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Executive Abstract
In the context of deepening globalization, corporate operations have long since transcended single cultural and institutional environments, leading to highly complex ethical issues arising from their business decisions. The same business behavior may receive drastically different moral evaluations in different cultural contexts, challenging traditional business ethics theories based on a single value system. This paper, from the theoretical perspectives of cultural relativism and ethical universalism, analyzes how cultural differences influence business ethical judgments and further explores whether culture can constitute the ethical legitimacy basis for corporate behavior. Through cross-cultural analysis of core issues such as profit orientation, environmental responsibility, and labor practices, this paper points out that cultural factors are significant in explaining ethical disagreements, but their legitimacy has clear boundaries. The study argues that if companies rely entirely on cultural relativism for ethical justification, it will weaken the binding force of global business ethics and may lead to a systemic shift in ethical responsibility. This paper ultimately argues that multinational corporations should, while respecting cultural differences, adhere to minimum ethical standards that cannot be negated by culture, to ensure the moral legitimacy of global business activities in a diverse environment.
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[bookmark: _Toc216248183]Introduction
The most significant changes in global business activity are not merely reflected in the expansion of market size or the acceleration of capital flows, but in the increasingly frequent embedding of corporate behavior within different cultural, political, and social structures. In this context, business ethics is no longer simply a matter of internal governance or compliance management, but has become a complex cross-cultural and cross-institutional issue. When companies operate simultaneously in multiple countries and regions, their business decisions often need to address the different understandings and expectations of legitimate behavior in different societies. This coexistence of multiple standards makes ethical judgments highly unstable (Crane and Matten, 2016; De George, 2010).
Business practices considered reasonable, pragmatic, or even commendable in some societies may be criticized as immoral or unacceptable in others. Such disagreements do not stem entirely from differences in legal systems, but rather reflect the profound role of cultural value systems in ethical judgment (Hofstede et al., 2010; Jackson, 2014). Therefore, the core issue of cross-cultural business ethics is not whether cultural differences exist, but whether cultural differences can determine the legitimacy of ethical evaluations. This paper analyzes this issue, exploring the explanatory power and ethical boundaries of cultural relativism in global business, and assessing whether there are minimum ethical principles applicable to multicultural environments (Rachels, 2003; Donaldson, 1996).

[bookmark: _Toc216248184]Cultural Differences and Ethical Limits in Global Business
Business ethics is not an abstract set of principles independent of social reality, but rather a set of practical norms deeply embedded in specific cultural and institutional environments (Hofstede et al., 2010; Crane and Matten, 2016). Different societies' understandings of responsibility, obligation, fairness, and risk directly influence the ethical implications of corporate behavior. In societies that emphasize institutional rules and procedural justice, business ethics are often manifested in adherence to written rules and an emphasis on transparency; ethical transgressions are understood as institutional violations or deviations from rules. In contrast, in cultures that emphasize relationships, trust, and social roles, ethical judgments focus more on whether actions maintain social harmony and long-term reciprocal relationships.
This difference leads to the same behavior being imbued with different moral meanings in different cultures. For example, informal arrangements of interest may be seen as part of maintaining relationships in some cultures, but are easily interpreted as injustice or even corruption in societies that emphasize institutional neutrality. Ethical controversies do not stem entirely from the behavior itself, but from different cultural understandings of the meaning of behavior. However, while cultural interpretations can reveal the mechanisms by which social acceptance is formed, they cannot automatically grant ethical legitimacy to behavior. Culture can explain why a practice is tolerated, but it cannot answer whether that practice should be tolerated (Donaldson, 1996; Velasquez, 2012).

[bookmark: _Toc216248185]The Risks of Cultural Relativism
Cultural relativism posits that moral norms are determined by specific cultures, and that there are no universal ethical principles detached from cultural context (Rachels, 2003; Shaw, 2010). In international business contexts, this stance emphasizes that companies entering foreign markets should respect local values ​​and avoid judging others based on their own cultural standards. From an explanatory perspective, cultural relativism does help understand the different reactions of different societies to business practices and can reduce value conflicts in cross-cultural interactions.
However, when cultural relativism is used as the ultimate basis for ethical judgment, its inherent risks become apparent (Donaldson and Dunfee, 1999; Scherer and Palazzo, 2011). If ethics are entirely determined by culture, then any behavior universally accepted by society will automatically acquire moral legitimacy, even if that behavior causes significant harm to a specific group or future generations. In business practice, this logic can easily be used by companies to evade responsibility, redefining ethical issues as cultural differences, thereby weakening the possibility of ethical critique. More importantly, cultural norms are not value-neutral; they often reflect existing power structures and distributions of benefits. If companies unconditionally accept local cultural norms, they may actually be perpetuating existing unequal relationships.
The real ethical problem with cultural relativism lies in its inability to critique injustices within a culture itself. If a culture tolerates the exploitation of vulnerable groups, excessive environmental sacrifice, or neglect of transparency, then the culture itself may become a structural component of harm. If companies continue to use cultural differences as a justification, ethical responsibility shifts from the company to the culture, thus depriving ethical scrutiny of its basis (Sen, 2009; Sandel, 2013).
Therefore, cultural relativism helps explain ethical conflicts, but it is insufficient to resolve them. It is a tool for understanding differences, not a basis for judging legitimacy.

