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Executive summary
Under the background of globalization, many enterprises have brought opportunities for development, but at the same time, enterprises also face unprecedented ethical challenges. This report discusses in depth the impact of different cultural differences on business ethics, analyzes the three core areas of enterprise labor conditions, environmental responsibility and cultural adaptability. It combines cultural relativism, the conflict between ethical universality and practicality, and the Carroll model of corporate social responsibility for a comprehensive analysis of business ethics and cultural differences.

By analyzing the labor disputes of Nike in Southeast Asia, the environmental issues of Shell in Nigeria, and the real case of Uber in Saudi Arabia, this paper analyzes how cultural differences affect the ethical practices of enterprises. These cases show that it is often difficult to find a balance between universal business ethics and local culture.

This report also discusses the limitations of universal ethical standards in the world, reveals that different cultural and legal standards pose challenges to the ethics of enterprises, and through the analysis of these obstacles, the report emphasizes that the business ethics standards of enterprises should be adjusted based on different local cultural backgrounds and actively undertake social responsibility.

The analysis of this report shows that the background of globalization requires enterprises to deal with the complexity of culture, and enterprises can only ensure the long-term development of enterprises by solving the ethical challenges brought by cultural diversity through appropriate methods.
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[bookmark: _Toc186923288]Chapter one: Introduction
Globalization not only changes the operation strategy of enterprises, but also provides many opportunities for the development of enterprises. However, the ethical issues brought about by cultural diversity cannot be ignored by enterprises. Due to the complexity and diversity of culture, enterprises need to find a balance between different cultural backgrounds and ethical frameworks.

In some countries and regions, although the working conditions meet the requirements of local laws, they may be considered unethical by global organizations and the public. Similarly, global universal ethical standards are often not accepted in some countries or regions where traditional concepts are deeply rooted, which may lead to many obstacles in the local practice of business ethics.

This report analyses the relationship between business ethics and cultural differences through the theoretical framework of cultural relativism, cultural adaptation and ethical compromise, and corporate social responsibility model. In addition, this report also analyses some practical cases, including Nike, Shell and Uber, which reveal the ethical dilemmas and challenges faced by enterprises in cultural diversity.

This report aims to help enterprises fully understand the impact of cultural differences on business ethics standards by discussing these ethical dilemmas, and emphasizes that enterprises must adhere to cultural sensitivity and that business strategies and ethics should be adapted to different markets. More importantly, enterprises must actively address the challenges between ethics and culture to achieve a win-win situation of profit growth and sustainable development in the context of globalization.


[bookmark: _Toc186923289]Chapter two: ethical dilemmas in intercultural business
[bookmark: _Toc186923290]2.1—Dispute over working conditions
In many developing countries, labour laws are often not as strict, which leads to a contradiction between commercial ethics and cultural differences. Because lax labour laws may be detrimental to some workers and labourers in developing countries, especially when their rights and health are not well protected. A large number of studies have shown that many industries in developing countries face challenges in safety management, especially in the construction industry. These challenges include weak regulatory systems, lack of health and safety training for workers, long working hours, low labour costs, and a lack of a systematic national health management framework. (Boadu et al, 2020). As a result, some multinational enterprises take advantage of the local low-cost labour to gain a competitive advantage. For example, from 2015 to 2016, Bangladesh's export of clothing exceeded 28 billion dollars, but in fact, the workers in Bangladesh's clothing factories did not benefit from it, and their health was not guaranteed. The workers' workplaces were crowded, poorly ventilated, and factory managers were unwilling to use safety equipment, which made it easy for workers to get injured. (Iqbal, M et al, 2022). Secondly, Bangladesh has a large number of cheap labours, and some factories produce low-end products that meet quality standards at the lowest price. (Moin et al, 2022) Therefore, although these labour conditions and environments comply with local laws, they are often seen as unethical behaviour in the international community.

[bookmark: _Toc186923291]2.2—Neglect of environmental responsibility
The neglect of environmental responsibility is one of the most obvious contradictions between business ethics and cultural differences. Some enterprises set up factories or dump pollutants in countries or regions with lax environmental regulations in order to reduce operating costs. Some evidence shows that developed countries often have advanced waste treatment equipment and technology, but most waste is not recycled, but exported to developing countries in order to achieve their economic growth and environmental protection goals. This means that the cleaner environment of developed countries is at the expense of the worse environment of developing countries (Abalansa et al, 2021). Secondly, these developing countries that accept garbage and waste often lack waste management systems, resulting in many environmental pollution and threats to the health of local residents (Maes, Thomas et al, 2022). Therefore, although the export of garbage by some developed countries' enterprises is legal, it causes damage to the local ecological environment and the health of local residents, which is undoubtedly a challenge to the business ethics of enterprises, that is, enterprises may make profits from the export of garbage, but cause the destruction of the local environment.

