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Executive Summary
This report examines the ethical foundations and real-world impacts of modern business behavior by comparing Friedman's profit centered perspective with Freeman's stakeholder theory. Analyze three recent cases: Starbucks' union dispute, Coca Cola's plastic pollution, and Amazon's EU regulatory intervention. The results indicate that maximizing profits often conflicts with labor rights, environmental responsibility, and market fairness. This report argues that ethical governance and stakeholder value creation are crucial for long-term corporate legitimacy. So the ultimate conclusion drawn is that companies must combine profits with responsibility to achieve sustainable and socially beneficial outcomes.
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Introduction
Firstly, business ethics is an interdisciplinary field that studies ethical relationships and their laws in business activities, with the aim of regulating interest relationships through moral norms and establishing a coordinated order between economy and justice. Its research covers the behavioral principles, norms, and ethical issues that business entities should follow, involving core areas such as corporate social responsibility, ethical reasoning, and ethical decision-making. In today's highly globalized and information-based business environment, business ethics is no longer a secondary content attached to corporate governance, but an important component of corporate strategy and organizational identity. Ethical misconduct can seriously damage a company's reputation, stakeholder trust, and long-term viability . Therefore, I believe that modern enterprises must strike a balance between profit and responsibility, guided by reliable philosophical and ethical principles.
Secondly, this report will revolve around two core objectives: firstly, to elucidate the main philosophical foundations behind business ethics; Secondly, evaluate how these philosophical principles are specifically reflected in the decision-making, governance, and strategic layout of modern enterprises. To provide a practical basis for the discussion, the report will select several recent cases as references. Through theoretical analysis and case studies, this report will answer three key ethical questions: Is the purpose of business to maximize profits or to meet social needs? Should companies pay attention to their impact on the broader social environment? Should religious organizations and governments intervene and regulate corporate behavior?
[bookmark: _Toc335]1.Philosophical Basis of Business Ethics
The philosophical discussion of business ethics should begin with the fundamental proposition of 'what is the purpose of business'. In the philosophical debate surrounding business objectives, the two most influential theories come from the shareholder primacy principle of Nobel laureate Milton Friedman and the stakeholder theory of R. Edward Freeman, one of the most influential scholars in contemporary business ethics. Friedman (1970) believed that the only social responsibility of a company is to maximize shareholder profits. In his neoliberal framework, managers should not use company resources for "non-commercial affairs", as that amounts to unauthorized use of shareholder wealth. This viewpoint emphasizes market efficiency, clear property rights, and minimal regulation, assuming that maximizing profits will naturally bring social welfare. However, Freeman (1984) criticized this hypothesis, arguing that businesses are not isolated economic entities, but are embedded in social networks, forming a value ecosystem with employees, suppliers, customers, communities, and the environment. If the needs of these stakeholders are ignored, the enterprise will not only cause negative externalities, but also undermine trust and long-term competitive advantage.
Utilitarianism focuses on maximizing overall happiness, therefore corporate behavior must evaluate its overall benefits to society. Kant's theory of obligation emphasizes respecting individuals and not treating them as tools - this constitutes a direct criticism of enterprises that exploit labor or harm consumer interests. From an ethical perspective, I believe Friedman's theory is closer to the utilitarian economic version, which views profit as a measure of efficiency; Freeman's viewpoint combines the characteristics of Kantian deontology and virtue ethics, emphasizing respect, responsibility, and long-term relationship quality. The difference between the two constitutes the core tension of modern business ethics: is the enterprise a profit machine that only serves shareholders, or an organization that undertakes social co creation value? This philosophical opposition not only forms the foundation of business ethics research, but also provides the necessary theoretical framework for understanding the cases analyzed in this article. It is through the comparison of these two ethical concepts that we can more clearly judge the ethical rationality of corporate behavior and its role positioning in society.

