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Executive Summary

This report examines the question, ‘is greed good?’, exploring the role of greed in today's modern business world and its ethical implications. Whilst greed can drive factors such as innovation and competition, excessive pursuit of profits often leads to unethical behaviour, reputational damage, and long-term harm to the organisation. Key theories discussed include Kantian ethics, virtue ethics, theological ethics and CSR frameworks. Real world examples such as Shein, FTX, Patagonia and Unilever illustrate the contrast between ethical and unethical practices. The report concludes that ethical behaviour, stakeholder consideration and long-term thinking is crucial to creating sustainable business success. 
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[bookmark: _Toc476757977][bookmark: _Toc378255204]Introduction
 
The underlying question ‘is greed good?’ sits at the heart of modern debates regarding business ethics and corporate responsibility. To further explore this issue, it is crucial to first understand the core ideas involved. Greed as described by Ostberg (2024) is the immoderate love or desire for riches and earthly possessions. Similarly, an individual can also crave greed for fame, power or anything that feeds the individuals selfishness. However, some levels of greed can be positive. Chui(2023) explores this point stating that greed, in some contexts, can serve as a positive thing. For example, it could be a strong form of motivation. Certain types of greed inspire people to push for better economic and social outcomes that they themselves have. As it is well known throughout history, greed also comes with arrange of negatives. Selfish greed often creates harm by prioritising corporate or personal gain over the well-being of others. This distinction shapes how we evaluate the moral responsibilities of businesses.
 
Business ethics, as explained by Twin (2024) involves the moral principles guiding companies and individuals in the world of business. These specific principles go far beyond legal obligations. They establish a code of conduct that promotes trust and integrity at every level of business. By understanding and implementing effective business ethics, companies can enhance their reputation as well as fostering customer loyalty and most importantly achieving long term success. To summarise, business ethics focusses on what is right, fair and responsible in areas such as decision making, treatment of employees and social relationships. In connection to this there is an ongoing debate regarding the purpose of business. The shareholder primacy view as explored by CFI (2023) argues that the company exists purely to maximize profits for their owners without considering the interests of other corporate stakeholders such as society, community, consumers and employees. In contrast, Eskorod (2020) talks about the stakeholder perspective. A theory introduced by Edward Freeman that believes businesses should not solely focus on shareholders but should consider the needs and interests of all stakeholders to create a sense of value. In recent years this debate has renewed attention. Traditional economic thinkers such as Adam Smith argued that profit maximisation and self-interest can benefit society. The idea that greed can lead to positive outcomes has been challenged by the rise of sustainability concerns, ethical governance and social expectations. Modern day businesses now operate in an environment where ethical behaviour is not only desired but is absolutely essential.
 
This report explores the question ‘is greed good?’. It will examine key ethical theories, including teleological approaches that judge actions by their outcomes. It investigates how these theories influence modern business decision making. The report also considers whether businesses should care about ethics or if greed can be justified as a key factor of economic success. To illustrate said issues, analysis of real-world corporate cases dating from the last three to five years will be used and highlighting the severe consequences of ethical and unethical behaviour. Overall, it will provide clear framework for evaluating the role of greed in today's modern business world.
 
[bookmark: _Toc621427324][bookmark: _Toc1744542805][bookmark: _Toc2060805844][bookmark: _Toc1286724557]Teleological (Consequentialist) Ethical Theories
 
Teleological ethics, as written by Britannica (2019), is the base idea that actions are judged as right and or wrong based upon the outcomes they produce. In simpler terms, what matters most is the result. Another name for this specific approach is consequentialism. However, this contrasts with deontological ethics. Alexander (2024) explains that deontological ethics is the view that actions are right and wrong based on duties or roles, regardless of the consequences of said actions. 
 
In the context of the question ‘is greed good’, teleology evaluates greed based upon whether the results have an overall benefit. For example, economic growth, innovation and advantages for consumers. On the other hand, it also evaluates whether it leads to harmful consequences, things such as inequality, exploitation or damage to the environment.
 
[bookmark: _Toc1805037177][bookmark: _Toc459325364][bookmark: _Toc206001392][bookmark: _Toc1229407500]Utilitarianism
 
Utilitarianism is a teleological ethical theory. Evans (2023) describes that utilitarianism argues an action is morally right only if it produces the greatest good for the greatest number. This specific approach focuses entirely on maximising overall happiness and significantly reducing any chance of harm. The two key thinkers that
shaped utilitarianism was Jeremy Bentham who developed the ‘hedonic calculus' to measure pleasure versus pain as written by LU (2019), and John Stuart Mill. As stated by Segal (2021) Mill refined the theory. His emphasis being that the quality of pleasure matters equally as much as the quantity. In a business context, utilitarianism is regularly used to justify decisions aimed at benefiting the overall majority. For example, a business may want to adopt a cost cutting strategy or chase extreme profit making only if the actions themselves lead to lower prices, better products or consumer benefits. With a utilitarian view these decisions are deemed ethical if they create more good than harm. However, this reasoning can be misused. Businesses may defend employee exploitation, unethical working conditions and damage to the environment by suggesting these harms are significantly outweighed by the larger economic benefits. This brings to light a major challenge within utilitarianism itself. Harmful actions may appear acceptable if they are seen to benefit the most people. 
 
