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Essay Structure 
1. Abstract 
This essay examines how ethical business practices in the global marketplace are influenced by cultural, political, and social. Due to different cultural standards in places like China, Japan, and Western Europe, businesses that grow internationally face conflicting expectations about ethical behaviour. The essay contrasts Asian traditions that prioritise collectivism, long-term relationships, and customs like guanxi with Western values of transparency, legal accountability, and individuality. Using shareholder and stakeholder theory to illustrate the conflict between financial objectives and social duties, it delves deeper into the ongoing discussion between profit maximisation and ethical duty. The difficulties of conducting business morally in international supply chains are also examined, including problems with labour exploitation, corruption, and environmental harm. Globalisation exposes companies to environments with laxer regulations and greater ethical risk, even while it also offers development aspects. This essay suggests that significant advancements are achievable even though absolute ethical compliance in international trade may not be achievable. Businesses can strike a balance between profitability and their broader duties to employees, communities, and the environment by adopting international standards, increasing transparency, and sourcing ethically. Ethical behaviour is crucial for both long-term sustainability and preserving credibility and trust in the global economy.
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2. Introduction
Businesses operate across different countries, cultures, and legal systems. Which presents both opportunities and serious ethical challenges. Businesses now depend on global supply networks, foreign worker forces, and global investments rather than just local markets. Globalisation has enabled economic growth and innovation, but it has also brought up challenging issues about morals, considering the differences in social, political, and cultures between nations like China, Japan, and Western Europe.
If businesses can compete internationally without sacrificing their moral values and if profit should be the exclusive goal of business are two of the most important issues discussed in business ethics. Conventional mindsets, which are frequently linked to shareholder theory which according to (O’Connell and Ward, 2020) “Argues that shareholders are the ultimate owners of a corporate's assets”, meaning that a company's main duty is to maximise profits. However, this viewpoint has started to cause some concern as growing public knowledge about things like corporate corruption, human rights violations, and climate change, which has led to a larger focus on stakeholder theory and corporate social responsibility.

This essay will explore if companies shouldn't put profit ahead of their social, environmental, and human rights obligations, although it is difficult to operate in the global economy without making any ethical compromises. Instead, businesses need to acknowledge the significance of both financial success and moral behaviour. To attain sustainable and responsible worldwide operations, the essay will compare Western and Asian business practices, examine cultural, political, and societal restrictions on corporate ethics, and assess how businesses might resolve ethical conflicts.
3. Main Body
 Ethics in Global Trade (Western vs Asian Perspectives)
Cultural values, historical experiences, and social expectations all have a big impact on business ethics, and these factors can differ between Western countries and Asian countries like China and Japan. Concepts about individual rights, transparency, and legal accountability frequently influence business ethics in the UK and most of Europe. According to (Join The Collective, 2023) “Direct communication is favoured in some cultures, while others may rely on more indirect or nuanced forms of expression. This difference can affect how ethical guidelines are conveyed and interpreted. Misunderstandings may arise, leading to unintended breaches of ethical standards.” also there is a lot of competition, corporate governance regulations, and formal contracts are often emphasised in Western business culture. Because of this, actions like bribery, nepotism, and informal gift giving are typically seen as immoral and are frequently subject to legal regulations.
On the other hand, cultural ideologies and collectivist customs have a bigger influence on corporate operations in many Asian countries. China encourages harmony, loyalty, hierarchy, and enduring relationships. This has aided in the growth of guanxi which according to (Hoonstra, 2024) “In Chinese business, Guanxi translates into an influential network of relationships that facilitates trust and mutual advantage”, having a system of interpersonal relationships and shared responsibilities is crucial to business. In the Chinese culture, this is frequently seen as a natural and essential component of establishing trust which according to  (Bajpai, 2025) “Low wages, strong business ecosystem, relatively lax commercial regulations, low taxes and duties, and competitive currency practices.” are the reason as to why businesses are so successful in China, whereas Western businesses may perceive it as favouritism or corruption in the workplace. Similarly values like loyalty, deference to authority, and group agreement influence business culture in Japan. Long term stability, lifetime employment, and strong corporate loyalty are frequently given precedence over short term profit maximisation in Japanese businesses.
