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Abstract 

The aim of this paper is to examine values as a component of organisational 

work ethicality, uncovering the contextual realities of values and explore the 

diversity of work ethicality in the entrepreneurial context in Sri Lanka. 

Organisational work ethicality is explained through egoistic work ethicality, 

utilitarian work ethicality and deontological work ethicality. With a view to 

get a deeper understanding of the diversity of organisational work 

ethicality, a qualitative approach is adopted. Twelve entrepreneurs were 

selected for in-depth interviews. A thematic analysis was carried out for 

field notes with the support of NVivo 6 version. Findings of this study reveal 

that the entrepreneurial thinking and their interpretations derived different 

social meanings of organisational work ethicality. The final outcome shows 

that rather than single dominant work ethicality, a combination of work 

ethicalities was preferred by most of the entrepreneurs. Within this mix of 

ethicalities, deontological ethicality and egoistic work ethicality seem to be 

equally practised by the entrepreneurs. The utilitarian ethicality seems to be 

practised at a minimum level. As a result, the implicational value of this 

study lies on at the organisational level and policy making level to rethink 

and reestablish a mechanism to improve ethical aspects of the businesses in 

order to maximise social well-being while doing the right things for the 

society and strengthening shareholders’ protection. 
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Introduction  

Values are socio-psychological concepts that occupy a prominent place 

across all social science disciplines (Rokeach, 1973).Values can be viewed 

as an individual‟s internalised beliefs capable of being changed and 

relatively permanent under some conditions (Miling & Ravlin, 1998). 

People act according to their values (Rokeach, 1973). Schwartz and Bilsky 

(1987) identify values as cognitive depiction of three universal 

requirements, namely biological need, interactional requirements for 

interpersonal coordination, and societal demand for group welfare and 

survival. Values are major components of organisational ethics at the level 

of an organisation (Meglino & Ravlin, 1998). The value system of an 

entrepreneur is vital to establishing an ethical organisation (Kuratko et al., 

2004). Furthermore, Rokeach and Ball (1989) have pointed out that values 

can be changed using interventions that produce self-dissatisfaction (cited in 

Koivula, 2012). Accordingly, Roe (1999) identified values as a source of 

motivation for individual actions. McDaniel (2001) has also stated that a 

company‟s ethical climate influences the performance of employees and 

managers and their core values guide their ethical judgments (cited in Al–

Khatib et al. (2004). Hisrich (1998) states that personal values may 

influence how entrepreneurs respond to the ethical problems they encounter. 

He further pointed out that the ethical issues and perceptions of 

entrepreneurs and of managers are very much alike.  Chowdhury and 

Fernando (2010) stated that, the characteristics of a person‟s quality belief 

systems and personality may have a great impact on ethical cognition as 

antecedent behaviour. Roccas et al. (2002) state that the positive 

relationship among values, traits and actions. It is clear that values are 

reflected through traits.  Nevertheless, the literature reveals inconsistency in 

the application of values in research and also the diverse range of empirical 

findings is still unclear.   
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Literature Review 

Values and ethics are mutually inclusive. Ethics is an ongoing and never 

ending process. The challenges of business ethics play a significant role in 

explaining how organisations exhibit business behaviour and practices in the 

market. Trevino and Nelson (1999) define ethics as the principles, norms 

and standards governing an individual or a group. Conformity with business 

ethics leads organisations to be concerned with what is good or bad and 

what is right or wrong in business practices and operations. In other words, 

business ethics refers to the ability of firms to pay attention to moral 

judgments, practices and commitments in decision making process (Becker 

& Fritzche, 1987).  

 

In the present context, the values of entrepreneurs automatically become 

the most significant determinant of   ethics although there are different 

points of view on the ethical dilemmas confronted by the entrepreneur. 

However, entrepreneurs are at the centre as movers and shakers of 

intellectual and material wealth and shaping their respective societies with 

the way they utilise intellectual and material wealth (Senadheera et al., 

2014). Conversely, the present day business practices have given rise to 

socio-economic issues around the world including global financial crises 

and economic downturns have reflected financial dishonesty and 

malpractices. As a result, many allegations are directed towards the whole 

business community. Specially, the general public argued that entrepreneurs 

are not interested in social well-being (Mayer et al., 2010) and that they 

have created their own operating framework according to their own will and 

also they are not ashamed of such behaviour. The aforesaid facts explain 

that the ethical considerations have been diminished and as a result 

corruption has become common phenomenon. Thus, the attention of general 

public towards the ethical practices of organisations has increased.  

 

As a developing country in the Asian region, Sri Lanka recognises that 

the development of entrepreneurial enterprises is vital for rapid socio-

economic growth. A new era of entrepreneurialism has dawned and 

especially „social entrepreneurship‟ where values and ethics are highly 

considered. Therefore, the aim of this paper is to explore values as a 

component of work ethicality, uncovering the contextual realities of values 

and organisational work ethicality. Further, it explores why the 
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entrepreneurs follow their own set of values and organisational work 

ethicality which differs from person to person in the entrepreneurial context 

in Sri Lanka. 

 

Overview of Socio–Cultural Values, Ethics and Entrepreneurship in Sri 

Lanka 

Sri Lankan rulers in the past wrote in rock inscriptions principles, values, 

and guidelines that citizens needed to practice and these inscriptions were 

extremely important to record significant moments of the history of the 

country. The Badulla pillar inscription is one such evidence to prove that 

values and ethics of business were prominent in Sri Lankan society during 

the history. The main objective of these inscriptions was to establish an 

ethical framework to control and avoid the rise of unethical business 

practices in society and it had been assured security and welfare to the 

entrepreneurs as well to consumers. The king managed the values of the 

society, but also gained the trust of his people. Accordingly, the terms, 

ethics, business ethics, values, entrepreneurship and entrepreneur, are not 

words unknown in Sri Lankan society and business (Chandraraya, 1958; 

Paranavithana, 1966; Dias, 1987; Jayewardena, 2000). The application of 

business ethics in Sri Lankan society dates back to the 2nd century AD. 

