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What are ethics?

• Ethics are the moral principles that govern how people 
behave and how activities are performed

• Morals: principles of right and wrong
– Do we know the difference between right and wrong?
– Which do we decide to do?
– Often intuitive and emotional
– Our morals can be personal

• Ethics are a more formalised set of principles about how 
people should behave
– Ethics provide some context for moral reasoning
– “The whole point of ethical judgments is to guide 

practice”*

• Ethics are different to social conventions, religious beliefs, 
the law…

2* Singer, P., 1993, Practical Ethics, Cambridge University Press (2nd edition, p.2)
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How do ethics differ from morals?

3

“Killing is wrong”
“Killing is wrong 

because people have 
a right to life. 

However, if you act in 
self defence killing 
can be justified.”

Moral statementEthical statement

“The norms, values and beliefs…
which define right and wrong for an 

individual or community”*

* See Crane, A., Matten, D., Glozer, S., and Spence, L., 2019, Business Ethics, 5th edition, p.8

“the application of reason to 
elucidate specific rules and principles 

that determine morally acceptable 
courses of action”*

What are business ethics?

• Business ethics are a form of applied ethics, focused on 
moral reasoning in a business environment
– They effect our decision making process
– And the impact of those decisions

4
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Why are business ethics important?
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1. Business has huge power within society
2. Business has the potential to provide a major contribution to our 

societies
3. Business malpractice has the potential to inflict enormous harm on 

individuals, communities, and the environment
4. The demands being placed on business to be ethical by its various 

stakeholders are becoming more complex and challenging
5. Employees face significant pressure to compromise ethical 

standards
6. Business face a trust deficit

Crane, A., Matten, D., Glozer, S., and Spence, L., 2019, Business Ethics, 5th edition, p.9-12

Why study business ethics?

Exploit 
opportunities

Manage risk

6

Understand moral 
philosophy

Learn how to live 
with each other
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A big risk is controversy

• Do companies follow ethical decisions because they believe 
it, or because of the symbolic meaning?

• There’s a pressure for political correctness
– “An implicit convention of restrained public speech”

• “the public’s heightened moral sensitivity together with a 
political climate of intense partisan conflict may actually 
result in a lower level of effective moral discourse, as the 
making of nuanced arguments and the drawing of fine 
distinctions become too risky for political speakers”

Ø Many brands are terrified of these conversations

7See Loury, G.C., 1994, “Self censorship in public discourse” Rationality and Society, 6, 428

A cynical view

8Watch: DuPont Conaco Double-Hulled Oil Tankers Seal Clapping Commercial (1991) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zJZFfeLRCJs. For more 
on L’Oreal see https://www.thetalko.com/18-things-loreal-doesnt-want-their-consumers-to-know/. The fine line between “sanctimonious guff” 
and “cynical double speak” is made in “The wisdom of scrooge”, The Economist, December 19th 2020

Green 
washing

• When businesses attempt to appear more environmentally 
friendly than they actually are

• E.g. misleading use of information to present an incomplete 
picture of company practice

• Examples:
• L’Oreal claim to be “natural” while using carcinogen 

ingredients
• E.g. Titanium dioxide in eye 

shadow; formaldehyde-releasing preservatives in 
kids shampoo

Virtue 
signalling

• How we advertise our moral qualities
• Can sometimes involve a disingenuous projection of moral 

values that is intended to enhance ones moral image
• How much of the outcry over Cecil the lion was genuine grief 

vs. a desire to demonstrate compassion?
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The death of Cecil the lion

• Cecil was a 13 year old 
African lion who lived in 
Zimbabwe

• He was being studied and 
tracked by a research 
team from the University 
of Oxford

• In July 2015 he was lured 
from a protected area and 
wounded by an arrow shot 
by an American big game 
trophy hunter called 
Walter Palmer

• Palmer had paid $50,000 
to a local guide

• The hunting team tracked 
Cecil and killed him with a 
second arrow shot the 
following morning

9For more see https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Killing_of_Cecil_the_lion and https://www.nationalgeographic.com/animals/article/cecil-
african-lion-anniversary-death-trophy-hunting-zimbabwe

