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[bookmark: _Toc375406760][bookmark: _Toc1752272958]Abstract

Globalisation has increased the complexity of business ethics through exposing companies to numores cultural, political and religious environments. Thorughout there will be examination on how multinational companies navigate ethical challenges in areas such as labour practices, supply chains, environmental responsibility, corruption and cross-cultural business behaviour. using framweorks such as Hofstede’s cultural dimensions and the debate of universalism versus relativism to better understand how ethics differ across countries. Moreover, it is seen within cultural norms, political systems and religious beliefs on how businesses shape their decision making and ethical expectation. Furthermore, the essay analyses Eastern and Western societies showing the contrasting approaches to hierachy, individualism and collectivism, corporate responsibility and global supply chains, exploring how inconsistent regulations can create additional ethical dilemmas. Overall, it is demonstrated how multinational corporations must balance universal ethical principles with local practices, involving adapting to political and religious context and ensuring cultural sensitivity to maintain a sustainable business across countries.
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[bookmark: _Toc1239267811][bookmark: _Toc459742856]1. Introduction

[bookmark: _Toc1658115484][bookmark: _Toc69455112]1.1 Globalisation and ethics

Globalisation has created an environment where bus can operate across different cultural, political and social environments. With the expectations from each country being different with its own definition of what is ethically acceptable in business such as labour laws, corruption, corporate responsibly or environmental impact. As a result, businesses face contrasting ethical norms across nations emphasising that an ethical business can differ across the world. Moreover, authors such as Gupta (Google Books, 2025) state that global integration forces companies and societies to confront these conflicting moral frameworks, with globalisations increasing pressure on firms to handle opposite expectation while remaining efficient. This highlights the moral dilemmas companies face with operating across different cultural and legal systems demonstrating that globalisation is not only economical but rather introduces ethical challenges. Therefore, businesses must manage the tensions surrounded by diverse norms, values and regulations to uphold ethical standards and create a successful company that can integrate globally.

[bookmark: _Toc1119378962][bookmark: _Toc446319555]1.2 East to West ethical debate

Cultural debates impact how business run across countries, this can influence business ethics particularly between Eastern and Western societies. A key distinction of cultural differences is collectivism where group harmony is valued versus individualism valuing personal gains. Halkos and Skouloudis (2016) describes Eastern societies as collectivist explaining that their key values include loyalty and social obligations whereas Western cultures value individualistic ideas prioritising universal riles and individual responsibility. These differences create contracting expectations for corporate behaviour and ethical decision making such as working into groups and valuing everyone in the room or entrepreneurship and competitivity. Thinkers such as Kishore Mahbubani highlight the contrast between the East and West where further discussions will take place later in the essay. Therefore, the importance of understanding these cultural distinctions is essential for global companies when navigating ethical tensions.

[bookmark: _Toc1336212303][bookmark: _Toc1550049937]1.3 Purpose of the essay

This essay explores ethical challenges faced by business in a global context evaluating different how cultures, environmental standards, political views shape ethical decision-making. The focus of this essay contains two key questions; is it possible to trade globally without compromising ethical principle? And should businesses consider religion, politics and culture or prioritise profits? Using these two questions will help evaluate and understand different factors compromising business globally while also using judgement to further debate if ethics should come before profits. Ultimately it aims will evaluate how multinational companies navigate tensions created by differing norms and values across countries. Ensuring ethical consistency across global operations is challenging, requiring a business to balance universal principles with distinct local practices and socila expectations.

[bookmark: _Toc298564353][bookmark: _Toc1254449492]2. Ethical frameworks shaping global business

[bookmark: _Toc1149024649][bookmark: _Toc1641668131]2.1 Universalism versus cultural relativism

The debate of universalism and cultural relativism provides a framework for understanding global business ethics. It is argued that a universalism perspective emphasises the idea that ethical principles should be universally recognised however notices that cultures differ their views on ethics and business must understand that each culture has its own moralities shaped by local context (Beauchamp, 2009). On the other hand, Berishvili (2025) highlightes that multinational companies operate within diverse culture, social and legal environments, making it difficult to apply one framework across all cultures. Therfore, it is demonstrated that balancing cultural views with universal norms represents the main challenge for global firms in modern society.

