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ABSTRACT
This paper presents theories that describe the characteristics of entrepreneurs who establis-
hed businesses in Colombia, to offer an approach to individual and business ethics, and 
corruption, the most common kind of crime in Colombia, a brief diagnosis by the Colom-
bian National Directorate of Taxes and Customs (dian), and ethics in higher education. A 
questionnaire with a Likert scale was designed to measure attitudes toward corruption in the 
private sector. Following the model of White (2001) regarding the balance and proportion 
of items, the questionnaire represents cognitive, affective and behavioral components, ope-
rationalizing variables while crosschecking between categories that define the relationship 
between corruption and its emotional, behavioral, and cognitive components. The categories 
analyzed were marketing, production, administrative, legal, and environmental activities. It 
is possible to state that people with less formal education show positive attitudes towards 
corruption, and approval rates decrease as the formal education of entrepreneurs increases, 
because they increasingly reject corrupt acts and their consequences. It was found that i) 54 
out of every 100 entrepreneurs with no formal education approve corrupt behavior, mainly 
related to marketing processes in their organizations; ii) 40 out of 100 business owners 
whose businesses have been operating between 0 and 3 months approve of corruption in 
production processes; iii) 30 out of 100 business owners with secondary educations do not 
differentiate between corrupt actions and ethical behaviors when implementing administra-
tive models in their companies; and iv) 35 out of 100 business owners do not experience 
negative emotions when committing unlawful acts or violating business rules.
Keywords: entrepreneur, ethics, ethics and business, corruption.

RESUMEN
Este artículo presenta teorías que describen las características de emprendedores que es-
tablecieron negocios en Colombia, para ofrecer un acercamiento a la ética individual y de 
negocios con respecto a la corrupción, el tipo de delito más común en este país; un breve 
diagnóstico por la Dirección de Impuestos y Aduanas Nacionales de Colombia (dian); y 
sobre ética en la educación superior. Un cuestionario con escala Likert fue diseñado para 
medir actitudes con respecto a la corrupción en el sector privado. Siguiendo el modelo de 
White (2001) con respecto al balance y la proporción de ítems, el cuestionario representa 
componentes cognitivos, afectivos y comportamentales, operacionalizando variables mien-
tras se realiza comprobación cruzada entre las categorías que definen la relación entre la 
corrupción y sus componentes emocionales, comportamental y cognitivo. Las categorías 
analizadas fueron: marketing, producción, actividades administrativas, legales y ambienta-
les. Es posible afirmar que personas con menos educación formal muestran actitudes positi-
vas con respecto a la corrupción y las tasas de aprobación disminuyen en la medida en que 
la educación formal se incrementa en los emprendedores, dado que rechazan actividades 
de corrupción y sus consecuencias. Se encontró que i) 54 de cada 100 emprendedores sin 
educación formal aprueban comportamientos corruptos, principalmente relacionados con el 
proceso de marketing en sus organizaciones; ii) 40 de 100 propietarios de negocios cuyos 
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negocios han estado en operación entre 0 y 3 meses aprueban la corrupción en procesos de 
producción; iii) 30 de 100 propietarios de negocios con educación secundaria no diferencian 
entre acciones corruptas y comportamiento ético al implementar modelos administrativos 
en sus compañías; y iv) 35 de 100 propietarios de negocios no experimentan emociones 
negativas al cometer acciones delictivas o al violar reglas de negocios.
Palabras clave: emprendedores, ética, ética de negocio, corrupción.

RESUMO
Este artigo apresenta teoria que descrevem as características de empreendedores que esta-
beleceram negócios na Colômbia para oferecer uma aproximação à ética individual e de 
negócios com respeito à corrupção, o tipo de delito mais comum na Colômbia. Um breve 
diagnóstico pela Direção de Impostos e Alfândegas Nacionais da Colômbia (dian) e ética 
na educação superior. Um questionário com escala Likert foi desenhado para medir atitudes 
respeito à corrupção no setor privado. Seguindo o modelo de White (2001) acerca do balanço 
e a proporção de itens, o questionário representa componentes cognitivos, afetivos e com-
portamentais, operacionalizando variáveis enquanto realiza-se comprovação cruzada entre as 
categorias que definem a relação entre a corrupção e os seus componentes emocionais, com-
portamental e cognitivo. As categorias analisadas foram: marketing, produção, atividades 
administrativas, legais e ambientais. É possível afirmar que pessoas com menos educação 
formal mostram atitudes positivas respeito à corrupção e as taxas de aprovação diminuem 
na medida em que a educação formal incrementa-se nos empreendedores, devido a que re-
jeitam atividades de corrupção e as suas consequências. Encontrou-se que i) 54 de cada 100 
empreendedores sem educação formal aprovam comportamentos corruptos, principalmente 
relacionados com o processo de marketing nas suas organizações; ii) 40 de 100 proprietários 
de negócios cujos negócios têm estado em operação entre 0 e 3 meses aprovam a corrupção 
em processos de produção; iii) 30 de 100 proprietários de negócios com educação secundária 
não diferenciam entre ações corruptas e comportamento ético ao implementar modelos ad-
ministrativos nas suas empresas; e iv) 35 de 100 proprietários de negócios não experimentam 
emoções negativas ao cometer ações delitivas ou ao violar regras de negócios. 
Palavras-chave: empreendedores, ética, ética de negócio, corrupção.
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INTRODUCTION

Corruption is an obstacle to maxi-
mizing efficiency and effectiveness 
in the use of social and economic 
resources, and constitutes an addi-
tional risk affecting economic de-
velopment and democracy. Since 
those most affected by corruption 
are the poor and the most vulnerable 
population sectors, there are moral 
reasons to fight corruption and re-
inforce business ethics. In fact, in-
centives should stress the risks of 
corrupt behavior and highlight the 
benefits of transparent and ethical 
practices (Boehmb and Graf, 2009).

Entrepreneurs who create new com-
panies are aware of the role that 
ethics should play in their firms, and 
how ethical practices can influence 
their companies’ success or failu-
re. The behavior of individual entre-
preneurs both inside and outside of 
their companies is governed by 
ethical standards that allow them to 
avoid illegal business practices 
(Saiz-Álvarez, 2008). Nonetheless, 
when asked about practices within 
each sector, entrepreneurs indicate 
that they perceive unethical beha-
viors that they deplore but to which 
they must adapt (Vaca et al., 2010). 
According to the Colombia’s Natio-
nal Directorate of Taxes and Cus-
toms - dian, only 40 % of companies 
are currently making tax payments, 

constituting over six billion pesos 
of tax fraud annually, as businesses 
artificially increase their costs by in-
flating payments.

In the last ten years, 64 % of the 
nearly half million cases of corrup-
tion in developing countries have 
been related to foreign investment by 
multinationals (Aldaz et al., 2012). 
According to Transparency Interna-
tional (2014), Colombia ranks 94th 
in terms of corruption among 176 
countries, with a score of 36 out of 
100, where zero represents the grea-
test perception of corruption and 
100 its complete absence). In fact, 
93 % of business owners perceive 
that companies in Colombia offer 
bribes, 61 % state that bribes are re-
quired to obtain needed things, and 
that three out of every one hundred 
companies expect to pay bribes to do 
business (Gutiérrez, 2013). Bribe-
ry accelerates business and admi-
nistrative processes (as reported by 
49 % of respondents), and 36 % say 
that it is sometimes the only way to 
obtain a service. This sad situation 
continues over time, as 40 % of Co-
lombians are afraid to report it, 46 % 
believe that complaining does not 
make any difference, and 7 % do not 
know how to report acts of corrup-
tion or tax fraud. As a result, 32 % 
of participants in the study believe 
that the Colombian government is 
completely controlled by private 
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companies acting in their own self-
interest, and 27 % believe that the 
government is largely controlled by 
those companies (Transparency In-
ternational, 2014).

Corruption weakens the already 
weak democratic system. Accor-
ding to Transparency International 
(2009), corruption in Colombia has 
become a structural feature of the 
economy. Nonetheless, their data is 
not entirely reliable, given the illega-
lity and opacity of the process. Co-
rrupt agreements are usually secret 
and not at all transparent, so opportu-
nities to participate in them are limi-
ted. Moreover, high barriers to entry 
and investment can generate unre-
coverable costs without any possi-
ble alternative destination. Corrupt 
agreements have significant com-
plications that represent transaction 
costs for corrupt actors (Boehmb 
and Graf, 2009). For these reasons, 
the real cost of corruption tends to 
be unknowable in the absence of re-
liable data (González-Espinosa and 
Boehm, 2013).

Boehmb and Graf (2009) recogni-
ze various practices as examples of 
corruption, including bribery, extor-
tion, embezzlement, favoritism, ne-
potism, fraud, and collusion among 

firms to surreptitiously allocate mar-
ket share or set prices. These illegal 
practices have their own logic and 
their own economic mechanisms 
andrealities. Interactions between 
corrupting and corrupted are hidden 
in a “black box”, and the majority 
of formal economic models do not 
consider transaction costs deriving 
from corrupt practices, the institu-
tions involved in those practices, or 
their complexity. Instead, corruption 
is usually minimized as a distribu-
tion problem. In addition, there are 
differences regarding the level of co-
rrupt acts and their value. We distin-
guish low-level corruption carried 
out by police officers, for example, 
from high-level corruption, usually 
attributed to politicians and leading 
business figures.

