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[bookmark: _Toc852291981]Introduction

[bookmark: _Int_MNF2jrRW]Globalisation has massively intensified the integration of businesses across borders, creating networks where goods, information, services and capital are able to flow with speed. In modern times like these, companies now operate in multiple jurisdictions simultaneously. As explained by TCD (2024) companies operate in multiple different jurisdictions to create a larger customer base, tap into new markets and to diversify their revenue streams. They are reliant on diverse suppliers, contractors and markets. This allows firms to scale quickly and innovate. However, this also increases exposure to ethical challenges, as location-based decisions can have reaching effects across entire networks. Vastly large and complex supply chains are specifically vulnerable to ethical risk. Production often spans across several countries. All with their own different legal systems and labour conditions, potentially leading to companies being unable to ensure consistent standards. Gordon (2023) expands on this by stating the larger supply chains are more vulnerable due to their extensive reach and the complexity of their own operations. Growing supply chains as stated above span across different countries. Opening up a wide range of potential ethical issues. Issues such as forced labour, environmental degradation and unsafe working environments can remain hidden within supply networks. The larger the number of tiers in any given supply chain, the harder it becomes to maintain accountability. Ethical expectations vary across cultures due to many defining factors. These include differences in values, historical experiences, social norms and religious beliefs. UBBS (2025) agrees that different ethical expectations affect companies. They write that movements such as Black Lives Matter (BLM) and climate strikes show how rapidly ethical expectations can shift. Most companies are judged publicly for how they react to ongoing social issues and values. Practices considered acceptable or the norm in one area/region may be seen as illegal or unethical in another. For example, attitudes differ widely towards things such as negotiation or labour rights. As a result of this, global businesses must navigate these cultural differences carefully. Ideally, they should develop ethical frameworks flexible enough to respect local cultures whilst still upholding worldwide principles of responsibility and integrity.

East-West ethical differences, framed through the work of individual thinkers such as Kishore Mahbubani (2025), emerge from contrasting philosophical traditions that shape how certain societies understand responsibility. Western ethics emphasise individualism and transparency. These prioritise personal autonomy, legal protections and universal standards applied consistently across contexts. Asian ethical traditions, influenced by Confucian and communitarian thought. As told by PI (2023) Confucian ethical traditions were born out of teachings by the Chinese philosopher Confucius. These traditions emphasise moral values, social harmony and respect for hierarchy. They are the guiding principle for family life and individual conduct. Ethical decisions are contextual, and relationship driven. They aim to preserve stability and long-term cooperation rather than adhering to strict fixed rules. These differences create large amounts of tension when global organisations attempt to enforce so called universal ethical standards. Gallali (2025) explains that ethical norms are embedded deeply in cultures. What is considered acceptable in one culture may not be in another. When organisations try to enforce their own ethical views, it can lead to conflict and misunderstandings. Western frameworks may appear rigid or culturally insensitive in Asian contexts, while Asian approaches can seem vague or insufficiently accountable from a Western viewpoint. As a result of this, aligning global ethical practices often exposes deeper questions about whose values should guide international norms and how to balance cultural variation with global responsibility.

This essay addresses the question of whether global trade can occur without compromising ethical principles. It examines how cultural constraints, political systems and social norms can shape ethical expectations. Particularly contrasting western individualism with Asian collectivism and pragmatism. By comparing countries such as China, Japan and Europe, the essay highlights how varied regulatory and social contexts affect corporate behaviour. Business case studies illustrate practical challenges in areas such as labour practices, supply chain transparency and environmental responsibilities. The essay ultimately assess weather balancing cultural diversity with universal ethical safeguards can enable ethical conduct in an interconnected global marketplace.

[bookmark: _Toc572058743]Defining Ethical Principles in a Global Context

Defining ethical principles in a global context requires recognising that different regions interpret their own moral responsibilities through distinct historical and cultural lenses. Matthias (2024) explains that Western ethical frameworks typically emphasise on things such as human rights, strong anti-corruption norms and individual autonomy. Ideas such as these are shaped by enlightenment philosophies and liberal democratic traditions. They promote universal rights that protect individuals from abuses of power. In addition to this, EL (2024) writes that transparency, clear procedural rules and legal accountability are seen as essential indicators of all ethical conduct. 
In many Asian contexts, ethical principles are grounded in collectivism, relational obligations and social harmony. Drawing on Confucian, Buddhist and communitarian influences, approaches such as these prioritise maintaining stable and positive relationships, fulfilling duties to family and preserving social cohesion as explained by Wang (2023). Ethical behaviour is judged less by universal rules and more by context. In some societies, loyalty and harmony may take precedence over strict procedural transparency or individual expression.
Establishing a single global ethical standard is inherently difficult. This is due to certain traditions that place serious weight on autonomy and duties to relationships. What one culture views as principled transparency may be perceived by another culture as disrespectful or disruptive. This is summarised by Fontaine (2021). Alongside this, practices seen as appropriate in one setting may strike others as ethically weak. As a result, global ethics often involves negotiation rather than uniformity. This requires sensitivity to both cultural particularities and universal aspirations.

