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REPORT
GREED, ETHICS, AND BUSINESS: BALANCING PROFIT, RESPONSIBILITY, AND SUSTAINABLE   CORPORATE   PRACTICE


Executive Summary
This report discusses the issue of whether greed is good and the ethical responsibility of the modern business in both a theoretical and a practical sense. It follows the historical development of business ethics, starting with classical economic thinking and moral philosophy, to modern models as CSR, ESG, and the stakeholder theory. Through the case studies of Wells Fargo, Volkswagen, and Meta, as well as the example of ethical models, including Patagonia and Unilever, the discussion indicates that unregulated avarice results in reputational harm and eventual loss, but ethical capitalism drives trust, sustainability, and performance. The report concludes by asserting that self-interest is a motivator of innovation and competitiveness, but only ethically driven leadership, open governance and stakeholder inclusion can make its success sustainable. Sustainability and legitimate capitalism, therefore, lie on ethics.
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[bookmark: _Toc214487118]1.0 Introduction 
The question of “greed is good” has become a trademark in an era of corporate scandals, environmental disasters and increasing inequality. The greed, which is the excessive desire to achieve wealth or power, is at the core of capitalism, whereas business ethics require the responsible and moral restraint of corporate behaviour. Respecting profit and purpose is the incompatibility of modern organisational practice: is self-interest an opportunity or an abuse? In its argument, this report states that normal healthy competition and growth are good constituents of development, but when such gains are not kept in check due to sheer greed, it casts a curse on the integrity of the organisation, trust of its stakeholders and long-term viability. Based on the classical theory of economy, ethical theories and the current ESG/CSR concepts, it demonstrates that moral capitalism is not a dream, but a prerequisite to success over time.
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[bookmark: _Toc214487120]2.1 Theoretical Foundations 
[bookmark: _Toc212921604][bookmark: _Toc214487121]2.1.1 Classical Economic Perspective
Modern business ethics has its origins in classical economic theory, where the pursuit was considered a means of the common good. The concept of the invisible hand by Adam Smith held that when personal interest drives people, the market would automatically coordinate their activities to benefit society (Majaski, 2024). Smith, however, focused on moral restraint and sympathy as the required companions of economic ambition in his obscure Theory of Moral Sentiments. This is the moral aspect that was frequently neglected in modern understandings of capitalism.
The economic primacy of profit was later strengthened by Milton Friedman, who believed that the only social responsibility business has is to maximise its profits within the confines of the law. His opinion defined the shareholder primacy model, which was prevalent in corporate governance during the late twentieth century. Neoliberal economics was constructed on this base, where deregulation and market efficiency were propagated as means to create wealth (Burrell et al., 2022). However, critics suggest that the ideology promotes short-termism and moral blindness by focusing on financial measures and not ethical or social outcomes. 
[bookmark: _Toc212921605][bookmark: _Toc214487122]2.1.2 Ethical Theories in Business
Ethical theories provide philosophical approaches that inform the moral reasoning in managerial decision-making. Utilitarianism, which was formulated by Bentham and Mill, defines actions by their consequences, that is, in terms of maximum good to the maximum number of people. Cost-benefit trade-offs (like downsizing or automation) may be defensible using utilitarian logic in business as they are thought to maximise overall welfare (Cheung and Bauer, 2021). Critics, however, argue that this line of reasoning can justify the possible harm of minority stakeholders if the aggregate utility seems positive.
On the contrary, deontological ethics, which is based on the philosophy of Kant, evaluates actions based on duty but not on the outcome. Deontological managers emphasise fairness, honesty and respect to individual rights even in cases where it opposes profitability (Alexander, 2024). To give an example, the denial to take advantage of labour in inexpensive areas would constitute a moral responsibility and not an economic benefit. Take Virtue ethics, which is a reinterpretation of Aristotle, brought into existence with a new emphasis on character and intention instead of rules or outcomes (Hwang, 2025). Business ethics comes about through developing such virtues like integrity, prudence and temperance, which is a balance between ambitions and a moral purpose (Dacin et al., 2022). In organisations, this has been translated to reward cultures of ethical conduct, rather than just monetary prosperity.