The subjective interpretation of facts 
—not facts themselves— determine 
emotional responses. People’s cog-
nition, i. e. the way they perceive 
and conceptually structure the world, 
leads to their own emotions and be-
haviors (Ramos et al., 2009). Corrupt 
behavior is a quality that cannot be 
directly observed or measured in a 
population of entrepreneurs. Instead 
we evaluate the observable varia-
bles of cognition, emotion, formal 
education, and behavior.
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According to Bolivar (1995), the 
emotional, cognitive, and behavioral 
dimensions are in constant interac-
tion and are cyclical, i. e. they can 
be understood as both antecedents 
and consequences of actions, since 
they modify the dimension, and the-
refore people’s attitude towards ob-
jects and situations.

The Theory of Reasoned Action (tar) 
(Fishbein and Azjen, 1975; Ajzen 
and Fishbein, 1977; Fishbein, 1980) 
and the Theory of Planned Behavior 
(tcp) (Ajzen 1988, 1991; Ajzen and 
Madden, 1986) are used in the stu-
dy of behaviors, but these models 
are insufficiently predictive (Caba-
llero et al., 2003). This paper seeks
to indirectly identify Colombian en-
trepreneurs’ attitudes towards corrupt 
businesses from a threefold stand-

point incorporating the cognitive, 
emotional, and behavioral dimen-
sions, and aims to analyze corrupt 
behaviors and related emotional and 
cognitive factors among Colombians 
in business, based on their level of 
education, their sex, and their level 
of experience with their companies: 
whether they are nascent entrepre-
neurs, relatively new entrepreneurs, 
or well-established business actors.

This paper presents theories that 
describe the characteristics of entre-
preneurs who create new businesses, 
an approach to individual ethics and 
the ethical practices of their busines-
ses, corruption, the most common 
crimes in Colombia, a brief diagnosis 
provided by the Colombian National 
Directorate of Taxes and Customs - 
dian), and ethics in higher education. 

Figure 1. Attitude to the cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions

Affective 
emotional

Evaluative feelings, 
preferences and 

mood.

Behavioral
Acting in favor 
of or against the 

objects or situations 
relating to attitudes.

Cognitive
Beliefs, thoughts, 
knowledge and 
expectations.

Source: Authors.
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ESTABLISHING BUSINESSES

The establishment of a new busi-
ness entails various forms of action 
to achieve desired results. This pa-
per analyzes entrepreneurship as the 
creation of a business by engaging 
in rational behavior to optimize the 
use of available technologies and 
financial resources (Fontela, 2006). 
These activities are not standardi-
zed: They emerge from the entrepre-
neurial imagination, the perception 
of new opportunities, and innova-
tion (Dávila, 1996).

To Neoclassical economists, busi-
ness firms are legal entities whose 
primary function is production with 
maximized benefits. They are immer-
sed in an environment full of cons-
traints. Marshall (1890) sees modern 
economic conditions as improved, 
despite their complexity; because 
they create more business opportu-
nities. Hayek (1991) holds that en-
trepreneurs are important in highly 
developed economies because they 
constantly search for unexploited 
opportunities to achieve an advanta-
ge over others, and Kirzner (1986) 
describes the human propensity to 
discover useful knowledge and its 
limits, with the knowledge of market 
imperfections and how they can be 
used for self-benefit.

According to McClelland (1970), 
entrepreneurial behavior is contin-
gent on the personal motivations 
that the environment provides. The 
motives of entrepreneurs are not 
always economic, although those 
who succeed are more sensitive to 
economic stimuli. Moriano (2005) 
says that entrepreneurs are optimis-
tic and risk-taking, optimistic, and 
persistent long-term planners with a 
high capacity for work.

According to the Global Entre-
preneurship Monitor (gem, 2011), 
entrepreneurship expressed as the 
establishment of businesses inclu-
des potential actors in this field, 
i. e. individuals who have the skills, 
knowledge, and desire to start a 
business, even though the idea has 
not yet been put into practice. The 
behavior of companies, their ethical 
performance, seems to differ in ac-
cordance with three characteristics:

• Companies established by nas-
cent entrepreneurs, defined as 
enterprises launched up to three 
months earlier by a person who 
is either self-employed in that 
company or in combination with 
other employment;

•  New entrepreneurs with compa-
nies that have been in operation 
for a period of 3- 42 months, i. e., 
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paying salaries or wages to a 
person in addition to him or her-
self, either self-employed or in 
combination with other work;

• Established entrepreneurs with 
companies that have been in ope-
ration for more than 42 months, 
paying wages or salaries to a 
person in addition to him or her-
self, either as self-employed or 
in combination with other work.

APPROACH TO ETHICS

The term “ethics” comes from the 
Greek word êthos which means 
“character or way of being”. Having 
good character is crucial in the life of 
an individual and others around him 
or her, because external factors may 
condition his or her decisions, but 
character will define them. People 
get accustomed to making choices, 
and ethics makes them conscious 
of the ultimate goals that they pur-
sue (Cortina, 1994). Nevertheless, 
modern life is increasingly hurried 
and many organizations, including 
private companies, dictate to indivi-
duals what they should do and how 
they should act. These individuals, 
however, can achieve increasing 
independence and greater freedom 
while building new and more con-
trollable spaces (Serrano, 2006).

When applied to specific areas of 
action such as business, family, poli-

tics, and ecology, among others, this 
capacity may go beyond the realm 
of theory or reflection and be put 
into practice. Business ethics, for 
example, is a form of applied ethics 
that contributes to a business’s hu-
manization by establishing corpo-
rate values and an ethical business 
culture (Hamburger, 2004). Mini-
mal Ethics refers to principles that 
don’t contradict fundamental values 
such as respect, responsibility, dig-
nity, autonomy, and trust (Cortina 
and Conill, 2000; Gutiérrez, 2007).

Capitalism works from the assump-
tion that Homo economicus is found 
in the market context, which is to 
say an individual who makes ratio-
nal decisions, maximizes business 
opportunities, and behaves selfis-
hly. Such individuals are insatiable; 
they are always seeking to maxi-
mize their advantages, act on their 
preferences, get more for less, and 
live to make decisions based on op-
portunity costs (Alcoberro, 2007). 
The market can be fair, as long as it 
benefits both individuals and com-
munities. This outcome depends on 
forms of justice that may adopt two 
types of trade: benevolent and male-
volent trade. The former is conduc-
ted among family and friends, and 
generates wealth and social utility 
because it satisfies their own interests 
and those of their counterparts; and 
malevolent trade between strangers, 
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guided by self-interest and the greed 
of employers (Murillo, 2007).

Human beings obtain value and the 
freedom used to obtain it, in addi-
tion to ethically assuming the rights 
of agents (Gutiérrez, 2007). In this 
sense, Revenga (2007) recognizes 
a new social cartography with new 
social strata, the redistribution of 
privileges, wealth, power, freedom, 
and restrictions, but no one takes 
responsibility for those within the 
system who lose.

ETHICS AND BUSINESS

The ethical commitment of compa-
nies and entrepreneurs is expressed 
throughout the organization and 
sees the human being as an end in 
itself (Rafols, 2007). Business prac-
tices and management strategies 
should be constituted in such a way 
as to contribute to the development 
of rationality and morality rather 
than inhibit them (Carrillo, 2006). 

Businesses transcend self-interest 
and pursue long term benefits for 
the community. An environment of 
trust, which is an essential virtue 
for any company and entrepreneur, 
can be consolidated in a business. 
We must acknowledge that busines-
ses have power and exercise it upon 
suppliers, contractors, employees, 
and even upon their customers. This 

is especially so with reference to 
with monopolies, oligopolies, or 
business groups that have reached 
informal price agreements (Carrillo, 
2006; Savater, 1998). But busines-
ses and their employees must avoid 
psychological aggression, which can 
cause stress, depression, elevated 
heart rate, sleep disorders, heada-
ches, and loss of self-esteem (Gu-
tiérrez, 2007).

Business ethics and moral integrity 
should be at the heart of every bu-
siness enterprise (Martínez, 2005). 
New businesses may generate social 
risks such as the risk of growing at 
the expense of their stakeholders and 
causing them hardships by paying 
low salaries or wages, engaging in 
false advertising, distributing poor 
quality goods and services, avoiding 
or evading taxes, or producing po-
llution and contributing to climate 
change. For these reasons, it is impor-
tant to consider the need for ethical 
responsibility in business (Jared et al., 
2011). Companies, like people, have 
obligations to society, and should 
devise and propose sustainable busi-
ness policies knowing that they will 
be accountable for them (Martínez, 
2005; Cortina, 1994). Thus, emplo-
yers cannot avoid responsibility for 
ill effects such as pollution, poverty 
or inequality that result from their 
actions. The problem of business 
ethics is how to combine economic 
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efficiency with individual freedom 
and the market with social well-
being (Martínez, 2005).

