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[bookmark: _Toc216478320]Abstract
This article explores the impact of cultural differences on business ethics, focusing on corporate responses to climate change, smoking, gambling, healthy eating, and the wider climate crisis caused by human activity. Business ethics are not universal but are influenced by social values, regulatory frameworks and cultural norms, which vary significantly between countries and regions. This study examines how these differences influence corporate decision-making, stakeholder expectations, and corporate ethical responsibilities. For example, cultural attitudes towards environmental responsibility influence the extent to which companies engage in climate change initiatives, while perceptions of personal freedoms, public health and social welfare influence corporate attitudes towards smoking, gambling and unhealthy food consumption. By analyzing these areas, this article highlights the ethical challenges faced by companies in balancing profit motives with social and environmental responsibilities, and how cultural context determines the extent of regulatory intervention and voluntary corporate action. The findings highlight the importance of building culturally aware ethical frameworks and global corporate governance strategies that meet both local expectations and international standards. Finally, the paper highlights that understanding cultural differences is critical to fostering responsible, sustainable and ethical business practices in a world increasingly affected by environmental and social challenges arising from human activity.
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Cultural differences play an important role in shaping business ethics, especially where business activities intersect with public health and environmental responsibilities. Issues such as climate change, smoking, gambling, and healthy eating highlight that ethical standards are not universal but are influenced by social norms, values, and regulatory expectations in different cultural contexts (Crane et al., 2019). Therefore, businesses operating across borders must deal with different ethical expectations while maintaining legitimacy among different stakeholders.

Climate change and the broader climate emergency caused by human activities have intensified ethical scrutiny of corporate behavior. Although scientific consensus confirms that industrial and commercial activities are the main drivers of global warming, attitudes toward environmental responsibility vary across cultures, which affects how companies respond to climate change through sustainable development strategies, emission reductions, and information disclosure practices (IPCC, 2023). In some societies, strong public pressure drives companies to take climate action, while in others economic growth may take precedence over environmental concerns.

Likewise, industries related to smoking, gambling, and unhealthy eating illustrate cultural differences in ethical acceptance. Tobacco use, gambling participation and dietary habits are influenced by tradition, regulation and social attitudes, which in turn influence how companies market their products and manage social harm (World Health Organization, 2023; Adams, 2016). Different cultures have different expectations for responsible marketing and consumer protection, which creates ethical challenges for multinational companies.

Overall, exploring cultural differences in business ethics reveals the need for companies to balance global ethical standards with local cultural values ​​when dealing with health risks and the human-caused climate crisis.

[bookmark: _Toc216478322]The difference in climate change, smoking, gambling, healthy eating
Climate change is perhaps the most far-reaching ethical challenge of the 21st century. Businesses bear significant responsibility for greenhouse gas emissions and environmental degradation. However, their ethical obligations to mitigate climate impacts have been slow to be translated into binding regulations. Soft legal instruments such as the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises encourage companies to adopt responsible business practices including environmental protection and climate action, but these guidelines are non-binding and rely on voluntary compliance by companies (OECD Guidelines, 2024). This has prompted criticism that many companies engage in "greenwashing" - marketing themselves as environmentally friendly without substantive action - which undermines public trust and hinders the achievement of climate goals. Regulators around the world, including the European Union, are tightening requirements on environmental information disclosure and investor protection to combat misleading propaganda and increase the transparency of sustainability reporting (Environment, 2025). From an ethical perspective, this reflects that the nature of corporate social responsibility (CSR) is shifting from voluntary commitment to more stringent requirements, that is, companies must include environmental damage in their responsibilities to society.

The evolving ethical landscape is also reflected in international policy debates, such as proposals for mandatory human rights and environmental due diligence legislation in the UK. Activists and more than 150 companies and investors have called on the British government to enact the Business Human Rights and Environment Bill, which requires companies to proactively identify, prevent and respond to damage in their own activities and supply chains, including damage related to climate change (DECORTES, 2025). This ethical approach emphasizes prevention and accountability rather than voluntary action, combining corporate responsibility with human rights and environmental protection principles.

