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ABSTRACT

Job satisfaction and organisational commitment are variables that have been frequently studied. How-
ever, the relationship between ethical decision-making and these two variables are seldom explored.
This study conducted on 200 employees from public and private companies in various parts of Kuala
Lumpur, aims to investigate the relationship between these three variables. Instruments were used from
Paolillo & Vitell (2002), Hunt, Wood & Chonko (1989) and Dubinsky & Hartley (1986) to measure
ethics, organisational commitment and job satisfaction respectively. Results show that there is a
positive correlation between ethics and organisational commitment and between job satisfaction
and organisational commitment. However, contrary to expectations, there is no significant corre-
lation between ethics and job satisfaction. The negative correlation between organisational commit-
ment and position (r = -0.288, p< 0.1) suggests that people higher up in the hierarchy are less commit-
ted towards the organisation.  The absence of any significant correlation between ethics and age, expe-
rience, and position is also contrary to previous studies conducted in the West.  This suggests that,
unlike the West, ethics does not increase or decrease with age, experience, and position.

ABSTRAK

Kepuasan kerja dan komitmen organisasi adalah pembolehubah-pembolehubah yang kerap dikaji. Walau
bagaimanapun, hubungan antara pembuat keputusan beretika dan kedua-dua pembolehubah jarang
dikaji. Kajian ini dibuat ke atas 200 orang pekerja yang terdiri daripada syarikat am dan prebet di
Kuala Lumpur. Ia bertujuan untuk mengkaji perhubungan di antara tiga pembolehubah-pembolehubah
tersebut. Borang soal-selidik daripada Paolillo & Vitell (2002), Hunt, Wood & Chonko (1989) dan
Dubinsky & Hartley (1986) digunakan untuk mengukur etika, komitmen organisasi dan kepuasan kerja.
Hasil kajian menunjukkan terdapat korelasi positif di antara etika dan komitmen organisasi dan di
antara kepuasan pekerjaan dan komitmen organisasi. Walau bagaimanapun, tidak seperti yang dijangka,
tiada korelasi yang signifikan di dapati di antara etika dan kepuasan kerja. Korelasi negatif di antara
komitmen organisasi dan kedudukan (r= -.288, p<0.1) menunjukkan bahawa pekerja yang berpangkat
tinggi kurang komitmen terhadap organisasi. Ketiadaan korelasi yang signifikan di antara etika dan

ht
tp

://
m

m
j.u

um
.e

du
.m

y



2

umur, pengalaman dan kedudukan adalah bertentangan dengan kajian yang dibuat di barat. Ini
menunjukkan bahawa, tidak seperti di barat, etika tidak bertambah atau berkurangan  dengan umur,
pengalaman dan kedudukan.

INTRODUCTION

The area of business ethics has received con-
siderable attention from the corporate, academic
and public sectors over the past decades.  As
awareness of ethical business behaviour is in-
creasing worldwide, it is therefore important for
business executives to develop an understanding
of the ethical decision-making process, or more
precisely, the correlates of ethics.  Business eth-
ics can be regarded as the application of general
ethical ideas to business behaviour.  In today’s
competitive business environment, many compa-
nies try to get by with unethical business prac-
tices in order to be sustainable.  With the increased
number  of cases of reported fraud and mis-
management of large and small firms, greater
focus has now been given to ethics in business.
Besides,  more and more businesses are now
realising that unethical behaviour is costly to the
firms, their employees, their investors and so-
ciety.

Consequently, analysis have given much
consideration in identifying the correlates of
ethics, which can be job satisfaction and
organisational commitment. In the light of these
considerations, it is the primary aim of this
research to investigate the correlation between
ethical decision-making, job satisfaction, and
organisational commitment. The correlation of
these three variables with the demographic
variables such as age, experience, qualifications
and position are also examined as a secondary aim
of this research.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Ethics
Business ethics comprise moral principles and
standards that guide behaviour in the world of
business (Ferrell & Gresham, 1985). Ethics can
be regarded as the study of standards of conduct

and moral judgement, or the concept of right and
wrong behaviour. Ethics can determine if our
actions are moral or immoral.  It deals with the
fundamental human relationships - how we think
and behave towards others and how we want them
to think and act towards us.