The goal of a business is not just to 
produce and sell goods or services. 
A company must determine the ap-
propriate means of producing them 
and choose the values to be adopted 
in the process of doing so. Compa-
nies should also determine the ac-
tions to be taken so that principals or 
employees incorporate these values 
into their activities and establish 
the character that will permit them 
to consider options and make co-
rrect decisions in keeping with the 
business’s goals (Cortina, 1994).

Ethics is not a label; it is a represen-
tation of company’s identity and 
behavior (Alcoberro, 2007). Compa-
nies face two ethical dilemmas: first, 
how to achieve efficiency in a busi-
ness environment that constantly 
proposes the use of shortcuts such as 
asymmetrical negotiation, oligopo-
listic alliances, bribery, tax evasion, 
the manipulation of financial infor-
mation, the super-exploitation of its 
workforce or the suppression of wor-
kers’ rights to association. The second 
dilemma relates to the ongoing and 
constant control over the workforce, 
whether exercised directly or indi-
rectly (Carrillo, 2006).

In order to behave ethically, “indivi-
duals don’t need to agree with anyone 
else, nor do others need to agree 
with them. Individuals will behave 
in keeping with their own conscien-
ces” (Savater, 1998). Part of the 
responsibility of entrepreneurs is to 
act openly and abandon secrecy in 
managing their businesses. Trans-
parency is a positive attribute for 
entrepreneurs, business owners, and 
workers. Entrepreneurs and business 
owners cannot operate behind the 
backs of their employees or of so-
ciety (Lozano, 1999).

ETHICAL BEHAVIOR IN BUSINESS

Faced with the reality of ethics scan-
dals in business, Trevino and Brown 
(2004) question some prevailing bu-
siness myths and offer explanations 
for their existence. According to 
these authors, the principal myth is 
that it is easy to be ethical. They re-
cognize that ethical decision-making 
in business is not simple, because 
consequences many have many ra-
mifications for those operating in 
the real world of business. Klebe 
and Brown (2004) find that ethical 
behavior in organizations is affec-
ted by individual factors including 
personality and manners of sociali-
zation. These factors determine the 
philosophical and ideological groun-
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ding of decisions, along with external 
forces such as economic conditions 
and social and political institutions.
Stead, Worrel, and Gardner (1990) 
suggest that behaving ethically is 
one of the major challenges faced by 
organizations, as the decision to do so 
depends on two dimensions, the first 
of which is identified in their model 
as the ethical past of individuals and 
organizations. This set of factors 
determines the ethical behavior of 
organizations as manifested by the 
way business decisions are made. 
Personal characteristics, the environ-
ment, and the restrictions presented 
by that environment have direct im-
pacts on the making of ethical deci-
sions. Making ethical decisions is also 
based on the personal characteristics 
of individuals, including the edu-
cation that builds the character and 
personality of individuals, their so-
cialization in different roles, their age,
sex, and other significant factors such 
as the work environment and their 
experiences there, where entrepre-
neurs live and put their values into 
practice. Other environments also 
affect ethical decision making (Stead, 
1990). When an individual faces an 
ethical problem he or she recogni-
zes the situation as a moral dilemma 
over which a judgment must be 
made. This judgment will respond 
to a set of individual characteristics 
that lead to an intention expressed 
as a corresponding behavior, cons-
tituting an ethical decision.

CORRUPTION

Corruption becomes a matter of 
direct public interest when a go-
vernment official accepts illegal 
remuneration for the benefit of the 
person making the payment —as 
some business people do— and has 
a negative effect on the public inter-
est (Gámez, 2009). This phenome-
non is present in all societies, and 
discussions focus on its progress 
in different countries. Markets and 
politics are not immoral per se, but 
as institutions they organize social 
practices from a moral standpoint 
that reflects pre-existing the values 
of individuals in each society, which 
are applied in each of these contexts 
(Andrew, 2012).

The emergence and consolidation 
of corrupt practices take place when 
society accommodates itself to 
them or affords them a level of ac-
ceptance. Corrupt practices are rela-
ted to the long-term conditions in a 
society, the influence of values, the 
degree of influence exercised by 
the political system, the influence 
of the economy, and the dominant 
moral codes existing in each State 
(Gámez, 2013). Corruption includes 
the public or private misuse of power 
(see table 1) and a benefit to an
individual or his or her family or 
friends (Transparencia por Colom-
bia, 2014).
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Table 1. Causes of corruption

1. State inefficiency;

2. Partiality of officials due to their deficient decision making and lack of commitment;

3. A monopoly on services provided and a lack of innovative vision due to an absence of competitors;

4. A lack of disincentives to corruption due to the possibility of acquiring large amounts of money;

5. A low probability of being discovered, i. e. poor quality control;

6. Limited punishment for corrupt activities;

7. Insignificant social censure of corrupt individuals.

Source: Adapted from Badel (1999).

There are those who justify corrup-
tion as a mechanism for income re-
distribution in developing countries 
or an efficient solution to difficulties 
created by State intervention in the 
economy. The fact is, however, that 
its effects are expressed as additional 
investment costs (see table 2), redu-
ced governability and transparency, 
compromised principles and values, 

distorted fiscal policy and tax collec-
tion, and difficult access to justice 
(Gámez, 2013). Vaca, Sepúlveda, and 
Fracica (2010) have found that entre-
preneurs face market pressures cou-
pled with pressures imposed through 
government policies, in addition to 
economic instability and company 
structures, forcing them to make de-
cisions that are ethically misguided.

Table 2. Indirect costs of corruption

1. Loss of productivity;

2. Disincentivizes investment and diverts it to countries with lower levels of corruption as perceived 
by entrepreneurs’;

3. Poor resource allocation. Diversion of State resources otherwise available for health, education, 
recreation, housing, and other sectors, representing an opportunity cost for the economy;

4. Increased transaction costs. Corruption introduces uncertainty in contract enforcement and the 
rules of the game and detracts clarity from market rules, generating risks that inflate prices.

Source: Adapted from Badel (1999).

THE MOST COMMON 
ECONOMIC CRIMES IN 
COLOMBIA

According to kpmg (2013), the es-
timated cost of economic crimes in 
Colombia in 2013 was 3.6 billion 

dollars, i. e., 1 % of gdp. A survey 
of fraud in Colombia between 2011 
and 2013, in which 197 managers of 
both public (35 %) and private com-
panies (65 %) operating in Colombia 
analyzed four types of economic 
crimes, including corruption defined 
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as “illegal payments to public emplo-
yees or employees of private com-
panies in order to obtain or retain 
any personal benefit or to benefit a 
third party. These illegal payments 
are understood as bribes paid in 
cash or in any other form, including 
but not limited to gifts, travel, and 
favors”1.

Colombian entrepreneurs recognize 
that corrupt practices do exist and 
do affect them. These practices en-
gaged in by “other” business owners 
range from illegal agreements on 
brands and prices, other forms of un-
fair competition, and money launde-
ring and smuggling. Entrepreneurs 
identify with, recognize, and adapt 
to these practices since they feel that 
they have to live with them. In many 
cases they criticize corrupt practices 
but see no way to avoid them (Vaca, 
Sepúlveda, and Fracica, 2010). 

According to Juan Ortega, director 
of dian until July 2014, just 3,500 re-
gular taxpayers account for 70 % of 
taxes collected in Colombia, while 
the rest of the Colombian taxpayers 
contribute an average of only 3 mi-
llion Colombian pesos per person. 
Tax evasion amounts to 6 billion pe-
sos per year (Semana, 2014). Who 
avoids and evades taxes? According 

1 For more information see: www.kpmg.com/CO/es/IssuesAndInsights/ArticlesPublications/Docu-
ments/Encuesta%20de%20Fraude%20en%20C olombia%202013.pdf, accessed on August 4, 2014.

to Ortega: “There are clearly some 
organized crime groups, but they 
communicate with some real com-
panies that occasionally evade taxes. 
Others are used and are victims. 
Some very serious companies steal 
their identities and import goods 
in their names” (El Espectador, 2014). 

Colombia’s tax collections amount 
to about 15 % of gdp, well below the 
25 % of gdp needed by any functio-
ning State and without which it is 
impossible to cover normal opera-
ting expenses, which is especially 
alarming on the threshold of a peace 
agreement (El Espectador, 2014). 
Evasion of the vat (Value Added 
Tax) is estimated by the imf to reach 
35-40 % (El Espectador, 2014a).

The criminal aspects of corruption 
must be considered, according to the 
director of dian: “I have systemati-
cally recommended criminal law 
reform. It is unacceptable that tax 
evasion is not considered a crime in 
Colombia” (El Espectador, 2014b). 
One economic measure to decrea-
se tax evasion and avoidance is to 
have more people declare their in-
come. For this reason, more than two
million people with income greater 
than 3 million pesos per month will 
have to declare as of August 2014. 
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This is because some businesses 
write contracts for supposed wor-
kers and declare that they pay them 
inflated or undelivered salaries. So-
metimes the people mentioned in 
these contracts never even know it. 
These sums are recorded by the bu-
sinesses as expenses in order to re-
duce their tax burdens (El Tiempo, 
2014).

