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Is greed good? Should modern businesses be concerned about ethics?
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Executive Summary

This research focuses on two core questions: “Is greed beneficial to enterprises?” And “Should enterprises give priority to moral responsibility?” Through in-depth analysis of ethical theories and taking Starbucks as an example, this article draws the following conclusions:

First, based on the theory of duty, utilitarianism and other ethical frameworks, this study believes that although greed may promote short-term innovation, it must be bound by moral boundaries. Taking Starbucks’ tax avoidance behavior and its suspicious practices in corporate social responsibility in the UK as an example, this study clarifies the inherent conflict between corporate profit-seeking behavior and moral obligations. This kind of immorality also damages the reputation of the company.

The conclusion is obvious: greed is not always beneficial. Enterprises must realize the importance of fulfilling their moral responsibilities to achieve sustainable development. To this end, this article puts forward suggestions, including the establishment of an active moral supervision mechanism and the improvement of cross-border tax regulations to guide enterprises to seek a balance between profitability and morality.
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In the globalized business environment, the tension between the pursuit of profits and moral responsibility of enterprises is becoming increasingly prominent (Akpuokwe1 et al., 2024). In recent years, tax avoidance scandals involving multinational companies such as Starbucks and Google have occurred frequently, which has not only sparked public anger, but also re-triggered a fierce debate about whether the value of greed should be prioritized, or whether companies should also consider the reasonable demands of society and stakeholders.

“Rational pursuit of profits” is the legitimate basis for the survival and development of enterprises (Pies and Hielscher, 2023). For example, making a profit by optimizing supply chain efficiency and improving product quality is not only in line with legal norms, but also promotes economic growth. In contrast, “greed for huge profits” is a short-term speculative behavior that breaks through the moral bottom line, which essentially puts the interests of the enterprise itself above social welfare (Aichbauer et al., 2022). Starbucks uses complex structures to transfer profits and tax evasion is a typical example. With the popularization of the ESG investment concept, the public’s expectations for corporate ethics have changed from “passive compliance” to “active responsibility”. If enterprises still adhere to the principle of “profit-only”, they will eventually face the double reaction of the market and society (Bhattacharjee et al., 2017)
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[bookmark: _Toc214473875]2.1. Definition about core concepts

The essential difference between reasonable profit-seeking and greedy profit-seeking is based on the premise of “not harming the interests of others” (Suranovic, 2020). For instance, in its early days, Starbucks expanded its market by optimizing the coffee bean procurement supply chain and improving the efficiency of store services. Such actions not only created profits for the enterprise but also provided value to consumers. In contrast, greedy profit-seeking comes at the expense of the rights and interests of stakeholders. For example, Starbucks in the UK transferred profits corresponding to 1.2 billion pounds in sales through related-party transactions such as paying high brand usage fees to its Dutch subsidiary and purchasing coffee at high prices from its Swiss subsidiary, ultimately achieving “zero corporate income tax” (Carter et al., 2023). The fundamental difference between the two is whether to respect the rights and interests of consumers, society and other stakeholders, and whether to balance short-term benefits and long-term development.

The connotation of business ethics and moral responsibility: Business ethics is not an abstract moral preaching, but a value system that regulates the relationships between enterprises and shareholders, employees, society, and other parties (Weiss, 2021). Its core includes two layers of responsibility: one is the legal level of compliance responsibility, such as paying taxes according to law; the other layer is the moral level of active responsibility, such as transparent communication. Kant's Theory of Obligations (1948) points out that as a member of society, enterprises need to abide by the “commonable moral law”, because fair tax payment is not only a legal requirement, but also a moral obligation of enterprises to society (Lenz, 2020). Any attempt to avoid this obligation through loopholes is essentially a deviation from moral law.
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Ethics focuses on the moral legitimacy of behavior: morality believes that the ethical status of an act does not depend on its results, but on whether the act itself complies with moral obligations. Starbucks’ double expression during the tax crisis declared to investors that it was a “profitable British business”, while reporting to the tax department was “continuous loss”, which obviously violated the basic moral obligation of “honest communication”. This “selective transparency” not only exposes the company’s indifference to moral responsibility, but also directly raises public questions about its credibility (Diana C. Sisson and Bowen, 2017).

