
















Religiosity and Moral Judgment 

the Muslim. This development had resulted in the increasing emphasis on the Islamic 
law or shariah as a main source of guidance in all aspects of l ife. At such, this study 
is an attempt to investigate empirically how the Islamic faith had influence ethical 
behavior in businesses conducts in a Muslim majority society. 

Unethical Business Practices in Malaysia 

Malaysia is a multiracial country, comprising three major ethnic groups namely the 
Malays, Chinese and Indians. It is regarded as a Muslim country since it has has a 
predominantly large Muslim population. This section discusses briefly the different 
phases of the business environment and draws on the literature on unethical business 
practices in Malaysia. 

Prior to independence from the British in 1957, the Malaysian business sector was 
largely monopolised by the Chinese and foreign business interests. The Malays survived 
as farmers in rural areas and the Indians were mainly confined to the rubber plantations. 
The bloody tragedy of May 13th

, 1969 was a catalyst for Bumiputras' entrepreneurial 
development. The tragedy led to the establishment of the New Economic Policy (NEP: 
1970-1990) aimed at narrowing the economic gap among the races and restructuring 
the involvement of different ethnic groups in variolls economic sectors. The NEP 
successfully produced established Malay businessmen such as Matshah Safuan of 
Safuan Holdings, Tan Sri Dato' Azman Hashim of Arab Malaysian Group, Tan Sri 
Dato' Haji Basir Ismail of May bank Berhad and the like. 

The nature of unethical business practices changes over time. In the 1960s, the investors 
and businessmen (mostly the Chinese) took advantage of the poor farmers and fishermen 
by practising monopoly-monopsony system. Such a system basically involves unethical 
business practices with respect to weighing and measuring. The unethical problems in 
business become more complex and sophisticated (generally involving the white-collar 
crime such as short selling of shares, mismanagement of assets, fraud and insider 
trading) in the 1980s and in some cases have resulted in serious crimes. The murder of Jalil 
Ibrahim, the chief auditor of Bumiputra Bank Berhad in Hong Kong in 1983 is an 
example of a crime related to business. 

It is observes that Malaysians perceive the present business practices by the Malaysian 
businessmen as being tolerable even though several incidences of wrongdoings were 
reported in the media. The Muslim businessman is considered to be involved in unethical 
business practice the moment he is involved in businesses that are not allowable (hariim) 
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in Islam such as dealing with liquor, gambling, financial activities involving riba. It is 
observed that many Malaysians are involved in these types of businesses35

• 

THE RESEARCH FRAMEWORK 

The framework for this study is shown in Figure 2, the model indicates that perceived 
ethical standards of an individual and resulting ethical behavioral conduct is grounded 
in the unique characteristics ofa specific culture ofa society. Particularly, this study 
focuses on religion (in this context the Islamic religion) as the main element of culture 
in shaping personal values and belief of members ofa society. Specifically, the study 
investigates the impact of the level of religious commitment or religiosity as measured 
by the MARS score on the perception of selected ethical and moral issues among 
Malay Muslims . 

Figure 2: Research Framework 
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Prior research suggests that the degree of religiosity is a possible influence on ethical 
judgments of individuals. However, it is difficult to bui Id up on the findings of previous 
studies of the relationship between religion and ethical judgments in a Muslim society 
context, due to lack of research in this area. Works on religiosity has tended to focus 
almost exclusively on Christianity. For this reason the nature of the study is exploratory, 
and is aimed to investigate ifthere is a difference between the perceptions on unethical 
business practices of the devout and the casually religious Malay Muslims in Malaysia. 
Thus, the hypothesis examined is: 

HI: The perception of the devout Malay Muslims on unethical business practices 
is significantly different from the casually religious Malay Muslims. 

35 Wan Sabri Wan Hussin, (2003), Etika dan Amalan Perniagaan. Kuala Lumpur: Utusan 
Publications. 
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RESEARCH DESIGN, DATA COLLECTION AND METHOD OF ANALYSIS 

The perceptions on unethical behavior collated in the survey for this study are mainly 
related to the basic elements of business ethics such as involvement of the Malay 
Muslims businessmen in bartim (prohibited) businesses, cheating, bribery and 
profiteering. If the respondents perceive these practices as tolerable then we can 
speculate that the personal values in the society are deteriorating. 

The stated hypothesis will be tested using independent samples t-test by running the 
Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS) software . For this purpose, the 
respondents were categorized into two groups: the devout and casually religious . Chi­
square analysis will be carried out to study the relationship between religiosity and 
unethical business practices scores with selected demographic variables, such as gender, 
age and level of education. Regression analysis was also conducted to identify the 
correlation between the religiosity score and the perceptions on unethical business 
practices. 

