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This research examines the destructive impact of corporate greed through a comprehensive analysis of the Boeing 737 MAX crisis. The study demonstrates how prioritizing profit over safety and ethical considerations led to catastrophic outcomes, including financial losses exceeding $20 billion and the tragic loss of 346 lives (George, 2024; Isidore, 2021).
Through multiple theoretical frameworks, including teleological analysis, deontological ethics, stakeholder theory, and Carroll's CSR Pyramid, the research reveals how Boeing's transformation from an engineering focused to a finance focused company fundamentally corrupted its organizational culture (Mukunda, 2024). The analysis challenges Friedman's shareholder-centric theory while validating Freeman's stakeholder approach, demonstrating that sustainable business success requires balancing profit objectives with ethical responsibilities (Studocu, 2023).
The research identifies systematic failures across all levels of Carroll's CSR Pyramid, from economic to philanthropic responsibilities. These failures manifested in damaged safety protocols, regulatory deception, and erosion of engineering ethics (Herkert et al., 2020). The study concludes with recommendations for preventing similar disasters, emphasizing the need for safety-first corporate cultures, improved regulatory oversight, and transparent stakeholder communication (Chary, 2024; Patron et al., 2021).
This case study conclusively establishes that corporate greed, manifested through the single-minded pursuit of profit, ultimately proves destructive to both business sustainability and societal welfare.
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The relationship between corporate greed and ethical business practices has become a critical concern in modern business. This research examines the Boeing 737 MAX crisis, a case that powerfully demonstrates how prioritizing profit over safety and ethics can lead to catastrophic outcomes.
The purpose of this research is to demonstrate why corporate greed is destructive to business and society. Through analyzing Boeing's decisions using ethical frameworks, including stakeholder theory and Carroll's CSR Pyramid, the exploration shows how the pursuit of short-term profits damaged safety standards and decision-making. The consequences were severe, with Boeing suffering financial losses exceeding $20 billion and, more importantly, 346 people lost their lives (George, 2024; Isidore, 2021).
This case study challenges the notion that maximizing shareholder value should be a company's primary goal. Instead, it demonstrates that sustainable business success requires balancing profit objectives with ethical responsibilities and stakeholder interests.
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2.1 Background

The Boeing 737 MAX crisis emerged as a pivotal example of how market pressures can lead to threaten decision-making in corporate environments. Faced with intense competition from Airbus's A320neo, Boeing chose to modify its existing 737 design rather than develop an entirely new aircraft (Yahya, 2022).
This decision which driven by competitive pressure and cost considerations, led to fundamental design challenges that were addressed through software solutions rather than comprehensive engineering modifications (Gates and Baker, 2019). These unethical decisions implemented by Boeing resulted in catastrophic organizational and operational consequences.
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The development of the 737 MAX was marked by a series of critical decisions that prioritized speed and cost efficiency over safety considerations. Boeing "effectively put profitability and growth ahead of airplane safety" by rushing the 737 MAX development to compete with Airbus, while making certain safety features "extra" or "optional" (Jordan & Jazeera, 2019). As documented by George (2024), this rushed approach manifested in the implementation of the MCAS (Maneuver Characteristic Augmentation System) system without adequate disclosure, limited pilot training to reduce costs, and ultimately resulted in two fatal crashes causing 346 deaths, leading to the global grounding of the 737 MAX fleet.
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[bookmark: _Toc185212743]2.3.1 Teleological Analysis
From a teleological perspective, Boeing's actions revealed a stark contrast between intended and actual outcomes. The company allocated 80% of its free cash flow to stock buybacks (Prentice, 2022), generating substantial returns for shareholders and executives. This approach aligned with teleological theory's focus on outcomes and reflected the prevailing corporate emphasis on shareholder value maximization (O’Connel &Ward, 2020).
The implementation of cost reduction measures proved catastrophic. Boeing employed a single sensor system and deliberately published incomplete information in the MAX manual to circumvent expensive pilot training requirements (United States Department of Justice, 2021). These decisions led to substantial financial losses, demonstrating the limitations of purely outcome based decision-making in complex engineering contexts (Isidore,2021).
The case highlights fundamental issues with amoral capitalism, where financial considerations dominate decision-making processes (Neidich, 2019). Under this framework, ethical considerations only become relevant when they directly impact monetary risks or potential rewards (Prentice, 2022). As analysed by Herkert et al. (2020), the resulting negligent design choices ultimately became the primary factor in the crisis.

