
Introduction

During the 1980s and 1990s there have been many
challenges to the ethics of business-oriented profes-
sions. Unfortunately, construction professionals have
been involved in some cases of unethical behaviour. A
number of surveyors and engineers have been found
guilty of dishonourable conduct. For example, a case
was revealed in which housing blocks decayed at an
unexpectedly speedy rate because the reinforced
concrete was mixed with salt water. Surveyors provided
false information to their clients. Charges against
surveyors include failure to maintain PI insurance run-
off cover and failure to provide accountant’s reports
(RICS, 1999). In 1998, there were 15 foundation sites
in Hong Kong where the piles were found not to reach
the designated safe bearing stratum.

The above mentioned professional de� ciencies have
greatly tarnished the image of a profession which

assumes the role of ful� lling the needs of the general
public. The currently hostile economic climate is com-
pounding the problem by adding stress to ethical
dilemmas. The issue of professional ethics has sparked
enthusiastic concern and pragmatic discussion among
the general public.

One may ask whether there is something wrong with
construction professionals. What are their attitudes
toward ethics? Is the educational function of bye-laws
and rules of conduct as satisfactory as it appears? Is
the in� exibility of the structured and pre-determined
procedures laid down years ago still able to cope with
the rapidly changing ethical environment in a vibrant
business world?

The high standards of services expected from profes-
sionals by the public have complicated as well as
widened the study of ethics. Not only philosophers and
academics but also professional practitioners are
actively contributing to the literature of ethics. Their
primary interests lie in applying ethics theories in con-
trolling standards of practice of professionals (Carey
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and Doherty, 1968; Gavin et al., 1991; HKEDC, 1996,
1997).

As a profession embracing a number of disciplines
involved with land and its development with buildings
(HKIS, 1998), professional surveyors are undoubtedly
subject to the ‘sun-shine test’ a self-test for evaluating
daily practice and behaviour, which can ful� l the expec-
tations of the public, HKEDC, 1996). In response to the
call for improving professional ethics and standards, a
research study for investigating the ethical behaviour
within the surveying profession is urgently needed.

Research on ethical problems

This research on ‘ethical problems in the construction
profession’, funded by the University, commenced in
1998, and this is the � rst in a series of papers studying
the perceptions and norms of professional ethics shown
by Hong Kong practising quantity surveyors. The
quantity surveying profession is one out of four main
surveying disciplines in Hong Kong which is identi� ed
for study in this research.

Using ethics theories as a frame of reference, the
existing ethical norms of professional surveyors’
conduct were studied as the � rst step in this inquiry.
Four research objectives are identi� ed in this paper.

l To determine the perception of the ethical stan-
dards of professional quantity surveyors

l To establish an overview of quantity surveyors’
(QS’s) ethical concepts

l To determine the perception of important
constituents affecting ethical decision-making

l To reveal the attitudes and actions taken
towards ethical dilemmas

Background studies

De� nitions of ethics

Ethics is derived from the Greek term ethos, and has
its roots in the word ‘customs’. Ethics has no neces-
sary connection with any particular religion, nor with
religion in general (Singer, 1994). Singer claims that
ethics exists in all human societies, and perhaps even
among our closest non-human relatives as well.

Ethics is the science of the moral in its simplest form.
According to the evolutionists’ perspective, people
evolve their morality from their own social life and
preserving traditions. Ethics thus constitutes part of the
custom. This is the relative conception of morality
given by sophist Protagoras (450–400BC).

Ethics is the study and understanding of morality,
moral principles, and the moral decision-making

process. Masserly(1994) asserts that ethics is that
branch of philosophy which deals with the good and
bad or right and wrong in human conduct. Popkin and
Stroll (1993) hold that ethics refers to a code or set
of principles by which people live. It would be a
mistake to regard ethics as a purely ‘academic’ study,
having no intimate connections with people’s daily
lives. Every person who is re� ective and who is trou-
bled by certain situations/dilemmas in his or her daily
life is, to some extent, a philosopher of ethics.

De� nitions of business ethics and professional
ethics

Business ethics, as an applied version of ethics, then
typically involves two tasks: the normative task of
providing justi� cation for abstract standards of behav-
iour and the practical task of applying these standards
to business conduct (Velasquez, 1996). Business ethics
concentrates on how moral standards apply particu-
larly to business policies, institutions and behaviour
(Velasquez, 1996). Generally, Velasquez (1982, p. 57)
concluded that: ‘[Business ethics] is the application of
our understanding of what is good and right to that
assortment of institutions, technologies, transactions,
activities, and pursuits which we call “Business”.’

This de� nition of business ethics matches the de� -
nition of professional ethics given by Carey (1968) in
the sense that professional ethics involves both moral
and practical concepts.

Ethics and professional ethics

‘The word “ethics” in general usage means the philos-
ophy of human conduct with emphasis on moral
questions of “right” and “wrong”. “Professional ethics”,
however, does not involve moral questions exclusively.
. . . [It] may be regarded as a mixture of moral and
practical concepts . . .’ (Carey, 1968, p.5). Carey
(1968) succinctly points out the fundamental difference
between ‘ethics’ and ‘professional ethics’. According to
the HKEDC (1996) the normative de� nition of ‘profes-
sional ethics’ is already tied up with more practical
concepts and expectations from the public, like compe-
tence, responsibility, and willingness to serve the public.
From the public’s perspective, the general normative
rules of conduct are now made more stringent and
speci� c to particular professions. Each profession
involves a particular kind of relationship with clients,
or patients, arising from the complexity of the subject
matter (Chalkley, 1990).

