OPENING BUSINESS STUDENTS' EYES: EMBEDDING ETHICS THROUGH SERVICE LEARNING
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Abstract: The main contention of this paper is that the underlying aim behind efforts to integrate ethics into the business school curriculum is in order to motivate and enable future business leaders to manage ethically and respond effectively to the challenges of sustainable development. Conceptualising ethics education in terms of eliciting behavioural change enables access into the insights provided by social psychological research into factors affecting behaviour, such as self-efficacy, subjective norms, knowledge, awareness, attitudes and role models. MSc students studying entrepreneurship applied their entrepreneurial skills to help social enterprises achieve their objectives as part of their assessed coursework. With reference to a content analysis of their reflections, it is argued that such placements address these key factors identified as predicting behavioural change in a way that more traditional pedagogies cannot.
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In this paper, it is proposed that the implicit aim of business ethics education is to influence the future behaviour of business students to enable them to avoid unethical behaviour and adopt responsible business/working practices in their future careers. Thus it makes sense to draw on insights from behavioural theory to develop optimum means of achieving this aim within the constraints of a business or management degree. Based on a review of behavioural research, it is proposed that service learning provides such a means. In this paper, outcomes from a service learning initiative are explored by means of a content analysis of reflective paragraphs of the students who took part. Themes are categorised according to the antecedents of behaviour proposed by Ajzen’s ‘Theory of Planned Behaviour’ (1985).  
Context
Like many other Business Schools we have debated the relative merits of embedding ethics education throughout the curriculum versus stand-alone courses. Disadvantages of embedding ethics are that instructors are unlikely to be expert in teaching that subject, and may lack either motivation, skills or confidence in teaching outside their area of expertise (Cant & Kulik, 2009). Another difficulty is sourcing materials and texts, as few core course set texts include a sufficient coverage of ethics (Baetz & Sharpe, 2004). However, the disadvantage of most stand-alone courses in business ethics is that they are usually optional courses so many students will not take them. Indeed it is a plausible concern that those that do are already more inclined to care about ethical issues than those that don’t, hence the likelihood of ethical education being focused on those least in need of it. Conversely, and even more importantly, leaving out those potentially most in need of it! Like many other Business Schools, timetabling constraints made it extremely difficult to introduce Business Ethics as a core subject, so we sought more innovative means of embedding ethics into our curriculum. The tradition of service-learning, which can also be classified as a type of experiential learning, presented itself as an alternative approach to ethical education. 

Service learning incorporates community engagement into the curriculum and has been proposed as a means of combining civic participation with socially responsive education i.e. education in the key problems and challenges facing society (such as Sustainable Development) first-hand experience of these social issues in the community and attainment of the experience and skills to address these challenges (Altman, 1996). A review of the service-learning literature by Eyler et al. (2001) for example, demonstrates that service-learning has a positive effect on students’ moral development, sense of social responsibility and improves students' ability to apply what they have learned in ‘the real world’. A more recent meta-analysis of service-learning initiatives indicates that it leads to positive outcomes academically, personally and in terms of citizenship behaviours, particularly for students at the Higher Education level and where structured reflection is built into the process (Conway et al., 2009). 

Service learning seemed to provide an innovative means of embedding ethical awareness into our MSc entrepreneurship module. Very few (4/41) of the students on this course chose to take the Business Ethics option, and like many Business/Management School students appeared to be embedded in the culture and values of profit maximisation, thus there was little danger of  ‘preaching to the converted’. Indeed, of all business people, entrepreneurs especially have been accused of anti-social tendencies by some researchers (King & Roberts, 1992; Morris et al., 2002). While this is a stereotype that has been contested (Longenecker et al., 2006), the typical entrepreneurship curriculum often draws on case studies that present role models of entrepreneurs who have achieved success by breaking the rules and operating at the margins of ethically acceptable behaviour and role models of enterprises that are ruthlessly profit driven with little if no attention paid to social or environmental impacts (Bhide & Stevenson, 1990).