[bookmark: _Toc185212744]2.3.2 Deontological Analysis

Through the lens of Kantian ethics, Boeing's actions represented systematic violations of fundamental moral duties. Under McNerney's leadership, Boeing's organizational focus shifted dramatically from passenger safety to shareholder value, evidenced by the notable absence of safety discussions in annual proxy statements (George, 2024).
The company's communication practices revealed serious ethical breaches. Wind tunnel testing had exposed the MAX's tendency to pitch up in certain flight conditions, creating potential stalling risks. Rather than implementing a more expensive hardware solution, Boeing opted for a software fix through the MCAS system and then misrepresented this significant modification as a minor adjustment, deliberately minimizing the perceived need for additional pilot training (The United States Department of Justice, 2021).
Professional engineering ethics were damaged when management explicitly prohibited engineers from implementing changes that would necessitate simulator training for pilots transitioning from the current 737 to the MAX (Prentice, 2022). This instruction, combined with the pressure on employees to conceal technical issues (Bedigan, 2024), established a pattern of compromised safety protocols in favor of cost reduction. These violations of deontological principles had catastrophic consequences, demonstrating the fundamental incompatibility between pure profit motivation and ethical duty in safety critical industries (Herkert et al., 2020).
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The Boeing 737 MAX crisis presents a profound illustration of the tension between Freeman's stakeholder theory and Friedman's shareholder theory in corporate governance (Studocu, 2023). Freeman's stakeholder theory advocates for a balanced consideration of all groups affected by corporate decisions, arguing that long-term business success depends on satisfying multiple stakeholder interests simultaneously (Herkert et al., 2020). In the Boeing case, this theoretical framework highlights the interconnected nature of stakeholder impacts and the ripple effects of prioritizing one group over others.

To understand the complex web of relationships and impacts in this crisis, Figure 1 illustrates the key stakeholders affected by Boeing's decisions:


Figure 1: Boeing 737 MAX Crisis Stakeholder Map


The stakeholder map demonstrates the interconnected relationships between Boeing and its various stakeholders. At the centre is Boeing, whose decisions created ripple effects throughout the stakeholder network.
The primary stakeholders include:
· Passengers: The most critically impacted group, facing direct safety risks that resulted in 346 fatalities
· Employees/Engineers: Caught between professional ethics and management directives, exemplified by whistleblower John Barnett's case
· Shareholders: Initially benefited from stock buybacks but ultimately faced substantial financial losses exceeding $20 billion
· Airlines/Customers: Experienced severe operational disruptions and financial losses from fleet grounding
· Regulators (FAA): Faced compromised supervision systems and eroded public trust
· Suppliers: Affected by production changes and safety protocol modifications
This interconnected nature of stakeholder relationships validates Freeman's stakeholder theory, demonstrating how decisions affecting one group inevitably impact others. The map clearly illustrates why a balanced consideration of all stakeholder interests is crucial for sustainable business success, rather than just shareholder value.


The primary stakeholder group are passengers, who suffered the most severe consequences through the loss of lives in the two crashes (The United States Department of Justice, 2021). This tragic outcome demonstrates the ultimate price of failing to properly balance stakeholder interests. As key business partners, Airlines experienced significant operational disruptions and financial losses due to the global grounding of the 737 MAX fleet. It concludes that damaging long-standing business relationships and trust in Boeing's products (Gates, 2023).
Boeing's employees found themselves in an ethically compromised position, forced to navigate between professional integrity and management directives. Engineers faced explicit instructions to avoid changes requiring additional pilot training, while other employees were pressured to conceal technical issues (Chary, 2024). This erosion of professional autonomy and ethical standards exemplifies the human cost of prioritizing financial metrics over professional judgment (Prentice, 2022).

Shareholders, despite initial gains from stock buybacks, ultimately experienced substantial financial losses as the crisis unfolded (Isidore, 2021). This outcome ironically demonstrates how Friedman's shareholder centric approach can backfire when taken to extremes. Regulatory stakeholders, including the FAA, saw their supervision systems damaged and public trust eroded, highlighting the dangers of regulatory capture and insufficient surveillance (United States Department of Justice, 2021).