Together these perspectives demonstrate how neither strict iniversalism or pure relativism is achievable fluidly across the globe. With universalism being too rigid to apply in a global context and relativism providing risks of justifying ethical behaviour through cultural excuses business should look for a more flexible approach. Instead, businesses could use the baseline of both principles, adopting the core values to allow adaptability with how ethics are approached in different cultural settings.

[bookmark: _Toc1679039253][bookmark: _Toc955821033]2.2 Western versus Asian perspective

Hofstede’s cultural dimensions model highlights the differences between individualistic and collectivist societies and its effects on businesses globally (Hofstede, 2011). Collectivist societies as often seen in Asian countries rely on social cohesion and harmony leading businesses to prioritise consensus and respect for hierarchy. In contrast, individualist societies emphasise personal autonomy and rule-based ethics, typical in Western societies businesses emphasise transparency, individual accountability and formal procedures. Mahbubani reinforces the East to West distinction emphasising how Asian values often prioritise stability and collective welfare, whereas Western cultures stress openness and individual rights (Google Books, 2018). It is clear that multinational companies face ethical challenges when navigating these differing expectations, needing to balance universal ethical principles with local cultural norms to operate effectively across regions.

[bookmark: _Toc405672837][bookmark: _Toc708178715]3. Can businesses trade globally without compromising ethics?

[bookmark: _Toc978391991][bookmark: _Toc582110319]3.1 Labour ethics and supply chain ethics

Labour practices present challenges for multinational companies operating across global supply chains. Dahan, Lerner and Milman-Sivan (2021) emphasise how these challenges can emerge as production often outsources to countries with weaker labour laws, letting companies distance themselves with the poor working conditions while benefiting from the lower costs. However, it is argued that labour rights must be a shared responsibility between the brands, suppliers and institution not only the supplier allowing companies to take accountability for those they are employing for production of products. Supply chains globally create ethical risks due to many production stages being outsourced and is something that needs to be changed to create a fair environment for all workers no matter the countries individual laws.

Moreover, evidence from the Child Labour Platform (2024) emphasises how child labour is continuously used in supply chains, specifically in the early stages such as agriculture and home-based work. Often these not audited ensuring bigger corporations find it difficult to detect demonstrating the complexity of the supply chain where exploitation remains unseen and unreported therefore raising questions on about corporate responsibility when companies claim to be unaware.

Similar concerns arise when discussing flexible workforces from Europe and China where outsourcing creates unstable labour conditions featuring unreliable contracts and jobs security, long hours for low wages with limited protections for workers (Drahokoupil, Andrijasevic and Sacchetto, n.d.). These demonstrate how companies' pursuits to lower production costs compromise ethics by allowing vulnerability to workers. Additionally, while discussing countries labour laws although many do have laws in place, limited enforcement and informal subcontracting allow unsafe and exploitative conditions to persist (Gunawan, Matahariza and Putri, 2023).

Overall, it is seen that poor labour condition in global supply chains stem from outsourcing practices, weak regulation, and lack of corporate accountability. Addressing labour exploitation requires all multinational companies to adopt responsibility for labour standards across all tiers of the supply chain.