Bayles (1989) de� nes professional ethics as a system
of norms. However, professional ethics does not
concern all the norms that apply to professionals but
only those that pertain to them in their professional
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conduct and activities. Some norms apply to all people;
others apply to people in particular roles, i.e. role-
related norms. Consequently, both universal norms
and professional role-related norms apply to profes-
sionals in their professional activities and are included
in professional ethics.

Ethical concepts and theories

When philosophers speak of ethics, they do not, how-
ever, employ the word only in this sense. They also
mean by it a theoretical study. The objects that are
studied in ethics are theories. These theories, called eth-
ical theories, deal with questions like how ought people
to behave? Or what kinds of acts are moral? In addition
to searching for the bases of morality, ethical thinkers
and philosophers also developed certain criteria for
assessing the morality of human decision-making.
These criteria were later modi� ed to evolve as ethical
theories. Generally, ethical theories can be grouped into
two sets, namely consequential and deontological.

Consequential theories

Consequential theories deal with the consequences of
an action, which predict that an individual will act in
such a way as to maximize his/her bene� t for the
greatest good for the greatest number of people, or
minimize losses. Egoism and utilitarianism are repre-
sentative examples of consequential theories. Egoism
and utilitarianism focus on the same issue of an action
and differ only in the balance between individual good
and social good. According to the encyclopaedists and
materialists in the 1600s and 1700s, egoism focused
on self-love and self-interest in assessing the morality
of an individual action. Singer (1961) further devel-
oped this idea in the 20th century: that an individual’s
self-interests and values are the deciding factors for
judging behaviour. Bentham (1789) and Mill (1863)
formulated utilitarianism which is developed from
Locke’s idea in the school of utilitarianism and claimed
that moral behaviours produces the greatest good for
the greatest number. Cederblom and Dougherty
(1991) further dichotomized utilitarianism into act-
utilitarianism and rule-utilitarianism. The former advo-
cates the maximization of happiness in performing an
act, whereas the latter only tests whether an act would
end up in more happiness than unhappiness.

Deontological theories

Deontological theories are simply non-consequential
theories which look at the means of arriving at ethical
decisions, e.g. theory of rights, theory of duty, theory
of justice and categorical imperative. In the 1600s,

Shaftesbury laid the foundation for the theory of rights
and explained the origin of the moral conceptions.
Subsequent advocates of moral rights classi� ed the
fundamental rights of humans into different branches,
e.g. the right to free consent (Hart, 1955), the right
to privacy (Miller, 1971), the right to freedom of
conscience (Waltzer, 1967), the right of free speech
(Eells, 1962). Duty and categorical imperative, as
developed by Kant (1785, 1797), attempted to capture
basic and commonly held intuitions about morality.

Ethical decision-making models

There is a trend in current literature of combining
various ethical theories to develop ethical decision-
making models, e.g. Cavanagh et al. (1981, 1995),
Brady (1985, 1987), Pastin (1986), Cody and Lynn
(1992). Most researchers of business ethics strive to
combine and differentiate concepts of ethics, e.g. duty,
right, justice, utility, etc., in developing their own deci-
sion-making models. Contemporary arguments focus
on revolving around the competition as well as comple-
mentarity between ‘rule ethics’. Pastin (1986) and
Cody and Lynn (1992) demanded a compromise of
the two ethics. Brady (1985, 1987) then proposed his
deontology–utilitarianism (DU) model that combines
the two classes of ethical theories in a broad sense for
ethical decision-making. It is claimed that this model
has captured the whole spectrum of the ethical deci-
sion-making behaviour of humans.

Cavanagh et al. (1981) combined utilitarianism,
theory of rights, and theory of justice into a compre-
hensive utility–rights–justice (URJ) model in an
attempt to uphold ethical quality. In responding to
Brady and Dunn’s (1995) critics, Cavanagh et al.
(1995) borrowed the concept of care (Gilligan, 1982)
from feminist ethics. They modi� ed their URJ model
to include this new element, and proposed their
URJ(C) model, where (C) stands for care. Despite
their theoretical bases and differences, both the DU
model and the URJ(C) model aim at dealing with
ethical decision making in management. In other
words, these two and all subsequent models are indeed
applied versions of ethics speci� cally for managerial
decision-making.

Applying ethical theories to the surveying
profession

Modern society has become more and more sophisti-
cated and complex. As the number of professions and
professionals increases and their decisions become
more essential for the operation of a technologically
complex society, the conduct and ethical principles of
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the professions as well as the enforcement of standards
become matters of increasing importance to everyone.
In the last two decades, many cases have been revealed
associated with ethical misconduct in all areas of the
construction professions, such as engineering and
surveying. Some of the practices of surveying profes-
sionals are defective from the moral point of view,
despite the impression conveyed by their code of ethics
and other ideological instruments. Traditional ideas on
the surveying profession and professional conduct have
been challenged by recent social, political and tech-
nological changes. It is the main theme of this research
to study the ethical behaviour of the surveying profes-
sion in order to reveal its perception, attitude and
response towards ethics and ethical dilemmas.

