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Abstract  
Prior research has identified a pronounced self-orientation in students of business and  
economics. This article examines if such effects can be alleviated by a focus on prosocial  
values in business education. Based on a cross-sectional design, we test prosocial behavior  
and values of students in the first and last semester of a traditional business administration  
program and make a comparison to students from an ethically oriented management school  
and a social work program. Prosocial behavior is measured in a dictator game. Students of  
business administration show less prosocial behavior than students in the other two groups.  
This effect already obtains for business students at the beginning and even stronger at the end  
of studies. Values are measured with the Schwartz Value Survey, the Inglehart Index, and a  
scale for preferences for distributive justice principles. Students in the three disciplines  
strongly differ in prosocial values but largely no difference obtains between students in the  
first and last semester of the same discipline. We conclude that self-oriented behavior cannot  
be attributed to the transmission of self-oriented values within business education.  
  
Keywords: prosocial behavior; values; socialization; business education  
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Introduction 
Various studies have focused on the question if students in economics or business 

administration (henceforth economic disciplines) are different from those with other 
educational backgrounds. This particular research interest is motivated by the presumption 
that an education in an environment with a strong focus on self-interest and competitive 
norms could exert an effect on individual values and behavior (e.g., 1–4). 

It has indeed been found that students of economic disciplines, as opposed to students of 
other fields, show less prosocial behavior: They invest less in the common resource in the 
public goods dilemma (5), offer and reject less in ultimatum games (1), are less likely to share 
in dictator games (6) or to cooperate in a prisoners’ dilemma (7). Furthermore, male 
economics students have been found to contribute less in the voluntary solidarity game (8). In 
addition to this experimental evidence, several field studies suggest that these findings also 
hold in natural environments. For example, it has been shown that economics professors are 
less likely to donate to charitable causes (9), an effect that has also been found for business 
administration students (10). Furthermore, it has repeatedly been shown that students of 
business administration are more likely to cheat in exams than other students (11,12). We 
could only identify one study where economists were actually noted for particular prosocial 
behavior, as they were more likely than other students to return a lost envelope containing 
money (13). All in all it is thus well documented that students with a background in business 
administration or economics show on average less prosocial behavior than comparable peers.  

Similarly, it has also been found that values in the domain of business studies or 
economics differ from those held by the general public: Economists are more conservative 
(4,14) and students of economics, as opposed to other students, are more likely to judge price 
increases in times of high demand as fair (15,16). Moreover, economists tend to hold more 
favorable views about market-oriented practices such as liberalized foreign trade and 
downsizing (17) or self-oriented behavior in general (6). Gandal et al. as well as Racko 
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(18,19) have examined comprehensive sets of values as measured by the seminal Schwartz  
Value Survey (20). Here, students from business studies and economics, in comparison with  
students from other disciplines, showed stronger orientations toward the self-oriented values  
of achievement, hedonism, and power, while attributing less importance to values in the  
prosocially oriented self-transcendence sector.  

In a response to the above findings, various scholars have studied if the self-orientation  
effects of an education in business administration or economics can be alleviated by a  
complementary ethics education (21). Weber has shown that possible effects of singular ethics  
classes can be short living and quickly decay after the end of the particular class (22). Wynd  
and Mager even doubt that singular classes could have any real effect at all (23). On the  
contrary, later studies indicate that the introduction of ethics classes can indeed result in an  
increased display of prosocial behavior and values of business students (e.g., 24–26). With  
that said, it is still unknown if a higher education program in business administration that  
incorporates a strong ethical stance, and where school leaders embrace prosocial values, can  
actually make a difference and alleviate the socialization effects that obtain during a  
traditional education in business administration or economics. In this regard, the renowned  
Association to Advance Collegiate Business Schools (AACBS) aptly points out that:   
“students cannot be expected to internalize the importance of ethics and values unless busi- 
ness schools demonstrate such commitment within their own organizations. This means that  
business school deans need to think of themselves as ethical leaders who communicate  
regularly about ethics and values; who model ethical conduct; and who hold community  
members—faculty, staff, and students—accountable for their actions. Academic policies and  
systems should clearly be an integral, living part of the school’s culture, and not simply a  
stack of documents in the file drawer” (27).  

