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Executive Summary
This report explores the role of ethics in modern business, examining how philosophical theories and practical considerations shape business decision-making. It evaluates key ethical frameworks utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics, and stakeholder theory and considers how they guide organisations in balancing profit with social and environmental responsibilities. Real world examples, including Meta’s data privacy issues and major corporate scandals, highlight the limitations of internal issues and compliance when profit pressures dominate. The report discusses the evolving purpose of business, arguing that long term success depends on aligning profitability with ethical theories, and considers the role of external regulation in enforcing a minimum standard of ethical behaviour. Recommendations focus on fostering ethical leadership, implementing clear policies, engaging stakeholders, and establishing monitoring systems to embed ethics into organisational culture. Overall, the report concludes that businesses thrive when ethical principles are integrated into strategy and operations, making responsible conduct both a moral obligation and a strategic advantage.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Background
Ethics is now a crucial part of modern business, as organisations face increasing pressure to act responsibly in a world shaped by globalisation, technology, and sustainability challenges. According to London School of Business Administration (2023) “A company with strong ethical principles will naturally earn the trust of its customers, employees, and investors.” which will behaviour affects a company’s reputation, long-term success, and relationships with stakeholders. This report explores key ethical theories and examines how they apply to real business decisions, It aims to show how companies can balance profit-making with their wider responsibilities to society and the environment.
1.2 Purpose and Scope of the Report
The purpose of this report is to examine the ethical principles and theories and demonstrate how these principles influence real world business decision making. As according to Joseph, A. (2023) “Business ethics are essential for building trust, sustainability, and long-term success.”  The report explores key ethical theories, such as utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics, and evaluates their relevance to organisational behaviour and planning. It will also analyse recent examples of questionable business practices to highlight how ethical considerations shape corporate actions. The scope of the report includes both theoretical perspectives and practical applications, providing a balanced understanding of how ethical frameworks guide businesses.
1.3 Structure of the Report
This report is organised into five main sections. The Introduction provides background on the importance of ethics in modern business and outlines the purpose and scope of the report. The second section examines key ethical theories and principles, explaining their relevance to business decision making. The third section explores how these ethical considerations apply in real world organisational contexts, using recent examples of questionable business practices. The fourth section presents a discussion linking theory to practice, considering the purpose of business, social responsibility, and regulation. Finally, the Conclusion and Recommendations summarise the main findings and provide practical suggestions for promoting ethical behaviour in organisations.

2. Philosophical Foundations of Ethical Considerations
2.1 Utilitarianism
Utilitarianism is something that “holds that the most ethical choice is the one that will produce the greatest good for the greatest number.” as stated by McCombs School of Business (2025) Utilitarianism is an ethical theory that suggests the most morally correct action is the one that produces the greatest overall good for the greatest number of people. According to Hampton, L. (2023) “Jeremy Bentham is often regarded as the founder of classical utilitarianism.” who emphasised calculating the balance of pleasure over pain when making moral choices, and later refined by John Stuart Mill who believed that “the best actions are those that promote the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people.” as stated by Deininger, W.T. (2022) In a business context, utilitarianism guides organisations to consider the broader impact of their decisions on all stakeholders. A company may use environmentally sustainable practices or fair labour policies, even if they increase costs, because these actions generate long term benefits for employees, communities, and makes them look good in public opinion.
2.2 Deontology (Duty-Based Ethics)
Deontology, also known as duty-based ethics, is “a branch of moral philosophy that emphasizes adherence to established rules regarding right and wrong” as stated by Mohn, E. (2022) developed by Immanuel Kant,  who argues that individuals and organisations should do what is “right” because it is inherently moral, not because of any potential outcomes. According to Wilburn, H. (2020) Immanuel Kant believed that “Morality is defined by duties and one's action is moral if it is an act motivated by duty.” In business, deontological principles help in decision making by prioritising honesty, fairness, and by following ethical codes, even when following these rules may lead to lower profits or other challenges.
2.3 Virtue Ethics
Virtue ethics is an ethical approach that is based on the development of good character and moral virtues rather than focusing solely on rules or consequences., Livingstone, J. (2022) states that “Virtue ethics is a normative ethical theory, meaning it attempts to guide our moral behaviour by identifying the criteria for determining which actions are good or bad.” This theory encourages individuals and organisations to cultivate traits such as honesty, integrity, courage, and fairness. In a business context, virtue ethics highlights the importance of ethical leadership, as leaders are responsible for organisational culture and they have influence over employees’ behaviour through their example. According to Wesleyan.edu. (2021). “Aristotle has long been considered the father of virtue ethics.” shaping the idea that ethical behaviour stems from developing good character. For instance, a leader who consistently demonstrates transparency and accountability fosters a workplace where ethical decision-making becomes the norm. By focusing on the moral character of decision-makers, virtue ethics encourages businesses to prioritise long-term ethical behaviour over short-term gains, promoting trust and respect among stakeholders.
2.4 Ethical Relativism vs. Ethical Absolutism
Ethical relativism is the "theory that holds that morality is relative to the norms of one's culture.” as stated by (Aluko-Arowolo et al., 2022) on the other hand, ethical absolutism argues that universal moral principles apply to all individuals and organisations, regardless of cultural differences Moral (2021) backs this up as they state “ethics, absolutism means that moral rules are universal and unconditional.” For global businesses, the difference in perspectives create significant challenges. Organisations operating across multiple countries must navigate different expectations around labour practices, environmental responsibility, communication styles, and business conduct. What is seen as acceptable in one culture may be viewed as unethical in another, making it difficult for company's which are global to maintain consistent ethical standards. These differences highlight the importance of developing clear organisational values that respect cultural diversity while still upholding core ethical principles.
2.5 Stakeholder Theory and Corporate Social Responsibility
Stakeholder theory, as proposed by Freeman, says that businesses have responsibilities not only to shareholders but to all stakeholders affected by their actions. “It argues that companies should not focus entirely on shareholders but instead balance the needs of all stakeholders affected by their work.” as stated by Atlassian (2024) This approach aligns closely with Corporate Social Responsibility, which makes organizations to consider the impacts their actions have on social and environmental factors. Companies have ethical obligations to society, the environment, and their employees, ensuring that their practices promote community well-being, environmental sustainability, and fair treatment and support for workers.

