


[bookmark: _Toc184159432]Executive Summary
This report explores the relationship between business ethics and strategic decision-making, with an emphasis on how companies can strike a balance between social responsibility and profit-making. It aims to analyse the philosophical foundations of ethical decision-making, evaluate the role of CSR in promoting sustainable practices, and identify the challenges that companies face in involving ethical considerations. Assisted by critical analysis and case studies, the report finally comes to the conclusion that business ethics and CSR have transformative potential in global communities.
The findings highlight the value of two key ethical approaches. Deontological ethics emphasizes principles including Universality, Human Dignity and Autonomy, providing a foundational framework of fairness and respect. At the same time, teleological ethics focuses on outcomes and maximizes the collective good. Critical analysis shows that while both approaches provide valuable insights, combining their strengths can enhance ethical decision-making in global businesses.
The report also discusses the evolution from shareholder theory to stakeholder theory including CSR. Shareholder theory emphasizes profit maximization, while CSR addresses social and environmental challenges and promotes sustainable business practices. Case studies, such as Unilever's Sustainable Living Program, illustrate the multiple levels of benefits of CSR, including improved brand reputation, customer loyalty, and financial growth. However, challenges such as profit conflicts and the complexity of measurement are also recognized, supporting further analysis of the need for relevant official policy interventions.
In brief, by bridging the gap between theoretical foundations and real-world applications, this report provides a nuanced understanding of business ethics and offers actionable insights for promoting sustainable and socially-responsible business practices in an increasingly interconnected world.
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1. [bookmark: _Toc184072419][bookmark: _Toc184159433]Introduction
	With the rapid development of society, businesses are not only the entity of money transactions, but a part of the social community connecting with the overall functioning of the world. Under the globalization context, global ethics is mentioned a lot as an approach to acknowledging moral problems through ethical analysis in a culture-specific way, especially in business practices. Thus, with the growing recognition that business decisions have broader implications for society and the global community, business ethics emerges (Böhm et al., 2022), aiming to bridge the gap between corporate profit motivations and the social obligations of businesses (Adeleye et al., 2020). 
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc184072420][bookmark: _Toc184159434]Objectives
To further explore ethical decision-making within organizations, this report will discuss the relationship between business ethical considerations and real-world practices, combining philosophical foundations and relevant theories (DeTienne et al., 2021). The purpose is to dissect the values and philosophies behind those decisions and assess how they will affect the broader social environment.
1.2 [bookmark: _Toc184072421][bookmark: _Toc184159435]Scope
	The scope of this report will be restricted in 2 main objectives, including philosophical ethical theories and their application in business, as well as the Corporate Social Responsibility and detailed analysis in practices (AMS, 2024). The order of analysis of these topics is based on a theoretical to practical level, and ultimately reflects the impact on real-world business decisions (Grange, 2024). Relevant cases will be explored to support the above arguments discussed, and critical evaluation will also be included to give a comprehensive and objective view of the application of different theories and ethics. Despite not covering all points of business ethics, this report will try to give deep analysis of key topics, being committed to providing meaningful insights into real-world practice.



2. [bookmark: _Toc184072422][bookmark: _Toc184159436]Main Findings 
2.1 [bookmark: _Toc184072423][bookmark: _Toc184159437]Philosophical Ethics Basis of Business
	Many of the ethical bases of contemporary business can be traced back to the formation of ancient philosophical systems and how they have evolved with society (Benton and Craib, 2023). In this context, two essential methods for understanding moral behaviour and judgment are normative ethics and descriptive ethics. The study of normative ethics focuses on how individuals should behave. By offering clear frameworks, it directly informs business operations by providing the rules, theories, and principles to establish what is ethically right or wrong. Descriptive ethics, on the other hand, is concerned with how people actually behave and the existing ethical norms within societies or organizations, which helps businesses understand what they currently do in terms of ethical behaviour by observation and empirical data (Cox, 2021). In terms of global business ethics, Normative ethics is most used as the framework to guide corporate ethics (Laczniak and Shultz, 2021).
2.1.1 [bookmark: _Toc184072424][bookmark: _Toc184159438]Deontology
	Deontology, one of the two main branches of normative ethical theories, is rooted in Immanuel Kant's categorical imperative, which emphasizes duty and moral rules (Lovin, 2022). Through unconditional adherence to ethical principles regardless of personal circumstances (Ezedike, 2020), Kant proposed three key principles, including Universality, Human Dignity and Autonomy, providing the ethical basis for global business.