Business ethics issues in key business sectors

Sector Key issues

Chemical industry Competitive practices, environmental responsibility,
health and safety, human rights

Construction industry Employment issues relating to modern slavery, health 
and safety, provenance of raw materials, 
environmentally unsustainable construction (waste 
reduction, demolition, energy saving, CO2 emissions), 
community and supply chain relationships

Supermarkets Healthy eating (especially sugar and salt content and 
pricing strategies), food and packaging waste (especially 
plastics), power in supply chain relationships, supply 
chain CO2 emissions, community relationships, local 
economic decline of town centre locations

Information and mobile 
technology

Competitive practices, fair pricing, global production 
methods, data protection, protection of consumers 
(especially children) from harmful materials, energy 
usage, CO2 emissions

Financial services Weak regulation, financial crime, responsible lending, 
sales practices and consumer protection, tax evasion and 
avoidance

10Adapted from Schaefer (2013) but taken from Crane, A., Matten, D., Glozer, S., and Spence, L., 2019, Business Ethics, 5th

edition, p.15
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Why take a course in business ethics?

Awareness

• Stimulate 
awareness of 
ethical dilemmas

Reasoning

• Develop a 
reasoning process 
with which to 
respond to them

Practice

• Practice the 
application of the 
process using real-
life case scenarios

11Hartman, L., and Werhane, P., Business Ethics and Corporate Responsibility

Identify Understand Solve

Why study business ethics with an economist?

• Economic and ethical problems have close links
– "There is hardly an ethical problem, in fact, without its 

economic aspect. Our daily ethical decisions are in 
the main economic decisions, and nearly all our daily 
economic decisions have, in turn, an ethical aspect"

Henry Hazlitt

• Business ethics is highly concerned with an economist’s 
claim…
– “In a free-enterprise, private-property system, a 

corporate executive is an employee of the owners of 
the business. He has direct responsibility to his 
employers. That responsibility is to conduct the 
business in accordance with their desires, which 
generally will be to make as much money as possible 
while conforming to the basic rules of the society, both 
those embodied in law and those embodied in ethical 
custom.”

Milton Friedman
12Hazlitt, H., 1964, The Foundations of Morality, New York: D. Van Nostrand Co., p. 301

Friedman, M., 1970, “A Friedman doctrine-- The Social Responsibility Of Business Is to Increase Its Profits” New York Times, September 13 . 
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Why study business ethics with me?

13For more on my work on whistleblowing, see https://anthonyjevans.com/constitutional-management/
For my coverage in the Financial Times, see https://www.ft.com/content/c61c7a1c-3409-11de-9eea-00144feabdc0

Famous whistleblowers

14

Chelsea Manning
2010

U.S. military airstrikes on 
civilians during the Iraq 
and Afghanistan wars

Edward Snowden
2013

NSA surveillance programmes

Keith Schooley
1992

Fraud and corruption 
at Merrill Lynch
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Back to ethics…

• Are you a law abiding citizen?
• The average American commits three federal felonies every 

day*
• Most people think it’s morally permissible to drive slightly 

higher than the speed limit
• How important is the law for your moral/ethical reasoning?

15See Silvergate, H., and Dershowitz, A.M., 2011, Three Felonies: How the Feds Target the Innocent, Encounter Books 

"You can be unethical and still 
be legal; that's the way I live my 
life.”

Mark Zuckerberg, March 5, 2004

Legal obedience

16

ii. Weak presumption in favour of obedience to law
• It’s best to observe whenever you can
• It’s acceptable to break the law if the law is inconvenient and violating 

it is unlikely to harm anyone – e.g. speeding

i. Strong presumption in favour of obedience to law
• Should almost always observe the law
• It’s only acceptable to break the law if the law is imposing 

significant harm on you – e.g. Black Americans violating Jim Crow 
laws

iii. No presumption in favour of obedience to law
• The fact that a government enacts a law has no relation to its moral 

standing
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Knowledge of the law is important

17

Patrick Mahomes is Quarterback for the Kansas City 
Chiefs

He became only the second NFL player to throw over 50 
touchdown passes and over 5,000 yards in a single 
season, in his first season as a starter

In his second season, in 2020, he was the MVP in guiding 
the Chiefs to victory in Superbowl 54, held in Miami

He flew his hairdresser, DuJuan Bonds, from Missouri, to 
get a pre game haircut*

But Bonds didn’t hold a hairdressing 
license for Florida!

