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Abstract: Using an innovation training project, an interdisciplinary cross-sectional teaching strategy
was developed to enhance students’ willingness to comply with the law. Thirty-five business, finance
and accounting teachers examined the effects of ethical education on 484 university students’
willingness to comply with corporate law. Ethical education was based on building students’
ethical decisions on three court judgments in the new Spanish Corporate Governance Code.
The ethical training was carried out by developing and applying social justice counter arguments.
This perspective allowed students to imagine what decisions other person could have taken if they
had managed the company ethically. The results suggest that ethics education in higher education
can improve the willingness to comply the law. This methodology can be applied to interdisciplinary
departments teaching ethics in business, finance and accounting.

Keywords: comply with law; ethical education; willingness; business; finance and accounting; PLS;
interdisciplinary; cross-sectional

1. Introduction

This paper examines how university students’ attitudes enhance their willingness to comply with
corporate law by improving their ethical decisions made in the light of the new Spanish Corporate
Governance Code 1/2015 of 31 March (Spanish Corporate Governance Code 1/2015 of 31 March,
retrieved from: https://www.boe.es/boe/dias/2015/03/31/pdfs/BOE-A-2015-3439.pdf).

The recent Code requires companies to have mechanisms to comply with the laws, so that
employer’s reduce illegal conduct to in order to maintain people’s professional and financial
livelihoods [1], as well as to achieve justice and social inclusion for those producing goods and
services [2]. Recent court judgments passed by the Spanish Supreme Court (154/2016, of 29 February
2016 and 221/2017, of 16 March 2017) condemn several companies for illegal business and financial acts,
and for not having implemented special surveillance measures. Ever since the “corporate compliance”
process was introduced, the results of these judgments have primarily been: economic penalties, claims
for damages, loss of reputation, and loss of competitiveness [3,4].

Since the Spanish Code came into force companies have to implement effective organizational
surveillance and monitoring systems with working mechanisms and standards [5]. They not only have
to set up new corporate rules but also build willingness to comply with the law. However, it cannot
be achieved by just imposing company rules, but ethical conduct must be promoted to managers,
employees and large shareholders [6,7].
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It is important to highlight that teaching compliance with corporate law is crucial in companies
and also earlier on, in higher education [8,9]. It is in higher education where knowledge is first obtained
about companies [10].

Personal success and profit maximization is highly regarded at business, finance and accounting
faculties. However, there is hardly any teaching or training given which is concerned with increasing
the willingness to comply with business regulations. Unfortunately, teaching compliance with the
law by achieving high ethical standards at university are still far from being a reality [11]. It is not
yet shown in university course programs [11]. It is not currently reflected at university programs [12].
It has been argued that current higher educational frameworks do not seems to find a model robust
enough to teach compliance with corporate law by improving ethical conducts [13–15].

Doubts and concerns are being raised, especially in the area of business, finance and accounting,
regarding the potential failure in developing students’ awareness of compliance to the law [14–18].
It is not only because compliance with law and ethical behavior in those areas is the hardest part
to be taught [19] but also because academics are not specialists in these areas of knowledge [20,21].
Therefore, more attention should be paid to compliance awareness among students at university in
order to link personal behavior and social consequences to society [22].

With a multidisciplinary innovation training project, thirty-five academic staff from business,
finance and accounting has incorporated the requirements of Spanish Corporate Law 1/2015 into
a higher education program for the business, finance and accounting area. In other word, they have
developed a methodology to overcome all the setbacks reported in the documentation [19–21] by
examining the effects of ethical education on university students’ willingness to comply with corporate
law. The innovative approach represents a sustainable alternative to previous approaches. It provides
a clear structure which can be applied without depending on leading key academic experts in ethics
from philosophy or business ethics disciplines. The methodology is highly sustainable. It gives
an essential tool to academics and students to insert ethics in their classes of accounting, finance
and business, overcoming most of the problems raised up to this moment. The hypotheses proposed
for this study were:

1. H1—Ethical Education received in 2015 impacts positively on students’ Willingness to Comply
with the Law in 2015.

2. H2—Ethical Education received in 2015 impacts positively on the Ethical Education received
in 2016.

3. H3—Ethical Education received in 2016 impacts positively on students’ Willingness to Comply
with the Law in 2016.

4. H4—Ethical Education received in 2016 impacts positively on the Ethical Education received
in 2017.

5. H5—Ethical Education received in 2017 impacts positively on students’ Willingness to Comply
with the Law in 2017.

6. H6—Willingness to Comply with the Law in 2015 impacts positively on Willingness to Comply
with the Law in 2016.

7. H7—Willingness to Comply with the law in 2016 impacts positively on Willingness to Comply
with the Law in 2017.

8. H8—Ethical Education received in 2015 impacts positively on the Ethical Education received
in 2017.

9. H9—Willingness to Comply with the Law in 2015 impacts positively on Willingness to Comply
with the Law in 2017.

In this period, a cross-sectional interdisciplinary teaching strategy was created to enhance the
willingness to comply with the law using three case studies. Three court judgements were chosen from
the Spanish Code for the academic project. These legal cases helped students and teachers to reflect on
the ethical decisions students have to make to avoid the legal punishment of sentenced employers.
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In the teaching program, students were encouraged to individually consider ethical behavior
by developing and applying social justice counter arguments [6,7]. The aim was to find socially
valued outcomes to continuing working for the organization in a positive way. business, finance and
accounting academics also took part in these training activities. Rest’s four steps [23] were used as
the fundamental knowledge needed by students to guide the ethical decisions which were made.
These steps are moral sensitivity, moral judgment, moral motivation and moral character

The main contribution to the literature is threefold: (1) propose an interdisciplinary cross-sectional
teaching methodology to allow academics to analyze court judgments from an ethical perspective.
It provides a framework in order to take ethical decisions on illegal acts. (2) Enhance the willingness to
comply with the law by highlighting the socially valued outcomes of the decision which are made.
(3) Propose a methodology that can be used by other academic staff members in the business, finance
and accounting area.

