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ABSTRACT. Ethics position theory (EPT) maintains

that individuals’ personal moral philosophies influence

their judgments, actions, and emotions in ethically

intense situations. The theory, when describing these

moral viewpoints, stresses two dimensions: idealism

(concern for benign outcomes) and relativism (skepticism

with regards to inviolate moral principles). Variations in

idealism and relativism across countries were examined

via a meta-analysis of studies that assessed these two

aspects of moral thought using the ethics position

questionnaire (EPQ; Forsyth, Journal of Personality and

Social Psychology 39, 175–184, 1980). This review iden-

tified 139 samples drawn from 29 different countries, for

a total sample of 30,230 respondents, and concluded that

(a) levels of idealism and relativism vary across regions of

the world in predictable ways; (b) an exceptionist ethic is

more common in Western countries, subjectivism and

situationism in Eastern countries, and absolutism and

situationism in Middle Eastern countries; and (c) a

nation’s ethics position predicted that country’s location

on previously documented cultural dimensions, such as

individualism and avoidance of uncertainty (Hofstede,

Culture’s Consequences: International Differences in Work-

Related Values, 1980). Limitations in these methods and

concerns about the validity of these cross-cultural con-

clusions are noted, as are suggestions for further research

using the EPQ.
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People, the world over, agree when judging the

morality of particularly egregious and commendable

actions. In most societies people would suffer moral

condemnation if they deliberately lied to others so as

to take advantage of them; harmed or killed inno-

cent children; took valuables from other people;

turned away from those who would be injured or

killed if help is not given; failed to keep promises

they swore they would honor. Conversely, most

societies, with somewhat more variance, consider

persons to be due moral acclaim if they donate

personal resources to others who are in need, see that

others are treated fairly in civil and legal proceedings,

and protect others from danger and adversity (Abratt

et al., 1992).

This cross-cultural consensus is lost, however,

when the discussion turns to less clear-cut issues.

U.S. students morally condemned employees of an

auto repair shop who lied to their customers about

the work they performed, but Russian business

students were far more lenient in their moral

appraisals (Ahmed et al., 2003). Many Westerners

violate copyright laws, but they recognize that

copying protected material is wrong. Consumers in

Hong Kong do not agree: they see such actions as

illegal, but not immoral (Chan et al., 1998). In Haiti

and Thailand, requesting monetary compensation

for smoothing out a business transaction is standard

practice; in the U.S. soliciting and accepting a bribe

would cross a moral boundary (Kaikati et al., 2000).

Austrians in one survey did not think that a male

boss who only promotes women who agreed to see

him socially is acting immorally, but Americans

considered such behavior to be unethical (Davis

et al., 1998). In the U.S. it is common practice

for employees to evaluate their bosses; in other
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countries, such practices would be considered at best

discourteous, and at worst immoral.

The goals for this article are theoretical, empirical,

and practical ones. In terms of theory, we seek to

develop a partial explanation for cultural variations

in morality and moral judgment. This conceptual

framework, which we label ethics position theory

(EPT), is based on Forsyth’s (1980) distinction

between an ethics of idealism and an ethics of rela-

tivism. Idealism, ideologically, pertains to one’s

concern for minimizing negative consequences and

maximizing gain, particularly for others. Relativism,

the second ideological dimension, describes one’s

emphasis on moral rules and principles when making

decisions about right and wrong. We suggest that

these two dimensions, which have been used with

some success to describe individual differences in

morality, may also provide a way of classifying and

contrasting consistencies in a culture’s perspective on

ethics as well as other cultural dimensions (Hofstede,

1980).

Empirically, we seek to summarize statistically the

results of prior studies that have examined these two

dimensions of ethics worldwide. Investigators have

been studying diligently variations in ethics across

contexts and cultures for a number of years, and in

many cases they have used Forsyth’s (1980) ethics

position questionnaire (EPQ) to better understand

the degree to which a culture’s constituents base

their moral pronouncements on idealism and rela-

tivism. It remains, however, to step back from these

specific findings, and review them thoroughly to

identify the general conclusions they support or

disconfirm. Our second goal of this article, then, is

to report the results of a meta-analysis of over 80

studies that measured differences in idealism and

relativism in studies of residents in Eastern, Middle

Eastern, and Western nations.

Practically, we hope that this review and the EPT,

more generally, offer insight into a common

conundrum facing people who conduct multi-

national transactions: misunderstandings and confu-

sions about what is viewed as morally acceptable and

even laudable and what is viewed as morally wrong

and condemned. As continuing globalization brings

people from different cultures together in shared

enterprises they often find that they do not see eye-

to-eye in their moral appraisals. All would agree that

international business dealings are shaped, in part, by

ethics, but what is considered moral differs to some

extent from one culture to another. The current

work offers a means of conceptualizing and simpli-

fying those variations by considering how specific

moral practices reflect a culture’s orientation with

regards to idealism and relativism.

Ethics position theory (EPT)

Reasonable people often disagree with one another

when discussing questions of ethics, and theorists

and researchers have traced these variations in

judgments back to a variety of sources. Kohlberg

(1976) suggested that the cognitive changes that

occur as people learn more about ethical choices

prompt shifts from simpler, punishment-oriented

thinking to more principled thinking. Gilligan and

her colleagues (e.g., Brown et al., 1995) theorized

that the sex-linked experiences of men and women

result in them judging the same action differently,

with men more likely to apply an ethics of justice,

whereas women would consider the situational

context. Hunt and Vitell (1986, 1993) identified a

number of personal factors, including religion, value

systems, strength of moral character, and sensitivity

to moral issues, in their model of moral decision

making. Lee and Ashton (2004) suggested that eth-

icality ranks alongside introversion, conscientious-

ness, and stability as one of the cornerstones of

personality, and individuals will differ in their moral

actions and judgments depending on their modesty,

greediness, and concern for fairness. Dahlsgaard et al.

(2005) suggested that individuals vary in virtuous-

ness, with the result that those with a larger share of

human strengths will respond differently than those

with weaker moral characters.

Ethics positions theory (EPT) similarly suggests

that people’s reactions in morally toned situations

can be traced to variations in their intuitive, personal

moral philosophies (Forsyth, 1980). Just as philoso-

phers who specialize in the nature of moral thought

often disagree when discussing the moral goodness

of a particular action – for example, Immanuel Kant,

famously condemned a lie told even with the best of

intentions, whereas Jeremy Bentham favored the

telling of untruths so long as they benefited the

greatest number – EPT suggests that individuals

are intuitive moral philosophers, who base their
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judgments of right and wrong on a personal ethics

position they have developed over a lifetime of

experience in confronting and resolving moral issues.

