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[bookmark: _Toc214659549]Executive Summary
This assignment critically explores whether greed is "good" and whether modern business should be ethically concerned. Drawing on philosophical theories including utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics, stakeholder theory and corporate social responsibility theory, the article analyzes how ethical and managerial decisions shape an organization's behavior and its impact on the wider community.

The classic arguments such as Milton Friedman's profit maximization theory, as well as contemporary critiques emphasizing environmental, social and governance (ESG) responsibilities. This uses several real-world dilemmas, including corporate scandals, labor exploitation, product safety, and sustainability, to demonstrate how an ethical framework can be used to guide decision-making.

In conclusion, modern organizations cannot rely solely on greed or profit maximization. Rather, ethics must be integrated into strategic planning because businesses operate within complex social systems, face stakeholder expectations, and impact community well-being. Ethical violations can damage trust, reputation and long-term viability. The paper recommends strengthening ethics training, integrating ethical frameworks into organizational governance, and adopting stakeholder-oriented business objectives. 
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[bookmark: _Toc214659550]Introduction
The controversial statement “greed is good”—widespread in culture and sometimes promoted by laissez-faire economics—raises a practical question for managers: Can the pursuit of self-interest and profit justify decisions that harm others or the environment? On the one hand, Milton Friedman believed that the social responsibility of business is to increase profits within the limits permitted by law (Friedman, 1970). On the other hand, stakeholder theorists and contemporary scholars argue that corporations must balance shareholder returns with obligations to employees, communities, and the environment (Freeman, 1984; Mahajan, 2023). These debates have intensified over the past decade as environmental, social and governance (ESG) issues, regulatory pressures, and public expectations reshape the business landscape (Dacin et al., 2022; Business Roundtable, 2019). 

This essay will critically analyze whether greed is “a good thing” and whether modern businesses must integrate ethics into management and decision-making. Drawing on ethical theory (utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics, ethical egoism, stakeholder theory), empirical research on ESG and corporate performance, and real-world dilemmas. It also demonstrates that while egoism can drive innovation, unchecked greed can create harmful externalities and damage long-term value. Managers should therefore view ethics as central to strategy and governance rather than as a peripheral compliance task. 

Profit, Self-interest and Moral Theory
Two centuries of economic and ethical thought illuminate why this debate continues today. Adam Smith's discussion of market coordination driven by self-interest is often invoked to justify profit-seeking behavior (Smith, 1776). Milton Friedman (1970) further developed this view, arguing that the primary duty of managers is to serve shareholders: to maximize returns by using the company's resources within the limits allowed by law. Critics counter that Friedman’s scheme ignores external harm to non-shareholders and ignores the social license required for businesses to operate (Harrison, 2020; Dassin et al., 2022).

From a moral philosophy perspective, several different theoretical frameworks propose competing proposals. Utilitarianism judges actions by their consequences—that is, the greatest good for the greatest number—and therefore supports decisions that maximize the total welfare of society (Mill, 1861). Applied to the business world, utilitarian reasoning favors safe products, pollution reduction, and fair labor practices when these measures enhance the net welfare of society (Edomush, 2022). Deontological ethics (Kantian) emphasizes duties and rights: some actions are intrinsically wrong regardless of whether they bring benefits, so even if profits accrue, exploitation or cheating is not justified. Virtue ethics focuses on character: organizations thrive when leaders cultivate virtues such as integrity and prudence (Solomon, 1992). In contrast, ethical egoism advocates acting in self-interest; although it can explain competitive behavior, as a governance principle, it has the potential to harm the interests of stakeholders and therefore has limitations for modern enterprises (Velasquez, 2014). Stakeholder theory integrates many of the above perspectives by situating businesses within social relationships; therefore, ethical decision-making must consider multiple and intertwined responsibilities (Freeman, 1984; Mahajan, 2023).