A longitudinal study was made using Smart PLS on the data collected [24]. Four hundred and
eighty-four university students participated in the study. The same students from different courses
participated every year so that the evolution of their answers could be analyzed yearly. The findings
have important implications for university studies: (1) Understanding how illegal conduct can damage
not only the company but the stakeholders are fundamentally important in studies of ethical decisions.
Thus, our results offer important academic implications and useful insights that can be applied
to management education. (2) Likewise, this investigation adds to current literature by providing
new findings on how to incorporate the recent Spanish Corporate Governance Code into university
programs for ethics education in business, finance and accounting [8,9].

The paper is structured as follows: First, the current corporate compliance in companies is
reviewed by implementing special control and surveillance policy measures. Second, this compliance
can be applied by building a culture of respect for the law using the ethical decision-making process.
Third, the main component of the ethical decision-making from social perspective is studied. Fourth,
Smart PLS is used to study the variables and constructs from the data collected between 2015 and 2017.
Finally, the results, conclusions and the implications of our findings in further research are stated.

2. Literature Review

2.1. The Organizational Rules of Corporate Law

With the worldwide economic crisis, complying with companies’ regulations, ethical norms,
and contracts has gradually become more difficultdue to the pressure of reducing wages, job losses and
non-wage benefits putting increased pressure on employees [25]. Thishas also led to a very difficult
climate for business, which puts pressure on managers and employees to achieve the goals set by
company management [26–28].

This pressure has sometimes led to illegal behaviour as a means of achieving the company’s
objectives. It creates an environment in which the company balances on the borderline of legality [29,30]
in which employees’ salaries and incentives depend directly on achieving the goals set by management.
To obtain greater benefits some illegal actions are taken, such as: tax fraud, misrepresentation of the
company’s accounting records to obtain bank financing, and practices outside the principles of the free
market system [31–33].

On a global level, a variety of economic policies have emerged in recent years to encourage
compliance with corporate law, involving not only managers and employees but also shareholders
and clients [34].

Law reinforcement measures on economic matters have led to the criminal liability of corporate
legal representatives. It is in the Explanatory Memorandum of the Spanish Corporate Governance
Code 1/2015 of 31 March, in which the amendment of the Criminal Code underlines the mechanisms
that companies should incorporate to prevent economic crimes (Article 31bis, Compliance Law).
The company can be held responsible in cases of environmental crimes, disclosure of secrets, intellectual
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or industrial property, international transactions, fraud, punishable insolvency, money laundering,
the Public Treasury and Social Security, the rights of foreign citizens, computer damage, etc.

A managers’ obligation to adopt and execute effective models of surveillance and control for the
prevention of crimes are based on those rules as well as on ethical behavior. The compliance officers for
these models can be an internal body or outsourced and must report on these matters. There seems to
be consensus that the compliance officers should be legally representative and be composed of a group
of people with knowledge on different subjects (criminal law, regulations and ethics).

2.2. From Compliance with the Law to Ethics in Decision-Making

Compliance with the law cannot be achieved by just imposing what is required in the rules.
Ethics also have an important part in the decision making process. Willingness to comply with the
law in an ethical way must be reinforced in companies by introducing ethical codes [35], promoting
standards of behavior [36] and using ethical decision-making [23].

This means that not only the members of the internal body should have adequate ethical
knowledge, but the employees too. These ethical rules must be applied in a participatory way, so that
they are adhered to [37] and ethical decision making is promoted and accepted in the company [38].
Some cases of unethical activities in companies are (1) producing business reports in which information
is hidden, in order to gain an advantage over competitors, and (2) launching advertising campaigns
that do not really represent the product or service offered. Such unethical behaviour may not result in
a legal sanction but could lead to the deterioration of a company’s image by allowing unethical conduct.

To ensure that these cases do not occur in a company, the internal monitoring standards must
go beyond just complying with the law [35]. Compliance programmes need to include an ethical
decision-making process to enhance willingness to comply with the law in a company. Therefore,
ethical decisions should be more than going “beyond compliance”. They must also include ways to
increase compliance standards from an ethical point of view. There are already countless examples of
genuinely effective regulatory regimes with ethical training policies as models of how companies (often
in cooperation with NGOs and government or intergovernmental agencies) can achieve standards
above and beyond those required by law [39].

While surveillance models and ethical decisions help companies to comply with the law in
economic matters, they are hardly mentioned in Higher Education programs. The current academic
programs for business, finance and accounting pay very little attention to ethical matters and
compliance with the law [12]. There are two reasons for this: Firstly, business, finance and accounting
lecturers often don’t do not feel professionally prepared in this area [21]. Secondly, academic courses
are more likely to focus on self-interest [40] than on compliance awareness using ethical methods.
Therefore, it is not surprising to find that many students are willing to compromise ethical principles
in the interest of personal success [41].