These intuitive moral theories likely contain a

number of unique and idiosyncratic elements, but

concern for consequences and concern for principles

are two nomothetic regularities that appear consis-

tently across most people. EPT labels the conse-

quences dimension idealism, for the focal point of

this dimension is the impact of the action on peo-

ple’s welfare. Highly idealistic individuals ‘‘assume

that desirable consequences can, with the ‘right’

action, always be obtained’’ (Forsyth 1980, p. 176).

Those who are less idealistic, in contrast, pragmati-

cally assume that in some cases harm is unavoidable,

and that one must sometimes choose between the

lesser of two evils. The second distinction drawn in

EPT, relativism, pertains to one’s emphasis on moral

principles as guides for determining what is right and

wrong. Highly relativistic individuals’ moral judg-

ments are configural, for they base their appraisals on

features of the particular situation and action they are

evaluating. People who are low in relativism, in

contrast, have more cognitive faith in moral prin-

ciples, norms, or laws and use those principles to

define for them what is right and what is wrong

(Forsyth, 1980, 1985, 1992, 1994).

Forsyth (1980) developed the EPQ to assess ide-

alism and relativism. The idealism scale includes such

items as ‘‘A person should make certain that their

actions never intentionally harm another even to a

small degree’’ and ‘‘If an action could harm an

innocent other then it should not be done.’’ The

relativism scale includes items like ‘‘Different types

of moralities cannot be compared as to rightness’’

and ‘‘What is ethical varies from one situation and

society to another.’’ Respondents indicate degree of

agreement with each item using a scale that ranges

from 1 (completely disagree) to 9 (completely agree). The

scales are orthogonal to one another and are only

slightly correlated with social desirability (Forsyth

and Nye, 1990; Forsyth et al., 1988).

Ethics positions

Ethics position theory assumes that a person’s degree

of idealism and relativism determines their ethical

ideology, and identifies the four distinct ethics posi-

tions listed in Table I (Forsyth, 1980). Situationists

prescribe inspection of the situation – particularly the

consequences both intentionally and accidentally

produced – in reaching a contextually appropriate

moral evaluation. Situationism corresponds to such

skeptical philosophies as situation ethics and value

pluralism. Subjectivists, like situationists, reject moral

rules, but they recognize that negative consequences

are sometimes unavoidable. Since such individuals

describe their moral decisions as subjective judgments

that cannot be made on the basis of moral absolutes or

the extent to which the action benefits others their

viewpoint parallels an egoistic moral philosophy.

TABLE I

Four ethics positions

Idealism Relativism

Low High

Low Exceptionism: Individuals should act

in ways that are consistent with

moral rules, but one should remain

pragmatically open to exceptions to

these rules

Subjectivism: Individuals’ personal

values and perspectives should guide

their moral choices, rather than

universal ethical principles or desire

to achieve positive consequences

High Absolutism: Individuals should act in

ways that are consistent with moral

rules, for doing so will in most cases

yield the best consequences for all

concerned

Situationism: Individuals should act

to secure the best possible conse-

quences for all concerned even if

doing so will violate traditional rules

about ethics
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Absolutists believe that one should strive to

produce positive consequences (high idealism) but at

the same time maintain strict adherence to general

moral principles (low relativism). These individuals

condemn actions that harm people and violate fun-

damental moral absolutes. Such an outlook corre-

sponds to a system of ethics that is grounded in rules,

such as Kantian deontology and the Judeo–Christian

conception of moral commandments. Exceptionists

also endorse the value of moral principles, but their

low idealism prompts them to pragmatically balance

the positive consequences of an action against

the negative consequences of an action. Their out-

look, thus, corresponds to a moral philosophy

based on rule-utilitarianism: moral principles are

useful because they provide a framework for making

choices and acting in ways that will tend to produce

the best consequences for all concerned.

Ethics across cultures

Researchers have used, with some success, the EPQ

to predict how people respond to ethical challenges

in a variety of business situations. These studies

suggest that, in general, idealism is associated with

firm moral convictions, whereas relativism suggests

ethical leniency. Douglas and Wier (2005), for

example, found that idealism was negatively related

to questionable budgetary practices (slack creation

behavior), but relativism was positively correlated

with such practices. Tsai and Shih (2005) report that

managers who were more idealistic reported feeling

greater role conflict, whereas increases in relativism

went hand-in-hand with reduced conflict. Karande

et al. (2002) concluded that idealism was related to a

strong sense of corporate values, but relativism was

negatively related to corporate ethics. Barnett et al.

(1998), after classifying a national sample of mar-

keting professions into the four categories described

by the EPQ, found that absolutists were the most

negative when judging hypothetical indiscretions

particularly in comparison to subjectivists.

These tendencies hold, to some extent, across

different cultural contexts. Al-Khatib, Vitell, and

other investigators, in a series of studies conducted in

different nations, have explored how consumers

respond when they benefit at the expense of others

or as a result of morally questionable or illegal

activities. This work finds some differences among

the nations investigated, but in studies conducted in

Egypt (Al-Khatib et al., 1995), Romania (Al-Khatib

et al., 2004), the U.S. (Vitell and Paolillo, 2003),

Saudia Arabia (Al-Khatib et al., 2005), Austria

(Rawwas, 1996) and Japan (Erffmeyer et al., 1999)

idealistic individuals tend to respond negatively

to situations where consumers take advantage of a

retailer’s error, whereas relativists are more lenient.

Al-Khatib et al. (1995), for example, found that

Egyptians who were more idealistic reacted more

negatively to situations, where some might benefit

but others are harmed, but individuals who endorsed

a more relativistic ethics position found such situa-

tions to be more tolerable.

Some work, however, suggests that levels of

idealism and relativism, and their relationship to

moral reactions, vary across cultures. Deering

(1998), in a comparison of British and American

pre-service teachers, found higher levels of idealism

and relativism among the British. Americans scored

lower on the EPQ scales when compared to resi-

dents of Australia (Singhapakdi et al., 2001), Thai-

land (Singhapakdi et al., 1994), Malaysia (Axinn

et al., 2004), and Spain (Vitell et al., 2003). Davis

et al. (1998) found a predominance of nonrelativists

(absolutists and exceptionists) among the Americans

they studied, but a higher percentage of the partic-

ipants from Indonesia were subjectivists. Al-Khatib

et al. (2005) report that consumers in Saudi Arabia

were more idealistic than those in Kuwait or Oman.

Rawwas et al. (1994), noting that social stability and

internal conflict might influence ethics positions,

discovered that residents of Lebanon were less ide-

alistic and more relativistic than residents of Egypt,

and they could predict differences in the leniency of

moral pronouncements by considering these varia-

tions.

The current study

The current project extended prior work on the

cultural variations in ethics positions by summarizing

the existing state of research using meta-analysis.

