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Abstract 
 
The main objective of the current study is to investigate whether ethical sensitivity and self-
esteem affect the academic performance of business students in financial accounting course. 
Also, the relationships among self-esteem - ethical sensitivity - cynicism were examined. The 
data was gathered from students in undergraduate business program of one public university in 
Turkey via questionnaire. Factor, reliability and regression analyses were conducted to analyze 
the data and to test hypotheses of the study. The results showed that ethical sensitivity and self-
esteem have positive effect on academic performance. Self–esteem has positive impact on 
ethical sensitivity. In addition, results displayed that cynicism negatively affects the ethical 
sensitivity of students. It was also found that ethical sensitivity has mediation effect on the 
relationship between self-esteem and academic performance.  
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1. Introduction 
 
Interest of global business community and researchers in ethics is increasing day by day. 
Increasing scandals play an important role in this growing interest. Although these scandals 
emerged in different sectors, almost all of them are concerned with the accounting process of 
related companies. Waste Management, Xerox, Enron, WorldCom, Lehman Brothers, and 
Toshiba accounting scandals could be listed as some examples of them. Accounting scandals 
revealed an important issue in the business world; business ethics, especially accounting 
ethics. As a result, recently accounting ethics is one of the most popular subjects which 
accounting researchers interested in.  

Chan and Leung (2006) indicated that accounting profession has some controversial 
characteristics in its nature related to ethics. Despite its controversial nature, behavioral ethics 
of accountants has crucial role in protecting prestige and credibility of accounting profession 
(Chan and Leung, 2006). Ethical sensitivity in accounting profession is one of the most 
important factors which influence business success (Fischer and Rosenzweig, 1995). In parallel 
with business success, it is an important indicator of the success of accountants. In order to 
preserve trust of public in accountants and provide more accurate and reliable information to 
stakeholders, ethical sensitivity of accountants and managers should be raised (Fischer and 
Rosenzweig, 1995). 

http://www.eurasianpublications.com/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lehman_Brothers
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Because the managers and accountants of futures are educated at universities, growing 
ethical problems in business world increased the importance of ethics education at universities. 
Researchers such as Hunt and Vitell (2006) indicate that the objective of ethics education is to 
raise ethical sensitivity. If educational program at universities can infuse the ethical sensitivity 
towards accounting practices, unethical behavior related to accounting could be diminished 
(Fischer and Rosenzweig, 1995). So, the ethical sensitivity of university students is one of the 
most important predictors of future accounting professionals’ ethical positions.  

There are lots of studies which focus on the accounting ethics education (Loeb, 1988; 
Cohen and Pant, 1989; Ponemon, 1993; Geary and Sims, 1994; Kerr and Smith, 1995; Adkins 
and Radtke, 2004) and business ethics in general (Cole and Smith, 1995; Duizend and 
McCann, 1998; Gautschi and Jones, 1998; Adkins and Radtke, 2004), but there is no study 
which examines the relationship between ethical sensitivity of students and their academic 
performance in accounting course. As the academic performance of students is one of the 
fundamental issues of higher education, researchers have investigated the way to increase 
academic performance of students. As it is stated above, especially for accounting profession, 
ethical sensitivity is the crucial success factor. From this point of view, it is investigated in this 
study whether the ethical sensitivity has the same impact on academic success of the students 
in accounting course.  

The main purpose of the current study is to examine the factors affecting academic 
performance of undergraduate business students in financial accounting course. For this 
purpose, the relationship among self-esteem, cynicism, ethical sensitivity and academic 
performance of students was investigated via data gathered from students in business 
department of one public university in Turkey. 

The current study is organized as follows; the next section will provide comprehensive 
theoretical background. Hypotheses and research model are also developed in this section. The 
third section provides information about the research method. The forth section reports the 
analyses and results. In the last section, the results are summarized and interpreted. 
 
2. Theoretical Background and Hypotheses 
 
The main purpose of the current study is to examine the potential determinants of 
undergraduate business students’ academic performance in financial accounting course. For 
this purpose, the impact of ethical sensitivity, self esteem and cynicism on academic 
performance and relationship among these variables are investigated. 
 