To address this issue, we designed a study that compares the prosocial behavior and  
values of students in three different educational programs that transmit different degrees of  
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economic knowledge and prosocial values or more broadly speaking ethical orientations: 1) a 
traditional business administration program without any particular emphasis on ethics; 2) an 
international management program where ethics are an integral part of the curriculum, and the 
school’s mission statement embraces social responsibility as a core goal such as called for by 

the AACBS (27); and 3) an education program in the domain of social work where students 
are taught how to deal with needy clients and thus stimulated to develop a professional 
prosocial motivation (28). For all three programs, we study both first- and last-term students.  

Based on the existing empirical evidence and the proposition of the AACBS that a 
properly implemented education in ethics and values should make a difference in the 
prosocial behavior of business administration students, we advance the two hypotheses H1 
and H2.  

  
H1: Business administration students show less prosocial behavior than their peers  

from the social work program. This difference (a) already exists at the beginning of studies  
(self-selection), and (b) is weaker in the international management program with its strong  
ethical orientation. The difference between students of business administration and social  
work (c) grows stronger toward the end of the education cycle (socialization), and (d) is  
weaker in the international management program.  

   
H1 and its part (c) are based on findings in the economic experiments and the field studies  
cited above. Part (a) of H1 is based on a number of studies reporting effects of self-oriented  
students self-selecting into studies of business administration or economics (1,2,10,15,18).  
Part (c) of H1 is based on studies documenting an effect of self-oriented socialization within  
the field of business administration or economics (4,9,29–31). Part (b) and (d) of H1 are based  
on the proposition of the AACBS cited above.  
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H2: Business administration students hold values that are less prosocial than those of  
their peers from the social work program. This difference (a) already exists at the beginning  
of studies (self-selection), and (b) is weaker in the international management program with its  
strong ethical orientation. The difference between students of business administration and  
social work (c) grows stronger toward the end of the education cycle (socialization), and (d)  
is weaker in the international management program.   

  
Part (a) of H2 is based on a study of Gandal et al. who found evidence for a selection of  

individuals with self-oriented values into economics (18). Part (b) of H2 is based on a study  
of Racko who attributes observed differences in values to the specific socialization within  
business schools (19). Part (b) and (d) of H2 are based the proposition of the AACBS cited  
above.   
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Materials and methods  
Design 

In order to study the above hypotheses, we used a cross-sectional 3  2 design that 
tested subjects from three educational programs with different intensities of economic training 
at two different levels of study progress for differences in values and prosocial behavior.  

• The first group consisted of students from a traditional business administration 
program without any particular emphasis on ethical questions (henceforth, business 
students).  

• The second group consisted of students from an international management program 
that puts a particular focus on the management of nonprofit organizations. Students in 
this program receive an ongoing and extensive schooling in ethics and social 
dimensions of business management, and the school’s mission statement embraces 
social responsibility as a core goal (henceforth, international management students).   

• Finally, the third group consisted of students from a social work program that centrally  
focuses on issues of social care. Students in this program receive courses on the  
financial management of social care, however, the work with disadvantaged and needy  
members of the society is at the heart of the curriculum (henceforth, social work  
students).   

Within all three programs, two cross-sectional groups were tested, one group directly when  
entering university (henceforth, start group) and one group who had received a minimum of  
two years training in their respective discipline and were in the last term before their BA  
(henceforth, end group). Thus, the design resulted in a 3 x 2 matrix with 6 different groups.  
As dependent variables, values were measured by means of three different value scales  
(Schwartz Value Survey, Inglehardt Index, Schmidt Preferences for Distributive Justice).  
Prosocial behavior was measured by means of a dictator game. A detailed description of these  
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measures is available in the Measures section. The study has been approved by the research 
ethics committee of the Max Planck Institute for Human Development. 