Research Design 

The questionnaire for this study is divided into three parts. Section A is related to the 
personal background of respondents, Section B is related to the perceptions of Malay 
Muslims towards selected unethical business practices. Finally, Section C measures 
the religiosity score of the respondents . Questions on unethical business practices 
(section B) were presented in a 7-point Likert scale, while the religious questions 
(Section C) were presented in a 5-point Likert scale and the behavior question in a 
semantic differential scale . The samples were selected using a convenience sampling 
method. 200 sets of questionnaires were distributed to the Malays around Klang Valley 
by approaching them at their work places, at informal gatherings and also in the mosques. 
A total of 149 completed questionnaires were used for th is study. Once gathered, the 
data were tested for normality and reliability. An examination of the values of kurtosis 
and skewness indicate that the items under investigation are reasonably normally 
distributed. The Cronbach alpha coefficient for the perceptions on unethical business 
practices and religiosity items are 0.7809 and 0.8984 respectively. Thus, these levels 
of reliability are sufficiently high . The data for religiosity items were also checked for 
consistency among similar items by cross-tabulating items of similar contents. In 
summary, the cross-tabulation was done on the following items: I and 2; 4 and 8; 3 and 
II; 4 and 12; 5 and 9; and 5 and 10. The process indicated that the number of 
contradictory response were negligible as high percentage in one item will also followed 

97 



Jurnal Syariah. 14:2 [2006} 87 - 101 

by high percentage in another item being tabulated. For example, 96.1 % of the 
respondents who indicated that Allah helps them also indicated that Allah helps people. 

FINDINGS 

Background of Respondents 

Table I shows the demographic background of the respondents. Nearly 51 % of the 
respondents are male, while the rest are female. 48 % of them work in the public 
sector, while 43 % in the private sector and the rest are either students or housewives . 
In terms of age, 42 % of the respondents are 30 years and less; 39 % are between 31 
to 40 years; 14 % are between 41 to 50 years; and 5 % are above 50. Nearly 43 % of 
the respondents possess non-degree qualification; 52 % of the respondents hold Bachelor 
or Master degree; and 5 % have PhD or other qualification. 

Table 1: Demographic Background of Respondents 

Demograph ic Profile N % 
Gender 
Male 77 5 1 
Female 74 49 
Age 
2 1-30 73 42 
3 1-40 59 39 
4 1-50 2 1 14 
50 and above 8 5 
Level of Education 
Non-Terti ary 64 43 
Bachelr/Master 79 52 
PhD and others 8 5 
Occupation 
Pucli c services 73 48 
Pri vate sectors 64 43 
Others 14 9 

Religiosity and Business Perceptions 

Respondents ' levels of religious commitment or religiosity were collapsed. By using 
percentile, the upper and the lower thirds of the distribution are identified as the devout 
and casually religious. Thus, respondents with scores of73 and more were labeled as 
the devout and those with scores of 49 to 70 were considered as casually religious. 
Since the aim of this study is to investigate differences between the devout and casually 
religious groups, subsequent analysis involve only these two extreme groups, resulting 
in a smaller number of respondents - 53 (36 %) and 47 (32 %) for the devout and 
casually religious resp,ectively. In terms of respondents ' perception, the same procedure 
was used to categorize respondents as either highly unethical or least unethical. The 
higher scores denote that the respondents are highly unethical and the lower scores 
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indicate that the respondents are least unethical. Hence the range or scores for the 
highly and least unethical are 63-89 and 33-50 respectively. 31 % of the respondents 
were highly unethical while 34 % were least unethical. 

The result of cross-tabulation between gender, age group and level of education with 
religiosity and unethical business practices scores reveal that a relationship existed 
between gender and level of religious commitments as well as perception on ethics 
and moral judgment. As presented in Table 2, more females were found to be high Iy 
religious as compared to the male respondents . However, there is no clear indication 
as to whether there exist any relationships in the case of age group and level of 
education. 

Table 2: Religiosity and Business Perceptions Scores of Respondents 

Gender Age Group Level of Education 
Male female 21-30 31-40- 41-50 >50 Non- Bach- Phd & 

Tertiary erorf Others 
master 

N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % N % 
Business High 28 61 18 40 19 41 16 35 II 24 0 0 28 6 1 17 37 I 2 

Practices Least 22 44 28 56 23 46 19 38 5 10 3 6 17 34 28 56 5 10 

Religiosity Devout 18 34 35 66 20 38 23 43 8 15 2 4 25 47 24 45 4 8 

Cas ual 3 1 66 16 34 23 49 16 34 6 13 2 4 20 43 26 55 I 2 

Business Practices: High I Business Practices: Least I Reli giosity: Devout I Religiosity: Casually 
Re ligious 

Total N- 46 I %- 3 1 I N- 50 I ~~- 34 . I N- 53 j %- 36 j N- 47 j %-32 
T -test Res ult F- O.O 13; t- 4.464; p~OOOO 

