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ABSTRACT

Received: 20 Sep 2024 This study aimed to identify the dimensions, components, and indicators of
Accepted: 04 Nov 2024 professional ethics for managers in small and medium-sized enterprises. This
Avallable Online: 17 Nov 2024 research was conducted using a qualitative approach and thematic analysis. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with experts in the field of ethics
and organizational management. Purposeful sampling continued until theoretical
saturation was achieved. Thematic analysis was performed using MAXQDA
version 12, and the Delphi technique was employed in three rounds to validate the
findings using Kendall’s coefficient of concordance and one-sample t-tests with
SPSS version 25. The results revealed that professional ethics for managers are
categorized into five main factors: organizational, environmental, contextual,
structural, and individual. Organizational factors included combating
organizational self-centeredness and having a strong organizational culture.

Keywords Environmental factors emphasized the importance of policies and a supportive
Professional ethics, managers, work environment, while contextual factors highlighted the impact of social and
small and medium-sized political environments. Structural factors underscored the significance of
enterprises, thematic analysis, management styles and trust-building, and individual factors focused on the role of
Delphi technique, organizational | psychological well-being and personal competencies. The Kendall coefficient in
factors, individual factors. the third round of the Delphi technique was 0.712, indicating substantial agreement
among experts. The findings suggest that improving professional ethics among
managers in small and medium-sized enterprises requires a comprehensive focus
on various organizational, environmental, contextual, structural, and individual
factors. Implementing transparent policies, promoting participative management
styles, and fostering a healthy work environment can enhance managers’ ethical
behavior.
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INTRODUCTION

Professional ethics are foundational elements of effective management and play a
pivotal role in organizational success, particularly within small and medium-sized
enterprises (SMEs). In the competitive and dynamic landscape of today’s business world,
managers are not only responsible for achieving organizational objectives but also for
fostering an ethical culture that ensures long-term sustainability and trust (2). As previous
studies have demonstrated, ethical behavior among managers leads to better organizational
performance and more cohesive relationships among employees (3). According to
Ghalavand, Panahi, and Sedghi (2020), the integration of ethical practices within
management strategies becomes crucial, especially given the evolving nature of social and
organizational challenges (7).

Ethical challenges in SMEs are unique due to limited resources, a more personalized
management style, and closer relationships among employees (15). Unlike larger
organizations that may have well-established ethical frameworks, SMEs often face
difficulties in formalizing and implementing ethical guidelines. Moreover, the
organizational environment, including social and cultural factors, heavily influences
ethical decision-making (4, 13).

Several studies have explored the factors that impact professional ethics. For
instance, Mousavi, Mohammadi, and Safian (2021) highlighted the necessity of designing
competency models that integrate ethical considerations. Similarly, research by
Jafarinahlashkanani et al. (2020) on nursing ethics underscored the significance of both
organizational support and individual commitment to ethical behavior. However, despite
these findings, there is a lack of comprehensive research focusing on the specific factors
affecting the professional ethics of managers in SMEs (6). This study aims to address this
gap by identifying and categorizing these factors, providing a robust model that can guide
ethical practices in these enterprises.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

This research adopted a qualitative approach, employing thematic analysis to
explore the dimensions of professional ethics among managers in SMEs. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with 25 experts in organizational ethics and
management, selected through purposive sampling. The participants included university
professors and senior industry professionals with at least five years of experience in
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managerial roles. Interviews were conducted until theoretical saturation was achieved,
ensuring that no new themes emerged from the data.

The interviews were analyzed using MAXQDA version 12, following a rigorous
thematic analysis process. This included familiarization with the data, initial coding,
searching for themes, reviewing themes, and defining and naming themes. The analysis
identified various themes that were further categorized into key factors impacting
professional ethics. To validate the results, the Delphi technique was utilized in three
rounds, employing Kendall’s coefficient of concordance and one-sample t-tests with SPSS
version 25. The process ensured consensus among experts and refined the identified
components of professional ethics.

FINDINGS

The thematic analysis identified five main factors that influence professional ethics
among managers in SMEs: organizational, environmental, contextual, structural, and
individual factors.

Organizational Factors: This category included sub-themes such as combating
organizational self-centeredness, promoting a strong learning culture, and ensuring
representative voices from employees. The analysis also highlighted the significance of
eliminating subcultural conflicts, having clear policies and goals, and maintaining
hierarchical communication that aligns with ethical standards.

Environmental Factors: Key sub-themes in this category were related to ethical
definitions, service compensation systems, careful recruitment processes, and non-
instrumental views of employees. The importance of job security, ergonomic
organizational structures, and a supportive physical and psychological work environment
were also emphasized.

Contextual Factors: These factors encompassed the influence of social and political
environments on organizational ethics. Sub-themes included the need to consider cultural
laws and standards, recognize cross-cultural differences, and align organizational ethics
with governmental frameworks. Additionally, themes of customer orientation and
receiving external feedback were identified as crucial for ethical practices.

Structural Factors: The analysis revealed themes related to building trustful
relationships, ensuring job security, defining shared organizational values, and fostering
collaborative communication. Participative management styles, strategic clarity, and
transparent organizational practices were seen as essential for ethical leadership.
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Individual Factors: This category focused on the psychological well-being and
competencies of managers. Sub-themes included personal values, leadership over
management, reducing organizational tensions, and promoting constructive
communication. Individual factors also highlighted the importance of adhering to ethical
principles, maintaining honesty, and fostering job satisfaction through effective
communication and reward systems.

The Delphi technique results showed a high level of consensus among experts. The
Kendall coefficient in the third round was 0.712, indicating a strong agreement. Through
iterative rounds, 66 questions were refined and validated, supporting the final model of
professional ethics for managers in SMEs.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study align with existing research, demonstrating the
multifaceted nature of professional ethics in organizational settings. The identification of
organizational factors, such as the need for a strong culture and clear policies, is consistent
with the work of Davoodi (2018), who emphasized the role of ethics in enhancing
organizational cohesion and performance (3). The influence of environmental factors,
particularly job security and recruitment practices, supports the arguments made by
Hossein Zadeh et al. (2022) regarding the importance of ethical infrastructure in banking
and other industries (5).

Contextual factors, such as the impact of social and political environments, further
corroborate the findings of Ghalavand, Panahi, and Sedghi (2020), who discussed the
challenges of integrating ethical practices in rapidly changing organizational contexts (7).
The emphasis on structural factors, including trust-building and participative management,
aligns with the work of Kaffashpoor, Samanian, and Rahmdel (2021), who found that
transparent leadership practices are critical for fostering ethical behavior (4). Additionally,
the individual factors identified in this study are supported by the research of Mousavi,
Mohammadi, and Safian (2021), who highlighted the importance of personal values and
psychological well-being in ethical leadership (8).

The study’s comprehensive model offers a holistic view of the factors influencing
professional ethics in SMEs, addressing the unique challenges these organizations face. By
focusing on both organizational and individual dimensions, this research provides practical
insights for implementing ethical frameworks that are adaptable to the dynamic
environment of SMEs.
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This research contributes to the understanding of professional ethics in SMEs by
providing a well-structured model that considers organizational, environmental,
contextual, structural, and individual factors. The findings emphasize the need for
transparent policies, supportive environments, and strong leadership to foster ethical
behavior. As SMEs continue to play a significant role in the economy, adopting
comprehensive ethical practices becomes increasingly crucial. Future research should
explore these factors quantitatively to provide more generalizable insights and investigate
the impact of emerging technologies on ethical practices.
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