Participants  
The study comprised 277 participants with a mean age of 23.7 years (SD = 4.4). 

Thereof, 182 were female, 91 male, and 4 did not indicate any gender. Students in the 
business administration group were recruited from the regular business administration 
bachelor programs of two universities located in Berlin, Germany. Students in the 
international management group were recruited from the intercultural management and 
communication bachelor program of a private international university in the south of 
Germany. Students in the social work group were recruited from the social work bachelor  
program of a school for social work located in Berlin, Germany. Students within the start  
groups were tested during the orientation weeks of the respective bachelor programs before  
actual courses started. The students thus did not have any specific classes prior to  
participating in the study. Students in the end group were tested during the regular semester  
and were required to have completed at least 2 years of studies in order to be able to partici- 
pate in the study. The details for participants in each of the six groups are displayed in Table  
1. Due to the disproportionate distribution of gender between the different cells, we routinely  
tested for gender effects, however, we did not find any systematic variation of variables  
related to gender.  

  
Table 1. Distribution of Participants in the Six Different Experimental Groups  

 Business International management Social work 
 Start End Start End Start End 

N 
Total 60 55 32 22 47 61 
Female 30 30 21 14 36 51 
Male 30 25 11 7 11 7 
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Age 
(years) 

Mean 21.3 25.1 20.1 22.7 24.3 26.7 
D 3.2 1.9 1.7 2.0 5.1 5.3 

Note. The total number of participants exceeds the sum of female and male participants due to three participants 
not having indicated any gender.  
Procedure   

For the start groups, the study was advertised in introductory sessions and for the end  
groups within regular courses. Apart from this distinction, the procedure was identical for all  
six groups. Those students who were willing to participate received an informative letter with  
a unique participant ID, a link to an online questionnaire, and the participation deadline. Upon  
request, students could also obtain a printed version of the questionnaire and return it to an  
appointed office at their university. The questionnaire started with the dictator game choice  
and then proceeded with the value measurements. After the study had been completed, each  
participant received a payment that was based on the choices that were made in the dictator  
game. The payment in sealed envelopes could be collected from a university office by means  
of the unique IDs without requiring participants to leave their name. As the office staff was  
not involved in the study in any form, the procedure was double-blind and fully ensured the  
anonymity of individual choices.  

Measures  
Dictator Game   

A dictator game (32) was used to measure prosocial behavior in terms of voluntary  
sharing. In the turn of this game, the participants received an endowment of 10 euros (1 EUR  
~ 1.30 USD at the time of the study). Their task was to divide this endowment between  
themselves and an anonymous receiving player who did not dispose of any funds. The  
participants could make any choice between giving all or nothing of the endowment to the  
other player. The sum donated was taken as an indicator for the intensity of prosocial motiva- 
tions for sharing behavior.  
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s 
The Schwartz Value Survey was used to obtain a measure of the participants’ general 

values. Schwartz’s value theory (20) differentiates ten value types (hedonism, stimulation, 
self-direction, universalism, benevolence, conformity, tradition, security, power, 
achievement) that can be ordered along a circular continuum on a two-dimensional coordinate 
system of higher order bipolar value dimensions. The y-axis represents the continuum self-
transcendence versus self-enhancement (henceforth, universalism) and reflects an individual’s 

attitudes toward individual versus collective progress. A focus on collective progress is a  
strong indicator of prosociality. The x-axis represents the continuum openness to change  
versus conservation (henceforth, traditionalism) and refers to an individual’s attitudes toward  
societal change versus stability. It does not have a specific relation to prosociality and serves  
as a control. The average scale reliability for the 10 value types ranges between .55 and .71  
(Cronbach’s Alpha).  

