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Abstract
This report examines whether the pursuit of profit maximisation constitutes a legitimate principle for modern business operations. Through a case study of the Volkswagen emissions scandal, it analyzes the widespread societal impacts arising from corporations' relentless pursuit of profit. Drawing upon Kantian deontology, virtue ethics, stakeholder theory, and broader social theoretical perspectives, the report evaluates the ethical and practical limitations of profit-maximising behaviour and addresses the question of ‘the purpose of business’.
Finally, it offers several actionable recommendations for corporate managers to integrate commercial pursuits with social responsibility. Analysis indicates that while profit-seeking remains a core characteristic of capitalist enterprises, unrestrained profit-seeking often leads to significant negative societal impacts: environmental degradation, undermining fair competition, consumer fraud, and erosion of public trust.
The Volkswagen emissions scandal exemplifies these issues: the corporation's unrestrained profit-seeking and competitive ambitions led it to manipulate official vehicle emissions tests, ultimately damaging its global reputation and incurring economic costs running into billions of dollars.
Greed—the pursuit of private gain regardless of stakeholder interests and ethical constraints—lacks moral legitimacy and cannot secure an enterprise's long-term sustainable development. This report concludes that modern enterprises must embed 

ethical principles within their fundamental governance philosophy and strengthen stakeholder engagement to ensure organisational legitimacy and stable development.
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[bookmark: _Toc1720]1. Introduction
‘Whether greed is justified’ remains a central controversy in business ethics, economic philosophy, and modern corporate governance. In 1970, Milton Friedman published his seminal article ‘The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Make a Profit.’ This neoliberal economic theory, emerging from reflections on government intervention, asserted that a corporation's primary duty is to maximise shareholder value. It championed shareholder supremacy and posited that free markets possess formidable self-regulating capabilities, contending that self-interested corporate behaviour would ultimately benefit society and foster collective welfare. However, amid profound societal transformations driven by globalisation, capitalist expansion, and technological progress, new inequalities, environmental crises, and technological barriers have emerged. Public vigilance regarding environmental degradation, labour exploitation, and data misuse has intensified. Frequent revelations of corporations prioritising financial gains over societal interests have heightened scrutiny of corporate misconduct. Consequently, traditional value orientations urgently require reassessment to align with contemporary demands. Simultaneously, persistent corporate misconduct cases compel us to re-examine the prevailing business environment. These form the twin core tenets of this report.
Theoretically, business ethics offers multifaceted frameworks for evaluating such claims: Kantian deontology emphasises duty and moral norms, establishing ‘human beings as ends in themselves, not merely as means’ as a foundational principle; Virtue ethics focuses on how moral character within organisational culture shapes corporate behaviour; stakeholder theory further indicates that enterprises bear responsibilities not only to shareholders but also to employees, consumers, and regulatory bodies. Collectively, these theories reveal that profit maximisation divorced from moral responsibility inflicts profound long-term harm. Both theoretical analysis and social reality point to the same conclusion: legitimacy and public trust form the bedrock of sustainable corporate operation.
Building upon this research context, this report examines the Volkswagen emissions scandal—a case of profound cautionary significance—to explore the ethical implications of greed within contemporary complex societies. It elucidates why ethical considerations are indispensable to business development and how ethics can be embedded within corporate strategic planning. Business has become inextricably linked to every facet of modern life, forming a vital foundation for societal functioning. Uncovering the necessity of ethical constraints and interrogating the fundamental purpose and societal value of business are not only crucial research topics but also hold profound significance for human welfare.