[bookmark: _Toc212921606][bookmark: _Toc214487123]2.2 Critical and Contemporary Perspectives
According to a Marxist critique, greed is not a moral malfunction of an individual but a system characteristic of capitalist production that is bound to bring exploitation, alienation and inequality (Perera, 2023). This perception reiterates that profit maximisation is commonly reliant on the oppression of labour and shifting the cost of social or environmental damage.
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Figure 1: Stakeholder Theory
(Source: Hayat et al., 2021).
Freeman (1984) states that organisations produce value based on relations with various stakeholders and therefore, managerial decisions have to take into account multiple interests instead of focusing on profit (Hwang, 2025). This school of thought makes the firm a social institution that is legitimised by its ethical responsibility to all stakeholders. The concept of ethical business, which is revealed in the four-part pyramid developed by Carroll, is seen through the prism of Corporate Social Responsibility CSR (Carroll, 2021). Newer forms of ethical capitalism promote purposeful profit-making making, and these approaches incorporate sustainability and governance into the strategy (Hayat et al., 2021). Companies that integrate the Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) values convey the message that profitability and ethics may go hand in hand. 
[bookmark: _Toc212921607][bookmark: _Toc214487124]3.0 Greed and Corporate Behaviour 
[bookmark: _Toc212921608][bookmark: _Toc214487125]3.1 Negative Manifestations of Greed
A prime yet timeless example of greed-induced breakdown is in the case of Enron, whose accounting scheme in the early 2000s summed up the moral hazards of corporate fraud. Nevertheless, there are more recent examples like Wells Fargo (2016 to 2020), which show that the same dynamics are still in place. Being motivated by sales goals and performance bonuses, Wells Fargo workers made millions of fabricated customer accounts, which undermined trust and led to regulatory penalties that amount to over three billion dollars (U.S. Department of Justice, 2020). In this part, the analysis is made in reference to the Wells Fargo scandal as opposed to Enron. The case of Wells Fargo is an example of a utilitarian failure where short-term interests took precedence over essential stakeholders such as customers, employees, and shareholders.
Equally, the case of emissions at Volkswagen demonstrated a blind moral system. The company was putting falsely low emissions data to appear as an environmentally friendly company, even though it was polluting by as much as forty times the legal limit (BBC, 2021). According to the deontological perspective, this behaviour violated the major moral obligations of sincerity and societal responsibility. Although the company had good financial performance before the scandal, the consequences resulted in a loss of penalties (thirty billion euros) and a damaged reputation, which is a reminder of the fact that unethical practices destroy value in the long term (U.S. Department of Justice, 2020). 
The other example of modern-day misuse is Meta (Facebook), which is accused of focusing its attention on the engagement-driven algorithms, which propagate fake news and undermine the privacy of users (The Guardian, 2022). This is an error in utilitarian calculation as the company prioritised the advertisement revenue without considering the social damage of disinformation. The lack of ethics in this case is far greater than the profit motive it begs the question of the morality in digital capitalism, where the commodity is human attention.