Smoking provides a clear example of how ethical considerations can successfully drive public policy toward prioritizing health over commercial freedoms. In the UK, comprehensive smoke-free legislation in place since 2007, which bans smoking in enclosed public spaces and workplaces, has significantly reduced secondhand smoke exposure and its associated health risks (A smoke free, 2021). Public support for these measures has remained high, reflecting a social consensus that protecting vulnerable groups and reducing preventable disease are legitimate reasons for regulatory intervention. Surveys show that people overwhelmingly support restrictions on smoking in public places and in vehicles with children, demonstrating broad ethical support for prioritizing collective well-being (A smoke free, 2021).

This ethical framework has extended to the international level: the World Health Organization’s Framework Convention on Tobacco Control requires state parties to take measures to reduce tobacco consumption and protect public health, including package warnings, advertising restrictions and taxes. Critics believe that tobacco companies’ continued marketing activities in low- and middle-income countries undermine global health ethics and expose the conflict between profit motives and human rights to health (The Guardian, 2025). Smoking policy thus demonstrates how ethical arguments centered on health equity and harm prevention can reshape legal standards and reduce the burden of disease.

Gambling faces different ethical dilemmas. Although gambling is often viewed as entertainment, evidence shows that it can have harmful consequences such as addiction, financial ruin, and social harm, disproportionately affecting vulnerable groups (Wardle et al., 2024 ). Public health scholars argue that industry's voluntary corporate social responsibility measures are insufficient to protect consumers and advocate for greater regulation focused on harm reduction, screening for addiction risks, and limiting marketing strategies that exploit psychological vulnerabilities. A public health perspective on gambling regulation places problem gambling on a par with smoking or alcohol abuse, emphasizing prevention, protection and support for affected individuals (van Schalkwyk et al., 2021).

In the UK, the Gambling Commission oversees regulations aimed at keeping gambling fair and protecting vulnerable people, but critics say the current framework is outdated and cannot adequately deal with the rapid growth of online gambling and the harm it causes. Ethical criticism points out that CSR initiatives often serve to deflect criticism without addressing structural issues such as addictive product design and targeted advertising, suggesting the need for stronger safeguards that prioritize consumer protection over industry profits.

The debate over healthy eating highlights the tension between corporate interests in selling products and the public health need to reduce diet-related diseases such as obesity, diabetes and heart disease. In the UK, childhood obesity has been a focus of policy attention, such as the Childhood Obesity Plan, which aims to halve obesity rates by 2030 and reduce children's exposure to unhealthy food advertising (Conway, 2024). New legislation restricting junk food advertising before 9pm and banning paid online advertising – a policy expected to remove billions of calories from children’s diets – reflects the government’s focus on protecting children’s long-term health (Obesity Health Alliance, 2024).

Despite the strong momentum for policy advancement, industry resistance remains strong, with some large companies questioning restrictions on advertising or product placement, arguing that these measures infringe on commercial freedom and consumer choice (The Guardian, 2022). Additionally, reports from regulators show that large food companies often lack board-level accountability for nutrition results and lack of transparency around unhealthy products taking over menus and promotions (Food Foundation, 2024). The ongoing debate reflects a broader global ethical dilemma: Should personal choice trump public health? When evidence shows that structural factors have a significant influence on eating behavior, will governments intervene to change the environment toward a healthier default?

Several key ethical themes emerged in areas such as climate change, smoking, gambling and healthy eating. First, government regulation is crucial: smoke-free laws and restrictions on unhealthy food advertising demonstrate that when the evidence conclusively links corporate behavior to public harm, government is ethically justified and empowered to intervene to protect vulnerable groups, emphasizing harm prevention and fairness. Second, the tension between corporate responsibility and the profit motive is evident, especially in areas such as climate change and nutrition, where voluntary CSR initiatives often achieve little, so long-term accountability must be ensured through legal obligations rather than short-term profit maximization. Third, protecting vulnerable populations—including children, low-income communities, and future generations—is a core ethical concern in all four areas, embodying principles of intergenerational justice and recognition of the social determinants of health. Finally, global standards and local implementation highlight the importance of ethical governance: International frameworks such as the United Nations’ Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights and the World Health Organization’s Framework Convention on Tobacco Control provide guidance for national policies, but inconsistent implementation highlights the need for uniform enforcement and cross-jurisdictional coordination to effectively uphold ethical responsibility.

