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Executive Summary 
This report evaluates whether greed can be ethically justified in modern business. While profit-seeking has historically driven innovation, evidence shows that unchecked greed often results in exploitation, inequality, and environmental harm. Case studies such as Enron, Facebook, and fast fashion illustrate how ethical lapses erode trust and sustainability. Conversely, companies like Patagonia and Unilever demonstrate that integrating ethics into corporate strategy enhances reputation and long-term success.
Using frameworks including Kantian duty ethics, utilitarianism, social contract theory, natural law, social justice, and agency theory, the analysis concludes that greed is rarely defensible. Decisions prioritising short-term gains over societal and environmental well-being undermine both moral principles and sustainable outcomes.
Key recommendations include embedding ethics into corporate strategy, investing in ethical leadership, adopting ESG and CSR frameworks, ensuring transparency, and learning from past failures. Ultimately, businesses that balance profit with responsibility are better positioned for success in a global economy that values trust and sustainability.
In conclusion, the evidence suggests that greed cannot be justified as a sustainable business model. Companies that prioritise ethics alongside profit are better positioned to succeed in a global economy where trust, responsibility, and sustainability are increasingly valued.
Introduction 
The idea that “greed is good” has been debated for decades, especially in the world of business. Some argue that the pursuit of profit drives innovation and growth, while others believe it leads to exploitation and inequality. In today’s climate, where social responsibility, sustainability, and transparency are increasingly expected, businesses are under pressure to do more than just make money.
This report explores whether modern businesses should be concerned about ethics and if greed can ever be justified. It looks at ethical theories, such as utilitarianism and deontology, and considers how these apply to real-world business decisions. The aim is to understand the balance between profit-making and ethical responsibility, and to reflect on how businesses can operate in a way that benefits both themselves and society.

Understanding Ethics in Business 
Ethics in business refers to principles that guide behaviour and decision-making. Philosophers like Kant and Mill offer different views. Kant’s deontological ethics focus on duty (Seven Pillars Institute, n.d.), while Mill’s utilitarianism is about outcomes (PhilosophiesOfLife.org, n.d.).In business, these theories help us evaluate whether actions are right or wrong beyond just financial success.  
Greed: A Philosophical and Practical Perspective 
“The phrase ‘greed is good”. became popular through pop culture, but unchecked greedcan lead to exploitation, inequality and environmental harm. While some argue that greed drives innovation and growth, others believe it undermines trust and long-term sustainability. 
Real-World Examples of Ethical Dilemmas
Examples like the collapse of Enron, the Facebook scandal (Pew Research Center, 2019), .and Fast fashion brands (Ravi & Teitelbaum, 2025). Highlight how ethical lapses can damage reputations and communities. These cases show the importance of transparency, accountability and ethical leadership. Ethical decision-making is closely tied to environmental sustainability; for example, fast fashion’s reliance on cheap production often leads to significant carbon emissions and textile waste, highlighting how profit-driven choices can harm the planet.
Not all businesses fall into the trap of greed. Companies such as Patagonia and Unilever demonstrate how ethical responsibility can coexist with profitability. Patagonia, an outdoor clothing company, has built its mission around environmental stewardship, famously declaring: “We’re in business to save our home planet.” Its practices include sustainable sourcing, supply chain transparency, and campaigns encouraging customers to buy less and repair more. This approach has earned Patagonia recognition on the Ethisphere Institute’s “World’s Most Ethical Companies” list, demonstrating that prioritising sustainability can strengthen brand loyalty and long-term growth (Yvon Chouinard, 2022).
Similarly, Unilever has embedded ethics into its global operations through the Sustainable Living Plan (USLP). Launched in 2010, the plan aimed to decouple business growth from environmental impact while improving social outcomes. By reducing carbon emissions, sourcing raw materials ethically, and investing in fair trade, Unilever has demonstrated that large corporations can integrate sustainability into their core strategy. The initiative boosted customer trust, enhanced competitiveness, and positioned Unilever as a leader in responsible consumption (Unilever, 2020).
These examples highlight how ethical frameworks such as social justice (fair distribution of resources), natural law (respecting human dignity), and agency theory (balancing shareholder and stakeholder interests) can be applied positively. Patagonia and Unilever show that businesses can thrive by embedding ethics into their identity, proving that responsibility is not a barrier to success but a foundation for sustainable growth.