Rather than collecting additional data from indi-

vidual subjects or review prior work qualitatively,

we instead identified, reviewed, and analyzed the

findings reported in previous studies that used the
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EPQ to assess participants’ degree of relativism and

idealism. Since researchers have used the EPQ in a

number of different nations, an objective review of

that literature might yield general conclusions about

cross-cultural differences in relativism and idealism.

We based our hypotheses on more general the-

oretical analyses of how cultures compare in terms of

overall ethics orientations, and drew a broad dis-

tinction between Eastern, Middle Eastern, and

Western cultures. From the outset, it must be

admitted that the religions and philosophies of the

nations in these geopolitical clusters vary from one

another in enumerable ways, so any generalizations

will fail to do justice to the unique features of each

culture’s traditions and perspectives (Koehn, 1999).

This caveat not withstanding, and given evidence

reported in prior research, we nonetheless expected

that levels of idealism and relativism would differ

among these three regions.

With regards to idealism, we predicted that the

well-documented individualism of Western nations,

relative to the East, suggested that the nations in this

region would adopt less idealistic moral philoso-

phies. Individualism is a tradition or worldview

based on each individual’s independence and

uniqueness. This doctrine assumes people are

autonomous, and must be free to act and think in

ways that they prefer, rather than submit to the

demands of the group. Collectivism, in contrast, puts

the group and its goals before those of the individual

members. This cultural orientation stresses the fun-

damental importance of relationships, with moral

obligations based on respect, trust, and a sense of

community rather than general, cross-situational

moral dictates (Bellah et al., 1985). Collectivism

implies idealism, at least as idealism is defined by the

items on the EPQ (e.g., ‘‘The dignity and welfare of

people should be the most important concern in any

society,’’ Forsyth, 1980, p. 178).

Turning to reliance on moral principles, we

predicted that Eastern nations would be more rela-

tivistic than Western ones. Eastern philosophies,

rooted in cultural traditions of Shintoism, Hinduism,

Zen, Buddhism, and Taoism, tend to be more

contextual, relational, and dynamic but less dualistic

and principle focused in comparison to Western,

Judeo–Christian philosophies. Buddhism, for

example, is the dominant spiritual tradition in many

parts of Asia, and despite the clear direction of its

teachings it maintains that what is right and wrong,

morally, is a decision that must be made in a specific

context. Buddhism offers suggestions for making

moral choices, but its principles are not cross-

situational and cross-temporal rules that define the

morally good. Eastern philosophies stress change

rather than constancy, as illustrated in the ancient

Chinese symbol called T’ai-chi T’u, or Yin/Yang.

The notion of Yin/Yang suggests that what is wrong

can be transformed into what is right, and that both

good and evil contain within them elements of the

other. This committed relativism results in a general

mistrust in conventional knowledge and reasoning

since the human intellect can only dimly compre-

hend the spiritual world (Tan, 2002; Xing, 1995).

We also predicted that Middle Eastern nations

would be more idealistic than Western nations, but

less relativistic than Eastern ones. Residents of

Middle Eastern nations, such as Saudi Arabia,

Lebanon, and Egypt, are primarily Muslim, and

they are more likely to adopt the ethical principles

and perspectives of the teachings of the Quran and

the Sunnah, which are the records of the teachings

of the Prophet Muhammad. Islam urges strict

compliance with the moral dictates of the Quran,

and so those who accept this faith will tend to be

less rather than more relativistic (Abeng, 1997).

Islam also enjoins its followers to provide service to

and care of their community. Powerful social

mores that govern interactions within Islamic

society are based, in part, on the value placed on

helping others, forgiveness, compensating others for

their losses, and service to the community at large

(Marta et al., 2003). These cultural tendencies

suggested that individuals from Middle Eastern

countries will endorse moral philosophies that are

more idealistic but less relativistic.

H1: Nations will differ in levels of idealism and

relativism, such that (H1A) residents of Eastern

and Middle Eastern nations will be more ide-

alistic than those in West; and (H1B) residents

of Eastern nations will more relativistic than

those in Western and Middle East nations.

In addition to these regional differences in overall

idealism and relativism, we also predicted that the

nations within the three regions would differ in their

ethics positions within the 4-fold EPT typology. If,

as H1 suggests, western countries are less idealistic
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(H1A) and less relativistic (H1B), then surveys of

those nations should find more exceptionists than

other ethics positions. If, in contrast, eastern coun-

tries tend to be more relativistic and idealistic, then

the dominant ethics ideology of those nations should

be situationism. Relatively more Middle Eastern

peoples should be absolutists, since they tend to be

low in relativism and high in idealism.

H2: Regions will differ in the proportion of resi-

dents that adopt each ethics position: (H2A)

relatively more individuals in Western nations

will endorse an exceptionist ethics position

(low idealism and low relativism); (H2B) those

in Eastern nations will tend to be situationists;

and (H2C) residents of Middle Eastern nations

will tend to be absolutists.

These predicted variations in ethics positions across

nations and regions should be associated with cul-

tural differences in values, practices, and social

norms. Studies of different cultures indicate that each

one has unique and idiosyncratic features, but that

cultures can be compared and contrasted in terms of

a few key dimensions. Some cultures, for example,

stress power differentials between groups more so

than others, whereas others emphasize individuals

more than collectives. Specifically, we predicted that

a nation’s level of idealism and relativism would be

linked to other nation-level indices of cultural val-

ues, including Hofstede’ (1980) Cultural Dimensions

and Inglehart’s (1997) Dimensions of World Values.

For the Hofstede (1980) cultural dimensions, we

expected that idealism would be associated with the

masculinity (MAS) dimension, and relativism would

be related to individualism and uncertainty avoid-

ance (UAI). Hofstede suggested that cultures that

score low in masculinity embrace prosocial, caring

values that are consistent with family and relation-

ships, whereas cultures that score higher in mascu-

linity stress competition, goal-striving, and personal

success over concern for others. These differences

parallel highs and lows in idealism. With regards to

relativism, we hypothesized that the collectivistic

cultures of the Eastern region of the world would

tend to be also relativistic, and so expected that

relativism would be negatively associated with

individualism. We also expected that relativistic

nations would be lower in UAI. As House and

Javidan (2004) explained, individuals living in a

culture that is high in UAI ‘‘actively seek to decrease

the probability of unpredictable future events that

could adversely affect the operation of an organiza-

tion or society’’ (p. 12), and a more strict moral code

may be one means of reducing that unpredictability.

