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Abstract
This essay critically evaluates how business ethics are shaped and constrained by cultural, political, and social environments across regions, with particular emphasis on Western and Asian practices. Building on class discussions of thinkers such as Kishore Mahbubani, it explores enduring differences in norms (e.g., guanxi in China, keiretsu networks in Japan, stakeholder expectations in Europe) and how international frameworks (UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights; OECD Guidelines) interact with local sensitivities. Two reflective questions guide the analysis: (1) Is it possible to trade in a global marketplace without compromising ethical principles? (2) Can businesses adopt a compatibilist approach that balances commercial imperatives with environmental responsibilities? Using comparative examples including UK restrictions on advertising less healthy foods, EU human rights due diligence developments, and Asian relationship centred ethics the essay argues that ethical “compatibilism” is achievable but requires culturally aware governance, transparent due diligence, and adaptive stakeholder engagement.
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1.1 Defining Business Ethics Across Cultures
Business ethics concerns the principles and standards guiding corporate behaviour toward stakeholders, society, and the environment (Markkula Center for Applied Ethics, n.d.). In global markets, these standards are perceived through culturally embedded lenses that shape what counts as “normal” from acceptable gift giving to the design of governance networks, and from labour practices to environmental stewardship (Stahl, Sully de Luque & Miska, 2024). Cross-cultural differences (Cynthia Vinney, 2025).are not merely surface variations; they reflect deeper value systems about authority, community, risk, time, and moral obligation, often described through frameworks like Hofstede’s cultural dimensions (power distance, individualism–collectivism, uncertainty avoidance, etc.), though those frameworks carry known limitations (Greene, Jim, MFA, 2024), (Charlotte Nickerson, 2025), 
2. Cultural Foundations and Business Norms
2.1 East–West Perspectives: Mahbubani, Hofstede, and Critiques
Kishore Mahbubani argues that Western universalist assumptions often overlook Asian perspectives and the historic cyclical shifts in global power, contending the twenty-first century will be increasingly “Asian” and requiring mutual learning rather than one way norm export (Mahbubani, 2023). His essays highlight the values like social harmony, pragmatic governance, and long-term orientation can shape business decision-making differently than Western emphasis on individual rights and shareholder primacy an observation resonant with Hofstede’s dimensions (e.g., long-term orientation; collectivism) but which also attracts critiques for possible oversimplification and stereotyping (Krumrey Fulks, 2022).
 
In practice, the West’s emphasis on contractualism and individual accountability often meets Asia’s relational ethics and collective obligations (Roehrich et al., 2024). This isn’t a simple division; nations vary internally, and global firms routinely hybridise practices. Nonetheless, understanding these philosophical baselines helps explain ethical tensions, such as views on facilitation, reciprocity, loyalty to networks, and deference to authority (Greene, Jim, MFA, 2024),
2.2 Relationship Centred Ethics: Guanxi (China) and Keiretsu (Japan)
In China, guanxi a dense web of personal relationships involving mutual obligations has long underpinned business transactions (Kenton, 2025). Ethically, guanxi aligns with Confucian virtue ethics (emphasising trust, reciprocity, and role morality) but can blur into favouritism or corruption when misapplied (Langenberg, 2011). Scholarly analyses differentiate types of guanxi, noting that some forms can be ethically acceptable while others correlate closely with bribery or social harm, calling for a specific evaluation rather than generalised criticism. Recent work continues to assess guanxi through Confucian and utilitarian lenses, finding tensions between relational loyalty and broader social welfare.
Japan’s keiretsu networks historically characterised by cross shareholding, ‑long-term‑ assembler supplier ties, and group banking reflect cultural preferences for stability, trust, and coordinated governance. While keiretsu facilitated innovation and resilience, critics point to potential market barriers and obsurity. Contemporary scholarship documents shift toward more arm's length‑ contracting and hierarchical forms in some sectors (e.g., automotive), illustrating adaptive responses to globalisation and competition. Overviews (including accessible explainers) trace keiretsu’s evolution from post‑war structures to modern adaptations, distinguishing horizontal and vertical forms (Keigo Tajima, 2024), (Brian Twomey, 2024).
These relational ethics (guanxi, keiretsu) complicate Western compliance models premised on impersonal rules. Ethical practice, therefore, can’t be divorced from cultural logics: firms must calibrate policies to avoid both ethical relativism and cultural insensitivity.
3. Global Trade Without Ethical Compromise
3.1 Hyper norms and Local Practices
A central question is whether global commerce can proceed without compromising ethics amid divergent local norms. One approach is to recognise “hyper norms” widely accepted fundamental principles (e.g., respect for human rights, freedom from forced labour) that set boundary conditions for acceptable local practices. In China, for instance, certain guanxi forms may be culturally expected, but when reciprocity shades into bribery or exclusionary collusion, they violate hyper norms and international anticorruption standards (TRACE International, 2020). Scholars advocate particularistic analysis to distinguish ethically permissible relationship building from practices that undermine fairness and social welfare (Dunfee & Warren, 2001). 

