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This report will look at two questions relating to the ethical actions of businesses and will use several philosophical models, theoretical models and case studies to help answer these questions. The first question is: What is the purpose of business? Is it to generate profit or to meet community needs? It was concluded that both generating profit and meeting community needs are a purpose of businesses after looking at the schools of thought of Friedman, Freeman and Carroll and analysing case studies such as the Volkswagen Emissions scandal and Bohlin’s seatbelt design. The second question is: Should governments regulate business practice? or allow owners and managers do whatever they need to generate profit? The answer is that businesses should be regulated by the government, the deontology and teleology viewpoints were used, as well as case studies such as the Rana Plaza Incident, the theoretical model of utilitarianism and the theory of capitalism. 
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1.0 [bookmark: _Toc185094750]Introduction

The aim of this report is analysing the ethical actions of businesses, question whether ethical actions are always appropriate and whether ethical actions should be the sole focus of a business. This will be done using theoretical models, philosophical ideals and case studies.
Cambridge Dictionary (2024) describes ethics as “a system of accepted beliefs that control behaviour, especially such a system based on morals”. There is in the modern day, businesses that incorporate ethics into their practices, Wright (2024) shows there is a list for the world’s most ethical companies, which the gas major Linde has made its way on to several times. Stanley (2024) provides several examples of ethical behaviours that businesses can engage in such as environmental sustainability, establishing safe work environments and engaging in acts that benefit the larger community. So, an ethical business is one that does the right thing for the world surrounding it. In this report two questions will be answered regarding the ethical actions of a business:
Firstly, if businesses main purpose is to generate profit or meet community needs, and secondly, if governments should have the right to regulate business practices or if businesses should be allowed to make profit by any means necessary.



[bookmark: _Toc185094751][bookmark: _Hlk185025845]2.0 Question 1: What is the purpose of business? Is it to generate profit or to meet community needs?


[bookmark: _Toc185094752]2.1 For profit 


[bookmark: _Hlk184927044]It is debatable whether a business acts in a manner that is exclusively focused on maximising profit or focused on providing to the needs of communities. Thomas Hobbs is noted by Douglass (2019) as saying that “our natural condition outside the authority of a political state – is ‘solitary, poor, nasty brutish, and short.’” This implies as humans, people are self-centred and aggressive. Another notable theorist, Friedman, believes generation of money to be of upmost importance. Momoh (2024) explains that Monetarism, the theory formulated by Friedman “it is a set of views based on the belief that the total amount of money in an economy is the primary determinant of economic growth.”  and that the government should aim to slightly increase the supply of the money each year, It appears Friedman places far more value on economic growth than for the government than investment in social responsibilities.
Both theorists view of selfishness and monetary focus are perhaps best reflected in the actions of the following businesses: 

[bookmark: _Toc185094753]2.1.1 Volkswagen

Kell (2022) explains that in 2015 Volkswagen were found guilty of altering their diesel cars so that emissions tests could be passed the Nitrogen Oxide emissions of these vehicles were 40 times higher than what was allowed by American standards. The UN Environment Programme (2024) explains that nitrogen pollution can degrade soil, cause serious damage to marine ecosystems and can cause non nitrogen tolerant plants and fungi to struggle for survival. This the potential environmental damage these cars can contribute to. However, rather than contribute efforts to designing a car that would benefit the environment, Volkswagen broke the law. It reported by Leggett (2018) that this was done due to engineers failing to design a diesel engine that could function well and meet the emission standards. 
VW could have focussed more on the production of low emission cars. This means they would be less likely to cause environmental damage like the cars VW did manufacture but also a source from the time written by Dizikes (2016) shows that at the time, low emission cars were more cost effective for customers. In general, Electric Vehicles (EV) are growing in popularity, Ukpanah (2024) “. In 2022, global EV sales topped 10 million, jumping up 55% from the year before.” These facts suggest that VW could have been both profitable and an asset to the environment by opting to manufacture these electric vehicles over their damaging diesel cars.
 