Taken together, these theories suggest that self-interest is a powerful driver of productive activity, but moral legitimacy and sustainable value require attention to consequences, obligations, and character. If managers ignore these factors, short-term gains can turn into long-term losses.

Greed in practice: evidence, risks and lessons
Empirical and historical evidence shows that behavior driven by greed has a double-edged sword effect. Corporate scandals such as Enron’s accounting fraud, Volkswagen’s emissions fraud, and high-profile data privacy breaches have shown that prioritizing short-term profits over ethical constraints can cause catastrophic reputational, legal, and financial damage (Investopedia, 2016; AP, 2024). Regulatory responses and investor reactions often come at a heavy cost: Sarbanes-Oxley and its subsequent legislation tightened corporate governance and reporting requirements after corporate failures, raised compliance costs and changed management incentives (Andersen/Enron case). These cases demonstrate that unethical profit-seeking behavior can damage shareholder value and public trust.

Conversely, recent evidence on ESG performance suggests that ethical and sustainable practices do not necessarily mean sacrificing financial returns. Meta-analysis and summary studies have shown that there is a non-negative relationship, and usually a positive relationship, between ESG indicators and company financial performance; about 90% of research reports in a major review showed that there is a non-negative relationship between ESG and CFP (Friede, Busch, and Bassen, 2015), and recent corporate-level research found that higher ESG performance can enhance corporate value and profitability (Aydoğmuş, 2022). These studies suggest that ethical management is generally consistent with long-term competitiveness, although this relationship depends on the measure, industry, and corporate strategy.

Public expectations and institutional pressures are also changing the rules of the game. The 2019 Business Roundtable statement signed by major CEOs redefined the purpose of business, emphasizing that companies are responsible not only to shareholders, but also to customers, employees, suppliers, communities and consumers, reflecting the shift of business towards stakeholder capitalism (Business Roundtable, 2019; Harrison, 2020). Scholars caution that such statements may be merely symbolic unless accompanied by changes in governance and incentives (Dacin et al., 2022), but they nonetheless demonstrate the growing normative pressure on businesses to justify their social impact.

Why Ethics Matters for Management: Mechanisms and Consequences
Executive compensation, board oversight and performance metrics influence management priorities. A system that overemphasizes short-term stock prices may encourage risky and ethical decision-making; while a system that integrates ESG goals into corporate governance can align incentives with broader value creation (Porter & Kramer, 2011; Dacin et al., 2022).

An ethical culture fostered through leadership role modeling and training can reduce inappropriate behavior and encourage employees to identify problems early (Trevino & Nelson, 2017). Moral imagination enables managers to see problems from the perspective of stakeholders and avoid making decisions that create hidden costs.

Trust is a strategic asset. Transparency, accountability, and responsible behavior reduce regulatory scrutiny, attract customers, and retain talent—all of which contribute to long-term corporate profitability (Vogel, 2005; Aydoğmuş, 2022).


Applying ethical frameworks to real-world dilemmas 
Utilitarian managers weigh consumer benefits against cost savings, and they are likely to keep in mind the obligation to avoid foreseeable harm. The Boeing 737 MAX crisis highlighted the fatal consequences of engineering compromises made under commercial pressure; ethical governance requires companies to prioritize safety even at short-term costs (Case Document).

Resource extraction companies face a choice between short-term profits and long-term sustainability. Both utilitarian and stakeholder reasoning point to internalizing environmental costs (Aydoğmuş, 2022). Companies like Patagonia have shown that a solid environmental stance can go hand-in-hand with a profitable niche market position, while companies that hide emissions data face fines and loss of market access.

Fast fashion brands and electronics companies often face reports of poor working conditions in supplier factories. Deontology and stakeholder theory require brands to ensure workers receive decent wages and a safe workplace.

Digital platforms that profit from personal data must balance profits with user rights. Deontological commitments to respect for human dignity and utilitarian considerations about the harm of surveillance to society both demand stricter privacy protections; regulatory action and consumer distrust will punish companies that exceed their authority.