Friedman's shareholder theory, which Boeing appeared to embrace, advocates for profit maximization as a corporation's primary responsibility (Starkman Approved, 2024). This manifested in Boeing's approach to the 737 MAX development, where the company chose to modify an existing design rather than invest in a new aircraft (George, 2024). The decision to outsource critical software development to temporary workers earning minimal wages, particularly from countries lacking extensive aerospace expertise, exemplifies the risks of pursuing cost reduction at the expense of quality and safety (Gates &Baker, 2019).
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The Boeing 737 MAX crisis exemplifies systematic failures across all levels of Carroll's Corporate Social Responsibility Pyramid.

Economic level
At the economic level, Boeing's pursuit of short-term profit through aggressive cost cutting measures directly contradicted the principle of sustainable value creation (George, 2024). The company's focus on stock buybacks and market competition led to decisions that proved catastrophically expensive, with direct costs exceeding $20 billion (Isidore, 2021). As highlighted by Prentice (2022), these financial decisions reflected a fundamental misunderstanding of sustainable business practices.

Legal level:

Boeing's legal responsibilities were systematically compromised through a pattern of regulatory evasion and deception. The company engaged in what amounted to a conspiracy to defraud the Federal Aviation Administration, deliberately concealing critical information about the 737 MAX's operation (The United States Department of Justice, 2021). The tragic case of the Boeing whistleblower, John Barnett, who reported being pressured to hide aircraft defects, and whose death in 2024 raised serious concerns, exemplifies the severe consequences of prioritizing regulatory compliance over transparency and safety (Bedigan, 2024). This pattern of behaviour extended to the company's technical leadership, as evidenced by the indictment of Boeing's former 737 MAX Chief Technical Pilot for fraud (United States Department of Justice, 2021).

Ethical level:
The company's ethical responsibilities, which form the foundation of corporate reputation and stakeholder trust, were severely threatened through multiple channels. Boeing's deliberate publication of incomplete information in FAA documentation represented a fundamental breach of ethical obligations to safety and transparency (Gates and Baker, 2019). This systematic deception affected airplane manuals and pilot training materials, creating a dangerous knowledge gap that directly contributed to the crisis (Herkert et al., 2020).
According to Chary (2024), the erosion of Boeing's ethical standards was particularly evident in its treatment of employee concerns and professional engineering judgment. The company's shift from an engineering focused culture to one driven primarily by financial metrics resulted in what Lyth (2022) characterizes as a systemic failure of professional integrity.

Philanthropic level:

In terms of philanthropic responsibilities, Boeing's failures extended beyond immediate safety concerns to impact broader industry leadership and public trust. As documented by Euractiv (2024), the company's position as a leading aerospace manufacturer meant its actions had far reaching implications for aviation safety standards and public confidence. Communities surrounding airports experienced a profound loss of faith in aviation safety, while regions economically dependent on Boeing operations faced significant negative impacts (Beene, 2019).
The erosion of Boeing's philanthropic responsibilities manifested in multiple interconnected ways. The company's 2024 Sustainability & Social Impact Report (investors.boeing.com, 2024) attempted to address these failures. However, as Jordan (2019) notes, the damage to public trust and industry leadership had already been extensive. The company reduced investment in safety education and community trust building initiatives, limited resources for comprehensive training programs, and consistently prioritized short-term financial gains over long-term industry benefits (Neidich, 2019). 

These failures across Carroll's CSR Pyramid demonstrate how pursuing economic objectives at the expense of legal compliance, ethical integrity, and philanthropic leadership can threaten a corporation's survival. Boeing's experience shows that sustainable success requires balanced attention to all levels of corporate social responsibility (Herkert et al., 2020; Chary, 2024; George, 2024).
This comprehensive analysis demonstrates how the prioritization of short-term financial gains over safety and ethical considerations can lead to catastrophic outcomes affecting all stakeholders. Boeing's adherence to Friedman's shareholder centric theory ultimately contributed to its reputational decline and loss of competitive advantage, validating the importance of Freeman's more comprehensive stakeholder approach in ensuring sustainable business success (Studocu, 2023).
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The Boeing crisis demonstrates how corporate greed can fundamentally corrupt organizational culture. According to George (2024), Boeing's transformation from an engineering focused to a finance focused company began over two decades ago, marking a profound shift in corporate priorities. This cultural change manifested in the subordination of engineering excellence to financial metrics, ultimately compromising the company's core identity as a safety focused manufacturer. Mukunda (2024) argues that this transformation led to a systemic breakdown in safety culture and engineering integrity, creating an environment where financial considerations consistently trumped technical and safety concerns.

