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Lecture 2 

Ethical Decision Making (1) 
Lecturer: Hardiono Arron Daud Unas 

Definition and Scope of Business Ethics 

• Business ethics is a broad field that has developed over time to encompass a variety 
of disciplines, each contributing to the study of ethical business practices. Scholars 
examine how ethical or socially responsible corporate policies influence profitability, 
employee behavior, and public perception. Ethical business practices are often 
associated with long-term success, as they foster consumer trust, strengthen 
corporate reputations, and promote sustainable growth. 

• Additionally, researchers analyze workplace environments to determine what factors 
encourage ethical behavior among employees and which conditions lead to unethical 
actions. Public perception plays a critical role in shaping business ethics since 
customers, investors, and other stakeholders judge companies based on their moral 
values and corporate responsibility. The way a company is perceived ethically can 
significantly impact its success, influencing customer loyalty and long-term 
profitability. 

The Role of Empirical Research in Business Ethics 

• Empirical studies provide valuable insights into the real-world consequences of ethical 
and unethical business practices. By analyzing data on corporate social responsibility, 
researchers can better understand the effects of ethical policies on business 
performance. Since ethical decision-making involves predicting potential outcomes, 
empirical research helps businesses make informed choices that align with ethical 
standards. 

• However, while data-driven research is essential for understanding business trends, 
it does not provide absolute moral guidance. Business ethics is not just about 
observing how companies behave; it also involves determining what is right and 
wrong. 

• No amount of statistical analysis or behavioral studies can dictate which values should 
guide business decisions. Instead, ethics must be rooted in philosophical reflection, 
moral reasoning, and a commitment to upholding principles of fairness, honesty, and 
responsibility. 

Normative Questions and the Importance of Philosophy in Business Ethics 

• Business ethics goes beyond just analyzing existing behaviors and industry trends, it 
requires critical thinking about moral obligations and responsibilities. Normative 
questions in business ethics focus on what ought to be done rather than just what is 
currently being practiced. These questions require philosophical reasoning to 
establish ethical guidelines that govern corporate conduct. 
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• While empirical research can provide useful observations, it cannot replace moral 
reasoning when determining which principles should guide business decisions. Ethical 
theories offer a structured framework for evaluating corporate behavior and ensuring 
that business practices align with broader societal values. Without ethical reasoning, 
businesses risk making decisions based solely on financial gain, overlooking their 
responsibility to employees, consumers, and communities. 

Skepticism Toward Philosophical Approaches in Business Ethics 

• Despite the importance of philosophy in business ethics, some critics argue that 
ethical discussions should focus primarily on providing practical solutions for business 
leaders. These skeptics believe that philosophical theories are too abstract and do not 
adequately address real-world business challenges. They argue that ethical theories 
should not interfere with common business practices such as profit maximization and 
competitive strategies. 

• However, this perspective fails to recognize that ethics should not merely serve 
business interests but should also guide companies toward responsible and 
sustainable practices. Ethical decision-making should not only reflect what is 
convenient for businesses but should also encourage them to act with integrity and 
fairness. While business leaders require practical guidance, ethical principles should 
challenge existing norms rather than simply justify them. 

The Debate on Practicality in Business Ethics 

• One of the most common criticisms of philosophical approaches in business ethics is 
that they are too idealistic and disconnected from everyday business operations. 
Critics argue that ethical theories often portray profit-driven motives and competitive 
practices as problematic, making them impractical for guiding business decision-
making. Some believe that ethical frameworks should align with business realities 
instead of challenging them. 

• However, ethical principles should not be limited by existing business norms. Instead, 
they should establish standards for responsible corporate behavior. Ethical business 
practices should not only be measured by financial success but also by their impact 
on society, the environment, and future generations. Business ethics should 
encourage companies to go beyond legal compliance and strive for ethical excellence. 

The Need for Ethical Standards Beyond Existing Business Norms 

• There is a belief among some skeptics that business ethics should only focus on what 
is realistic and achievable rather than aiming for higher moral standards. This 
perspective suggests that ethical standards should be shaped by what is practical for 
businesses rather than what is fundamentally right. However, ethics should not be 
compromised for convenience. Businesses have a responsibility to act with integrity, 
fairness, and accountability. 

• Ethical decision-making should encourage companies to go beyond the bare minimum 
required by law and strive to make a meaningful difference in the world. A commitment 
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to ethical leadership fosters trust among employees, strengthens customer 
relationships, and enhances corporate reputation. By prioritizing ethical principles, 
businesses can create a culture of integrity that benefits both their organization and 
society as a whole. 