However, in terms of offering ‘socially responsive knowledge’ that could be translated into positive behaviour that could potentially address society’s key issues within the business domain, entrepreneurs are an obvious target. The essence of entrepreneurship is innovation, overthrowing old structures with new (Schumpeter, 1934), turning problems into opportunities and creating something from nothing. Social enterprises have been lauded and promoted as an alternative business model that can deliver social goods in an economically sustainable fashion. Reedy and Learmonth (2009) propose incorporating coverage of such alternative business structures into the curriculum as an antidote to the typical focus on instrumental values and to challenge the assumption that the managed corporation is the only desirable form of organisation. Also, even if students are exposed to a critical view of corporate activity, this will not necessarily empower them to seek change, unless they are also exposed to some alternative models.

The central tenet of this paper is that simply exposing students to an organisational culture that has ethics and social responsibility at its heart has the potential to positively influence students’ ethical perceptions, intentions and potentially their future behaviour. This tenet is suggested by the rich literature on the powerful effect of work and social norms on behaviour which date as far back as Aristotle, who in his Nichomachean Ethics, describes ethics as a habit of virtue, learned by observation and through a modelling process, and continues through to the modern day in the literature on social learning theory (Bandura, 1977a), self-efficacy theory (Bandura, 1977b) norms (Cialdini et al., 1990), self-fulfilling prophesies (Rosenthal, 1994) and planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1985).

Literature on behaviour Change
In this section, social psychological literature pertaining to behaviour is discussed. The section finishes with a summary of how this literature can inform the choice of pedagogies that will best provide students with the knowledge, motivation and skills to contribute positively to society in their future activities. 

Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977a) proposes that individuals learn by imitating the behaviour of others. Based on experiments which showed that children will copy behaviours they see others performing, Bandura showed how behaviour is influenced by both psychological and environmental factors. Social learning thus allows employees to influence co-workers’ behaviour through modelling (Brown, Trevino & Harrison, 2005). Although much of the research has looked at modelling of anti-social behaviour (Robinson & O’Leary-Kelly, 1998), the same processes can apply when modelling pro-social behaviour. Indeed there is a wide body of literature discussing the educational benefits of role models (Hannula et al., 2007; Paice, Heard & Moss, 2002). For example, in the context of medical education, Cruess, Cruess and Steinert (2008) draw attention to the means by which the observed behaviours and attitudes of role models are converted into the belief patterns and behaviours of the students and caution that “teachers need to be aware of the conscious and unconscious components of learning from role modelling, so that the net effect of the process is positive” (p.718).

Dobson and Armstrong (1995) highlight the essential role played by moral exemplars, or role models in ethics teaching, claiming that: “The role of exemplars is critical for the application of virtue ethics because it is from these individuals that the virtues are disseminated throughout the profession” (p. 189-190). Dean (1992) promotes the use positive exemplars to act as role models, for example to illustrate how such individuals deal with ethically sensitive situations, and behave ethically in practice. Similarly, Knapp, Louwers and Weber (1998) suggest celebrating accounting heroes as a means to promote ethical accounting practices.

Cognitive science research supports the important role of exemplars as they tap into the way in which our brain processes information and learns: “The exemplar theory suggests, however, that what moral learning consists in may not be (primarily) the learning of rules but the acquisition of pertinent exemplars or examples…. A morally suitable role model may be didactically more effective than a set of behavioural maxims” (Goldman, 1993:341). There is therefore an argument that focusing on good business or ‘moral exemplars’ may be an effective means by which to instil ethics. 

There has been little research into the effectiveness of positive role models in business ethics education. However, a study comparing different methods to develop moral motivation, found that teaching methods using moral exemplars were more effective in increasing resolve to have moral courage than traditional methods or exhortation ( Christensen, Barnes & Rees 2007). Similarly, in their study of over 1600 US undergraduates, Perry and Nixon (2005) found that role models can exert a positive influence on ethical standards. Further, Lockwood and Kunda (1997, 1999) have found that exposing students to positive role models can inspire students to emulate the role model, but only as long as the role model’s achievements seem attainable.

The most widely known behavioural model is the Theory of Planned Behaviour (Ajzen, 1985) which proposes that behaviour is affected by attitudes, subjective norms and perceived behavioural control (See Figure 1). A meta-analysis of tests of the Theory of Planned Behaviour totalling together a sample of nearly a million people showed it to be one of the most predictive models of behaviour (Armitage & Conner, 2001), with the combination of subjective norm, attitude and perceived behavioural control correlating 0.63 with behavioural intention, and a correlation of 0.52 between intention plus PBC with actual behaviour. The Theory of Planned Behaviour has thus been used in a wide variety of contexts that aim to change behaviour such as green marketing (Kalafatis et al., 1999), health behaviours (Connor & Sparks, 1996) and pro-environmental behaviours (Tonglet, Phillips & Read, 2004). 

