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Chapter 2

DEFINING BUSINESS ETHICS
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CHAPTER OBJECTIVES

 After exploring this chapter, you will be able to:

1. Define the term business ethics.

2. Identify an organization’s stakeholders.

3. Discuss the position that business ethics is an
oxymoron.

4. Summarize the history of business ethics.

5. Identify and propose a resolution for an ethical dilemma
in your work environment.

6. Explain how executives and employees seek to justify
unethical behavior.

2 MGT404



2

BUSINESS ETHICS

 Business ethics involves the application of standards
of moral behavior to business situations.
 Two distinct perspectives

– A descriptive summation of the customs, attitudes, and rules that are
observed within a business. As such, we are simply documenting
what is happening

– A normative (or prescriptive) evaluation of the degree to which the
observed customs, attitudes, and rules can be said to be ethical. Here
we are more interested in recommending what should be happening

 Business ethics are not a separate set of moral standards or
ethical concepts from general ethics.
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“STAKEHOLDERS”

 The decisions made within a business firm will affect many more
people than only an individual.

 Ethically responsible business decision-making must move beyond a
narrow concern with stockholders, and consider the impact that
decisions will have on a wide range of stakeholders.

 A business stakeholder will be anyone who affects or is affected by
decisions made within the firm.

 Failure to consider these additional stakeholders will have a
detrimental impact on those stakeholders, stockholders, and on the
firm’s long-term sustainability.
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Stakeholder theory

• For any organisation there are a number of definable groups who
have an interest, or a stake, in the actions of that organisation, i.e.
owners, employees, suppliers, creditors, etc (see Figures in the next
slides). Stakeholder theory deals with three issues:
What responsibilities or duties does an organisation owe to its

stakeholders? The fact that a stakeholder group may have a
legitimate interest does not, of itself, mean that the organisation
owes anything to it.

 How should an organisation decide between its obligations to two
or more stakeholders if they demand incompatible things from an
organisation? What criteria should the organisation use when
deciding which stakeholder group’s wishes it should prioritise?
(i.e. lobby groups, parties, common interest groups, etc)

What legitimate interests justify a group of people being regarded
as a stakeholder in an organisation?

 The subject matter of business ethics is an attempt to answer these
three questions. In the next section we consider four different
answers, that are given in modern western, capitalist societies.
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Relations between a business firm and its primary 
(or market) stakeholders

Business 
firm

(Managers)

Wholesalers
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Suppliers
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Employees
(Unions)

Invest
capital
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products

Distribute
products

Sell
labor
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Relations between a business firm and some of its 
other (secondary or non-market) stakeholders

Business 
Firm

(Managers)

The
General
Public

Business
Support 
Groups

Foreign
Governments

Social
Activist
Groups

Media

Federal,
State

and Local
Governments

Local 
Communities

Regulation,
taxes

Friendly,
hostile

Social
demands

Image,
publicity

Advice,
research

Positive,
negative
opinion

Jobs,
environment
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Stakeholder interests in the organization
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Stakeholder impact from unethical behavior 
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An Ethical Crisis: Is Business Ethics an Oxymoron? (1 of 2)

• Over the last two decades, the ethical track record of many organizations would
lead us to believe that no ethical policies or procedures have been in place

• Corporate Governance
 The system by which business corporations are directed and controlled.

 Corporate governance appears to be at the lowest level in business
history:

– Several prominent organizations (e.g., Enron, WorldCom, Lehman
Brothers, and Bear Stearns) have been found to have hidden the
true state of their precarious finances from their stakeholders.

– Others—Adelphia, Tyco, and Merrill Lynch— have been found to
have senior officers who appeared to regard the organization’s
funds as their personal bank accounts.

– Financial reports are released that are then restated at a later date.

– Products are rushed to market that have to be recalled due to safety
problems at a later date.