Defending Philosophical Approaches in Business Ethics 

• Ethical theories are often misunderstood as being impractical, but in reality, they 
provide meaningful frameworks for responsible decision-making. Business ethics 
should aim to establish moral ideals that set appropriate standards for behavior in 
corporate settings. Ethical theories help businesses navigate complex moral 
dilemmas, ensuring that decisions align with core values such as honesty, fairness, 
and respect. Rather than viewing ethics as a restriction, businesses should see it as 
an opportunity to build trust and long-term success.  

• Philosophical discussions in business ethics challenge companies to reflect on their 
values and reconsider practices that may be ethically questionable. Ethical decision-
making should not be constrained by industry norms but should instead align with 
broader social responsibilities. Businesses should embrace ethical principles as a 
foundation for growth, innovation, and leadership. 

Methodology in Business Ethics: A Philosophical and Practical Approach 

• Some scholars suggest that business ethics should be treated primarily as a form of 
professional ethics, meaning that ethical principles should be grounded in the values 
that define the role of business in society. This approach argues that businesses 
should adhere to ethical standards that are practical within the context of their industry. 

• However, this perspective may be too narrow because business decisions have far-
reaching ethical implications beyond industry-specific concerns. Unlike fields such as 
medicine or law, where professional ethics are well-defined, business ethics must 
consider broader societal and environmental responsibilities. 

• Business decisions influence social justice, environmental sustainability, and 
economic stability. Therefore, a purely professional ethics approach may overlook 
significant ethical concerns that extend beyond immediate business operations. 

The Need for a Broader Ethical Framework in Business 

• Business ethics should not be limited to industry-specific standards but should be 
informed by moral and political philosophy. Companies have a duty to act ethically not 
just for profit but also for the well-being of employees, consumers, and society at large. 
Ethical decision-making should be guided by principles that promote transparency, 
accountability, and social responsibility. A strong ethical foundation allows businesses 
to foster trust, build long-term success, and contribute positively to the world. 

• Businesses that prioritize ethics are more likely to attract loyal customers, retain 
talented employees, and maintain a positive public reputation. By integrating ethical 
principles into corporate strategies, businesses can create a sustainable future that 
benefits all stakeholders. 
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Conclusion: The Integration of Empirical Research and Philosophical Inquiry in 
Business Ethics 

• Business ethics is a multidimensional field that requires both empirical research and 
philosophical reflection. While data-driven studies provide valuable insights into 
corporate behavior, ethical principles must be rooted in deeper moral reasoning. 
Ethical decision-making should not be shaped solely by convenience but should 
prioritize responsibility, fairness, and integrity. 

• Skepticism about philosophical approaches in business ethics often arises from 
misunderstandings about their relevance. Ethical theories are not just theoretical 
constructs but serve as practical tools for guiding businesses toward responsible and 
sustainable practices. Business ethics should aim to establish higher standards for 
corporate conduct, ensuring that companies contribute to ethical progress and social 
well-being. In the long run, ethical business practices lead to greater success, trust, 
and positive societal impact. 

The Debate Over Practical Guidance in Business Ethics 

• One of the key debates in business ethics revolves around whether its primary aim 
should be to provide practical guidance to managers and business professionals. 
Critics of philosophical approaches argue that business ethics should focus on offering 
actionable insights that help decision-makers navigate ethical dilemmas in real-world 
business settings. They claim that philosophical discussions often result in abstract 
arguments and broad principles that lack immediate applicability to business 
challenges. 

Concerns About the Practicality of Philosophical Approaches 

• Skeptics believe that ethical theories from moral and political philosophy are too 
general or idealistic to offer concrete solutions for business leaders. They argue that 
ethical decision-making in business requires practical tools rather than deep 
philosophical reflection. Additionally, some critics suggest that traditional ethical 
perspectives may be overly critical of widely accepted business practices, such as 
profit maximization and competitive strategies, making them difficult to implement in 
real-world scenarios. 

Understanding the Requirement of Practicality 

• To fairly evaluate these criticisms, it is important to define what it means for business 
ethics to be "practical." There are two possible interpretations: 

1. Strict Practicality – Ethical principles should provide direct, step-by-step 
guidance for business professionals, helping them make quick and effective 
decisions without requiring extensive philosophical consideration. 

2. Broader Practicality – Ethical theories may not always offer immediate solutions, 
but they shape the way business leaders think about moral issues. By developing 
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ethical reasoning skills, managers can make informed decisions that align with 
long-term ethical goals. 

Balancing Practicality and Ethical Ideals 

• While practical guidance is essential, business ethics should not be reduced to a 
simple rulebook for managers. Ethical principles help organizations build trust, 
maintain social responsibility, and promote long-term sustainability. Rather than 
focusing solely on immediate business concerns, ethical theories provide a foundation 
for responsible decision-making that benefits businesses and society as a whole. 