The stakeholder theory abandons the one-sidedness of shareholder supremacy. Its core point is clear: enterprises should not only serve the interests of shareholders, but also consider the demands of all stakeholders, including shareholders, consumers, the government and the community. Sustainable development can only be achieved by balancing the interests of multiple parties (Singh and Rahman, 2021). Starbucks’ tax avoidance in the UK basically makes shareholders' profits higher than the public financial needs of the British government and the public’s expectations of equity. This “unbalance of interests” directly leads consumers to resist and strengthen government supervision. In contrast, IKEA has implemented the “Tax Transparency Strategy” globally and actively disclosed the tax amount in each region. This not only protects the interests of the government and the public but also establishes an image of an “honest enterprise” for itself. The comparison between the two clearly shows that enterprises that ignore stakeholders will eventually pay a heavy price (Shee Weng, 2025).
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[bookmark: _Toc214473878]3.1. The background of crisis: From “ethical benchmark” to “typical tax avoidance”

[bookmark: OLE_LINK1]In 2012, the British Parliament's Public Accounts Committee released a report exposing Starbucks' tax evasion in the UK from 2009 to 2011. Despite its UK business sales of 1.2 billion pounds, Starbucks does not pay corporate income tax, and the actual tax burden is close to zero. According to the survey, Starbucks transferred profits in two main ways: first, it paid a high brand usage fee to its Dutch subsidiary, transferring profits to the Netherlands with a lower tax rate; second, it bought coffee beans from its Swiss subsidiary at a high price, further diluting the book profits of its British business (Diana C. Sisson and Bowen, 2017).

Ironically, during the tax scandal, Starbucks launched the “#Spread the Cheer” holiday social marketing campaign in December 2012, planning to display public blessing tweets in real time on the big screen of the skating rink outside the London Museum. However, the angry British public turned the event into a “protest platform”, and many tweets containing phrases such as “taxpayer” and “tax evader” were projected on the screen. Due to the failure of the filter system, vulgar protest messages were directly exposed to the families at the scene, causing the moral image of Starbucks to completely collapse (Diana C Sisson and Bowen, 2017).

[bookmark: _Toc214473879]3.2. The root cause of the crisis: Ethical collapse under the dominance of greed

Profit-driven decision-making logic: In its 2010 annual report, Starbucks clearly mentioned the importance of ethical behavior to brand assets, saying that “if a company is considered unethical or irresponsible, consumer demand and brand value will be significantly damaged” (Campbell and Helleloid, 2016). However, in actual operation, the company actively adopts an active tax avoidance strategy to pursue shareholder returns. This disconnect between cultural propositions and business practices is essentially a greedy-driven moral compromise. Just as companies realize that tax avoidance will harm social interests, they still choose to sacrifice long-term reputation for short-term profits (Jauernig et al., 2021).

Complete lack of transparency: Before the crisis broke out, Starbucks had never disclosed its complex tax structure to the public, and ordinary consumers and investors could not know the truth about its profit transfer. As blogger Rossing et al. (2016) pointed out, “The British public’s dissatisfaction with Starbucks is not only because of tax avoidance itself, but also because the company deliberately conceals it from the public.” Even after the outbreak of the crisis, when Starbucks promised to “pay an additional 20 million pounds in taxes in the next two years”, the public still questioned that it was a public relations performance, because this amount was far lower than the cost saved through tax avoidance and did not solve the fundamental problem of “profit transfer” (Diana C. Sisson and Bowen, 2017).

[bookmark: _Toc214473880]3.3. The consequences of the crisis: The price of greed far exceeds short-term gains

