
Business Ethics and Social Responsibility

There is no discipline of greater ambiguity, than the study of ethics, and yet it is a cornerstone of every modern business program. Indeed, it is a cornerstone of modern business itself.

The fact is, ethics and values vary from person to person, and from culture to culture. They dictate how one should act in a particular situation, within a particular organisation. What is right to one, may be wrong to another. So then how do teach ethics? Or even more importantly, how to you teach managers to deal with ethical issues and dilemmas? The first step is usually awareness that the issue exists at all.
First you must understand that there are two possible extremes when you are talking about ethical viewpoints:


Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)

“With every civil right there has to be a corresponding civil obligation.”

~ Edson Haines, former Justice of the Supreme Court of Ontario
Imagine the state of the roads in Ontario, if you were granted all the rights that came with a driver’s license, but without any of its corresponding responsibilities. 

The same is true of society’s organizations. If they exercised their rights and privileges in a strictly selfish and self-serving manner at all times, the outcome would be similar.

Until the turn of the century, ethics and CSR was a non-issue in business education. Thanks to a shift in international awareness, and a couple of very bad corporate disasters as a result of unethical practices, the business world suddenly started to take a very keen interest in the subject.

We do not exist in a world on our own. The decisions we make influence others around us, even if we are making a decision that we feel is totally ours to make, and no one else should be concerned with our business.

Example: a diabetic parent who refuses to restrict her enjoyment of life by giving up sugar in her diet. Eventually she will die younger than she would have otherwise. Though she may feel that it is her life, and therefore her decision, quite obviously she is not the only one affected by the decision.

Businesses and organisations are no different. The decisions they make influence more than just the owners and employees. There are countless “stakeholders” in a corporation. (see chart in text on page 309).

Corporate Social Responsibility means meeting (or at least trying to meet) the needs and expectations of the many groups that hold a stake or interest in your company and the work that it does.

This can be done as a result of a voluntary code that a corporation has established for itself, or it can be the result of a forced and legislated code, usually brought on by a need that resulted from dubious practices of the past.

Ethical Issues and International Business

1. Societal Issues

a. Environmental pollution, and the abuse of natural resources

b. Poverty, protectionism in favour of rich nations at the expense of poor nations

c. Loss of individual identity and sovereignty due to globalisation

d. Control, span, and influence of Multinational corporations

2. Consumer Issues

a. Quality and safety of products made in other parts of the world due to different standards

b. Quality and safety of products made domestically (e.g. product recalls, etc.)

3. Employee Issues

a. Workplace health and safety

b. Equality in the workplace

c. Human rights issues in the workplace

d. Labour issues (layoffs, unemployment, swings in global economy)

4. Stockholder Issues

a. Protecting shareholder’s wealth

b. Full disclosure

c. International variance in Accounting standards

5. Corruption and Dumping

a. Corruption in a country lowers confidence, prevents investment

b. In some countries bribes and kickbacks are not only commonplace, but accepted practice.

c. Dumping creates animosity and can have serious negative consequences for the “dumpee” nations.

Homework: In chart form…

1. Make a list of everything your are wearing today (for the sake of Boulton’s breakfast tomorrow, please omit any mysterious body piercings, undergarments etc.)

2. Determine the company that made the products, and where they were manufactured.

3. Find out the human rights/corporate social responsibility track record of the company in that country by going to the website:   www.responsibleshopper.org
4. If the company’s record is poor, find an alternative product from another company with a better track record. (You may need to use more than one web site.)




Cultural Relativism








Ethical Imperialism





Behavior should be governed by utilitarianism


Values of local setting determine what is right or wrong


No culture’s ethics are superior, or should be enforced on another; all are of equal value








Certain absolute truths apply everywhere


Some things are absolutely right or wrong, no matter what local customs are


Under this viewpoint, some cultures, nations, or corporations will try to impose their views on others











Most people hold views that fall somewhere in between.
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