Concerns About the Practicality of Philosophical Ethics 

• Critics argue that philosophical approaches in business ethics fail to provide concrete, 
actionable guidance for managers. They believe that the discipline should focus on 
real-world ethical challenges, such as helping managers make ethical decisions in 
complex situations and resisting organizational pressures that encourage unethical 
behavior. 
 

The Challenge of Balancing Ethics and Business Interests 

• A major concern is that ethical principles developed in philosophical discussions often 
conflict with business objectives. Many ethical arguments suggest that acting morally 
may require sacrificing personal or company profits. Critics argue that such guidance 
is unrealistic because managers are unlikely to follow ethical principles that go against 
their firm’s financial interests or their own career advancement. 

Ethics, Self-Interest, and Profit Maximization 

• There is an ongoing debate about whether ethical decision-making should align with 
a manager’s self-interest or the company’s profitability. Some critics believe that 
ethical principles should be framed in ways that align with the self-interest of 
managers, making them more likely to adopt ethical practices. They argue that ethical 
business behavior should be encouraged through “enlightened self-interest,” where 
ethical actions ultimately benefit both the individual and the company. 

Finding a Practical Middle Ground 

• Rather than expecting managers to act purely out of moral obligation, some suggest 
that business ethics should focus on developing corporate structures and incentive 
systems that encourage ethical behavior without requiring extreme sacrifices. This 
perspective emphasizes integrating ethical considerations into business decision-
making in a way that acknowledges both altruistic and self-interested motivations. 
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The Role of Business Ethicists in Management 

• A key takeaway from this debate is that business ethicists should work closely with 
managers to design ethical frameworks that are both practical and sustainable. By 
participating in shaping corporate policies and decision-making processes, business 
ethicists can help create environments where ethical behavior is both encouraged and 
rewarded, without forcing managers to choose between moral values and professional 
success. 
 

The Debate Over Self-Interest and Practicality 

• One of the major criticisms against philosophical approaches to business ethics is that 
they often require managers to make significant sacrifices of their self-interest. Critics 
argue that ethical theories that demand personal sacrifices are too impractical for the 
business world, where the main goal is often to maximize profit.  

• This argument suggests that ethical theories should be rejected if they conflict with 
self-interest, as they are unlikely to be followed in practice. For example, if a theory 
suggests that managers should forgo profits in order to act ethically, it could be 
dismissed as unrealistic, because managers are unlikely to make such sacrifices, 
especially when they can be at odds with their personal goals or the objectives of the 
company. 

• However, if this line of thinking were applied to all areas of ethical theory, it would 
undermine much of normative ethics itself. Moral philosophers have long debated how 
demanding ethics can or should be. While many reject the most demanding views that 
require excessive personal sacrifice, most agree that ethical obligations can, at times, 
require individuals to put their own interests aside. 

• If ethical theories were only considered valid when they align with self-interest, it would 
restrict the scope of ethical debate. Many of the central questions in moral philosophy 
would be dismissed if the assumption were made that all ethical obligations must align 
with personal benefits. This would greatly limit what counts as appropriate normative 
scholarship, making ethical considerations excessively narrow and unrealistic. 

The Distinction Between Moral Theory and Applied Ethics 

• It is important to recognize that the distinction between moral theory and applied ethics 
is a key part of the argument. Some critics argue that business ethics, as a branch of 
applied ethics, should prioritize practicality over philosophical abstraction. Unlike 
general moral theory, which deals with ethical principles in a broad and often 
theoretical sense, applied ethics, especially in business, should provide actionable 
guidance that managers can realistically apply to their decisions. 

• This expectation that business ethics should be practical is based on the assumption 
that managers need solutions that they can follow, even if those solutions may require 
sacrifices or trade-offs. In this sense, critics claim that business ethics theories should 
not present idealized moral arguments that are unlikely to be implemented in real-
world settings. 
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• Despite these arguments, it remains highly questionable whether all applied ethics 
should always prioritize self-interest. If business ethics were held to a lower standard 
than other professions, this could severely undermine its role in shaping responsible 
decision-making. Professional ethics in fields like medicine, law, and politics often 
require individuals to make decisions that conflict with their personal interests. 

• For instance, doctors are expected to act in the best interests of their patients, even if 
this means foregoing potentially lucrative, but unnecessary treatments. Lawyers have 
a similar responsibility to uphold justice, even when it conflicts with their financial 
incentives. Politicians are expected to represent the best interests of their 
constituents, even if it means turning down career-enhancing opportunities. 

The Role of Ethics in Professional Decision-Making 

• If business ethics were solely concerned with protecting self-interest, it would suggest 
that ethical behavior in business should only occur when it is convenient or financially 
advantageous. This would fail to address many of the ethical dilemmas managers face 
in practice. Often, ethical challenges in business arise when personal and professional 
interests are in conflict. 