Perceived unethical practices can be de-
fined as the degree to which a respondent agrees
that a situation has a problematic ethical context
(Hunt & Vitell, 1986).  An individual should be
able to perceive that an ethical dilemma exists
before he or she will engage in the process of ethi-
cal decision-making.  According to Hunt & Vitell
(1986), perception of an ethical problem triggers
the ethical decision-making process.  A number
of studies also examined socio-demographical
influences on ethical decision-making.  Age was
found to be among the factors that significantly
influence an individual’s ethical values.  Also,
gender was found to be a significant variable in-
fluencing ethical or unethical behaviour (Glover,
Bumpus, Sharp & Munchus, 2002).  Mehta &
Keng (1984) found that job position, age and in-
come were significantly correlated to perceptions
of unethical situations in that the higher the posi-
tion, age or income of the executives, the more
unethical the situations were perceived.

Job Satisfaction
Job satisfaction has been defined as a constella-
tion of a person’s attitudes toward or about a job
as a whole. There are many theories of job satis-
faction, some of which are now of historical in-
terest (e.g. Herzberg, Mausner, & Snyderman’s
1959) Two-Factor theory. Some have not been
well supported by empirical research (e.g. need
comparison theories) and a few show promise of
becoming major theories (e.g. high performance
cycle and value theory), but relatively little work
has been done to develop comprehensive theo-
ries of job satisfaction (Dipboye, Smith & Howell,
1994). In conclusion, it can be said that there are
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considerable differences between the theories of
job satisfaction.  Consequently, the current re-
search treats job satisfaction as a constellation of
a person’s attitudes towards or about a job as a
whole, rather than examining its separate facets.

Data suggest that global job satisfaction
does tend to increase with age for all demographic
groups, including women and minorities (Bourne,
1982 & Rhodes, 1983).  However, the only facet
satisfaction measure that has consistently in-
creased with age across studies is work facet
satisfaction (Hunt & Saul, 1975; Rhodes, 1983;
Bourne, 1982).  One explanation can be provided
by the gravitational hypothesis (Wilk, Desmarais
& Sackett, 1995), which state that people tend to
move towards and actually end up in jobs for
which they are most suited. Another possible ex-
planation is that people often perceive that, as they
get older, they will have fewer job opportunities
(Pond & Geyer, 1987) and as a consequence, be-
come more appreciative of, and less irritable about
their job situations. Apart from age, tenure was
found to moderate the relationship between the
person and the environment, in that teachers with
longer tenure generally fit the school better than
their colleagues with shorter tenure (Ostroff &
Rothausen, 1997).

The argument whether men, by virtue of
their sex alone, tend to be more satisfied in their
jobs than women (or vice versa) was aptly
summarised by Hulin & Smith (1964). They main-
tained that no sex differences in job satisfaction
exist and that any sex differences are really surro-
gates for differences in pay, education, tenure, and
job level.  Subsequent research seems to corrobo-
rate their view. For instance, Brush, Moch, &
Pooyan (1987), and Smith, Olsen, & Falgout
(1991) reported no difference between the global
job satisfaction of men and women. Apart from
global job satisfaction, there are also, no consis-
tent differences in facet satisfaction between the
sexes.  Both men and women have reported satis-
faction with intrinsic (e.g. job autonomy) and ex-
trinsic (e.g. pay) job characteristics (Andrisani &
Shapiro, 1978; Weaver, 1978; Witt & Nye, 1992).
Lewis (1992) obtained results, which indicated
that management of problem employees does not
differ significantly between the sexes, but women
have more problems with their own superiors than

do men.  Overall, women are as satisfied as men
with the fairness of their treatment, but are much
more likely to say they have recently lost a job or
job reward due to discrimination.

Most of the research on racial differences
in job satisfaction has focused on black and white
differences in America.  The data have shown
fairly consistently that African American
workers are not as satisfied as Caucasian
workers (Slocum & Strawser, 1982; Weaver,
1977), although the differences are usually not large.