Individuals in cultures that are not uncertainty

averse, in contrast, would be more likely to tolerate

unexpected actions on the part of members, even

when those actions are inconsistent with expecta-

tions based on what is considered moral or immoral

(Scholtens and Dam, 2007). Such cultures, which in

Pelto’s (1968) terms would be loose rather than

tight, should be characterized by higher levels of

relativism.

We also examined the relationship between ide-

alism and relativism and the cultural dimensions

identified by Inglehart’s (1997) and Inglehart and

Baker (2000) analysis of responses to the World

Values Survey of 65 societies. Inglehart found con-

sistent differences among countries along a tradi-

tional/secular-rational values (TSV) dimension and a

Survival/Self-expression values (SSV) dimension.

Inglehart and Baker (2000, p. 25) wrote: ‘‘the people

of traditional societies have high levels of national

pride, favor more respect for authority’’ and ‘‘accept

national authority passively.’’ They ‘‘emphasize

social conformity rather than individualistic striving

[and] believe in absolute standards of good and evil.’’

Cultures with low scores on the TSV dimension also

tended to be ones where the populace adopts tra-

ditional religious beliefs, such as believing in God

and Hell and gaining strength from their religious

beliefs. Given that religiosity – particularly in sam-

ples of Westerners – is related to both idealism and

relativism (e.g., Barnett et al., 1996; Singhapakdi

et al., 2000; Vitell and Paolillo, 2003), we predicted

that idealism would be negatively associated with

TSV and relativism would be positively associated

with this cultural dimension.

We predicted that idealism and relativism would

interact to predict scores on the Inglehart’s Survival/

Self-expression values (SSV) dimension. This

dimensions ‘‘taps a syndrome of trust, tolerance,

subjective well-being, political activism, and self-

expression that emerges in postindustrial societies’’

(Inglehart and Baker, 2000, p. 25). Residents of high

scoring nations on the SSV display a degree of
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relativism with regards to traditional moral standards,

but they are committed to emerging social values

that prize equality, environmentalism, and tolerance.

These demographics suggest that Western countries,

which we expect to be exceptionists, would likely

also score higher on SSV dimension.

H3: Idealism and relativism, measured at the

international level, will be systematically

related to previously documented differences

in cultural values and traditions such that:

(H3A) countries where residents express rela-

tively high levels of idealism will have low

scores on masculinity (MAS) and traditional/

secular-rational values (TSV); (H3B) countries

where residents express relatively high levels of

relativism will have higher scores on indexes of

traditional/secular-rational values (TSV) but

lower scores on Individualism (IDV) and

Uncertainty Avoidance (UAI); (H3C) coun-

tries where residents are low in idealism and

relativism (exceptionists) will have higher

scores on Survival/Self-expression values

(SSV) index.

Methods

We tested our hypotheses about cultural differences

in ethics ideologies by examining the statistical

information provided by researchers in published and

unpublished studies that used the EPQ to measure

idealism and relativism. The search began online with

the Educational Resources Information Center

(ERIC), PsycInfo, InfoTrac OneFile, Google Scho-

lar, and Dissertation Abstracts Online. A variety of

search terms was used to maximize results including,

but not limited to; EPQ, ethics position, Forsyth,

idealism, relativism, Machiavellianism, situationist,

absolutist, exceptionist, subjectivist, moral and ethics

orientation, and moral judgment. We used the Web

of Science to locate all papers in that database that

referenced Forsyth (1980) or Forsyth (1992) and

posted a call for papers – both published and

unpublished – on the listserv for the Society for

Personality and Social Psychologists (SPSP). We also

conducted a manual search of the journal with the

most citations for the EPQ, The Journal of Business

Ethics, to ensure a more complete examination. The

results of these searches revealed clusters of authors, so

the next step was to contact these prominent authors

in the field and (1) confirm the lists of their publica-

tions were complete (2) retrieve unreported statistics

needed for the meta-analysis, and (3) request any

unpublished studies.

Until recently, the reporting of correlation

matrices, means, standard deviations, and reliabilities

in many journals was sporadic. This variation in the

amount of statistical information presented in studies

dating back to 1978 posed a challenge to meta-

analysts who rely on these statistics to quantify effects

and overall differences. Therefore, it is necessary

when conducting a meta-analysis to seek out the

authors of publications when a key statistic is miss-

ing. This was the case in slightly less than half of the

identified articles. A request for more information

e-mail and a follow up e-mail two weeks later

resulted in the addition of 15 studies that were

included in the analysis. When no information was

provided, the study could not be included in the

meta-analysis.

The literature search identified 220 publications

that cited the EPQ in some way. The next step in

the systematic review is to decide on inclusion cri-

teria. Beginning with the broadest criterion, an in-

cluded article must have used the EPQ on a unique

sample. Since many of the research questions focus

on differences in nationalities and world regions,

articles that used a non-English version of the EPQ

were included. Although it is not uncommon to

drop a small number of items from a scale to increase

reliability, an additional inclusion criteria was that

the study had to include at least 6 of the 10 items

from the original Forsyth (1980) scales.

Regional coding

For any study, we recorded the year of publication,

general citation information, means, standard devi-

ations, and reliabilities of the two scales, as well as

sample features and size. Nationality was initially

coded as reported in the study, but to make more

meaningful conclusions among world regions

nationality was also coded into three socio-

geographic regions based on geography, culture,

colonization influence, and language: eastern (Asia/

Pacific Rim) cultures, western (Europe, Russia, U.S,
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and West Asia) cultures, and Middle Eastern (Middle

East, North Africa) cultures. The category of the

Western nations was not defined exclusively by

geographic region. The impact of Western Europe

on other parts of the world, such as Australia and the

U.S., makes this category broader than simply the

nations on the European continent. For this reason,

certain nations are included in that category that are

not part of Europe or the former Soviet Republic,

but instead are culturally bound through coloniza-

tion and culture.

The number of studies for any particular country

did not allow us to distinguish between regions within

a specific country, with one exception: the U.S. Due

to the relatively large number of studies conducted

using U.S. samples, in some analyses we identified

three subcategories: those conducted in the Eastern

United States, the Western United States (where the

Mississippi River was the dividing line), and those

studies that drew participants from across the U.S. We

subdivided the U.S. sample, so that cell sizes for that

country would not be so disproportionate in com-

parison to other countries (and thereby increasing

heterogeneity of variance), and also because regional

variations in such cultural dimensions as individual-

ism/collectivism were identified in prior studies of the

U.S. (e.g., Vandello and Cohen, 1999). Table II

shows the result of the socio-geographic divisions.