• For example, a manager might face pressure to prioritize short-term profits over 
ethical considerations, such as misleading customers or cutting corners in ways that 
exploit workers or harm the environment. If business ethics were to encourage ethical 
behavior only when it aligns with profit, it would fail to address these real-world 
challenges. The failure to recognize the importance of sacrificing self-interest for moral 
obligations could result in business practices that are unethical and exploitative. 

• The problem with focusing solely on self-interest in business ethics is that it dismisses 
the complexity of ethical decision-making in business. In any profession, the 
consideration of ethics goes beyond personal gain. The goal of professional ethics is 
to guide individuals in making decisions that are morally responsible, even when it 
requires sacrificing short-term personal or financial benefits. This holds true not just in 
business, but in all fields that require professional conduct. 

Ethics Beyond Business: Lessons from Other Professions 

• The argument that ethical obligations should be contingent upon personal self-interest 
does not hold in other professions. In medicine, for example, doctors are expected to 
prioritize their patients' health and well-being, even when doing so conflicts with 
personal financial gain. A doctor who performs unnecessary surgeries for profit is 
acting unethically, even if it benefits their personal income. 

• Similarly, in law, lawyers have an obligation to serve justice and uphold the law, even 
if doing so goes against their financial interests or personal relationships. A lawyer 
who manipulates the legal system for personal gain, such as ensuring a client loses a 
case in exchange for future employment opportunities, is committing an ethical 
breach. These examples from medicine and law demonstrate that ethical obligations 
in professional settings often require individuals to make sacrifices in their personal 
interests to fulfill their professional duties. 



 8 

• If we applied the same reasoning to business ethics, we would expect the same ethical 
standards to guide behavior in business. Ethics should not be determined solely by 
what benefits the individual or the firm in the short term. Instead, business ethics 
should provide frameworks for managers to make responsible decisions that balance 
both ethical considerations and business objectives. This is especially crucial when 
the decisions made have a significant impact on employees, consumers, and society 
at large. 

• In conclusion, while the notion that ethical theories should align with self-interest is an 
appealing one, it fails to account for the complexities of ethical decision-making. 
Business ethics, like ethics in other professional contexts, should guide individuals to 
act morally, even when doing so involves personal or financial sacrifices. The role of 
ethics in business is to ensure that business leaders make decisions that consider 
both the bottom line and their broader responsibilities to society. By recognizing that 
ethics often requires individuals to act beyond their self-interest, business ethics can 
help foster a more responsible, fair, and sustainable business environment. 

The Conflict Between Managerial Self-Interest and Ethical Responsibilities 

• The argument that philosophical approaches in business ethics should be dismissed 
because they often conflict with managers’ self-interest fails to address the 
complexities of professional ethical obligations. It is, in fact, entirely unsurprising and 
expected that the obligations of managers will sometimes conflict with their personal 
interests, just as this is the case in other professional settings. For instance, medical 
professionals are expected to prioritize the well-being of their patients over their own 
financial gain, just as lawyers are obligated to serve justice, even when it may be 
against their personal or professional interests. 

• Similarly, elected officials are expected to make decisions that serve the public good, 
even when doing so might harm their own chances for re-election. This conflict 
between self-interest and ethical duty is not an exception but a common aspect of 
many professional roles, including that of a business manager. 

• In the business world, a manager’s primary duty is often to maximize profits for the 
shareholders. This professional obligation frequently requires actions that may not 
align with the manager’s own self-interest, especially if those actions involve making 
tough decisions that impact personal compensation or status within the company. 

• Just as doctors are ethically obligated to put their patients’ needs above their own 
financial interests, business managers are similarly obligated to put shareholders' 
interests first, even if this may mean that their personal interests take a back seat. 
This inherent tension between the role a manager plays in a company and their 
personal goals should not be surprising, nor should it undermine the value of ethical 
considerations in business. 

• The idea that business ethics must always align with self-interest is a fundamental 
misunderstanding of the role of ethics in guiding decision-making. In fact, ethics often 
requires individuals, especially in positions of power such as managers, to make 
decisions that prioritize the well-being of others, whether that be shareholders, 
employees, or customers, over their own immediate personal gains. A business 
manager who is solely motivated by personal profit would be unable to navigate the 
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moral complexities of their role effectively, and their decisions might be harmful to the 
broader interests of society and their company’s long-term success. 

The Role of Profit Maximization and Professional Responsibility 

• Critics of business ethics often suggest that philosophical theories about business 
ethics fail because they demand too much from managers in terms of ethical 
sacrifices, particularly when those sacrifices conflict with the goal of profit 
maximization. 

