Ethics in the modern economy

The subject of ‘ethically sensitive’ issues is beginning to put some difficult questions in front of business executives. Some cultures expect to be ‘wined and dined’ whilst others see this as a form of bribe. In other parts of the world software piracy is seen as a natural occurrence and not one that needs a court appearance. It is the diversity of opinion and reaction that gives rise to the moral dilemmas now faced by the global corporation. Do they accept ‘local standards’ even when they do not conform to domestic practice?  Most large companies now have agreed procedures for health, safety and the environment and within these are enshrined minimum standards.  However, enforcing these may be an entirely different matter. Do you proceed with a joint venture when your partner openly follows a different code of morals from your own organisation? 

The area of human rights is one that is both new to most organisations and one that can attract all the wrong forms of attention. The ‘force for good’ argument has been put forward by some as a reason for an MNC being present in a country even when it knows that the regime is corrupt and abusing the rights of its citizens. But what if you underpay your workers, or purchase supplies from those known to pay less than market rates? Then you are being part of the very exploitation you say you disagree with. Ironically, an MNC can find itself in the opposite position, for by paying above average wages it may attract nationals with professional qualifications away from their chosen career. The social cost of this could be considerable. To counteract this some companies have included in their mission statements a desire to raise both their own internal standards of worker environment but also those of their domestic suppliers. In that way they feel they are addressing the difficult topics of health, education and the status of women. Perhaps being seen as virtuous will bring financial reward. The early doom warnings of environmental costs were not always proven to be correct. It was that, for only a minimal out lay a corporate image on environmental issues could be brought up to the best accepted practice.

Research in the US suggests that an accepted corporate image as one of being ‘responsible’ has benefits for profitability. Perhaps a visible commitment to ethical behaviour actually registers with customers, both current and potential and they trust you that little bit more! We cannot forget the possible reactions of the growing band of ethical investors, who change fund allocations against perceived corporate behaviour and policies.

So, how do we summarise this new but important debate? Well, there seems to be more good reasons for accepting some adherence to social responsibility than rejecting it. Perhaps the most obvious of these is anticipation, for bad behaviour may be the forerunner of public unrest and might provoke a legislative backlash from government. The other issues that helps ‘focus minds’ is the prickly subject of ‘trust’, which can be as seen through the eyes of employees, or partners, or customers. In the future, with automatic communications bouncing your newly acquired image all over the globe trust may become one of the most important objectives of any enterprise.

Perhaps what currently seems to be rather an academic subject may turn out to central to corporate survival.