[bookmark: _Toc1857206126]Why Global Trade Creates Ethical Tensions

Ethical tensions are generated through global trade. This is because operations connect firms to diverse regulatory, cultural and political environments. Each have different expectations of responsible conduct, as discussed by Hoque (2025). However, multilayered supply chains exemplify this challenge. For example, a company such as Apple, relies on vast production networks involving other contractors such as Foxconn. Josephs (2013) writes that working hour violations and labour pressures have frequently raised concerns. When companies supply chains are stretched and varied across multiple countries, maintaining consistent labour standards becomes increasingly difficult, as local normalities and enforcement capacities vary widely. 
Labour conflicts often intersect with environmental responsibility. Firms can potentially and sometimes often do outsource production to regions that have much looser environmental regulations. This enables lower costs but a higher risk in pollution and inadequate waste management, as investigated by Gerdes (2022). Global sourcing's complexity can hide who is responsible. This allows environmental damage to occur in distant production locations without it being known to consumers or even companies. 
Ethical decision making can become even more complicated when adding things such as cultural differences. Practices such as gift giving which in Japanese business culture is seen as a token of respect and gratitude, JLG (2023), can potentially be seen as bribery in stricter European or American anti-corruption frameworks. Similarly, the degree of state involvement differs based upon separate political systems. For example, China’s governance model, with its close state business integration, is vastly different to the EU’s rule-based system, as addressed by De Jonge (2024). This leads to different views upon transparency, data use and national interest.
Across all these dimensions, the underlying pressure to maximise profit amplifies ethical compromise. Cost pressures can also drive firms to use cheaper suppliers or operate in places with weaker regulations, prioritising efficiency over workers' rights and safety or sustainability. As global competition grows, balancing profit with ethical behaviour becomes increasingly difficult. This makes consistent ethical conduct a persistent challenge in international trade.

[bookmark: _Toc1866996252]Cultural, Political and Social Constraints on Ethical Decision-Making  
[bookmark: _Toc1742749847]China:

[bookmark: _Int_bLkYEF8P]China’s cultural, political and social landscape shapes ethical decision making in ways that significantly differ from most Western expectations. This can create challenges for firms that are attempting to uphold consistent ethical principles within global trade. At the heart of China’s system is state capitalism. This is where the government maintain strategic control over key industries and actively guides the market behaviour, as written by Du (2014). Companies and businesses, both state owned and privately owned, operate within a certain framework where commercial success is closely aligned with national objectives. These include things such as technological advancements, economic stability and geopolitical competitiveness. This can potentially blur ethical boundaries. Decisions are evaluated not only in terms of corporate responsibility but also in tight relation to state priorities and underlying collective national goals.

A second major influence is the emphasis on social stability. This is usually culturally and politically prioritised over individual rights. Drawing on from Confucian traditions, these stress harmony, hierarchy and community, contemporary governance reinforces the idea that order and cohesion are essential public goods, as explained by LC CS (2025). This cultural orientation can make practices such as limited transparency and hierarchical decision making ethically defensible in China. However, they may conflict with rights-based frameworks emphasised in Western cultures.

China’s approach to corruption and transparency is different compared to Western expectations. Steidlmeier (1999) writes that although the state enforces strong anti-corruption measures, relational practices such as favours and culturally accepted gift-giving remain central to business life and are views as legitimate ways of positively building trust. For foreign firms, these normalities, combined with political and cultural structures, make it very challenging to apply universal standards of individual rights, transparency and corporate independence. As a result of this, multinationals operating within China face significant ethical tensions. These raise doubts about whether global trade can occur without a certain degree of compromise.