• They argue that business ethicists emphasize ethical demands over the practical goal 
of making a profit, undermining the manager’s role and objectives. However, this 
critique overlooks the fact that the role of business ethics is not to reinforce the pursuit 
of profit at any cost, but to ensure that business practices align with broader ethical 
standards that consider the well-being of all stakeholders involved, not just 
shareholders. 

• While profit maximization is a key focus of many businesses, it is not the sole guiding 
principle of business ethics. The belief that profit should always be prioritized at the 
expense of ethical considerations is not universally accepted, and many business 
ethicists argue that this narrow focus on profits often leads to harmful practices. 
 

• These include exploiting workers, deceiving consumers, or damaging the 
environment. Philosophical approaches to business ethics challenge this mentality by 
encouraging managers to consider the consequences of their actions beyond 
immediate financial gains.  

• For example, a manager who prioritizes short-term profits over long-term sustainability 
may harm the company in the long run, damaging its reputation or alienating 
customers. Business ethics asks managers to balance profitability with ethical 
considerations such as fairness, responsibility, and transparency. 

• While some argue that ethical recommendations that require managers to sacrifice 
profit are impractical, these views ignore the fact that ethical principles often ask 
individuals to act in ways that benefit society as a whole, even if it is not immediately 
advantageous to them personally. 

• The idea that managers should be solely focused on maximizing profits, regardless of 
the ethical implications of their decisions, is a view that is increasingly challenged in 
the modern business landscape. As businesses face growing public scrutiny and 
increasing demand for corporate social responsibility, it becomes clear that ethical 
behavior can be both practical and profitable in the long run. 

The Importance of Ethical Leadership in Shaping Business Norms 

• One of the key arguments in favor of business ethics is the idea that ethical behavior 
can and should influence the norms and practices of the business world. It is not 
enough to simply accept existing business norms as inevitable; rather, it is essential 
to challenge and, when necessary, change them. 

• The norms that govern how businesses operate are not fixed. They evolve over time, 
often as a result of shifts in societal values, legal frameworks, and ethical arguments. 
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Therefore, it is entirely reasonable, and indeed necessary, for business ethicists to 
argue for changes to the current business norms if they believe those norms are 
unethical or outdated. 

• Business ethicists advocate for changes that would encourage companies to prioritize 
the well-being of all stakeholders, not just shareholders. This shift in focus can help 
guide business practices in a direction that is more socially responsible and 
sustainable in the long term. Ethical leadership plays a critical role in this process. 

• Managers who are committed to ethical principles can influence the values and norms 
within their companies, shaping a corporate culture that values social responsibility, 
transparency, and fairness. As these changes take root, they can help redefine what 
is considered acceptable business practice, making it easier for other managers to 
follow suit. 

• Moreover, when managers choose to act in accordance with ethical principles, even 
when those actions contradict the prevailing norms, they set a powerful example for 
others to follow. These actions can inspire a gradual shift in industry standards, as 
more professionals within the field begin to recognize the value of ethical decision-
making. 

• While it may take time for these changes to be widely adopted, the process is essential 
for creating a business environment that prioritizes the long-term health and 
sustainability of companies, employees, and society as a whole. 

The Practicality of Ethical Guidance in Business 

• One of the common criticisms of business ethics is that ethical theories often provide 
guidance that is impractical or difficult for managers to implement. Critics argue that 
when business ethicists advocate for actions that involve significant sacrifices, such 
as foregoing profit for the sake of social responsibility, the guidance offered is too 
idealistic to be of any real use. 

• However, this critique fails to account for the fact that ethical guidance is not meant to 
be a simple, step-by-step roadmap to decision-making. Instead, it provides a 
framework for managers to navigate complex ethical dilemmas, encouraging them to 
consider the broader consequences of their actions and the interests of all 
stakeholders. 

• Even when ethical recommendations require managers to make difficult choices that 
conflict with short-term profits, these recommendations can still be practical. In some 
cases, taking the ethical course of action may lead to long-term benefits for the 
company, such as improved reputation, stronger customer loyalty, and greater 
employee satisfaction.  

• Furthermore, in today’s increasingly interconnected world, businesses that fail to act 
ethically may face public backlash, legal consequences, or loss of consumer trust. In 
this sense, the ethical guidance provided by business ethicists can help managers 
avoid risks that could ultimately harm the business in the long run. 

• In addition, ethical guidance does not always require large-scale sacrifices. Often, 
small changes in behavior can have a significant positive impact on both the company 
and society. For example, a manager might choose to implement environmentally 
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sustainable practices in their supply chain, which could reduce waste and increase 
efficiency 

•  While these changes might involve upfront costs, they can lead to long-term savings 
and a competitive advantage in the marketplace. By making ethical decisions that 
benefit both the company and the community, managers can help create a more 
sustainable and responsible business environment. 