Linking back to the question at hand, utilitarianism suggests that greed can only be accepted as beneficial if the consequences of the actions maximise the overall benefits. Greed is ethical but only when it leads to large social benefit rather than personal gain.
 
[bookmark: _Toc1150716331][bookmark: _Toc1266373630][bookmark: _Toc175535776][bookmark: _Toc1233874239]Ethical Egoism
 
Ethical egoism is a consequentialist theory that argues actions are moral when they promote an individual’s self-interest. It aligns closely with the belief that “greed is good,” suggesting that when individuals or businesses focus on their own gain, they can drive competition, innovation, and efficiency. This perspective fits well within free-market capitalism, where self-interest is seen as a motivating force that indirectly benefits society through job creation, improved products, and economic growth. 
 
However, ethical egoism has clear limitations. When self-interest is placed above all else, it can lead to harmful outcomes for employees, consumers, and local communities. Excessive greed may encourage exploitative labour practices, unsafe products, or disregard for environmental and social responsibilities. An overemphasis on personal or corporate gain often conflicts with the ethical duties’ organisations have toward their wider stakeholders. In relation to the question “Is greed good?”, ethical egoism offers one of the strongest philosophical defences of greed by arguing that self-interest can produce positive results. Yet its ethical legitimacy remains debated, as the pursuit of personal gain can easily undermine fairness, well-being, and long-term trust.
 
[bookmark: _Toc1843410288][bookmark: _Toc881410335][bookmark: _Toc2116629841][bookmark: _Toc1664973931]Deontological Theory and Kantian Ethics

Deontological ethics as explored by Rueter (2023) focuses on the morality of actions rather than the consequences they lead too. According to Kantian ethics (Immanuel Kant) business as well as individuals have a duty to act according to universal moral principles. These principles include things such as fairness, honesty and basic respect for human dignity. Kant’s central idea requires that people should only act in ways they believe everybody else should act, without causing any negativity or harm. In a context of business, this means that decisions made should not exploit individuals or treat them as tools for their own profit.  

Kantian ethics provides strong critismn to the question ‘is greed good?’. Greed prioritises profit maximisation and self-interest. This usually being at the expense of other individuals. From a kantian perspective, such behaviour cannot be accepted without it inevitably leading to mistrust and harm, which violates moral duties. Furthermore, greed tends to reduce customers, employees and competitors for personal gain. This directly conflicts with Kant’s views and demands to treat all individuals in the way they believe everyone should.

Under deontological and kantian reasoning, greed is seen as not good. Ethical business conduct should be driven by correct principles rather than trying to pursuit profits at others expense. This specific framework encourages businesses to act in a responsible manor, respect all stakeholders and uphold integrity. 

[bookmark: _Toc1254502322][bookmark: _Toc235216161][bookmark: _Toc1457958626][bookmark: _Toc279616988]Virtue Ethics

Virtue ethics focuses entirely on the development of good character traits. TEC (2016) describes some of these characteristics to be things such as honesty, courage, generosity and fairness. Rather than focusing on rules or consequences of actions. Virtue ethics asks, ‘what kind of person should I be?’ instead of asking ‘what action is right?’. In a business context, this approach emphasises on creating a mora; organisational culture where employees and leaders demonstrate virtues that support long term trust and ethical behaviour. An organisation led by virtue ethics encourages new formations of character through ethical leadership and mentoring that reward integrity instead of financial success. 

When linked to ‘is greed good?’, virtue ethics provides a clear and simple answer. Greed is considered as a vice, not a virtue. This is because it encourages selfishness and disregard for the well-being of other individuals. A business culture built on greed often leads to unethical decisions and damaged relationships. Dillion (2025) states that greed does not innovate. It extracts. Greed also does not lead. It dominates and finally, greed does not build. It consumes. In contrast to this, virtues such as fairness and generosity promote sustained growth, positive stakeholder relationships and a strong reputation. 

From the perspective of virtue ethics, greed is not good. It undermines the development of an individual or organisations good character. Businesses thrive not through greed, but through practice of virtues that build cooperation, trust and long-term success.

[bookmark: _Toc66907527][bookmark: _Toc1531811155][bookmark: _Toc1953317820][bookmark: _Toc1884056683]CSR and Friedman’s framework

Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is the concept that businesses have obligations beyond profit making including social, ethical and environmental responsibilities. Carroll’s pyramid of CSR as spoken about by Jurevicius (2025) defines any company's responsibilities as fourfold. These are to be economically viable, obey the law, act ethically and contribute philanthropically to the wider society. Companies that engage with CSR consider the impact that their actions have on employees, communities and the environment. Aiming to create sustainable value for every stakeholder. 