Cultural coding

When possible, each nation included in the meta-

analysis was scored on five cultural dimensions and

three cultural values. The five cultural dimensions

included power distance, uncertainty avoidance,

individualism, masculinity, and long-term orientation

(LTO), as defined and indexed by Hofstede (1980; see

http://www.geert-hofstede.com/). The primary

cultural values, traditional vs. secular rational values

(TSV), and survival vs. self-expression values (SSV)

were derived from Inglehart and Baker’s (2000, p. 30)

summary of each nation’s location on the dimensions,

as indicated by residents’ responses to the World

Values Survey. We also added a third, more specific,

indicator of religious values drawn from the online

database of the World Values Survey: the proportion

of residents of a particular country to express belief in

God (see http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/). The

World Values Survey database included scores for

only a subsample of the nations in our meta-analysis.

Item deletion and scaling

During the coding process, it became apparent that

many researchers were factor analyzing the two

scales of the EPQ and retaining only the highest

loading items. These modified EPQ scales were

retained in the analysis, but because significant dif-

ferences may exist between the full version of the

EPQ and the shortened versions of the EPQ, scale

length was used as a covariate. Another issue dis-

covered during the data collection phase was dif-

fering metrics used on the EPQ. All studies utilized

Likert-type scaling, however the metrics ranged

from 5-points to 9-points. Since differing metrics

can cause differing means as well as alter distribu-

tions, scale metric was used as a control variable in

the analyses (Schwarz, 1999).

Since different researchers used varying numbers of

items and rating-point scales (5, 7, and 9), we con-

verted the reported idealism and relativism informa-

tion to a common metric. First, when investigators

reported totals across the scales rather than means, we

converted their results to means by dividing the ide-

alism and relativism scores by the number of items

used in the study. Second, in order to convert these

means to a common metric the means of the scales

were divided by the maximum score possible given

the particular scale length used in that particular study.

For instance, a mean of 4.5 for idealism, in a study

using 9-point scales would be converted to .50

(4.5/9), but a mean of 4.5 for idealism in a study using

7-point scales would be converted to .64. Therefore,

all reported means could range from 0 to 1, with

higher scores indicating greater idealism and relativ-

ism.

Meta-analytic data analysis

Our meta-analysis method was a sample-size

weighted ANCOVA with covariates. The sample-

size weighting gives greater weights to data from

larger samples. The unit of analysis was the country.

The dependent variables were the mean of the rel-

ativism scale and the mean of idealism scale.
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Results

Our analyses are based on 139 independent samples

from 81 studies conducted with residents of 29

nations totaling 30,230 participants. We use these

data to first explore measures of central tendency and

dispersion for the idealism and relativism scales, their

interdependence, and also several psychometric

issues pertaining to scale and response-scale length.

We then examined variations in relativism and ide-

alism across the 29 nations in the sample to deter-

mine if regional differences exist, and if these

differences are related to previously documented

differences between nations in terms of values,

practices, and relationships.

Idealism and relativism: descriptive and psychometric

statistics

Table II presents the descriptive statistics for the

studies used in the meta-analysis, including the

number of samples (k), sample size (N), means,

standard deviations, and socio-geographic region for

TABLE II

Number of samples (k) and participants (N ) and idealism and relativism means (weighted by no. of each study) and

standard deviations for the U.S. and countries in three world regions (total k = 139, total N = 30,230)

Nation k N Idealism M Idealism SD Relativism M Relativism SD Region

Australia 8 1419 .727 0.040 .536 0.032 West

Austria 3 298 .757 0.055 .576 0.086 West

Belgium 3 1048 .588 0.092 .539 0.094 West

Britain 3 289 .789 0.018 .690 0.035 West

Brunei 1 153 .821 – .709 – East

Canada 2 331 .719 0.007 .447 0.029 West

China 5 1081 .716 0.040 .687 0.146 East

Egypt 6 1466 .791 0.130 .550 0.044 Mid East

Hong Kong 6 877 .703 0.034 .669 0.012 East

India 1 114 .778 – .682 – East

Indonesia 1 120 .752 – – – East

Ireland 1 193 .734 – .687 – West

Israel 1 284 .672 – .542 – West

Japan 2 463 .721 0.002 .686 0.061 East

Lebanon 2 592 .758 0.043 .626 – Mid East

Malaysia 3 408 .778 0.032 .625 0.051 East

N. Ireland 1 193 .888 – – – West

New Zealand 2 160 .682 – .589 0.014 West

Poland 1 202 .814 – .542 – West

Russia 3 378 .728 0.017 .597 0.048 West

Saudi Arabia 1 198 .769 – .605 – Mid East

S. Africa 1 256 .779 – .467 – West

S. Korea 2 297 .797 0.024 .604 0.013 East

Spain 1 152 .868 – .638 – West

Thailand 1 98 .730 – .622 – East

Turkey 3 607 .811 0.040 .641 0.007 Mid East

UAE 1 208 .759 – .618 – Mid East

Ukraine 1 30 .788 – .609 – West

US East 27 6699 .712 0.098 .577 0.077 West

US mixed 32 8235 .718 0.049 .547 0.062 West

US West 14 3197 .741 0.050 .626 0.044 West

Grand Mean .728 0.079 .586 0.076
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each nation. So that studies based on a small

number of subjects would not contribute as much

to the computations as studies with larger numbers

of subjects, we computed the means shown in

Table II by weighting the converted mean

reported in the publication by sample size when

multiple studies were conducted within a single

country.

As Table II indicates, the means for idealism and

relativism were .728 and .586, respectively. These

means, if converted to the original EPQ metric

(scores ranging from 10 to 90, using a 9-point scale

for 10 items per scale), would correspond to 65.52

for idealism and 52.74 for relativism. The means, by

nation, ranged from a low of .588 to a high of .888

for idealism and .447 to .709 for relativism. These

ranges, if converted to the original EPQ metric,

would correspond to 52.9 to 79.9 for idealism and

40.2 to 63.8 for relativism. Although not shown in

Table II, the medians for idealism and relativism

were .734 and .606, respectively.

We calculated the correlation between idealism and

relativism using the independent samples as the unit of

analysis and again using nations as the level of analysis.

These correlations were positive, but not significant, in

both cases; r (128) = .11, and r (27) = .27, respectively.

This correlation, if calculated based on the means

weighted by the sample size, was .26 and was significant

only if the sample size was based on the entire number

of participants with valid data for both idealism and

relativism (n = 28,540 since all studies did not include

both scales of the EPQ).

We also examined the impact of two measure-

ment variables – scale length and response-scale

length – on idealism and relativism in two 5

(number of items: 6, 7, 8, 9, or 10)� 3 (response

scale length: 5, 7, or 9 choices) sample-size-

weighted least squares ANOVAs (one for idealism

and one for relativism). The significant main effect

of number of items for idealism, F(4, 124) = 3.37,

p < .012, indicated that the more items used to

assess idealism, the lower the idealism scores. The

adjusted means, from 6 to 10 item scales, were .794,

.741, .826, .728, and .719. No other effects reached

significance for idealism, so we controlled for

number-of-items in subsequent analyses of ideal-

ism. Since no effects were significant in the analysis

of relativism, measurement variables were ignored

in subsequent analyses of this variable.