Organisational Commitment
Webster’s dictionary (1992) defines commitment
as  “the state of intellectual and emotional
adherence to some political, social or religious
theory or action or practice…something which
engages one to do something…a continuing
obligation” and “the state to being obligated or
bound” (as by intellectual or emotional ties). An
alternative definition was “engagement or involve-
ment” (Brown, 1996).  Commitment means de-
sire and acceptance. An individual wants to strive
for the object, certain goals and values, or he or
she wants to be a member in some system or so-
cial aspect (Jarvi, 1997).  There is a psychologi-
cal link between an individual and an object, an
integration of goals and values (Allen & Meyer,
1996).  Organizational commitment refers to the
strength of attachment of a person to his or her
organization (Arnold, Cooper, & Robertson,
1998).

Many of the previous studies on the posi-
tive consequences of organizational commitment
have been based on Porter, Steers, Mowday, &
Boulian (1974), Meyer & Allen (1991, 1997), and
Randall (1990). Previous research has also stated
that commitment is a multi-dimensional work at-
titude.  Allen & Meyer (1990) contended that the
net sum of a person’s commitment to the organi-
zation reflects each of the separable psychologi-
cal states, which are affective attachment, per-
ceived costs and obligation.  Meyer & Allen
(1997) suggested that a “committed employee is
one who will stay with the organization through
thick and thin, attends work regularly, puts in a
full day, protects company assets, and shares com-
pany goals.”  Positive outcomes or outputs at work
will often cause higher commitment.  Generally,
outputs at work can mean fulfillment of the

Malaysian Management Journal 7 (2), 1-11 (2003)

ht
tp

://
m

m
j.u

um
.e

du
.m

y



4

individual’s needs - for example, an employee may
have received things, which are important to him
or her. Outputs could be, intrinsic in nature (such
as doing a job which the worker finds interesting),
and/or extrinsic in nature (pay, promotions, good
working conditions, and having social interactions
with fellow workers) (Mottaz, 1988).  Thus, these
outputs act as instruments in facilitating the level
of commitment of an individual.

It is now generally accepted that emplo-
yees’ commitment to the organization can take
various forms, and that the antecedents and con-
sequences of each can be quite different (Meyer
& Allen, 1997; O’Reilly & Chatman, 1986).  If
antecedents are positive, they cause commitment
and an intention to stay in the organization and
also involvement in the job. Research within this
perspective has tended to focus on individual
differences as antecedents of commitment,
revealing that factors such as age and organiza-
tional tenure tend to co-vary with one’s position
in the organization and are known to positively
correlate with commitment (Allen & Meyer, 1990;
Angle & Perry, 1981; Lok & Crawford, 2001;
Mathieu & Zajac, 1990; Mowday, Porter, & Steers,
1982; Steers, 1977; Williams & Hazer, 1986).
Mathieu & Zajac (1990) further suggested that
older workers are more satisfied with their job,
receiving better positions and having “cognitively
justified” their remaining in the organization.

However, the relationship between age and
organisational commitment is not as clear-cut as
the above studies seem to suggest. The proposi-
tion that younger and older workers may view
work and self in fundamentally different ways is
not new. Life-career-stage models expressed by
Levinson, Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & McKee
(1978) suggested that the early years are years of
establishment (e.g., establishing a niche and “ma-
king it” so that progress can be monitored by self
and others), the later years are associated with a
stronger sense of self, work, and life. Neverthe-
less, Irving, Coleman & Cooper (1997) found that
age did not significantly correlate with either nor-
mative or affective facets of commitment.  They
concluded that age could be a significant corre-
late of commitment in a homogeneous sample
rather than in a heterogeneous sample like theirs.
In addition, findings by other scholars (Tan &

Akhtar, 1998) also support the fact that age corre-
lated negatively with normative and affective com-
mitment.

In terms of gender, Aven, Parker, &
McEvoy (1993) found that gender and affective
commitment were unrelated.  In addition, re-
search done in the past reports a weak relation-
ship between gender and commitment (Mathieu
& Zajac, 1990).  There have also been researches
indicating that gender has no direct effect on the
overall organizational commitment (Ngo & Tsang,
1998; Parasuraman & Greenhaus, 1993).

As mentioned above, organizational com-
mitment could be divided into 3 components,
which are affective, normative, and continuance
commitment.  As Allen & Meyer (1990) stated,
“Employees with strong affective commitment
remain because they want to, those with strong
continuance commitment remain because they
need to, and those with strong normative com-
mitment remain because they feel they ought to
do so”.  However, the current research adopts the
simple approach of Hunt, Wood & Chonko (1989)
that treats organisational commitment as a single
construct and does not make distinctions between
the three aforesaid components of commitment.