The Changing Nature of Business Norms 

• Finally, it is important to recognize that the norms surrounding business practices are 
not static. They evolve over time as societal values shift and new ethical challenges 
arise. In fact, the history of business shows that many of the ethical practices we take 
for granted today, such as labor rights, environmental protection, and consumer 
protection, were once considered radical ideas. Business ethicists play a crucial role 
in helping to shape the future of business by advocating for ethical norms that prioritize 
the well-being of all stakeholders, not just shareholders. 

• As businesses continue to face new ethical challenges in a rapidly changing global 
landscape, the role of business ethics becomes increasingly important. Business 
ethicists provide a valuable service by offering practical guidance that helps managers 
make responsible decisions in an ever-more complex and interconnected world. By 
challenging the prevailing norms and advocating for ethical practices, business 
ethicists help to ensure that businesses remain accountable to society and contribute 
to the greater good. 

• In conclusion, the argument that philosophical approaches in business ethics are 
impractical because they conflict with self-interest misses the point of what business 
ethics is meant to achieve. 

• Ethical decision-making in business is not about blindly maximizing profits, but about 
making decisions that take into account the interests of all stakeholders and contribute 
to the long-term sustainability of the company. By embracing ethical principles, 
managers can help create a more responsible, fair, and sustainable business 
environment. One that benefits not only shareholders but also employees, customers, 
and society as a whole. 

The Challenge of Ethical Decision-Making in Business 

• In business, managers often face complex decisions where their ethical obligations 
may conflict with their own self-interest. For instance, there could be situations where 
actions that would maximize profit for shareholders might contradict moral principles. 
The issue at hand is whether ethical arguments that suggest managers should not 
pursue these self-interested actions provide practical guidance for managers. 

• If the ethical guidelines demand that managers act in ways that are contrary to the 
typical business practices, such as ceasing the sale of a defective product even if it 
would lead to the firm's failure, do these ethical arguments truly offer actionable 
advice? 
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• It is essential to note that, while some argue these philosophical approaches are not 
practical because managers might choose not to act on them, such ethical arguments 
still serve a critical purpose. They encourage a reconsideration of business norms and 
behaviors that typically go unchallenged. If most managers, under certain conditions, 
would likely continue pursuing profit at the expense of ethics, it does not necessarily 
mean that the ethical guidance provided is impractical. 

• On the contrary, this could indicate that business ethics scholarship should be more 
focused on challenging these entrenched patterns of decision-making. Ethical 
theories that challenge the status quo should not be dismissed simply because they 
contradict widely accepted practices. Instead, they should be viewed as an invitation 
to critically assess the ethical foundations of these decisions. 

Reinterpreting the Requirement for Practical Guidance 

• The issue then becomes whether the requirement for business ethics to provide 
sufficiently practical guidance should be reevaluated. One plausible approach is to 
accept that scholarship in business ethics should indeed provide practical guidance 
but should not be held to the unrealistic expectation that all managers will immediately 
or predictably adopt ethical guidelines. 

• According to this interpretation, ethical theories do not need to guarantee compliance, 
but they should offer principles that could be followed by managers should they 
choose to do so. This aligns with the widely accepted ethical maxim that "ought implies 
can". That is, individuals should act according to what is morally expected of them, as 
long as they are capable of doing so. Ethical theories should present arguments and 
ideas that are possible for individuals to follow, even if the majority may not be willing 
to follow them immediately.  

• This interpretation suggests that a business ethicist's task is to offer guidance that is 
within the realm of possibility, even if it challenges common practices or may initially 
be met with resistance. The fact that ethical guidelines may not be followed by all does 
not undermine their relevance or validity. In fact, this is similar to the broader field of 
moral theory, where the challenge of encouraging ethical behavior often requires 
overcoming significant societal and individual barriers. 

The Practical Relevance of Ethical Theories 

• Some critics argue that business ethicists often propose ethical views that are 
unrealistic, especially when they fail to account for the competitive nature of business 
decision-making. They suggest that business ethics should align more closely with the 
pressures and realities that managers face in practice. However, closer examination 
of many business ethics arguments reveals that they are indeed grounded in practical 
possibilities. 

• For example, in the debate over the ethics of sweatshop labor, many business 
ethicists argue that even when employees voluntarily accept positions under poor 
conditions, their employers still have an ethical obligation to ensure that these workers 
are not exploited. This argument does not claim that sweatshop employers should 
automatically provide ideal conditions, but rather that employers should be capable of 
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offering better working conditions if they choose to do so. This nuance reflects the 
broader point that ethical theories in business do not require managers to implement 
perfect solutions, but rather to aim for improvements where possible. 