3.2 International Frameworks: UNGPs and OECD Guidelines
Two global frameworks provide guidance. The UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) endorsed by the UN Human Rights Council in 2011 establish three pillars: the state duty to protect, corporate responsibility to respect human rights, and access to remedy. They apply to all enterprises and emphasise due diligence and stakeholder engagement, without creating new legal obligations but consolidating standards. The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises (updated in 2023) expand recommendations on climate alignment, biodiversity, corruption, lobbying, and technology/data due diligence, supported by National Contact Points for practical implementation. Collectively, these frameworks enable firms to trade globally while setting non-negotiable ethical baselines helping to reconcile local practices with global expectations (OECD, 2023), (OECD guidelines, 2023), (European commission, 2024).
4. Compatibilism: Balancing Profit and Planet
4.1 Science, Climate Emergency, and Corporate Duties
Scientific consensus (e.g., IPCC assessments) attributes ongoing climate change to human activities; the ethical question is whether businesses should care beyond compliance. Under both UNGPs and OECD RBC guidance, firms are expected to conduct risk based due diligence on environmental impacts, disclose responsibly, and align strategies with internationally agreed climate goals. Emerging EU law (Corporate Sustainability Due Diligence Directive, CSDDD) (Michael R. Littenberg, Marc Rotter, Samantha Elliott, Kelley R. Murphy, Peter Witschi, 2025) originally contemplated mandatory climate transition plans but is being “simplified” reflecting political debates about proportionality and competitiveness while preserving core due diligence expectations for very large companies. Even with scope adjustments, the direction of travel remains; companies are encouraged or required to integrate environmental responsibilities into business models. 
4.2 Policy Signals: UK HFSS Advertising Restrictions; EU Due Diligence
A compatibilist stance appears in public health regulation intersecting corporate marketing. The UK is moving to restrict advertising of less healthy food and drink (HFSS) with a 9pm watershed on TV and a total paid online ban, seeking to reduce children’s exposure and encourage healthier markets after prior instore placement restrictions were introduced in England in 2022 (Gov.uk, 2024). The latest timetable sets the advertising rules to come into force UK wide on 5 January 2026, with voluntary compliance from October 2025 while brand only advertising exemptions are clarified (Iona Silverman, 2025). This illustrates an ethical recalibration of profit motives with social outcomes, where business creativity and reformulation can coexist with public health priorities (Communications Act, 2023).
In the EU, a political agreement (December 2025) between Council and Parliament proposes to simplify CSRD/CSDDD obligations, raise thresholds (e.g., due diligence scope to firms with >5,000 employees and €1.5bn turnover), and adjust climate plan requirements, while keeping penalties and due diligence duties intact for firms most capable of influencing value chains (Council of the European Union, 2025), (Johnson, 2025). The European Commission’s portal and ESRS simplification aim to make compliance more usable while preserving accountability. From an ethical standpoint, these policy signals suggest compatibilism is feasible: regulatory guardrails can incentivise better corporate behaviour without negating profitability (European Council Union, 2025).
5. Case Comparisons: Smoking, Gambling, Food, and Human Rights
5.1 Regulatory Diversity and Cultural Sensitivities
Approaches to smoking, gambling, and public health marketing vary across cultures. Japan’s indoor smoking rules were tightened around 2020 with phased restrictions to protect public health, yet cultural norms around hospitality and small venues required tailored implementation (Togawa et al., 2024), (Kataoka et al., 2024). (Illustrative: Japan’s incremental enforcement in hospitality settings reported in contemporary overviews.) Similarly, gambling policies diverge Macau’s regulated casino economy contrasts with stricter controls on mainland China showing how political structures and social values shape the ethical acceptability of certain industries. While details vary, the common thread is contextual ethics: local authorities balance economic benefits, cultural tolerance, and harm mitigation (Pavlof, 2025), (U.S. Department of State, 2025)..
In the UK, the HFSS restrictions reflect shifting societal expectations around corporate responsibility for obesity (Department of Health & Social Care, 2023), (NIHR Evidence, 2022), echoing earlier sugar tax reformulation incentives and London’s transport advertising limits. Government communications emphasise reduced calorie exposure and anticipated health benefits, while civil society debates the pace and breadth of change. Stakeholders raise concerns about delays and brand advertising loopholes, underscoring tensions between industry lobbying and public health goals (Gov.uk, 2025), (Sustain, 2025).
5.2 Human Rights Due Diligence Laws in Europe (France, Germany)
Beyond EU level directives, member state laws already mandate due diligence. France’s Duty of Vigilance Law (DG Tresor,2017) requires very large companies to publish vigilance plans identifying and preventing severe human rights and environmental impacts across operations, subsidiaries, and established suppliers, enforced through civil mechanisms and court orders. Legal analyses discuss constitutional adjustments (e.g., removal of large fines) and landmark judicial decisions that clarified expectations on risk mapping and effectiveness assessment signalling real accountability. Germany’s Supply Chain Due Diligence Act (Lieferkettengesetz) (in force from 2023) similarly requires risk analysis and mitigation across supply chains (Federal Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs, 2023). Together, these national regimes demonstrate how Europe’s political environment constrains business practices and elevates human rights relevance within global operations an ethical trend aligning with UNGPs’ pillars. 
6. Discussion: Constraints, Tensions, and Solutions
Constraints - Businesses are constrained by cultural expectations (e.g., reciprocities in guanxi, trust in keiretsu), political systems (e.g., regulatory activism in EU health and sustainability; differing approaches to civil liability), and social demands (public health, climate action). These constraints can produce ethical tensions when local norms conflict with global standards such as gift giving versus anticorruption, or profit maximising advertising versus child health protections.
Tensions - Industry responses e.g., lobbying for delayed implementation or exemptions illustrate how economic actors negotiate ethical obligations. UK HFSS timing changes and brand exemptions sparked debate between public health advocates and industry bodies, embodying the balance between practicality and moral urgency. Within the EU, raising thresholds in CSRD/CSDDD aims to reduce burdens on smaller firms while concentrating due diligence duties where leverage is greatest; critics worry that narrowing scope could leave many impacts unaddressed. 