[bookmark: _Toc3816]2. The Philosophical Foundations of Business Ethics
Since the inception of corporate organisations, debates over their essence and purpose have persisted (Dobson, 2022). What precisely is the purpose of a business? Does it exist solely for profit, or must it bear broader social responsibilities? At the heart of this debate lies ‘greed.’ Within the commercial sphere, greed is typically defined as the pursuit of personal gain at the expense of others' interests (Zeelenberg et al., 2024). To clarify the ethical implications of greed, this section examines deontology, virtue ethics, and utilitarianism from a business ethics perspective, elucidating how these theories reveal the moral and practical shortcomings and risks inherent in greed-driven commercial decisions. This ethical analysis aims to explore its philosophical roots, including normative understandings of relevant concepts and theoretical frameworks (Böhm et al., 2022), thereby deepening our comprehension of the subject.
2.1 Deontology
‘Man is an end, not a means’ constitutes the core principle of deontological ethics, grounded in Kantian thought, which exerts profound influence in business ethics research. Kant emphasised the rational foundation of moral conduct, proposing an ethical system not predicated on external ends. This system rests upon a strict sense of duty (Vignini and Rusconi, 2023) and must be grounded in binding universal principles (Queloz and Van Ackeren, 2024). The ‘categorical imperative’ demands that actions be universally applicable, emphasising respect for others and responsibility towards them (Schaefer, 2008). In commercial contexts, this necessitates enterprises upholding integrity, transparency, and contractual obligations, treating all stakeholders as subjects with independent rights rather than instruments for profit maximisation. Greed-driven commercial practices frequently violate these core obligations by disregarding others' dignity and rights, thereby failing to meet deontology's universal demands for ethical conduct.
2.2 Virtue Ethics
Virtue ethics traces its origins to Aristotle, who posited that happiness stems from the practice of virtue, with happiness and prosperity constituting humanity's loftiest pursuits. The core of virtue ethics lies not in rules or outcomes, but in the cultivation of moral character and the development of virtue (Koehn, 2024). Within the commercial sphere, virtue ethics emphasises the significance of an organisation's moral attributes and value orientation. Enterprises are not merely profit-seeking entities but should also embody ethical ‘goodness’. A rapacious pursuit of profit runs counter to virtue ethics, encouraging excessive competition, undermining principles of integrity, and normalising moral laxity. In Aristotle's Nicomachean Ethics, personal interests and the interests of others are not fundamentally in conflict; true happiness arises from promoting the common good and acts of generosity (Stamatikos, 2024). Consequently, incorporating stakeholders into business practices is a crucial pathway to achieving ‘goodness.’ Enterprises lacking virtue are more prone to systemic moral hazards and may even trigger catastrophic organisational misconduct.
2.3 Utilitarianism
Utilitarianism posits that morally ‘correct’ actions are those that yield ‘the greatest happiness for the greatest number.’ Consequently, it offers enterprises a set of practice principles oriented towards collective welfare (Mishra, Newey, and Spee, 2025). In commercial operations, utilitarianism typically manifests through cost-benefit analysis, risk assessment, and the measurement of long-term social and environmental impacts. The principle of equality underpins utilitarianism: when evaluating the consequences of actions, the interests of all stakeholders should be considered equally (Koh, 2024). Whilst the pursuit of profit may yield positive outcomes such as driving innovation and creating employment, greed prioritises short-term gains over overall welfare. This leads enterprises to disregard externalities and public interests, thereby distorting decision-making structures and causing damage to overall utility.
2.4 Summary
Taken together, these three ethical frameworks reveal why greed exhibits both moral and practical failings within the modern commercial context. Kantian deontology demonstrates that greed-driven conduct violates the fundamental duty to regard individuals as autonomous agents, thereby undermining the moral legitimacy of corporate behaviour. Virtue ethics further demonstrates that a culture shaped by excessive self-interest erodes an organisation's moral character. Concurrently, utilitarian arguments show greed fails to maximise overall benefit: when immediate private gain supersedes the long-term welfare of broader stakeholders, significant negative externalities arise, ultimately diminishing collective well-being. Though grounded in distinct philosophical traditions, these three perspectives converge upon the same conclusion: greed is ethically untenable and strategically unsustainable. It undermines moral obligations, jeopardises stakeholders, and ultimately threatens the very long-term viability of the enterprise itself.