ETHICS IN COLOMBIAN 
HIGHER EDUCATION

Higher education provides oppor-
tunities for reflection on ethics and 
business practices, and the Ministry 
of Education has plans to incorpo-
rate labor and citizenship skills in 
the training of future professionals. 
This will include implementing 
practices to combat corruption by 
teaching competencies for honesty 
and transparency in the manage-
ment of power and resources, both 
public and private (Guerra, 2011). 
In their research, Hernández, Sil-
vestre, and Álvarez (2011) sought 
to determine the importance of in-
corporating business ethics into the 
curriculum of business management 
programs. Training provided at uni-
versities may be able to provide the 
expected added value so important 
to both business organizations and 
society. Moreover, students must be 
taught how to seek and obtain be-
nefits without sacrificing the social 

dimensions of the decisions made 
in the firms they manage. Graduates 
must be able to analyze and make 
ethical decisions when doing busi-
ness (Hernández, Silvestre, and 
Álvarez, 2011).

Anderson and Smith (2007) have 
demonstrated the relationship bet-
ween entrepreneurship and ethics. 
Although in the past it was thought 
that economic activities and non-
economic social relations were na-
turally related, it has now been seen 
that economic development and mo-
ral purposes have moved away from 
each other due to an emphasis on 
profitability.

Llano and Llano (2004) show how 
moral deterioration in society is re-
flected in business behavior. This 
is why a business must be a kind 
of community, based on the perso-
nal values of its participants, while 
encouraging their personal develop-
ment in the exercise of their profes-
sions. In short, cultural and moral 
relativism cannot be curtailed mere-
ly with the formal establishment of 
a company code of conduct. Harry 
et al. (2011) analyze some issues 
involved in entrepreneurial ethics, 
social entrepreneurship, and entre-
preneurship and society.

Finally, Batchelor et al. (2011) tested 
business managers, entrepreneurs, 
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and business students with and 
without academic training in ethics, 
to evaluate the ethical behavior wi-
thin each group, which group stu-
dents considered more ethical, and 
which group students most strongly 
identified with (entrepreneurs or 
business managers).

ETHICS TRAINING IN 
SOME HIGHER EDUCATION 
INSTITUTIONS IN BOGOTÁ

The quality of education can con-
tribute to high rates of corruption in 

Colombia. Based on the introduc-
tion of citizenship competencies in 
primary and secondary education, it 
is considered essential to continue 
developing these skills at the un-
dergraduate and postgraduate uni-
versity levels, to avoid interrupting 
the educational process. One goal 
of today’s educational approach is 
to train students in the cognitive, 
practical, and social aspects of edu-
cation in citizenship competencies 
(Guerra, 2011), and some universi-
ties have integrated training in ethics 
into their programs (see table 3).

Table 3. Ethics Training at some universities in Bogotá

Institution Type of training Content

Universidad Nacional 
de Colombia Basic requirements Pedagogical project and epistemology. 

All programs.

Universidad 
Javeriana Humanities Ethics for Professionals I and II and 

Theology I and II in all programs.

Universidad del 
Rosario

Ethical foundations of the Univer-
sidad del Rosario in Colombian 
society 

Ethics workshop on the culture of the 
University. 

Universidad de 
La Salle

Ethical foundations of the Univer-
sidad de La Salle in Colombian 
society

La Salle Chair, Humanities I and II, 
Religious Culture I, II, and III, Gene-
ral Ethics, Professional Ethics, Epis-
temology.

Universidad Sergio 
Arboleda Ethics and Social Responsibility

Principles and Evolution of Ethics, 
Applied Ethics, Cases in Ethics and 
Corporate Social Responsibility.

Source: Adapted by authors from information available on the web pages of the listed universities.

To some authors, Colombia is not 
a wholly corrupted State, becau-
se although accused or convicted 
government officials, judges, and le-
gislators are engaged in moral patho-

logies, there is no institutional pro-
cess through which the legitimacy 
of credentialing is being gradually 
eroded (García, 2012). In fact, the 
Colombian State is now at the best
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moment of its 200 years of existen-
ce. It has a constitution with the po-
tential to construct a culture to act on 
its own to reduce corruption. In addi-
tion, acting to reduce corruption on 
its own opens the door to asking help 
from others (García, 2012). Indeed, 
the State is not on the decline, nor 
has it lost touch with the traditional 
values of the national culture.

METHODOLOGICAL 
FRAMEWORK

This is descriptive research inten-
ded to expose the important proper-
ties, features, and characteristics of 
the phenomenon of corruption in the 
private business sector. By virtue 
of the instruments used for data 
collection, it is a mixed form of 
research that combines quantitati-
ve and qualitative techniques. No 
causal relationship is proposed bet-
ween the variables considered and 
the results, only concomitant rela-
tionships or covariations among 
variables (Garaigordobil, 2000).

For the quantitative analysis of data, 
a questionnaire with a Likert scale 
was designed to measure the attitude 
of entrepreneurs toward corruption 
in the private sector. Following the 
model of Blanco (2001) regarding 
the equilibrium and proportionality 
of items representing cognitive, af-
fective, and behavioral components, 

variables were operationalized, 
crosschecking the categories that 
define corruption with emotional, be-
havioral, and cognitive components. 
The concept of emotion is inter-
mediate between the empirical and 
the grammatical; people act in their 
totality within the environment. 
Primary emotions are Darwinian 
—adaptive, not cognitive— while 
secondary emotions are mediated by 
the ecological, economic, and politi-
cal culture (Rodríguez Sutil, 2011). 
We attempt to identify the strengths 
and weaknesses related to these three 
components that characterize the po-
pulation and could generate a grea-
ter or lesser predisposition to react 
to corruption in the business context. 
The instrument consists of a socio-
demographic characterization of the 
population, and 15 items, each one 
associated with one dimension and 
one analytical category. Questions 
concern five categories of the com-
pany’s activities: marketing, pro-
duction, management, legal, and 
environmental. The dimensions are 
emotional, cognitive, and behavio-
ral. When an individual condemns 
corruption, the value is closer to zero, 
and if the person approves corrup-
tion the value is 100.

The behavioral, cognitive, and emo-
tional dimensions are determinati-
ve for an analysis of the results, 
allowing for an analysis of partici-
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pants’ reactions to each of the ca-
tegories. The behavioral dimension 
can be understood as the action of a 
person in a particular situation. The 
cognitive dimension refers to the 
thoughts of an individual in reac-
tion to a given stimulus, person, or 
situation. The emotional dimension 
is reflected in the feelings and bio-
logical reactions aroused in respon-
se to particular stimuli or contexts. 
Since the 1990s, there have been 
suggestions to include more analy-
sis of theories of planned behavior, 
including emotion (Caballero et al., 
2003). The emotions experienced 
and recalled in this research, howe-
ver, are not predictive for future beha-
viors regarding business corruption, 
since the sample is insufficient for 
that purpose, and the secretive na-
ture of corrupt behaviors presents 
substantial obstacles to the gathering 
of information.

Based on Dissonance Theory, which 
describes inconsistency in the 
thoughts and actions of individuals 
(Festinger, 1957), it is argued that 
that most entrepreneurs engaged in 
corrupt behaviors exemplify dis-
sonance between ways of thinking 
and feeling versus actions. Despite 
his or her awareness of legal res-
trictions, a business owner may en-
gage in corrupt behaviors. The goal 
of the research instrument is to 
identify, for the different categories 

of operationalization, which one or 
more of the dimensions increases 
predispositions to engage in corrupt 
actions in the business context.

The research includes expert per-
ceptions, the perception indices of 
government agencies and inter-
national ngos, and entrepreneurs 
them-selves (González Espinosa and 
Boehm, 2013). All questions requi-
red answers indicating absolute di-
sagreement or partial agreement in 
order to qualify suggested behaviors. 
Other answers indicated support for 
corruption on the cognitive, emotio-
nal, and behavioral dimensions.

Procedure: A sample was cons-
tructed, consisting of entrepreneurs 
who had graduated from programs 
of higher education and other entre-
preneurs who had not received any 
training in ethics. The criteria for 
selection of the sample were that
i) companies must been in existen-
ce for more than 5 years by 2013; 
ii) companies had to be independent 
and privately owned on December 
31, 2013, and iii) companies’ regis-
tration with the Chamber of Com-
merce had to be active or had to be 
renewed on that date.

Variables (Man, Woman): In Colom-
bia, more businesses are established 
by men than by women (Gámez, 
2008). Age of entrepreneurs when 
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establishing companies: Entrepre-
neurs in Colombia usually establish 
their businesses when they are bet-
ween 25 and 35 years of age. Age of 
the company. Company formed by 
nascent entrepreneurs: Nascent en-
trepreneurs are those who have es-
tablished enterprises in existence for 
up to 3 months, either self-employed 
or in combination with other work. 
New entrepreneurs are those who 
have established businesses in exis-
tence for a period between of 3-42 
months, paying salaries or wages to 
an additional person or to the owner 
him or herself, either self-employed 
or in combination with other work. 
Established entrepreneurs are those 
with companies that have been in 
existence for more than 42 months,
paying salaries or wages to an addi-
tional person or the owner him or her-
self, either self-employed or in com-
bination with other work (gem, 2011).

Sample: 186 entrepreneurs of both 
sexes from Bogotá, 17-52 years of 
age, with formal studies ranging 
from none to postgraduate.