Our proposal does not use a standard vertical teaching approach [42–44]) but a cross-sectional
one instead [45]. This means that instead of teaching philosophical principles [46,47] with individual,
specialized seminars [20] or courses [48–50], willingness to comply with the law is included in the
material in each separate subject. This cross-sectional methodology allows a culture of compliance to
be created by not only studying the legal aspects, but by also analysing the ethical consequences of
wrong decision-making.

Teaching ethical decision-making at university has great potential for shaping future the behavior
of business and accounting professionals [37,51]. It plays a key role in improving civic conduct and
professional responsibility of future graduates [52].

2.3. The Four Steps of Decision-Making

Ethical decision making is considered an ongoing process because a person has an ethical problem
until different steps have been taken to overcome it [12]. Despite the variety of models available for the
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decision making process, there is consensus in the literature [7,18] to include Rest’s four steps: moral
sensitivity, moral judgment, moral motivation and moral character [23].

A desire to comply with the law results from the moral sensitivity of students, which raises
the students’ awareness about a moral problem. A court judgment is used, which clearly expresses
the illegal acts committed by a sentenced employer. Academic staff then explains to the class which
articles of the law have been violated and then students discuss the moral problems created by those
illegal acts.

Moral sensitivity helps students to be aware of two important points: firstly, that an employer’s
behavior will have an impact on other people by either harming or helping them. Secondly, that there
are several options that can be chosen to avoid the problem [13,53]. These two characteristics imply
that individuals see themselves as moral entities [13]. Rest highlights that moral sensitivity involves
imaginatively constructing possible scenarios and applying empathy and role-taking skills.

The second component is moral judgment, in which students consider the ‘good’ and ‘bad’ points
of each act. Moral judgments, as part of moral reasoning [54] helps student to clearly assess what
‘ought’ to be done in a particular situation [55]. This method helps students’ attitudes and abilities to
face future social and economic corporate problems, as well as linking action-based pragmatic teaching
with ethical reflection [56]. According to [23], moral judgment defines which action is most morally
justifiable and identifies a line of action as right or wrong. Students must study the context in which
a court judgment was taken, in order to make a moral decision about it.

The third component, moral motivation, is how willing a person is to take a moral course of
action, placing moral values above others, and taking personal responsibility for moral outcomes [57].
Moral motivation is the capacity to express values when managing a company. Moral motivation
might increase willingness to comply with the law in two situations:

(1) In a self-evaluation process of “self-awareness and self-representation” [58] and similarly
“self-reflection and self-evaluation” [59]. The self-evaluations should, in theory, induce the
wrong-doer to solve any problem right at the start of the process, promoting moral decision-making
and behavior [60].

(2) Considering the social representation of oneself in society and judging a company’s level of
perceived fairness [61] and whether the company conforms to social standards of fairness [58].
Haidt [62] proposed that people who see exemplary moral behavior of others react automatically,
responding with positive moral conduct. More recently, Xie, Bagozzi, and Grønhaug [63]
showed that positive individual business activities influence actions in the whole organization.
Both considerations above help to ensure that ethical actions are taken [64,65], and that people
behave in personally and socially appropriate ways [66].

The importance of regulating social conduct has been studied in previous research on companies
and business [67,68].

Finally, the fourth component of decision-making is moral character, which involves choosing
and implementing certain behavior [23]. However, getting from moral intention to moral action is not
always easy. Members of an organization can feel that they have previously taken illegal or unethical
actions, which caused harm not only to the company but also to the employees. Moral character
also includes increasing willingness to correct the damage they may have been previously caused,
by increasing transparency, finding collaborative solutions, and promoting changes in standards
and/or policies.

In the case study used in the classroom, students must consider not only the harm caused for
the company and its employees, but how repeating the mistakes can be prevented, and minimizing
any difficulties or challenges that may exist for taking the right action [23,53]. Such difficulties may
include using instrumental coping responses after carrying out an unethical action and seeing how
an organization performs effectively after the action. These strategies can help to overcome the intense
unpleasant feelings associated with taking unethical behavior.
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2.4. Decision-Making for Social Justice

Over the last decade, deontologism or utilitarianism [69,70] in several fields has proposed different
ways to improve the willingness of the people to comply with the law by promoting ethical conduct.
These theories want to establish universal principles or rules to evaluate moral human behavior.

With regard to the recent corporate compliance measures introduced in the Spanish Government
Code, current corporate law describes rules that every company needs to abide by to avoid economic
and administrative punishment.

In the context of this corporate law, deontological ethics is related to the current research in two
specific points. First, deontologism needs to be applied by the compliance officer by following all
relevant laws, rules, policies, regulations and standards, and ensuring that organisations adhere to all
applicable legal requirements and by having a set of codes of conduct. This ethical perspective must
be known to able to apply the rules of surveillance in the company. Second, based on the previous
point, companies need to build confidence between the employer or boss and the employees in order
“to promote a culture of respect towards the law” (Supreme Court, 20 February 2016).

Although these codes are not yet practiced routinely in companies, they are indeed models for
cooperation between the operational processes of the organization and its management. They are
also a point of orientation for professional action and legal evaluation. Employees should be guided
towards the right ethical behaviour in such a way that they know how to behave in ambiguous
situations. That is why deontologism is well-aligned with this research proposal.

However, establishing general guidelines should also be associated with strength then immoral
character, which means choosing and using appropriate behavior [23]. Knowledge, skills and attitudes
must be offered to individuals to allow them to correctly perform their corporate duties. In other
words, correct conduct in a company depends on the employees’ ability to perform it.

