown rapidly. Chirieleison and Scrucca [13] 
conducted the most recent study. They took into account all 
economics and management departments in private and 
public universities and surveyed their entire educational 
offer based on their official web sites in order to identify all 
those courses that have business ethics or CSR as their main 
focus, as indicated by the course title. All cultural areas were 
included (i.e. law, finance, etc.), not only those directly 
related to economics or management. In absolute terms, as 
many as 291 courses were found, 65% at the MSc level and 
34% at the bachelor level. While methodological differences 
do not permit a direct comparison, it appears that a large 
growth can be observed compared to previous researches, 
which counted just a few dozen courses ([32]; [34]; [59]). 
Moreover, this latest research confirms some tendencies 
presented in other studies, which appear to strongly 
characterize the Italian context. Firstly, most of the courses 
are part of postgraduate degrees, which implies that business 
ethics and CSR are seen as a postgraduate subject area, more 
than a basic competence for undergraduate students. 
Secondly, most courses are mandatory, at both the bachelor’s 
and MSc levels, indicating that these competences are being 
increasingly seen as an essential part of the students’ 
education. Thirdly, with regard to the main subjects, a high 
number of specialized courses emerge, with a wide variety of 
labels and topics, as compared to a small number of courses 
dedicated to conceptual frameworks. Consequently, the 
educational offer tends to be fragmented and lacks an overall 
vision ([13]; [34]). 

3. Methodology 
The main purpose of this research is to compare the impact 

of education and personal perspectives upon students’ 
attitudes. An exploratory study has been conducted on the 
Department of Economics of the University of Perugia 
(Italy). The next paragraph provides an analysis of the 
educational offer of the Department, aimed to evaluate 
whether, and to what extent, the programs deal with business 
ethics and CSR issues. The analysis was conducted 
throughout the academic year 2015/2016, using the 
University web site, Department web sites, degree brochures 
and related documents as the main data sources. Firstly all 
the necessary information on the institutional activities of the 
Department was collected. Secondly, a database of all 
courses offered in the academic year 2014/2015 was created, 
identifying those that have business ethics or CSR as their 
primary objective (as indicated by the course title). Thirdly, 
the teaching programs of all other courses were analysed, 
selecting those dealing with issues relating to business ethics 
and/or CSR. 

In the paragraph that follows, the survey sample of 
students is presented. The research was limited to 
undergraduate students, taking into account that this could 
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still be considered a highly formative stage in the 
development of awareness of ethical and social issues, as at 
the postgraduate level most personal opinions and attitudes 
are already set in place [71]. 

The method provides four main steps. 
The first step is the measurement of the ethics and CSR 

education received by the student from a quantitative point 
of view, referring to both courses entirely focused on these 
issues and those that merely embed them as part of a 
different main theme. Obligatory and elective courses have 
been kept separate, in order to assess whether they have a 
different impact on student attitudes. A summary value of 
"Quantity of education" is then calculated.  

The second step provides for an evaluation of the students’ 
personal perspectives, asking them to declare their personal 
opinion about the importance assigned to several aspects 
related to business ethics and corporate social responsibility, 
regardless their studies. A summary value of "Overall 
importance" is then calculated. Once it has been verified that 
this is independent from the "Quantity of education" on 
business ethics and social responsibility by means of a 
regression analysis, the "Overall importance" is considered 
the result of the students’ personal beliefs.  

The third step is the investigation of three key aspects of 
student’s attitudes: the importance they recognise to the 
different aspects of the firm’s economic, social, ethical and 
discretional responsibility, the support they would be willing 
to provide to responsible firms as consumers, and their 
behavioural intentions as future employees. For each of these 
aspects, the students have been asked to rate various 
sentences, which have then been grouped in homogeneous 
subscales. Then, a descriptive statistic has been performed.  

Finally, the fourth step of the research involves the 
performance of a regression analysis and independent 
sample t-tests, with the aim of estimating whether students’ 
attitudes vary as a function of the quantity of education 
and/or as a function of personal beliefs. This allows 
evaluating which of the two factors should be considered 
most influential.  