Data was analyzed using the Krus-
kal Wallis Test, which is a non-pa-
rametric test for comparing three or 
more independent samples. This test 
is analogous to the non-parametric 
Anova, and allows for a comparison 
of populations whose distributions 
are not normal.

Limitations: One limitation of this 
study is that full access by resear-
chers to unethical experiences by 
entrepreneurs is impossible. Due 
to potential punishment —in many 
cases jail for both participants and 
witnesses— involvement in crimi-
nal acts of corruption requires that 
evidence be minimized (Caballero 
et al., 2003). 

RESULTS

Human beings, including entrepre-
neurs, privilege certain values: po-
wer, achievement, hedonism, security, 
and benevolence (Hamburger, 2004). 
They modify these values in keeping 
with the degree of uncertainty that 
different environments offer them, 
including sufficiently clear envi-
ronments, alternative environments, 
possible environments, and truly 
ambiguous environments (Serrano-
Rincón, 2006). Social groups thrive 
in efficient environments and base 
their happiness on possession and 
options for maximization that may 
affect the performance of the com-
panies they have established. These 
are the conditions under which mar-
ket players operate and under which 
certain attributes are expected, inclu-
ding transparency (that their actions 
be open to society), without any type 
of hidden alliances, relationships, 
plans or secret projects behind the 
backs of stakeholders (Lozano, 1999). 
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Ethical decisions are not simple; they 
may have consequences with com-
plex ramifications, and the business 
world and its context add more pres-
sures (Trevino and Brown, 2004). 
The making of ethical decisions is 
related to the personal characteris-
tics of individuals, including educa-
tion, socialization in different roles, 
age, sex, and other significant factors 
including work environment (Stead, 
Worrel, and Garner, 1990).

A Cronbach analysis is used to allow 
for the generation of relationships 
among qualitative variables, and 
Cronbach’s Alpha Average is based 
on the average eigenvalues. In this 
case, these variables are sex, age, and 
educational level of entrepreneurs, 
and the age of their companies. A 
short description of the model brings 
to light multiple correspondences, 
as illustrated in table 1.

Table 4. Cronbach’s Alpha and Explained Variance

Dimension Cronbach’s Alpha
Explained variance

Total (Eigenvalues) Inertia % variance

1 .964 9.985 .666 66.564

2 .885 5.749 .383 38.330

Total 15.734 1.049

Average .935a 7.867 .524 52.447

Source: Authors.

The two dimensions, or coordina-
tes, of the solution explain the entire 
variance.2 Dimension one explains 
66.5 %, and dimension two expla-
ins 38.3 %. Since the Cronbach’s

2 The coordinates themselves have no significance.

Alpha is .935, the multiple corres-
pondence analyses is reliable. This 
means that the greater the proximi-
ty between the points, the closer is 
the relationship between variables.

Table 5. Measures of Discrimination

Dimension
Average

1 2

Marketing - Emotion .725 .310 .517

Marketing - Cognition .756 .342 .549

Marketing - Behavioral .580 .429 .505
Continúa
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Dimension
Average

1 2

Production - Emotion .594 .395 .495

Production - Cognition .492 .340 .416

Production - Behavioral .797 .462 .630

Administration - Emotion .463 .249 .356

Administration - Cognition .673 .422 .547

Administration - Behavioral .370 .184 .277

Legal - Emotion .682 .384 .533

Legal - Cognition .668 .416 .542

Legal - Behavioral .737 .484 .611

Environmental - Emotion .859 .487 .673

Environmental - Cognition .840 .436 .638

Environmental - Behavioral .749 .410 .579

Age of the company3 .031 .058 .045

Age3 .203 .146 .174

Educational level3 .080 .040 .060

Active total 9.985 5.749 7.867

% variance 66.564 38.330 52.447

Source: Authors.

3 Supplementary variable.
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The measures of discrimination 
show that most of the variables are 
more closely related to dimension 
one, with the exception of one varia-
ble, the age of the company, which 
is more closely related to dimension 
two. Expert opinion coincides with 
the findings, since more experien-
ced entrepreneurs and those whose 
companies have existed for a longer 
period of time have adapted to co-
rrupt behavior over time and tend 
to have assimilated to business cus-
toms and behaviors in order to en-
sure the survival of their companies. 
In addition, it can be inferred along 
with the experts that younger and 
less experienced entrepreneurs have 
little awareness of corrupt beha-
viors, but as they acquire this infor-
mation and knowledge, they reject 
corrupt practices. This is the case 
among entrepreneurs with universi-
ty and postgraduate studies, particu-
larly the latter.

The variable of educational level 
produced very low scores, unrela-
ted to any of the dimensions. Ne-
vertheless, it is noteworthy that the 
few entrepreneurs who studied at 
the postgraduate level are aware of 
corrupt behaviors and flatly reject 
them. It can be inferred from the re-
sults of this study that the lower the 
level of an entrepreneur’s educatio-
nal achievement, the more likely it 
is that his or her cognition, behavior, 

and emotions will lead to corrupt 
acts, especially regarding environ-
mental issues.

The diagram illustrates a clear re-
lationship of people who totally 
disagree in the following variables: 
Administration - Cognition; Admi-
nistration - Behavioral; Adminis-
tration - Emotional; Environmental 
- Cognition; Environmental - Beha-
vioral; Environmental - Emotional; 
Legal - Cognition; Legal - Behavio-
ral; Legal - Emotional; Marketing - 
Cognition; Marketing - Behavioral; 
Marketing - Emotional; Production 
- Cognition; Production - Behavio-
ral; Production - Emotional; with 
people between 27 and 28 years of 
age, with postgraduate education, 
and to a lesser degree with com-
panies that have operated for more 
than 42 months.

On the other hand, there is a clear 
relationship of the people in total 
agreement in the variables Adminis-
tration - Cognition; Administration 
- Behavioral; Administration - Emo-
tional; Environmental - Cognition; 
Environmental - Behavioral; Envi-
ronmental - Emotional; Legal - Cog-
nition; Legal - Behavioral; Legal - 
Emotional; Marketing - Cognition; 
Marketing - Behavioral; Marketing - 
Emotional; Production - Cognition; 
Production - Behavioral; Production 
- Emotion; with people 26, 36, 39, 



Universidad & Empresa, Bogotá (Colombia) 19(33): 9-51, julio-diciembre 201730

A Cognitive, Emotional and Behavioral Assessment of Colombian Entrepreneurs

and 41 years of age without any for-
mal education and to a lesser degree 
with companies operating for less 
than three months.

Other opinions in response to these 
variables are found among other 
age ranges and people who answe-
red that their educational level was 
university level (technological), and 
those who responded “Don’t know” 
or “No answer”, in addition to 
companies operating for a period 
between 3 and 42 months, without 
distinction. 

THE CHARACTERISTICS OF 
ENTREPRENEURS

The entrepreneurs in this sample 
began their business activity at early 
ages (78 entrepreneurs, amounting 

to 41.9 % of the sample, were bet-
ween 17 and 24 years of age), and 
their characteristics in terms of ex-
perience and business skills were 
not promising. Two of them had no 
formal education; two others had 
secondary educations, 47 had uni-
versity educations in technological 
fields, and eight of them had postgra-
duate education. There were 31 en-
trepreneurs between 35 and 52 years 
of age, 16.7 % of the population. 

The entrepreneurs are mostly men 
(77 of them, or 41.4 %), of whom 9 
have no formal education, 13 have 
secondary educations, and 47 ha-
ve university educations —techno-
logical— and 8 have postgraduate 
educations. There are 31 entrepre-
neurs 35-52 years old, constituting 
16.7 % of the population.

Table 6. Gender of entrepreneurs and age of companies

Gender
Age of the company

Total
0-3 months 3-42 months More than 42 months

Female 33 36 35 104

Male 30 29 23 82

Total 63 65 58 186

Source: Authors.

As for the age of the companies 
in this sample, 33 % were startups, 
34.9 % were new companies with 

3-42 months of operations, and 
31.2 % were established companies. 
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It is notable that few entrepreneurs 
had advanced educations (see Table 
5); this will likely be reversed as a 
result of the Fondo Emprender (En-
trepreneurial Fund) program, which 
will include students and graduates 
of postgraduate programs, and as 
a result of university training pro-
grams in entrepreneurship.

a) Marketing

About 35 % of those without a formal 
education showed positive attitudes 
to corruption in marketing proces-
ses. Entrepreneurs with undergra-
duate educations (40 %) identified 
corrupt actions without showing ne-
gative emotions and feelings.

Categorization by educational 
achievement: About 80 % of bu-
siness owners with postgraduate 
educations tended to reject corrup-
tion in marketing. The higher their 
level of education, the easier it was 
to identify corrupt actions through 
the expression of negative emo-

tions. As their level of education 
decreased, corrupt actions become 
less clearly identified (undergra-
duate, 41.7 %; no formal education 
or secondary education, between 
30-40 %). As for conduct, 35.7 % 
of business owners with no for-
mal education approved of corrupt 
behavior.

By age of the company: It was the 
subjective interpretation of facts 
—not the facts themselves— that 
determined emotions People percei-
ve and structure the world (cognition) 
and their emotions and behaviors are 
determined on that basis (Ramos 
et al., 2009). Nascent entrepreneurs 
(46 %) were those who most often 
expressed negative emotions in 
reaction to acts of corruption.