3. Ethical Considerations in Real-World Business Decision-Making
3.1 Profit Maximisation vs. Social Responsibility
The debate between profit maximisation and social responsibility is often framed through Milton Friedman’s shareholder theory, which according to The Beautiful Truth (2021) “the main responsibility of a business is to maximise their revenue and increase returns to shareholders.” meaning that a company’s primary obligation is to increase profits for its shareholders within the boundaries of the law. However, modern perspectives highlight the need to balance profit with broader ethical obligations, recognizing that businesses need to embrace “ethical practices like fair labor, corporate social responsibility, and sustainability” According to Sustainability, in (2025) as they impact society, employees, and the environment.  This balanced approach suggests that long-term success depends not only on financial performance but also on responsible and ethical decision-making that supports sustainable and socially conscious business practices. 
3.2 Impact of Business on the Social Environment
Businesses have a significant impact on the social environment, as they influence not only economic outcomes but also social well-being. A key area of responsibility is environmental sustainability, where companies are expected to reduce their ecological footprint and adopt practices that protect natural resources as according to Impact Day (2023) business impact the environment by “resource depletion, pollution of air, water, and soil, habitat destruction, greenhouse gas emissions, waste generation, and the loss of biodiversity”. It can also seriously harm a company’s reputation, leading to public backlash, loss of customer trust, and reduced long-term profitability. Furthermore, businesses contribute to community welfare through job creation, local investment, and social initiatives that enhance quality of life. Ethical supply chains are also essential, ensuring that products are sourced and produced under fair, safe, and responsible conditions. Together, these areas highlight the vital role businesses play in shaping a sustainable and ethical society.

3.3 Role of Organisational Culture in Ethical Behaviour
Organisational culture is “the shared values, behaviours, and everyday experiences that shape how employees work and interact.” as stated by Masionis, A. (2023) it plays a crucial role in shaping ethical behaviour within a company. Strong leadership ethics set the tone at the top, guiding employees to act responsibly and make morally sound decisions. A culture that encourages whistleblowing and transparency ensures that unethical practices are reported and addressed, encouraging accountability and trust. Together, ethical leadership and an open, values-driven culture create an environment where ethical decision making is the normal approach rather than the exception of the company. Which is important as ethical decision making “empowers us to make choices that align with our values and contribute to a more ethical and just society” according to Nevins, A. (2024).
3.4 Government, Regulation, and Religious/Ethical Institutions
Governments play a crucial role in regulating business to prevent exploitation, protect workers and consumers, promote fair competition, and reduce environmental harm. “The government plays four key roles in the business environment: regulatory, promotional, entrepreneurial, and planning” as stated by Saxena, D. (2020). Religious and ethical institutions also influence corporate behaviour by promoting moral values such as honesty, justice, stewardship, and social responsibility. Without regulation and ethical guidance, businesses may prioritise profit over people and the planet. Religion in the workplace also helps “provide employees with a sense of meaning and purpose, foster emotional and psychological well-being, and lead to greater productivity and job satisfaction.” as stated by www.easyllama.com. (n.d.). 
Ethical frameworks such as utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics, and stakeholder theory provide structured ways for organisations to make morally responsible decisions. It is important as “Ethical practices significantly enhance a company’s reputation, establishing a level of trust with consumers and stakeholders. “as sated by IMD (2025). These frameworks help businesses balance profit making with social and environmental responsibilities. While legal compliance ensures that they follow rules and regulations, business ethics goes beyond this by using ethical values into company culture, leadership, and everyday decision-making.