3.1. Ethics and CSR Education at the Department of 
Economics of Perugia University 

The University of Perugia is one of the oldest ones, not 
just in Italy, but also in the world. According to some 
estimates, it is numbered among the first twenty, with its 

origins in the Middle Ages. As typical in the Italian context, 
the Department of Economics deals with both research and 
teaching on a wide spectrum of topics, covering not just 
economics, but also management, finance, business 
administration and accounting [12]. Therefore, this 
department was chosen as a case study as it is fully 
representative of Italian departments of economics and 
management. Moreover, while Perugia cannot truly be 
considered one of the largest Italian universities, the 
Department of Economics has its own centre for CSR issues 
(the Research Centre for Law Studies on Consumer Rights) 
and it is also associated with Nemetria (a well-known Italian 
non-profit organization that has as its main objective the 
study of the relationship between ethics and economics). 
Thus, it can also serve as a good term of comparison in 
benchmarking analysis with other departments. 

In the educational offer for the academic year 2015/2016, 
the Department of Economics offered a total of 129 courses, 
57.36% on Bachelor’s degrees and 42.64% on MSc degrees. 
Considering the official course programs published on the 
Department web site, it was possible to identify those 
entirely focused on ethics and CSR and those, which embed 
them within a different main theme (Table 1.). 

Only 6 courses (less than 5%) feature topics related to 
business ethics or CSR as their main focus, and most of these 
are part of postgraduate degrees. However, it is worth noting 
that, according to regulations, MSc courses can also become 
part of a bachelors’ student’s curricula, if chosen as elective 
exams (and vice versa). 

By contrast, there are various courses with a different 
focus (such as strategy, accounting, marketing, and finance) 
dealing in their program with business ethics or CSR. On 
average, 37.21% of course programs present such issues in 
their programs. The percentage is higher for undergraduate 
degrees (close to 40%), than for MSc courses (approximately 
35%). Considering both courses that have CSR as their main 
focus, and courses that embed CSR, the percentage in MSc 
courses rises to over 40%; this means roughly half of 
postgraduate courses deal in some way with these arguments 
in their program. Little can be deduced about the compulsory 
nature of those courses, as this varies from a degree course to 
another: the same subject may be provided for two or more 
different degree courses, and be mandatory in one case and 
elective in the other. 

Table 1.  Courses Dealing with Business Ethics and CSR 

Level Number of 
courses % Focus on Ethics 

and CSR % Embedded Ethics 
and CSR % 

Bachelor 74 57.36 2 2.70 29 39.19 
 

MSc 55 42.64 4 7.27 19 34.65 

Total 129 100 6 4.65 48 37.21 
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3.2. Sample and Data Collection 

The survey was conducted during the first Semester of the 
academic year 2015/2016. The questionnaire was 
administered during lessons to a random sample of 200 
undergraduate students at the Department of Economics, 
enrolled in the various Bachelor’s degrees that make up the 
educational offer. The sample took into account the overall 
distribution among students by enrolment year, as indicated 
in Table 2. 

Table 2.  Composition of the Sample 

Class 
(undergraduate) 

Total 
number % Sample 

size % 

1st year 712 25.33 51 25.50 

2nd year 820 29.17 58 29.00 

3rd year 1279 45.50 91 45.50 

Total 2811 100.00 200 100.00 

The first part of the questionnaire allows for an overview 
of the respondents’ characteristics, in terms of age, gender, 
and nationality. 

The mean age of the students clearly depends on their year 
of enrolment (Table 3.), with the mean and the median age of 
19 for first year students, and of 20 for the second year. In the 
third year, while the median age is 21, the mean is 22, due to 
of the inclusion of older students that have yet to graduate. 

Table 3.  Age 

Age N Mean Std. 
dev. Min Median Max 

Missing 
values 

1st year 51 19.300 1.190 18 19 25 0 

2nd year 56 20.500 1.500 19 20 27 2 

3rd year 91 22.000 1.850 20 21 31 0 

Gender wise, the sample is quite balanced, as among the 
first year students 54.9% are female and 45.1% male, in the 
second year 46.6% are female and 53.4% male, and, in the 
third year, 57.1% are female and 42.9% male. 

Regarding nationality, as might be expected given 
linguistic issues, a large majority of the students are Italian 
(89%). Among foreign students, 13.64% are from EU 
countries, 31.85% from other European Countries (Albania, 
Ukraine and Russia) and 54.51% from the rest of the world.  

4. Results  
4.1. The Quantitative Aspects of Business Ethics and 

CSR Education 

The first part of the survey has the objective of measuring 
the quantitative aspects of ethics and CSR education at the 
Department of Economics of Perugia University. This aspect 
cannot be evaluated by simply taking into account the supply 
side for two main reasons. 