 

A limited research available in Sri Lanka in the area of entrepreneurship 

and business ethics points out a relatively new research field in the Sri 

Lankan context. The facts revealed by the entrepreneurs in Sri Lanka 

(public speeches, paper articles, and interviews) seem to imply that most of 

the successful Sri Lankan entrepreneurs started their entrepreneurial career 

without any business intention and they had left their homes in early youth 

and found  small jobs in the cities with the help of their friends. Through 

these jobs they collected basic knowledge, experience and so improved their 

skills. They had no adequate exposure to formal education although they 

had attended school at some point in their lives; nevertheless, they were 

born with certain skills.  Specially, their intuitive knowledge which enabled 

them to identify opportunities in the market and innovatively exploit those 

identified opportunities as a business organisation by taking risks. In 

indigenous management practices these entrepreneurs called as “Mudalali” 

(Trader). They had a clear vision and they worked with a vision. 

Consequently, blending with their vision with inborn characteristics and 
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embedded values drove them to achieve success for themselves and their 

families. Research how found that entrepreneurs in the first generation 

possessed a high degree of social power. According to Perera and 

Buddhadasa (1992) the need for achievement as a means to gain social 

power is seen to be the prime motivator of the low country Sinhala 

entrepreneur  and the successful entrepreneur is one who takes medium 

risks, is highly persevering, and is highly innovational (Perera & 

Buddhadasa, 1992).  

 

The quality and complexity of personal networks would be a key 

determinant of the entrepreneurial success (Perera, 1996; Premaratne, 

2002).The traditional Sri Lankan entrepreneurs‟ behaviour and work style 

were characterised by a strong ethical work dedication to the task, long term 

business ambition, commitment to quality, and personal attention to the 

customer and also they adopted an authoritarian leadership style (Perera, 

1996).  The traditional culture in Sri Lanka has been diluted with the 

arrivals of colonisers. Western ideologies are embedded in the Sri Lankan 

culture.  Many studies critically evaluate the application of western 

ideologies to analyze socio cultural issues of the context. The possibility of 

achieving industrial development through the application of western 

ideologies in developing countries has been challenged for many years 

(Nanayakkara, 1984). Once more Sri Lankan entrepreneurs‟ voyage has 

turned to other countries too (Karunarathna, 2009).    

 

Research Design 

Qualitative methods have generally been gaining acceptance in small 

business and entrepreneurship research (Perren & Ram, 2004). Research in 

the qualitative paradigm is highly useful to analyze social phenomena. The 

researcher is a part of the research context and he/she would carefully 

analyze the particular findings of others and their transferability and the 

ability to be generalised on a more case-to-case basis. It would help to 

develop a generally agreed view under the multidimensional perspective of 

the construct “entrepreneur” (Patton, 2002).   

 

In the Sri Lankan context people are highly culture bound 

(Nanayakkara, 1984). Therefore, the socio cultural impact over human 

behaviour within the Sri Lankan context cannot be avoided. As this study 
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explores entrepreneurial values and ethics which a behavioural component 

of human beings a qualitative methodology is applied. 

 

Methodology 

Twelve cases (hereafter mentioned as, C1 to C 12) were judgmentally 

selected, representing several industries including manufacturing and 

services in Sri Lanka. This study used in-depth- interviews and observations 

(Brett et al., 2002) as a method of collecting qualitative data for the study.  

In-depth   interviews were carried out with entrepreneurs of selected case 

organisations in order to have an insight to values and ethics that are 

practised in such business contexts in Sri Lanka. Each interview lasted for 

one and half hours to two hours in average. Although the researcher 

requested the permission to tape record the interviews. All the selected 

entrepreneurs did not provide their consent for recording the interviews. 

Therefore, a written copy of the interviews was maintained. The names of 

the interviewees and the names of the organisations are not disclosed for 

confidentiality. Only proprietary entrepreneurs were selected for the 

interviews. 

  

Thematic analysis (Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006) and 

interpreting data analysis (Deem, 2002) are used to analyze the qualitative 

data of this study. The first step of thematic networks is that it systematises 

the extraction of basic themes and the second step is that the identified basic 

themes are grouped together to derive organising themes and integrated 

organising themes into global themes (Stirling, 2001). The thematic analysis 

is carried out using NVivo 6 with the assistance of the field notes. 

 

Data Analysis, Findings and Discussion 

Entrepreneurial Values 

Sri Lankan history proves that traditional entrepreneurial behaviour and 

work style are characterised by strong work ethics, dedication to the task, 

long term business ambition, and personal attention to customers was 

prominent. Further, the concepts of equity, justice, honesty, competence, 

creativity, caring, confidence, trust, courage, obedience, fairness, sharing 

were socially embedded and helped to maintain a united society. With the 

arrival of European many western value systems became part of the local 

value systems. 
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The results of the interview data demonstrated that entrepreneurs are 

generally embedded with values, such as need for achievement (100 

percent),  innovation (100 percent), trust (50 percent), honesty (50 percent), 

care (42 percent),  fairness (42 percent), self-confidence (100 percent), risk 

bearing (58 percent), power distance (100 percent), and social recognition 

(100 percent), long term versus short term (58 percent), uncertainty 

avoidance (33 percent) and self-confidence (100 percent) (Refer Figure 1). 

Though it is evident through the given percentages, the findings of this 

study reveal that the entrepreneurs possess different type of values in 

different degrees. The following extracts clearly depict that entrepreneurs 

possess a unique combination of values. 