In contrast, Milton Friedman’s framework argues that the primary responsibility of any business is to maximise shareholder profits as written by WSM (2024). Within the parameters of the law and basic ethical standards. In Friedman’s view, pursuing social profit can reduce an organisation's efficiency and competitiveness, ensuring it still follows the law and basic ethics. The tension between CSR and Friedman’s view relates directly to the question ‘is greed good?’. Under the framework of Friedman, pursuing profit can be classed as morally acceptable only if it benefits shareholders. This implies that greed is good when it concerns financial success. However, CSR challenges this. It highlights the negative consequences of greed. Things such as social harm, loss of public trust and environmental damage. Businesses that ignore their responsibilities risk reputable damage, public backlash and long-term unsustainability. 

Therefore, whilst Friedman’s approach might justify greed driven by profits, CSR demonstrates that ethical practices and consideration of wider stakeholder interests are crucial for sustainable organisational success. Greed may potentially deliver short term benefits, but CSR explains it is not inherently good in the more long-term sense.

[bookmark: _Toc1981262337][bookmark: _Toc258764645][bookmark: _Toc1770050244][bookmark: _Toc1880067979]Should Businesses Care About Ethics?

Ethics are essential in the modern business world. It builds trust and protects reputations. Horton (2024) adds that it also ensures regulatory compliance and supports sustainability. Organisations that act ethically are more likely to attract committed employees, avoid legal mishaps and gain a loyal customer base. Joseph (2023) includes that correct ethical behaviour also encourages long term thinking. This helps businesses focus on sustainable growth over short term gains, these could lead to financial loss or scandals.

When put into perspective of the question ‘is greed good?’, the impact becomes clear. Greed regularly leads to short term decisions that ignore all ethical responsibilities. This leads to harming trust and damaging a company’s long-term success. While greed may create rapid profits, it more than likely will result in negative consequences, such as reputational damage or legal issues. Overall, ethical behaviour is what truly supports long term business success, not greed. 

[bookmark: _Toc1327753374][bookmark: _Toc331656970][bookmark: _Toc2102042016][bookmark: _Toc539664934]Unethical Business Examples

In more recent years, major companies have been the face of some of the most high-profile scandals. These scandals highlight how greed and poor governance can destroy trust.

Shein, one of the most famous fast fashion retailers, were found to have two individual cases of child labour in its own supply chain. Bicker (2025) when reporting for the BBC, also found that reports indicated employees were exposed to excessive working hours. Some of whom were working up to fourteen hours per day. Alongside this, serious wage violations were also found to have been reported. Despite Shein’s promises to tighten its supplier standards, these findings illustrate how cost cutting can lead to systematic exploitation. 

Another striking example is the collapse of FTX in 2022. According to Reiff (2024) FTX was a leading cryptocurrency exchange. The company went bankrupt in 2022 after allegations that its owners had stolen and misused customer funds. The CEO Sam Bankman-Fried was sentenced to 25 years in prison and ordered to repay a sum of around $11 billion. This scandal reflects mismanagement driven by pure greed, where short term gain came at the cost of accountability and the security of the users' assets.
[bookmark: _Int_Z0K2ZCBx]These cases show that when greed overrides ethical responsibility, the long term reputational and legal damages to businesses can be absolutely catastrophic.

[bookmark: _Toc409322094][bookmark: _Toc1235738272][bookmark: _Toc2011979649][bookmark: _Toc267870365]Ethical Business Examples

Patagonia and Unilever are strong examples of teleological ethics. This is mainly due to the fact they focus on actions that create positive outcomes for stakeholders. For example, Wolfe (2023) reports that Patagonia reduces its environmental impact. They use multiple recycled materials and design long lasting and durable products. Patagonia's business model strongly rejects fast fashion, instead focussing on sustainable clothing. Unilever’s sustainable living plan aims to sufficiently reduce environmental impact, improve working conditions and promote health. This creating value for employees, suppliers and consumers, Unilever (2025). 

Both companies show how ethical decisions that focus on prioritising long term positive outcomes can support sustainable business success. These things include reduced harm, better labour standards and improved well-being. 

[bookmark: _Toc1037006797][bookmark: _Toc1732920414][bookmark: _Toc435448545][bookmark: _Toc422648822]Conclusion

In conclusion, ethical theories such as teleological ethics visibly show that consequences of business decisions have a strong significant impact on long term success. When companies prioritise positive outcomes for stakeholders, they build strong senses of trust, create sustainable value and strengthen reputation. In contrast, unethical greed often leads to organisational harm, including issues legally, reputational damage and loss of confidence from stakeholders. 

The examples discussed demonstrate that businesses who act responsibly and consider the wider effect of their actions are more successful and resilient over time. Ultimately, ethical behaviour is not only morally right but also essential for sustainable and effective business practice. The examples discussed demonstrate that businesses which act responsibly and consider the wider effects of their actions are more resilient and successful over time. Ultimately, ethical behaviour is not only morally right but also essential for sustainable and effective business practice.

In short, greed is not good. It may generate short term profits; however, it will always lead to unethical behaviour, damaged trust, legal issues and harm their reputation. Sustainability comes from engaging with ethical practices. Greed may seem appealing in the moment, but the long-lasting impacts can be catastrophic.
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