2.1. Academic Performance 
 
In literature, there are some researchers who investigate the factors affecting academic 
performance of students. Cohn (1972) indicates that some factors such as intelligence, maturity, 
motivation and background determine the academic performance of students. Also, Rankin et 
al. (2003), Hartnett et al. (2004) and Guney (2009) suggest that age and gender affect the 
performance. According to Guney (2009), teaching quality and examination structure are the 
other important determinants of academic success. Many researchers investigated the effect of 
different factors on academic performance. Self-esteem (Giovazolias et al. 2008; Akinleke, 
2012; Arshad et al. 2015; Yilmaz, 2011), locus of control (Yilmaz, 2011), learning styles (Yilmaz, 
2011), age, gender (Guney, 2009; Rankin et al., 2003; Hartnett et al. 2004), quality of teaching, 
examination structure (Guney, 2009) are a few of these factors. 

The academic performance of the undergraduate students in several courses plays an 
important role on their carrier choice and business performance. For this reason, the 
determinants of academic performance of the students in financial accounting courses are 
investigated in the current study. 
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2.2. Ethical sensitivity 
 
Dellaportas et al. (2011, p.70) describe ethical sensitivity as “…the way people initially encode 
an ethical situation and the consequences that a person’s actions might have on others”. 
According to them (Dellaportas et al., 2011), ethical sensitivity of students is one of the essential 
requirements in order to be realized ethical problems by them and to increase awareness of 
accountants of future in order to understand possible effects of unethical accounting problems 
on other people. If they do not realize ethical problems, they cannot behave ethically. Raising 
ethical awareness and sensitivity of students prevents unethical behavior during the education 
period as well as during their professional carriers. 

Chan and Leung (2006) didn’t found significant relationship between accounting 
students’ ethical sensitivity and their ethical reasoning. They also found that students who have 
internal locus of control have more capability to realize unethical issues than students who have 
external locus of control. Fischer and Rosenzweig (1995) conducted a study which investigates 
the relationship between attitudes of undergraduate students, MBA students, and practicing 
accountants and ethical acceptability of earnings management. Fischer and Rosenzweig (1995) 
found that the ethical sensitivity level of business students and practitioners is low and 
disparate. Because of that, they suggest some changes in educational program in order to 
increase ethical sensitivity. 

According to Sparks and Hunt (1998), person who has less ethical sensitivity are more 
prone to ignore the existence of ethical issues in comparison with person who has more ethical 
sensitivity. Ameen et al. (1996) found that ethical sensitivity of female accounting students is 
higher than male students. In addition, they found that male students are more cynical and they 
behave more unethically than female students were. Simga-Mugan et al. (2005) also reported 
that nationality and gender are two factors which affect ethical sensitivity of decision makers. 

Afifah et al. (2015) reported that ethical sensitivity has positive impact on auditor 
performance. As it is stated by Dellaportas et al. (2011), ethical sensitivity of students is quite 
important factor for realizing ethical problems and to increase awareness of accountants of 
future in order to understand possible effects of unethical accounting problems on other people. 
By taking into consideration the impact of ethical sensitivity on accounting profession, it can be 
presumed that ethical sensitivity of students also positively affect the academic performance of 
students as well as accountants and auditors. According to this explanation, the impact of 
ethical sensitivity on academic performance of future accountants and managers of future was 
investigated and hypothesized as follows: 
 

Hypothesis 1: Ethical sensitivity has positive effect on the academic performance of 
business students in accounting course. 
 
2.3. Self-Esteem 
 
Rosenberg (1963, p.5) defines self-esteem as a positive or negative attitudes of individuals 
towards certain object or personality. Many researchers believe that if individuals have high self-
esteem, they will behave more positively (Baumeister et al. 2003). On the basis of this 
assumption, previous studies purposed significant and positive relationship between self-
esteem and academic performance (Giovazolias et al. 2008; Akinleke, 2012; Arshad et al. 
2015). According to Landis et al. (2007), when the students have high self-efficiency, they can 
use their study skills better. Another study found that students with high self-esteem tend to 
appraise high self-assessment to their own performance (Jussim et al. 1987). 

These findings could be criticized according to the perspective of Baumeister et al.’s 
(2003). According to them, the modest relationship between self-esteem and academic 
performance doesn’t show that self-esteem positively affects academic performance and high 
self-esteem could be the result of high academic performance. On the other hand, some 
researchers indicated that there is no statistically significant relationship between self-esteem 
and academic success (Baumeister et al. 2003). Crocker and Luhtanen (2003) signify that low 
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self-esteem of students creates social problems but not academic or financial problems for 
college students. 