 

I’m a risk taker and not hesitant to take up challenges... (C4) 

 

My mother taught us to speak the truth, not to tell lies and do our 

work on our own. My mother got me to learn things from the 

environment and showed us how to build relationships and trust 

among the others. (C 5) 

 

You all know that I am the one who introduced this product to Sri 

Lanka for the first time when there were no local product as such and 

nobody even knew about such a product…I had to take up the 

challenge of introducing this alien product to the local community in 

order to create a new customer base… using my own strategies I 

have achieved that target successfully. (C2) 

  

It is evident that a family is a culture-bound entity. A family‟s values 

are extended into all most all areas of life. In the entrepreneurial community 

family‟s values have become important. Entrepreneurs possess some values 

which they have derived from their family. 

 

Further, the insights reflected that in entrepreneurial context in Sri 

Lanka, the most of case entrepreneurs do not reflect trust or honesty with 

their business practices (Refer Figure 1). It seems to be entrepreneurs who 

were reluctant to incorporate much of these values into their business. 

However, as persons they possess such values, but not as entrepreneurs. 
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Existing scenarios and practices of the business context revealed by the 

entrepreneurs from case six and five are as follows: 

 

To be honest, I show that I always trust my workers, but I trust only 

myself. I do not trust every worker and I am not too open with them 

about all the company details either. I do not believe that employees 

are fully faithful to the company. There should be a close supervision 

otherwise the resources might be misused. Therefore CCTV cameras, 

my computer and my mobile are focused on key areas of the business 

to govern my business carefully. (C 6) 

 

People, even though they work hard, should be monitored. (C 5) 

 

Inherently Sri Lankan society has displayed a lack of trust and honesty 

on their followers. This might explain why there is not much trust between 

entrepreneurs and their employees and vice-versa. However, the following 

statement made by an entrepreneur emphasises on the importance of human 

relations and team work for the triumph of a business and to achieve the 

goals. Further, they believe it is necessary to create a pleasant and a warm 

working environment. 

 

I got to know that one of the employees is stealing umbrellas. I 

confronted her and told her that her father, mother and brother all 

worked for us and how much we helped them. An umbrella was worth 

only around 50 rupees. I told how much the company would have 

earned from her and how much we trusted her. As a result of this 

conversation, that employee stayed with us for nearly 20 years and 

never stole again. She never lets anyone steal either. (C 2) 

 

This is a very good example where we can see how much he values 

human feelings and dignity. The insights explore that entrepreneurial values 

influence on establishing ethical organisation. This is definitely a proof of 

an intelligent, faithful and a successful entrepreneur. Entrepreneur from case 

2 explains his values extended beyond the business as, 

 

A businessman can create good citizens by nurturing good values 

with the employees. We respect not only our employees but also their 
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parents and family. We do not work with machines. We work with 

hearts and minds of people. If you engage in fraud and theft, your 

employees would also follow those. First generation of workers 

worked for their employer but the second generation, for a brand 

name. My office is open to everyone and anyone can talk to me. My 

wife comes to the factory and talks to the female workers to see 

whether they have any issues to be resolved. I also see whether 

anyone is exerting unnecessary influence over them. (C 2) 

 

Values and discipline differ from employee to employee, whereas 

some steal and do not return to work ever. A camera system has been 

fixed in the relevant locations… (C 12) 

 

I think we must take care of our workers.  Annually I take their 

families on a three day trip. We Organise annual pirith ceremony and 

dana (alms giving). Then they create a bond with the organisation. 

(C6) 

 

My partners of the company are my family and the people of the 

company who are excellent. (C 9) 

 

These narrations explain that application of values in business matters 

are differing from entrepreneur to entrepreneur. The identification and 

conceptualization of well-being was done in variety of forms by the 

entrepreneurs. And these concepts were measured from different 

perspectives. Accordingly it is evident that well-being is a subjective inner 

quality. 

 

 Moreover, interview data reveal that during the initial stage of the 

business, entrepreneurs do not think about „what is right or what is wrong‟. 

Entrepreneurs know that some of their practices are not in line with social 

norms and expectations. Within these grey areas entrepreneurs are 

compelled to apply their own norms. It is evident that these dilemmas occur 

at the initial stages of the business. Entrepreneurs from case seven (7), two 

(2), and four (4) explain their experience as: 
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I have faced many difficulties during the initial stage of the business 

operation. Bankers were not supportive and they did not encourage 

me to become a retailer and they seemed to think that this was as 

unsuccessful effort… I am happy today ...I am a contributing towards 

nation. As an entrepreneur I face everything as a challenge and I 

believe that time and “patience” as critical factors for success…One 

can do anything in the first five years. (C 7) 

 

Interview facts disclosed that entrepreneurs in their early stage of 

business development are so concerned about business survival. So first 

they think about survival, and then the morality. 

 

Organisational Work Ethics 

Through a comprehensive analysis of interview data, the themes as depicted 

in Figure 02, were derived. They represent aspects of organisational work 

ethics which mainly comprises with self-concern (100 percent), egoism 

(profit concern (83 percent), efficiency concern (100 percent), utilitarianism 

(customer concern (67percent), employee concern (67 percent), and 

community concern (50 percent)), and deontology (rules concern (100 

percent), code of ethics (83 percent) and professional standards (58 

percent)). 

 

Practising Egoistic Perspective of Ethics  

Further findings of the study reveal all most all entrepreneurs highlighted 

explicitly or implicitly their feelings as demonstrating self-concern. 

However, it does not mean that entrepreneurs are not concerned on sense of 

others. In particular, entrepreneurs are concerned about their employees and 

customers and some do not consider much or think about their customers 

and employees.  In terms of motivation, the entrepreneurial community in 

Sri Lanka moves to make profit and always tend to practise and apply rules 

and regulations for the business deals. 