Firstly, mandatory courses differ from a degree course to 
another, and the students - whatever degree course they are 

enrolled in - are allowed to choose a number of elective 
courses. Thus, even within the same degree, not all students 
attend the same courses. 

Secondly, among the courses dealing with business ethics 
or CSR provided in the educational offer, only a small 
number are completely focused on these issues, while a large 
majority embed them within a different thematic focus (i.e. 
an ethical finance module in a corporate finance course). In 
the latter case, regardless of the teaching program, students 
may not even perceive that the course deals with business 
ethics or CSR, if it is not mainstreamed during the lessons. 
Thus, the supply side of the educational offer may 
significantly differ from that perceived from the students’ 
demand side.  

To this end, the students were first asked if they had ever 
taken any courses that entirely or in part deal with business 
ethics or CSR (Table 4.). Only among first year students did 
a majority respond negatively. However, the survey was 
conducted during the first semester, which means that the 
first year students had only been able to attend a limited 
number of courses. Moreover, first year courses typically 
focus on basic economic concepts. On the other hand, in the 
second and third year, a large majority of students (84.5% 
and 71.4% respectively) had taken at least one course that 
dealt to some extent with business ethics or CSR.  

Table 4.  Attendance of a Course Dealing with Business Ethics or CSR 

Courses Yes No Missing values 

1st year 
16 

(31.49%) 
34 

(66.7%) 
1 

(1.90%) 

2nd year 
49 

(84.5%) 
9 

(15.5%) 
0 
(-) 

3rd year 
65 

(71.4%) 
25 

(27.5%) 
1 

(1.1%) 

Secondly, the students were asked to indicate if they had 
attended any course (obligatory or elective) entirely devoted 
to issues related to business ethics or CSR (Table 5.). As 
expected, the percentage of students taking obligatory 
courses increases from the first to the third year (from 11.8% 
to 59.3%), while most elective courses are taken in the 
second year (75.9%), and only a small number in the first and 
third year. 

Table 5.  Obligatory and Elective Courses Devoted to Business Ethics or 
CSR 

 Obligatory courses Elective courses 

 Yes No Missing Yes No Missing 

1st 
year 

6 
(11.8%) 

44 
(86.3%) 

1 
(1.9%) 

2 
(3.92%) 

46 
(90.2%) 

3 
(5.9%) 

2nd 
year 

31 
(53.4%) 

24 
(41.4%) 

3 
(5.2%) 

44 
(75.9%) 

12 
(20.7%) 

2 
(3.4%) 

3rd 
year 

54 
(59.3%) 

37 
(40.7%) 

0 
(-) 

10 
(10.9%) 

78 
(85.7%) 

3 
(3.3%) 
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Regarding the number of courses (considering only 
students that responded to this question), the mean and 
standard deviation remain low, for both obligatory and 
elective courses, with a large majority of students taking only 
1 or 2 courses (Table 6.). This apparently poor result is in line 
with the characteristics of the educational offer of the 
Department, which provides a limited number of courses 
entirely focalized on business ethics and CSR, mostly at the 
postgraduate level. 

Table 6.  Number of Courses on Business Ethics or CSR (Among 
Respondents) 

 Obligatory courses Elective courses 

 N Mean Std. dev. N Mean Std. dev. 

1st year 6 1.000 0.000 2 1.000 0.000 

2nd year 29 1.380 0.677 34 1.380 0.604 

3rd year 50 1.820 0.825 8 1.380 0.518 

Thirdly, students were asked if they had encountered 
business ethics or CSR embedded in courses with a different 
focus (Table 7.) and if so, in how many courses (Table 8. 
Only responding students were considered). Also in this case, 
the percentage rises over the three years, reaching 31%. This 
means that, in the third year, almost one third of students 
declares having studied these issues embedded in other 
courses. The mean also slightly rises, but remains 
surprisingly low, between 1 (minimum) and 3 (maximum). 

Table 7.  Business Ethics or CSR Embedded in Other Courses 

 Yes No Missing values 

1st year 
4 

(7.84%) 
44 

(86.3%) 
3 

(5.86%) 

2nd year 
16 

(27.6%) 
32 

(55.2%) 
10 

(17.2%) 

3rd year 
29 

(31.9%) 
60 

(65.9%) 
2 

(2.2%) 

Table 8.  Number of Courses Embedding Business Ethics or CSR (Among 
Respondents) 

 N Mean Std. dev. Min Median Max 

1st year 2 1.000 0.000 1 1 1 

2nd year 16 1.250 0.577 1 1 3 

3rd year 28 1.460 0.693 1 1 3 

Finally, to obtain a summary value for the quantity of 
education, the total number of courses (both focused on and 
embedding these issues) taken by the students was added, 
obtaining a mean of 1.3 and a standard deviation of 1.47 
(Table 9.).  