By Gender: Women (47.2 %) ex-
pressed positive emotions in 
response to acts of corruption. 
Men (46.3 %) recognized corrupt 
actions, and women (42.3 %) ap-
proved of corrupt behaviors.

Table 7. Educational achievement of entrepreneurs and age of companies

Age of the company
Educational level

Total
None Secondary University  

(Technological) Postgraduate

0-3 months 3 15 43 2 63

3-42 months 4 8 51 2 65

More than 42 months 7 12 33 6 58

Total 14 35 127 10 186

Source: Authors.
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b) Production

By educational level: Entrepre-
neurs with undergraduate educations 
(32.3 %), no formal education, or 
a secondary education (20-31.4 %) 
and postgraduate education (70 %) 
had negative emotional reactions to 
corruption. 25.8 % of business ow-
ners recognized corrupt actions. 
Those who had no formal educa-
tion approved of corrupt behaviors 
(78.6 %), while business owners 
with postgraduate educations disap-
proved of them (80 %).

By the age of the company: com-
panies that had been in business for 
less time had higher rates of appro-
val for corruption in the area of pro-
duction; 42 % showed no negative 
emotions and 49 % approved of co-
rrupt behaviors.

By Gender: Corrupt behaviors were 
approved of by 38.5 % of the women.

c) Management

By educational level: Entrepreneurs 
without any formal education did not 
show emotions associated with di-
sapproval of corruption in adminis-
trative matters (35.7 %). Those with 
secondary and undergraduate edu-
cation showed approval (20-30 %). 
However, 22.6 % recognized corrupt 
behaviors; 16.7 % did so partially, 
and 43 % did not.

By the age of the company: Entre-
preneurs seem to recognize corrupt 
acts at early stages of their busines-
ses (0-3 months), but seem to forget 
them as they adapt to the market 
and its behavior. These responses 
point to a business system of win-
ners and losers, in the words of 
Revenga (2007), as they adjust to a 
social cartography of the privileged 
and the dispossessed, of wealth and 
poverty, power and powerlessness, 
freedom and restriction. 

By Gender: Men (35 %) and women 
(32.7 %) showed positive emotions 
in this area. Men (50 %) support co-
rrupt behaviors in administration.

d) Legal

Laws and the observance of laws by 
business owners provide the ideal 
setting for humans to obtain what 
they value and the freedom to do 
so. The legal system also provides 
entrepreneurs with the opportunity 
to humanize the economy in order to 
enjoy an improved quality of life.

By educational level: Only entrepre-
neurs with postgraduate education 
expressed negative emotions to-
wards corrupt behaviors (80 %). The 
lower their level of education, the 
more positive were the emotions that 
they expressed toward corrupt beha-
viors. (University graduates showed 
34.6 % approval, secondary school 
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graduates 37.1 %, and no formal edu-
cation 50 % approval). The recogni-
tion of unethical conduct was pro-
gressively greater in keeping with 
their level of educational achieve-
ment (60 %), as was their approval 
of ethical behaviors (80 %).

By age of the company: the owners 
of companies operating for 3-42 
months seemed to be uncomforta-
ble with corrupt behaviors regarding 
legal matters (34.5 % and 34.7 %, 
respectively). Nonetheless, all in-
terviewees seemed to be unaware of 
how to deal with legal matters re-
garding their businesses. (Entrepre-
neurs with companies operating for 
more than 42 months had the grea-
test knowledge of these matters at 
30.6 %). It remains to be seen if the 
assertion by Stead, Worrell, and 
Garner (1990) can be justified in the 
sense that ethical profiles of entre-
preneurs reflect past decisions on 
everyday matters.

By Gender: Women showed po-
sitive emotions towards corrupt 
behaviors on legal matters (46.2 %), 
as did men (44 %), seeming to be 
of the opinion that “We business 
owners should not feel bad for vio-
lating the law.” Ignorance of legal 
issues is widespread, exceeding 
45 % among entrepreneurs of both 
sexes. Our results coincide with 
the findings of Transparencia por 

Colombia (2014), and reflect the 
misuse of power for the benefit 
of business owners themselves 
or of their friends or family mem-
bers. The recognition of corrupt 
practices in a business allows for the 
abuse of power and the betrayal of 
trust in order to obtain private be-
nefit at the expense of the collective 
interest. It is possible that those who 
justify corruption may consider it a 
mechanism for income redistribu-
tion in developing countries or an 
efficient solution to difficulties crea-
ted by State intervention in the eco-
nomy (Gámez, 2013).

e) Environmental 

Developing countries are more vul-
nerable to new environmental pro-
blems: increased water temperature, 
climate change, water quality, rising 
sea levels, and reduced availability 
of water. The results in this category 
allow us to infer that the higher the 
level of education among business 
owners, the lower is their apparent 
approval of behavior, cognition, and 
emotions related to corruption.

By educational level: Only 80 % 
of business owners expressed emo-
tional opposition to corrupt com-
pany actions in the environmental 
sphere. In fact, 92.9 % of business 
owners without any formal educa-
tion expressed emotions indicating 
support for company behavior that 
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negatively affected the natural en-
vironment. It can be inferred that 
they are unaware of company im-
pacts on the environment. 100 % of 
entrepreneurs without any formal 
education were unaware of envi-
ronmental issues, and entrepreneurs 
participating in this research were 
generally unaware of environmen-
tal matters. It is noteworthy that no 
entrepreneurs without formal edu-
cation were in disagreement with si-
tuations that negatively affected the 
environment. In contrast, those with 
postgraduate education were aware 
of the probable impacts of company 
activities on the environment.

By age of the company: Our re-
sults support the findings of Vaca 
et al. (2010) that business owners 
feel obliged by market pressures 
and company structures to make 
decisions that deviate from proper 
behavior. Entrepreneurs with com-
panies operating for more than 42 
months expressed emotions of sup-
port for corrupt behaviors (44.9 %). 
The nascent entrepreneurs were 
least familiar with environmental 
issues (41.3 %). Corruption in the 
area of environmental issues pro-
duces negative economic effects 
because it affects the Gini coeffi-
cient of inequality. Societies that do 
not actively participate in building 
cultures of transparency preclude 
the achievement of higher levels of 

equity and cultural rejection of co-
rruption (Kliksberg, 2011).

By Gender: The emotions expres-
sed in the environmental category 
did not reflect any significant di-
fferences between the sexes. Both 
sexes had higher rates of approval 
for corrupt actions in this category. 
This seems to suggest that civic 
education in all three dimensions 
should be strengthened in the areas 
of sustainable development and 
environmental protection.

EXPERT JUDGMENT

Experts Luis Enrique Orozco, Jaime 
Páez, Germán Montoya, and Javier 
Pombo all agreed that although one 
cannot generalize, some business 
owners participate in corrupt acts, 
regardless of their age, education, 
or the age of their businesses. Some 
entrepreneurs place economic in-
terests above social interests, but 
experts stress the following:

a. Neither the impact of business 
owners on corrupt practices nor 
the extent to which corruption 
pervades their thoughts and ac-
tions has yet been measured.

b. Entrepreneurs have not been pro-
filed with respect to their ethical 
behavior.

c. Entrepreneurs and their per-
formance respond to rules that 
emerge from the environment.
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d. The environment is polluted 
because values are not strongly 
imbued either in the home envi-
ronment or in schools.

e. Entrepreneurs are not born co-
rrupt. Over time, they accept the 
idea of corruption as a feature of 
normal behavior.

f. What did universities stop doing 
that used to produce young stu-
dents who were good? When they 
graduate as professionals now, 
they are a symbol of national co-
rruption.

g. Personal and professional suc-
cess are measured by the pos-
session of things and the desire 
to increase income more quic-
kly and with less effort. This 
thinking may convince business 
owners to engage in unethical 
practices in order to achieve this 
version of success.

h. Education must be modernized 
as is being done in the business 
world and it must incorporate 
ethical topics more effectively 
than is the case in traditional 
programs.

i. Numerous scandals in Colombia, 
including corrupt contracting in 
urban development (carrusel de 
contratación, los Nule), price-
fixing for consumer products (el 
cartel de los pañales, el cartel 
de los cuadernos), and corrupt 
investment schemes (Interbolsa) 
make it clear that there is a crisis 

of values in the business envi-
ronment.

j. University graduates are very 
well prepared for entrepreneur-
ship but lack a grounding in 
business ethics.

k. Universities have a responsibili-
ty for the business ethics of their 
graduates, but the role of the fa-
mily, society, and the social envi-
ronment must also be considered.

l. Jaime Páez indicates that among 
some of his students who have 
started businesses, the early years 
of their entrepreneurship were 
characterized by a frenzy to es-
tablish the company, to innovate, 
and to act ethically, but with the 
passing of time their ethical tra-
ining faded from memory, their 
ethical approach waned, and 
they adopted unethical practices 
common in the business world.