While the above-mentioned literature ex-
plored the relationships between the variables of
ethics, organisational commitment and job satis-
faction on the one hand, and the demographic
variables on the other, there seems to be a lack of
literature on how ethics, organizational commit-
ment and job satisfaction could be related to one
another.  Thus, it is the primary aim of this re-
search to fill in that literature gap. It is reasonable
to propose a theory that people who are more
satisfied tend to feel more attached towards the
organization and vice-versa.  It is also conceiv-
able that people who are ethical also tend to have
feelings of loyalty towards the organization.  Al-
though these relationships sound logical, empiri-
cal support is needed. Thus, this leads us to the
following primary research questions: Are ethi-
cal people more satisfied?  Are ethical people more
committed to the organisation?  Are satisfied
people more committed to the organisation?

In connection with the above-mentioned
research questions, the following alternative
hypotheses pertaining to the main research are as
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follows (null hypotheses are not listed to main-
tain brevity):

• H1: There is a significant positive correla-
tion between ethics and job satisfac-
tion.

• H2: There is a significant positive correla-
tion between ethics and organisational
commitment.

• H3: There is a significant positive correla-
tion between job satisfaction and or-
ganisational commitment.

This study aims to replicate the findings of Mehta
& Keng (1984) which suggested that job position,
age and income were significantly correlated
to perceptions of unethical situations in that
the higher the position, age or income of the
executives, the more unethical the situations were
perceived  to  be.  Consequently, the following
hypotheses were developed as follows:

• H4: There is a significant negative corre-
lation between ethical decision-mak-
ing and age.

• H5: There is a significant negative corre-
lation between ethical decision-mak-
ing and position.

This study also aims to replicate the findings of
Mathieu & Zajac (1990) which suggested that
older people are more satisfied with their jobs.

• H6: There is a significant positive correla-
tion between job satisfaction and age.

• H7: There is a significant positive correla-
tion between job satisfaction and po-
sition.

In order to resolve the apparent conflict between
Irving, Coleman, & Cooper (1997) and Allen &
Meyer (1990) who found an absence and a pres-
ence of a positive correlation (respectively) be-
tween organisational commitment and age, the
following hypothesis was developed:

• H8: There is a significant positive correla-
tion between organisational commit-
ment and age.

This study aims to replicate the findings of Tan &
Akhtar (1998) who found that organizational po-
sition correlates negatively with normative and
affective commitment.

• H9: There is a significant negative corre-
lation between organisational commit-
ment and position.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The sample size for this study was 200 emplo-
yees from public and private companies in vari-
ous organizations in Kuala Lumpur. The data was
collected from February to March 2003. The ques-
tionnaires were hand-delivered to the respondents.
Although the quota (non-probability) sampling
method was used, some attempts were made to
ensure that the samples were heterogeneous and
somewhat representative of the white-collar popu-
lation. Respondents of all ages were selected
somewhat equally and the respondents were em-
ployees from a variety of public and private com-
panies in Kuala Lumpur. There were roughly the
same number of male and female respondents, and
most of the respondents’ incomes (40%) ranged
from RM2,000 to RM4,000. Moreover, the ma-
jority of the respondents (67%) had a bachelors’
degree as their highest qualification.

In order to overcome the objection or ques-
tion of validity and reliability, questionnaires that
have previously been used by other researchers
and published in refereed international journals,
have been adopted in this study. The research
instruments were:

Two ethical decision-making scenarios
were utilized for measuring ethical level. Sce-
narios have been commonly used as part of data
gathering instruments in numerous business
ethics studies (i.e. Chonko & Hunt, 1985;
Singhapakdi & Vitell, 1990; Singhapakdi, Vitell
& Kraft, 1996). The utilization of scenarios helps
to standardize the social stimulus across respon-
dents and at the same time makes the decision-
making situation more real.

Scenario 1 was as follows: “A high-ran-
king official in another country, where extraordi-
nary payments to facilitate the decision-making
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process are common, asks for a $200 000 “con-
sulting fee”.  In return, he/she promises special
assistance in obtaining a $100 million contract that
should produce at least a $5 - $6 million profit for
your company over the next 3 years.” The respon-
dent was to indicate on a 7-point scale ranging
from strongly disagree to strongly agree as to
whether he/she is likely to pay the bribe.