In European higher education, which establishes the structure of university education and
university degree studies, the Spanish Royal Decree 55/2005, 21st of January, pointed out the need to
combine basic general knowledge and general competencies. These are needed to gain skills, abilities
and knowledge in every subject [71].

One of the general competencies is moral competence. Moral competence is considered to be
closely related to moral virtue. As [72] states, when talking about leadership, moral competencies are
nothing other than virtues which provide an example and promote the trust and willingness of people
to follow a leader. This means that moral competence is a virtue which increases good conduct in
a social context.

Morally responsibility can be seen to be important for what is seen to be best for the public as
a whole. It has been linked to social competence and reasoning when improving social justice [73].
Social justice for others not only shows how willing a person is to act correctly in a society that
has certain moral rules but to accept responsibility for their actions in a professional community or
work group.

Individuals who feel strongly about other peoples’ wellbeing will tend to maximize benefits for
others in society [74]. Moreover, social justice increases a person’s willingness to strive for correct
actions that improve conditions for people in a society [75]. It also helps employees to use ethical
behavior in a professional context.

This behavior has to be compared with the law. Usually, behaviors accepted by lawful procedures
is likely to have ethical consequences for society, businesses and employees. Similarly, acts prohibited
by law are most likely to have unethical consequences such as; crimes or misdemeanours in the fields
of the Spanish Criminal Code (theft, murder, assault, rape, bribery, etc.) or administrative offences (lack
of required licences or permits to build or open a business, failure to observe safety standards, etc.).

Nevertheless, when the law is clearly unjust towards people’s dignity, the safety of a territory or
its people, putting them in a risky situation. In this case, ethical behaviour could lead to refusal to obey
the law. Following the argument, acts prohibited by law are not always synonymous with unethical
consequences. For example, certain humanitarian circumstances are likely to have different legal
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consequences, creating a distance between ethical and legal perspectives. This is because “morality”
and “legality” do not coincide in what concerns their formal approach.

Moral competence can be seen to influence decision-making to reach socially valued outcomes so
that an organization is valued in a positive way.

For court judgments where employers have been sentenced for committing illegal acts,
social justice provides guidelines for how to act in morally difficult or challenging situations [76].
It also proves useful when explaining different social behavior [77]. Past research has shown that
people who strongly endorse social values have stronger personal moral rules and intentions to protect
others [78] and the environment [79]. Those feelings were built on concepts of social justice when
considering different situations and outcomes from different perspectives.

3. Methodology

3.1. Stages in the Study

Perspective changing techniques are used in ethical education by developing and applying social
justice counter arguments so that ethical decisions can be made. This method allows students to
imagine what decisions on social matters other people would take [73]. This method is somewhat
similar to role changing, which is one of the basic concepts of moral judgment [80]. In these types of
exercises, students are asked to identify: (1) what decisions students must take to avoid the sentence
given in the court judgment. (2) Describe how those ethical decisions can affect the company’s efforts
to create social justice. Laws are not blindly accepted, but rather scrutinized by students to ensure
social benefits (i.e., by identifying what is best for society as a whole), which is particularly relevant to
moral judgment in organizations.

Twenty court judgements on employer’s illegal behaviour were initially selected for students
to analyse and to find ethical solutions. From these twenty, three were finally selected for the case
studies in 2015, 2016, and 2017. The criteria for selection included: (1) the judgment must be for
a common, representative case that Spanish citizens can recognize. (2) the size of the judgment.
The text should not exceed 15 pages to ensure that students can read and analyze it in class or at
home. (3) Nondiscriminatory. The content of the judgment should not include statements that could
be regarded as discriminatory about race, social matters, religion, etc.

The educational stages and exercises were prepared in six meetings about education in ethics
for students. The meetings were held over a period of two months. The project was divided into ten
different stages: (1) training activities on “ethical commitment”; (2) selection of the court judgments
to be studied; (3) study of the court judgment by the teachers; (4) analyzing the illegal acts and their
meaning in order to build ethical conducts from those illegal acts; (5) making an ethical decision
for the judgment to minimize the social consequences for the employee, company or stakeholders;
(6) preparing a questionnaire for the project and testing it on the students; (7) organizing four meetings
with the students to explain the legal terms needed in the case study, to distribute the cases to the
students, to hear the students’ ethical decisions on the illegal acts, and to register the students’ opinion
son compliance with law; (8) data tabulation; (9) presenting the study to students and the Innovation
Project manager; and (10) holding a meeting with teachers to assess the results.

3.2. Hypotheses Model for the Study

Several hypotheses were proposed to measure the impact of students’ ethical education on their
willingness to comply with the law and the evolution of this willingness over time (see the variables
between 2015 and 2017, see Figure 1). It was decided to analyze the hypotheses using structural
equations modeling (SEM) with partial least squares (PLS). The reasons for this choice were the
research objectives, the quality of the theoretical framework and the exploratory objectives of the
study [81]. Usinga Smart PLS longitudinal study, the exogenous and endogenous constructs were
measured at different moments in time [82–84].
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3.3. Ethics Education Training

The activities to improve the willingness to comply with the law are grouped into several steps:
First, each year a court judgment was selected by the multidisciplinary research team from

commons incidents in Spanish companies. The judgement was chosen using the following criteria:

1. Business or Finance content of the judgment. It must represent a recognizable case for citizens
throughout Spanish society.

2. Extension of the judgment. The “issues of fact” should not exceed 10–15 pages to ensure the
students can read it in class or at home.