3.5 Real-World Case of Questionable Ethical Practices
Meta (Facebook) and Data Privacy
Meta has been having issues because of the way that they are handling user data, including issues around data sharing, targeted advertising, and insufficient protection of personal information. The company continues to collect extensive amounts of personal data to drive its advertising-based business model. This case strongly relates to deontological ethics which according to University of Texas (2025). is “an ethical theory that uses rules to distinguish right from wrong.” and rights-based ethics which according to Gormandy White, M. (2021) “There are some rights, both positive and negative, that all humans have based only on the fact that they are human. These rights can be natural or conventional”, which raises questions about whether Meta respects privacy, and consent from their users. Even if data-driven advertising increases profits and improves user experience, using personal data without consent from the user is ethically wrong as it violates the user's privacy. In terms of business decision-making, Meta prioritises engagement and advertising revenue, often at the expense of user privacy. This suggests that ethical considerations are often secondary when profit is involved, highlighting the tension between profit maximisation and individual rights. 

4. Discussion
4.1 Linking Philosophy to Business Practice
Philosophy serves as a critical framework for guiding business decisions by providing ethical, logical, and strategic principles. “Philosophy offers a rigorous approach for decision-making, which helps managers face the unknown.” as stated by Aleksandra Jasińska (2023) Ethical theories like utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue ethics help shape choices around fairness, responsibility, and culture. However, philosophical guidance is not as useful in practice due to market complexity, human unpredictability and challenges in the market. Businesses that successfully bridge theory and practice use those ethics in culture, planning, and decision-making as “leaders frequently face multifaceted challenges. Philosophy graduates on their teams can be major assets in helping them solve those challenges.” As stated by the Department of Philosophy. (2024).

4.2 What is the Purpose of Business?
The purpose of business is often debated as a balance between profit and societal wellbeing HAYES, A. (2024) define a business as “The purpose of a business is to facilitate some sort of economic production of goods or services.” The purpose of a business could have a variety of different meaning it could be focused on generating returns for shareholders, creating wealth, and driving economic growth, while businesses today try and focus on ethical practices, social responsibility, and positive community impact. The debate on whether profit and societal benefit are in conflict or can be aligned, with concepts like sustainable business suggesting that long term success depends on both profit and ethical practices. Businesses are evolving every day to create economic value while contributing responsibly to society.
4.3 Should External Bodies Regulate Business Ethics?
External regulation of business ethics is debated because it offers both benefits and drawbacks. It's argued that it protects stakeholders, ensures fair competition, fosters public trust, and sets clear ethical standards, correcting market failures where profit motives might come first over morality. They also say that regulation can hinder innovation, encourage minimal compliance rather than genuine ethical behaviour, and may be compromised if the decisions are made quickly. Ultimately, the debate balances the need for accountability and protection against the value of business flexibility, suggesting that a mix of regulation, market incentives, and internal responsibility may be most effective. According to Devi, A. (2025) there are also issues like “Internal factors are under a company's control and include its people, vision, strategies, rewards, leadership, and culture. External factors outside a company's control include society, religion, government laws, technology, competition, and reputation.” which should be considered when any argument is made external regulation is necessary to enforce a basic floor of business ethics however, it can be costly and slow i think the most effective approach is to enforce ethics in a company by giving incentives for companies to cultivate authentic internal ethical cultures instead of just looking like they do. 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations
5.1 Conclusion
This report has examined the role of ethics in modern business, exploring how philosophical theories such as utilitarianism, deontology, virtue ethics, and stakeholder theory guide decision-making in practice. Real world examples, including Meta’s data privacy issues which show that internal codes and compliance alone are often insufficient to prevent unethical behaviour when profit pressures dominate. The purpose of business is increasingly understood as balancing profit with social wellbeing, where long-term success depends on integrating economic goals with ethical and social responsibilities. While external regulation provides essential safeguards and enforces ethical conduct. The most effective approach combines legally enforced minimum standards with incentives for companies to cultivate authentic ethical cultures internally, embedding moral responsibility into leadership, organisational culture, and everyday decision-making. Ultimately, modern businesses thrive when they align profitability with principled conduct, demonstrating that ethical practice is not just a moral obligation but a strategic advantage
5.2 Recommendations
Organisations can improve ethical practices by fostering strong ethical leadership, establishing clear policies and codes of conduct, and actively engaging with all stakeholders. Leaders should model integrity and encourage communication. Continuous monitoring and feedback ensure that ethical standards are maintained and improved over time. Together, these measures embed ethics into organisational culture and decision-making, supporting long-term sustainable success.
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