[bookmark: _Toc185212749]3.2 Financial and Human Impact

The consequences of prioritizing profit over safety proved catastrophic on multiple levels. The immediate financial impact included direct costs exceeding $20 billion in crisis management and compensation (Isidore, 2021), alongside substantial market share losses to Airbus (Yahya, 2022). More critically, the human cost was severe, with 346 lives lost in two crashes, representing what Herkert et al. (2020) describe as the ultimate price of prioritizing shareholder returns over safety. The recent death of whistleblower John Barnett, who had reported being pressured to hide aircraft defects, further illustrates the human toll of aggressive profit pursuit (Bedigan, 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc185212750]3.3 Leadership Failure and Governance Implications
The crisis revealed fundamental failures in corporate leadership and oversight systems. Larcker and Tayan (2024) identify several critical leadership failures, including the prioritization of short-term financial metrics and inadequate risk assessment systems. The breakdown in communication between technical teams and management represented what Patron et al. (2021) characterize as a systemic failure of corporate governance. These failures demonstrate that successful business operations require what J.Lee (2020) describes as a virtue based approach to corporate governance, balancing profit objectives with ethical considerations. Ultimately, as Lyth (2022) argues, long-term business success depends on maintaining stakeholder trust through consistent ethical behaviour, not just maximizing short-term profits.
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The examination of the Boeing 737 MAX crisis reveals profound insights into the relationship between corporate greed and business ethics. Through multiple theoretical frameworks, this study demonstrates how the prioritization of profit over ethical considerations fundamentally corrupts organizational decision-making and leads to catastrophic outcomes. The investigation through teleological, deontological, and stakeholder theory perspectives reveals a systematic degradation of safety culture and professional integrity in pursuit of financial gains. Carroll's CSR Pyramid analysis further illuminates how failures rippled across economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities, creating a comprehensive breakdown in corporate governance.
The most significant revelation emerges in the contrast between short-term financial metrics and long-term business sustainability. Boeing's experience definitively shows that greed driven decision-making, while potentially profitable in the immediate term, ultimately proves destructive to both business success and societal welfare. The human cost of 346 lives lost, including the recent death of whistleblower John Barnett, stands as striking evidence that ethical considerations in business are not merely theoretical concerns but matters of life and death. These findings conclusively establish that sustainable business success requires an unwavering commitment to ethical conduct, balancing profit objectives with moral principles and stakeholder responsibilities.
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The Boeing 737 MAX crisis highlights several critical areas for improvement in corporate practice and industry oversight. Five key recommendations are suggested for preventing similar disasters.

First, organizations must prioritize safety over speed in product development. The pressure to compete with Airbus led Boeing to rush development, resulting in critical safety oversights (Yahya, 2022; Gates and Baker, 2019). Second, redundancy in critical systems must be mandatory. Redundancy in aircraft serves as a backup systems for important parts. If one system fails, another takes over to keep everyone safe (www.crewblast.co, 2024). The reliance on a single AOA sensor violated fundamental aviation safety principles, demonstrating the need for multiple fail-safes in critical systems (The United States Department of Justice, 2021).
Third, transparency and communication with regulators and stakeholders must be improved. Boeing's decision to downplay the MCAS system's significance left pilots unprepared and uninformed (Herkert et al., 2020). Fourth, regulatory oversight must be strengthened, with clear separation between manufacturers and certification authorities to prevent conflicts of interest (Patron et al., 2021).
Finally, organizations must foster a safety-first corporate culture. Boeing's focus on financial performance created an environment where safety concerns were often dismissed (George, 2024; Mukunda, 2024). Companies must create an atmosphere where safety concerns are prioritized and engineers feel empowered to raise issues without fear of repercussion (Chary, 2024; Prentice, 2022).
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