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Executive summary

This report aims to critically evaluate whether greed is ‘good’ within modern businesses and whether organisations should prioritise ethical considerations. The report has a balanced position arguing that while profit seeking remains a crucial part of business activity, ethical conduct is essential for long term sustainability, legitimacy, and trust. The analysis draws on contemporary ethical theory (including stakeholder theory, and global ethics) and examines real-world business practices from organisations such as Patagonia, Boohoo, Amazon, Google, BP, and Volkswagen. Practical cases demonstrate how unethical behaviour generates legal, reputational, and operational risks, whereas ethical approaches enhance brand reputation, employee retention, and long-term profitability. The report concludes with recommendations encouraging companies to embed ethics through ESG integration, transparent governance, and stakeholder-focused decision-making.
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Introduction

Background

The question of whether ‘greed is good’ has been central to business and economic debates for ages now. Rooted in classical capitalist thinking, the idea gained popularity and recognition through economist Milton Friedman and became embedded in Western corporate culture, suggesting that the relentless pursuit of profit ultimately benefits society by driving innovation, efficiency and economic growth. 

Yet the contemporary business environment presents far more complex and interconnected challenges than in previous decades. Globalisation, climate change, digital surveillance, widening economic inequality, and increasing public scrutiny have exposed the limitations of profit-centered thinking (Hutchings, 2010) alongside (Moellendorf & Widdows, 2014). Today, businesses operate in a world where unethical behaviour is rapidly revealed through social media, investigative journalism, and activist networks, often resulting in severe reputational and financial damage. These developments have pushed ethical considerations to the forefront of strategic decision-making and corporate governance.

Purpose of Business

Friedmans (1970) assertion that ‘the social responsibility of business is to increase its profits’ remains influential, forming the backbone of shareholder theory. According to this view, managers act as agents for shareholders and should focus on financial returns above all else. However, modern scholarship increasingly challenges this narrow definition. Contemporary business ethics emphasise broader responsibilities extending beyond shareholders to employees, consumers, communities, and the environment (Carroll & Buchholtz, 2008)

The rise of Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) frameworks, stakeholder theory, and corporate social responsibility (CSR) demonstrates a shift toward understanding business as a social institution with obligations that extend beyond profit maximisation. This tension between shareholder primacy and stakeholder responsibility forms the core of the “greed versus ethics” debate.

Defining Greed and Ethics

In a business context, greed can be understood as the pursuit of profit or self interest without regard for the wider social or environmental consequences. Ethical behaviour, by contrast, involves the application of moral principles to guide decisions that respect human rights, fairness, and sustainability (Blowfield & Murray, 2011). highlight that ethical responsibility now operates on a global scale, requiring businesses to consider impacts across international supply chains, labour markets, and ecosystems.

This report critically examines whether greed can still be considered ‘good’ in modern business practice and evaluates the importance of ethical considerations through both theoretical perspectives and real-world examples.






Theoretical Foundations of Business Ethics 

Shareholder Theory and the Profit Motive 

Shareholder theory argues that the primary purpose of business is to maximise returns for shareholders. Rooted in classical capitalist thought it suggests that when companies focus on profits, society benefits through increased efficiency, innovation, and economic growth. (Lloyd, 2010) supports this view, claiming that self-interest is often labelled as ‘greed’ can drive competitive markets that ultimately improve consumer choice and affordability.

Real-world examples illustrate the power of the profit motive. Amazon, for instance, has pursued aggressive expansion strategies that prioritise scale, operational efficiency, and market dominance. These decisions have resulted in lower prices, faster delivery, and technological innovation, supporting the shareholder theory argument that profit-focused companies can create substantial value for consumers.

However, critics highlight the ethical trade-offs associated with this approach. Excessive pursuit of profit can lead to negative externalities such as low employee wages, precarious working conditions, and exploitative supply-chain practices. Allegations of tax avoidance and anti-competitive behaviour against major corporations demonstrate how shareholder primacy can conflict with wider social expectations. As a result, many argue that a purely profit-driven model is no longer sustainable in a globalised, socially aware marketplace.

Stakeholder Theory

In contrast, Freeman’s stakeholder theory redefines the purpose of business by suggesting that organisations must balance the interests of all stakeholders, not just shareholders. Stakeholders include employees, customers, suppliers, local communities, governments, and the natural environment (Carroll & Buchholtz, 2015) This broader responsibility aligns with global ethics frameworks (Crane & Matten, 2010), which argue that modern businesses operate in interconnected systems where their actions have global implications.

Several companies have successfully adopted stakeholder-oriented models that prioritise ethical conduct while maintaining profitability. Patagonia is widely recognised for integrating environmental stewardship into its core strategy, investing in sustainable materials, and encouraging customers to repair rather than replace clothing. Similarly, Ben & Jerry’s embeds social justice principles into its business model, supporting fair trade, climate activism, and community initiatives. These examples challenge the notion that ethics hinder profit, demonstrating that long-term success can be achieved through responsible and inclusive decision-making.