[bookmark: _Toc185094754]2.1.2 Dior and Sweatshops

Lawler (2024) lists numerous legal breaches committed by Dior, such as accusations of safety compromises on machinery for an increase in productivity, workers were severely underpaid and outsourcing to a supplier that would charge Dior 53 Euros for a handbag, that would go on to be sold at 2600 euros, which was criticised by courts as it shows that supply chains are not being monitored in their entirety. This shows a lack of care for health and safety and the livelihood of employees focusing instead on increasing profits. A company that is ethical would not mistreat their employees such a manner where they could be injured, or worse killed and they are not given sufficient money to live. For example, In the UK there are laws which outline how an employee should be treated through a set of employment rights, Gov.UK (N.D.) lists these rights, such as entitlement to national minimum wage, minimum rest breaks and paid time off. This may decrease the overall profits a business generates however it is the morally right thing to do for their employees. 



[bookmark: _Toc185094755]2.1.3 Cigarette sales 
One specific item which highlights a focus on profit over moral integrity is the sale of Cigarettes. BBC News (2024) reports that smoking kills approximately 80,000 people a year and can lead to several health issues like asthma and dementia and Although HM Revenue and Customs (2024) have found a sizeable decrease in cigarette sales since 2013, in 2023-2024, sales were still £6476 million. Businesses are profiting off products that can have serious detriment to health and even lead to death.

The BBC News (2024) article also mentions that there was at one point a law that proposed to ban anyone born from 2008 onwards buying cigarettes, but this was not passed by the new government as to fund tax cuts. This implies the negative consequences of costs are more of a concern then the health of the public, this is in line with the beliefs of Friedman as this action will keep more money in the economy and the sale of cigarettes helps to inject more money into economy, this also shows that Hobbs was correct about the selfish nature of humans.
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Figure 1: Carrolls Pyramid (Caroll, 2016)

Anderson (2024) explains that Carroll’s Pyramid “illustrates the four key components of corporate social responsibility (CSR): economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities.” They also explain that the pyramid shape is indicative of the level of importance that each component has.

This an important theoretical model to analyse as it supports both sides of the argument. A businesses priority should first and foremost be to become profitable for the needs of society, which fits in with the beliefs of Friedman, however it recognises that Ethical and Philanthropic responsibilities as expectations and desires of society respectively, almost portraying it as an end goal that businesses should strive for. However, it could be argued that an aim generate profit could be more for the survival of business than for the needs of society. As Maverick (2022) says “Profit is key to basic financial survival” A business may be generating profit exclusively as a means of survival with little concern with contribution to the community, however generating profit, as shown above is still a contribution to the community



[bookmark: _Toc185094757]2 .3 For community needs 

There are some that would argue the role of businesses are to meet the community needs. Theorist John Locke believed humans are naturally conditioned to act sympathetically towards each other under social contract, which is, according to Encyclopedia Britannica (2024) “a state in which humans, though free, equal, and independent, are obliged under the law of nature to respect each other’s rights to life, liberty, and property.”

One of the main theorists that champions businesses providing more for society is Freeman. McCance (2024) summarises Freemans theory: “Stakeholder theory holds that businesses exist to do more than just make profits and money for shareholders. Instead, they function best and serve the greater good”. This may be manifested in business practices as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Stobierski (2021) defines CSR as “the idea that a business has a responsibility to the society that exists around it” and this responsibility can be intertwined with business strategy.



[bookmark: _Toc185094758]2.3.1 Environmental Sustainability

 An example of CSR would be goals for environmental sustainability. McCrea (2024) finds that 17,000 of the 4.6m private British businesses are operating in the “clean energy space” meaning they use renewable sources of energy that do minimal or no damage to the environment through pollution. These numbers are low, and McCrea (2024) also shows in a graph that recently there have been less investments into green energy companies, however figures are still dramatically higher that what they were in 2013 where total value of fundraising was roughly 3 billion, in contrast to 9 billion raised in 2022, This suggests that the environment  is a lower priority and the reason there are less investments may be too generate profit.