[bookmark: _Toc212921609][bookmark: _Toc214487126]3.2 Positive Alternatives: Ethical Capitalism in Practice
Conversely, several companies show that profitability and ethical purpose are not mutually exclusive. An example is Patagonia, which has been an ethical capitalist based on virtue ethics. The company redefined the concept of corporate ownership as stewardship instead of accumulation in 2022 by investing all the profits in environmental causes (Patagonia Press Release, 2022). This act has the spirit of Aristotle's temperance, that is, limiting the pursuit of wealth in the larger interest. Likewise, the Sustainable Living Plan in Unilever combines the concepts of CSR and the stakeholder theory, aiming to decouple the increase in growth with the environmental performance (Unilever, 2023). Empirical research indicates that the ethical branding of Unilever increases consumer loyalty and employee engagement, which promotes the utilitarian notion that ethical activities maximise the welfare of the group. Similarly, Ben and Jerry is a company that manages to strike a balance between profit and social activism by showing that the virtue leadership style can help establish trust and make a profit without necessarily exploiting stakeholders (Carroll, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc212921610][bookmark: _Toc214487127]3.3 Ethical and Strategic Consequences
A comparative study of such cases points out that greed can bring short-term gains, but in most cases has long-term costs of greed that can affect both the ethical and financial aspects (Alhamis, 2024). Companies that are based on the principles of ethical theories and norms such as deontological duty, participation of stakeholders, and virtue ethics are more likely to attain sustainable growth, a powerful reputation and enduring stakeholder relations (Mintz, 2025). On the other hand, the organisations which operate under the primacy of shareholders only are more prone to a scandal, regulation and distrust of the populace (Hummels et al., 2021). Thus, although greed is an unavoidable factor in the capitalistic market, its ethical control must decide whether it leads to an innovative force or the force of exploitation. 
[bookmark: _Toc212921611][bookmark: _Toc214487128]4.0 The Role of Ethics in Modern Management 
[bookmark: _Toc212921612][bookmark: _Toc214487129]4.1 Ethical Leadership and Governance
Contemporary management is aware that ethical behaviour does not occur by chance but forms the periphery of effective management. Ethical leadership also incorporates moral values in leadership and leadership and enhances fairness, integrity, and accountability. These models include authentic leadership, which focuses on self-awareness, candour and consistency in values and action, developing trust among the followers (Hummels et al., 2021). Transformational leadership in its turn, motivates the staff members not based on transactional incentives but on mutual moral purpose. Ethical leaders play the role of moral guides who influence the climate in the organisation. 
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Figure 2: Transformational leadership
(Source: Hummels et al., 2021)
This impact on the inner culture does not stop at the internal culture; the stakeholders are increasingly ready to evaluate the firm in accordance with the ethical tone of the first note (Muldoon et al., 2022). Recent scandals of Boeing and Wells Fargo, and value-driven governance in companies like Unilever and Patagonia demonstrate that unethical leadership negatively affects the trust of people and that principled leadership positively influences the legitimacy and the loyalty of the stakeholders, respectively (Hwang, 2025). Such a comparison shows that greed-based leadership is harmful to an organisation whereas ethical leadership generates sustainable value, thus making it evident that greed is not good when uncontrolled. 
[bookmark: _Toc212921613][bookmark: _Toc214487130]4.2 ESG and Sustainable Strategy
Environmental, Social, and Governance (ESG) integration is one of the significant changes occurring between profit-focused and purpose-focused management. ESG offers a system to assess the way in which corporations deal with the environment, societal fairness, and corporate management. This development is consistent with the views of stakeholders and virtue ethics, gauging success on both moral and social measures and financial performance (Dmuchowski et al., 2023). International companies are integrating ESG into practice. An example of such commitments is Microsoft, which is pledging to become carbon negative by 2030 and eliminate all historical carbon emissions by 2050 to demonstrate ethical responsibility by being a steward of the environment (Microsoft, 2023). This is also true in the case of Unilever, which ties executive bonuses to sustainability measurements, thus showing that sustainability can be operationalised through the governance systems. Investors have come to consider good ESG credentials as risk management proxies and long-term resilience (Dmuchowski et al., 2023). Ethical management and sustainable strategy are, therefore, not some moral luxury but necessary strategies to stay competitive in a socially responsible market.
[bookmark: _Toc212921614][bookmark: _Toc214487131]4.3 Stakeholder and Systems Thinking
Holistic decision-making based on the Stakeholder Theory and Systems Thinking is also an essential element of ethical management (Freeman, 1984). This school of thought acknowledges that organisations are interrelated systems within the framework of larger social and ecological networks. The choices made regarding a given group of people are bound to affect others. Successful leaders thus strike a balance among conflicting interests, namely, employees, customers, suppliers, communities, and shareholders, by means of open and participatory governance (Svanberg and Svanberg, 2022). These strategies enhance organisational welfare through building trust and collaboration among stakeholder groups. As an illustration of how systems thinking can be put into practice, the case of IKEA, its responsible sourcing programs show that the supply chain ethics will minimise the reputational risks and increase the benefits of the communities and long-term sustainability of the resources (IKEA, 2023). Ethical management thus emerges as a dynamic process of balancing interdependences, as opposed to a fixed set of rules.