Figure 1. Theory of Planned Behaviour.
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The concept of perceived behavioural control originated from Self-Efficacy Theory (Bandura, 1977a) which relates to one’s power or capacity to produce a desired effect. The concept derives from Social Cognitive Theory (Bandura, 1986) which emphasises the importance of enhancing a person’s behavioural capability and self-confidence. The advantages of greater self-efficacy include higher motivation in the face of obstacles and better chances of persisting over time without formal supervision. In his review on pro-environmental behaviour, Barr ( 2004) reported that the extent to which individuals feel competent and able to perform a given behaviour (self-efficacy) as well as their perception that such action will have a tangible positive effect (response efficacy) is a key factor in whether they will perform the behaviour. Numerous other studies have demonstrated that notions of perceived control or perceived behavioural barriers are additional significant predictors of sustainable behaviour (Axelrod & Lehman, 1993; Ellen, Wiener & Cobbwalgren, 1991; Grob, 1995; Tanner & Kast, 2003; Kalafatis et al, 1999).

Attitudes are influenced by beliefs, knowledge, awareness and evaluations regarding how rewarding the outcomes will be. The subjective norm refers to beliefs held regarding others’ views and attitudes towards such behaviour, and how important these people’s views are to us. A distinction has been drawn between descriptive norms, which provide information on what others do, and injunctive norms which express the level of social approval/disapproval of certain behaviours (Cialdini, et al., 1990). Both of these have been found to influence behaviour independently. For example, a study on the effectiveness of different types of campaigns to encourage recycling found that the more viewers believed that other people recycled (descriptive norm) and the more they believed that recycling was approved of by their peers (injunctive norm) the greater their intentions to recycle (Cialdini, 2003). Many such studies have provided overwhelming empirical support for the influence of social norms on behaviour, for example in relation to towel re-use in hotels (Goldstein, 2008); energy conservation (Gockeritz, 2010; Nolan et al., 2008); and water consumption (Corral-Verdugo, 2002). 

Studies on ethical decision-making support the notion that peer-group plays a significant role, for example Zey-Ferrell et al., (1979) found that respondents’ perceptions regarding the beliefs of their peers was the strongest predictor of ethical behaviour. Trevino’s (1986) interactionist model of ethical decision-making in organisations includes situational moderators such as immediate job context, organisational culture and referent others. Even under the category of individual moderators, Trevino includes the concept of ‘field dependence’ to allow for the extent to which individuals will depend upon external social referents to guide their behaviour. Similarly, Ferrell and Gresham (1985) proposed a contingency framework in which ethical issues arise from the social or cultural environment, and decisions are made on the basis of both individual factors (e.g. values, knowledge and attitudes), and organisational factors such as significant others (managers and peers). Hunt and Vitell (1986) similarly emphasise the role that social, cultural and organisational factors play in ethical decision-making. Even those researchers who have challenged these linear cognitive models of ethical decision-making on the basis that they under estimate the role of unconscious processes (Haidt, 2001; Reynolds, 2006), still maintain the importance of our normative societal beliefs, as they form the basis of our prototypes, which in turn form the foundation of our information-processing systems.

The message from the social psychology literature then is clear, we are profoundly affected by the social context, and targeting beliefs about how others are behaving tends to have a more powerful influence on behaviour than other kinds of information. However, the influence of descriptive norms can also backfire, if the information being presented suggests that an undesirable behaviour is common (Cialdini, 2003). Hence there is the danger that failing to provide positive descriptive norms of responsible business behaviour, and instead focussing class discussions on business ethics failures could create a descriptive norm of unethical conduct. Thus our perceptions of how other people behave can affect our own behaviour – a phenomenon known as the self-fulfilling prophesy. As argued by Ghoshal (2005), assumptions regarding human behaviour implicit in management theories can turn into self-fulfilling prophesies, a process that been well understood and researched by social psychologists, but not necessarily taken on board in the design of management theory courses. For example, management theories that assume everyone is motivated purely by self-interest could create a descriptive norm of unethical conduct. It has been argued that theories such as Agency Theory and Transaction Cost Economics that assume managers cannot be trusted to behave responsibly can make managers less trustworthy (Ghoshal, 2005) as managers adapt their behaviour to conform to expectations.  Self-fulfilling prophesies can also be mediated via the ‘sucker effect’ (Schnake, 1991) which describes the tendency to reduce one’s effort or co-operation to avoid being taken advantage of by others who we fear will pursue their self-interest at our expense. These fears are supported by studies which have found increased cynicism by business students regarding typical business behaviour (e.g. Cagle & Baucus, 2006; Cole & Smith, 1996). Donaldson (2008) similarly argues that managers suffer from negative stereotyping; claiming that management school academics propound a critical view of business managers based on a small sample of cases, and use these to form generalisations about their tendency to unethical conduct.