[bookmark: _Toc185094759]2.3.2 Peloton

Another example of a business showing responsibility to society is Peloton. In an article by Bailey (2023) it was found that peloton had recalled over 2 million of their exercise bikes due to a concern that the bikes had a manufacturing flaw and could lead to injury, Peloton had also received many reports of injury from their products. Peloton have given advice to their customers to no longer use these bikes and contact them for a repair to the product free of charge. Doing these repairs free of charge could be financially detrimental to Peloton, which insinuates a genuine concern for the health and safety of their customers, especially when it is considered that Peloton choose to do this when they could have ignored reports and continued to profit of a faulty product. This shows businesses have obligations to protect their stakeholders, stakeholders which are part of Pelotons communities.

[bookmark: _Toc185094760]2.3.3. Bohlin’s Seatbelt

In one situation, the actions of one man saved many lives because he decided to act ethically rather than selfishly, that man is Nils Bohlin. Bell (2021) explains that Bohlin improved upon the design of the seatbelt, making it much safer. Bohlin saw that it was adapted by the whole motor industry. Bohlin worked for Volvo. Bohlin could have very well patented his invention and profited of his innovative design and given Volvo a potentially massive advantage over competitors with their safer cars. Instead, Bohlin made it so that every car was safe to drive and not just Volvo cars, it could be argued that Bohlin did this because he held more importance on human lives than profit maximisation. 

 
 



[bookmark: _Toc185094761][bookmark: _Hlk185026613]3.0 Question 2: Should governments regulate business practice, or allow owners and managers do whatever they need to generate profit?

[bookmark: _Toc185094762]3.1 Governments should have control.

Cuneo (2024) explains deontology is driven more by set rules than morality and as an example explains that an act of torture would be considered wrong even if the aftermath would be beneficial.  Governing bodies are more likely to have this mindset because Governments have rules in place for businesses to follow, for example Crown Commercial Service (2023) explain that The EU have laws in place for businesses to ensure there is fair competition and suppliers are treated fairly.
Laws do not mean however that businesses will not engage in illegal practices. Sisson and Bowen (2017) found that despite the significant profits they had achieved, Starbucks was found guilty of tax evasion in 2017, this shows that even with regulations in place, unethical behaviour can occur. The taxes that Starbucks could have paid may well have been reinvested for the publics greater good, UK Parliament (2024) says that taxes help pay for the countries “defence services, its health, welfare and social services, its schools and universities, and its transport systems”. This is alarming, if there were no laws in place, businesses could act very unethically.



[bookmark: _Toc185094763]3.1.1 Rana Plaza

Preuss (2024) details the tragedy of the Rana Plaza building collapse, which lead to 1,100 fatalities which could have been avoided, it is said that workers returned into the unsafe structure for fear they would lose their jobs and therefore have no money to get by. Butler and Begum (2023) report that even years on, people are still fighting for a fair pay in Bangladesh, whereas they also report the owner of the factory is on trial. The heinous actions of this factory may have gone under the radar for longer if not for this disaster and even now workers are still underpaid. This demonstrates the desperate need for strict legislation of business practices, these workers were so desperate for the little money they were paid that many lost their lives, it could be argued that if no laws were in place employees would be paid just enough by employers that they would have a reason to work and that health and safety would be ignored altogether which could mean disasters of a similar nature would continue to happen.



[bookmark: _Toc185094764]3.1.2 BP Oil Spill

Another example of why business activities need to be monitored is the BP Deepwater Horizon rig oil spill of 2010. Pallardy (2024) mentions how the major spill that occurred on the Gulf of Mexico causes severe damage to the surrounding wildlife, there were repercussions, such as a payout of $7.8 billion. The explosion that triggered the spill was shown to have been triggered by a natural gas explosion. This demonstrates a need for greater control on where these premises are located and if there were no legal consequences for this disaster, BP may have continued to set up these oil rigs in other dangerous locations and potentially cause even further damage to surrounding environment.