I j Mean- 52.4 1 Mean- 63.9 

Therefore, chi-square analysis was carried out to investigate whether there is any 
significant difference in the level of rei igious commitment and perception on ethics 
and moral judgment within the d ifferent gender. The result reveals that the level of 
religious commitment among the female is significantly different from the level of 

religious commitment among the male (X 2=0.012 , <0.05) but there is no significant 

different in terms of perception on ethics and moral judgment (X 2=0.077, >0.05). The 

result from independent samples t-test shows that there is sign ificant difference between 
the devout Malay Muslims and the casually religious Malay Muslims in their perceptions 
towards unethical business practices. The Levene's test (F=O.O 13) indicates inequality 
of variances. Therefore, we should use the t-value, degree of freedom and two-tail 
significant for the equal variance not assumed to determine whether differences exist 
between the devout and casually religious. Table 2 shows that the t value was 4.463 
and the significant (p) value was 0.000. Thus, there is significant difference between 
the devout group and the casually religious group towards the perception on unethical 
business practices and hence supports the stated hypotheses . The analysis reveals 
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that the casually religious group (with mean score of63.9) has more positive perceptions 
on unethical business practices compared to the devout group (with mean score of 
52.4). The higher mean score for the casually religious group shows that the 
respondents in this group were more tolerance towards unethical activities practiced 
by businesses. In other words, the devout group is more concerns with unethical 
activities practiced by businesses . 

The result of the regression analysis reveals that there is a significant relationship 
between religiosity (TotaIRel) and the perceptions on unethical business practices 
(TotalBp). The authors acknowledged that correlation of determination (R2) is low 
(7%) due to diverse definition of religiosity in the Muslim society36 context. There are 
possibly pertinent variables being omitted during construct development. Subsequently 
the authors are modifying the religiosity measurement for future research to enhance 
its scales. Furthermore, only God knows the most pious individuals, because the seat 
of Iman or Taqwa is in the heart. Man can only judge people by each other's outwards 
deeds, which mayor may not be misleading. )7 

CONCLUSION 

The findings of this study suggest that the degree of religiosity has significant influence 
on the perceptions ofunethical business practices among Malaysian Malay Muslims. 
However, it only contributed 7 % towards the respondents' perceptions. The Malays 
uphold strongly the value of self-respect or preserving face as one of the important 
values. As such they would not wi lIingly disclose information regarding unacceptable 
religious behavior. Thus, they may not want to admit that they are not strong believer 
and do not perform the obligatory duty for Muslims such as the five daily prayer, 
fasting in the month of Ramacjiin and zakat . Also, the results of the findings may 
possibly reflect the personal values of the middle-age group (which form 60 percent 
of the respondents) of the Malay Muslims. Generally, they are deeply embedded in 
the various systems inherited from the British colonial that are incompatible with the 
Islamic values Particularly, the secular education system that do not emphasize on the 
integration of knowledge has produced a secular society whereby worldly matters 
(such as business and commercial pursuits) are treated separately from religious 

3) The Prophet S.A. W. said: " /man (faith) has over seventy branches, and modesty is a branch 
of /man. (Sahih Muslim, 00 1:0055). 

l7 There is among people in this life, he whose speech will dazzle you . And he will call on 
Allah as a witness to what is in his heart ; yet he will be among the most vicious of enemies 
(Quran 2:204). 

100 



Relig iosity and Moral Judgment 

matters. As such, some practices that are considered against the Islamic values (for 
examples transactions involving interest) have been accepted as norms in the business 
society. 

The findings reported in this study are consistent with observation made by the previous 
reserchers in relating to behaviour of Malaysian Musl ims. In one of the study, it is 
reported that Islam does not influence all aspects of the behavior of Malay Muslims in 
Malaysia38

. In the other study, it is noted that the majority of the Malaysian Muslims 
would abide by most of the dictates of their religion in so far as their consumption 
goes . They are very particular as far as consuming the lawful items are concerned. 
However, they are not very particular about whether their incomes are completely 
lawfully earned. For example, the recent issue of two factories in Selayang producing 
sausage using pig intestine has witnessed mounting dissatisfaction and retaliation from 
the Muslims. 

In the early I 990s, there were initiatives taken by individuals and organizations to 
provide integrated education to the younger generation that emphasized on the integration 
of world and religious affairs . As such , more studies should be conducted to examine 
the perceptions and attitude of the younger generation in relating unethical business 
practices in Malaysia. Also, further studies should be conducted to investigate the 
influence of other factors on unethical business practices such as intensity of rei igious 
education and different level of income. 

38 Mohd Kamal Hassan, (1986), "Dimension of Islamic Education", in Islam and Society in 
Southeast Asia, Singapore: Institute of Southern Asian Studies. 
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