[bookmark: _Toc2112514805]Japan:

In Japan, cultural normalities shape business ethics. They influence how companies navigate global trade without compromising principles. Central to Japanese corporate culture is the underlying concept of group harmony, or WA. This emphasises cooperation and to avoid conflict. As stated by Taka (1999) ethical decisions are often guided by the desire to maintain social balance and cohesion, rather than by strict formal rules or individualistic principles. This can foster a stable and responsible business practice. However, it can also discourage factors such as direct confrontation or whistleblowing. Long term employment and a sense of corporate social responsibility further reinforce positive ethical conduct. Japanese firms traditionally prioritise employee welfare, job security and contributions to the broader community. This reflects a relational approach to ethics that integrates social duties with economic performance.

However, this emphasis on harmony and discretion also manifests as a reluctance to publicly shame corporations. Issues such as environmental mismanagement or labour violations may be handled internally rather than through public accountability which is expected in western cultures. For multinational firms, these cultural features present both challenges and strengths. They support responsible and stable practices. However, it may complicate efforts to meet global standards or transparency. Leading to questions being asked regarding how ethical consistency can be maintained across different diverse cultural environments. Mehra (2025).


[bookmark: _Toc1296598998]Europe:

Europe’s rights based legal frameworks, combined with CSR, ESG and environmental regulations, create the most demanding ethical expectations for multiple businesses worldwide. Companies that operate in Europe must adhere to very strict rules on transparency, sustainability and labour protections. It requires them to monitor and address risks throughout their large global supply chains, as written and summarised by Consilium (2023). 
However, these standards cannot always be replicated in markets where things such as legal systems are weaker, enforcement is limited or cultural normalities differ. Firms face pressure to adjust their practices to local realities. This often creates a gap between European expectations and what is feasible elsewhere in the world. This makes it difficult to maintain a single and uncompromised ethical standard. This raises serious questions regarding whether ethical consistency is achievable in global trade.


[bookmark: _Toc205043476]Is Ethical Compromise Inevitable?

Whether ethical compromise is inevitable in global trade is contested. One argument suggests that it is inevitable. This is due to firms having to navigate competing cultural normalities and expectations. Dam (2007) explains that what counts as transparency, fairness or acceptable business practice varies sharply between certain regions. Making a single ethical standard difficult to uphold. At the same time, firms face structural pressures. Factors such as profit maximisation, shareholder demands and intense competition can conflict with costly ethical commitments such as environmental safeguards or living wages. Weak global governance further instates this problem. International standards lack the consistent enforcement. This means that ethical breaches in one area may go unpunished, pushing firms to lower their own standards to remain competitive.
However, others do argue that ethical compromise is not necessarily inevitable. Large global frameworks such as the UN Global compact, OECD Guidelines and emerging sustainability regulations are pushing firms towards a greater accountability. Increases have also been seen in consumer awareness due to growing demand for products sourced ethically and transparent supply chains. Corporate reputation now functions as a form of social licence. Companies seen as unethical face heavy brand damage. Alongside investor withdrawals and regular scrutiny. Forcing companies to strive for higher standards across markets. 
A compatibilist approach suggests that firms can positively balance ethical principles with global competitiveness by embedding responsibility into strategy and systems. Tools such as traceability technologies and diversified supply chains reduce poor exposure to unethical practices. Examples such as Patagonia illustrate that ethical commitments alongside profitability can certainly co-exist, even if they begin to question the regional normalities. European due diligence laws are also beginning to push multinationals to harmonise standards globally rather than having to adapt to the lowest local normality.
Drawing on Kishore Mahbubani’s insight into shifting global power dynamics, individuals should reject the broad assumption that western ethical frameworks automatically should dominate. In contrast, a pluralistic approach to global ethics, someone who recognises that cultural differences but still upholds core values and principles such as human dignity and environmental protection, may offer a more realistic foundation for ethical global trade without any inevitable compromise.

[bookmark: _Toc892667252]Conclusion

In conclusion, achieving complete ethical purity in any global trade is unbelievably and highly challenging, due to wider differences in cultural normalities, social expectations and political systems. All of which have a lasting impact on shaping contrasting ideas regarding transparency and responsible conduct. Combined with uneven regulations and competitive pressures, these differences create big issues that make universal ethical standards difficult to consistently maintain.
Yet ethical progress is achievable. Global frameworks, rising consumer expectations and human rights requirements are driving firms towards greater levels of accountability. Compatibilist strategies, such as diversified supply chains and transparent reporting, do show that companies are more than capable of balancing ethics and competitiveness.
Global trade does not require completely abandoning ethical principles. Instead, it calls for smart cultural awareness, adaptation and structured responsibility and allowing businesses to operate ethically whilst simultaneously navigating diverse global contexts.
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