[bookmark: _Toc186923292]2.3—Cultural adaptation and ethical compromise
When an enterprise enters a new market, it needs to adjust its business strategy to adapt to the local culture and business model. This means that after entering a specific market, multinational enterprises must establish business cooperation relationships with local enterprises to understand local market information. However, this cooperation relationship is often influenced by the status and cultural characteristics of business partners. Enterprises must adapt to the cultural differences and different business operation models of the local market, which may lead enterprises to change their original business operation models. (Li, Jiatao et al, 2020). For example, if an enterprise wants to develop a market in a country with a high-power distance, it must acknowledge the existence of hierarchy, and employees must obey the orders of superiors, and moral codes become organizational control tools for management personnel (Vitolla et al, 2021). This may lead enterprises to change their original loose company management system in order to achieve their goals.

For example, Zenefits is a successful Silicon Valley startup in the United States, but in 2015, it was revealed that the company had ethical problems. When Zenefits was expanding its market to cities, in order to meet the needs of different markets, the company's manager Conrad helped employees bypass work training courses, which also failed to track which employees had passed the training assessment. Secondly, under the wrong company management system, Zenefits had already formed the phenomenon of pressuring employees or even discriminating against employees. Although these actions led to a significant increase in Zenefits' profits, they also led to unethical behaviour, and the company lost its reputation due to ethical issues (Holt et al., 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc186923293]2.4—Restrictions of religion on business
In some countries or regions, religious and cultural factors are one of the factors that business managers must consider, and their impact on business practices cannot be ignored. In the context of globalization, religious diversity in the workplace is also growing. For many workers, religion is not just a part of family life. Some employees will bring religion into work, which requires business managers to look at this behaviour rationally. Research shows that companies can make full use of employees' different talents and cultural backgrounds to succeed in fierce competition, including religious diversity of employees. However, some companies regard the religious diversity of employees as a factor that hinders the development of the company, which leads to conflicts between cultural differences and business ethics. For example, in 2013, the clothing store Abercrombie & Fitch lost its corporate image because of differential treatment of employees. The reason was that a Muslim employee was fired for wearing a headscarf in violation of the company's dress code, which led to the company being criticized by the public and incurring huge legal costs (Van Buren III et al, 2020). In addition, the company goals of companies in Islamic countries are different from those of most companies that pursue profit growth. Their goals are often to hope that all employees will be happy and to promote the spirit of sharing. Luxury and jealousy are the main sources of evil. Therefore, avoiding extravagance and luxury is the motivation for company employees to maintain work enthusiasm. (Kavas et al, 2020). Therefore, in countries or regions with different cultural differences, the ethics and their company's business goals will also be different.

[bookmark: _Toc186923294]Chapter three: theoretical framework of business ethics and cultural differences
[bookmark: _Toc186923295]3.1—Cultural relativism
Cultural relativism believes that there are differences in moral standards and practices among different cultures. An action or idea that is considered correct in one culture may be considered wrong in another culture. Different societies have different moral codes, and it is impossible to judge these moral codes as right or wrong with a fixed standard. (Nickerson, 2023). In other words, multinational enterprises should prioritize the culture of the host country when conducting business cooperation, rather than blindly adhering to and promoting their own business operation standards。

The theory of cultural relativism is based on respect for cultural diversity. The theory holds that human beings live in a world of cultural and historical diversity, and should adopt diverse ethical standards to view the world instead of only one standard (Tosam, 2020). This means that enterprises need to recognize the impact of cultural diversity on business ethics norms, adopt specific business strategies according to different cultural characteristics and backgrounds of different countries and regions, and play an important role in the successful development of enterprises. For example, in the 1990s, McDonald's expanded its market in India. In order to take into account, the religious factors of different customers, its menu adopted Indian style, and did not provide any food containing beef and pork. It not only catered to the religious feelings of local customers, but also met the taste of customers, so the Indian McDonald's company attracted many customers and achieved profit growth (Pai, VS, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc186923296]3.2—The conflict between universality and practicality
In the context of globalization, environmental and social issues are becoming more and more prominent, so transnational enterprises must formulate relevant strategies and actively participate in social activities. Therefore, the United Nations has also launched sustainable development goals and global ethical standards to meet the challenges of globalization, with the goal of addressing gender inequality, environmental responsibility, and human rights violations (Ullah et al., 2021). However, cultural differences and local realities often pose challenges and conflicts in the actual implementation of these standards.

In general, multinational companies emphasize the diversity of employees in terms of race, gender, age, and religion, but in some countries, this diversity is often not accepted. For example, in the Japanese workplace, it is often more important to emphasize the qualifications and status of employees, which reflects that the Japanese may value authority, which means that, except for those at the top of the power pyramid, everyone else is invisible (Turner, Christena L, 2023). Therefore, the concept of employee equality, which is generally advocated, is often not accepted in Japan, and this difference makes it difficult for the business strategies of enterprises to be fully accepted by everyone in some countries and regions, reflecting the contradiction between general ethical standards and practical applications.