	Universality, which requires actions to be applicable universally, encouraging businesses to conduct fair practices like equal pay and non-discrimination, ensuring consistent ethical standards across global operations (Sensen, 2023); Human Dignity, which emphasizes treating people as ends of themselves rather than means to an end, calling companies to avoid exploiting employees or viewing customers purely as profit sources, but supporting a respectful community (Bowie, 2022); and Autonomy, which highlights self-governance and reason, encouraging global enterprises to set ethical standards guided by their values rather than external pressures or profit motives, thereby setting an example of corporate responsibility in international contexts (Adie, 2024).
2.1.2 [bookmark: _Toc184072425][bookmark: _Toc184159439]Teleology
	Teleological ethics, or consequence-based ethics, focuses on achieving optimal results and judges the morality of deeds by their results (Darr, 2023). This approach, which has its roots in John Stuart Mill's utilitarianism framework, assesses activities according to their potential to maximize overall happiness or minimize suffering. 
	In business ethics, teleological reasoning emphasizes decisions that generate the greatest benefit for the greatest number of stakeholders, including employees, customers, shareholders, and the general public (Hemmingsen, 2024). For example, a company may justify downsizing as a means to maintain long-term stability and save most employment (Crespo, 2023), as long as the overall benefits outweigh the immediate harm to layoff victims. This perspective encourages businesses to apply outcome-oriented strategies to prioritize sustainable operations.
2.1.3 [bookmark: _Toc184072426][bookmark: _Toc184159440]Evaluation and Critical Analysis
	Both deontological and teleological ethics provide valuable frameworks for addressing moral issues, but each has limitations that need critical evaluation (Tseng and Wang, 2021). Deontology offers a clear and consistent ethical standard. However, in complex real-world scenarios, strict adherence to rules may not lead to desirable outcomes (Akinyele, 2024). For instance, implementing universal principles in global business may overlook cultural nuances or unique stakeholder needs, potentially leading to ethical blind spots.
Teleological ethics, on the contrary, offers flexibility by focusing on outcomes and the overall good. However, its reliance on predicting results can lead to ethical ambiguity, particularly when maximizing happiness for the majority at the expense of minority rights (Baron and Goodwin, 2020). For example, a utilitarian justification for downsizing might fail to address the emotional and financial loss on the individuals laid off.
In practice, integrating elements of both approaches may better help ethical decision-making in global business contexts. While deontological principles ensure fairness, teleological reasoning helps businesses explore trade-offs, fostering balanced strategies that respect both universal values and situational realities (Drašček et al., 2023).
2.2 [bookmark: _Toc184072427][bookmark: _Toc184159441]Profit or Responsibility
2.2.1 [bookmark: _Toc184072428][bookmark: _Toc184159442]Core Issues
When our planet suffers from various challenges, businesses find themselves at a crossroads, faced with a choice between profitability and a larger responsibility. Should businesses prioritize societal and environmental concerns alongside profits? As more and more companies take action, the vital importance of prioritising sustainability over short-term gains seems been recognised (Newton, 2023). However, behind the shift, more things need further consideration.
2.2.2 [bookmark: _Toc184072429][bookmark: _Toc184159443]Profit-Oriented View: Shareholder Theory
In 1970, economist Milton Friedman proposed his argument about corporate social responsibility in an article titled The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase Its Profits (O’Connell and Ward, 2023). He argued that the existence of businesses is to create value for shareholders, because they are the real owners of the company’s assets. For Friedman, management’s duty is to maximize shareholder wealth, asserting that social consideration will cost shareholders' money for activities they may not support (Hartman, 2021).
Friedman’s theory arose from a belief that clear profit-driven goals ensure accountability and efficiency in business, avoiding distractions from undefined social objectives. This focus on shareholder value influenced corporate behaviour in the 1980s (DesJardine,2023). Specifically, financial leverage emphasizes this strategy, which involves using borrowed funds to restructure operations and increase profitability (Adkins, 2024). However, such initiatives frequently resulted in cost-cutting measures, such as layoffs and decreased investment in innovation or sustainability, which could affect employees and long-term growth. For instance, the 1988 buyout of RJR Nabisco, as recorded in Barbarians at the Gate by Burrough and Helyar, exemplified the tension between shareholder gains and social responsibility (Shin, 2023).