Regulation, religion and the role of external authorities
Should governments or religious organizations regulate business ethics? Government regulation is necessary when market mechanisms fail to protect public interests (e.g., pollution, worker safety, fair markets). Legal frameworks such as anti-corruption laws, consumer protection laws, and disclosure requirements set minimum standards and create enforcement mechanisms that private ethics alone cannot ensure (Harrison, 2020). Religious organizations and civil society play an important normative role in shaping social expectations and corporate values, but in pluralistic societies public regulation is the primary mechanism for setting universal standards. Private governance measures such as industry codes and voluntary corporate social responsibility complement public laws, but empirical research shows that voluntary actions are often incomplete without legal guarantees (Dacin et al., 2022; Friede et al., 2015).


Critically Analyzing “Greed is Good”
Support for greed: Incentives stemming from self-interest can stimulate entrepreneurship, investment, and innovation (Smith, 1776). In a market system, private rewards can direct efforts toward socially beneficial productive activities. However, contemporary criticism highlights its key limitations: information asymmetries, externalities, and principal-agent problems mean that individual pursuit of profit often causes collective harm (Ghoshal, 2005). The 2008 financial crisis and the many corporate scandals since have shown that when corporate governance fails, greed can destabilize entire industries. Psychological research has also elaborated on the concept of “greed”: recent research explores when self-interested behavior can enhance resilience and when it can lead to hoarding and social harm (Hoyer, 2024).

Greed motivated purely by self-interest is therefore not always "good". The pursuit of profit can truly benefit society only when it is governed by legal rules, governed by ethical norms, and integrated into an accountability system that aligns private incentives with the public interest. From a practical management perspective, the challenge lies in institutional design: creating incentives, culture, and oversight so that individual benefit produces positive social outcomes rather than harm.


[bookmark: _Toc214659555]Conclusion
"Is greed a good thing?" This question cannot be answered with a simple "yes" or "no". Self-interest drives productive economic activity but, if left unchecked, has serious social and environmental costs. Ethical theories (utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics, stakeholder theory) provide normative tools to help managers evaluate trade-offs and prevent harmful behavior. Empirical research on ESG (environmental, social and governance) and corporate performance shows that ethical management is compatible with and often contributes to long-term financial success (Friede et al., 2015; Aydoğmuş, 2022). Contemporary shifts in stakeholder thinking (Business Roundtable, 2019) and growing regulatory and investor pressure mean that businesses that ignore ethics will face increasing risks (Dacin et al., 2022).

Therefore, managers should consider ethics as central to strategy and governance. This requires reforming incentives, strengthening boards, creating an ethical culture, promoting stakeholder engagement and enabling transparent reporting. Regulation plays a crucial role in setting minimum standards; civil society and religious organizations contribute to normative and moral reflection but cannot replace public accountability in pluralistic systems.


[bookmark: _Toc214659556]Recommendation
Management performance indicators should be explicitly linked to ESG outcomes—such as environmental impact, labour standards, and product safety—in order to align managerial incentives with long-term organisational value and societal well-being (Porter & Kramer, 2011; Aydoğmuş, 2022). To strengthen accountability, firms should also establish ethics committees and independent oversight mechanisms that help reduce principal–agent problems and ensure compliance with legal and ethical obligations (Dacin et al., 2022). Investing in continuous ethics education and creating safe, confidential reporting channels further enables organisations to identify emerging issues early and respond proactively (Trevino & Nelson, 2017). Meaningful engagement with employees, communities, and suppliers is equally important, as genuine dialogue helps organisations identify and mitigate social risks across the value chain (Freeman, 1984; Mahajan, 2023). Additionally, adopting a standardised sustainability reporting framework—supported by third-party verification—can prevent greenwashing and increase stakeholder trust (Friede et al., 2015). Finally, businesses should participate constructively in public policy formulation to help establish level playing fields, internalise externalities, and safeguard public interests (Harrison, 2020).
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