Scenario 2 was as follows: “The current
marketing and advertising campaign for a new
consumer product is offensive to some groups that
have expressed their objections.  However, the
product has been very successful in terms of sales
and profits.” The respondent was to indicate on
an identical 7-point scale ranging from strongly
disagree to strongly agree as to whether he/she is
likely to continue the advertising campaign in its
current form.

Scenario 1 employed in the present study
has been utilized in previous data gathering stu-
dies (i.e. Dornhoff & Tankersley, 1975;
Singhapakdi et al., 1990; Singhapakdi et al., 1996).
Scenario 2 was developed by Paolillo & Vitell
(2002) and was pre-tested for face validity.

Ethical level was measured by asking the
respondents to indicate whether they would act in
the same manner as the individual depicted in the
scenario. Specifically, the statement used in this
study was, “I would act in the same manner as
did the individual in the above scenario.” A seven-
point strongly agree/disagree scale measured this
ethical intentions construct. Since the action de-
picted in the scenario was ethically questionable,
agreement with the action in the scenario indi-
cated a lower level of ethics than did disagree-
ment.

Dubinsky & Hartley’s (1986) uni-dimen-
sional five-item scale was used to measure job
satisfaction. One of the items, for example, gives
the statement, “Generally speaking, I am very sa-
tisfied with this job.” Respondents indicated their
response on a seven-point scale ranging from
“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”. Hunt,
Wood & Chonko’s (1989) four-item scale mea-
sured the respondents’ organizational commit-
ment. Examples are “I would be willing to change
companies if the new job offered more creative
freedom” and “I would be willing to change
companies if the new job offered a 25 percent

pay increase.” Respondents indicated their
response on a seven-point scale ranging from
“strongly agree” to “strongly disagree”.

RESULTS

Tests of reliability were conducted on all three
scales. The Cronbach coefficient alphas are 0.5,
0.72 and 0.83 in respect of the ethics, job satis-
faction, and organisational commitment scales.
According to Nunnally (1978), alphas should
never drop below 0.7.  Certainly job satisfaction
and organizational commitment have met this re-
quirement and although the alpha for ethics is
somewhat low at 0.5, one is to bear in mind that
there are only two items in this questionnaire.
Thus, it can be argued that under the circum-
stances, such a level of reliability is fairly accept-
able.

Tests of correlation were then conducted
in respect of the variables of age, gender, experi-
ence, qualifications, position, ethics, job satisfac-
tion, and organisational commitment.  The results
are as displayed in Table 1.

Regarding hypothesis 1, there is no signifi-
cant correlation between ethics and job satisfac-
tion. This suggests that people who are satisfied
with their jobs are not necessarily ethical, and that
people who are ethical are not necessarily satis-
fied with their jobs.  This is indeed a very impor-
tant contribution to knowledge in that a high level
of ethics can either improve job satisfaction or
have a detrimental effect on it. Support for hy-
pothesis 2 was obtained in that there is positive
correlation between ethics and organisational
commitment (r = .195, p< 0.01). This suggests
that ethical people are more committed towards
the organisation, or that committed people are
more ethical.  Support for hypothesis 3 was ob-
tained in that there is a significant positive corre-
lation between job satisfaction and organisational
commitment (r =.239, p< 0.01). This suggests that
satisfied people are committed, or that commit-
ted people are satisfied with their jobs.

No supports were found for hypotheses 4
and 5 in that there were no significant correla-
tions between ethics and age and between ethics
and position. Thus results in this study did not

Malaysian Management Journal 7 (2), 1-11 (2003)

ht
tp

://
m

m
j.u

um
.e

du
.m

y



7

Table 1
Correlations

Ethics Org Comm Job sat Position Age

Ethics 1

Org comm .195** 1

Job sat -.098 .239** 1

Position -.076 -.288** -.217** 1

Age .108 .134 .204** .389** 1

Experience .053 .134 .245** .330** .838**

** = Correlations, p< 0.01

Table 2
Gender t-tests

Independent Samples Test

Levene’s
Test for

quality of
Variance t-test for Equality of Means

                 95% Confidence
                   Interval of the
                       Difference