Cross-cultural differences in idealism and relativism

The 27 nations for which data on both idealism and

relativism are available are presented in Figure 1. As

that figure indicates, Canada and South Africa were

the least relativistic countries, in comparison to the

highly relativistic Brunei and Britain. Belgium and

Austria had the lowest idealism scores, and Spain,

Brunei, Poland, and Turkey had the highest idealism

scores. Northern Ireland is not shown in Figure 1

since the one study conducted in that country did

not report a relativism score; however, the .888

idealism for that country makes it the most idealistic

country in the database.

Regional differences in idealism

We tested for regional differences in idealism in

a one-way sample-size-weighted least squares

ANCOVA using region (U.S., Eastern, Western,

Middle Eastern) as the predictor variable, and the

number of items used in the scale as a covariate

(given its significant relationship to idealism, noted

above). The significant effect of region, as summa-

rized in Table III, only partially supported H1A.

Western nations were, as anticipated, less idealistic,

but only relative to the more idealistic Middle East

nations. The Eastern nations fell intermediate to and

not different from either the Middle East nations or

the Western nations.

Regional differences in relativism

A one-way sample-size-weighted least squares

ANOVA using region (U.S., Eastern, Western,

Middle East) as the predictor variable yielded a sig-

nificant effect of region, which supported H1B. As

Table III indicates, respondents living in the Eastern

regions of the world expressed higher levels of rel-

ativism than Westerners, with Middle Easterners

falling intermediate to and not different from either

group.

Cross-cultural differences in ethics positions

Figure 1 also indicates each nation’s classification

into an ethics position: absolutism, situationism,

exceptionism, and subjectivism. Consistent with

most prior studies, by separating the nations at the

median for idealism (.734) and relativism (.606) we
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could classify the majority of the 29 nations (and 3

U.S. regions) into one of the categories defined by

Ethics Positions Theory. Five nations were classified

as absolutist in their ethics position: South Africa,

Poland, and Egypt, and to a lesser degree Saudi

Arabia and Korea, endorsed an absolutist moral

philosophy. Eight countries (Spain, Brunei, Turkey,

Britain, India, Malaysia, Lebanon, and the UAE)

were situationists, as well as the western segment of

the U.S. Hong Kong, Japan, Thailand, and China

were the four-subjectivist nations. Eight countries

(34.8%) were classified as exceptionists: Belgium,

Austria, Israel, New Zealand, the U.S. (east

and mixed), Australia, Canada, and Russia. Thus,

exceptionism and situationism were the most com-

mon ethics positions at the national level, displayed

by two-thirds of the countries in the survey, and

subjectivism and absolutism were nearly equally

endorsed by the remaining nations. (Ukraine’s score

for relativism and Ireland’s score for idealism fell so

near the median that they could not be classified as

either high or low.)

A 4 (region)� 4 (ethics position) frequency anal-

ysis, v2 (9, n = 27) = 21.68, p < .01, indicated that

residents of different nations in different regions of the

world tended to endorse different ethics positions.

Consistent with H2A and the regional differences

reported above for the continuous idealism and rela-

tivism variables, a majority of the Western countries

(63.6%) shared exceptionism as their national moral

philosophy. None of the Eastern nations were classi-

fied as exceptionists: instead, and as is generally con-

sistent with H2B, most (87.5%) were evenly divided

between situationism and subjectivism, the highly

relativistic positions. The Middle Eastern countries

tended to be idealistic ones as H2C predicted, but they

were divided between absolutism (Egypt, Saudi

Arabia) and situationism (Lebanon, Turkey, United

Arabs Emirate).

Idealism, relativism, and cultural values

We hypothesized that measures of idealism and

relativism, aggregated at the national level, would be

related to previously documented differences in

cultural values and traditions. We tested this

hypothesis in a series of 2 (Idealism: high vs. low)

2 (Relativism: high vs. low) sample-size-weighted

least squares ANOVAs. The results of these analyses

are summarized in Table IV and in Figure 2.

TABLE III

Idealism and relativism means in four world regions

Item Means Region F-ratio dfs

US Eastern Western Middle East

Idealism .720a .735ab .719a .775b 2.82* 3, 133

Relativism .568a .642b .557a .587ab 4.54** 3, 127

Note: For any dependent variable, means that do not share a common single letter subscript are different at the p < .05 by

Duncan’s New Multiple Range Test.

*p < .05.

**p < .01.

Figure 1. Locations of 29 nations on the two dimen-

sions of idealism and relativism.
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Idealism and cultural values

H3A predicted that countries where residents express

relatively high levels of idealism would score lower

on the Ingelhart (1997) index of traditional/secular-

rational values (TSV) and Hofstede’s (1980) index of

masculinity (MAS). This hypothesis was supported

by significant main effects of idealism on both these

indices. As the means shown in Figure 2(a, f) indi-

cates, the TSV and MAS scores for idealistic coun-

tries – the absolutists and situationists – were lower

than those for less idealistic countries – the excep-

tionists and subjectivists; the Ms were ).76 and .24

for TSV and 50.73 and 58.42 for MAS.

Figure 2 also presents findings pertaining to one

specific item that contributes to the traditional/

secular-rational values (TSV) scale: Percentage of

country residents who express a belief in God. The

significant main effect of idealism on this item, as

Figure 2(b) indicates, confirms that individuals in

idealistic countries were more likely to report a

belief in God than those in less idealistic countries;

the Ms were 92.43% and 75.89%.

Relativism and cultural values

H3B predicted that countries where residents express

relatively high levels of relativism would score

higher on the Ingelhart (1997) traditional/secular-

rational values (TSV) scale but lower scores on

Hofstede’s (1980) index of Individualism and

Uncertainty Avoidance. This prediction was sup-

ported by the main effects of relativism for these

variables reported in Table IV and shown in Fig-

ure 2(a, e, g). The relativism main effect for TSV,

IDV, and UAI indicate that high relativist nations,

compared to low relativist nations, were more tra-

ditional (TSV Ms = .07 and ).77) and lower in

individualism (IDV Ms = 35.70 and 62.79, respec-

tively) and uncertainty avoidance (UAI Ms = 48.63

and 67.32, respectively). However, as noted below,

the findings reported in Table IV and Figure 2(c, e)

add a qualification to the overall confirmation of H3B.