[bookmark: _Toc212921615][bookmark: _Toc214487132]4.4 Limitations and Challenges
Although there is improvement, there are serious limitations to ethical management. Companies tend to face price pressures and competitor engagements that present issues related to the incorporation of ethical values into day-to-day business activities (Gu et al., 2024). MNCs also must deal with unequal international standards, to which ethical relativism is exposed in different authorities. In addition to this, there are new challenges that have arisen in the digital economy, including AI bias and algorithmic transparency, data privacy and exploitation of supply chains (Valentinov, 2022). However, a description of these constraints is only important insofar as it assists in determining whether greed is good or bad, and this discussion demonstrates that contemporary business conditions are increasingly penalising unethical and greed-based behaviour and increasingly rewarding open and responsible behaviour, thus directly answering the assignment question.
These hardships highlight the fact that ethical management does not lie in a lack of conflict but rather in the ability to discuss and be accountable in a world that is complex. With organisations changing, it has been observed that the inclusion of ethical reasoning in leadership, strategy and systems thinking is essential to maintain trust and legitimacy in the face of increased accountability.
[bookmark: _Toc212921616][bookmark: _Toc214487133]5.0 Counterarguments 
Advocates of free-market capitalism typically justify greed as a required and even a good means of economic advancement. This opinion, which was popularised by the quote made by Gordon Gekko when he said that greed is good in the 1987 film Wall Street, goes along with the neoliberal economic theory, which believes that self-interest will lead to efficiency, innovation, and competition. This logic argues that it is the quest for profit that drives entrepreneurs to produce superior goods, to manage resources efficiently and to grow an economy. According to a utilitarian perspective, therefore, personal ambition may create social prosperity, where the invisible hand of the market would correct personal profit at the expense of social good.
However, this line of reasoning presupposes the existence of the perfect market and rational behaviour assumptions that are hardly ever true to reality. Unregulated greed can lead to failure in the market, deterioration of the environment, and increased disparity (Aguilera and Castillo, 2025). Enron, Wells Fargo, and Meta scandals are examples of how the desire to make a huge profit can ruin both the trust of the population and shareholder interest. 
[bookmark: _Toc212921617][bookmark: _Toc214487134]6.0 Conclusion 
Greed is a part and parcel of a capitalist system, but the consequences of greed can vary based on the direction and manipulation. If considered in its moderate form, self-interest may encourage innovation, efficiency, and economic growth, though according to the case studies; unchecked greed leads to ethical failure, reputational decay, and financial damages in the long term. Conversely, organisations with ESG policies, ethical leadership and stakeholder-oriented are more trustworthy, resilient and sustainable in their performance. Thus, greed cannot be good when it flouts responsibility; it is destructive. Businesses can only gain legitimacy and success in the long term when their ambition is managed in a way that promotes moral restraint and responsible governance.
[bookmark: _Toc212921618][bookmark: _Toc214487135]7.0 Recommendation
Companies ought to incorporate ethics in all tiers of corporate governance by making sure that profit-making is attained in a manner that is socially and environmentally responsible. There should be transparency, accountability, and fair stakeholder participation in motivating ethical cultures by leaders. The implementation of ESG principles and CSR initiatives in the strategic planning will increase resilience and trust in the long term (Zhu et al., 2020). Greed-related risks can be put in check by conducting regular ethical audits, training in leadership, and performance measures that are pegged in sustainability. Conclusively, companies that place integrity, value of stakeholders, and sustainability first will gain competitive advantage and be able to remain legitimate in an ever-conscious world market.
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