Research methodology

Research approach

The research approach is similar to the study by Gavin
et al. (1991). This is due to the fairly similar working
natures of quantity surveyors and accountants, which
will facilitate a cross-profession comparison. Because
of the different statistical analysis approaches and
research directions of the two studies, a cross-profes-
sion comparison will be the theme of a further study.

As a result, the Quantity Surveying Division (QSD)
of HKIS as at 30 August 1998, which constitutes more
than 40% of HKIS membership, was identi� ed as the
subject for this study. The questionnaire was adopted
as the survey instrument to gather information from
the population (QS) in this research. Respondents were
classi� ed into seven reference groups according to
membership, gender, age, education level, organization
level, experience and management. Pearson’s and
Spearman’s correlation, one-way ANOVA, and F-
distribution were used to analyse the data.

Construction of the questionnaire

The questionnaire as detailed in the Appendix com-
prised three parts. Questions in parts I and II were
partly adapted from the Professional Accountancy
Survey (Gavin et al., 1991). Part I contained questions
regarding personal pro� les, which were used as inde-
pendent variables in subsequent data analysis. Part II
contains questions aimed at eliciting the surveyors’
perceptions toward ethics and identifying their deci-
sion-making approaches under a case-free situation.
Part III was the case studies section, which had two
situational ethical dilemmas speci� c to the surveying
profession. Different questioning approaches served
the purpose of testing the consistency of the informa-

tion collected, which indirectly tested the reliability of
the data and research method. Questions were asked
based on the cases. Attitudes and possible actions were
sought in subsequent questions in order to dig out the
norm of QS professional conduct, ethical concepts and
decision making focus from different angles. The two
situational cases in part III were selected from the
HKEDC (1997) and modi� ed to suit the daily prac-
tices of QSs.

Sampling method and data collection

Self-administered questionnaires were the most expe-
dient way to gather information from representatives
of the relevant groups. The snowball sampling method
was used, i.e. the questionnaires were passed on to
quantity surveying practitioners by the distributor, and
the quantity surveyors in turn were asked to pass them
on and on to relevant acquaintances and companies.
A systematic and unbiased sample was formulated
where the sample size became larger and larger. The
questionnaire successfully reached about 7% of the
overall QS population in all spectrums, while about
80% of the returned questionnaires were usable and
reliable. Table 1 contains the size of the population
and the number of responses received. In addition to
the ‘membership’ for surveyors, respondents are clas-
si� ed by ‘gender’, ‘age’, ‘experience’, ‘education level’,
‘organization type’ and ‘management level’ as shown
in Table 2. This classi� cation was based upon the
seven pieces of personal information sought in part I
of the questionnaire. Seven reference groups for
analysis were formed accordingly.

Methods of data analysis

Part I of the questionnaire consisted of seven ques-
tions associated with seven pieces of personal infor-
mation. The information was classi� ed into seven
reference groups. Each reference group contained at
least two subgroups or variables, e.g. female versus
male. Both Spearman’s and Pearson’s correlation
analyses were used to con� rm the existence of rela-
tionships between variables. A signi� cance level of 0.05
was used to determine a signi� cant difference.

Questions, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3 in part II, consisted of
ordinal data. Likert’s scale denoting some form of grad-
uation was used, from ‘strongly agree’ to ‘strongly
disagree’. One-way ANOVA was used to � nd out if
there were any statistically signi� cant differences
among seven reference groups: in other words, whether
the respondents’ attitudes from the seven reference
groups could be compared equally.

Questions 3.1–3.7 in part III were based on two
cases. The respondents were situated in two ethical
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dilemmas, in which they were puzzled over what ought
and ought not to be done. This mechanism automat-
ically contrasted the differences of thinking between
the theories and practices of professionals. In addition,
it identi� ed inherent inconsistency in responses. The
same statistical analyses were performed in part III as
for part II, so as to facilitate comparison of the results
from the two different parts of the questionnaire.

Results and discussion

Personal information was collected through the part I
questions and the results are presented by use of
Spearman’s and Pearson’s coef� cients as shown in
Table 2. Two correlation coef� cients are generated for
each pair of personal attributes, the upper of which
represents Spearman’s coef� cient and the lower of
which represents Pearson’s coef� cient. Correlation is
used as a measure of the degree and direction of linear
association between two variables that are normally
distributed. Since the variables are measured by rank-

ings, so that they are not normally distributed, then a
measure of rank correlation is needed. The surveyors
of the reference groups ‘age’, ‘education level’ and
‘organization type’ did not statistically correlate with
each other in ‘experience’ and ‘management level’. In
other words, differences among subgroups under ‘age’
do not depend on their ‘education level’ and ‘organi-
zation type’ and vice versa. The similarity among
subgroups under ‘experience’ and ‘management level’
can be explained in the same way.

The results collected from questions in part II and
III are discussed in the sequence of research objectives
as described previously.