Table 9.  Quantity of Education 

 N Mean 
Std. 
dev. 

Min Median Max 

Quantity of 
education 200 1.300 1.470 0 1 6 

The data shows that, while the 1.3 mean is quite low, 
the1.47 standard deviation is rather high, implying the 
existence of a number of students that have taken more 
courses (as confirmed by the maximum of 6). However, this 
value remains much lower than expected. Indeed, while only 
6 courses are entirely devoted to business ethics and CSR, 
there are almost 50 others that embed them within a different 
thematic focus. This evidence could suggest that, while from 
a supply side perspective a huge number of course programs 
include business ethics and CSR topics, from a demand side 
perspective students perceive their presence in just a limited 
number of cases. This highlights the existence of a threshold 
of minimal emphasis on these issues, which is necessary to 
bring them to the attention of students. 

4.2. Evaluation of Student’s Personal Perspectives on 
Business Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility 

The second research step aims to evaluate the students’ 
personal perspectives on the importance of ethics and CSR in 
the business context, regardless of the education received. To 
do so, students were asked to express their personal opinion, 
regardless of received education, rating five sentences 
derived mainly from Etheredge [23] and Singhapakdi et al. 
[64] on a Likert type scale (from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 
strongly agree): 
  sentence 1: Being ethical and socially responsible is the 

most important thing a firm can do; 
  sentence 2: The ethics and social responsibility of a 

firm are essential to its long-term profitability; 
  sentence 3: The overall effectiveness of a business can 

be determined to a great extent by the degree to which it 
is ethical and socially responsible;  

  sentence 4: Business ethics and social responsibility are 
critical to the survival of a business enterprise; 

  sentence 5: Business has a social responsibility beyond 
making a profit. 

All the items have been averaged to obtain the single 
“Overall importance” variable (Table 10.). 

Table 10.  Overall Importance of CSR 

Sentence N Mean Std. dev. Median Missing value 

1 200 3.780 0.941 4 0 

2 199 3.670 0.970 4 1 

3 200 3.380 0.928 4 0 

4 200 3.570 1.020 4 0 

5 200 4.050 0.933 4 0 

Overall 
import. 200 3.690 0.715 3.800 0 

In general, the students recognize that the economic aspect 
is not the unique responsibility of companies (4.05 mean for 
sentence 5). They also largely agree that ethics and CSR are 
the most important responsibilities (3.78 mean and 4 median 
for sentence 1), and are essential for long term profitability 
(3.67 mean and 4 median for sentence 2). Indeed, the overall 
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evaluation of the "Overall importance" is very high, with a 
3.69 mean and 3.8 median. 

To evaluate whether the perceived importance changes in 
relation to the number of courses attended, or it is effectively 
the result of students’ personal beliefs, a regression analysis 
was performed, using the "Quantity of education" as defined 
in Table 9. as an independent variable.  

The regression coefficient is estimated to be 0.0463, with 
a p-value of 0.18 (Table 11.). It appears that students do not 
change their perception of the importance of business ethics 
and CSR, as the quantity of education on this issue is varied. 
Consequently, the "Overall importance" can effectively be 
used to represent students’ personal beliefs and convictions, 
regardless the education received on these themes. 

Table 11.  Regression Model of Overall Importance of CSR on Quantity of 
Education 

 Estimate Std. 
error 

t 
statistic p-value 

Overall importance of 
CSR: 

Quantity of education 
0.0463 0.0345 1.34 0.18 

4.3. Assessment of Students’ Attitudes towards Business 
Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility 

To assess student attitudes, three aspects have been taken 
into account. 

The first aspect regards attitudes towards the 
responsibilities of the firm. In order to integrate corporate 
social responsibility and ethics in a single framework, 
reference was made to Carroll’s widely known four 
dimension pyramidal model [10]. The students were asked to 
rate various sentences derived mainly from Maignan & 
Ferrell [42] on a Likert type scale. Then, the sentences have 
been grouped in four subscales and associated with the 
economic, legal, ethical and discretionary responsibilities of 
the business. The results are shown in Table 12.  