The tax crisis directly caused Starbucks’ same-store sales to fall by 3% in the UK (Diana C. Sisson and Bowen, 2017), and it had to spend millions of pounds on public relations to restore its reputation. This expenditure far exceeds the cost savings achieved through tax avoidance. More seriously, Starbucks’ long-standing image of an “ethical brand” has been seriously damaged. An obvious manifestation of this is that due to the tax avoidance scandal, the public trust it previously accumulated through the “Coffee Grower Fairness Code” has been greatly lost. Although Starbucks’ global brand relied on its accumulated goodwill and did not lead to the closure of its British business, it took nearly five years to restore the trust of local consumers, which fully shows that the “short-term returns” pursued through greed and the pursuit of profits could not ultimately make up for the damage to the long-term value of the enterprise (Xu, 2024).
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[bookmark: _Toc214473882]4.1. Greed: Seemingly a shortcut, but a trap
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The harm of greed to enterprises mainly lies in their “short sightedness” and “destructiveness”. In the short term, Starbucks seems to have increased profits by saving taxes through tax avoidance; but in the long run, the costs it pays include declines due to damage to brand reputation, additional costs of public relations maintenance, and operating restrictions brought about by increased government regulation. Corporate reputation: Creating Value from the Corporate Image mentions that “corporate reputation is a more important profit driver than tangible assets”, and greed is the “poison” that destroys reputation (Aminatuzzuhro et al., 2024).
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In today's era of highly transparent information, the greedy behavior of enterprises is almost impossible to cover up. Whether it is the amplification effect of social media or raising the public’s awareness of supervision, any behavior that crosses moral boundaries may be amplified. The case of Starbucks is not an isolated incident. At the same time, the tax avoidance behavior of companies such as Google and Amazon was also exposed, eventually facing huge fines and reputation crises. This is enough to prove that in the modern business environment, greed is no longer a “low-cost profit method”, but a “high-risk behavior” that may cause enterprises to fall into a survival crisis.
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Morality acts as a “firewall” in times of crisis: if a company adheres to moral practices for a long time, it can build a better reputation and reputation, buffering the negative impact of the crisis. The reason why Starbucks’ global brand was able to survive the British tax crisis is that it has accumulated a certain degree of public trust through previous ethical practices such as “fair procurement” and “community care” (Li, 2022). In contrast, once a crisis breaks out, companies that have neglected ethics for a long time often face direct market elimination. For example, the Enron scandal in 2001 was exposed due to its typical financial fraud and greed, and eventually went bankrupt quickly (Karim and Mofid, 2021).

Morality is the “catalyst” of sustainable development: moral practices do not oppose profit; on the contrary, they can create long-term value for enterprises by optimizing stakeholder relationships (Wang et al., 2023). The “Fair Practice of Starbucks Coffee Growers” is a case: by ensuring the reasonable income of coffee farmers, Starbucks has stabilized its supply chain, won the favor of consumers who pay attention to fair trade, and achieved a win-win situation that combines corporate profits, farmers’ income growth and social value. From the perspective of utilitarianism, this kind of moral practice maximizes the happiness of most people, and its long-term benefits are far greater than short-term speculation.
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Citing Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” theory, some people believe that the pursuit of private interests by enterprises can promote social progress and thus defend greed. However, this view has obvious flaws. Adam Smith emphasized that self-interest is a reasonable self-interest that does not harm others, not “greed” that breaks moral boundaries (Tsang, 2022). For example, it is reasonable for start-ups to pursue profits for survival, but this does not mean that they can profit by defrauding consumers or withholding employees’ wages, which will not only disrupt the market order, but also eventually lead to the elimination of enterprises themselves from the market.

In fact, the traditional business logic of shareholder supremacy has been gradually abandoned. The Statement of Corporate Purposes issued by the U.S. Business Roundtable in 2019 clearly abandons the principle of prioritizing the interests of shareholders and proposes that enterprises should serve all stakeholders (Bainbridge, 2020). This change is enough to prove that the view of equating greed with the “driving force” of business is no longer in line with the mainstream trend of modern enterprise development.
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Greed is not good for enterprises: Although greed can bring short-term benefits, it can seriously damage the trust of stakeholders and the reputation of enterprises. Its long-term costs far exceed the short-term benefits, which ultimately hinders the development of the enterprise (Rehman and Hamdan, 2023).

Modern enterprises must pay attention to morality: ethics is not the "moral burden" of enterprises, but the core assets of building brand trust, resisting crises and achieving sustainable development (Yan et al., 2022). This is the “survival necessity” of modern enterprises.
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At the company level: establish a “comprehensive speech and action” ethical system: First, promote ethical transparency by actively disclosing key information such as tax and supply chain details, and avoid selective disclosure. Second, integrate ethics into the decision-making process and establish an ethical review mechanism. For example, when formulating tax strategies, not only legal compliance should be evaluated, but also ethical legitimacy should be considered (Phua, 2023). Third, prevent ethical marketing and eliminate the hypocritical behavior of talking about morality but pursuing personal interests in action.

At the regulatory level: compress the survival space of greed: strengthen the construction of anti-tax avoidance regulations, such as the implementation of the “global minimum corporate tax rate” to prevent multinational enterprises from evading taxes through profit transfer. At the same time, increase the punishment for immoral behavior, so that the cost of greed is higher than the benefit of greed (Coffee Jr, 2021).

At the consumer level: vote with consumption to enforce ethical practices: Consumers should give priority to enterprises with good ethical records and rationally boycott those with greedy behavior, just as the British public’s boycott of Starbucks directly prompts it to adjust its tax strategy (Ding et al., 2020). This kind of “ethical consumption” will cause market pressure and force enterprises to pay attention to moral responsibility.
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