 

Right and wrong varies according to the person. I organise myself to 

achieve the target. (C5) 

 

I believe that what is right and what is wrong do not change from 

society to society. Truth is the same.  (C2) 
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All decisions should be based on the organisation not on feelings. I 

am a person who loves my business the most…We have a good set of 

rules and regulations governance, discipline and conduct ... yes we 

follow ethics... (C3) 

 

I went through a lot of difficulties before reaching this level of 

achievement. My efforts fully revolved around my business. All 

decisions taken by me...I think my first choice is my business… (C 12) 

 

Do not think I am cunning. Purposefully, I set up my office very 

closer to the work area. I want to hear the sounds of the machines. 

Then I know that all the machines are working...I’m not the same 

person who was back then...(C 6) 

 

I always maintain a considerable distance between myself and the 

workers. Therefore, we have a strong set of rules and regulations that 

govern the business. (C 1) 

 

I provide breakfast and lunch for a fair price to the company workers 

because I believe that due recognition and respect for workers is 

important. (C 4) 

 

The interview data reveal that most of entrepreneurs give the priority for 

the business profit and how entrepreneurs treat their employees. It is 

highlighted some entrepreneurs disrespect for their staff. 

 

If there are many new competitors in the industry it is not a matter for 

me. I treat them with patience. The information in the company will 

not be allowed to go outside. If that happens I defeat them 

strategically (C 3). 

 

Both case six and case one has explained different views with regard to 

CSR. 
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As a company, the main goal is to make profit. Actually we have no 

CSR policy. However, we have some annual events like pirith 

chanting ceremony, arms giving etc. (C 6) 

 

I perceive CSR as another business strategy to gain profit. (C 1) 

 

Practising Utilitarian Perspective of Ethics 

According to case six and case one, it shows that without formal CSR policy 

they engage in some CSR activities. According to Buddhist philosophy arms 

giving is a symbol of friendship. It is clear that they are practising some 

positive values which have been derived from positive ethics.  

 

 Interview data reveals that entrepreneurial family background, cultural 

values, economic disparity of the country, regulatory framework, political 

framework, power and also colonization ideologies have also influenced to 

such reflected behaviour. Interview data reflected that the culture of social 

responsibility is not very deeply embedded within the entrepreneurial 

community in Sri Lanka. Both the organisations and citizens are not used to 

a culture of corporate social responsibility (CSR). From an organisational 

point of view it seems to be that CSR is either entirely ignored or used as an 

elaborate marketing gimmick. Further, entrepreneurs break their 

organisational rules and regulations and make required allocations in order 

to achieve business interests and gain a competitive edge. Interviewee from 

case five explained his practices in regard to CSR as: 

 

I planned to give a quality product. The first priority wasn’t profit. 

We annually do not allocate a sum of money for CSR but whenever 

such requests are made we look into the possibilities of fulfilling 

them. (C5) 

 

According to case five, the entrepreneur is practising a balanced 

approach.  He compromises company interest and social interest. He tries to 

do something to the society. Case 4 explained his perception about CSR as: 

 

We pay tax duly to the government…I believe it is our duty. I am 

conducting workshops, seminars and teach at technical colleges, 

…My aim is to create awareness of how to start a business,…Share 
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my experience, teach and give knowledge to who are interested in this 

business or another business. (C 4) 

 

The above view shows that their inner feeling is to do something for the 

society. These services are provided free of charge. The entrepreneurs do 

these with clear morals or for the sake of optimizing social responsibility in 

order to gain recognition which would benefit the success of their 

businesses. Hence, they seem to be extrinsically caring about their own 

wellbeing. Following explains the interviewee‟s behaviour (by an outsider). 

 

He doesn’t help community as much as he talks. We notice he (i.e., 

Case 4) doesn’t even give an appointment to meet him. We know well 

that the workers are not happy and they also suffer a lot, most of them 

stay only for three or four months and they don’t return to work.  

 

There is a major disparity between the entrepreneurs‟ professed values 

and practised values.  The entrepreneurs in their interviews claimed to 

follow rules and regulations, practices, community care, follow government 

imposed tax principles, support institutional network building, and are 

concerned about customer care and self-well-being.  Yet, their practices   

showed that they do not follow ethical values in relation to their beliefs as 

they are driven by profit maximization.  Therefore, the practised values 

reflect a negative set of values that contradict the values that they claim to 

have. 

 

Considering all insights, three entrepreneurial clusters were identified. 

Cluster one includes entrepreneurs who are driven by knowledge acquired 

through the basic socialization process at home where the parents have 

taught them what is right and what is wrong, based on the fundamental 

principles of religion that they have believed from birth. Cluster two, the 

entrepreneurs at the same time define ethicality in terms of their own 

understanding of it, specially highlighting their self-concern needs. The 

third cluster, the entrepreneurs are driven by complexities of the history 

experienced in Sri Lanka and they prefer to practise profit maximization. 

The final outcome shows that rather than a dominant single ethicality, a 

combination of ethicalities was preferred by most entrepreneurs. Within this 

mix of ethicalities, deontological ethicality and egoistic work ethicality 
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seem to be equally practised by the entrepreneurs and utilitarian work 

ethicality seems to be practised by the entrepreneurs at a minimum level.  

 

The insights show that the values and beliefs deeply reinforce as to what 

is right and what is wrong. Values direct their actions and enable 

entrepreneurs to create ethical relationships with others and assist them to 

response to internal and external pressures. In line with the facts disclosed in 

the interviews, it is evident that most of the entrepreneurs are governed by a 

set of values that they have internalised over the years. One such is self-

centered and autocratic decision-making. Moreover, it is evident that the 

existence of values, for instance, the need for achievement, innovation, self-

confidence, risk bearing, locus of control, honesty, trust and  openness have 

been conceptualised in the entrepreneurial context in Sri Lanka. Moreover, 

values play an influential role in entrepreneurial decisions and it provides 

the foundation for ideologies related to ethics. Shafer et al. (2007) support 

this view. Besides, the study re approves the findings of Longnecker et al. 

