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Executive Summary
Nowadays, many multinational companies (MNCs) operate through different cultural, legal and economic environments in the era of globalization. At the same time, this is also the reason why they have major ethical contradictions. Generally speaking, this method is considered acceptable in one country, but may be considered immoral in another country. This article mainly discusses the nature of these contradictions, focusing on labor standards, economic environmental practices and corruption. This article believes that overly rigid universalism is often unrealistic, and the extreme position of relativism may lead to condoning immoral behavior. This paper proposes a hybrid framework that includes social contract theory (ISCT), stakeholder participation and transformative learning, which provides the most effective way to solve these difficulties. Through examples of different industries, this article shows how multinational companies can survive in these complex environments and achieve sustainable ethical global operations.
1. 
2

Table of Contents
1.	Introduction	i
2.	The Nature of Ethical Contradictions	i
2.1.	Labour Standards and Human Rights	i
2.2.	Environmental Responsibilities	ii
2.3.	Corruption and Gift-Giving	ii
3.	Theoretical Frameworks for Reconciliation	ii
3.1.	The Limits of Cultural Relativism and Ethical Universalism	ii
3.2.	Integrative Social Contracts Theory (ISCT) as a Middle Ground	iii
4.	A Practical Path Forward: Strategies for MNCs	iii
4.1.	Proactive Stakeholder Engagement and Dialogue	iii
4.2.	Developing a Robust Global Code of Conduct	iii
4.3.	Investing in Ethical Leadership and Training	iv
5.	Conclusion	iv
6.	Reference List	v

2. [bookmark: _Toc215975157]Introduction
The main goal of any enterprise is to create profits. But for multinational companies (MNCs), this goal is complicated because of the serious ethical contradictions between different countries. The main problem is that business practices that are considered standard and acceptable in one country may be considered unethical or even illegal in another country.(Peng, 2021). These contradictions arise from deep-seated differences in cultural norms, political systems, levels of economic development, and legal frameworks. As thinkers such as Kishore Mahbubani pointed out, the dominant position of the Western ethical framework in international business is influenced by views from Asia and other regions. These views tend to be more different from the role of individualism, community and the company in society. This article will argue that global market trade is carried out without sacrificing ethical principles. On the contrary, multinational companies must adopt a hybrid approach or framework, respect the local situation and adhere to the core, uncompromising morality and value of the key to analyzing contradictions and proposing a framework for reconciliation. This article mainly helps enterprises to operate successfully and operate ethically around the world.