[bookmark: _Toc186923297]3.3—Corporate social responsibility model
Carroll’s corporate social responsibility model mainly emphasizes helping enterprises set social responsibility goals from four aspects: economy, law, ethics, and charity, enhancing the sense of corporate social responsibility, and achieving the balance between social sustainable development and business goals (Cheng, Eddie WL, 2022). Firstly, the corporate social responsibility model emphasizes that enterprises need to comply with the laws and regulations of the host country, adopt corporate social practices that meet the social and environmental needs of the host country, and achieve a high degree of cooperation with the government and enterprises of the host country (Gulema et al, 2021). In addition, the corporate social responsibility model attaches importance to enhancing the ethical responsibility of enterprises, that is, enterprises should take the initiative to assume social and environmental responsibilities, and in the context of today's competitive globalization, corporate social responsibility has become a business strategy and an important tool for enterprises to solve environmental problems and meet market needs (Lu, Jintao et al, 2020).

[bookmark: _Toc186923298]Chapter four: Reflections on business ethics practice
[bookmark: _Toc186923299]4.1—Ethical controversies in the suppl chain
In the 1990s, Nike was criticized by international organizations and the media for using child labor and poor working conditions in its factories in Southeast Asia. This incident became Nike's biggest scandal at that time. Workers in these factories faced low wages and dangerous working conditions (Fraser, Eve et al, 2022). This incident seriously damaged Nike's reputation and prompted companies to reform.

This incident can reflect the contradiction between business ethics and local culture, laws and regulations. Although Nike did not directly violate local laws, its scandal of using child labor and sweatshops was criticized by the public, which reflected that Nike did not supervise the labor conditions in the supply chain and further showed the difference of ethical standards in different regions.

[bookmark: _Toc186923300]4.2—Gender equality and cultural gaps
According to the survey, until 2018, Saudi Arabia was the only country in the world that did not allow women to drive, and public transportation was mainly used by men, and women's main travel options were to share rides with others or take taxis. (Saleh and Malibari, 2021). However, it is interesting that Saudi Arabia's traffic regulations do not explicitly prohibit women from driving, and the policy of prohibiting women from driving is based on cultural and religious traditions rather than laws (Macias-Alonso et al, 2023). In 2014, Uber launched a female driver program in Saudi Arabia, but due to the traditional views of Saudi society on women, the program encountered many difficulties in its implementation.

Uber's plan in Saudi Arabia shows the conflict between social and traditional cultural concepts and reality. Although the law does not prohibit women from driving, society often does not accept women driving, which shows that although international organizations advocate the universal concept of gender equality, it is still not accepted in some areas. In other words, it also requires enterprises to implement diverse and flexible business strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc186923301]4.3—Social responsibility of multinational enterprise
Shell's oil extraction activities in Nigeria have been condemned for severely polluting the local environment. The oil spill in the Niger Delta has damaged the local ecological resources. In addition, local residents claim that they have not received any compensation from the oil company after the local environment and land resources were damaged (Babatunde, 2020). Shell has repeatedly used regulatory certification to evade responsibility, claiming that the company's actions comply with local regulations and refusing legal compensation claims (Gaughran et al, 2024).

As one of the giants in the oil industry, Shell Company stated in 2020 that it would play a role in the process of moving towards a cleaner and lower-carbon world (Li, Mei et al, 2022). However, the company's performance in Nigeria failed to reflect this commitment, which indicates that companies may implement different business ethics policies in different cultural and social contexts, which is seen as a manifestation of inconsistency between words and actions. Secondly, the Nigerian Penal Code often emphasizes human health rather than the environment, which means that oil companies will not be considered criminals as long as they do not harm human health and damage the environment (Olujobi et al, 2022), which further illustrates the conflict between local regulations and corporate ethics. Different cultural and social contexts may lead to compromises in corporate business ethics.


[bookmark: _Toc185190858][bookmark: _Toc186923302]Chapter five: Conclusion and recommendations
This report emphasizes the impact of cultural differences on business ethics in the context of globalization. Globalization has brought many development opportunities to enterprises, but at the same time, enterprises also face many challenges of business ethics. The analysis shows that labor conditions, environmental responsibility and cultural adaptability are the main areas of conflict.

The cases of Nike, Shell, and Uber reveal how cultural diversity affects business ethics. These cases show how cultural diversity can conflict with universal ethical principles, and how ethical compromises by businesses can harm their reputation and operational results. Moreover, cultural and legal barriers often hinder businesses from implementing uniform ethical standards, which highlights that business ethics standards are not static but need to adapt to different cultures and social systems.

In addition, this report also proposes some strategies to help enterprises cope with the challenges of cultural diversity. Firstly, enterprises can strengthen cross-cultural training for employees, so that they can better understand and respond to ethical issues in different countries and regions. Secondly, enterprises can cooperate with local governments, local organizations and communities to jointly develop business strategies that conform to local culture and ethics. Finally, for regions with significant cultural differences, enterprises can adopt gradual business solutions, obtain different feedback, and adjust their business strategies accordingly.

In short, the conclusion of this report is that enterprises should maintain the integrity of business ethics, cope with cultural diversity, and achieve the goal of sustainable development while meeting the needs of stakeholders.
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