Profit vs Responsibility
One of the most debated questions is whether businesses should prioritise profits or should they focus on social responsibilities as (Blair, 2024) state that focusing on social responsibilities “enhance a company's reputation, attract customers, and help recruit and retain top talent, contributing to both immediate and long-term business success.” which is a good point as they will benefit in the long run however (Clearwayhealth.com, 2024) state that “Focusing on profits first ensures financial stability and sustainability, leading to lean operations and sufficiency.” which is equally important as without enough capital you can't operate as a business these points demonstrate why this is such a heavily debated topic of discussion in business ethics. According to shareholder theory, which is most notably linked to Milton Friedman, a company's primary responsibility is to maximise shareholder wealth, if it complies with legal requirements. According to this, social welfare and environmental conservation are seen as secondary unless they immediately increase profits, and ethical obligation is restricted but according to (Indeed Editorial Team, 2024) if a business worries about their environmental factors, then they “can affect how the business functions and to develop methods for overcoming these challenges.”. Looking at these points people argue that increasing profit promotes economic efficiency, innovation, and job growth.
On the other hand, Stakeholder theory, which (Gaonkar and Chetty, 2020) defines as “stresses the fact that an organization should create value for its various stakeholders who are affected by its business actions and decisions, and not only its shareholders.” meaning that  companies have an obligation to all parties impacted by their actions, including workers, clients, local communities, and the environment, in addition to shareholders. According to this theory, ethical responsibility is necessary for long term success. Even while these initiatives may lower short term profitability, businesses who listen to this model invest in community development, safe working conditions, fair salaries, and environmental sustainability.
Cultural, Political, and Social Constraints
The social expectations, political structures, and cultural norms of society in which they operate have a significant impact on their ethical choices. Ethical business practices are influenced by the government however these regulations can be different between nations (Law, 2025) states that “International business law refers to the legal regulations that govern how businesses operate with one another across national borders.” Laws about employment rights, health and safety, environmental preservation, and anti-corruption are in place in the UK and the larger European Union. Businesses must adhere to strict corporate governance and transparency regulations; otherwise, they risk severe fines and harm to their brand. On the other hand, labour and environmental rules may be less strictly enforced in some developing or quickly industrialising nations, which gives companies the chance to reduce expenses but also raises the possibility of unethical behaviour.
[bookmark: _Int_9pSqmopt]Businesses decision making is greatly influenced by culture. As according to (A, 2023) “It shapes how employees think, feel, and act and, thus, influences the way they interact with the organization and its stakeholders. As such, an organization's culture determines how business decisions are made, how resources are allocated, and how they are managed.” Decision making in Western societies frequently places a higher priority on market competitiveness and personal accountability. On the other hand, decision making is more likely to be influenced by seniority or long term relational trust in societies like China and Japan. These cultural differences may have an impact on how businesses handle matters like negotiating, and whistleblowing. Although it is frowned upon the Chinese government “now has an enforceable regulation specifically designed to encourage and reward whistleblowing.” as stated by (Clifford Chance, 2022) For instance, speaking up about unethical activity or questioning authority may be tolerated in Western settings but looked down upon in societies that place a high importance on loyalty and deference to authority.
Additionally, businesses are limited by social expectations due to the increasing public demand for moral behaviour. The importance of ideas like Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) which according to (Conmy, 2024) “It is a framework used to evaluate a company's sustainability and ethical impact.” which holds companies to a certain standard and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) which according to (HEC Paris, 2022) is a “business model in which companies integrate social and environmental concerns in their business operations and interactions with their stakeholders instead of only considering economic profits”. Companies are expected by consumers, investors, and authorities to show responsible behaviours, such as lowering carbon footprints, guaranteeing good working conditions, and encouraging diversity and inclusion. Businesses that don't live up to these standards run the danger of negative publicity, and a lack of trust from their customers, and long term financial damage, demonstrating that moral behaviour is now a crucial component of contemporary business strategy.
Can Businesses Trade Ethically in a Global Market?