[bookmark: _Toc9249]3. Case Study: Volkswagen Emissions Scandal
3.1 Case Background
Scandals may be broadly defined as publicly disclosed incidents constituting serious breaches of ethical or legal norms (Kuang, 2022). The Volkswagen emissions scandal refers to the incident uncovered by the US Environmental Protection Agency in September 2015, where vehicles sold by the Volkswagen Group in the United States were found to have engine control units implanted with specialised software designed to circumvent official emissions testing. It was only in the years following the scandal's initial exposure that it gradually became apparent: a significant portion of the global automotive industry may have participated in illegal practices violating emissions standards. This may well rank among the most severe cases of economic fraud in history (Barth et al., 2022). The following analysis examines the societal repercussions of this case, illustrating the losses incurred when unrestrained profit-seeking disregards ethics and regulations. It further explores corporate social contracts and responsibilities through the lens of stakeholder theory.
3.2 The Significance of Stakeholders
In the Volkswagen case, the capricious, obstinate, and fickle leadership style of senior management permeated the entire corporate structure. This led engineering teams to maintain silence in order to appease leadership, thereby condoning the installation of cheating devices. It was precisely this short-sighted pursuit of immediate profit that resulted in the improper relaxation of ethical standards, ultimately precipitating severe consequences (Disch, 2024) that directly harmed consumers, regulators, employees, suppliers, and the broader public—that is, stakeholders. In 1984, American economist Freeman defined stakeholders as ‘any individual or group that can influence the achievement of corporate objectives, or who can be affected by the process of achieving those objectives,’ proposing that the relationship between a company and its stakeholders is fundamentally a mutually beneficial ‘contractual’ arrangement. In this case, all stakeholders suffered repercussions: consumers were deceived into believing they purchased environmentally friendly vehicles, which proved untrue; regulators were misled, undermining the credibility of regulatory oversight; and local communities were unknowingly exposed to heightened pollution levels, creating environmental hazards and public health risks. Volkswagen treated these stakeholders as tools for market expansion and financial gain, breaching the spirit of the contractual relationship. This ultimately led to a dramatic decline in Volkswagen's global reputation. Consequently, this incident serves as a stark warning: enterprises that disregard stakeholder concerns and overlook critical challenges within the current knowledge economy often face significant public backlash (Awa, Etim, and Ogbonda, 2024).
3.3 Corporate Social Responsibility
For enterprises, embracing social responsibility constitutes a genuine win-win scenario. By safeguarding stakeholder interests, it simultaneously generates long-term financial returns, thereby advancing the objective of maximising corporate value (Jiang and Chen, 2021). Responsibility-related social norms constitute shared beliefs that guide individuals towards responsible conduct (You, 2024). These norms promote public welfare activities and social investments that yield positive outcomes even without direct economic returns, while discouraging irresponsible behaviour that pursues private gain at others' expense. Such norms prove particularly crucial when enterprises undertake social responsibility initiatives, as these projects often aim to improve community environments or advance societal progress.
In Volkswagen's ‘Dieselgate’ scandal, the corporation not only violated fundamental obligations to consumers, the public, and the environment, but also disregarded the reputational damage incurred by deviating from social norms, thereby forfeiting an opportunity to bolster public trust through responsible conduct. Social responsibility and legal accountability constitute the fundamental pillars of corporate governance (Badri, 2025). Volkswagen's case further demonstrates that social responsibility extends beyond responding to external oversight; it is intrinsically linked to an organisation's internal governance structures and value orientations. When an organisation prioritises market share and profit growth as its sole objectives, decision-makers frequently overlook societal welfare considerations such as environmental protection, consumer rights, and public health. Therefore, embedding social responsibility within corporate culture and governance logic represents a critical pathway to averting moral hazard and systemic misconduct.