In the present study, we measured the Schwartz values with a shortened version of the  
original questionnaire, the so-called 14-Bipol-Value-Questionnaire (33). In this version,  
participants have to make forced choices between 14 pairs of opposing principles rather than  
give separate ratings for each individual principle. Within each pair, the preference for either  
of the two poles is elicited on a 5-point Likert-type scale with a neutral midpoint, as is  
demonstrated in the following sample item:  
  

“Which of the two following principles is more important to you?”  
honesty: very important—important—equal—important—very important: success  

  
Compared to the original questionnaire, the 14-Bipol version has the advantage of a reduced  
number of items and thus greatly economizes survey time.  
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Inglehart Index  
The Inglehart Index was used to obtain a measure of the participants’ materialistic  

versus postmaterialistic orientations. Inglehart (34,35) originally developed the index as a  
measure of the materialistic orientations of societies and assumed that, with growing  
prosperity, societies as a whole would progress from materialistic to postmaterialistic  
orientations. The index can also be used to measure the development of materialistic  
orientations of individuals if the assumption of unidirectional development is let aside (36).  
The index is based on an exclusive rank order of four items (maintaining order in the nation,  
giving people more say in important government decisions, fighting rising prices, protecting  
freedom of speech). Depending on the chosen ranking, a person can be classified as either  
being a pure materialist, a mixed-type materialist, a mixed-type postmaterialist, or a pure  
postmaterialist. In this respect, the classification indicates if a person puts greater emphasis on  
the pursuit of materialistic as opposed to socially oriented goals within the society as a whole  
and therefore values the possibility of materialistic gains higher than equality.   
  

Principles of Distributive Justice   
The questionnaire for principles of distributive justice (37,38) was used to assess  

participants’ attitudes toward different justice principles. While a striving for justice may be a  
common human concern, attitudes toward the question of how justice can be achieved  
strongly vary between different societies, social groups, and individuals (39). In this respect,  
moral philosophy and psychology commonly differentiate equality, equity, need, and chance  
as four competing principles for achieving justice in distributive conflicts. A person’s  
preference for any of the four principles thus reflects if that person primarily focuses on the  
collective as a whole, reflected in giving everyone an equal share (equality); on individual  
merit and performance, reflected in giving everyone what he/she earned his/herself (equity or  
achievement); on outstanding needs of individuals, reflected in giving to those who are in  
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particular need for the questionable resource (need); or on refraining from any personal  
consideration, reflected in a distribution based on chance (chance). Particularly equality and  
equity can be seen as adverse principles that are similar to Schwartz’s distinction between the  
prosocial self-transcendence and self-oriented self-enhancement pole (20).  

The questionnaire of Schmitt et al. (37) is based on the assumption that people do not  
necessarily have a universal preference for any of the four justice principles, but that the  
preference for a given principle depends on the respective situation. This means that a person  
can have different justice preferences in a family setting as compared to a work setting.  
Schmitt et al. (37) differentiate four life domains (job and work, material well-being, human  
relations, living and neighborhood), each represented by three or four prototypical situations.  
For each of the resulting 13 situations, participants are presented with four solutions based on  
need, equality, performance, and chance as a distributive principle, as demonstrated in the  
following sample item from the life domain material well-being:  

  
Considering the distribution of retirement payments, I think it would be just if …  

- everyone received the same pension (equality).  
- the pension would be distributed according to contributions to the pension fund  

(equity).  
- the pensions would be distributed according to individual need (need).  
- eventual surpluses would be distributed randomly (chance).  

  
Each solution is rated on a 7-point Likert-type scale, ranging from very unjust to very just,  
with a neutral midpoint. Participants, therefore, are not forced to rank order the principles for  
each situation, but instead give an independent rating for 52 individual items. Items belonging  
to the same distributive principle are aggregated and the resulting mean score represents the  
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average attitude toward a particular distributive principle across different situations and life  
domains.  

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION  
Selection and Socialization Effects in Prosocial Behavior  
Fig 1 provides an analysis of the voluntary donations in the dictator game.   
  