• The argument is not that managers should instantly revolutionize business practices, 
but rather that they should make decisions that align with ethical principles, when 
feasible. As such, normative business ethics can provide valuable guidance for 
managers, even if this guidance does not always immediately lead to full compliance. 

Philosophical Ethics and Business Practices: A Call for Normative Change 

• Business ethics scholars often argue that existing norms in business, such as profit 
maximization, are not ethically defensible. They challenge managers to consider not 
just the interests of shareholders but also the broader impact of their decisions on 
other stakeholders. In some cases, ethical considerations may require managers to 
prioritize social responsibility over profit, or even to make decisions that could result 
in the failure of their firm.This does not mean that managers should make decisions 
that lead to failure as a rule, but in certain circumstances, it may be the ethically correct 
course of action. 

• For example, if a manager learns that their firm’s product poses a significant risk to 
consumers, it may be morally required to cease selling that product, even at the risk 
of the firm’s collapse. Ethical theories that propose such actions are not offering 
impractical guidance but are instead providing a moral framework for managers to 
make difficult decisions. 

• The failure to act according to these guidelines may be due to practical constraints, 
such as the desire to protect one’s job or the interests of shareholders, but this does 
not invalidate the moral correctness of the guidance. Moreover, the notion that 
business norms are changeable is crucial here. 

• Norms and practices within professions evolve, often in response to ethical challenges 
and societal shifts. In business, as in other professions, ethical norms can and do 
change, sometimes driven by the efforts of individuals within the profession who are 
motivated by moral considerations. Normative business ethics plays a crucial role in 
prompting this change by challenging existing practices and offering alternative 
frameworks for decision-making. This highlights the importance of philosophical 
approaches in business ethics, even if they initially face resistance. 

The Importance of Ethical Reflection in Business 

• In conclusion, business ethics scholarship that advocates for normative change, even 
if it challenges established business practices, remains highly relevant. It provides 
guidance that could be followed if managers choose to prioritize ethics alongside profit 
maximization. 

• Even if such ethical guidance is not immediately adopted by all managers, it serves 
an essential purpose in promoting reflection on the moral implications of business 
decisions. As such, the practical value of philosophical approaches to business ethics 
should not be dismissed, but instead be viewed as an invitation for managers to 
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reconsider the ethical foundations of their decisions and to adopt practices that align 
more closely with broader societal values.  

• Ultimately, normative business ethics plays a crucial role in shaping a more ethical 
business environment. It offers the only type of guidance that scholarly work can 
provide: guidance based on moral reasoning, aimed at uncovering fundamental truths 
about ethical decision-making. While it may not immediately alter managerial 
behavior, it contributes to a larger, long-term shift in business culture, moving it toward 
a more ethical and socially responsible future. 

Philosophical Fundamentals for Business Ethics 

• Philosophy plays a central role in shaping the ethical framework that guides both 
individuals and organizations, particularly within the context of business and 
management. To understand its relevance, it is important to first address three key 
questions: What is philosophy? What can philosophy offer for business and 
management? And what philosophy should we use for the ethical orientation of 
business? These questions lay the foundation for integrating philosophical thinking 
into business ethics. 

• At its core, philosophy is a discipline that seeks to explore fundamental questions 
about existence, knowledge, and values. It challenges preconceived notions and 
encourages deeper reflection on the principles that underpin human actions and 
societal structures. Philosophy's universal focus is one of its most defining 
characteristics. Unlike disciplines that concentrate on specific, measurable outcomes 
or immediate concerns, philosophy seeks to explore truths that apply across time, 
place, and individual differences. This makes it particularly valuable in the context of 
business ethics, where questions of moral responsibility, social impact, and long-term 
sustainability are often overlooked in favor of short-term gains. 

• The relevance of philosophy in business ethics lies in its ability to challenge the status 
quo. It provides a critical lens through which managers, entrepreneurs, and decision-
makers can reassess their actions and the broader impact of their business practices. 
Philosophy encourages a rethinking of success and prosperity. Is economic success 
an indicator of ethical business practices, or does it often come at the expense of 
social and environmental responsibility? Philosophy raises profound questions that 
challenge businesses to reflect on their practices and the ethical implications of their 
actions. 

The Role of Philosophy in Business and Management 

• Philosophy’s role in business is to awaken individuals to the deeper ethical 
considerations of their decisions. Business decisions, while often focused on 
economic success, can have far-reaching consequences for society and the 
environment. For example, questions about the ethical treatment of employees, the 
environmental impact of operations, and the long-term sustainability of business 
practices are central to philosophy’s contributions to business ethics. By encouraging 
managers to consider these aspects, philosophy challenges them to look beyond 
immediate profits and consider the long-term effects of their decisions. 
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• Philosophy promotes critical thinking, questioning not only the external factors that 
shape decision-making but also the internal values that guide managers. For instance, 
are businesses genuinely achieving their wealth honestly, or do they exploit low-wage 
workers or manipulate public trust for personal gain? Do businesses consider the 
environmental impact of their actions or take responsibility for the resources they 
consume? Philosophy provides the framework for reflecting on these questions, 
highlighting the ethical responsibilities of business leaders. It calls for a new sensitivity 
to values that are often neglected in the pursuit of profit, values that should apply 
universally and unconditionally. 