Comparative studies of climate change, smoking, gambling, and healthy eating highlight how global ethics influence public policy and corporate behavior. In areas where evidence of harm is strong and public consensus is high - such as smoking and unhealthy foods - governments are increasingly introducing regulations to protect public health. In emerging areas such as corporate climate responsibility and human rights due diligence, ethical frameworks are evolving from voluntary corporate social responsibility (CSR) to binding accountability. In these areas, the ethical imperative is to balance individual autonomy and economic freedom with social obligations to protect health, human rights and the environment, thereby establishing regulatory frameworks that embody shared values ​​of equity, prevention and sustainable well-being.


[bookmark: _Toc216478323]Climate emergency by human activities
Scientific evidence overwhelmingly shows that human activities – especially the burning of fossil fuels, deforestation and industrial production – are exacerbating climate change and creating a climate emergency with far-reaching social, economic and ecological consequences (IPCC, 2022). Given that corporations are both major contributors to greenhouse gas emissions and key players in economic and social systems, whether they should be concerned about climate change is not only a practical question, but also a fundamental ethical one. This article believes that companies must attach great importance to climate change, and the reasons are rooted in global ethics, stakeholder responsibility, long-term survival, and fairness and justice. 

Traditional economic frameworks, such as that proposed by Milton Friedman, believe that a business's primary responsibility is to increase shareholder value within the limits permitted by law (Friedman, 1970). However, this narrow perspective ignores the externalities that arise from pollution and environmental degradation—costs that are borne by society rather than businesses. Climate change is the quintessential externality: losses to individuals and communities—rising sea levels, extreme weather events, food insecurity—that are not reflected in current market prices for carbon-intensive goods and services. From an ethical perspective, companies that profit without considering these hazards are evading responsibility for the consequences of their actions.

A global ethics perspective recognizes that corporate actions have a profound impact on human well-being and the health of the planet. Scholars such as Sen (1999) believe that justice and ethical responsibility transcend national boundaries and time and space boundaries; the harm caused by today's emissions will affect future generations, poor communities, and those least responsible for pollution. 

Stakeholder theory emphasizes that companies must consider the interests of all those affected by business decisions, not just the interests of shareholders (Freeman, 2010). Climate change affects employees, customers, suppliers, communities and future generations, making it a quintessential stakeholder issue. For example, coastal communities face existential threats from rising sea levels, while agricultural areas suffer from extreme droughts or floods, destabilizing local economies. 

A relevant corporate example is Unilever, which has integrated environmental sustainability into its business model. Unilever's Sustainable Living Plan includes a commitment to reduce greenhouse gas emissions across its value chain and develop products with a lower environmental impact. This approach is not only ethical but also consistent with consumer expectations; research shows that modern consumers are increasingly inclined to choose brands with strong sustainability credentials. Likewise, outdoor apparel company Patagonia has clearly prioritized environmental protection, even encouraging reduced consumption and repairs rather than replacements. 

In addition to being a moral imperative, there are powerful strategic implications for businesses to focus on climate change. Governments around the world are pursuing policies aimed at curbing carbon emissions, including carbon pricing, emissions trading systems and renewable energy mandates. The UK’s Climate Change Act (2008) and its subsequent net-zero emissions commitment by 2050 legally bind the UK to deep decarbonization, thereby influencing corporate planning and investment decisions. Similar policies exist in the European Union, Canada and parts of the United States, providing clear financial incentives for companies to anticipate regulatory changes and invest in low-carbon technologies.

Investors are also demanding climate responsibility from companies. Large institutional investors like BlackRock are increasingly incorporating environmental, social and governance (ESG) metrics into their decision-making, incentivizing companies to disclose and reduce climate risks. Failure to address these issues could lead to divestments, higher costs of capital and a loss of market confidence.

From a global ethics perspective, climate change exacerbates existing inequalities. Many poor countries, which contribute little to global emissions, disproportionately bear the impacts of climate change. The ethical principle of climate justice emphasizes that those who have contributed most to the problem of climate change should bear greater responsibility for combating it. 