  
Fig 1. Mean shares offered in the dictator game by field of study and semester  
We find strong evidence supporting the self-selection hypothesis H1(a), stating that at  

the beginning of studies business administration students (MBA FIRST = 3.58, SD = 1.83) show  
less prosocial behavior than their peers in the social work program (MSW FIRST = 4.6, SD =  
1.45). The difference in donations of 1.02 Euros between the two groups is highly significant  
with a medium size of effect (T = -3.193, p = 0.002, d = 0.6). The result supports the finding  
of the majority of existing studies on the behavior of business administration or economics  
students in dictator games (6) and other paradigms (1,5,7)   
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Likewise, we find support for hypothesis H1(b), stating that self-selection is weaker in  
international management students. Students in international management show considerably  
more prosocial behavior than students in business administration when they start their specific  
study (MIM FIRST = 4.38, SD = 1.04). Here the difference in donations between the two groups  
amounts to 0.80 Euros (T = -2.649, p = 0.01, d = 0.54). The level of prosocial behavior of  
students in international management students thus is similar to the behavior of students in  
social work.  

We also find evidence supporting the socialization hypothesis H1(c), stating that  
differences between students of business administration at the end of the educat ion cycle  
(MBA LAST = 2.71, SD = 2.14) and their peers from the social work program at the end of the 
education cycle (MSW LAST = 4.4, SD = 1.66) are larger than at the beginning of studies. At the 
end of the education cycle the difference between the two groups amounts to 1.69 Euros, 
which in considerably larger than in the beginning. This result is entirely driven by students of 
business administration giving significantly less at the end as compared to the beginning of 
the education cycle (MBA FIRST – MBA LAST = 0.87, T = 2.34, p = 0.02, d = 0.44). In contrast, no 
such difference can be observed for the social work students. Note that previous research 
provided ambiguous results, with some authors reporting selection (1,2,15) and others 
reporting socialization effects (4,9,29,31). In this respect, our study provides support for both 
views: People who are more self-oriented are more likely to select into the field of business 
studies, and then these studies render students even more self-oriented. 

Concerning hypothesis H1(d), the verdict is not entirely clear. In line with our initial 
assumption, international management students who have received a profound ethics 
curriculum do not seem to be affected by self-oriented socialization during their studies (MIM 

FIRST = 4.4, SD = 1.04; MIM LAST = 4.5, SD = 2.06). However, international management 
students are already less selfish than business administration students when they select into 
the specific study program (MIM FIRST = 4.4, SD = 1.04; MBA FIRST = 3.58, SD = 1.83). It can, 
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therefore, not be directly concluded if the less selfish behavior of last-semester students of 
international management can be attributed to the ethics curriculum or to the fact that students 
who are already more prosocial at the beginning of studies are generally less prone to the 
influence of self-oriented ideas within business education. 
Selection and Socialization Effects in Values 

Fig 2 provides an analysis of value-dimensions for the Schwartz Value Survey, Fig 3 for 
the Inglehart Index and Fig 4 for the different principles of distributive justice. 

 

  
Fig 2. Mean scores in Schwartz’s value dimensions by field of study and semester  

  
  

Fig 3. Distribution of Inglehart types by field of study and semester  
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Fig 4. Evaluation of justice principles by field of study and semester.  
In sum the results for the three value measures provide clear support for hypothesis  

H2(a), stating that at the beginning of studies business students hold values that are less  
prosocial than those of their peers from the social work program (self-selection effect). (1) In  
the Universalism Dimension of Schwartz’s Value Survey, which generally summarizes  
prosocial values, scores of first year students in business administration are strongly negative  
(MBA FIRST =-0.58, SD=1.37) while scores of students in the social work program are strongly  
positive (MSW FIRST = 0.46, SD = 0.86). The resulting difference between the two groups is  
significant with a very large effect size (T = -4.23, p < 0.001, d = 0.9). (2) The same holds  
true for the distribution of Inglehart Types. Here the proportion of prosocially oriented post  
materialists (PM) for first year students of business administration (PM = 37.2%) is clearly  
lower as for first year students in the social work program (PM = 61.9%). Again, a significant  
difference (χ2 = 6.346, p = 0.042). (3) Concerning the principles of distributive justice first  
year students in business administration value distributions according to the principle of  
performance (MBA FIRST = 5.07, SD = 0.57) clearly higher than distributions according to the  
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prosocial principle of equality (MBA FIRST = 4.53, SD = 0.79). The opposite is true for students  
in the social work program who value distributions according to the principle of performance  
(MSW FIRST = 4.26, SD = 0.71) clearly lower than distributions according to the principle of  
equality (MSW FIRST = 5.02, SD = 0.86). Both, the difference in performance and in equality  
rating are significant with a medium and a large effect size (Performance: MBA FIRST - MSW  
FIRST = 0.82, T = 5.84, p < 0.001, d = 1.26; Equality: MBA FIRST - MSW FIRST = 0.48, T = -2.69, p  
= 0.009, d = 0.59). No differences obtain regarding need and chance.  