[bookmark: _Toc185094765]3.2 Businesses should have control

Teleology is explained by McDonough (2020) “The core idea of teleology is intuitive enough: some things happen, or exist, for the sake of other things” This mindset is more concerned with the consequences than the initial actions. Businesses that wish to do anything to achieve profit would likely adopt this mindset as they would be more concerned with the end goal of achieved profit then how they achieve it. 



[bookmark: _Toc185094766]3.2.2 Utilitarianism 

The view of Friedmans is explained by Momoh (2024) above, the view puts the highest priority on generation of money for the economy. There are several reasons why economic growth is so important. Weston (2023) explains that economic growth will help create a greater availability of jobs and hopefully make peoples standard of living better. Alternatively, as explained by Franks (2024), when the economy crashes, unemployment can increase, and people have less money to spend. This implies that if the economy is left to weaken peoples quality of life will worsen as a result. Segal (2024) talks about the beliefs of philosopher John Stuart Mill, Mill promoted the idea of Utilitarianism, which states that actions are right if they create happiness, and that peoples happiness is the only thing of true value. This suggests that the actions of the business are not important for as long as profit is generated to strengthen the economy and benefit people.


[bookmark: _Toc185094767]3.2.3 Capitalism

There is also the idea of capitalism. Ross (2023) explains that trade and industry are owned privately and not by government, there are different schools of thought that have differing beliefs on how much regulation governments should have in capitalist business practices, although generally, all capitalist businesses adhere to fiscal and monetary policies. Pettinger (2020) explains that monetary policy concerns the supply of money and fiscal policy refers to tax rates and government spending. Capitalist businesses pay employees who then use money to purchase goods, the system relies on supply and demand to sustain itself. The World Population Review (2024) explains that capitalism can strengthen competitive practices which could lead to top selling items being sold at the most ideal price and the economy will be stronger for customers, however the other side to the argument is that the supply and demand factor can result in those with lower incomes struggling with price of items. Unfortunately, not all will benefit from the prices set by capitalism, however the prices are more reasonable for others, and it proves economic growth can be achieved via private ownership, although there are still laws adhered to which implies some regulation will be required for Capitalism to work effectively.



[bookmark: _Toc185094768]4.0 Conclusion/Answers



[bookmark: _Toc185094769]4.1 Answer to Question 1

All businesses will need to generate profit for survival. Although, Generating profit has been shown to be a benefit to the community, not all businesses will contribute to communities through ethical acts, some will actively avoid being ethical to save money and in the case of Volkswagen, may be unaware of the potential to be both ethical and profitable. However, some businesses may be willing to function at a detriment, like peloton or sacrifice an opportunity for profit for the greater good, as was the case with Bohlin. The answer is both profit and contribution to the community are the purpose of businesses, some businesses may have no intention to contribute to the community and solely focus on profit and some may be entirely focused on improving their communities, regardless of how much profit they generate but ethically focused businesses need profit to survive, and unethical businesses still contribute profit into the economy which people benefit from.



[bookmark: _Toc185094770]4.2 Answer to Question 2

Whereas the philosophical model of Utilitarianism would indicate that the generation of profit by any means is important, regardless of negative impact, due to the advantages to the greater good, and Capitalism shows that private ownership can still generate profit. There are downsides to capitalism, such as some people not being able to meet the prices created by the supply and demand model, it Is also mentioned that most capitalists follow monetary and fiscal policies, so still have some government control.
The ethical damage does not justify any profit that is generated, the damage that has been done with legislation in place is bad enough, take a way the threat of consequence and the potential damage may be incomprehensible, as mentioned above, there could be severe environmental damage and maltreatment of workers which are merely two examples of why business practices need to be monitored by governments. Overall, Governments should regulate business practice.
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Figure 1: Carroll A. (2016) ‘Carroll’s pyramid of CSR: taking another look’ International Journal of Corporate Social Responsibility Volume 1, Article number: 3
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