3. Nondiscriminatory. The content of the judgment should not include statements that could be
regarded as discriminatory behaviour based on race, social matters, religion, etc.

A summary of the cases is provided in Table 1.
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Table 1. Court judgments’ contents.

Year Court Judgement Court Judgement Summary

2015
Provincial Court of Madrid,
Section 6, Judgment 490/2000 of
28 November 2000, Rec. 85/1995

A person sets up a group of security services and urgent
courier companies. As the sole administrator of the
companies, he defines the social and fiscal guidelines
independently of the administrative body. This council
consisted of people from his own family circle—wife,
children, sons-in-law, etc. Neither the company accounts
nor the operations were reported for 5 years.
Tax obligations were not upheld and the tax declarations
were modified in order to pay fewer taxes to the Public
Treasury. The administrator also defrauded the
Public Treasury.

2016
Provincial Court of Córdoba,
Section 3, Judgment 318/2015 of
29 June 2015, Rec. 17/2014

The defendants, by mutual agreement and guided by illicit
enrichment, drafted contracts that reflected non-existent
operations of olive sales to ensure that the business profits
of one company went to another, to the detriment of
the first.

2017
Provincial Court of Barcelona,
Section 8, Judgment of 5 July 2016,
Proc. 110/2015

Malicious hiding of relevant fiscal data. Omission of
declarations and avoidance of income tax payment on
income received for the exploitation of image rights.
Transfer of contractual rights using companies based in
countries whose tax legislation allows opacity, constituting
an “offshore” network with which the public treasury was
defrauded of more than 4 million euro.

Second. Students in Business, Finance and Accounting courses are not totally familiar with the
legal terms used in business issues. Even though legal obligations are derived from moral obligations
rooted in beliefs, values and attitudes the meaning of the legal articles had to be explained to the
students. Table 2 shows the legal concepts contained in each court judgement, which were explained
to teachers and students by a law expert.

Table 2. Definitions of the legal articles.

Year Court Judgement Legal Article

2015 Provincial Court of Madrid,
28 November 2000, Rec. 85/1995

Felonies against the Social Security.
Accounting crime: notkeeping corporate accounting or tax
nor obligatory bookkeeping.
Concealing or inventing the true position of the business.
Fraud or swindling.

2016 Provincial Court of Córdoba,
29 June 2015, Rec. 17/2014

Falsifying annual accounts and another documents.
Misappropriation or stealing money, belongings, valuables
or any personal property received in deposit, in trust or
administration.
Forgery of official and business documents.

2017 Provincial Court of Barcelona,
July 2016, Proc. 110/2015

Felonies against the Social Security to defraud the state,
regional or local treasury.

Third, students analysed how the articles were violated in the case study (see Table 3).
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Table 3. Legal articles violated in the three case studies.

Year Articles Legal Articles

2015

Art. 310 and 74 Penal Code.,
On felonies against the
Social Security

Felonies against the Social Security; Continued
accountancy crime: 1. Keep corporate accounting,
bookkeeping or tax records. 2. No record of the fictitious
accounting entries in the obligatory bookkeeping.

Art. 349 and 248. On fraud
Fraud: Continued fraud crime: using deceit for profit,
to mislead another person so that they carry out an act in
their own detriment or that of another. Swindling.

2016

Art 290 of the Criminal Code.
On corporate offences

Corporate offences: 1. Falsify annual accounts or other
documents that record the legal or financial status of the
company in such a way to cause financial damage thereto
or to any of its shareholders or partners.

Art. 252, in relation to arts. 249.
On misappropriation

Misappropriation: anybody who, to the detriment of
another, appropriate or steal money, belongings, valuables
or any other moveable or personal property that they have
received in deposit, in trust or administration.

Art 393 (LAW 3996/1995) On
forgery of official and business
documents

Forgery of official and business documents: whoever uses
a forged business document to harm another knowing that
the document is forged by altering any of the essential
elements or requisites of the document.

2017

Art 305 (LAW 3996/1995) Crimes
against the Treasury Art. 21.5 C.P.
(LAW 3996/1995) On felonies
against the Social Security

Felonies against the Social Security; Continued
accountancy crime: 1. Any person who, whether by action
or omission, defrauds the state, regional or local treasury,
avoiding the payment of taxes or deductions, 2. Any
person who defrauds any amount that should have been
deducted or likewise receiving fiscal benefits, provided
that the defrauded payment, the unpaid deductions,
credit payments, rebates or fiscal benefits were
wrongfully obtained.

Fourth, describe how companies and stakeholders can use ethical decisions to implement actions
to avoid future illegal activities (see Table 4).

Table 4. Ethical decisions based on illegal behaviours.

Year Main Ethical Decisions

2015

1. To have a yearly external audit of the company’s money transfers.
2. Investigate, promote and use innovative control processes to identify any hidden

cash-flow activities.
3. Establish an incentive system to reward the ethical compliance with rules, culture

and codes of conduct.
4. Every client will receive an identifiable, individual warranty of the use of the

above endorsements.

2016

1. To establish an agreed code of ethics for the profession based on the values expressed
by members.

2. To install a transparent system to publish the credit accounting information.
3. To invest in resources to improve internal controls and eliminate risks from sales

department errors.
4. Establish a transparent system to show the company debt rating.