Determining perceptions of ethical standards by
professional surveyors

The survey � rst sought to gauge professional QSs’
perceptions on whether ethical standards have been
declining over the last ten years on a scale of 1 to 4
representing ‘greatly’ to ‘not at all’. The average score
for all respondents across the seven reference groups
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Table 1 An analysis of responsesa

Membership class No. of members % Members No. of respondents % responding

Fellow 126 6.66 10 7.9
Associate 825 43.63 50 6.1
Student B 930 49.18 60 6.5
Student A 10 0.53 5 50 (rejected)
Total 1891 100 125 6.6

a The responses from category Student A are rejected to avoid dominating effects.

Table 2 Interdependence between personal attributesa,b

Membership Gender Age Education level Organisation type Experience Management

Membership N/A 0.224 (0.557) * (0.465)* 0.354 (0.536) * 0.632
N/A 0.207 (0.651) * (0.445)* 0.429 (0.573) * 0.605

Gender 0.224 N/A (0.116) * 0.023 * (0.064) * (0.112) * (0.185) *
0.207 N/A (0.128) * (0.010)* (0.060) * (0.116) * (0.164) *

Age (0.557) * (0.116) * N/A 0.421 (0.451) * 0.809 (0.400) *
(0.651) * (0.128) * N/A 0.389 (0.471) * 0.879 (0.398) *

Education level (0.465) * 0.023 * 0.421 N/A (0.357) * 0.301 (0.253) *
(0.445) * (0.010) * 0.389 N/A (0.343) * 0.294 (0.194) *

Organisation 0.354 (0.064) * (0.451) * (0.357)* N/A (0.267) * 0.067
type 0.429 (0.060) * (0.471) * (0.343)* N/A (0.306) * 0.079

Experience (0.536) * (0.112) * 0.809 0.301 (0.267) * N/A (0.497) *
(0.573) * (0.116) * 0.879 0.294 (0.306) * N/A (0.493) *

Management 0.632 (0.185) * (0.400) * (0.253)* 0.067 (0.497) * N/A
0.605 (0.164) * (0.398) * (0.194)* 0.079 (0.493) * N/A

Notes:
a Two correlation coef� cients are generated for each pair of personal attributes, the upper representing Spearman’s coef� cient and the lower
of which represents the Pearson’s coef� cient.
b The coef� cient with * means it is statistically signi� cant at 0.05 signi� cance level.
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was 2.77 (Table 3). The reference group with the
lowest score is those surveyors with no cognate survey
training (with the score 2.00), while older surveyors
have the highest score (3.57). They opined that ethical
standards have not declined over the last ten years.
Working experience is also a factor. Surveyors with
15–20 years of experience perceived the declining
ethical level to be ‘very slightly’ (3.38). The survey
indicated that education is also in� uential: the higher
the person’s education level, the more positive his
perception (3.33). Furthermore, those respondents
who were senior members of professional institutes
tended to perceive the changing level of ethics as ‘very
slight’ (3.00), whereas the younger age group, junior
members, and surveyors with 8–15 years’ experience,
scored 2.46, 2.75 and 2.41, respectively, exhibiting
higher levels of ethical sensitivity and tending to believe
in a ‘moderate’ decline in ethical standards.

The above � ndings are further con� rmed by the
ANOVA results, as shown in Table 4. For the refer-
ence groups (age, education level, organization type),
the F-statistics are signi� cant. The F.05-statistic for
reference groups (age, education level, organization
type) =4.803, 2.996 and 3.057, so that there is a cause
to suspect that the null hypothesis is false. Besides, the
signi� cance level is less than 0.05, thus the null hypoth-
esis is rejected. A 5% signi� cance level is widely
adopted and accepted in social science research
(Billingsley and Huntsberger, 1996). In fact, in this
case the sample result will have only a 5% chance or
less of occurring if the hypothesis is true, and thus the
result is signi� cantly different from the hypothesis.
None of the seven reference groups exhibit consistent
trends of variation among subgroups. For the refer-
ence groups (membership, experience, management),
the null hypothesis is retained. There is no signi� cant
difference in attitudes towards ethical standards.

Generally speaking, the researchers observe there are
divergences in perception towards ethical standards
among quantity surveyors. The more senior surveyors
hold a positive view towards the ethical standard, and
believe the ethical standards remained the same in the
past ten years. Surveyors with more experience and a
higher level of education have a similar view. However,
the younger surveyors hold a different view. They think
the ethical standards cannot be maintained. The exis-
tence of this dispersion of views among surveyors
towards ethical standards should not be neglected. Are
there any communication problems or any gaps
between the senior and young surveyors? Indeed, in
the past two decades there were considerable numbers
of charges about the ethical conduct of surveyors.
These events inevitably in� uenced the perception and
thinking of younger and junior surveyors. Do the older
age, senior management and experienced surveyors

have better tolerance towards ethical standards than
those young and junior surveyors? Or, as Velasquez
(1982) says, “are there any differences in application
of the understanding of what is good and right to that
assortment of institutions, technologies, transactions,
activities . . .” and pursuits to the quantity surveying
profession? It is unfair to the practitioners if the
researchers offer opinion and answers which are sheer
intuition. The answers to this interesting phenomenon
of divergent views are important and established only
by further research.