[bookmark: _Toc778950498][bookmark: _Toc907195235]3.2 Corruption, gifting culture and legal conflicts

Corruption and gift giving presents an ethical dilemma for multinational companies operating across different legal and cultural environments. In many East Asian contexts, especially Japan and China gift giving is established to build trust for long term business relationships. For this business behaviour if often shaped by cultural norms over legal rules, however in many western cultures gift giving could be perceived as corruption or an act of bribery to gain an unfair advantage (Boateng et al., 2020). Moreover, it is explained how the boundary between gift giving and bribery is often ambiguous as practices to build relationships in one cultural context may be viewed as unethical influence in another. This highlights the tension between ethical relativism, emphasising the respect for local customs and universal ethical standards that would argue briebery be deemed as unethical no matter the cultural context (Steidlmeier, 1999). Therefore, it is seen that multinational companies face ethical challenges while navigating across different moral expectations creating ethical tension on legal compliance but more so understanding cultural sensitivity with ethical standards.

The legal risk associated with gift giving are outlined in internation anti bribery legislation. Under the UK bribery act 2010, bribery is described as offering or giving an advantage to influence business decisions, this includes gifts and hospitality even when no explicit agreement or promise exists (Ministry of Justice, 2012). Additionally, the act confirms how cultural traditions do not count for legal defence, establishing that UK companies may remain legally responsible for corrupt actions carried out globally emphasising the legal conflict and compliance risks of international businesses. Similar guidance from the US department of justice under the foreign corrupt practices act applies to gifts, travel and hospitality involving foreign officials demonstrating that even the smallest of gifts can be illegal if they create or are perceived as influential to business decisions (U.S. Department of Justice, 2023). Enforcement focuses on intent, frequency and transparency when assessing violations, reinforcing the need for internal controls. Together these frameworks underline how legal obligations override local customs, justifying the adoption of strict compliance systems by multinational companies to manage compliance risks.

[bookmark: _Toc1389018513][bookmark: _Toc644428343]3.3 Environmental responsibilities

Environmental responsibility is an ethical obligation for businesses as climate change, pollution and continued fossil fuel dependence pose global risks. Beyond legal obligations businesses are morally responsible to reduce their environmental impact, guided by governance, values and social pressures (Afzali, Colak and Vähämaa, 2024). However, these responsibilities are weakened by corporate lobbying and political influence compromising accountability allowing businesses to prioritise profits over sustainability.

Moreover, it is important to acknowledge how regulatory frameworks differ globally. For instance, in the European Union enforcement of strict environmental regulations on manufacturing firms to allow for harmonised standards promoting an environmentally responsible trade (Mantovani and Vancauteren, 2008). However, increased productions costs can occur even so, companies adopt the cleaner technologies demonstrating how strong regulations reflects on the precautionary approach to environmental protection across the EU. In contrast Chinas rapid industrial growth has contributed to pollution and carbon emissions, while regulations are improving reinforcment remains inconsistent allowing for continued environmental exploitation (Saber et al., 2021). Differently, in the United States there is more oversight than China, yet corporate lobbying can dilute enforcement creating ethical tensions between economic interest and environmental responsibility.

Global supply chains present ethical challenges for corporate environmental responsibility. Evidence indicates how environmental damages is often shifted to countries with weaker regulations allowing firms to minimise costs while maintaining profitability (Delmas, Lim and Nairn-Birch, 2016). As a result, multinational companies often benefit economically while local communities are stuck with the consequences of environmental harm, including pollution and health risks. This transfer of environmental harm raises ethical concerns regarding fairness and accountability in international productions. Therefore, to remain environmentally conscious companies require oversight across the entire supply chain for effective operations of transparency and responsibility for environmental impacts at every stage of production.

[bookmark: _Toc726920879][bookmark: _Toc132265274]4. Should businesses consider religion, politics and culture?

[bookmark: _Toc684219433][bookmark: _Toc741243444]4.1 Cultural expectations and business behaviour

Cultural expectations significantly shape business behaviour, including negotiation styles, leadership approaches and communication methods globally. Hofstede’s cultural dimensions framework explains how cultures differ across countries specifically mentioning power difference referring to hierarchy and distribution of power across business chains and individualism versus collectivism describing a cultures approach to group harmony or individual goals (Frey‐Ridgway, 1997). Using these dimensions, it is seen how it influences authority, business decisions and how business relationships are managed. 