Table 12.  Attitudes towards Responsibilities of the Firm 

 N Mean Std. 
dev. Min Median Max 

Economic 
responsibility 

200 4.170 0.647 1.000 4.250 5.000 

Legal 
responsibility 

200 4.280 0.676 1.000 4.500 5.000 

Ethical 
responsibility 

200 4.170 0.589 1.000 4.200 5.000 

Discretionary 
responsibility 200 4.130 0.593 1.000 4.200 5.000 

The students rate all the items very highly, as in general 
the mean is over 4.1 and the median over 4.2. Therefore, 
while studying at a department of economics could favour a 
traditional view of the firm as an instrument for the 
shareholder to realize profits, the students assign almost the 
same weight to all the responsibilities of the business. 
Basically, they do not see a pyramid at all, but rather appear 

to adopt a holistic view of the firm as an institution with a 
wide range of duties and obligations, including those of an 
ethical and social nature. 

The second aspect investigates the attitude of the students 
to act as socially responsible consumers. To this end, 
students were asked to rate various statements, derived 
mainly from Webb et al. [73], on a Likert type scale. Then, 
the statements have been grouped in two subscales, 
regarding their commitment to buying products from 
companies that strongly support their internal or external 
stakeholders (Table 13.). Although the means are relatively 
aligned, the students declared they are more committed to 
buying products from companies that support external rather 
than internal stakeholders.  

Table 13.  Consumer Support for Ethical and Responsible Firms 

Support 
towards N Mean Std. 

dev. Min Median Max 

Internal 
stakeholders 

200 3.090 0.854 1.000 3.140 4.710 

External 
stakeholders 

200 3.120 0.820 1.000 3.170 4.830 

It is notable that, in absolute value, the mean propensity of 
students to support responsible firms through their consumer 
behaviour (Table 13.) is significantly lower than the 
importance they assign to ethics and CSR (Table 10). This 
fact could highlight the existence of a gap between beliefs 
and behavioural intentions.  

The third aspect taken into account comprises the students’ 
attitudes as future employees. To this end, the students were 
asked to rate nine statements derived mainly from 
Aiman-Smith et al. [2] on a Likert type scale, in order to 
evaluate their attitude as a future employee towards ethical 
and responsible companies. The items were grouped in two 
subscales. The first group of sentences aims to rate how 
much the students consider ethical and responsible firms 
attractive as a place to work in. The second group of 
sentences aims to evaluate the extent to which the students 
will be likely to seek a job in a responsible and ethical 
company in the future (Table 14.). 

Table 14.  Intentions as a Future Employee 

 
 

N Mean Std. 
dev. Min Median Max 

Organizational 
attractiveness 200 4.040 0.709 1.000 4.000 5.000 

Job pursuit 
intentions 

200 3.890 0.729 1.600 4.000 5.000 

Also in this case the students expressed a very positive 
attitude towards responsible firms (organizational 
attractiveness has 4 median and over 4 mean), identifying 
them as a desirable place to work. Job pursuit intentions are 
also very high rated. However, the intention to actively 
engage in finding a job in a responsible corporation is rated 
lower than general organizational attractiveness (4 median 
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and 3.89 mean). Probably, other factors (such as pay, 
promotional opportunities, benefits, location, type of work 
etc.) are considered more important. 

4.4. Shaping Students’ Attitudes: Education or Personal 
Perspectives? 

The final step of the research aims to evaluate whether 
student attitudes towards business ethics and corporate social 
performance are influenced by the quantity of education 
received on these issues and if this factor is more or less 
influential than their personal beliefs. To this end, regression 
analyses and independent two-sample t-tests were performed, 
using both the "Quantity of education" as calculated in Table 
9. and the "Overall importance" as calculated in Table 10. as 
independent variables. 

Considering the first aspect (namely, the attitudes towards 
the firm’s responsibilities) the regression analysis shows that 
the quantity of education affects the importance assigned to 
the four issues to a limited extent (Table 15.). 

Table 15.  Regression Models of Attitudes towards Responsibilities of the 
Firm on Quantity of Education 

 Estimate 
Std. 

error 
t statistic p-value 

Economic resp.: 
Quantity of education 

0.0394 0.0312 1.26 0.21 

Legal resp.: 
Quantity of education 

0.0499 0.326 1.53 0.13 

Ethical resp.: 
Quantity of education 

0.0364 0.284 1.28 0.2 

Discretionary resp.: 
Quantity of education 

0.573 0.285 2.01 0.046* 

It appears that only the perception of discretionary 
responsibility is marginally affected by education (estimate 
of 0.573, t statistic of 2.01 and p-value of 0.046). This 
illustrates that undergraduate students in Economics already 
recognize the importance of all the responsibilities of 
business, but a solid business ethics and CSR education can 
increase their expectations of firms’ additional obligations 
(in example, in terms of philanthropic donations or 
discretionary commitment to a worthy cause). 