KRUSKAL-WALLIS TEST

This research is not intended to analy-
ze the study of the behavior as descri-
bed in the theory of reasoned action 
(tra) or the theory of planned be-
havior (tpb) because the predictive 
capacity of these models is even 
less adequate regarding questions of 
corruption (Caballero, Carrera, Sán-
chez, Muñoz y Blanco, 2003). When 
applying Cronbach’s Alpha Test, 
the result was .935, showing a mar-
ked relationship between complete 
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disagreement and ages 27-28, as 
well as postgraduate education. 
Answers in each of the variables 
show no strong relationship bet-
ween total agreement and ages 26, 
36, 39, and 41 or the lack of formal 
education. The variable “company 

creation”, i. e. the age of company, 
has no connection with any of the 
remaining variables. This implies 
that it is only possible to see a ne-
gative attitude towards behaviors, 
thoughts and emotions related to 
corruption in the 5 categories.

Table 8. Kruskal-Wallis test

 Age of the Company N Average Range

Age

Don’t know or n/a 19 75.63

0-3 months 63 89.21

3-42 months 55 86.85

More than 42 months 49 113.41

Educational level 

Don’t know or n/a 19 90.13

0-3 months 63 90.87

3-42 months 55 101.35

More than 42 months 49 89.39

Marketing - 
Emotion

Don’t know or n/a 19 94.08

0-3 months 63 103.91

3-42 months 55 87.62

More than 42 months 49 86.49

Marketing - 
Cognition

Don’t know or n/a 19 91

0-3 months 62 106.67

3-42 months 55 86.53

More than 42 months 49 83.74

Marketing 
Behavioral

Don’t know or n/a 19 87.08

0-3 months 63 106.3

3-42 months 55 88.04

More than 42 months 49 85.66

Production - 
Emotion

Don’t know or n/a 19 83.84

0-3 months 63 104.56

3-42 months 55 88.88

More than 42 months 49 88.2
Continúa
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 Age of the Company N Average Range

Production - 
Cognition

Don’t know or n/a 19 97.95

0-3 months 63 101.09

3-42 months 55 89.13

More than 42 months 49 86.93

Production - 
Behavioral

Don’t know or n/a 19 93.13

0-3 months 63 104.36

3-42 months 55 83.97

More than 42 months 49 90.38

Administration - 
Emotion

Don’t know or n/a 19 100.47

0-3 months 61 93.76

3-42 months 54 87.67

More than 42 months 48 89.39

Administration - 
Cognition

Don’t know or n/a 19 87.11

0-3 months 63 102.93

3-42 months 55 86.83

More than 42 months 49 91.35

Administration - 
Behavioral

Don’t know or n/a 19 93.47

0-3 months 63 98.75

3-42 months 55 85.58

More than 42 months 49 95.64

Legal - Emotion

Don’t know or n/a 19 100.08

0-3 months 63 109.66

3-42 months 55 76.08

More than 42 months 49 89.72

Legal - Cognition

Don’t know or n/a 19 103.82

0-3 months 63 99.9

3-42 months 55 84.31

More than 42 months 49 91.58

Legal - Behavioral

Don’t know or n/a 19 98.39

0-3 months 63 105.47

3-42 months 55 82.26

More than 42 months 49 88.83
Continúa
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 Age of the Company N Average Range

Environmental - 
Emotion

Don’t know or n/a 19 102.71

0-3 months 63 100.65

3-42 months 55 80.71

More than 42 months 49 95.09

Environmental - 
Cognition 

Don’t know or n/a 19 97.63

0-3 months 63 103.56

3-42 months 55 83.71

More than 42 months 49 89.95

Environmental - 
Behavioral

Don’t know or n/a 19 83.87

0-3 months 63 102.4

3-42 months 55 87.8

More than 42 months 49 92.19

In each of the observations analy-
zed, and using the Kruskal Wallis 
test, it can be established that there is 

not sufficient statistical evidence to 
ensure that none of the questions are 
directly related to the age of the firm.

Table 9. Statistics of the test4

Age Educational 
Level

Marketing - 
Emotion

Marketing - 
Cognition

Marketing 
Behavior

Chi-square 10.057 2.49 4.192 6.858 5.76

Gl 3 3 3 3 3

Sig. asymptotic 0.018 0.477 0.241 0.077 0.124

Production 
- Emotion

Production 
- Cognition

Production 
- Behavioral

Administration 
- Emotion

Administration 
- Cognition

Administration 
- Behavioral

Chi-square 4.396 2.593 4.981 1.088 3.259 1.965

Gl 3 3 3 3 3 3

Sig. 
asymptotic 0.222 0.459 0.173 0.78 0.353 0.58

4 Kruskal Wallis test, grouping variable: Sex.
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Legal - 
Emotion

Legal - 
Cognition

Legal - 
Behavioral

Environmental 
- Emotion

Environmental 
- Cognition

Environmental 
- Behavioral

Chi-square 12.79 3.453 6.422 5.345 4.729 3.171

Gl 3 3 3 3 3 3

Sig. 
asymptotic 0.005 0.327 0.093 0.148 0.193 0.366

 
Table 10. Kruskal Wallis Test by Age of Company 
    
    Sex N Average range

Age of the company Female 104 94.24
Male 82 92.56

Age Female 104 90.66
Male 82 97.1

Educational level Female 104 87.76
Male 82 100.77

Marketing - Emotion Female 104 95.05
Male 82 91.53

Marketing - Cognition Female 103 92.32
Male 82 93.86

Marketing - Behavioral Female 104 95
Male 82 91.59

Production - Emotion Female 104 92.37
Male 82 94.93

Production - Cognition Female 104 98.12
Male 82 87.64

Production - Behavioral Female 104 95.54
Male 82 90.91

Administration - Emotion Female 101 93.04
Male 81 89.58

Administration - Cognition Female 104 97.46
Male 82 88.48

Administration - Behavioral Female 104 87.92
Male 82 100.58

Legal - Emotion Female 104 92.85
Male 82 94.32

Legal - Cognition Female 104 92.03
Male 82 95.37

Legal - Behavioral Female 104 93.65
Male 82 93.31

Environmental - Emotion Female 104 94.49
Male 82 92.24

Environmental - Cognition Female 104 93.78
Male 82 93.15

Environmental - Behavioral Female 104 92.24
Male 82 95.1
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In each of the observations, there is 
not enough statistical evidence after 
applying the Kruskal Wallis Test to 

ensure that none of the questions 
are directly related to the sex of 
the firm’s owner:

Table 11. Statistics of the test by age and educational level

Age of the 
company Age Educational 

level
Marketing - 

Emotion
Marketing - 
Cognition

Marketing - 
Behavioral

Chi-square 0.049 0.656 3.97 0.214 0.041 0.195

Gl 1 1 1 1 1 1

Sig. 
asymptotic 0.825 0.418 0.046 0.644 0.839 0.659

Production 
- Emotion

Production 
- Cognition

Production 
- Behavioral

Administration 
- Emotion

Administration 
- Cognition

Administration 
- Behavioral

Chi-square 0.11 1.821 0.379 0.205 1.33 2.668

Gl 1 1 1 1 1 1

Sig. 
asymptotic 0.74 0.177 0.538 0.65 0.249 0.102

Legal - 
Emotion

Legal - 
Cognition

Legal - 
Behavioral

Environmental 
- Emotion

Environmental 
- Cognition

Environmental 
- Behavioral

Chi-square 0.037 0.187 0.002 0.089 0.007 0.138

gl 1 1 1 1 1 1

Sig. 
asymptotic 0.848 0.666 0.965 0.766 0.934 0.711

a. Kruskal Wallis test
b. Grouping variable of aggrupation: Age of the company

DISCUSSION

Our aim in this research has not 
been to characterize entrepreneurs 
and corrupt practices directly, i. e. to 
try to measure a quality that cannot 
be observed directly among nascent, 
new, and established entrepreneurs. 
Corrupt behavior is not visible, first 
because there are not yet reliable 

psychological instruments for this 
purpose and second because corrupt 
practices are informal and illegal. 
Thus, three observable variables 
(cognition, emotion, and entrepre-
neurs’ behavior) were evaluated for 
this purpose.

One limitation of this study is that 
the hypothetical cases that respon-
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dents reacted to involve a compo-
nent of self-reporting of emotional 
experiences, and participants can 
rationalize the memories of their 
emotions, behaviors and cognition. 
Access to the experiences themsel-
ves is impossible since participation 
in corrupt behaviors is hidden from 
sight, and it requires a minimum 
amount of evidence (Caballero et 
al., 2003). This is not unrelated to 
the fact that acts of corruption are 
violations of criminal law, implica-
ting participants and witnesses.

Corruption is a crime, so it is hidden 
and it is not easy to find someone 
who admits to having been involved. 
Measuring corruption based on the 
number of prosecutions, on the other 
hand, may generate distortions. An 
increased number of criminal cases 
involving corruption does not mean 
that corruption has decreased, that 
anticorruption measures are more 
effective, that authorities are acting 
more vigorously against corruption, 
or that there is increased political 
will to pursue it. The number of cases 
reflects the number of perpetrators 
who failed to consummate corrupt 
acts, but says nothing about the will, 
recognition, or intent to engage in 
such acts (González-Espinosa and 
Boehm, 2013).