2017

1. To develop a fairer tax payment system because tax evasion depends on beliefs about
tax system fairness.

2. To advise on the reasons to pay taxes and promote contributing to society by
fulfilling government regulations.

3. To apply fraud prevention measures to any operations carried out by persons
affiliated by family, vicinity, community or business whose links must be analyzed
and evaluated.
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Fifth, investigate how university students’ ethical education enhances their willingness to comply
with corporate law after the training activities. A questionnaire was used for this. Questions were
organized into two, based on the information gathered from the literature review: 1. Ethical education.
2. Willingness to comply with the law (see Table 5).

Table 5. Questionnaire to measure the students’ willingness to comply with the law.

Latent Variables Questions Authors

E: Ethical education

Is it important for you to increase your knowledge and skills to link illegal acts with
ethical behaviour in oder to improve your compliance with the law? (E1)

[8–10]Is it important for you to receive ethical training in all business, finance and accounting
subjects in order to better comply with the law? (E2)
Is the social aspect of ethical education relevant for you to better comply with the law in
order not to harm employees nor the company and its stake holders? (E3)

W: Willingness to comply
with the law using

ethical decisions

Are you willing to take ethical decisions about employees, employers and
stakeholders? (W1)

[18,53,85]Are you willing to improve yourself using ethical values to comply with the law? (W2)
Are you willing to improve society to better comply with the law in order to build a more
lawful society? (W3)

4. Results

4.1. Measurement Model

The structural equations model allowed analyzing the factorial loads of the variables or indicators.
Initially, the individual reliability of each indicator was analyzed, that is, the simple correlations
between indicators and their respective contruct. Then, an analysis of the individual reliability of the
items was carried out observing the charges (λ). According to [86], the minimum level for acceptance
as part of the construct was established at λ ≥ 0.707 (see Figure 2). Next the variance of the variables
was found using the commonality, and the calculated value must be ≥0.50. Reliability evaluates the
internal consistency of the latent variables from these indicators and it was found by using Cronbach’s
alpha and the composite reliability (CR, Composite Reliability) of the construct [87]. Any values <0.70
indicate lack of reliability [88]. Table 6 also shows another indicator known as rho_A [89], for which all
the constructs exceed 0.7.

Table 6. Reliability, validity of the constructs and criterion by [89].

Cronbach Alpha rho_A CR AVE
Criterio de Fornell-Larcker

E 2015 E 2016 E 2017 W 2016 W 2017 W 2015

E 2015 0.917 0.931 0.948 0.858 0.927
E 2016 0.806 0.818 0.884 0.718 0.486 0.847
E 2017 0.831 0.837 0.899 0.747 0.585 0.599 0.864
W 2016 0.787 0.795 0.875 0.701 0.489 0.415 0.679 0.837
W 2017 0.755 0.757 0.859 0.671 0.460 0.375 0.590 0.568 0.819
W 2015 0.886 0.899 0.929 0.814 0.222 0.213 0.339 0.304 0.475 0.902

Convergent validity, calculated with (AVE), or average current variance [90] means that a set of
items represents a contruct. As can be seen in Table 7, the criterion that this value must be higher than
0.50 is fulfilled, which means that at least half of the variance of those indicators can be explained [88].
Another criterion applied was that of [90] which involves verifying that the square root of the average
variance extracted (AVE) is greater than the relation between the construct and the rest of the constructs
of the model (see Table 6).
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Table 7. HTMT, R2 y Q2 results.

Heterotrait-Monotrait
Ratio (HTMT) E 2015 E 2016 E 2017 W 2016 W 2017 W 2015 R2 Q2

E 2015
E 2016 0.553 0.236 0.156
E 2017 0.663 0.717 0.472 0.330
W 2016 0.569 0.513 0.830 0.221 0.143
W 2017 0.550 0.483 0.744 0.734 0.473 0.298
W 2015 0.244 0.260 0.393 0.357 0.575 0.049 0.037

Fornell and Larcker [91] carried out simulation studies to demonstrate that the lack of discriminant
validity is detected better with another technique, which is the heterotrait–monotrait ratio (HTMT).
Table 7 shows the results obtained, where it can be seen that all the HTMT ratios for each pair of factors
is <0.90 [92,93]. The magnitude and importance of the relationships between the latent variables was
calculated using the standardized Path coefficient. The rule established by Chin [94] states that the
value must be at least 0.2 (see Figure 2). Fulfilling all these criteria and measures means that the validity
and reliability of the model is ensured.

4.2. Structural Model Analyses

The following analyses were used to study the structural model, the explained variance of the
endogenous constructs (R2), path coefficients (β) and selection of critical values for the Student’s t
distribution [95]. The approximate adjustment of the model [93,96] is determined by the value obtained
from the residual root mean square (SRMR) [97,98], which measures the difference between the
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observed correlations matrix and the implied correlations matrix of the model. Thus, the SRMR reflects
the average magnitude of such differences and, the lower the SRMR, the better the fit. In our case
SRMR = 0.062 and is within the recommendation for a model with a good fit when SRMR < 0.08 [97].

The explanatory capacity of the model is found by the value of R2. Table 8 shows the results
obtained for the endogenous constructs. Chin [94] explains that values for R2 of 0.67, 0.33 and 0.19 can
be considered strong, moderate and weak. In this study the results obtained show a greater variance
explained for the constructs of year 2017 (R2 Ethical Education = 0.472, R2 Willingness to comply with
the law = 0.473), which represent moderate values with sufficient explanatory capacity.