Ethical Decision-Making Models
Carroll’s CSR Pyramid (Carroll & Buchholtz, 2008) provides a structured framework for understanding business responsibilities. It identifies four layers economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic highlighting that while businesses must remain profitable, they also have obligations to obey the law, act ethically, and contribute positively to society.

Ethical decision-making models further guide corporate behaviour. Utilitarianism focuses on achieving the greatest good for the greatest number, encouraging decisions that maximise overall welfare. Deontology, on the other hand, emphasises duties and moral rules, asserting that certain actions are inherently right or wrong regardless of outcomes.

In practice, most modern organisations adopt a blended approach. For example, companies may seek profit while also ensuring fair labour practices (ethical duty) and engaging in community support initiatives (philanthropic responsibility). This integration reflects the growing expectation that businesses should not only generate wealth but also operate with integrity and social awareness.

Greed in Practice: Lessons from Modern Businesses

Greed as a Driver of Innovation and Competition

In many cases, profit motivation has acted as a powerful catalyst for innovation, pushing companies to develop technologies and solutions that ultimately benefit society. Tesla is a clear example of this. Driven by a desire to dominate the electric vehicle market and disrupt traditional automotive industries, Tesla’s rapid innovation accelerated global adoption of EV technology. Its focus on scale, battery efficiency, and autonomous driving systems forced competitors to increase their investment in cleaner transport solutions, demonstrating how market-driven ambition can align with environmental progress.

Apple similarly embodies the idea that competitive pressure and the pursuit of profit can generate revolutionary products. The company’s continual drive to outperform rivals has produced technologies that transformed consumer behaviour, from the introduction of the iPhone to advancements in biometric security, digital payments, and health-monitoring features. Apple’s innovations though commercially motivated have reshaped entire industries and contributed to economic growth.

A further illustration comes from the pharmaceutical sector. During the COVID-19 pandemic, companies such as Pfizer, BioNTech and Moderna developed vaccines in record time. Although substantial public funding and global urgency played roles, the profit incentive undeniably accelerated research, manufacturing, and distribution. The success of these vaccines showed that self-interest and societal benefit can coexist, particularly when businesses innovate within a framework of scientific responsibility and regulatory oversight.

These examples indicate that ‘greed’ when channelled into competition and innovation, can produce significant positive outcomes. The challenge lies in ensuring that this ambition remains grounded in ethical practice.

The Costs of Unethical Greed

While profit motivation can drive progress, numerous modern cases highlight how unethical greed can lead to significant harm, reputational collapse, and long-term financial failure.

Boohoo (2020–2021) Labour Exploitation Scandal

Investigations into Boohoo’s Leicester supply chain uncovered severe labour violations, with workers paid as little as £3.50 per hour and working in unsafe conditions. Despite strong financial performance, the company faced immediate backlash: major retailers severed partnerships, its share price fell sharply, and the brand’s ethical credibility was severely damaged. This case demonstrates how prioritising profit over basic worker welfare exposes businesses to operational, legal, and reputational risks.




Volkswagen scandal

Volkswagen’s decision to manipulate emissions tests represents one of the most shocking examples of unethical greed in recent corporate history. To gain competitive advantage and boost sales, the company installed software to cheat environmental regulations. The fallout included billions in fines, criminal investigations, and a dramatic erosion of trust. The scandal illustrates how deception driven by profit motives can have long-term consequences far exceeding any short-term gains.

Amazon Working Conditions and Practices

Despite its dominance, Amazon faces ongoing criticism over employee treatment. Reports of high injury rates, extreme productivity targets, and anti-union practices have sparked negative media coverage and political scrutiny. Although Amazon’s profits continue to grow, these controversies highlight the tension between efficiency-driven growth and ethical responsibility. Long-term reputational damage and increased regulatory attention show that failing to address worker welfare carries significant risks.

Facebook/Meta – Data Ethics and Cambridge Analytica

The Cambridge Analytica scandal revealed how Facebook’s data practices were used to influence political behaviour, raising serious ethical questions about user privacy and democratic integrity. Motivated in part by advertising revenue and platform engagement, Meta’s actions triggered global regulatory responses, including stricter data protection laws and substantial fines. The scandal demonstrates how profit-driven exploitation of personal data can undermine public trust at a systemic level.

BP – Environmental Negligence

Although older, the BP Deepwater Horizon disaster remains a critical example of unethical business practices. Cost-cutting and insufficient risk management contributed to one of the worst environmental disasters in history. The consequences included billions in compensation payments, long-term reputational damage, and increased scrutiny of corporate environmental responsibility.
Collectively, these cases show that unchecked greed may produce profitability in the short term, but unethical actions eventually lose trust, reduce market value, and damage long-term sustainability. Modern businesses increasingly recognise that ethics are not a constraint on profit but a foundation for enduring success.

Why Businesses Must Care About Ethics

Social and Environmental Impacts

Ethical behaviour is increasingly recognised as essential for businesses operating in a globalised and interconnected world. Global ethics emphasises that organisations have responsibilities that extend beyond profit, requiring them to consider how their actions affect people and environments across borders (O'Byrne & Eade, 2017) In today’s economy, supply chains span multiple countries, and the consequences of corporate decisions can ripple worldwide. As a result, unethical practices whether environmental negligence, labour exploitation, or misuse of data carry heightened global significance.