F Sig. t df sig. Mean Std. Error
(2- Difference  Difference

tailed) Lower Upper

Job Sat Equal variance
assumed    .125 .724 -2.369 198 .019 -1.6351 .69013 2.99604 -.27413

Equal variance
not assumed -2.362 192.747 .019 -1.6351 .69238 3.00071 -.26947

Ethics Equal variance
assumed .091 .763 .408 198 .684 .0855 .20956 -.32780 .49872

Equal variance
not assumed .407 195.116 .684 .0855 .20978 -.32827 .49920

Org Equal variance
Commit assumed .091 .340 .281 198 .779 .2015 .71742 1.21327 1.61628

Equal variance
not assumed .283 196.990 .777 .2015 .71129 1.20121 1.60422
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conform to those in Mehta & Keng (1984) that
found a negative correlation between ethics on the
one part and age and position on the other. Sup-
port for hypothesis 6 was found in that there is a
significant positive correlation between job satis-
faction and age (r = .204, p<0.01). This is consis-
tent with Mathieu & Zajac (1990), who found that
job satisfaction increases with age. Support for
hypothesis 7 was found in that there is a signifi-
cant positive correlation between job satisfaction
and position (r = -.288, p< 0.01) which suggests
that job satisfaction also increases with position.

Regarding hypothesis 8, consistent with the
findings of Irving, Coleman & Cooper (1997),
there was no significant correlation between
organisational commitment and age. Consistent
with the findings of Tan & Akhtar (1998), sup-
port was obtained for hypothesis 9 in that
organisational commitment had a negative corre-
lation with position (r = -0.288, p< 0.01). This
suggests that people higher up in the hierarchy
are less committed towards the organisation and
perhaps frequently think of leaving the
organisation in search of better jobs.

T-tests revealed that males are more satis-
fied at work than females. t-tests also suggest that
neither sex group is more ethical nor more com-
mitted than the other. Results of the t-tests are dis-
played in Table 2.

DISCUSSION

The results of this study contributed to knowledge
in that it has revealed a relationship that has not
been found in previous reported studies: a signifi-
cant positive correlation between ethics and or-
ganisational commitment. This suggests that ethi-
cal people are more committed to the organisa-
tion, or that committed people are more ethical.
Also interesting is that contrary to previous stud-
ies, no significant relationship was found between
ethics and job satisfaction. However, consistent
with previous studies, the current research found
a positive relationship between job satisfaction and
organisational commitment.

The absence of any significant correlation
between ethics and age, and between ethics and
position is contrary to previous studies conducted
in the West.  Perhaps, this is a uniquely Malay-
sian phenomenon in that ethics remains somewhat
stable during adult-hood. However, in connection
with the relationship between job satisfaction and
age, and experience, the findings in this study are
consistent with those of previous studies.   Con-
sistent with a previous study, higher-level emplo-
yees are less committed to the organisation and
less satisfied than lower-level employees.  This
may be because higher-level employees receive
greater job prospects outside the organisation com-
pared to the lower-level employees. Organisations
should therefore ensure that they have an attrac-
tive career path and opportunities for further
growth, even for their higher-level staff.

Suggestions for Future Research
There are many interesting findings of this study.
The absence of a significant correlation between
ethics and satisfaction, either positive or negative,
suggests that in some circumstances a high level
of ethics can enhance job satisfaction whereas in
other circumstances a high level of ethics can ac-
tually result in lower job satisfaction.  It is also
possible that the relationship between ethical de-
cision-making and satisfaction at work could be
moderated by some other variable. Although it is
purely conjectural at this stage, one such variable
could be the level of autonomy in decision-ma-
king. One could theorise that where an individual
is given a high level of autonomy, that individual
is able to make decisions consistent with his/her
high ethical principles – hence a high level of sa-
tisfaction would result. However, if an individual
is not given sufficient autonomy in decision-ma-
king, the individual can be forced to make deci-
sions contrary to his/her high ethical principles –
hence lower satisfaction. Although the current data
have not identified autonomy as such a variable,
the results seem to suggest that there is no clear-
cut relationship between ethics and satisfaction,
thus hinting that there is a possibility of the exis-
tence of moderator(s). Perhaps future research
should investigate such issues.
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