[bookmark: _Toc20482]2.Case Study: Starbucks Union Controversy and Ethical Measurement of Corporate Objectives
At present, Starbucks in the United States is facing a thorny labor management confrontation, with the focus of the conflict revolving around employee demands and corporate responses. The outbreak of this dispute happens to be closely related to the brand's important promotional nodes. The union leading this action is fully prepared, and the store employees represented by it are highly united in their willingness to strike, which adds fuel to the already tense relationship between the two sides. The company insists that the benefits it provides are competitive within the industry, attempting to demonstrate that the current conditions are already very favorable. However, this argument has not won the recognition of the employee group, highlighting the cognitive differences between the two sides. Both sides hold their own opinions, and the differences accumulated from the negotiation stage are gradually pushing towards more intense confrontation. The direction of the entire event still depends on whether both sides are willing to make concessions in the future. This year, the strike plan of Starbucks employees in the United States was coincidentally scheduled to start on November 13th, which coincided with the highly anticipated "Red Cup Day". The Associated Press reported that if the strike continues, the holiday sales season may be severely affected. Looking back at last year, a five-day similar strike caused about 60 stores to be forced to close, indicating that the impact of this event may not be underestimated. Thousands of baristas participated in the strike voting, with as many as 92% of voters expressing support. Union members are gearing up and even preparing for the largest strike in history, and an industry storm may strike.

The unionization controversy at Starbucks is one of the most representative business ethics cases in recent years. This incident not only reveals the tension between profit pursuit and social responsibility of enterprises, but also vividly reflects the theoretical question of "what is the business purpose" in the real context. Since 2021, Starbucks employees in multiple locations in the United States have been advocating for the establishment of unions to fight for higher wages, stable schedules, and a safer working environment. However, Starbucks has been repeatedly accused of taking anti union measures, including management pressure, closing stores attempting to organize unions, and punishing employees involved in union activities (Kelly, 2023). These actions have led to multiple investigations and rulings by the National Labor Relations Board (NLRB) of the United States into the company for illegal behavior (NLRB, 2022).

From this case, we can clearly see the ethical conflict of business objectives: Starbucks continues to make profits financially, while labor costs and management at the store level directly affect its operational efficiency. Many scholars have pointed out that anti union strategies are often closely related to the goal of companies to "reduce labor costs and increase profits" (Rosenblat, 2021). From this perspective, Starbucks' behavior seems to conform to traditional economic logic, which regards maximizing profits as its core goal. However, this also exposes significant ethical risks: sacrificing employee well-being, weakening labor rights, and damaging public trust. Putting this into the framework of modern business ethics, it can be found that Starbucks' behavior is in stark contrast to the "value oriented culture" that its brand has long shaped. Starbucks has always emphasized its "caring culture," "community values," and "employee partnerships" through marketing, and used them as important image assets that distinguish it from other fast food chains (Henderson&Boyle, 2021). When the actual business behavior is highly inconsistent with the brand narrative, the legitimacy and social trust of the enterprise are easily undermined. In other words, Starbucks attempts to strike a balance between maintaining its profit structure and practicing social values, but the union incident indicates that its business decisions lean towards the former, which has led to ethical controversies.

From the perspective of business purposes, this case illustrates two key points. Firstly, the pursuit of profit still has a strong structural force in the actual operation of enterprises. Even multinational corporations with mature brands like Starbucks may choose to prioritize maintaining profit margins when facing rising labor costs, economic uncertainty, and investor pressure. Secondly, this case demonstrates that social values such as labor rights, organizational freedom, and fair treatment are not abstract concepts, but rather practical factors that directly affect a company's reputation, market performance, and long-term competitiveness. Between 2022 and 2024, multiple consumer surveys have shown that young people (especially those aged 18-35) place greater emphasis on their treatment of employees and social responsibility performance when choosing brands (Deloitte, 2023). Therefore, ignoring social value may protect profits in the short term but weaken the survival foundation of enterprises in the long term.

In addition, the Starbucks case also reflects the changing expectations of modern society for corporate purposes. Starting from the business philosophy framework mentioned earlier, Starbucks' behavior reflects more traditional shareholder oriented logic, while employees and public opinion call for the company to adopt more stakeholder oriented values. Therefore, union disputes are not only labor issues, but also a practical manifestation of conflicting corporate goals - should companies primarily respond to shareholders, or should they take on broader responsibilities towards employees, communities, and society?