2.2.3 [bookmark: _Toc184072430][bookmark: _Toc184159444]Counterargument: Stakeholder Theory and CSR
In response to the short-sighted shareholder theory perspective, a more ethical stakeholder theory emerges. Introduced by Edward Freeman in the 1980s, stakeholder theory claimed that businesses have a responsibility to balance the interests of all stakeholders, not just shareholders (Valentinov and Chia, 2022), where stakeholders here include employees, customers, communities, and the environment, actually everyone impacted by a company’s operations (Grégoire, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc184072431][bookmark: _Toc184159445]2.2.3.1 The Development of CSR 
Building on this foundation, Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) emerges as the practical extension of Stakeholder Theory. CSR is defined as a self-regulating business model that helps a company be socially accountable to itself, its stakeholders, and the public (Fernando, 2024). According to Dmytriyev et al. (2021), the stakeholder theory and CSR framework are both different and complementary to each other. This is evidenced by the positioning of them on 3 common dimensions (Figure 1). To conclude, CSR is more specific, society-oriented and unilateral compared with stakeholder theory, which can be seen as a branch of stakeholder theory. These differences, but also interconnectedness, create a coherent set of grounded theories at the heart of the field of social issues in management.
[image: Details are in the caption following the image]
Figure 1 Key differences between stakeholder theory and CSR (Dmytriyev et al., 2021)
[bookmark: _Toc184072432][bookmark: _Toc184159446]2.2.3.2 Why CSR?
The transition from shareholder theory to the popularity of stakeholder and CSR frameworks reflects changing social values driven by several key factors.
First, challenges like climate change, social inequality, and labour exploitation have shown how business operations affect society and the environment in a broader sense (Bocken and Short, 2021). As a result, there is growing pressure on companies to take action. CSR allows businesses to address these issues, going beyond profit-making to support sustainability and ethical practices.
Second, focusing on the max of short-term profits, as seen in shareholder-centric models, was proved to lead to serious problems like environmental damage and financial problems (Bratton, 2023). The 2008 financial crisis is a clear example of this. These negative outcomes have led to calls for a more balanced approach, which CSR provides by considering the needs of long-term stakeholders (Khan, 2024).
Third, many studies show that companies engaged in CSR achieve higher customer loyalty, employee satisfaction, and even financial performance. For instance, Sánchez‐Torné et al. (2020) found that CSR efforts are the most effective ways to improve corporate reputation, as seen in the 2015 RepTrak report “The World's Most Reputable Companies”, which demonstrates that CSR is both ethically responsible and economically beneficial.
[bookmark: _Toc184072433][bookmark: _Toc184159447]2.2.3.3 Case Study: Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan
	After shifting to stakeholder theory and CSR-led social values, many companies have launched related strategies and programmes to respond to the fulfilment of social responsibility. Unilever is widely recognized as a pioneer in integrating CSR into its business model, particularly through its Sustainable Living Plan, which was launched in 2010 (Khairunisa and Kusuma, 2024). This initiative aligns closely with the four categories of CSR:
1) Environmental Responsibility
Unilever aims to reduce its environmental footprint by 50% by 2030. A key focus is sustainable sourcing, particularly for raw materials like palm oil, which is often linked to deforestation. In addition, the company also regulates its partners by working with certified suppliers to minimize environmental harm. As of 2023, 97.5% of its agricultural raw materials are sustainably sourced (Unilever PLC, 2024).
2) Ethical Responsibility
Unilever ensures fair treatment and wages across its supply chain, especially in developing countries. It enforces strict policies like the Responsible Partner Policy (RPP), which covers 3 key areas including Business Integrity, Human Rights, and Environmental Stewardship. This policy helps the company address human rights violations, prevent modern slavery, and meet due diligence requirements, whose impact is quite significant. By the end of 2023, 85% of Unilever’s procurement spending will be through RPP-compliant partners, up from 76% in 2022 (Unilever, 2022).
3) Philanthropic Responsibility
Through programmes like Lifebuoy handwashing campaigns, Unilever actively supports public health. These initiatives have helped millions of people understand the importance of hygiene and reduce preventable diseases, especially in poor areas. During the pandemic, Unilever partnered with the UK government to provide over 20 million hygiene products to developing regions, including areas with no access to sanitation (GOV.UK, 2020).