Conceptualising these beliefs as stereotypes, allows access into the rich literature and research findings on stereotyping; its causes, consequences and means of overcoming. For example, Allport (1954) proposed the contact hypothesis which proposes that contact with the stereotyped group is a key means of reducing prejudice, on the basis that prejudice is a result of generalisations and oversimplifications about a group of people based on mistaken or incomplete information. Therefore, so long as the stereotyped group does not conform to these stereotypes, beliefs about this category of people will be modified on the basis of direct experience. 

Drawing attention away from what businesses do wrong, and focussing it instead on businesses whose mission it is to contribute to the social good, builds descriptive and injunctive norms of positive enterprise and may enable the dynamic of self-fulfilling prophesies to operate in a more positive fashion. One way to overcome negative stereotypes of business is through contact with businesses and entrepreneurs that contradict the stereotype. Social enterprises provide a positive example of enterprises that, by their very definition, aim to operate for public good, as opposed to private gain. Therefore the owners and workforce of such enterprises are likely to have values that are more pro-social and/or pro-environmental than those of a typical commercial corporation, and a more ethical organisational culture (Shaw, et al., 2002). Those that choose to work in such an environment are generally motivated by more altruistic values and are more intrinsically motivated (Guzman & Santos, 2001). In addition, like many entrepreneurs, social entrepreneurs are typically good at generating social capital, building networks, and keen to inspire those around them (Sharir, 2006), and thus well-placed to replace negative stereotypes with positive role models.

Method
The Social Enterprise placements took place as part of an assessed piece of coursework for a core MSc course on Entrepreneurship. Students could choose between a standard essay or contributing eight hours to a social enterprise placement and writing a report. Over half of the students on the course (23 out of 41) chose the social enterprise option, and it was roughly an equal mix of males and females. The main body of the data comes in the form of a content analysis of feedback from the students which they wrote as a reflexive paragraph as part of their assessed coursework. The methodology involved a preliminary reading of the responses to allow a greater sensitivity to the data. In a second reading, specific themes suggested by Ajzen’s Theory of Planned Behaviour and their frequency counts were identified. 
Results and Discussion
The frequency counts of the themes with illustrative quotes are given in Table 1. The most common theme in the students’ reflective paragraphs was that their volunteering experience had increased their self-efficacy in the social enterprise domain. Many statements incorporated an explicit statement of the benefits of ‘learning by doing’ over classroom learning and a description of how the placement increased their skills, competencies and/or confidence in the domain of entrepreneurship. The social enterprise placement also introduced students to people working within that sector and thus increased their network in this field, which is an important aspect of successful entrepreneurship, an additional outcome that several students explicitly notes in their narratives.

Another prevalent theme was that the placements had raised students’ awareness of social enterprise and opened their eyes to the positive role that enterprise can play in society. Some comments expressed a general theme of having had their outlook broadened and several of the international students expressed that this was the first time they had come across enterprises that pay attention to the triple bottom line of profit, society and environment as part of their mission. 

Many of the comments expressed feelings of having been inspired by the social entrepreneurs themselves, indicating that these social entrepreneurs may act as role models for how the students would like to be in their future careers as entrepreneurs. The social enterprise placements were clearly positively reinforcing for the students, with adjectives such as “exciting”, “rewarding” “inspiring”, “enjoyable” being used to describe the experience. This aspect relates to motivational aspects of behaviour, and indeed, six students explicitly expressed an intention to continue volunteering, or incorporate social goals into any future enterprises they may start up, and three more implied such an intention.

Lastly, the prevalent comment that they had learned more from the placement than they could have done from theory, implies that the social enterprise placements were more effective in enhancing students’ appreciation of the positive contribution enterprise can make to society than any amount of lecturing could have achieved. 