3. [bookmark: _Toc215975158]The Nature of Ethical Contradictions
Ethical contradictions in international business are not merely theoretical; they present daily operational challenges. They force MNCs to make difficult decisions that balance profitability with social responsibility.
3.1. [bookmark: _Toc215975159]Labour Standards and Human Rights
One of the most prominent areas of moral conflict involves labor standards. Many Western countries have strict legal provisions on minimum wages, working hours, workplace safety and trade union rights. However, in some developing countries that are attractive to manufacturing because of their lower costs, the regulations may be weaker or weakly enforced (Kline & Harrison, 2020). For example, a Western apparel brand manufacturing in a Southeast Asian country may face a contradiction: local law might permit 60-hour work weeks, but the company's own home-country ethical standards, and the expectations of its consumers, may deem this exploitative. The 2013 Rana Plaza factory collapse in Bangladesh is a tragic real-world example of this contradiction, where the demand for cheap clothing conflicted with basic worker safety. This incident forced many global brands to re-evaluate their supply chains and sign the Accord on Fire and Building Safety in Bangladesh, demonstrating a move towards reconciling this ethical divide through collective action (Anner, 2018).
3.2. [bookmark: _Toc215975160]Environmental Responsibilities
The tension between economic development and environmental protection is another key challenge. While developed countries are implementing strict environmental regulations to combat climate change, developing countries may instead prioritise industrial growth, often at the expense of the environment (Jackson & Patel, 2022). An MNC in the extractive industry (such as mining or oil drilling) might be allowed to operate with fewer environmental constraints in a host country compared to its home country. Should the company meet its home standards, and incur higher costs, or comply with host country standards? The scientific consensus on human-induced climate change heightens the stakes of this decision. Firms are increasingly expected to care about these issues not only by activists but also by investors who consider environmental risk as financial risk. For example, when a European chemical company decides to build a plant in a region with lax environmental regulations, should it invest in costly and state-of-the-art pollution control technology that would go beyond legal requirements owing to its commitment to global sustainability.
3.3. [bookmark: _Toc215975161]Corruption and Gift-Giving
The line between corruption and customary gift-giving is often hazy. Offering expensive gifts to government officials constitutes a bribe in many Western nations. However, in some other cultures like those in parts of East Asia and the Middle East, establishing personal relationships through gift-giving and expensive entertainment is an established business practice (Rodriguez, 2019). Turning down such offers might be seen as disrespectful and could lead to loss of business. Accepting them might contravene legislations such as the US Foreign Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA) or UK Bribery Act and attract severe legal penalties including reputational risk. For instance, what should a US aerospace firm competing for a contract in a nation where "facilitation payments" are customary do.
4. [bookmark: _Toc215975162]Theoretical Frameworks for Reconciliation
To manage these contradictions, MNCs often turn to established ethical frameworks. However, each traditional approach has significant limitations.
4.1. [bookmark: _Toc215975163]The Limits of Cultural Relativism and Ethical Universalism
Cultural relativism suggests that a company should simply adopt the ethical norms of the host country in which it operates. While this shows respect for local culture, it can lead to a "race to the bottom," where MNCs justify poor labour practices or environmental degradation by claiming they are "following local customs" (Donaldson, 2021). This approach fails when local practices violate fundamental human rights. On the other hand, ethical universalism insists on applying a single set of moral standards everywhere. This sounds ideal but is often criticised as ethical imperialism, imposing Western values on non-Western societies and showing insensitivity to legitimate cultural differences (Kim & Park, 2021). A universalist approach might, for instance, forbid any form of gift-giving, potentially damaging important business relationships in cultures where it is a norm.
4.2. [bookmark: _Toc215975164]Integrative Social Contracts Theory (ISCT) as a Middle Ground
A more sophisticated framework is the Integrative Social Contracts Theory (ISCT). ISCT proposes that business ethics are governed by two contracts: a hypothetical, global "macro-social" contract that establishes hypernorms, and specific "micro-social" contracts within communities (Donaldson & Dunfee, 1994, as a foundational text, but still highly relevant and cited in recent work like Husted & Allen, 2021). Hypernorms are universal principles that are so fundamental they transcend all cultures, such as respect for human dignity and the avoidance of unnecessary harm. Micro-social contracts are the local customs and norms that guide behaviour in a specific community. Under ISCT, local norms are morally binding unless they violate a hypernorm. This provides a powerful tool for reconciliation. For example, an MNC can respect the local micro-social contract of relationship-building through modest gift-giving (which does not violate a hypernorm) but must reject the micro-social contract of using child labour (which violates the hypernorm of respect for human dignity). This allows for cultural sensitivity without compromising on core ethical values.
5. [bookmark: _Toc215975165]A Practical Path Forward: Strategies for MNCs
Theoretical frameworks like ISCT need to be translated into concrete corporate strategies. MNCs can reconcile ethical contradictions through a multi-faceted approach.
5.1. [bookmark: _Toc215975166]Proactive Stakeholder Engagement and Dialogue
MNCs should move beyond treating stakeholders as passive recipients and involve them in an active dialogue.Stakeholders are not just shareholders and employees but local communities, NGOs, governments and suppliers (Freeman, Harrison, & Zygli dopoulos, 2020). By proactively engaging with these diverse stakeholders, a firm can better understand local expectations and explain global standards while working together to find solutions that work for all parties involved. When a large technology firm such as Google or Apple decides to expand to new markets abroad it engages local governments on laws related to data privacy and local communities on environmental impact assessments. 
5.2. [bookmark: _Toc215975167]Developing a Robust Global Code of Conduct
A well-articulated global code of conduct is essential. This code should be based on hypernorms and clearly state the company's non-negotiable ethical principles, such as a zero-tolerance policy for bribery and forced labour (Kaptein, 2019). However, it should give leeway for local managers to conform to ethical cultural practices that do not contradict these basic principles.The code must be supplemented by robust implementation mechanisms including whistleblowing systems that are clearly explained along with regular audits and transparent reporting.For example, Danish pharmaceutical major Novo Nordisk has extensive training programmes for its employees on how to adhere to its code of conduct under different circumstances including how employees can navigate patient support programs without resorting to unethical means.
5.3. [bookmark: _Toc215975168]Investing in Ethical Leadership and Training
Ultimately, while policies and codes guide behavior, it is people who carry them out. Building an ethical culture, especially among local managers, requires hiring for ethical values and providing continuous, scenario-based training that prepares employees to recognise and resolve ethical dilemmas not just based on rules, but moral reasoning (Brown & Treviño, 2021). For instance, a subsidiary manager may be faced with a case study where a local official signals that a “gift” is necessary to expedite a permit. Training would help the manager learn how to politely refuse the bribe while suggesting other ways to develop a relationship, in a way that is culturally sensitive and takes into account the company’s anti-corruption hypernorm.
6. [bookmark: _Toc215975169]Conclusion
In conclusion, ethical dilemmas are an integral part of international business and firms must develop the wisdom and courage to address them. They must explicitly and proactively manage these tensions without succumbing to either extreme of complete cultural relativism or extreme ethical universalism. A one-size-fits-all solution neither exists nor is desirable. The most effective way forward is a dynamic approach - one that recognises the importance of integrating cultural and business differences while remaining faithful to core hypernorms of humanity. By adopting a model such as ISCT, firms can better differentiate between culture-bound differences that are open to customisation and contractualisation from hypernorms which must be defended universally. This should be coupled with practical measures such as stakeholder engagement and effective codes of conduct throughout their operations.The world today is far more interconnected than it was in the past and people are far better informed about what happens in distant locations than they ever have been in history. For business this means an increasing level of transparency in operations and accountability for actions which affect lives across the world.The ability to navigate such contradictions represents the key challenge for businesses of the twenty first century- it is the ultimate test of leadership ,and long-term viability of organisation.
7. [bookmark: _Toc215975170]
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