(1988), that ethics is embedded in the main characteristics of the 

entrepreneur. The analysis explored different types of relationships among 

entrepreneur and business, customers, employees, competitors, government 

and society at large. Morris et al. (2002) verify the outcome of those. 

Further, data collected through interviews exposes the level of ethicality of 

the decisions dependent on the nature of the relationship between 

entrepreneur and the stakeholders.  

 

Qualitative insights show that the entrepreneurs play a vital role in 

developing ethical background in the organisation. However, at the 

beginning, an organisation generally shows some form of consistency with 

its principles, values and behaviour. Accordingly, in the process of 

development of the organisation the following attributes could be observed: 

trusting others through own authenticity and follow and maintain honest 

relationships, maintain professional conduct, protect general public and 

internal security, share benefits with others, follow organisational policies 

consistently and fairly, admit personal mistakes and organisational mistakes, 

communicate openly and honestly with employees and customers, represent 

information and data accurately and completely and also demonstrate 

personal commitment to employees and care about their health and safety. 

The end result of this organisational process enables to demonstrate the 
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entrepreneurs‟ principles and business ethics to the stake holders and the 

entire business world. 

 

Organisational ethicality is concerned about employee aspect as a focal 

point. The entrepreneur in case 2 genuinely explains his views and practices 

in relation to his employees as follows: 

 

My friend died in 1990. Then, my friend’s wife and brothers became 

business partners and later they wanted to divide the business. We 

divided the business fairly among the partners. Ownership of 

factories was given to the friend’s family. I retained the staff, 

machines and materials. Although his family received the best of 

assets, I got the best of human resources.  

 

This entrepreneur believes human resource is the most important and 

the most valuable resource and was wise enough to take them into his hands 

as intellectual property encompasses expressions of ideas, thoughts, codes 

and information. Human qualities are highly valued by this entrepreneur. 

 

I think trust is very important. Business is built on the notion of trust. 

A learning process takes place within a working place. We should 

master every step in the business process. Trust is something invisible 

but it is essential to build our lives and the businesses. I get angry 

only with my wife because I know she is the only one who would not 

leave me whatever happens. Others may leave me if they get irritated 

with me. (C 2) 

 

The principles of our business are, share and care, win hearts and 

accept challenges. We need commitment to succeed and the ability to 

change is also important. When there are problems, we come 

together and find solutions. Our aim is to make quality citizens. To 

make a quality citizen, a nurturing environment is needed. (C 4) 

 

The above facts reveal that the cognitive style of entrepreneurial 

thinking and risk preference on entrepreneurial self-efficacy and 

entrepreneurial intensions. Further, it shows that high risk preferences gain 

high rewards and a higher level of entrepreneurial intentions. Further, 
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insights of these interview facts explain that entrepreneurs are extremely 

target oriented and they know what is right and what is wrong. However, the 

risk may be a potential for harm, discomfort or inconvenience (Mauro, 

Natale & Libertella, 1999). Further, taking high risk may created: physical 

harm such as injuries, illness or pain; Psychological harm such as distress, 

guilt, anger and disrespect; social harm such as damage to social network, 

discrimination; economic harm for instance increased social cost; legal harm 

like criminal cases, misconduct and fraud. In fact, among these incidents 

some are to some extent visible in the workplaces. Emerging interviewees 

(employees) of some organisations said that they are not working happily 

and also entrepreneurs state that employee turnover is high.  

 

The concepts of trust and honesty are fundamental to any organisation. 

Without trust and honesty the life of a business will be a formidable 

challenge. Babalola (2009), states that the freedom of a business to make 

profit is limited by the values of fairness, equal opportunities, honesty and 

truthfulness. Insights of these facts reflect that without inter personal 

relationships in terms of trust and honesty, organisational ethicality is 

problematic. Because of, all entrepreneurial decisions are made and based 

on these relationships. However, trust aligned with honesty will assist to 

develop effective working relationships and can give its stakeholders what 

is due to them and ethical standards too are clear.  

 

Entrepreneurs have to survive in a competitive environment.  According 

to the facts revealed by the interviewees it shows that during the startup 

stage of a business they face many difficulties.  It is obvious that to survive 

in the grey area of the business life cycle, sometimes they have to violate 

their values to protect the business. In fact, at the initial stage of a business, 

entrepreneurs do not think “what is right” or “what is wrong”. Entrepreneurs 

know what some of their practices are not in-line with social norms.  

 

Within these grey areas entrepreneurs are compelled to apply their own 

rules and regulations to establish and conduct a business. It is evident that 

these ethical dilemmas which occur at the initial stages of business practices 

are governed by unwritten regulations which are blended with the 

entrepreneurs‟ self-interest. These findings are in line with the literature as, 

Burton and Goldsby (2005) states that business people might not consider 
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ethics, but consider the benefits to oneself and also, they  reveal that 

business people make decisions with no clear standards to be used as 

guidance (Burton & Goldsby, 2005). Goodpaster (2007), Trevino et al. 

(2004), Fisher and Lovell (2003) have also  informed  that in reality it is not 

easy to judge whether an action is right or wrong in business as it apparently 

creates ethical dilemmas for the business. 