Establishing an overview of QSs’ ethical
concepts and theories

Questions 2.2 and 2.3 aimed to study the respondents’
views on ethical concepts under a case-free situation.
The ethical theories and concepts discussed in the
sections of background study are (1) egoism, (2) duty,
(3) justice, (4) utilitarianism, (5) NORM, (6) cate-
gorical imperative, and (7) rights. The aggregate
analysis results to the questions are summarized in
Tables 3 and 4. As a whole, respondents believed 
in ethical theories, namely justice, egoism and duty,
whereas categorical imperative, NORM and utilitari-
anism were the less popular ethical concepts and theor-
ies. This reveals that equitable distribution of bene� ts
and burdens, self-interest, and obligations are predom-
inant ethical concepts and theories that quantity
surveyors hold when facing ethical dilemmas.

From the analysis results shown in the tables, the
F.05- statistics of reference groups (experience, manage-
ment) are somewhat larger or smaller than 1.00.
Sampling � uctuations were expected. The null hypoth-
esis is retained. It appears that respondents from the
above reference groups had no signi� cant different
ranking towards the ethical concepts.

The ANOVA analysis results of subgroups among
reference groups (memberships age and education
level) reveal differences in the prevalence of egoism,
duties, justice, categorical imperative, rights and
NORM when tackling ethical dilemmas. The F.05-
statistic is signi� cant, displaying a level that is much
larger than 1.00. The null hypothesis is rejected and
the differences among subgroups should not be attrib-
uted to chance. This indicates that respondents among
the above reference groups had signi� cant variance in
ranking towards the ethical concepts.

Female and male QSs were found to have similar
ethical concepts and theories. Gender does not appear
to have a signi� cant effect on their ethical concepts.
The reference group (organization type) tended to
perceive the ethical concepts of duty and utilitarianism
similarly, but perceived rights differently. The � nding
is contrary to Carol Gilligan’s argument that the moral

26 Fan et al.
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sense of ordinary women is generally different from
that of ordinary men (Singer, 1994). Maybe Gilligan
is right, as professional is a special class of group of
people in society. They are grouped together as they
share similar interests, values and perception.

Interestingly, we observe that those respondents who
had senior membership in professional institutes were
older in age, highly educated and more experienced
and were more willing to give up self-interest when
dealing with ethical dilemmas. Egoism in their eyes
was always ranked the lowest. Moreover, these respon-
dents very often attached degrees of importance to
ethical concepts different from others. Since this group
of respondents constituted only about 10% of the
sample, the overall ranking (Table 3) and ANOVA
results (Table 4) were largely dominated by the opin-
ions of the rest. However, the reasons why these groups
of QSs depict so different a perception pattern deserves
to and should be studied in further detail with other
suitable statistical analysis methodologies.

To sum up, different reference groups had different
degrees of similarities in their perceptions of ethical
concepts or schools of thought (Table 3). Nevertheless,
the analysis results altogether show respondents gener-
ally favouring the ethical theory of ‘justice’, whereas
‘categorical imperative’ was less popular. It seems that
all subgroups advocated fair process and equitable
distribution of bene� ts and burdens among stake-
holders. The ranking of the other � ve ethical schools
of thought � uctuate from subgroup to subgroup, and
no consistent ranking can be formed. This � nding, in
some roundabout way, supports the idea of comple-
mentarity of consequential theories and deontological
theories as the effort of many researchers (Cavanagh
et al., 1981, 1995; Brady, 1985, 1987; Pastin, 1986;
Cody and Lynn, 1992). As discussed in the section on
ethical decision-making models, many contemporary
researchers strive to incorporate several ethical
concepts into one decision-making model which can
satisfy the divergent beliefs. Contemporary arguments
focus on revolving around the competition as well as
complementarity between ‘rule ethics’.

Determining important constituents affecting
the ethical decision making

Question 2.3 attempted to reveal the extent of the
importance of various factors, including self, employer,
client, superior, colleagues, family, and also the general
public surrounding quantity surveyors in a case-free
situation. Respondents were asked to rank the impor-
tance among seven constituents or choices when
resolving ethical dilemmas during their practice. In
Table 3, overall scores indicate that respondents gave
the highest rank to the employer, while the general

public was the lowest. In descending order, the factors
were ranked as (1) employer, (2) self, (3) client, (4)
superior, (5) family, (6) colleagues, (7) general public.

Although responses among reference groups were
not signi� cantly different (Table 3), one or two differ-
ences were found within all of the seven reference
groups (Table 4). The difference was detected when
responses were studied on the basis of reference groups
(ANOVA analysis). However, these differences were
not clear enough to identify differences between
speci� c subgroups.

Subgroups of the reference group ‘membership’
showed signi� cantly different perceptions towards the
general public. Senior members ranked the general
public as the second most important factor while asso-
ciate and junior members ranked it � fth and sixth,
respectively. Respondents who had senior membership
in professional institutes deemed the interest of the
general public to be an in� uential factor in the ethical
decision-making process.

Questions 3.4 and 3.7 in part III had the same inten-
tion as question 2.3 in part II. These questions studied
the extent of the importance of various factors under
two given situations. Respondents ranked ‘self’ the
highest in question 3.4 (hereinafter termed case 1),
and the general public the lowest (Table 5). In
descending order, the factors were ranked as (1) self,
(2) employer, (3) client, (4) superior, (5) family, (6)
colleague, (7) general public. Responses to question
3.7 (hereinafter termed case 2) were similar to case 1.