Relativism, idealism, and cultural values

As Figure 2(c) clearly indicates, most of the nations in

our sample had relatively moderate scores on the SSV

index; only the exceptionist nations (low relativists

and low idealists), as H3C hypothesized, strongly

endorsed values that emphasized self-expression, trust,

tolerance, and personal happiness.

These results, along with other findings presented

in Table IV and in Figure 2, suggest that the

strength of the relationship between idealism and a

number of cultural values was moderated, to some

extent, by relativism. When low idealism was

combined with low relativism, yielding an excep-

tionist moral position, individuals were more likely

to endorse self-expression values rather than survival

values and individualism rather than collectivism.

TABLE IV

ANOVA results for test main effects of idealism (I), relativism (R), and their interaction (I * R) on indices of world

values

Item Anova F-ratios Error MS dfs

I R I * R

Traditional/Secular-rational values (TSV) 14.42*** 7.17** 3.14� 1.63 1, 21

Belief in God 20.11*** 12.96** 1.53 180.6 1, 11

Survival/Self-expression values (SSV) 4.33* 3.64 8.82** 2.19 1, 21

Power distance index (PDI) 3.93� 2.85 3.41� 3959.1 1, 21

Individualism (IDV) 2.89 10.63** 16.55*** 1153.5 1, 21

Masculinity (MAS) 4.79* 0.13 0.07 384.7 1, 21

Uncertainty avoidance (UAI) 2.15 5.15* 0.18 1133.7 1, 21

Long-term orientation (LTO) 2.86 1.01 8.40** 1192.8 1, 8

�p < .10.

*p < .05.

**p < .01.

***p < .001.
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Figure 2. Mean cultural values and dimensions for exceptionist, subjectivist, absolutist, and situationist nations.
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They were also somewhat more likely to score lower

on the power distance index (PDI). When, in

contrast, low idealism was combined with high

relativism, yielding a subjectivist moral position,

individuals were more likely to endorse secular-

rational values and a LTO. These findings suggest

that, in some cases, cultural values are predicted by a

combination of idealism and relativism, rather than

by either idealism or relativism alone.

Discussion

Relying on meta-analytic methods to organize prior

studies that used the EPQ to measure idealism and

relativism in countries around the world, we found

support for the three basic hypotheses: (a) mean

levels of idealism and relativism vary across regions

of the world in predictable ways; (b) countries can be

classified on the basis of residents’ EPQ scores into

one of four ethics positions: exceptionists (West-

erners), subjectivists and situationists (Easterners),

and absolutists and situationists (Middle Easterners);

and (c) variations in idealism and relativism are

consistent with prior studies of cultural differences

(e.g., Hofstede, 1980; Ingelhart and Baker, 2000).

Idealism, relativism, and culture

Where are idealism and relativism highest and

where are they lowest? Idealism, as conceptualized

within EPT, was reduced in many of the more

commercially focused and entrepreneurial countries

in the Eastern and Western world, such as the

U.S., Hong Kong, China, and Australia. Idealism

waxed, in contrast, in a number of European,

Eastern, and Middle East countries that were

characterized by lower scores on the Hofstede

(1980) femininity–masculinity dimension. Relativ-

ism, in contrast, peaked in the collectivistic nations

of the world and where people expressed less

traditional values and orientations. The Asian

countries of the East consistently scored higher in

relativism, although they were joined by some

unexpected company; England and Ireland, for

example. Less relativistic countries were similar in

that residents tended to express relatively ortho-

dox, traditional values about religion and they

were more oriented toward UAI and more

accepting of power distances in social relationships.

As a result of these tendencies, Western countries

such as the U.S., Belgium, Austria, and Canada,

could be classified as exceptionistic in their national-

level ethics position. Eastern countries, in contrast,

tended to fall into the subjectivist category (e.g.,

Hong Kong, China, Japan) or situationism (Malay-

sia, India, and possibly Korea). Absolutists’ locales

varied, and included several Middle Eastern coun-

tries (Egypt, Saudi Arabia), Poland, and South

Africa.

Interestingly, these nation-level variations in

ethics positions were associated with differences

along a number of key cultural dimensions. Excep-

tionist nations (low idealism, low relativism, such as

the U.S.) differed from all other ethics positions in

terms of their self-expression values, their rejection

of power-distance relationships, their emphasis on

individuality over collectivism, and their masculine

orientation. Subjectivist nations, in contrast (low

idealism, high relativism, such as Hong Kong), were

different from other nations in their rejection of

traditional values, low levels of UAI, pronounced

LTO, and low proportion of residents who reported

believing in God.

These findings clarify, to a degree, the con-

ceptual meaning of the dimensions of the EPQ,

but they also provide additional details regarding

the nature of cross-cultural differences in individ-

ualism/collectivism. Forsyth (1980, p. 178) labeled

individuals who agreed with such items as ‘‘One

should never psychologically or physically harm

another person,’’ ‘‘If an action could harm an

innocent other, then it should not be done,’’ and

‘‘Deciding whether or not to perform an act by

balancing the positive consequences of the act

against the negative consequences of the act is

immoral’’ idealists, but the current findings suggest

that they tend to be more traditional, conservative,

and religious as well. Similarly, Forsyth (1980,

p. 178) labeled those who agreed with such

statements as ‘‘Different types of moralities cannot

be compared as to rightness,’’ ‘‘What is ethical

varies from one situation and society to another,’’

and ‘‘Whether a lie is judged to be moral or

immoral depends upon the circumstances sur-

rounding the action’’ relativists, but the current

results suggest that they are also collectivistic,
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logical/rational, less uncertainty-averse, and possi-

bility less traditionally religious.

One of the most surprising aspects of these results

was the relatively complex picture it provides of the

concept of individualism/collectivism. We pre-

dicted, on the basis of the reasonable expectation

that individuals in Eastern countries would be both

relativistic and collectivistic, an association between

these two dimensions (Diener et al., 2005). How-

ever, theoretically, it could be individualists, given

their stress on independence over interdependence,

who would also be likely to resist basing their moral

judgments on universal principles that apply across

people. What we found, however, was that indi-

vidualism/collectivism is predicted by the interac-

tion of both idealism and relativism, for the

exceptionists were individualistic whereas as the

equally nonidealistic subjectivists were collectivistic.

These findings serve as a warning to consider, when

possible, not only the bivariate relationships between

idealism and relativism and other variables, but also

the joint effects of idealism and relativism. Such

relationships can be detected either by classifying

participants into ethics positions or through the use

of moderated multiple-regression procedures.