Table 1. Table of themes with illustrative quotes
	Theme
	Frequency count
	Illustrative quote

	1. Attitudes (knowledge, beliefs, awareness, motivational factors)
1a. Made aware of possibilities of ethical business/social enterprise

1b Rewarding experience

1c Effect of placement on values, attitudes or motivation
	19

18

5
	‘Personally, before studying this module, I had a little familiarity with the enterprise that has its prior objectives in society…..I truly believe that the advantage of social enterprises will contribute to economic sustainability in the long-term.’

‘The experience of working with a social enterprise is one that I enjoyed greatly, and helped me balance my experiences of commercial environments.’

‘I believe that being committed to a project where I feel and I can and so ‘will’ make a difference inspires me to commit whole heartedly and consequently allows a far more proactive and creative approach to problem solving.’

	2. Subjective norm

2a. Social entrepreneurs/ enterprise acted as inspirational role model

2b. Changed expectations or assumptions and descriptive norms about enterprise
	7

7
	‘I did not fully appreciate how heavily a firm’s mission statement and culture influences their decision making until spending some time with XXX and his team…He has opened my eyes to the concept of operating a successful, dynamic and entrepreneurial business for an objective other than profit.’

‘Having the opportunity to work with the XXXX Project has been an inspiration to me as an aspiring entrepreneur.’



	3. Perceived Behavioural Control

3a Self-Efficacy – increased skills, confidence, competency in social enterprise domain

3b. Exposure to successful role models

c. Networking benefits
	23

7

4
	‘We managed to create a feasible business model that, when followed, can lead to international expansion, by only using few contacts within this system….Before I next start a social enterprise project I will make use of this model to analyse the prospective structure to ensure that possible pitfalls are identified early and remedies to these are available and embedded.’

‘the most powerful lesson I have taken away, is that a small dedicated workforce can achieve a great deal if they are committed and unified. Despite the fact that the project is only run by the entrepreneurs themselves, one part- time worker and six volunteers, they have been able to bring opportunities to youths around Southampton.’

‘While working on this assignment we had the opportunity to meet a lot of people involved in the development of entrepreneurship amongst students. This was a good opportunity to grow our own network.’

	4. Intentions.

4a Future behaviour
	9
	‘As a result of this project I am more interested in establishing an organisation on the lines of a social enterprise, which has a community value.’

‘After volunteering for such brilliant company, any business that I will start in the future should perform at least some social function’

	5. Comments on learning method

5a Learn from practice rather than theory
	22
	‘Learning by practicing with a real enterprise helps me gain broader knowledge than just studying from textbooks.’


Conclusion

One aim of business ethics education is to elicit pro-social ethical behaviour in future managers and business leaders. A common adage is that the greatest predictor of future behaviour is past behaviour. By encouraging students to volunteer for an enterprise with a pro-social mission, this provided a practical experience of volunteering in a socially responsible business environment, thus increasing the likelihood that they will seek out or create similar experiences for themselves in the future. One can explain this in terms of a number of different theories. For example both knowledge of social enterprise, perceived behavioural control and self-efficacy in the social enterprise domain clearly increased following contact with social enterprises i.e. they now know more about what it takes to run a social enterprise. Added to this, exposure to an organisational culture that propounds pro-social values in the field of enterprise increased both descriptive and injunctive norms regarding socially responsible business, as well as providing role models to emulate. There is also the effect of positive reinforcement as the students found the experience to be a rewarding one as shown by the narratives. As indicated by the students themselves, the social enterprise placements ticks all these boxes in a way that other pedagogies such as lecturing, class-work, case studies and so on cannot.

Social enterprise placements present an alternative model of enterprise that share the entrepreneurial challenges of creating value, solving a problem, and creating something from nothing, but with profit being viewed as a means to enable the social aims of the enterprise to be realised, rather as an end in its own right – an approach that initially surprised, and then ultimately inspired many of the students. This paper argues that exposing students directly to a business culture that is predicated upon social responsibility is an effective means to embed pro-social business values in the curriculum. Here responsible enterprise is not presented a hypothetical ideal, but is being lived in practice. Example can be the best means of ‘silent exhortation’ - to quote Benjamin Franklin: “Tell me and I forget, show me and I remember, involve me and I understand” (Benjamin Franklin, 1706–1790). 
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