To deepen the analysis, independent two-sample t-tests 
were performed for all four responsibilities, considering 
whether the student had responded yes or no to the questions 
regarding having taken any obligatory or elective courses on 
business ethics or CSR (Table 16.). 

Only the test on the dimension of “ethical citizenship”, 
relating to an elective course, has marginal statistical 
significance. It confirms that the quantity of education has a 
positive, but limited, influence. 

To compare this effect with that of personal beliefs,      
a regression analysis was performed using "Overall 
importance" (as defined in Table 10.) as an independent 
variable. Results are presented in Table 17. It is possible to 
observe significant coefficient estimates, showing a strong 
correlation with expectations about business responsibilities 

in all four of Carroll’s dimensions. The relation seems to be 
particularly strong for legal, ethical and discretionary 
responsibilities (respectively estimates of 0.3925, 0.3147, 
0.3046, t equal to 6.42, 5.82 and 5.55, and p-values all 
<0.001). It follows that, apparently, the students’ personal 
opinion influences the role they believe a firm should play in 
society, more than the education they received on this issue. 

Table 16.  Independent two sample t-tests on Attitudes towards 
Responsibilities of Firms 

  Mean t statistic p-value 

Economic/any course 
No 
Yes 

4.21 
4.14 

0.674 0.5011 

Economic/obligatory 
course 

No 
Yes 

4.16 
4.22 

-0.687 0.4928 

Economic/elective 
course 

No 
Yes 

4.18 
4.16 

0.217 0.8289 

Legal/any course 
No 
Yes 

4.20 
4.31 

-1.07 0.2874 

Legal/obligatory course 
No 
Yes 

4.25 
4.36 

-1.26 0.2076 

Legal/elective course 
No 
Yes 

4.27 
4.31 

-0.367 0.7145 

Ethical/any course 
No 
Yes 

4.11 
4.19 

-0.83 0.408 

Ethical/obligatory 
course 

No 
Yes 

4.16 
4.20 

-0.51 0.6103 

Ethical/elective course 
No 
Yes 

4.13 
4.28 

-1.99 0.04825* 

Discretionary/any 
course 

No 
Yes 

4.08 
4.14 

-0.704 0.4827 

Discretionary/other 
course 

No 
Yes 

4.09 
4.18 

-1.16 0.2473 

Discretionary/elective 
course 

No 
Yes 

4.09 
4.18 

-1.54 0.1257 

Table 17.  Regression Models of Attitudes towards the Responsibilities of 
Firms on Overall Importance 

 Estimate 
Std. 

error 
t 

statistic p-value 

Economic resp.: 
Overall importance 

0.2004 0.0627 3.2 0.0016* 

Legal resp.: 
Overall importance 

0.3925 0.0612 6.42 <0.001* 

Ethical resp.: 
Overall importance 

0.3147 0.541 5.82 <0.001* 

Discretionary resp.: 
Overall importance 

0.3046 0.0549 5.55 <0.001* 

The second aspect is the support for socially responsible 
companies as a consumer. The regression analysis was 
performed using "Quantity of education" as an independent 
variable. The results show that students with a more in-depth 
business ethics and CSR education do not demonstrate a 
higher propensity to buy from firms committed towards 
internal neither external stakeholders (Table 18.). In fact, the 
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estimates are 0.0247 and 0.0567, with p-values, respectively, 
equal to 0.55 and 0.15. 

Table 18.  Regression Models of Consumer Support for Ethical and 
Responsible Firms on Quantity of Education 

 Estimate 
Std. 

error 
t 

statistic p-value 

Support for int. stakeholder: 
Quantity of education 0.0247 0.0414 0.6 0.55 

Support for ext. stakeholder: 
Quantity of education 0.0567 0.396 1.43 0.15 

These results are confirmed by the independent 
two-sample t-test conducted on the two dimensions of 
consumer support for CSR and the attendance of business 
ethics and CSR courses, which are not significant in almost 
all cases (Table 19.). Once again, taking an elective course 
on business ethics or CSR seems to be the only condition 
capable of influencing the students’ propensity to act as a 
responsible consumer (t = -2.31 with p-value 0.03495 for 
internal stakeholders, and t = -3.23 with p-value 0.001577 for 
external stakeholders). 