Although questions regarding the factors in� uencing
decision-making were asked through different
approaches and conditions (i.e. case-free, situational),
the overall response to questions 2.3, 3.4 and 3.7 were,
generally speaking, quite consistent. No signi� cant
variance in attitude was detected. In the decision-
making process, the QSs usually considered self-
interests, employer and client more important than the
other factors.

These results show that respondents’ ethical con-
cepts affect their decision-making process. In the
previous section respondents as a whole were shown
to believe in the concepts of justice, egoism, and 
duty. Their beliefs are in line with their thinking 
and decision-making where they consider employer,
self and client to be more important than other factors.
Quantity surveying is labelled as a profession not only
because of the value of its existence, social status, con� -
dence and trusts from clients and the public in general
but also because of its professional ethics. According
to a survey carried out by ICAC regarding the public’s
expectation of the services of professions and busi-
nesses, the general public has a higher expectation
professions. Surveyor’s attitudes do not seem to be in
line with the expectations of the general public.

28 Fan et al.



Refering to the de� nition of professional ethics given
by HKEDC (1996), professional ethics is already tied
up with more practical concepts and expectations from
the public, like competence, responsibility, and will-
ingness to serve the public (Carey, 1968). It is worth
noting that there may exist a wide gap in perception
between professional QSs and the general public on
the services and interests of QSs.

To reveal the attitudes and actions taken
towards ethical dilemmas

It seems that the ethical dilemma in case 1, Clint: ghost
workers, indeed puzzles the attitude of the respondents.
Their overall reaction was quite conservative in the
sense that they tended to clarify the whole picture and
calculate the consequences prior to taking any action
(Table 5, questions 3.1, 3.2 and 3.3). However, once
the picture was clear, the QSs tended to take the most
straightforward action by terminating the services of
the personnel concerned. Similar responses are noted
from case 2, Jonathan: taking up outside work, (ques-
tions 3.5 and 3.6), in which the majority of respon-
dents preferred to protect self-interest.

Signi� cant differences in subgroup reactions are
found in case 1 under reference group (age, education
level, organization type and experience), while
subgroup reactions to case 2 do not show substantial
differences.

Research has often demonstrated differences in
ethical responses between men and women, with
women being found to demonstrate less tolerance of
unethical actions (McDonald, 1995). However, this is
not the case in Hong Kong for the quantity surveying
profession. In the research, where male and female QSs
showed similar ethical attitudes and actions, gender
did not appear to have a signi� cant effect on ethical
response.

Again, those respondents who had senior member-
ship in the HKIS, were older in age, highly educated
and more experienced tended to react differently to
the cases from the rest of the respondents. They
preferred to follow formal rules and principles when
dealing with ethical dilemmas. This is consistent with
their responses to question 2.5, in which they placed
emphasis on ‘right’.

The overall similar responses to case 1 and case 2
imply that QSs hold some common rules or baselines
when dealing with ethical dilemmas. However, these
two cases depict only two of the numerous possible
ethical dilemmas faced by QSs that cannot, at this
stage, be generalized over other problematic situations.
As the � rst step towards a study of professional conduct
and ethics, the case study method can enhance consis-
tency in allowing inferences to be made from the survey

results. This in turn can partly deal with the issue of
methodology reliability in behavioural research.

Conclusion

Due to the increasing number of ethical problems in the
business world and construction industry, the research
team initiated a study of surveyors’ ethical behaviour
and professional conduct. The research � ndings show
that there are differences in the perception of ethical
standards within professional quantity surveyors. Those
respondents who are senior members of professional
bodies (RICS and HKIS), older in age, well educated
and more experienced hold a positive view of ethical
standards over the last ten years and believe that they
have not declined, while the attitudes of younger ages
(25–35), less educated, and junior QSs are relatively
negative. The wide dispersion of responses illustrates
that a communication problem and gap exists among
professional QSs. Professional norms are learned
through active involvement and experience of progress-
ing from junior to senior ranks, and thus there may be
a process of ethical concept development. The profes-
sion faces a problem if ethical standards are diverging
between senior and junior QS practitioners, or if seniors
fail to realize and understand the concerns of juniors.
This is worthy of exploration in future research.

Professional QSs were asked to give their percep-
tions of thirteen statements regarding ethical concepts
and theories, which are discussed in the background
study section. As a generalization, respondents
attached importance to ethical theories such as justice,
egoism and duty, and favoured NORM, utilitarianism
and categorical imperative less. According to the survey
results, there is signi� cant variance among subgroups
of the seven reference groups. This is a substantial
problem of a lack of consensus towards ethical
concepts and theories among professionals. Given this
situation, how is the professional institution to formu-
late a generally acceptable code of conduct and rigid
standards for its members?

The research � ndings illustrate that when QSs face
ethical dilemmas, QSs in different reference groups
have different important constituents in� uencing their
decision-making. The survey results show that respon-
dents who are older, have more work experience and
hold senior membership believe the interests of general
public to be more important in decision-making.
However, the attitudes of young QSs are very different.
The overall responses tend to rank employer, self and
client as more important, while the interest of general
public is in a relatively low position.