 

It reveals that entrepreneurs do not consider the health and safety of 

their workers or environment pollution. That is why they do not insist on 

their workers wearing safety items. If they are concerned about the basic 

requirements of employees, they would have to force the employees to use 

those safety items. Further, if they are concerned about environmental 

pollution they will have to use the latest technology to protect their 

employees as well as their factory environment. We cannot argue that these 

practices are completely wrong if that practise affected the performance of 

the business. According to the history of Sri Lanka, most of the workers 

were reluctant to use safety equipment as they were more comfortable to 

perform their job without safety equipment. The reason for this is due to the 

fact that most of the Sri Lankan workers were from agricultural community.  

 

But the employees do not like to wear safety equipment once they get 

used to it and we do not force them to use them either. I expect people 

to be well disciplined and to do their job responsibly. Each team has 

a target and they must attain their targets (C 5) 

 

We can’t think both about our health and the future, we have to work 

hard to earn something more for our living. So we work for them (an 

emerging interviewee). First we recruit employees on contract basis 

and after six months we extend the work agreement for another six 

months. If we no longer needed such labor we terminate them, then 

we can reduce unnecessary labour issues...(C 1) 

 

Case eight (8) and twelve (12) also had the similar opinions in this regard. 

 

It is clear that present day business employees at the operational level 

are more concerned about what they get at the end of the month rather than 

the letter of appointment and the duty list. Also organisations tend to recruit 
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operational level staff for a period of six months and after breaking the 

period they are listed under new Employee Trust Fund (ETF) and Employee 

Provident Fund (EPF) numbers. Legally, invisible, such practices are to 

avoid the employees‟ benefits, minimise organisational cost and avoid 

unionization of employees. However, according to Social Accountability 

8000 (SA 8000) published by SAI, collective bargaining is a right of the 

workers.  

 

Moreover, the psychological aspect of this scenario is that the 

employees do not have job security and as after every six months he/ she is 

considered a new employee to the organisation. In the Sri Lankan context, 

engaging in a job and earning money are essential for life. If one does not 

have means of livelihood the individuals are disturbed and they live 

unhappily and under stress. According to hierarchy of needs theory of 

Maslow, it says all individuals have some needs and they are in a 

hierarchical order. First, the individual tries to fulfill his/her basic needs and 

after that he/she expects to fulfill security needs. Organisations have 

obligations to identify these human needs and help employees to fulfill 

those needs. Although these retention practices of entrepreneurs are legally 

right, there is a major concern about their ethicality. It is clear that at present 

context the work of the entrepreneurs is legally smart but ethically painful 

for the workers and also this is practised by the entrepreneurs knowingly as 

they are very much aware of the legal requirements of employee 

recruitment.   It is clear that the entrepreneurs in the business context take 

advantage of loopholes in the legal system of the country and ignore the 

needs and wants of their employees. Interviewees from case six (6), eight 

(8) and twelve (12) explain their business practices as,  

 

Appointment letters are not issued for the factory workers. They are 

issued for office staff only. First we recruit employees on contract 

basis and continue his or her service…We strictly follow rules and 

regulations. Every month I allocate duties among. The workers and I 

always keep track on each and every step that’s taken by the 

employees in order to maintain the profit margin.  

 

Issuing an appointment letter to an employee is an obligation of the 

employers.  But it is not practised in this company, and it shows the 
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negligence of the responsibility of a good entrepreneur. His unethical 

practice shows that he refuses to make any kind of legal bond between the 

workers and the company. Entrepreneurs explain their current practices with 

regards their employees as, 

 

I do not pay EPF (Employee Provident Fund) and ETF (Employee 

Trust Fund). Our workers are so poor. They do not think about their 

future. They are concerned only about taking home their salary. (C 

12) 

 

We pay salaries for employees.  That means we have purchased their 

labour. Hence, they should work for us. (C 11) 

 

The company policy is that they follow the government approved pay 

system for the workers which cause no trouble in dealing with ethics 

and norms. (C 6) 

 

The above facts indicate that there is no humane relationship between 

employers and employees. It is only a financial transaction which takes 

place in between two parties.  Although it is true that Sri Lankan labourers 

are poor and concerned only about taking home their salary, entrepreneurs 

have taken this vulnerability as an opportunity for them not to pay the 

contribution of the employer to EPF and ETF. However, it is questionable 

because this decision is morally right if it is implemented based on the 

employees‟ request. Yet it is morally wrong if it is implemented as the 

entrepreneur‟s own decision. 

  

Deontological Work Practices 

However, since the rules seem to serve both the employer and the employee, 

the deontological character cannot be called one-sided. Though what the 

entrepreneur says in the above statement indicates that he follows the rules 

and regulations, the real question is who makes the rules and how fair the 

rules are to ever party in a business. The tone of his voice gives the idea that 

it ultimately serves an egoist purpose. The adherence to universal standards 

and beliefs which are concerned with the applications and rules, regulations 

and law during the process of decision making are highlighted. 
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(Lemmergaard & Lauridsen, 2008). Entrepreneurs explain their preference 

towards rules as, 

 

We have a good set of rules and regulations governing attendance, 

discipline and conduct. (C 1) 

 

In addition to  the rules and regulations in my organisations, addition 

to the I have applied advance technological systems such as finger 

print machines, security alarm, security personals as well”(C 6). I 

believe that all the business organisations should have well set up 

rules and procedures. (C 7) 

 

We have a strong set of rules and regulations that govern the 

business. And in my organisation people are expected to follow and 

obey the rules and regulation without any failure. (C 5) 
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Figure 1 : Thematic Network-Values 
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Figure 2: Thematic Network-Organisational Work Ethicality  

 

 

 

 

 

  

   

   

   

 

Key: 

 
Basic Themes 

 
Organising Themes  g Themes 

 
Global Themes 

 
Source: Author Constructed based on Thematic Analysis  

Note: Themes: OWE= Organisational Work Ethicality, EGWE- Egoistic Work ethicality, 