Next, the model was analyzed using the nonmetric bootstrapping technique. In this technique
the standard deviation of the parameters and the student’s t values are found. From these the simple
regression coefficients are calculated for the components and the results for the relationships between
the latent variables of the study hypotheses are calculated. The p-value, shown in Table 8, is used to
do this.

The results obtained (see Table 8) for the ethical education received by students positively influence
the students’ willingness to comply with the law, as the hypothese are supported in all the periods
studied. H1 (β2015 = 0.222, p-value = 0.000), H3 (β2016 = 0.367, p-value = 0.000) and H5 (β2017 = 0.309,
p-value = 0.000). Similarly, the hypotheses relating ethical education with itself is also supported
in the different years studied. H2 (β2015–2016 = 0.486, p-value = 0.000), H4 (β2016–2017 = 0.309,
p-value = 0.000) and H8 (β2015–2017 = 0.385, p-value = 0.000). The willingness to comply with the law
when related to itself is also supported in the years studied. H6 (β2015–2016 = 0.226, p-value = 0.000),
H7 (β2016–2017 = 0.271, p-value = 0.000) and H9 (β2015–2017 = 0.288, p-value = 0.000). Therefore,
all the hypotheses are supported with a significance of 0.001, which means 99.9% (p-value < 0.001).

The predictive relevance of the model was studied using the blindfolding procedure, in which
part of the data for a given construct was omitted during the parameter estimation, and then the data
that had been omitted was replaced using the estimated parameters [94]. In this way, the predictive
relevance of the model was studied using the Stone—Geisser (Q2) test [99,100], which revealed that
the model is predictive (Q2 W2017 = 0.298) since Q2 > 0 (see Table 7).

The results obtained and shown in Table 9 show an increase in some of the relationships over
time. This observation is the result of the variation of the path coefficient of each construct in different
periods. In all cases the variation from 2015 to 2017 was significant (see Table 8). To verify that this
change is significant, the nonparametric confidence-set approach was used (* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01;
*** p < 0.001; n.s.: not significance) [101]. This analysis consists of forming different groups that belong
to different periods of time and carrying out a multigroup analysis on them [88,101].

Table 8. Significance calculations for the hypotheses.

Hypothesis β (Path Coeff.) t Value p Value Supported

Hypothesis 1 E 2015→W 2015 0.222 3.993 0.000 Yes ***
Hypothesis 2 E 2015→ E 2016 0.486 11.904 0.000 Yes ***
Hypothesis 3 E 2016→W 2016 0.367 9.476 0.000 Yes ***
Hypothesis 4 E 2016→ E 2017 0.412 10.044 0.000 Yes ***
Hypothesis 5 E 2017→W 2017 0.309 5.935 0.000 Yes ***
Hypothesis 6 W 2015→W 2016 0.226 5.541 0.000 Yes ***
Hypothesis 7 W 2016→W 2017 0.271 5.457 0.000 Yes ***
Hypothesis 8 E 2015→ E 2017 0.385 7.265 0.000 Yes ***
Hypothesis 9 W 2015→W 2017 0.288 6.487 0.000 Yes ***

Notes: * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001; n.s.: not significance.
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Table 9. Significance test results.

Effect Path Coeff (β) Size of Change Confidence Intervals (CI) Comparison of Path Coefficient t + 1 with
CI t Andpath Coefficient t with CI t + 1

Path Coefficient t + 1 Inside CI t?
Path Coefficient t Inside CI t + 1? Significant Change?

E 2015→ E 2016 0.486 −0.074 (0.404; 0.564) 0.404 < 0.412 < 0.564 Yes
NoE 2016→ E 2017 0.412 (0.321; 0.496) 0.321 < 0.486 < 0.496 Yes

W 2015→W 2016 0.226 0.045 (0.149; 0.310) 0.149 < 0.271 < 0.310 Yes
NoW 2016→W 2017 0.271 (0.176; 0.372) 0.176 < 0.226 < 0.372 Yes

E 2015→W 2015 0.222 0.145 (0.126; 0.317) 0.126 < 0.367 No
YesE 2016→W 2016 0.367 (0.291; 0.446) 0.222 < 0.446 No

E 2016→W 2016 0.367 −0.058 (0.291; 0.446) 0.291 < 0.309 < 0.446 Yes
NoE 2017→W 2017 0.309 (0.203; 0.401) 0.203 < 0.367 < 0.401 Yes
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Table 9 shows the results of the significance test for the direct effects (relationships between
different constructs) and whether there is a carry-overeffect in the path coefficients [84] to measure
the relationship of a construct with t + 1. This is found by comparing the path coefficients with CI
(confiance interval) and checking if the coefficient is inside or outside CI. It is important to assess
whether the change is significant.

The results in Table 9 show that only the direct effects exerted by E 2015 on W 2015 and E 2016 on
W 2016 are significant in the time periods that were studied. These tests show that there are different
ways of proving the importance of changes in the relationships (path coefficients) of constructs over
time [83]. Likewise, it was shown that these relationships do not significantly weaken over time,
and that carry-overeffects do not occur for the path coefficients.

5. Discussion

As has been mentioned in the paper, the aim of this study is to raise university students’ awareness
of the legal boundaries of their behaviour and the unethical behaviour linked thereto. Thus, students
were asked to provide answers in relation to a real and objective situation that had occurred in some
court judgements.

It is not easy to find a model in which all hypotheses are supported with a significance valueof
0.001, or 99.9% confidence level. This means that theethical education received by students over the
period of three years had a positive impact on their willingness to comply with the law. In other words,
the interdisciplinary cross-sectional methodology used to enhance the students’ willingness to comply
with the law was effective.