While understanding the cultural dimensions it is emphasised that in Japanese business culture hierarchy is highly respected. Decision making often involves collaboration and seniority, highlighted the structure of organisational levels and group harmony (Li, 2023). Moreover, negotiations are viewed as formal relationship focused with indirect communication used to avoid conflict. Similarly, chinese businesss culture also highlights trust and long-term relationships when discussing successful negotiations (Mautner-Markhof, 2019). China is also strongly collectivist, prioritising group interest over individual goals demonstrating how their leadership styles often emphasise group cohesion and responsibility. Additionally, with the high context communication style relying on shared understanding is also important in Chinese cultures.

In contract, business styles in Europe and the United States are generally individualistic cultures, valuing personal achievement and direct communication. Leadership styles are described as performance driven over hierarchy and negotiations are task oriented and efficiency driven (Cheong, 2020). Overall communication in western cultures is typically more explicit and transparent with clear expression of ideas.

Therefore, understanding the different cultural expectations encourages business to adapt leadership styles, improve negotiation outcomes and reduce cross cultural misunderstanding. As a result of cultural awareness business operations become more effective and sustainable.

[bookmark: _Toc97193607][bookmark: _Toc349215336]4.2 Political environments shaping ethics

Political environments shape corporate ethics by influencing how business define and pracice social responsibility. In China, corporate social responsibility is shaped by political views and institutional pressures. Research demonstrates how Chinese firms engage with CSR because of gaining political legitimacy and aligning with government expectations, influencing what is acceptable ethical behaviour (Parsa et al., 2020). In reflection it is seen how a strict political environment limits stakeholder involvement in ethical decision making, as businesses are required to comply with state priorities whether it is seen as ethical in a broader sense or not.  

In contract, in a political free or democratic environment, ethical challenges are seen as corporate influence over political processes. Nyberg (2021) argues that corporate political activity in democratic contexts could undermine ethical accountably because of powerful firms shaping policy outcomes therefore potentially weakening democratic values. Together these examples illustrate how different political values in different countries shape what is to be believed as ethically correct. In some countries the government directly determines ethical standards whereas another country laws regulate corporate behaviour to ensure accountability and responsible decision making.

[bookmark: _Toc474811027][bookmark: _Toc1579696999]4.3 Religious influences on business

Religion plays a significant part on businesses especially when discussing ethical implications globally. It functions as a moral framework on how businesses should communicate with stakeholders and make responsible decisions. These moraal norms influence corporate approaches to ethics, corporate social responsibility and overall organisational conduct (Van Buren, Syed and Mir, 2020). Additionally, religious traditions shape the culture of business in different countries including attitudes towards entrepreneurship and orginisational behaviour. For example, in Muslim countries Islamic rules influence finance such as banning interest and certain types of investments demonstrating how religion can influence both culture and business practices (Chebotarov and Chebotarov, 2020). Therefore, for multinational companies it is important to understand local religious rules to ensure they follow ethical standards, gain stakeholder trust and for sustainable operations.

[bookmark: _Toc1551575135][bookmark: _Toc1740099009]6. Conclusion

To conclude this essay demonstrates how ethical business practices are influenced by culture, politics and religions. Differences between collectivist and individualistic cultures can affect decision making, leadership styles and negotiations for businesses.  while political systems impact corporate accountability and responsibility religious norms provide moral frameworks on guiding business conduct.

However, many challenges occur within global ethics from labour standards, environmental responsibility, corruption to cross cultural communication. Understanding the challenges from child labour to gifting culture and how it can be perceived as corruption and therefore illegal multinational companies are better equipped to face these challenges once aware. Adopting flexible ethical frameworks while balancing universal principles with local norms provide businesses with a proactive approach to build ethical consistency, stakeholder trust and sustainable operations. Therefore, understanding globalisations interactions with local contexts is key for ethical decision making and the long-term success of a business.
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