In summary, the Starbucks union incident highlights the real contradiction between profit goals and social value goals in modern business. This case demonstrates that the purpose of a business is not a single dimension, but a process of constantly redefining between complex external pressures, internal resource allocation, ethical responsibilities, and public expectations. The controversy surrounding Starbucks reminds us that neglecting social responsibility may temporarily guarantee profits, but it may undermine the social trust foundation that businesses rely on for survival at a deeper level.

[bookmark: _Toc7289]3.Case Study : Coca Cola Plastic Pollution and Social Impact
Although companies from various industries contribute to global plastic waste, food and beverage producers are often the biggest culprits. We can observe a clear trend: companies that produce large quantities of disposable packaging and instant consumer products have a significantly higher proportion of brand pollution data than companies that sell durable packaged goods. Simply put, plastic bottles or packaging bags that you throw away after using them up in a short period of time pose a much higher risk of plastic pollution than laundry detergent bottles that you may use for weeks or months.
As one of the world's largest beverage companies, Coca Cola's production, packaging of plastics, and waste management have had a profound impact on the environment. In recent years, environmental organizations have frequently accused Coca Cola of not meeting its commitments and actual performance in plastic use and recycling targets. According to multiple international environmental reports, the company still produces a large number of disposable plastic bottles, and its "reusable" packaging plan is more conservative than advertised (Oceana, 2025). At the same time, the infrastructure construction for plastic recycling or recovery in some regions of Coca Cola is very lagging behind, resulting in a high proportion of bottles ultimately flowing into the natural environment. Meanwhile, Coca Cola recently announced its latest packaging sustainability goal, which has been revised from the original plan of achieving a 50% recycled material ratio in packaging by 2030 to only 35% -40% by 2035. At the same time, its recycling rate target has been revised from the previous claim of "recycling plastic bottles equivalent to the amount invested in the global market" to "striving to ensure the recycling of 70% -75% of the bottles and cans put into the market", without specifying a specific deadline for achievement. This move has sparked strong condemnation from some environmental groups and raised doubts among the public about the credibility of corporate environmental commitments.

So we can think from an ethical perspective, and this approach undoubtedly reflects the company's choice between profit and environmental responsibility. The production and sales of plastics have brought low-cost and efficient packaging solutions to Coca Cola, helping to maintain its global supply chain and profit model. However, at the same time, the company transfers the environmental costs of plastic waste to society: ocean pollution, microplastic dispersion, and waste disposal costs have become public burdens. This kind of structural externality problem is precisely the ethical dilemma that enterprises are prone to when they only focus on profits and ignore social impact.

Considering the stakeholder theory, Coca Cola must face not only shareholder profits, but also consumers (especially environmentally conscious groups), communities (waste management, environmental quality affected), governments (need to regulate waste), and future generations (environmental legacy issues). If a company ignores these stakeholders, minimizes their environmental impact, and only focuses on costs and profits, it is difficult to maintain long-term legitimacy and social trust.

Furthermore, from the perspective of justice theory, plastic pollution often disproportionately affects vulnerable groups. Poor countries or regions are more likely to become victims of plastic waste dumping, while inadequate local infrastructure exacerbates environmental and public health risks. This unfair distribution is an important issue that should be given attention. If a company only considers economic benefits but neglects the impact on environmentally disadvantaged communities, it violates its fair responsibility.

From the perspective of moral ethics, Coca Cola's environmental strategy appears to lack genuine moral responsibility. Honesty and responsibility are the qualities that a company should have, but when a company discounts or slows down its commitment to recycling targets, it may damage its integrity and reputation established with a "green" image. A truly ethical enterprise should have a vision that goes beyond profit and regards environmental protection as a long-term mission, not just a public relations strategy.

In short, Coca Cola's actions on plastic pollution remind us that companies cannot simply view environmental impact as a peripheral matter. Ethically, businesses have a profound responsibility towards the social environment. Modern business objectives should include taking care of the environment; Sustainable value is not only a burden for businesses, but also an important source of brand competitiveness and social trust. It is easy to overlook these deeper ethical obligations when driving a company solely through profit maximization thinking.