UTWE= Utilitarian Work Ethicality, DEWE= Deontological Work Ethicality, SC=Self 

Concerns, EC= Efficiency Concerns, PC= Profit concerns, CC=Customer Concerns, 

COMC= Community Concerns, EMC= Employee Concerns, RC= Rule Concerns 

 

Managing the employees in a workplace effectively necessitates that 

even the smallest of businesses set up work rules. Work rules protect a 

business and workers and if correctly implemented and executed, create and 

maintain a better working environment for all. But here the respondent did 

not mention who has the power of making these mentioned set of rules 

where it seemed to be that there has been no opportunity for the workers to 

come up with their suggestions to set the objectives. Since no implication 

has been done on benefitting the workers it suggests that this entrepreneur 

showcases qualities of a dictator. According to this, it seems to be that he 

SC=100% 

1 

EC=100% EGWE=83% UTWE=75% 

OWE 

CC=67% 

COMC=50% 

PC=83% 

EMC=67% 

Cotx.=100% DEWE=100%

% 

RC=100%   

COE= 83% PRS=58

% 

 

 

 



Values and Diversity of Organisational Work Ethicality: 
 Lessons Learnt from Sri Lankan Entrepreneurs 

45 

 

does not practise honesty and trust in the working environment.  Most of the 

entrepreneurs provide meals for their employees for a small price with a 

view of running the business more smoothly. This cost is incurred entirely 

for business purposes. It makes the employees available at all times of the 

day, and to makes it easier for employees themselves as they do not have to 

be late for work since they can buy meals from the workplace itself for a 

reasonable price. Making the employees lives easier makes them happy and 

making them happy create trouble free working environment. 

 

The employer and employee relationship is vital for deriving 

organisational ethicality. The facts reveal that the aforesaid relationship has 

become more complex in the context. Distrust, employee discrimination, 

unfairness, ignorance of the work place safety, lack of respect, cheating, 

were found as bad practices at the workplace. But the economic back 

ground, cultural values like, respecting the employer, forgiving, being 

patient and, friendly, and working in a team are the positive aspects of the 

practices. The income, poverty, culture, education level, profit concern, 

power and weakness of the regulatory system of the country and conflict of 

interest are the root causes leading to this situation. The entrepreneurs‟ 

major concern is to achieve optimum levels of productivity and 

performance. The ethical practices overshadow cultural boundaries. 

 

In the Sri Lankan context, the above said behavioural patterns are 

derived from their socio - economic status such as poverty, minimal levels 

of education, and other socio cultural obligations related to their family 

responsibilities. These factory workers do not pay much attention to the 

business ethics of an organisation. Instead, they are mainly concerned about 

their responsibilities towards their family and their other social 

relationships. Since the employers know the intension of the workers, they 

try to maximise the work load and the employees are only driven by the 

payments they receive. This scenario explains the conflict of interests of 

both the entrepreneur and the employees in the organisation. However, the 

situation of office employees is somewhat different from the status of the 

factory workers. The employees of an office bureau receive a certain 

consideration from their employer mainly due to their educational 

background. It seems that employees of an office bureau are more 

concerned about business ethics and the responsibilities of the entrepreneur 
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other than the salary. From the entrepreneurs‟ perspective their business is 

the main valuable asset that they have for their sustainability. The strength 

of an entrepreneur i.e. status, reputation, social recognition, social and 

family obligations, and health rely upon his level of business. Therefore, the 

protection of his own business is key responsibility of an entrepreneur. It is 

difficult to state that the decisions that are taken by the entrepreneurs to 

protect their business are wrong but it is felt that there is room for 

improvement. 

 

The entrepreneur is the person to whom the employees look for 

information about what is right and wrong for the organisation. Therefore, it 

is important for the entrepreneurs to establish and communicate a vision for 

the enterprise, inspire commitments and encourage pride in working for it. 

Pride builds dignity and self-respect, as employees are proud of where they 

work and what they are doing. Inequality of need, scarcity, and inequality of 

human power, limited altruism may cause to create real problems in 

working place. They hope for due respect for them from their employer. The 

organisations need to consider and treat their employees with disrespect and 

distrust; chances are they do the same towards you.  

 

When analyzing the nature of relationships between present practices 

and reality, CSR is another important aspect of business ethics. At present 

business context entrepreneurs are aware of the significance of CSR and 

their responsibility of adopting and practicing CSR to facilitate social well-

being of the community at large. 

 

Social responsibility is a concept which binds the organisation and the 

society together.  In entrepreneurial standpoint he/she stays behind two 

types of social obligations towards society. One is as a citizen of the country 

and other is emerging social obligations to well-being of the society through 

his/her business operations as an entrepreneur of the country.  One of the 

organisation‟s primary goals is its obligation to operate in a socially 

responsible manner (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). Kurucz et al. (2008) 

recognised that four types of advantages: (1) cost and risk reduction; (2) 

gaining competitive advantages; (3) developing reputation and legitimacy; 

and (4) seeking win-win outcomes through synergetic value creation that 

organisations may achieve from undertaking in CSR activities. Davis (1973) 
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states that in order to respond effectively and efficiently to the major social 

issues and the demands of the day, social policy must be integrated to the 

corporate strategy. It is clear that CSR activities may assist organisations 

strengthen its legitimacy and reputation and also enable the organisation to 

meet the competing needs of its stakeholders while earning profit. 

According to the interview data has shown in most Sri Lankan entrepreneurs 

is not much concern about CSR and they do not have any consciousness 

about the importance of CSR to their business success. Therefore, Sri 

Lankan entrepreneurs need to think and incorporate CSR activities for their 

master plan. 

 

The Sri Lankan government is encouraging businesses to adopt 

sustainable development by creating awareness and motivating them to 

minimise pollution and at the same time to minimise the use of resources 

such as energy and water. This would finally result in achieving the triple 

bottom line. The present world scenario is to protect the triple bottom line 

which is profit (economic), people (social) and the planet (environment) 

which will ensure the development of ethically friendly business entities. 