Table 19.  Independent two-samples t-tests on Consumer Support towards 
Ethical and Responsible Firms 

  Mean t statistic p-value 

Internal/any course 
No 
Yes 

2.98 
3.14 

-1.16 0.2503 

Internal/obligatory course 
No 
Yes 

3.10 
3.08 

0.212 0.8323 

Internal/elective course 
No 
Yes 

3.00 
3.28 

-2.13 0.03459* 

External/any course 
No 
Yes 

2.98 
3.19 

-1.62 0.1086 

External/obligatory course 
No 
Yes 

3.08 
3.19 

-0.93 0.3535 

External/elective course 
No 
Yes 

3.00 
3.39 

-3.23 0.001577* 

On the other hand, performing a regression analysis using 
"Overall importance" as an independent variable, a very high 
coefficient estimate with a significantly small p-value can be 
observed (Table 20.). The results show a strong relation, with 
regard to both internal and external stakeholders. Once again, 
personal perspective seems to weigh more than education in 
shaping student attitudes. 

Table 20.  Regression Models of Consumer Support towards Ethical and 
Responsible Firms on Overall Importance 

 Estimate 
Std. 

error 
t 

statistic p-value 

CSR to int. stakeholder: 
Overall importance 0.5305 0.0761 6.97 <0.001* 

CSR to ext. stakeholder: 
Overall importance 0.4688 0.0745 6.30 <0.001* 

Finally, the third aspect (namely, the intention of future 
behaviours as an employee) was taken into account, by 

performing a regression analysis on "Quantity of education" 
(Table 21.). A low but positive correlation was found, in 
terms of both organizational attractiveness and job pursuit 
intentions (estimates respectively of 0.0824 and 0.0751, t 
equal to 2.44 and 2.15 and p-values of 0.016 and 0.033). 

Table 21.  Regression Models of Intention as a Future Employee on 
Quantity of Education 

 Estimate 
Std. 

error 
t 

statistic p-value 

Organizational 
attractiveness: 

Quantity of education 
0.0824 0.0338 2.44 0.016* 

Job pursuit intentions: 
Quantity of education 0.0751 0.0349 2.15 0.033* 

Nevertheless, none of the results of the independent 
two-sample t-tests conducted on the two dimensions of 
employee attitude and the attendance of courses on business 
ethics and CSR is significant (Table 22.). This suggests that 
only a high number of courses can influence the approach of 
a prospective employee.  

Table 22.  Independent two-sample t-tests on Future Employee Intentions 

  Mean t statistic p-value 

Organizational/course 
No 
Yes 

4.03 
4.05 

-0.123 0.9019 

Organizational/obligatory 
course 

No 
Yes 

4.06 
4.08 

-0.209 0.8345 

Organizational/elective 
course 

No 
Yes 

4.01 
4.17 

-1.5 0.1365 

Job pursuit/any course 
No 
Yes 

3.84 
3.91 

-6.32 0.5282 

Job pursuit/obligatory 
course 

No 
Yes 

3.89 
3.94 

-0.491 0.624 

Job pursuit/elective course 
No 
Yes 

3.85 
4.01 

-1.51 0.1347 

Finally, Table 23. presents the results of the regression 
analysis conducted using "Overall importance" as an 
independent variable, showing a high estimate for both 
subscales (respectively 0.517 and 0.5442), with p-values that 
are highly significant and <0.001. Also in this latter case, the 
students’ own beliefs appear to be able to shape their future 
behaviour more than the quantity of education. 

Table 23.  Regression Models of Intention as a Future Employee on 
Overall Importance 

 Estimate Std. 
error 

t 
statistic p-value 

Organizational 
attractiveness: Overall 

importance 
0.5170 0.0601 8.60 <0.001* 

Job pursuit intentions: 
Overall importance 0.5442 0.0613 8.88 <0.001* 
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5. Discussion 
In recent decades, there has been a progressive tendency 