[bookmark: _Toc21141]4.Case study : Amazon and EU regulation - should the government intervene in corporate behavior?
Recently, EU antitrust regulators are preparing to investigate market forces in cloud computing platforms. Amazon Web Services, Microsoft Azure, and Google Cloud may be included in the regulatory scope of the EU's Digital Markets Act (DMA), facing a new round of crackdown on "large technology companies". And among them, Amazon has long had an antitrust agreement with the European Commission, which is a milestone in global technology regulation. According to an investigation by the European Union in 2022, Amazon was accused of abusing its platform position by using non-public data from third-party sellers on its platform to provide unfair competitive advantages to its retail business (European Commission, 2022). In addition, Amazon's "Buy Box" algorithm is considered biased towards its own products and unfairly affects other sellers. In response to these allegations, Amazon has agreed to make multiple commitments, including no longer using non-public data from third-party merchants, ensuring more sellers have access to Buy Box opportunities, and allowing Prime sellers to choose independent logistics service providers (TechCrunch, 2022; VBB, 2023). These commitments are legally binding and will last for several years (European Commission, 2022).

In ethical analysis, we should pay attention to the issue of market failure. As a company that operates a marketplace platform and directly participates in retail competition, Amazon's structural advantages enable it to use platform data to suppress other sellers. This dual role not only undermines fair competition, but also weakens the survival space of other businesses. In the absence of effective regulation, large platforms have the potential for excessive centralization, and market self-regulation mechanisms are difficult to limit their abuse of power.

From the perspective of deontology, Amazon has a moral obligation to third-party sellers: it should not simply treat its platform role as a tool for maximizing profits. A reasonable data usage strategy should respect the rights and fairness of sellers, rather than treating them as data providers and oppressed objects. The EU's regulation aims to safeguard the dignity and fair status of these sellers, and this regulation itself has ethical legitimacy.

From the perspective of justice theory, Amazon's behavior challenges the principle of fairness. Its use of low transparency or asymmetric data advantages undermines market fairness and deprives small or emerging sellers of fair competition opportunities. The EU's measures to redistribute market power from an institutional structure, attempting to establish a fairer competitive environment, undoubtedly provide better conditions for platform sellers.

From the perspective of virtue ethics, the compromise agreed upon by Amazon can be seen as both a sense of responsibility and a manifestation of humility. However, this compromise is driven by external coercion rather than a moral consciousness of voluntary introspection by the company, which exposes the limitations of the company in terms of moral self-discipline. A truly virtuous enterprise needs to go beyond legal constraints and embed fairness, transparency, and community responsibility into its long-term governance culture.

Therefore, this case strongly demonstrates the indispensable role of government or similar power institutions in modern business ethics. Without external regulation, relying solely on self-restraint by enterprises is difficult to ensure fair competition and public interests. Amazon's regulatory agreement is not only a policy victory, but also a necessary ethical measure: it sets behavioral boundaries for large digital platforms, prevents abuse of power, and protects weaker participants in the market.

[bookmark: _Toc20011]Conclusion
This report draws the following ethical conclusions through the analysis of three cases: Starbucks union dispute, Coca Cola plastic pollution, and Amazon EU regulation: firstly, commercial purposes should not be simplified as maximizing profits; Truly responsible enterprises should take into account social value, environmental impact, and the interests of stakeholders. Secondly, enterprises must bear the social and environmental impacts of their business activities and cannot pass on these external costs to the public. Moreover, it can be seen that external regulation has ethical necessity in modern business, as it can not only protect market fairness but also safeguard public interests.
I believe that in order for modern enterprises to achieve a sustainable and ethical business future, they should strengthen ethical governance within the organization and incorporate benefit sharing into long-term strategies. Therefore, if enterprises want to truly become a positive force in society, they need to integrate profits with ethics, create value for all stakeholders through responsible actions, and achieve deeper legitimacy and sustainability.
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