• Furthermore, philosophy in business ethics serves as a counterbalance to the purely 
quantitative focus that dominates business practices. In many industries, decisions 
are driven by numbers, reports, and measurements that are based on past data. While 
these are important, they do not provide a complete picture of the ethical implications 
of business decisions. Philosophy introduces a broader, more holistic perspective, 
encouraging managers to think beyond empirical data and consider the underlying 
values that shape their actions. 

The Impact of Philosophy on Ethical Decision-Making 

• The philosophical approach to business ethics challenges the dominance of positivist 
philosophy, which often prioritizes natural sciences and technology over values and 
human considerations. In the business world, this focus on empirical data can 
sometimes overshadow the ethical implications of decisions. For instance, an 
emphasis on profits may lead businesses to overlook the welfare of workers, 
environmental concerns, or the long-term social impact of their actions. Philosophy 
disrupts this narrow focus by introducing ethical questions that transcend the 
immediate and measurable outcomes of business operations. 

• Philosophy encourages a long-term view, urging businesses to think beyond the next 
fiscal quarter and consider the broader implications of their decisions for society and 
future generations. This shift in perspective is not always welcomed in a business 
environment that often values short-term profitability over long-term sustainability. 
However, philosophy's commitment to long-term thinking is crucial for developing 
ethical business practices that contribute to the overall well-being of society. By asking 
fundamental questions about the meaning and value of business activities, philosophy 
encourages a deeper reflection on the purpose and impact of business decisions. 

• One of the key contributions of philosophy to business ethics is its emphasis on non-
empirical thinking. In contrast to the empirical methods used in economics and 
business management, which rely on data, statistics, and concrete outcomes, 
philosophy engages with abstract concepts, ideas, and values. This type of thinking 
is essential for addressing the ethical dilemmas that arise in business. While empirical 
data can provide insights into the financial health of a company, philosophy offers the 
tools to critically examine the moral foundations of business practices. It allows 
managers to ask difficult questions about the ethical implications of their actions and 
make decisions that align with broader societal values. 

• Philosophy also encourages a reflective, responsible approach to decision-making. It 
promotes ethical awareness that is not solely focused on maximizing profits but also 
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on the broader social and environmental responsibilities of businesses. By nurturing 
ethical thinking, philosophy guides business leaders to consider the long-term 
consequences of their decisions and to act in ways that promote the common good. 

Philosophy as a Guide for Ethical Action 

• While business ethics is often seen as a practical field focused on solving immediate 
ethical problems, philosophy offers a deeper, more transformative approach. It 
provides not just solutions to specific dilemmas but also a comprehensive framework 
for thinking about ethics in business. Philosophy calls for a shift in how businesses 
think about success and responsibility, encouraging managers to adopt a broader 
perspective that takes into account the social, environmental, and long-term 
consequences of their actions. 

• Philosophy’s focus on personal and societal values encourages business leaders to 
reflect on their own ethical principles and how these principles align with the goals and 
actions of their organizations. In doing so, philosophy helps create a more responsible 
and sustainable business culture, one that values not just profit but also the well-being 
of employees, consumers, and society at large. 

• Despite the challenges of incorporating philosophical thinking into business education 
and practice, it is essential for preparing future managers to face the ethical dilemmas 
they will encounter in the business world. Business schools and universities must 
place greater emphasis on philosophy in their curricula to equip students with the tools 
they need to navigate the complex ethical issues that arise in business. Philosophy 
can offer managers and entrepreneurs the insights and frameworks they need to make 
decisions that are not only financially sound but also ethically responsible. 

• In conclusion, philosophy plays a crucial role in business ethics by fostering a deeper 
understanding of the ethical dimensions of business decisions. It challenges the 
conventional focus on short-term profits and encourages a more responsible, long-
term approach to business practices. Through its emphasis on non-empirical thinking, 
value-oriented reflection, and long-term ethical considerations, philosophy offers a 
framework for making business decisions that contribute to the greater good of 
society. By integrating philosophical thinking into business education and practice, 
businesses can develop a more ethical, sustainable approach to management that 
balances profit with responsibility. 

 

Reading Material (Supplementary): 

Business Ethics and Corporate Governance, Fernando A.C., Pearson Education India, 
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