towards a widespread growth in the importance of business 
ethics and corporate social responsibility education, at both 
the undergraduate and postgraduate levels ([45]; [52]; [69]). 
The recent global financial crisis, and the increase in the 
number of corporate scandals, have enhanced the awareness 
of the importance of education in guiding the behaviour of 
future business leaders [19]. Teaching business ethics and 
corporate social responsibility to economics and business 
students is perceived to contribute towards shaping the 
attitudes of future managers, positively influencing their 
future ethical responses and social commitment [58]. While 
many empirical studies seems to confirm this relationship, 
some authors claim that economics and business students are 
still surrounded by a cultural environment, that often 
promotes a shareholder value based view of the firm, 
grounded in the cult of profit maximization ([30]; [37]). 
Therefore, to be capable of influence, business ethics and 
CSR should be strongly mainstreamed into degree curricula, 
and not promoted as isolated courses ([22]; [45]; [61]; [66]). 
Moreover, some scholars argue that teaching business ethics 
and CSR at the bachelor lever is too late to be effective. In 
fact, by this stage student values and opinions have to a large 
extent already been established, and are difficult to reshape 
through university education ([33]; [40]; [55]). 

In this framework, with reference to the still little studied 
Italian context, this paper contributed to explore how 
students’ personal perspectives on business ethics and 
corporate social responsibility influence their attitudes. Then 
a comparison was established with the effect of the quantity 
of ethic and CSR education. The results of this exploratory 
study provide at least three important contributions. 

Firstly, in relation to the quantity of education received, 
the empirical data appears to show that the students at times 
fail to recognise business ethics and CSR education when 
embedded in a course focused on other topics. This fact 
implicitly suggests the existence of a threshold of visibility 
for effective teaching of these issues.  

Secondly, as emerges in the prevalent literature, the 
finding supports the idea that business ethics and CSR 
courses can be effective in shaping students’ attitudes, but 
only to a limited extent, and with particular reference to a 
greater number of elective exams. Isolated courses and 
fragmented programs, which are typical of the Italian HEIs 
framework, demonstrated to have a poor level of 
effectiveness. 

Thirdly, personal opinions and perspectives have been 
shown to have a greater relation with student attitudes 
toward business ethics and CSR. This validates the idea that 
individual level factors and beliefs, accrued before (and 
regardless of) undergraduate studies, significantly contribute 
to shape their behaviours as citizens and as future corporate 
managers and executives [48]. 

6. Conclusions 
Branching out from this specific case study, some final 

considerations can be drawn.  
Even if this is only an exploratory study and further 

confirmation is necessary, it seems that only a high quantity 
of dedicated CRS and business ethics education is effective 
in reshaping students’ attitudes. This suggests the 
opportunity of carefully designing curricula, for an effective 
learning. Moreover, personal opinions and previous beliefs 
remain very important in shaping the future attitudes of 
students, despite a high quantity of CSR and business ethics 
education. Thus, it could be beneficial to begin teaching 
these issues before university studies (in example, at high 
school level).  

With specific reference to practical recommendations, this 
study can potentially be useful for managers involved in 
hiring employees for positions requiring ethics and CSR 
competences. In the future, recruitment policies will 
probably take ethics and social attitudes into a greater 
account, as they are perceived acting as a catalyst, to 
stimulate corporate citizenship. Typically, during the 
selection process, and particularly in the case of recent 
graduates, significant importance is given to the university 
curriculum. Based on the findings of this paper, recruiters 
should also take into account personal perspectives and 
beliefs. In fact, they appear to shape student attitudes more 
than education. Thus, the judgment on the curriculum vitae 
should be complemented by a careful evaluation of the 
candidate's effective values and propensities. 

While this paper has provided fruitful initial insights into 
the comparison between education and personal perspectives 
on student attitudes, as well as the framework of business 
ethics and CSR education in Italy, it does however have a 
number of limitations. First, the findings stem from a single 
department investigation. This fact implies that the results 
cannot be readily generalized, although it might also be 
argued that the institution in question can be considered 
representative of the Italian context. With regard to 
education on business ethics and CSR, only the quantitative 
aspect was evaluated, while the quality of education could 
also have a strong influence on its effectiveness. Moreover, 
the indicators used to measure personal perspectives could 
be improved, as this was evaluated by taking into account 
self-disclosed student information, which may not be 
entirely reliable. At the same time, a wider and more detailed 
range of aspects could be taken into account when assessing 
student attitudes towards business ethics and corporate social 
responsibility.  

Following this research, it is possible to suggest some 
aspects deserving further investigation. As this is an 
exploratory study, additional data are necessary to confirm 
the extent of personal beliefs’ impact on students’ attitudes. 
Moreover, additional research is required to determine the 
differential influences of an education based on standalone 
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business ethics and CSR courses, and courses that only 
embed them in different core arguments. 
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