What is required are direct indica-
tors that can point to concrete acts 

of corruption, present obstacles, and 
monitor progress. Indirect indicators 
have been devised, based on the jud-
gement of experts, national surveys 
and data provided by the undp (Uni-
ted Nations Development Program-
me), Global Integrity, and Transpa-
rency International, including data on 
the costs and time needed to establish 
a business, on the functioning of 
political and administrative institu-
tions, victim surveys, surveys of the 
private sector at the national level, 
public sector diagnostics, compara-
tive price bulletins, reference price 
systems, report cards, and mirror sta-
tistics that compare expert opinion 
on what citizens perceive, among 
other things (González-Espinosa and 
Boehm, 2013).

The ability to measure corruption 
is limited by the low corresponden-
ce between the actual behavior of 
companies and the information they 
disclose. Along these lines, Cho and 
Patten (2007), and Cho (2009), ci-
ted by Aldaz, Calvo, and Álvarez 
(2012), found that companies with 
poor social and environmental per-
formance, or that have experienced 
negative incidents, are more likely 
than other companies to spread po-
sitive information. This study indi-
cates that large companies disclose 
information on corruption in va-
rious ways: by providing no infor-
mation; by devising anti-corruption 
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policies; and by implementing anti-
corruption policies. Different types 
of business behavior can be distin-
guished: i) corporate culture (how 
firms communicate their principles 
to employees) ii) the implementa-
tion of management systems; and 
iii) the monitoring and control of 
corrupt practices.

CONCLUSIONS

This study indirectly identifies the 
attitudes of companies created by en-
trepreneurs who are university gra-
duates toward the phenomenon of 
corruption in the Colombian business 
environment. Entrepreneurs of this 
sample have adopted corrupt beha-
vior, mostly when they are less well 
educated and when new companies 
achieve stability. Entrepreneurs are 
most ignorant about company im-
pacts —which is an incentive for 
developing corrupt behaviors— in 
relation to environmental issues. 
This work cannot predict corrupt 
behavior by entrepreneurs, but by 
learning about their attitudes, cogni-
tion, and behaviors, it enables us to 
infer that if there are no ethical co-
rrectives, businesses will continue 
to be perceived as participants in 
corrupt behavior.

The entrepreneurs in this sample 
started their businesses at early ages 
(78 entrepreneurs, amounting to 

41.9 % of the total, were 17-24 years 
of age); 31 entrepreneurs were 35-
52 years old, amounting to 16.7 % 
of the total). Startups (3 out of 10 
businesses) were established by wo-
men and men in similar proportions, 
but the difference in sex of entrepre-
neurs was more marked in relation 
to new businesses, where 19.4 % 
were women, and established com-
panies, where 18.8 % were women. 
Regarding education, 7.5 % of entre-
preneurs had no formal education, 
18.8 % had secondary educations, 
68.3 % had university or technical 
educations, and 5.4 % had postgra-
duate educations. As for the age of 
the companies in this sample, 33.9 % 
were startups, 34.9 % were new com-
panies (3-42 months of operation) 
and 31.2 % were established com-
panies.

People with less education showed 
positive attitudes towards corrup-
tion, and as the education of entre-
preneurs increased, so did their rates 
of approval of corrupt acts and their 
consequences. It can be inferred 
that 54 of every 100 entrepreneurs 
with no formal education approved 
of corrupt behavior related to mar-
keting-based processes in their orga-
nizations; that 40 out of 100 owners 
of businesses that have been ope-
rating for 0-3 months approved of 
corruption in production; that 30 
out of 100 business owners with a 
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secondary education did not distin-
guish between corrupt and ethical 
behaviors in implementing adminis-
trative models for their companies; 
and 35 out of 100 did not experien-
ce negative emotions in relation to 
committing unlawful acts or viola-
ting the rules of business.

Ethical behaviors by entre-
preneurs and ethics in higher 
education

Ethical behavior depends on the 
environment, and a contaminated 
environment (such as in households 
where values education is weak and 
moral education does not lead to 
the adoption of social norms) leads 
some people to eventually accept 
corrupt behaviors, cognition, and 
emotions as normal and expected. 
Thus, not all entrepreneurs take the 
ethical demands of society to heart, 
and some of them do engage in 
unethical behavior. 

Those who fight corruption, 
and how they do so

International anticorruption initiati-
ves include the United Nations Glo-
bal Compact. The Global Compact is 
a voluntary association that promo-
tes the incorporation of ten princi-
ples into the activities that businesses 
carry out in their countries of origin 
and in their operations worldwide. 

The Inter-American Convention 
against Corruption of the Organiza-
tion of American States (oas) focuses 
on public corruption. The Organiza-
tion for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (oecd) has its Con-
vention on Combating Bribery of 
Foreign Public Officials in Inter-
national Business Transactions to 
resist transnational bribery, and the 
United Nations Convention Against 
Corruption fights unethical business 
practices in the private sector.

The Colombian Constitution sets 
out ways to prevent corruption with 
support from the Supreme Court, the 
Supreme Judicial Council, the Office 
of the Attorney General (since 1991), 
the Office of the General Comptro-
ller, and the Office of the Inspector 
General. Transparency International, 
and its chapter in Colombia, sug-
gests prioritizing corruption as a 
matter on the public agenda to over-
come the vicious cycle of violence, 
drug trafficking, and organized crime 
as scenarios for corruption.

The cognitive, emotional, 
and behavioral dimensions 
of business owners 
towards corrupt behaviors 
by education, sex and age 
of company

About 35 % of people without any 
formal education showed positive 
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attitudes towards corruption in mar-
keting activities. Entrepreneurs with 
undergraduate educations (40 %) re-
cognized corrupt actions and did 
not express negative emotional re-
actions. Almost 80 % of business 
owners with graduate studies rejec-
ted corruption. As the educational 
level of entrepreneurs increased, it 
became easier to identify negative 
emotional reactions to corrupt acti-
vities, and as their educational levels 
decreased, it became harder for en-
trepreneurs to identify corrupt acti-
vities. Nascent entrepreneurs (46 %) 
were most likely to describe emo-
tional reactions to unethical acts, but 
these reactions decreased with time. 
Women (47.2 %) showed a higher 
level of approval and fewer negative 
emotions when engaging in corrupt 
activities. Finally, 46 out of 100 wo-
men entrepreneurs accepted corrupt 
behavior in legal matters.

In the area of production, the entre-
preneurs with positive attitudes to 
corruption were those with no for-
mal education (21 %). 30.6 % of the 
interviewees approved of proposed 
corrupt actions, showing no negati-
ve emotional reaction, while (70 %) 
of entrepreneurs with postgradua-
te education disapproved of them. 
Regarding sex, it can be stated that 
more men showed a positive attitu-
de toward corrupt behavior (40 %) 
than women (38 %). 25.8 % of bu-

siness owners approved of corrupt 
activities, and twice as many entre-
preneurs without formal education 
(50 %) approved of them. Only half 
of all entrepreneurs with no formal 
education experienced negative 
emotions regarding illegal acts or 
the violation of business rules.

In the area of management and ad-
ministration, research on the emotio-
nal dimension indicated that 35.7 % 
of business owners without any 
formal education did not reject co-
rruption. Data in the cognitive di-
mension showed that almost 30 % 
of those with a secondary education 
approved ideas that would justify 
corrupt activities, behaviors that met 
with approval from 21.4 % of busi-
ness owners without a formal edu-
cation. The trend in this area is for 
entrepreneurs with less education 
to approve of corruption at higher 
rates. More men reject the idea that 
entrepreneurs should not feel bad 
about engaging in corrupt activities 
in administrative matters. In fact, 
40 % of entrepreneurs who had been 
in business for about 3 years appro-
ved of violating public and private 
rules in order to meet goals for bu-
siness activity and their organiza-
tions’ financial goals.

In the area of legal activities, almost 
46 % of entrepreneurs approved of 
the absence of negative emotions. 
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About 36 % approved of ideas that 
justified corruption and 39 % ap-
proved of corrupt behavior. As the 
educational level of entrepreneurs 
increased, the rate of approval for 
corruption decreased, with 37.1 % 
approval among secondary school 
graduates, 34.6 % approval among 
university graduates, and 10 % ap-
proval among entrepreneurs with a 
postgraduate education. Men (44 %) 
did not express negative emotions 
toward corruption in legal contexts 
that could be expressed with the sta-
tement “Business owners should not 
feel bad about breaking the law”, 
while women disapproved of the 
statement (40 %). Finally, 46 % of 
women would accept corrupt beha-
viors, as would 41 % of men.

With respect to the emotional, cog-
nitive, and behavioral components 
of entrepreneurs’ approach to the en-
vironmental activities of businesses, 
entrepreneurs were more tolerant 
of corruption, and 38.7 % of them 
did not express negative emotions 
toward corrupt acts that threatened 
the environment. Business owners 
without any formal education were 
those who most frequently appro-
ved of the absence of these emotions 
(92.9 %), and none of the entrepre-
neurs without any formal education 
were unaware of such activities’ im-
pact on the environment. Only 23 
entrepreneurs would act to benefit 

the environment. Corruption affec-
ting the environment had a direct 
relationship with the level of educa-
tion of business owners in Bogotá. 
The lower their educational level, 
the more likely they were to engage 
in behaviors that were harmful to the 
environment. In fact, 78 % of busi-
ness owners with no formal educa-
tion accepted and approved of corrupt 
behavior affecting the environment.
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