No support in contrast is found for hypothesis H2(b), stating that self-selection effects  
are weaker in international management students. We did not find any significant difference  
between students at the beginning of business administration and at the beginning of  
international management studies for any of the value measures. This means that students  
who start their studies in business administration and international management are largely 
comparable with respect to prosocial value orientations.  

Also no support is found for hypothesis H2(c) stating that value differences between 
students in the business administration and social work program grow toward the end of 
studies (socialization effect): We did not find any significant changes in value measures 
between students at the beginning and the end of business administration studies nor between 
students at the beginning and the end of the social work program. 

Finally, there is no support for hypothesis H2(d), stating that socialization effects are 
weaker in international management as compared to business administration. As it was 
already the case for business administration and social work students there are also no 
significant changes in value measures between students at the beginning and the end of 
international management studies. 

The results of our study replicate the findings of two previous studies that have 
examined general value sets of business administration students (18,19) and found that 
business administration students favor self-enhancement clearly higher than self-
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transcendence. In our study, this result is further supported by two other indicators, where  
business administration students achieve the highest scores on materialistic orientation  
(35,34) and particularly low scores for equality preferences (38). Additionally, similar to the  
study of Gandal et al. (18), value measures only differed between students in different fields  
of study, but not between first- and last-semester students of the same discipline. This  
indicates that sets of personal values are already stable at the point where students enter  
college and differences in prosocial behavior cannot be attributed to value changes due to a  
socialization within a specific discipline.   
  

Conclusion   
Our results show that, in comparison to students from the international management or  

social work track, business administration students show a pronounced tendency for self-ori- 
ented behavior. This behavior already exists at the beginning of studies and becomes even  
more pronounced toward the end of studies. The ethics education task force of the Association  
to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business has clearly stated that “almost all business people,  
regardless of their levels in the organization, face issues of potential harm and fairness on a  
regular basis; and preparing students for ethical decision-making should be a key component  
of the preparation of ethical business leaders” (27). In short, questions of ethical conduct  
should be a key element of any business education.  

But can we expect that a more ethically oriented education could actually make a  
difference? Our findings show that this is not self-evident: Differences in prosocial behavior  
between classical business administration students and students of the ethically oriented  
international management track exist from the begin on. And prosocial values already appear  
to be more or less stable at this point in time. Ethical curricula therefore predominantly attract  
those students who already possess a prosocial orientation. As long as the choice of ethical  
curricula is voluntary or limited to specific schools, ethical programs will very likely not  



 

19 

reach those students who are in particular need of lessons for ethical conduct. An effectual  
ethical education could thus only have a chance if it were introduced as a mandatory and  
extensive program alongside regular business education.   

Against this background we expect that a stronger ethical focus in traditional business  
education could have a twofold benefit: First, it might help to make this field more attractive  
to individuals who are rather prosocially oriented and could therefore help to balance early  
self-selection effects. Second, it might provide self-oriented individuals with a broader  
perspective that actively showcases the benefits of prosocial conduct. Just as in the best sense  
of liberal theory, a competition between different economic worldviews and explanatory  
models might very well help to achieve the best possible outcome in business education and  
in the general welfare of society.    
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