Solutions - A Compatibilist Pathway

1. Adopt hyper norms as non-negotiable (UNGPs, OECD RBC) while permitting culturally compatible practices within those bounds e.g., relationship building that doesn’t impair fairness or violate anticorruption.
2. Risk based due diligence and transparent reporting, focusing on highest impact areas and iteratively improving processes (as envisaged by the OECD update and EU simplification agenda).
3. Stakeholder engagement across cultures, including local communities, suppliers, and workers, to surface context specific risks and solutions echoing UNGPs’ emphasis on remedy and participation.
4. Policy aligned innovation, e.g., reformulation and healthier product portfolios under HFSS regimes, demonstrating that ethical constraints can stimulate competitive advantage rather than merely impose costs.
5. Governance that respects relational ethics, incorporating trust building in supplier management (learned from keiretsu) without compromising transparency or market access.

These strategies suggest that “trading globally without ethical compromise” is not only possible but strategically advantageous provided firms internalise global standards and local cultural knowledge.




Conclusion
Cultural differences in business ethics, as illuminated by Mahbubani’s East–West dialogues and by practices like guanxi and keiretsu, reveal that ethics are lived within relational, political, and social contexts rather than abstract universals. Yet global hyper norms human rights, anticorruption, environmental responsibility anchor a shared baseline. The UNGPs and OECD Guidelines articulate this baseline, while evolving UK and EU policies demonstrate compatibilist governance: steering markets toward public health and sustainability without denying commercial viability. The answer to Q1 (“trade without ethical compromise?”) is conditionally yes if firms embed due diligence, transparency, and stakeholder engagement. The answer to Q2 (“compatibilism between business and environment?”) is also yes if policy incentives, cultural fluency, and corporate innovation align.
In summary, navigating complex ethical tensions requires humility (learning across cultures), discipline (risk based due diligence), and creativity (solutions that meet both local sensitivities and global standards). Businesses that embrace these three will be better equipped to operate ethically and competitively in a pluralistic world.
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