Reference to the recent business ethics survey,
commissioned by the Independent Commission against
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Corruption (ICAC) reveals that the ethical conduct of
a company or profession affects consumers’ decisions
to buy goods and services from it. It is quite clear that
the general public has greater expectations of the
professions than the non-professions, and believes that
they can uphold the consumers’ interests (HKEDC,
1996). As Mr Ian Oddy, Chairman of the RICS
Standards and Practice Committee, claims, a profes-
sion is largely a creature of public demand. Professions
remain in existence because of continuing recourse by
the public to them (Chalkley, 1990). Mr Oddy believes
that professions can survive only if the public has con� -
dence in them. The fact that professions can command
public con� dence rests on two essential elements,
professional knowledge and ethical conduct. If this is
the case, then the surveyors’ attitudes do not seem to
be in line with the expectations of the general public.

Judging by the attitudes of and actions taken by the
respondents, QS practitioners tend to be cautious and
conservative when facing an ethical dilemma. Further
research is needed to � nd out if such caution is typical
of the Hong Kong ethos or speci� c to the profession.

In controlling professional ethics, one common
measure is the code of conduct. Unfortunately, many
surveying professionals do not � nd the RICS Rules of
Conduct helpful when faced with complicated ethical
issues. Some criticize the rules, which are not able to
provide concrete guidance in those instances when
professional duties con� ict with other interests
(Callahan and Corey, 1988; Kultgen, 1988).

Further research is recommended to investigate
whether it would be feasible to incorporate the con-
cepts of professional ethics as discussed in the literature
into a code of ethics in the form of ‘ethical decision-
making models’. Bayles (1989) contends that profes-
sional ethics is not simply an application of narrow
ethical theories but involves political, social and legal
philosophy as well. Professional ethics can be properly
analysed only against a set of social values and a
conception of the general role of professions in society.
All decision-making models discussed above in the
background section were developed mainly in the busi-
ness � eld. Although there are some similarities in the
constituents of decision-making there are signi� cant
differences in the nature and conditions of work in
business in general and in the construction sector in
particular. A decision-making model for the construc-
tion/surveying professions would therefore, in our view,
be useful. Such a model may have a role to play in
maintaining ethical standards and in guiding younger
surveyors towards the higher standards of ethics at
work.
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Appendix. Questionnaire for the study of
surveyors’ ethical behaviour (questions
only)

Part I: Personal pro� le

1.1 What is the type of your membership in the Hong
Kong Institute of Surveyors?

1.2 What is your sex?
1.3 What is your age?
1.4 What is your highest level of formal education?
1.5 How would you classify your organization in the

construction industry?
1.6 How long have you practised as surveying profes-

sional?
1.7 How could your position be best described in the

management structure of your organization?

Part II: Opinions about surveyors’ professional
ethics

2.1 In general, do you perceive that ethical standards
of the surveying profession have been declining
over the past ten years?

2.2 Please rank the importance of the following consid-
erations when resolving ethical dilemmas during
your practice:
(a) What was best either for myself or for my

company?

(b) That as a manager my � rst responsibility and
ultimate duty are to my company and its
shareholders.

(c) That it is important that justice is seen to be
done.

(d) That sacri� ces are often needed in order to
ensure the greatest good for the greatest
number.

(e) Effects that the action might have on my
personal reputation and career.

(f) That ultimately one should ask whether
actions are consistent with organizational goals
and do what is expected of me.

(g) Whether one would want to live in a world in
which a suggested rule prevailed.

(h) Do unto others as you would have them do
unto you.

(i) As long as the consequences of the decision
affect the majority in a positive way.

(j) Whether the action or a consequence of the
action will violate an individual’s personal
right.

(k) What would be the most equitable outcome
for all concerned?

(l) Whether I would want my decision outcome
to become a universal rule, which then is
applied to everyone in similar circumstances.

(m) Whether a proposed moral rule could encap-
sulate the essential elements of the dilemma
and could be accepted by all parties
concerned.

(n) Others, please specify.
2.3 How would you rank the importance of the interest

of the following parties when resolving ethical
dilemmas during your practice?
(a) Yourself, (b) Your employer/company, (c)

Your clients, (d) Your superior, (e) Your
colleagues, (f) Your family, (g) General public

Part III: Case study

Case 1. Clint: ghost workers
Clint was Construction Engineer at a public trans-
port network site and was a shrewd as well as consci-
entious professional who spent most of his time
mingling with foremen and construction workers.
Nevertheless he was a popular � gure as he could
earn the respect of his colleagues.

Bobby, a site foreman, was working with Clint on
a new project. Bobby had an assistant, Chui, who
had been his right hand man for many years. One
day, Chui fell ill and Bobby took over the routine
check of books and accounts. He suddenly saw 
the names of two men whom he did not recall 
seeing on the site the day before marked into the
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attendance book. He thought it was a mere error of
entry but to make sure, he summoned the two men
to come and see him.

When the two guys showed up, Bobby was amazed
to see that they were totally unabashed. They
admitted outright that they had been absent the day
before and that their chums had clocked in their
attendance cards for them. They were even brazen
enough to put forth a number of points to justify
what they had done.