3.4 Summary
The issues exposed by the Volkswagen emissions scandal demonstrate that when corporate decision-making structures prioritise short-term profits and market competition as sole benchmarks, ethical constraints and social responsibility are readily marginalised. This incident not only resulted in consumer rights being compromised, regulatory systems being undermined, and public environmental quality being diminished, but also subjected the company itself to a severe reputational crisis and substantial economic losses.
This case underscores that business practices disregarding stakeholder concerns and social responsibilities not only violate ethical principles but also undermine an organisation's long-term stability. Consequently, any entity pursuing sustainable competitiveness must systematically integrate stakeholder orientation and social responsibility requirements into its strategic framework. This approach mitigates moral hazard whilst enhancing legitimacy and resilience within complex commercial environments.
[bookmark: _Toc22858]4. The Purpose of Business
The theoretical and case analyses above provide a robust foundation for understanding the fundamental question: ‘What is the purpose of business?’ As a key organisational form within the economic system, business primarily functions to transform raw materials into goods and services that satisfy humanity's diverse needs, whether these are defined as subjective or objective (Koch, 2010). However, commerce possesses not only economic significance but is also deeply embedded within broader social structures. As a social institution, its existence aims to facilitate economic activity and, at a macro level, promote the healthy functioning of society as a whole (Ali, Abbas, and Joseph, 2024). From an enterprise perspective, profit is essential for survival and development; yet from a societal viewpoint, businesses constitute part of the social fabric, their actions and consequences inevitably impacting broader public interests.
Consequently, commercial practices cannot exist in isolation from their social context. A business's growth, stability, and exposure to risk are intrinsically linked to societal stability, environmental quality, and public trust. Consequently, any philosophy that prioritises profit maximisation as its sole objective—particularly when disregarding ethical considerations and stakeholder impacts—places commercial logic above societal wellbeing, thereby obscuring the interdependence between business and society. Predatory profit-seeking exemplifies this perilous tendency: it elevates short-term corporate gains above public interest, undermining not only the enterprise's own legitimacy but also threatening the entire commercial system's functionality.
[bookmark: _Toc8391]5. Recommendations
Building upon the core discussions in this report, the following recommendations are directed towards key actors engaged in commercial activities, aiming to promote a more systematic understanding and fulfilment of corporate social responsibilities. Firstly, for corporate managers, ethical issues should not be reduced to technical cost-benefit assessments; rather, they should develop more mature moral discernment and complex decision-making capabilities. Understanding ‘what constitutes the good’ and how to strike appropriate balances among diverse interests constitutes an indispensable capability in contemporary corporate governance. Concurrently, managers should draw upon exemplary corporate cases demonstrating ethical legitimacy and societal contribution to recognise the inherent ethical possibilities within commercial activities (Svanberg and Svanberg, 2022). Building upon this, profit targets should be set in accordance with the social contract undertaken by the enterprise (Kaptein, 2025).
Secondly, governments, as institutional regulators, should strive to further refine legal frameworks safeguarding human rights and public interests, establishing robust external oversight mechanisms to ensure corporate conduct remains within morally and institutionally accountable boundaries (Moncrieff, 2022). Institutional constraints provided through governmental regulations, supervision, and transparency requirements will serve as vital safeguards against the proliferation of moral hazards.
[bookmark: _Toc1304]6. Conclusion
In summary, this report demonstrates through ethical theory and analysis of mass emissions scandals that greed-driven profit maximisation lacks moral legitimacy and, in practice, undermines corporate long-term resilience. Deontology emphasises respect for others, virtue ethics stresses the cultivation of organisational character, while stakeholder theory highlights the interdependence between business and society. These frameworks collectively demonstrate that business is not an isolated profit-seeking machine, but an institutional practice embedded within the broader social structure. Neglecting social responsibility not only jeopardises public welfare but also undermines corporate legitimacy and long-term viability. Therefore, corporate governance must integrate ethics into strategic and decision-making systems to ensure commercial activities balance economic efficiency with societal value.
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