High self-esteem plays a buffer role against stress and individual with high self-esteem 
can cope better with stress in comparison with individual with low self-esteem (Baumeister et al. 
2003). If people cope with stress, they can be more likely aware of unethical situations. On the 
basis of the assumption about that students with high self-esteem will behave more positively 
and previous research conducted by Giovazolias et al. (2008), Akinleke (2012) and Arshad et 
al. (2015), this study suggests that self-esteem positively affects academic performance and 
ethical sensitivity of students.  These suggestions are hypothesized as follows; 
 

Hypothesis 2: Self-esteem has positive effect on the academic performance of 
business students in accounting course. 

Hypothesis 3: Self-esteem has positive effect on the ethical sensitivity of business 
students. 

Hypothesis 4: Ethical sensitivity has the mediation effect on the relationship between 
self-esteem and academic performance of business students. 
 
2.4. Cynicism 
 
Cynicism is described as a tendency of individuals to criticize negatively and to be skeptical 
about the moral principles and values accepted by the society (Kopelman, 1983). Business 
students planning to be an accountant or manager as a carrier choice should internalize these 
moral principles and values. However, increasing accounting scandals and negative 
perceptions about accounting profession disillusion them about these moral principles and 
values and they can be cynical. Cynical students more likely disobey the moral principles and 
values. According to Sierles et al. (1980) and Ameen et al. (1996), it is more likely that more 
cynical students show more controversial and unethical behavior. From this perspective, in the 
current study, it is purposed that more cynical students have low ethical sensitivity. This 
proposition is hypothesized as follows; 
 

Hypothesis 5: Cynicism has negative effect on the ethical sensitivity of business 
students. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1. Research model 
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3. Method 
 
The variables of this study are academic performance, ethical sensitivity, self-esteem and 
cynicism. The reliability of the scales has been proved by previous research conducted in 
accounting and other fields. Factor, reliability, correlation and regression analyses are carried 
out to analyze data. All statistical analysis was done by 
using SPSS statistical package program. 
 
3.1. Sample and Data Collection 
 
In the current study, the data is gathered from the undergraduate business students of one 
public university in Turkey between November-October 2014 by meeting with students by face 
to face or using the internet. In order to collect data, the questionnaire was developed by using 
five-point Likert-tipe scales. 160 questionnaires were distributed to the students and 112 usable 
questionnaires were received. According to this, the response rate is calculated as %70. After 
excluding questionnaires which consist of missing cases and misleading answers of managers, 
the final data consist of 100 valid questionnaires with about 0.63 response rate. It shows that a 
good response rate was achieved for the data (Babbie, 1989, 1990). 

The average age of respondents was 21.78 years old (standard deviation= 1.36) and 
their ages are ranged from 19 to 25 years. 47% of the respondents were female and %53 was 
male. 
 
3.2. Measurement 
 
The midterm score and final scores are the most important indicator of performance and 
success in the courses. Because of that, the academic performance was measured though 
average of midterm and final score of students in financial accounting course.  

Ethical sensitivity scale was adapted from the study of Ameen et al. (1996). Eight 
questionable items were used to measure ethical sensitivity. The respondents were asked to 
rate severity of these items in the context of ethics. All items of scale were measured by using 
five-point Likert-type scale ranging among 0 = not cheating, 1 = least, 2 = somewhat, 3 = 
moderately, 4 = quite, 5 = most. Therefore, low severity rating indicates low level of ethical 
sensitivity to ethical issues asked and high severity rating indicates high level of ethical 
sensitivity. For each items, average scores are calculated in order to analyze data. Means of the 
ethical sensitivity scale items are ranging from 1 to 5. 

Self-Esteem of students was measured with 5 items adapted from Rosenberg (1963). 
Respondents were asked to rate the statements related to their self-esteem. The items were 
evaluated with five point Likert-type scale with possible responses ranging from 1 = strongly 
disagree and 5 = strongly agree. High scores show high self esteem of students and low scores 
show low level of self-esteem. 

Cynicism was measured with 3 items adapted from the study of Ameen et al. (1996). 
Each of the items was measured by five point Likert-type scale with possible responses ranging 
from 1 = strongly disagree and 5 = strongly agree. 
 
4. Analyses and Results 
4.1. Factor, Reliability and Correlation Analyses 
 
As it is expected, explanatory factor analysis used to evaluate factor structure of variables 
pointed out three factors (Table 1). These three factors explain 63,835% of total variance. This 
rate is over the acceptable lower limit (0.60) (Nakip, 2003). According to the Kaiser- Meyer-Olkin 
(0.850) and Barlett test (p=0.000), results of analyses are statistically significant (Mitchell, 1994) 
and the data is appropriate for performing factor analysis.  