For instance, climate change illustrates how corporate actions can contribute to long-term societal harm. High emissions, unsustainable sourcing, and irresponsible waste disposal not only damage ecosystems but also undermine the wellbeing of future generations. Modern slavery remains a persistent issue in global supply chains, with millions of workers affected in industries such as fashion, agriculture, and electronics. When businesses fail to ensure fair labour practices, the impact is not confined to a single region; it reflects a systemic failure that undermines global human rights efforts.

Data privacy is another growing concern. The rise of digital technologies means that unethical data handling can expose millions to privacy breaches, manipulation, or surveillance. Scandals such as Cambridge Analytica demonstrate the worldwide impact of irresponsible data practices. In this context, ethical decision-making is not only a moral obligation but also a necessary component of responsible global citizenship.

Regulation, Consumer Expectations, and Globalisation

Businesses are also compelled to prioritise ethics due to shifting regulatory standards and rising consumer expectations. Modern consumers are more value-driven and often use ethical considerations to guide purchasing decisions. Recent studies suggest that more than 70% of consumers prefer sustainable products and are willing to pay more for items that align with their values (Statista, 2023). This shift reflects a broader cultural trend in which ethical consumption is increasingly viewed as a form of social activism.

Governments and international bodies have responded by strengthening legislation on sustainability and corporate transparency. Requirements for ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) reporting have become widespread, while policies targeting carbon emissions, modern slavery, and supply-chain accountability are now common in many jurisdictions. Companies operating globally must therefore comply with a diverse and evolving set of regulations, making ethical governance a practical necessity.

Globalisation further intensifies this need. As (Steger, 2013) argues, information spreads rapidly across digital networks, meaning unethical behaviour is more visible than ever before. A single failure in one part of the world can quickly lead to global reputational damage, boycott campaigns, and regulatory intervention. Businesses must therefore maintain high ethical standards not only to satisfy local expectations but to protect their global brand image.

ESG and Responsible Corporate Governance

In recent years, ESG frameworks have emerged as a mainstream tool for evaluating corporate responsibility. Investors increasingly view strong ESG performance as an indicator of long-term stability and reduced risk. Ethical companies tend to attract investment more easily, as they are perceived to be better managed, more resilient, and less likely to face regulatory penalties or public backlash.

Ethical behaviour also supports employee recruitment and retention. Research consistently shows that workers particularly younger generations prefer employers whose values align with their own. Companies with strong ethical cultures benefit from improved morale, reduced turnover, and enhanced productivity.

Moreover, responsible corporate governance helps organisations avoid legal challenges and compliance failures that can result in costly fines or operational disruptions. Examples such as Volkswagen and Boohoo demonstrate how unethical behaviour can destroy value when organisations neglect governance and social responsibility.


Ultimately, integrating ethical considerations into business strategy not only protects companies from risks but also creates long-term competitive advantage. In an era where consumers, investors, governments, and global communities demand accountability, ethical conduct is no longer optional it is fundamental to sustainable business success.

Conclusion

This report concludes that while profit-seeking remains central to business operations, unchecked greed is ultimately damaging to organisations and society. In a globalised world characterised by rapid information flows, regulatory pressures, and evolving public expectations, businesses can no longer ignore the ethical implications of their decisions. Real-world cases such as Volkswagen, Boohoo, Amazon, and Meta demonstrate that unethical practices may generate short-term gains but inevitably undermine long-term trust, stability, and profitability. Conversely, companies that prioritise ethical conduct such as Patagonia, Tesla, and other values-driven organisations show that responsible business practices can stimulate innovation, attract consumers, and strengthen brand legitimacy. Ethics is therefore not an optional consideration but a strategic requirement for sustainable success. Modern businesses must integrate ethical principles into governance, operations, and decision-making if they are to remain competitive and credible in an increasingly interconnected global environment.

Recommendations

To ensure long-term success and maintain legitimacy in an increasingly transparent and globalised business environment, organisations should adopt a proactive and integrated approach to ethical management. First, businesses should embed ESG principles into their core strategic planning. Incorporating environmental, social, and governance indicators into decision-making frameworks enables organisations to balance profitability with responsible conduct and long-term risk mitigation.

Second, boards should adopt a stakeholder-oriented approach to governance. Evaluating decisions based on their wider social and environmental impacts, rather than focusing solely on short-term financial returns, strengthens trust and enhances organisational resilience. Third, increasing transparency through annual sustainability, ethics, and impact reporting promotes accountability and reassures stakeholders of the organisation’s commitment to responsible practice.

Strengthening supply chain oversight is also essential. Regular audits, ethical procurement policies, and fair labour standards help prevent exploitation and ensure compliance with global regulations. Internally, organisations should embed an ethical culture through training programmes, accessible whistleblowing systems, and value-based leadership.

Furthermore, applying ethical decision-making frameworks such as utilitarian, deontological, and CSR models provides structure when navigating complex moral dilemmas. Finally, active engagement with local communities can support social development, build goodwill, and reduce reputational risk. Together, these recommendations form a comprehensive strategy for ethical and sustainable business practice.
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