Regulation vs. Self-Regulation in Business Ethics
Whether businesses should be regulated by governments and religious organisations or left to self-regulate is a complex issue. On one hand, external regulation helps ensure accountability, especially when profit-driven decisions risk harming people or the environment. Laws around data protection, labour rights, and environmental standards exist because not all businesses act ethically on their own. On the other hand, self-regulation can encourage companies to take ownership of their values and build trust with stakeholders. Ethical leadership, transparency, and strong internal policies can be just as effective if not more than external rules. The collapse of Enron is a clear example of how different ethical theories can lead to very different views on business decisions. From a Kantian perspective, what Enron did hiding debt, misleading investors, and manipulating energy markets, was completely unethical. Kant believed that people should act out of duty and treat others with respect, not o an end. Enron’s leadership clearly failed in that regard, putting profit above honesty and fairness. From a utilitarian point of view, the situation is more complicated. Some might argue that Enron’s actions were aimed at creating growth and shareholder value, which could be seen as beneficial. But when you look at the outcome thousands of employees losing their pensions, investors being misled, and public trust in corporations being damaged it’s clear the harm far outweighs any short-term gains. So even by Mill’s standards, the decisions weren’t ethically justified. This comparison shows how ethical theories help us look at business decisions from different angles. It’s not just about whether something makes money it’s about whether it’s right, fair, and sustainable in the long run.
While external regulation ensures accountability and prevents harm, it can be rigid and slow to adapt to emerging issues (Norman, 2012). Self-regulation promotes flexibility and innovation but risks becoming superficial if profit motives override ethical commitments (Toffel, 2007). A balanced approach combining legal frameworks with strong internal governance may offer the most effective solution.

Ethical Theories
When we talk about ethics in business. We’re really asking: what’s the right thing to do and why? Philosophers like Kant and Mill offer different ways of thinking about this. Kant believed that actions should be based on duty, doing what is morally right, no matter the outcome (Seven Pillars Institute, n.d.). Mill, on the other hand, focused on results. His idea of utilitarianism is about doing whatever brings the most happiness to the most people(PhilosophiesOfLife.org, n.d.). 
Understanding these ideas helps us see that ethical decisions in business are not always black and white. It’s about finding a balance between doing well financially and doing what is right for people and the planet. 
Facebook’s handling of user data illustrates how ethical theories apply to technology (Yoffie and Fisher, 2019). Kantian ethics would condemn the lack of informed consent, as it treats users as a means to profit. Utilitarianism might initially justify data collection for innovation, but widespread harm from breaches and misinformation shows the negative consequences outweigh benefits (Segalla and Rouziès, 2023; Hughes, 2024). Social contract theory would argue that Facebook violated the implicit agreement of trust between users and the platform.
Fast fashion presents a complex ethical dilemma that spans environmental and labour concerns. From a Kantian perspective, exploiting workers in unsafe conditions for profit violates the principle of treating individuals as ends in themselves (Kulkarni, 2025). Utilitarianism might initially justify fast fashion for providing affordable clothing and jobs, but when considering the long-term harm pollution, excessive waste, and worker exploitation the negative consequences outweigh the benefits (Walden, 2024; Parker, 2024). Social contract theory further condemns these practices, as they breach the implicit agreement between businesses and society to act fairly and sustainably. This case highlights how ethical frameworks expose the tension between short-term gains and global responsibilities.
Beyond Kantian duty and Mill’s utilitarianism, other ethical frameworks provide valuable perspectives for evaluating business decisions such as:
Natural law theory - rooted in the idea that morality is grounded in universal principles of human nature, argues that certain actions are inherently right or wrong regardless of outcomes. In a business context, exploiting workers or damaging the environment would violate natural law because these practices undermine human dignity and the common good. For example, fast fashion’s reliance on unsafe labour conditions contradicts the natural law principle of respecting human life and flourishing.
Social justice theory - focuses on fairness in the distribution of wealth, opportunities, and rights across society. Applied to global business, this framework highlights issues such as income inequality, access to safe working conditions, and environmental sustainability. From a social justice perspective, the “greed is good” mentality fails because it prioritises profit for a while perpetuating systemic disadvantages for many. The collapse of Enron, which left thousands of employees without pensions, illustrates how ignoring social justice can devastate communities and erode trust in institutions.
Agency theory - examines the relationship between corporate managers (agents) and shareholders (principals). It highlights the ethical tension between pursuing shareholder value and broader responsibilities to stakeholders. When managers act purely to maximise short-term profits, they risk neglecting employees, customers, and society. Enron’s executives, for instance, prioritised shareholder returns through deceptive practices, ultimately harming all stakeholders. A more ethical application of agency theory would balance fiduciary duties with corporate social responsibility, ensuring that managers act not only in the interests of shareholders but also in alignment with societal expectations.
Together, these frameworks reinforce the conclusion that unchecked greed undermines both ethical principles and long-term business success. By integrating natural law, social justice, and agency theory into decisionmaking, organisations can better navigate global dilemmas and build sustainable, responsible strategies.

Comparing Ethical Theories in Practice
Kant and Mill have very different takes on what makes something ethical. Kant’s view is that you should do the right thing simply because it is your duty, even if it is not the easiest or most profitable option (Kant, 2005, p39). Mill’s approach is more about the outcome: if a decision leads to the greatest good for the greatest number, then it is the right one. 