For example, large fossil fuel companies such as ExxonMobil and Shell have faced lawsuits and public criticism for misleading the public about climate science and delaying policy responses (Heede, 2014). These cases highlight the ethical mistakes companies make when they strategically prioritize profit and market position over transparency and harm reduction. On the other hand, some companies have taken on climate leadership roles: Danish energy company rated has transitioned from fossil fuels to renewables and now generates most of its electricity from wind energy. 

Effective corporate governance that prioritizes ethical considerations, including climate risk, is increasingly seen as key to creating long-term value. Porter and Kramer (2011) noted that businesses can create shared value by addressing social challenges that intersect with corporate strategy. Climate action fits neatly into this framework: reducing emissions often drives innovation, improves operational efficiency and enables market differentiation. For example, Tesla's focus on electric vehicles has made it a leader in sustainable transportation, which shows how ethical priorities can align with competitive advantage.

Additionally, ethical leadership and corporate governance help build trust with stakeholders. At a time when customers, employees, regulators and investors are increasingly focused on sustainability, companies that ignore climate risks risk reputational damage, litigation and talent loss. Conversely, companies that proactively incorporate climate considerations can strengthen their relationships with stakeholders and increase their own resilience.

In short, companies should not be concerned about climate change solely for legal compliance or risk management purposes, but should view it as a moral obligation rooted in responsibility, justice and guardianship. Scientific evidence has confirmed human-induced climate change and the serious harm it causes to communities, ecosystems and future generations. Greenhouse gas-emitting companies have an ethical responsibility to mitigate harm, protect vulnerable populations, and align their operations with a sustainable future. Companies that embrace this responsibility through innovation, transparent reporting and sustained climate action not only meet their ethical obligations but also gain a long-term competitive advantage in a global economy that is increasingly focused on sustainability. Ultimately, in the 21st century, paying attention to climate change is not optional for companies, but rather both a moral imperative and a strategic imperative in a world facing a climate emergency.


[bookmark: _Toc216478324]Conclusion
The exploration of cultural differences in business ethics highlights the complexity and context-dependence of ethical decision-making in a globalized world. Businesses operating in diverse cultural and regulatory environments face different expectations around climate change, smoking, gambling, healthy eating and the wider climate crisis caused by human activity. Ethics and corporate responsibility are influenced not only by legal obligations but also by social values, public health priorities and environmental concerns, which vary significantly across regions. For example, the way companies respond to climate change depends on their cultural attitudes towards sustainability and long-term planning, while responses to smoking, gambling and unhealthy diets reflect society's different views on personal responsibility and protecting vulnerable groups. These differences underscore the importance of culturally sensitive ethical frameworks that can help businesses balance profit motives with social and environmental responsibilities. Ultimately, understanding and respecting cultural differences in ethical expectations is critical for multinational companies to operate responsibly, build trust with stakeholders, and contribute positively to pressing global challenges such as climate change and public health crises. In an increasingly connected world, by integrating ethical considerations into strategic decisions and adapting practices to local cultural norms, businesses can achieve both sustainability and social legitimacy.


[bookmark: _Toc216478325]Recommendation
Multinational companies should develop policies that consider local cultural norms, values ​​and regulatory requirements while adhering to core global ethical principles. This approach ensures that corporate strategies resonate with local stakeholders and respect social expectations, whether they relate to environmental sustainability, public health or consumer protection.

Businesses should consider climate change and related man-made environmental impacts as core ethical and operational priorities. This includes commitments to carbon reduction targets, sustainable sourcing and transparency in reporting on environmental performance. For example, companies can follow international standards such as the United Nations Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights or ISO 14001 to ensure accountability in all markets. Businesses should regularly consult with local communities, regulators and consumer groups to understand how different cultures view ethical issues such as smoking, gambling and unhealthy food consumption. 

Employees and managers should receive training on cultural differences in ethics and the social consequences of corporate actions. This will enable employees to make decisions that consider global standards and local expectations, reducing the risk of unethical behavior or reputational damage. 
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