4) Economic Responsibility
Economic responsibility is the practice of a firm backing all of its financial decisions in its commitment to do good. Unilever has demonstrated that its investment in CSR practices is worthwhile, and responsibility and profitability can coexist. By incorporating sustainable practices, the company has attracted ethically conscious consumers, boosting brand loyalty and sales. In 2018, 75% of its growth came from its Sustainable Living Brands, which deliver both social impact and financial success (Luo, 2020).
2.2.4 [bookmark: _Toc184072434][bookmark: _Toc184159448]Critical Analysis
Not limited to Unilever, many successful cases demonstrate the benefits of CSR theory for business growth. However, there are also potential challenges to its implementation. The first is the conflict with profits. If not managed well, CSR programmes can become cost-intensive with minimal returns. Because CSR programs usually generate long-term benefits instead of immediate financial returns, the dilemma can prevent companies from implementing ambitious CSR programs, especially in competitive markets where short-term profits dominate (Pollach et al., 2022).
Another issue is the measurement challenge. The assessment framework for CSR is complex, which includes many indicators. Moreover, it is even more difficult to assess the true impact of CSR programmes, because many companies rely on subjective metrics or self-reported data (Lawless, 2024). Some companies may engage in “greenwashing” to promote superficial CSR activities while continuing harmful practices. For example, some fast fashion brands, like H&M, claim to be sustainable while exploiting workers in their supply chains, which damages consumer trust and weakens the credibility of CSR initiatives (Mu and Lee, 2023). Therefore, exceot for the necessity that enterprises themselves should strive for the balance between interests and social responsibility, external intervention should also be introduced to further regulate the implementation of CSR.
2.2.5 [bookmark: _Toc184072435][bookmark: _Toc184159449]Policies and Regulations
Policies and regulations play a crucial role in introducing CSR into business practices, with governments, authorities, and international organizations adopting mechanisms to hold corporations accountable and promote ethical business practices (Wirba, 2024).
With regard to prescriptive policies, environmental and social issues should be prioritized. Authorities are supposed to include terms guiding businesses to adopt environmentally sustainable practices and avoid labour exploitation. Additionally, reporting frameworks such as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) or the Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosure (TCFD) require companies to disclose their environmental, social and governance activities publicly, further strengthening CSR regulation (Stedman, 2024).
In addition, incentive-based policies can also be effective, which should be included as assisting mechanisms. According to the empirical studies based on 100 Pakistan listed companies conducted by Wenqi, et al. (2022), government subsidies significantly encourage private enterprises to actively fulfil their social responsibilities. Thus, governments can provide tax incentives or subsidies to companies that engage in CSR activities, such as the usage of renewable energy or local community development. For example, many states in the United States offer tax breaks to companies that invest in renewable energy projects or recruit locally (Evergreen, 2023).
Overall, policies and regulations provide a strong framework for CSR by encouraging and enforcing ethical practices. Despite challenges, they ensure that CSR goes beyond voluntary actions and becomes part of global business operations.


3. [bookmark: _Toc184072436][bookmark: _Toc184159450]Conclusion
In today’s interconnected world, businesses are increasingly seen as important parts of the global community, not only considering economic goals but more ethical and social responsibilities. This report first applies the philosophical frameworks of deontology and teleology to explore the foundations of global corporate ethics. In summary, while normative ethics provide guidance for universal principles, teleological approaches offer practical flexibility, emphasizing the need for a balanced integration of both perspectives in decision-making. 
Regarding real-world practical discussions, the debate between profit and responsibility is analyzed, followed by a detailed exploration of the growing role of Corporate Social Responsibility. By comparing shareholder and stakeholder theories, it reveals a shift in business conduct toward sustainability and accountability, with CSR emerging as a crucial tool to solve global issues and promote long-term growth. Assisted with Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan case, relevant data further indicates how ethical practices can enhance brand reputation and economic performance, although challenges such as profit conflicts and impact measurement remain.
Finally, ethical business practices are more than a moral obligation but a strategic necessity. By combining profit motives with social and environmental goals, businesses can achieve sustainable success, fulfilling their role as responsible global citizens while also making a positive impact on society and community. All of the findings prove the transformative potential of integrating ethical considerations into global business strategies.
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