Limitations and concerns

Limitations in the methods we used in this study

should not be disregarded. We grouped entire

nations into three broad categories, and so were not

sensitive to the many unique aspects of the religions

and philosophies of the nations in these geopolitical

clusters. As a meta-analysis, the validity of the con-

clusions depends on the quality of the procedures

used by hundreds of researchers working in coun-

tries around the world. Researchers who used

unusual sampling methods, administered the EPQ

incorrectly, translated the EPQ inaccurately, or

misreported their findings influenced the conclu-

sions we drew from their work. Some studies, too,

had to be eliminated from our analysis simply

because the investigators did not report basic statis-

tics about the scales, or they decided to administer

only one scale rather than both scales.

The results must also be interpreted with caution

given the psychometric weaknesses of the EPQ,

which was the scale used to assess both idealism and

relativism in the studies we reviewed. In some cases

researchers reported that could replicate the original

factor structure of the EPQ, particularly for U.S.,

English-speaking participants (e.g., Forsyth et al.,

1988; MacKewn and Van Vuren, 2007). Many

researchers, however, find that they must modify the

items in the original scale to improve the measure’s

psychometric fitness. When, for example, Davis

et al. (2001) conducted a confirmatory factor analysis

of the EPQ they discovered that the relativism scale

was too heterogeneous to be summed into a single

scale score. Their findings suggested splitting the two

items pertaining to lying out from the other items

(and also deleting an item that contributed little to

the overall internal consistency of the relativism

scale). Similarly Cui et al. (2005) reported that the

conceptual meaning of the two scales held up across

the five societies they studied (Austria, Britain,

Brunei, Hong Kong, and USA), but that no one

basic factor pattern generalized across all cultures.

These findings suggest that the EPQ should be

used with caution as a measure of moral thought,

particularly when it is translated and administered to

individuals from non-U.S. cultures. Not only may

the meaning of the items vary from one language to

another, but also the very meanings of the dimen-

sions themselves may shift from one culture to the

next. Relativism, for example, may mean some-

thing different to someone raised in the U.S. in

comparison to Eastern or Middle Eastern relativism.

Redfern (2004, pp. 206–207), suggesting just this

possibility, notes ‘‘the Chinese ‘Relativist’ strays

from the Western ‘Relativist’ in that decisions are

made through a largely irrational and non-material

approach which relies more on the intuition of the

individual in the pursuit of higher ideals or ‘virtues’,

of which guide decision making in each situation.’’

Indeed, as cross-cultural psychologist Bond (2000)

noted, to assume that a measure that was developed

with U.S. citizens can be used without reservation

with those with widely differing cultural back-

grounds is imperialistic, particularly when

researchers focus so exclusively on idealism and

relativism that they ignore other, indigenous, as-

pects of morality that are unique to a given cultural

context.

These limitations lead us to this methodological

plea: When using the EPQ, investigators should

publish the basic statistics for the two scales so that
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the findings can be used in subsequent meta-

analyses. Also, it would be helpful if reports included

the means of the total, 10-item scales as well as the

means for reduced scales even if such psychometric

trimming proves to be necessary. In a number of

cases researchers sought to increase the internal

consistency of the EPQ scales by eliminating items

that did not contribute to the psychometric consis-

tency of the scales, but because of this tweaking of

the scales our findings are not based on a single set of

unified measures of idealism and relativism.

Another methodological limitation can be traced

to the small number of samples for some of the

regions we investigated. As with all empirical efforts,

we would be more confident that the means in

Table II reflect the true value of idealism and rela-

tivism in the population of a specific country if the

reported statistics are based on larger samples and

multiple studies. In cases such as Israel, Saudi Arabia,

and Indonesia, we could locate only one study that

provided the necessary information to use in the

meta-analysis, and as a result the nuances of that

study’s sample and procedures may have determined

the location of that country in Figure 2. As studies

are added to the database, the location of each

country may shift accordingly, and in proportion to

the size of the current database. With so many

subjects for such countries as the U.S., Australia, and

Hong Kong their location should not change with

each new study. However, other countries whose

locations are based on fewer data points may move

their location.

Still, 30,000 subjects is a reassuringly substantial

number of participants, as are the theoretically and

empirical relationships that emerged in this study.

Despite the lack of consistency in the procedures of

the studies we examined – which undoubtedly

resulted in substantial noise in the aggregated data set

– predictions derived from the EPT and from prior

studies of cross-cultural differences in values were

largely confirmed.

Implications

It is often said that leadership that is not ethical is not

good leadership, and that the ethical company will in

time outperform one that takes moral shortcuts.

Such sage pronouncements, however, overlook the

cultural specificity of morality, for what is consid-

ered ethical in one country may invoke moral out-

rage in another. Progressive business professionals

may wish to ‘‘do the right thing,’’ but this guiding

principle may be of little help, when they find

themselves in cultures where their personal con-

ceptions of morality are at odds with the moral ac-

tions and judgments of those around them.

As globalization continues apace people are more

frequently living and working in cultural contexts

whose moral practices and pronouncements seem, at

least initially, incoherent and arbitrary. In one

country people may seem to not only tolerate, but

also actively encourage, bribery and nepotism. Yet,

saying something critical about a respected member

of the community or excusing oneself from a shared

meal may in this same country be roundly con-

demned. In another culture people consider bribery

to be morally indefensible, but they show little

loyalty to their employers and reward themselves

before they make sure others receive their due share.

Contrast that culture with one where people nego-

tiate every business transaction with grace and

politeness, yet when they make decisions they seem

to ignore the negative impact that their choices will

have on people who are outside of their social circle.

Ethics position theory, and the findings reported

here pertaining to cultural variations in idealism and

relativism, offer a way of conceptualizing and coping

with living in a moral world that seems different

from the one where one was raised. EPT assumes

that that the specific moral expectations and practices

of a particular cultures are not wholly arbitrary or

idiosyncratic, but instead reflect underlying differ-

ences in idealism and relativism. Just as personality

researchers find that the bewildering variety of per-

sonality traits can be distilled down to small number

of key differences such as introversion/extraversion

and neuroticism, so the current findings suggest that

the many variations in how cultures approach

questions of moral goodness depend, in part, on each

cultures’ orientation towards harm and conformity

to the normative standards of that society. In a more

idealistic culture, the populace may find the

aggressive, materialistic, high achievement motiva-

tion, and masculinity of a traditional business ori-

entation to be morally offensive, for such an

orientation is antithetical to the person-centered,

humble, nurturing, and interpersonally sensitive
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orientation of high idealism. In contrast, when the

culture stresses traditional religious values, confor-

mity to codes of right and wrong, and moral rights,

then its members are likely to condemn a relativistic

orientation to morality that eschews absolutism in

favor of a contextual weighting of the demands of

social duty and responsibility in the given context.

One may understand the language and customs of

those one works with, sells to, and buys from, but if

one enters into a social exchange without under-

standing how one’s partners in the process think

about issues of morality, then the experience will

likely end badly.
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