“Florida Statute (476.194) expressly 
prohibits unlicensed barbers from 
performing services in the state, with 
the crime designated as a second-
degree misdemeanor punishable by up 
to 60 days in a correctional facility”**

The law wasn’t enforced

* https://nypost.com/2020/02/01/patrick-mahomes-flies-barber-to-super-bowl-2020-for-one-of-a-kind-cut/
** https://floridapolitics.com/archives/318460-bob-mcclure-congratulations-patrick-mahomes-you-have-the-right-to-remain-silent/

Is hairdressing a profession?

• A profession isn’t the same thing as a job
• It involves special training and formal qualifications

18

Traditional 
professions

New
professions

Dubious 
professions

• Doctor
• Lawyer
• Academic

• Data scientist • Hairdresser
• Occupational Therapist
• Football coach
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Who to ask?

Lawyer

Is it legal?

Professional 
Standards 

Body

Is it ethical?

Minister

Is it moral?

19

Babushka
Going forward we will leave moral 

reasoning as an individual concern and 
focus on the shared application of 

moral reasoning (i.e. ethics)

20

Profit

LawEthics
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Profit

LawEthics

1

2 3

4

5

76

8

This framework followed from a discussion with Jay Light, the then Dean of Harvard Business School, August 2009

My thoughts for managers

• Reasonable people can and do disagree about what is 
ethical 
– Generalisations based on our own intuitions can be 

flawed

• The size and position of these circles will change over time
– An awareness of time and place doesn’t imply moral 

relativism

• A movement toward ethical behaviour may be more 
important than an argument about where “the line” is

22
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Attitudes shift over time

• Best example of a common 
practice today that will be 
considered abhorrent in the 
future:

– The meat industry

• Vegetarianism is rising

• And yet many people are still 
unwilling to adopt a vegetarian 
or vegan diet

Ø Pragmatic alternative to 
vegetarianism: eat less meat

23For raw data see https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1nz19g3lvyWHvsc-Ob6kyMHmxRVVwzJIkLiVIV_9SUSM/edit#gid=1923846658

We also have an attitude toward the marketplace

Donating a 
kidney

Receiving 
reasonable 
expenses

Being paid 
for a kidney

24

Ethical? Ethical? Ethical?
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Repugnance

• It’s particularly hard for businesses to avoid behaviour that 
we deem “unethical” if some behaviour deemed 
“unethical” purely because it involves a commercial 
transaction

• Bold claim: if you believe in freedom then it shouldn’t 
matter whether we introduce a commercial transaction

– The reason why paid assassins are unethical are 
because of the murder, not because of the payment

– Selling permits for gorilla hunting is unethical 
because gorilla hunting is unethical

25

26

Profit

LawEthics

1

2 3

4

5

76

8

These are the really 
interesting borderline 
cases, e.g.
• Human trafficking
• Sweatshops
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Our attitudes and values toward innovation matter

27

Regulatory 
constraints

Ethical 
constraints

Artificial Intelligence

• By using Google CAPTCHA you are helping to train AI (the 
mouse strokes reveal that you are human)

• It could potentially detect Parkinson’s or other moto 
neuron diseases

• Should it tell you?

• Who would it sell that information to?
• Insurance companies?
• What if they raise your premiums without even telling you?

28Roger McNamee, ‘The Trouble with Facebook’, Making Sense with Sam Harris, No. 154
https://samharris.org/podcasts/152-trouble-facebook/
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Autonomous vehicles

29Van Den Hoven, J., “Introduction to the Trolley Problem”, July 2016
[https://tudelft.openresearch.net/page/15836/introduction-to-the-trolley-problem]

Who’s responsible for the Armstrong lie?

30

Lance 
Armstrong

See: “The Armstrong Lie”, 2013 [https://youtu.be/EQNItkpKkXE]

US Postal 
Service

Nike

Cancer charitiesThe media

Society

Tour de France 
organisers

US Anti-Doping 
Agency (USADA)

Linda Armstrong 
Kelly