Businesses have a difficult time as there are a lot of challenges when trying to trade ethically in a global economy as global supply networks and global corporations rely on manufacturers, suppliers, and subcontractors (Meegle.com, 2025) stated that ethics in a global market are “the principles and standards that guide ethical behaviour and decision-making in international business contexts” while there a lot of different factors that impact a business, ethics makes it very difficult to keep up with environmental policies, wage requirements, and working conditions while also trying to not compromise your values and ethics. Companies are frequently encouraged to source from areas with less regulations and restrictions, where labour and environmental standards might not be strictly enforced, due to the ongoing drive to cut costs and boost efficiency as according to (DealHub Experts, 2023) “Cost reduction is crucial to a business's long-term profitability and sustainability.” as reducing costs helps businesses maintain long-term profitability, competitiveness, and financial stability. Cost efficiency is good as it allows businesses to provide better prices, invest in expansion, and compete in a competitive market. 
Environmental harm, labour exploitation, and corruption are some of the most significant ethical issues in international trade (BBC, 2021) state that business struggle with environmental practices as “Producing goods in an environmentally friendly way can often mean spending more money” this links back into cost in a business as if they are trying to be more environmentally friendly then they will have to spend more money in research and development. Despite being prohibited by international law, bribery and unofficial payments may be accepted as standard business practices in some areas where corruption is still widespread. Additionally, labour exploitation is pervasive, especially in sectors like mining, agriculture, and textiles it is important for business to be aware of their labour laws as “It guides what employers can legally expect from their employees and the rights of those employees in the workplace” as stated by (Jenkins, 2023) furthermore workers may endure hazardous working conditions, long hours, and pitiful pay. Another issue is environmental harm, as companies operating in nations with less environmental regulations contribute to pollution, deforestation, and high carbon emissions which affects a company's carbon footprint according to (Persefoni.com, 2025) it is important for a company to reduce their carbon footprint as “Those who fail to address their carbon footprint risk losing market share, damaging their reputation, and facing financial penalties” ultimately they would lose customer trust and respect for their business. 
Businesses can take significant action to trade more ethically despite these obstacles. Businesses can choose suppliers who practice fair employment which can greatly affect a business as according to (National Centre For Diversity, 2025) “Fairness builds trust, reduces conflict, and allows people to cooperate.” which leads to a more productive team which helps a business be more efficient. Environmental standards by using ethical sourcing. Increased accountability is facilitated by increased transparency, such as the release of supply chain information. Adoption of international standards, such as ISO certifications, the United Nations Global Compact, and agreements of the International Labour Organisation (ILO), offers an ethical framework beyond national boundaries. These actions support long-term sustainability, safeguard the company's reputation, and foster trust with stakeholders and customers which is important because “Building trust with stakeholders is essential for a company's long-term success.” as stated by (Byrne, 2024) even when they might result in greater short-term costs.
4. Conclusion 
This essay has demonstrated how cultural, political, and social variations create difficult ethical dilemmas for companies doing business internationally. While cultures like China and Japan stress collective harmony, long-term connections, and trust-building practices like guanxi, (Munawar, 2025) states that “A major difference between Western vs. Eastern cultures is the way they perceive themselves.” while Western countries like the UK and those in Europe frequently emphasise transparency, legal compliance, and individual rights. These ideals have an impact on how companies define moral behaviour and conduct international commerce.
Profit maximisation is still essential to traditional company structures, but focussing only on financial gain can result in major ethical issues, as the debate on profit vs responsibility made clear. Examples from sectors including oil, fast fashion, and technology show how a narrow concentration on profit may lead to negative social effects, environmental and labour exploitation. A more balanced approach is provided by stakeholder theory, which advises companies to consider not only financial goals but also the welfare of their workers, communities, and the environment.
Overall, the results show that companies can greatly enhance their ethical performance by implementing responsible procedures, even though it might not be possible to be completely ethical in international trade. Profitability must be balanced with human rights, environmental preservation, and social responsibility for long-term prosperity. Therefore, ethical behaviour is not only ethically significant but also necessary for long-term and respectable international economic operations.
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