Scales of the current study were used and tested previously. Because of that, scales of 
ethical sensitivity, self-esteem and cynicism are theoretically strong. In order to confirm reliability 
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of scales, the Cronbach’s Alpha value was used. According to results, the reliability of the 
scales was satisfactory. The Cronbach’s Alpha coefficients of three variables are higher than 
0.60 (the acceptable lower limit; Nunnally, 1978; Malhotra, 1993) The Cronbach’s Alpha 
coefficients of the variables are as follows; ethical sensitivity = 0.922; self-esteem = 0.824 and 
cynicism = 0.649.  

Factor loadings and reliability coefficients of variables are presented in Table 1. 
 

Table 1. Factor loadings 

 Factors and Scales Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 

Ethical Sensitivity (Crombach α:0.922) 

Looking at another student's exam paper during tests. .877 

 

Giving answers to someone else during an exam. .876 

Taking an exam for a friend. .858 

Arranging to sit next to someone in order to copy off that 
individual's test paper. 

.840 

Using unauthorized "crib" notes during an exam. .838 

Exchanging papers during an exam. .716 

Obtaining a copy of the exam prior to taking it in class. .695 

Obtaining an old test from a student who took the class in a 
previous semester when the professor has expressly prohibited 
the release of old tests. 

.670 

 
Self-Esteem (Crombach α: 0.824) 

I feel that I’m a person of worth, at least on an equal plane with 
others. 

 

.795 

 
I take a positive attitude toward myself. .794 

I feel that I have a number of good qualities. .785 

I am able to do things as well as most other people. .734 

On the whole, I am satisfied with myself. .680 

Cynicism (Crombach α: 0.649) 

Everybody steals, cheats, or lies at least once in his lifetime. 

  

.754 

People who say they have never cheated are hypocrites. .743 

People have to cheat in this "dog eat dog" world. .729 

 
Means and standard deviations for the variables were computed and correlation 

analysis was carried out to analyze relationship among four variables. Results of the Pearson 
Correlation Analysis (2-tailed) displayed statistically significant and positive relationship 
between ethical sensitivity and academic performance (r=0.250; 0.006); self-esteem and ethical 
sensitivity (r=0.209; 0.18) and statistically significant and negative relationship between 
cynicism and self-esteem (r=-0.239; p=0.008). The data were also evaluated using 1-
tailed Pearson correlation analysis. Results of the 1-tailed Pearson correlation analysis showed 
that self-esteem has statistically significant and positive impact on the academic performance 
(r=0.177; 0.039) at the level of 0.05. Means, standard deviations and correlations among 
variables are shown in Table 2. 
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Table 2. Mean, standard deviation, correlation coefficients 

 Variables Means 
Standard 
Deviation 

1 2 3 4 

1 Academic Performance 75.5050 11.63535 1.00    

2 Ethical Sensitivity 3.3238 1.13263 0.250(*) 1.00   

3 Self-Esteem 3.9140 0.78226 0.177 0.209(*) 1.00  

4 Cynicism 3.2200 1.01196 0.128 -0.239(*) 0.121 1.00 

Note: Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). 

 
4.2. Test of the Hypothesis 

The aim of this study is to examine the impact of ethical sensitivity, self-esteem and cynicism on 
the academic performance and the relationships among these variables. For these purpose two 
regression models were analyzed. In the first and second regression models, the effects of 
ethical sensitivity and self-esteem on academic performance were investigated. In the second 
regression model, the effects of self-esteem and cynicism on ethical sensitivity were analyzed. 

The first regression model exploring the impact of ethical sensitivity on academic 
performance is statistically significant (F = 6.511; R

2
 = 0.053; p = 0.012). Ethical sensitivity has 

statistically significant and positive impact on the academic performance of business students in 

financial accounting course (=0.250; p=0.012). These results support Hypotheses 1. The 
second regression model investigates the relationship between self-esteem and academic 
performance. Results indicate that the model is statistically significant (F = 3.163; R

2
 = 0.021; 

p= 0.078). Self-esteem positively affects the academic performance (=0.177; p=0.078) at the 
level of 0.10. These results support Hypotheses 2. Table 3 displays the results of the first 
regression analyses.  
 

Table 3. Results of the regression analyses 

Independent Variable βeta t F R
2
 Adjusted R

2
 Sig. 

Ethical Sensitivity 0.250 2.552 6.511 0.062 0.053 0.012 

Self-Esteem 0,177 1.779 3.163 0.031 0.021 0.078 

Note: Dependent Variable: Academic Performance 

 
The third regression model investigating the impact of self-esteem and cynicism on 

ethical sensitivity is statistically significant (F = 6.290; Adjusted R
2
 = 0.097; p = 0.003). Self-

esteem has statistically significant and positive impact on ethical sensitivity of business students 

(=0.242; p=0.014). In contrast, cynicism has statistically significant but negative impact on the 

ethical sensitivity as it is purposed (=-0.269; p=0.006). These results support Hypotheses 3 
and Hypothesis 5. Table 4 displays the results of the third regression analyses.  
 