 

Being concerned about the customer is a focal point of organisational 

ethicality. It is proven by the quantitative analysis. But the interview data 

reports that in certain situations entrepreneurs consciously and knowingly 

use low quality or banned materials in the production process in order to 

make higher profits. In fact, even multinational corporations which boast of 

good ethical practices set by the parent companies violate business ethics in 

third world countries like Sri Lanka. This sets unethical standards for the 

emerging young entrepreneurs of the respective sectors of the country. 

 

When we look at the status of employees in the Sri Lankan business 

context, the basic criteria for their salaries and other benefits depend on their 

education and qualifications. The contribution towards final product quality 

and adhering to company objectives and targets are not considered. As such   

a culture of discrimination prevails. This practice is so ingrained in society 

that none would even dream of challenging this practice.  

  



SENADHEERA AND KARUNARATNE 

48 

 

Research Contribution 

The findings of the study provide a theoretical and practical insight into  

understanding  the extent of values incorporated in business practices and 

the type of work ethicality reflected in Sri Lankan  business organisations 

This study provides a useful preliminary framework for understanding the 

present level of ethical commitment of an organisation to maximizing social 

well-being and also for theory building and theory testing on these 

challenging themes related to values, ethics, and ethical climates in the Sri 

Lankan entrepreneurial context. The majority of entrepreneurs of the 

country think they behave well but the findings of this study in general 

provide a deeper understanding of entrepreneurial values and ethical 

practices that exist in the context and also serve as a valuable self- 

assessment tool, helping entrepreneurs to determine to what extent their 

organisations are operating to maximise social well-being. Entrepreneurs 

would also be able to reevaluate where they aspire to be while pursuing their 

objectives.  

 

Furthermore, the findings would help decision makers: at organisational 

level and policy making level to rethink and establish context sensitive 

mechanism to improve ethical aspects of the businesses in order to 

maximise social well-being of the country while doing the right things for  

society and protecting  shareholder interests. The current study provides 

further evidence that may contribute to developing an ethical framework for 

business organisations.  

 

The study findings would empower the relevant authorities to address 

the nation‟s requirement; that is, to develop entrepreneurial skills in the 

younger generation so that they would start successful business ventures   

and become pillars of the development of the country. There is a need to 

introduce new entrepreneurial development programmes and enhance the 

existing entrepreneurial development programmes in order to meet the 

country‟s requirements. Unfortunately, many state organisations and 

financial institutions conduct poverty reduction programs under the banner 

of entrepreneurship development but they target only a limited segment of 

society. Hence, they cannot be considered as adequate entrepreneurial 

development programmes and they often fail to implement such projects 

successfully due to financial and nonfinancial constraints. From an 
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institutional point of view, they also fail to achieve the intended results 

through the projects they launch. Therefore, it is essential to select 

prospective entrepreneurs with proper entrepreneurial inclinations or to 

inculcate and develop entrepreneurial traits and ethics in their minds before 

selecting them for entrepreneurial development programmes. Ultimately, if 

these programs succeed, they would create the next generation of ethically 

solid entrepreneurs for the country and they would add value to society.   

Personality characteristics can change over time; it is possible to increase 

the motivation to become an entrepreneur through training programmes 

which then, in turn, will increase business performance (Andrease & 

Michael, 2000). Therefore, this study could be used as a basis. 

 

In Sri Lanka, it is important to adopt a multi-cultural and multi religious 

approach and thereby iron out the gap in business relations through the 

development of values, ethics and practices.  Introducing ethical practices 

and being aware of ethics may help to reduce the gap between different 

ethnic and religious groups.  

 

In the future, themes and methodology can be extended to different 

sectors, different disciplines or different professions to examine how they 

deal with the ethical dilemmas.  This area could be a field of interest for 

researchers who would like to look into real practices in entrepreneurship. 

 

Conclusion 

Qualitative insights reveal that entrepreneur‟s behaviour is mirrored 

multifaceted interactions between the individual and the business which has 

to be energetic because business situations are always fluctuating. 

Entrepreneur‟s judgments and his/her behaviour are critical and vital in each 

of these situations. Also entrepreneurs‟ judgments and behaviours are most 

frequently guided directly or indirectly derive from their expectations.  In 

the present study all six variables: need for achievement, social recognition, 

social power, innovation, locus of control, and risk bearing have been 

examined with organisational work ethicality. The most important finding 

of this study is that these specific components or variables of entrepreneur‟s 

attributes or traits are significant and direct predictors of organisational 

work ethicality. Further these attributes indirectly influenced egoistic work 
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ethicality, utilitarian work ethicality and deontological work ethicality in the 

business.  

 

Values such as honesty, trust, care, fair, equality are a derivative of the 

concept of ethical relativism.  Ethical relativism identifies ethics and moral 

judgment as context specific. Depending on socio cultural and historic 

factors, societies develop and adhere to their own unique set of attributes. 

These may manifest in terms of   divergent social factors and social 

appraisals. Descriptive relativism describes these practices in terms of socio 

logical features whereas normative relativism delves into the underlying 

judgments behind the said sociological differences.  

 

Business practices are shaped by their definition of the concept of profit, 

success and social responsibility. The values and priorities determine the 

way in which people perceive, interpret and commit themselves to 

determine such practices. In the contemporary world of business, individual 

levels of business practices appear as a dichotomy between egoism vs. 

altruism (self-interest vs. being concerned about others) and at organsational 

level, it could be differentiated between profit and nonprofit and the level of 

society or the comparison between social values or social well-being against 

organisational well-being. Therefore, ethicality in business practices has 

become a paradox. 
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