[bookmark: _Toc216248186]Ethical Universalism and Its Limits
Ethical universalism asserts that certain moral principles have legitimacy that transcends culture (United Nations, 2011; UN Global Compact, 2023), such as avoiding serious harm, respecting human dignity, and protecting fundamental rights. In global business practice, these principles provide companies with minimum ethical boundaries, preventing them from being completely subject to cultural differences. However, the biggest challenge facing universalism is how to gain legitimacy in different cultural contexts. If universal principles are considered to originate from a specific cultural tradition, their cross-cultural acceptance is questioned.
Nevertheless, the value of ethical universalism lies in complementing the shortcomings of cultural relativism. Cultural relativism often fails to provide substantive critical standards when facing cross-cultural ethical conflicts, while universalism at least provides a minimum standard of judgment that can transcend culture.
At the practical level, universal ethical principles not only have a normative function but also a preventative function. When corporate behavior involves irreversible harm or systemic risk, universalism can prevent the abuse of cultural relativism. It raises a crucial question: even if a behavior is culturally acceptable, can it still cause indefensible harm (OECD, 2022; Crane, Matten and Spence, 2019).
This question extends ethical judgment beyond cultural boundaries to the level of common human interests. Universalism thus becomes an indispensable component of global business ethics.

[bookmark: _Toc216248187]Cross-Cultural Ethical Tensions in Business
Profit maximization is the fundamental driving force of business activities, but different cultures set inconsistent ethical boundaries for profit-driven behavior. In societies that emphasize individual rights and market competition, profit is considered legitimate and necessary, but it must be obtained without harming the interests of others. In cultures that emphasize collectivism and social stability, profit is often given different public meanings; therefore, in some situations, sacrificing certain individual interests for overall economic growth may be considered reasonable (Fisher and Lovell, 2020; Shaw, 2010).
These cultural differences lead to complex ethical judgments for companies operating in multiple countries. For example, in some developing economies, governments may tolerate lower labor standards or environmental requirements to attract foreign investment, and companies may view this as a reasonable operating environment. However, from an ethical perspective, if the profit-seeking process harms the vulnerable, it exceeds the scope of what culture can reasonably explain (Donaldson, 1996; De George, 2010).
The ethical boundaries of profit-making behavior therefore need to be based on harm analysis, not cultural acceptability. If the relationship between profit and significant harm is obscured by culture, then culture itself becomes part of the ethical problem, not an ethical justification.

[bookmark: _Toc216248188]Environmental Ethics in Global Business
Environmental responsibility is one of the areas where multinational corporations find it most difficult to justify themselves through cultural differences. In many Western societies, environmental protection is considered an inescapable corporate responsibility, and the public's zero-tolerance attitude towards environmental damage compels companies to actively undertake sustainable development obligations (OECD, 2022; UN Global Compact, 2023). In some cultures that prioritize economic development, environmental costs are often understood as an unavoidable price of national development.
While these cultural differences can explain why companies adopt different environmental standards in different regions, they cannot negate the intergenerational consequences of environmental damage. Pollution does not diminish its impact on future generations simply because it is accepted in a particular culture, nor does it justify the damage to ecosystems simply because local legislation is lenient. The uniqueness of environmental harm lies in its consequences transcending cultural boundaries; therefore, cultural relativism is particularly limited in this area.
From an ethical perspective, the core of environmental issues is not culture, but consequences. Cultural explanations can account for tolerance, but they cannot change the fact of harm.

[bookmark: _Toc216248189]Cultural Limits in Labor Ethics
Labor practices are another area where cultural differences significantly influence ethical judgments. In some cultures, long working hours and high labor intensity are seen as part of dedication, while in cultures that emphasize labor rights, similar situations may be considered exploitation. However, when working conditions lead to serious physical and mental harm or deprivation of basic living security, cultural differences cease to be a valid justification (ILO, 2021; Jackson, 2014).
If companies maintain low-wage, dangerous, or undignified working conditions under the guise of cultural tradition, they are effectively using culture to weaken ethical responsibility. Culture does shape workers' expectations, but ethical assessment should focus on harm, not expectations. The existence of harm cannot be justified simply because expectations are low.