According to them, attendance at work did not
necessarily mean that the progress would be faster.
The guys needed to time out and rest in order to
throw themselves with renewed vigour into their
tasks after their leave days and they could work hard
to compensate for the day lost. The productivity
would be higher. And they had never let Bobby
down, had they? This had been a system drawn up
by the men and everybody knew about it, seeing it
as an incentive to their work or even a bonus. Bobby
was aghast.

To make matters worse, the phone rang at that
time. It was Clint. He wanted to check out with
Bobby about the expenses and asked him to � le the
site accounting report. Bobby was at a loss as to
what to do. He wondered how much Chui was
involved in this. If Chui were in the know all along,
then he himself would be an incompetent fool not
to realize that this was going on under his nose. On
the other hand, he did not wish to antagonize his
men. What should he do?

Should he report to Clint and blow the whistle?
Or should he stand by his men, including Chui?
Would it re� ect badly on him either way?

3.1 What would you do just after listening to the
two ghost workers’ story?

3.2 What would you do if you suspected Chui was
involved?

3.3 What would you do if you knew Clint was on
the phone?

3.4 How would you rank the importance of the
following considerations, if you were Bobby,
when deciding what to do?

Case 2. Jonathan: taking up outside work
Jonathan was a surveyor employed by the Galaxy
Construction Ltd. (a subcontractor). He had worked
with the company for three years and was a very
task-oriented young man who never hesitated to
work hard for his goals.

One day the surveying manager asked him to lend
a hand with the � nal account for a Site ABC because
there was substantial disagreement between the one
given by the main contractor and the one given by

Jonathan’s colleague, Wesley. To make matters
worse, Wesley was going to leave the company next
week. Since he was now responsible for four sites,
Jonathan told his manager he was extremely busy at
that time and could not handle the extra work. The
task was then offered to an outside freelance
company named Leo & John Company.

It so happened that Leo, the proprietor of Leo &
John Co., was an old friend of Jonathan who rang
Jonathan and told him of the offer. Actually, Leo
and his staff had their hands full at that time but
would not like to turn down Galaxy when they made
the offer. What Leo wanted was to maintain a satis-
factory relationship with Galaxy all through, so that
in future when their jobs again had to be contracted
out, they would come to Leo & John again. Leo
asked if Jonathan would consider lending a hand in
the � nal account in his own spare time. The contract
money could be split, with Jonathan taking a share
for the part that he did and Leo taking the share his
men worked on.

Jonathan thought hard. He could certainly sacri-
� ce a few nights’ sleep to conclude the � nal account.
He knew what the requirements were. Should he say
yes to Leo? He understood full well what Leo’s
intention was regarding keeping Galaxy as a client.
Would he be doing Leo a favour? Or would it be a
disservice instead? Leo should learn not to bite off
more than he could chew.

On the other hand, what should Jonathan be
considering in making his decision? Should he let
his boss know that he could work on at least part
of the project, though that would mean eating into
his own time and even hours of sleep? Would he be
justi� ed to expect extra pay for the extra work,
whether Leo pays it directly to him or indirectly?

3.5 What would you do when the QS manager
asked you to take up the � nal account of Site
ABC given that you were now responsible for
four sites?

3.6 What would you do if Leo approached you?
3.7 How would you rank the importance of the

following considerations, if you were Jonathan,
when deciding what to do?

Psychological implications

Implications based on answers to part II, question 2.2.

(a) What was best either for myself or for my company.

Ethical egoism: self-interest is the deciding factor of your
action!

(b) That as a manager my � rst responsibility and ulti-
mate duty are to my company and its shareholders.
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Duties: you will ful� l obligations irrespective of the
consequences of your action!

(c) That it is important that justice is seen to be done.

Justice: you focus on fair processes and an equitable
distribution of the bene� ts and burdens imposed
by an action or policy of all primary stakeholders.

(d) that sacri� ces are often needed in order to ensure
the greatest good for the greatest number.

Utilitarianism: you prefer to select the alternative that
produces greatest good for greatest number of
stakeholders

(e) Effects that the action might have on my personal
reputation and career.

Ethical egoism: refer (a).

(f) That ultimately one should ask whether actions are
consistent with organizational goals and do what
is expected of me.

Duties: refer (b).

(g) Whether one would want to live in a world in
which a suggested rule prevailed.

NORM theory: you de� ne an action as right if all people
might reasonably think of it as being accepted by
anyone who looked at the matter in an informal
and omnipartial way as a moral rule.

(h) Do unto others as you would have them do unto
you.

Categorical imperative: you like to behave in the way
you would have others do unto you. As long as
the consequences of the decision affect the majority
in a positive way.

Utilitarianism: refer to (d).

(j) Whether the action, or a consequence of the action
will violate an individual’s personal right.

Rights: rules or principles are used to guide your deci-
sions and you believe rights would provide such a
set of rules for your use.

(k) What would be the most equitable outcome for all
concerned.

Justice: refer to (c).

(l) Whether I would want my decision outcome to
become a universal rule, which then is applied to
everyone in similar circumstances.

Categorical imperative: refer to (h)

(m) Whether a proposed moral rule could encapsulate
the essential elements of the dilemma and could
be accepted by all parties concerned.

NORM theory: refer to (g).
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