In business, this can lead to very different choices. For example, if a company is thinking about outsourcing jobs to save money, from Kant’s perspective, if that decision treats workers unfairly or uses them purely for profit, it is wrong no matter how much money it saves. Mill, however, might look at it from a much bigger picture and say if outsourcing helps the company grow and creates more jobs elsewhere, then maybe it is justified.  
These theories also apply to global dilemmas such as outsourcing: Kantian ethics would reject exploiting workers for cost savings, while utilitarianism might justify it if it creates broader economic benefits though this raises questions about global inequality and fairness.
This kind of comparison shows how complex ethical decisions can be. It is not just about what makes financial sense, but it is about what kind of impact those decisions have on people, communities and the wider world. 
Comparing Ethical Theories: The Case of Enron
The Enron scandal is a clear example of how different ethical theories can lead to very different views on business decisions (Peterson, n.d). From a Kantian perspective, what Enron did, hiding debt, misleading investors, and manipulating energy markets, was completely unethical. Kant believed that people should act out of duty and treat others with respect, not to an end. Enron’s leadership clearly failed in that regard, putting profit above honesty and fairness.
From a utilitarian point of view, the situation is more complicated. Some might argue that Enron’s actions were aimed at creating growth and shareholder value, which could be seen as beneficial. But when you look at the outcome, thousands of employees losing their pensions, investors being misled, and public trust in corporations being damaged, it’s clear the harm far outweighs any short-term gains. So even by Mill’s standards, the decisions weren’t ethically justified (Sridharan, Dickes & Caines, 2002).
This comparison shows how ethical theories help us look at business decisions from different angles. It’s not just about whether something makes money, it’s about whether it’s right, fair, and sustainable in the long run.
Ethics in Real-World Business Planning
The Enron case shows how ethical considerations aren’t just theoretical — they have real consequences in business planning and decision-making. (Sridharan, Dickes & Caines, 2002). When leaders ignore ethical principles and focus only on short-term profit, it can lead to disaster. Enron’s executives made decisions that looked good on paper but were built on deception. If they had followed Kant’s idea of acting out of duty and treating people with respect, or Mill’s focus on outcomes that benefit the majority, they might have made very different choices. In today’s business world, companies need to think about more than just the bottom line. Ethical planning means asking: how will this decision affect our employees, customers, and the wider community? It’s about building trust, staying transparent, and making choices that are sustainable, not just profitable (IMD Business School, 2025).
Modern Business Ethics: Learning from the Past
Since the collapse of Enron, many organisations have realised that ethical decision-making needs to be built into the core of business planning, not just added on as an afterthought. These days, more companies are adopting ESG policies (Environmental, Social, and Governance) to show they’re serious about doing business responsibly (IMD Business School, 2024). This means thinking about how their actions affect the planet, how they treat people, and how transparent their leadership is.
Ethical leadership is also becoming more important. Businesses are starting to understand that trust and reputation are just as valuable as profit. Leaders are expected to be honest, accountable, and to make decisions that reflect the values of their organisation, not just chase short-term gains.
Ethical standards often vary across cultures and political systems. For example, data privacy laws in the EU under GDPR are far stricter than in some other regions, influencing how global companies handle user information. Similarly, attitudes toward labour rights differ between developed and developing countries, creating ethical challenges for multinational corporations.
What happened with Enron is a reminder that when ethics are ignored, the consequences can be huge. But it also shows how businesses can learn and improve. By putting ethics at the heart of planning and decision-making, companies can build stronger relationships with their employees, customers, and communities and still be successful.

Conclusions 
[bookmark: _Hlk214524569]This report has explored whether greed can ever be justified in business, and how ethical theories like Kant’s deontology and Mill’s utilitarianism help us understand the consequences of our decisions. The collapse of Enron shows what happens when ethics are ignored, not just financial loss, but damage to people’s lives and trust in the system. It’s clear that businesses need to think beyond profit and consider the wider impact of their actions.
In today’s world, ethical decision-making isn’t just a nice idea; it’s essential. Companies that plan responsibly, act transparently, and treat people fairly are more likely to succeed in the long run. Ethics should be part of every business decision, from leadership to day-to-day operations.
Recommendations
1. [bookmark: _Hlk214524534]Embed ethics into corporate strategy as a core value, not a compliance exercise reflecting Kant’s principle of duty and honesty, as seen in the failure of Enron. 
2. Invest in ethical leadership training to balance profit with responsibility aligning with utilitarian goals of maximizing overall well-being. 
3. Adopt ESG and CSR frameworks to guide sustainable practices globally supporting social contract theory and addressing fast fashion’s environmental impact. 
4. Ensure transparency through regular reporting and stakeholder engagement a lesson from Facebook’s privacy controversies and Kant’s emphasis on respect. 
5. Learn from past failures like Enron and integrate risk management for ethical breaches applying both deontological and consequentialist reasoning to prevent harm.
By putting ethics at the heart of business planning, organisations can build trust, improve sustainability, and create long-term success for themselves and for society
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