The results have shown that this method of learning ethic, following the cross-sectional school
of teaching ethic, is a relevant tool to study ethics in the Financial, Business and Accounting areas.
Not only because students have become more aware of the consequences of unethical behaviour to
the company, but also because they have been able to link illegal acts with the associated punishment,
which helped them to comply with the law better.

Even though business, finance and accounting teachers may not be specialists in the areas of
compliance and ethics [20,21] due to the difficulties they find teaching them [19] this study explains
an acceptable method that can be used. By applying this open methodology over three years, university
students increased their awareness of compliance with the law. The interdisciplinary team must be
really vigilant and follow all the steps presented in the methodology.

First of all, research needs experts in psychology and law to lead every project’s steps, once it is
settled, this methodology can be followed by academics, who are not expert in ethics, in economic
areas. So, the general significance of the study goes beyond the limited case population.

Moreover, the results obtained not only show a great variance in the constructs of the last year,
2017 (R2 Ethical Education = 0.472, R2 Willingness to comply with the law = 0.473) but also a predictive
relevance for the model (Q2 W2017 = 0.298) since Q2 > 0. This means the relationship of ethical
education on willingness to comply with the law over the three-year period was strongly supported
and explained. Similarly, the ability to make reasonable predictions about willingness to comply with
the law and the rest of the dependent variables over time was shown. This means the model not only
identifies the important variables and constructs but can also help to make predictions about what
students need to increase their willingness to comply with the law.

The current lack of training on ethical matters in academic programmes [12] means that this study
can be used to fill this gap is four different ways:

(1) Cross-sectional methods for teaching ethical compliance with the law allowed the Teaching
Innovation Group to build a compliance program including thirty-five subject areas. This goes
beyond vertical proposals to teach ethics from only a few, specific subjects [42–44].

(2) With this methodology which connects law with ethical issues using court judgment, students
can centre their attention on the crimes that most affect Spanish companies, such as failing to
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pay Social Security, accounting crimes, fraud, corporate offences, falsification of annual accounts,
misappropriation, etc.

(3) The paper also connects illegal conduct with ethical decisions using Rest’s four-component
model. Using these model students voluntarily developed moral sensitivity [13,53] and moral
judgment [54] and took ethical decisions for a sentenced company. Both ethical attributes
positively affected moral motivation or willingness to comply with the law [57]. This paper
focused on developing moral competences by raising knowledge and skills to increase moral
motivation. These factors helped students to take an ethical decision for the illegal cases in the
study, always maximizing the benefits for others in society [74]. Moreover, social justice has
enhanced the student’s willingness or disposition to want and act on using judgment for social
improvement [75].

(4) The social framework given for decision-making also raised the students’ recognition of different
organization’s level of fairness [61]. The social dimension helped to increase students’ willingness
to comply with the law to reach ethical decisions [64,65]. The importance of social regulation on
business behavior can increase moral motivation. The study also contributes to other current
topics under investigation [67,68].

6. Conclusions

Despite numerous studies about ethics methodology in higher education, it is rare to find
any cross-sectional studies by multidisciplinary academic staff in business, finance and accounting.
A practical methodology helped the academic staff to overcome their lack of knowledge on legal and
ethical areas [19–21] by analyzing the court judgments and the violated articles. Ethical decisions were
taken and commented on.

Using a perspective-changing method to take socially ethical decisions was very useful for the
students. This was done by imagining the decisions other people had taken before and which they
could have taken if they had had thought ethically and socially. When using this methodology with
students the relationships between latent variables were supported in the proposed hypotheses year
after year. Therefore, “ethical education” in t0 positively influences t1. This means that education
in a given period influences the next period. The same goes for the other variable, “willingness to
comply with the law”. Therefore, teachers must maintain the same quality standards and update their
knowledge in order to maintain these results.

Nevertheless, we cannot say that the longitudinal relationship of the constructs means that there
will be a continuous increase or decrease in the intensity with which they are related. It is especially
striking that the willingness to comply with the law in different periods does not increase with time.
This represents a challenge for teachers who should strive to improve their teaching programs to
achieve an effect that is increasing and that, in addition, allows carry-over effects to occur each year.

As the results showed, this methodology not only increased the students’ ethical knowledge and
skills when linking illegal acts with ethical behavior, but also increased their willingness to comply
with the law. In order to achieve successfully achieve this goal it is crucial to have a really committed
academic research team which works together in the training and teaching activities necessary for the
methodological steps of the process.

This teaching methodology for ethical decision-making at universities has great potential not
only for shaping future behavior in business and accountancy professionals, but also for improving
the civic and professional actions and responsibility of future graduates. This important conclusion
confirms that legal and ethical studies can be combined to improve the willingness to comply with the
law in higher education.
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7. Limitations

The first limitation of the study is the time needed to prepare it, not only to choose appropriate
court judgments but also to find a motivated team who understand every aspect of the methodology.
In our case, it was not easy due to the multidisciplinary background of the research team.

Secondly, this methodology needs teachers to include the empirical case studies into the academic
program in four classes. This means that teachers have to adapt their own programs to these
teaching activities.

Thirdly, university students must also be completely involved in the activity. They must
understand, from the beginning of the activity, how and why it is carried out at the beginning
of the academic course. Otherwise, without the students’ agreement, it will not be possible to complete
all the teaching and learning activities.
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