[bookmark: _Toc216248190]Responsibility Beyond Cultural Boundaries
In cross-cultural business practices, a frequently overlooked but ethically significant issue is the scope of corporate responsibility. Within a single culture or national context, a company's ethical responsibility is often understood as being accountable to its domestic consumers, employees, and regulatory bodies. However, once corporate activities cross national borders, the consequences of their actions often exceed the control of any single culture or institutional system. This spillover of responsibility makes the ethical justification of "following local cultural norms" more fragile, because those affected by business behavior are not limited to members within the culture itself (De George, 2010; Donaldson and Dunfee, 1999).
Cultural relativism assumes that ethical judgments occur within relatively closed cultural communities, but global business breaks down this closure. Companies are no longer merely actors within a culture, but key nodes in the global resource allocation and risk distribution system. Therefore, ethical judgments that still rely entirely on cultural boundaries cannot address the moral issues arising from the spillover of responsibility.
In this context, the strategy of using cultural differences as a justification reveals significant ethical flaws. Companies often emphasize cultural differences when it is advantageous to reduce their own responsibility, while downplaying cultural factors when it comes to bearing consequences. This selective use of cultural relativism transforms culture from an explanatory tool into a means of evading responsibility. This not only distorts culture itself but also weakens the credibility of corporate ethics (Sandel, 2013; Fisher and Lovell, 2020).
Furthermore, another key issue in cross-cultural business ethics lies in how companies balance institutional differences with ethical responsibility. Significant differences exist between countries in the strength of legal regulation, enforcement capabilities, and social oversight mechanisms, resulting in unequal institutional constraints faced by companies in different markets. In environments with strict regulations and strong public oversight, companies are often forced to maintain high ethical standards; conversely, in environments with weaker enforcement, companies enjoy greater freedom of action. This institutional difference provides a practical space for cultural relativism, but it also complicates ethical issues. If companies confuse lenient regulations with cultural differences, they may effectively lower their own moral constraints, thus creating a pattern of "ethical arbitrage."
This ethical arbitrage is particularly alarming in the global business system because it is not an isolated choice by individual companies, but can evolve into a structural competitive advantage. When some companies gain a cost advantage by entering cultural environments with low regulations and low ethical requirements, other companies that adhere to higher standards may be at a competitive disadvantage. This dynamic easily triggers so-called "moral bottom-seeking competition," where the overall ethical standards of companies do not align with the highest standards, but rather continuously approach the lowest acceptable standards. In this process, cultural relativism is no longer merely a theoretical tool to explain cultural differences, but becomes a narrative resource for rationalizing this competitive mechanism.
From an ethical assessment perspective, this phenomenon is problematic because the moral value of corporate behavior should not be determined solely by the competitive environment. If ethical standards are entirely subservient to market pressures, then ethics itself loses its normative function and is reduced to mere strategic significance. Cultural differences are used to explain "why this can be done," rather than to reflect on "whether this should be done." This shift reduces ethics from a standard of judgment to a situational variable, thus weakening its normative position in global business.
Therefore, a more prudent understanding of cultural relativism should emphasize its explanatory rather than defensive function. Culture can help companies understand how societal expectations are formed, but it should not be used to negate responsibility itself. In the global business context, a company's ethical responsibility stems not only from cultural identity but also from its resource allocation capabilities and sphere of influence. Precisely because multinational corporations possess power beyond a single culture at the economic, technological, and organizational levels, their ethical responsibility should not be reduced to the minimum requirements within a single culture. Cultural differences can influence how responsibility is fulfilled, but they should not determine whether responsibility exists (Velasquez, 2012; Crane and Matten, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc216248191]Balancing Culture and Ethics in Global Business
As the above analysis shows, both cultural relativism and ethical universalism have their necessity in global business ethics, but they also have significant limitations. Cultural relativism can avoid ethical hegemony and help multinational corporations better understand the norms and expectations of local societies; ethical universalism, on the other hand, can prevent corporations from using culture as an excuse to evade responsibility and maintain a minimum ethical standard consistent across cultures.
The key to compatibility lies not in reconciling the two, but in establishing a hierarchy of judgment: cultural explanations are used to account for differences, while ethical bottom lines are used to judge legitimacy (Donaldson and Dunfee, 1999; Crane and Matten, 2016). Corporations can adjust specific behaviors based on culture, such as communication patterns, management methods, or forms of social participation, but they cannot allow culture to negate harmful facts, much less allow culture to become a reason to ignore universal responsibility.
The future of global business ethics lies not in pursuing a completely unified value system, but in maintaining a justifiable structure of responsibility amidst differences. Only by respecting cultural differences while adhering to uncompromising ethical bottom lines can corporations establish stable ethical legitimacy globally (Scherer and Palazzo, 2011; OECD, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc216248192]Conclusion
This paper, through a systematic analysis of cross-cultural business ethics, points out that cultural differences have important explanatory significance in business ethical judgments, but cannot constitute the ultimate basis for ethical legitimacy. Cultural relativism helps understand why behavior is accepted in different societies, but it cannot justify behavior that causes serious harm. Ethical universalism provides multinational corporations with the necessary moral bottom line, but it must be implemented in a culturally sensitive manner. The key to global business ethics lies in distinguishing between what culture can explain and what culture cannot deny. Companies cannot ignore cultural differences, nor can they allow culture to become a tool for evading ethical responsibility.
Truly ethically justifiable multinational corporate behavior should be able to uphold human dignity, prevent irreversible harm, and fulfill fundamental obligations to present and future generations even in multicultural contexts. The core of global business ethics is not cultural uniformity, but maintaining consistency in ethical responsibility across cultural differences.
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