Table 4. Results of the regression analyses 

Independent Variable βeta t F R
2
 

Adjusted 
R

2
 

Sig. 

Self-Esteem 0.242 2.510 

6.290 0.115 0.097 

0.014 

Cynicism -0.269 -2.792 0.006 

Note: Dependent Variable: Ethical Sensitivity 
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Hypothesis 4 purposes that ethical sensitivity has mediation effect between self-esteem 

and academic performance. On the basis of Baron and Kenny’s (1986) explanations about 
mediator variable analysis, mediation analysis was conducted. Firstly, the effect of self-esteem 
on ethical sensitivity was analyzed. Secondly, the impact of ethical sensitivity and self-esteem 
on academic performance will be examined separately. At third stage the joint effect of self-
esteem and ethical sensitivity on academic performance were examined. The results of the 
regression analysis were presented in Table 5. The results displayed that regression models 

are statistically significant (F: 4.477, =0.209, p=0.037; F: 6.511, =0.250, p=0.12; F: 4.135, 

=0.130, =0.222, p=0.019) at the level of 0.05. The regression model investigating the 
relationship between self esteem and academic performance is not significant at the level of 
0.05. However it can be accepted as a statistically significant at the level of 0.10 (F: 3.163; 

=0.177; p=0.078). At the third stage, as it is expected, it is seen that significant relationship 
between self-esteem and academic performance at second stage is not significant at third stage 
(p=0.198) in accordance with the explanations of Baron and Kenny (1986). This result indicates 
that ethical sensitivity has mediation effect on the relationship between self-esteem and 
academic performance. So, the results of mediation analysis support the Hypothesis 4. 

 
Table 5. Results of the regression analyses 

Step Independent Variable β t F R2 
Adjusted 

R2 
Sig. 

1 Self-Esteem-Ethical Sensitivity 0.209 2.116 4.477 0.044 0.034 0.037 

2a Self-Esteem-Academic Performance 0.177 1.779 3.163 0.031 0.021 0.078 

2b Ethical Sensitivity-Academic Performance 0.250 2.552 6.511 0.062 0.053 0.012 

3 
Self-Esteem            - 
Ethical Sensitivity   - 

Academic 
Performance 

0.130 1.308 

4.135 0.079 0.060 

0.194 

0.222 2.231 0.028 

 
Conclusion 
 
In this study, the effects of self-esteem, cynicism and ethical sensitivity on academic 
performance of undergraduate business students in financial accounting course were 
investigated. The data obtained from undergraduate business students of one public university 
in Turkey via questionnaire. The data was examined with the help of factor, reliability and 
regression analyses. Because the scales of the current study were adapted from previous 
studies in literature, their validities and reliabilities were proven by different studies. The results 
of the present study also confirmed the reliability and validity of scales. 

The results show that ethical sensitivity and self-esteem have positive effect on 
academic performance of business students in financial accounting course. It means that 
increase in ethical sensitivity and self-esteem of students will also increase the academic 
performance of them. It confirms the results of Giovazolias et al. (2008), Akinleke (2012), and 
Arshad et al. (2015). It shows the importance of ethic education at universities in a different 
perspective. If students have more self-esteem and more ethical sensitivity, they will be more 
successful in financial accounting courses at the universities. These results provide a starting 
point for accounting academicians to examine the role of ethical sensitivity in academic success 
of business students in accounting course. 

It is also seen that if the students have more self-esteem, they also have more ethical 
sensitivity. Ethical sensitivity also plays the mediation role between self-esteem and academic 
performance. Another finding of the study is that cynicism negatively affects the ethical 
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sensitivity of students. In other words, cynical students have less ethical sensitivity in 
comparison with students which are not cynical. These findings confirm Sierles et al. (1980) and 
Ameen et al. (1996). 
 As all researches, this study also has some limitations. Firstly, the sample of the study 
is business students of one public university. Because of the differences between public and 
private university education, the generalization of the study to private universities cannot be 
meaningful. Because of the time constraint, the effects of limited variables on academic 
performance were analyzed. Investigating the effects of other variables influencing academic 
performance of students was left to the future researches. 
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