– Organizations are being sued for monopolistic practices, race and
gender discrimination, and environmental contamination.
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An Ethical Crisis: Is Business Ethics an Oxymoron? 
(2 of 2)

– CEO salary increases far exceed those of the employees they lead.

– CEO salaries have increased while shareholder returns have fallen.

– CEOs continue to receive bonuses while the stocks of their companies
underperform the market average and thousands of employees are being
laid off.

 Many observers believe that the business world lacks any sense of ethical
behavior and refer to business ethics as an oxymoron.

• Oxymoron
 The combination of two contradictory terms, such as “deafening silence” or “jumbo

shrimp.”
• Code of ethics

 A company’s written standards of ethical behavior that are designed to guide
managers and employees in making the decisions and choices they face every day.

– A code of ethics can serve dual purpose:

» As a message to the organization’s stakeholders, the code should represent
a clear corporate commitment to the highest standards of ethical behavior.

» As an internal document, the code should represent a clear guide to
managers and employees in making the decisions and choices they face
every day.
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HISTORY OF BUSINESS ETHICS (1 of 2)
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HISTORY OF BUSINESS ETHICS (2 of 2)
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DOING THE RIGHT THING

When an employee observes unethical behavior (e.g., fraud,
theft, incentives paid under the table to suppliers) the extent of
guidance available to them is typically a series of clichés:

 Consult the Company Code of Ethics

 Do what’s right for the Organizations Stakeholders

 Do what’s legal

 Do what you think is best (‘use your best judgment’)

 Do the right thing.

14 MGT404



8

Resolving Ethical Dilemmas (1 of 2)
 Ethical dilemma: A situation in which there is no obvious right or wrong decision, but
rather a right or right answer.

 Resolution of an ethical dilemma can be achieved by first reorganizing the type of
conflict you are dealing with. Types of conflict:

 Truth versus Loyalty

o Do you tell the truth or remain loyal to the person or organization that is
asking you not to reveal that truth?

 Short-Term versus Long-Term

o Does your decision have a short-term consequence or a longer-term
consequence?

 Justice versus Mercy

o Do you perceive this issue as a question of dispensing Justice or Mercy?
(and which one are you more comfortable with?).

 Individual versus Community

o Will your choice impact one individual or a wider group or community?

 In the types of conflict scenarios, both sides are right to an extent, but since you can’t
take both actions, you are required to select the better or higher right based on the personal
resolution process
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Resolving Ethical Dilemmas (2 of 2)

 Once a decision is reached as to the type of conflict being faced, there
are three resolution principles available:

 Ends-based: Which decision provides the greatest good for the
greatest number of people?

 Rules-based: What would happen if everyone made the same
decision as you?

 The Golden Rule: Do unto others as you would have them do unto
you.

• The resolution principles do not offer a perfect solution or resolution to
the problem because one can’t predict how another individual might act
given a certain scenario
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JUSTIFYING UNETHICAL BEHAVIOR
 Ask how do supposedly intelligent and presumably experienced

executives and employees manage to commit acts that end up
inflicting such harm on their companies, colleagues, customers, and
vendor partners?

 Saul Gellerman identified “four commonly held rationalizations
that can lead to misconduct.”

1. A belief that the activity is within reasonable ethical and legal limits
– that is, that it is not “really” illegal or immoral.

2. A belief that the activity is in the individual’s or the corporation’s
best interests – that the individual would somehow be expected to
undertake the activity.

3. A belief that the activity is “safe” because it will never be found out
or publicized; the classic crime-and-punishment issue of discovery.

4. A belief that because the activity helps the company, the company
will condone it and even protect the person who engages in it.
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• Review Questions

1. Answer the following:

(a) Define the term stakeholder

(b) Briefly discuss the issues the stakeholder theory addresses

(c) List the primary stakeholders of a business and explain
through examples their relations with an organization.

2. What is an ethical dilemma? Briefly discuss how ethical dilemmas
can be resolved.
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