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Introduction: The Moral
Compass of Modern
Commerce

In an era defined by unprecedented
transparency, where a single tweet can
topple a corporation's reputation, the
question of ethics in business has never
been more pressing. Every day, companies
face decisions that test their values,
pushing them to choose between short-term
profit and long-term integrity. These
dilemmas are not abstract philosophical
debates; they are real-world challenges with
tangible consequences for stakeholders,
employees, customers, and society at large.
Understanding an example of ethical
issues in business is the first step toward
navigating this complex landscape. These
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often reveal the gap between what a
company says it stands for and how it
actually operates. This article delves deep
into the most prevalent ethical challenges
facing organizations today, offering clarity
on how they manifest and why they matter.

Defining Business Ethics:
More Than Just
Compliance

Before exploring specific instances, it is
essential to define what we mean by
business ethics. At its core, business ethics
refers to the moral principles and standards
that guide behavior in the world of
commerce. It extends far beyond legal
compliance; just because an action is legal
does not automatically make it ethical. A
company might legally pay minimum wage,
but if that wage does not allow employees
to meet basic living standards, an ethical
question arises. Ethics in business involves
a commitment to fairness, honesty,
integrity, and accountability. When these
values are compromised, we encounter an
example of ethical issues in business
that can damage trust and erode brand
value.
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Conflicts of Interest:
When Personal Gain
Collides with Professional
Duty

One of the most common and insidious
ethical issues is the conflict of interest. This
occurs when an individual's personal
interests—financial, familial, or
social—interfere with their professional
obligations to their employer or clients. A
classic example of ethical issues in
business involving conflict of interest is a
purchasing manager who awards a lucrative
contract to a supplier owned by a close
relative, even though a more competitive
bid exists from an unrelated vendor. The
ethical breach lies not necessarily in the
outcome, but in the compromised process.
The decision is tainted by personal bias,
undermining the integrity of the company's
procurement system. Other examples
include a board member sitting on the
boards of two competing companies, or an
executive who uses insider knowledge to
trade stocks for personal profit. Addressing
conflicts of interest requires robust
disclosure policies, recusal procedures, and
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rather than secrecy.

Workplace Discrimination:
The Persistent Challenge
of Bias

Despite decades of legislation and corporate
diversity initiatives, workplace
discrimination remains a painful reality.
This ethical issue encompasses a wide
range of behaviors, from overt racism and
sexism to more subtle forms of bias, such as
ageism, ableism, and discrimination based
on sexual orientation or religion. A clear
example of ethical issues in business in
this category is a hiring manager who
consistently favors candidates from a
particular demographic, whether
consciously or unconsciously, leading to a
homogeneous workforce that lacks diverse
perspectives. Discrimination can also
manifest in pay inequity, where women and
minorities earn less than their white male
counterparts for performing the same job
with the same qualifications. Beyond being
illegal, discrimination is ethically corrosive:
it demoralizes employees, stifles innovation,
and exposes the company to legal liability
and reputational harm. Ethical
organizations do not merely comply with
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anti-discrimination laws; they actively
cultivate an inclusive environment where
every individual feels valued and respected.

Corporate Governance and
Transparency: The Trust
Deficit

Corporate governance refers to the system
of rules, practices, and processes by which
a company is directed and controlled. When
governance fails, ethical lapses often follow.
A striking example of ethical issues in
business in this domain is the phenomenon
of earnings manipulation, where executives
artificially inflate financial results to meet
market expectations or trigger bonuses tied
to performance targets. The Enron scandal,
where the company used complex
accounting tricks to hide billions of dollars
in debt, remains a cautionary tale. Another
governance failure is the lack of board
independence, where directors are too
closely aligned with management to provide
effective oversight. This can lead to
excessive executive compensation packages
that are not justified by performance, or to
risky decision-making that prioritizes short-
term shareholder returns over long-term
companylchealth:ckEthical agovernance
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demands transparency in financial
reporting, independence in board
composition, and a genuine commitment to
accountability to all stakeholders, not just
shareholders.

Environmental
Responsibility: The Price
of Profit

Perhaps no ethical issue has gained as
much public attention in recent years as
corporate environmental responsibility.
Businesses have a significant impact on the
planet, consuming natural resources,
emitting pollutants, and contributing to
climate change. A compelling example of
ethical issues in business here is the
practice of greenwashing, where a
company markets itself as environmentally
friendly while its actual practices are far
from sustainable. For instance, a clothing
brand might launch a "conscious collection"
made from organic cotton, but continue to
operate factories that dump toxic chemicals
into local waterways. Another example is a
company that aggressively lobbies against
environmental regulations while
simultaneously publishing glossy
sustainability reports. The ethical failure is
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one ol hypocrisy and deception. Beyond
greenwashing, there are more direct
violations, such as neglecting to invest in
pollution control technology to save costs,
or exploiting loopholes to avoid compliance
with environmental laws. Ethical businesses
view environmental stewardship not as a
marketing tactic, but as a fundamental
responsibility toward future generations.

Data Privacy and Security:
The New Frontier of
Ethics

In the digital age, data has become one of
the most valuable assets a company
possesses. With this value comes an
enormous ethical responsibility. An
increasingly relevant example of ethical
issues in business involves the collection,
storage, and use of customer data.
Companies often gather vast amounts of
personal information, from browsing habits
to location data to financial details. The
ethical breach occurs when this data is used
in ways that customers did not explicitly
consent to, or when security measures are
inadequate to protect against breaches. The
Cambridge Analytica scandal, where
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consent for political advertising, is a
watershed example. Other issues include
selling customer data to third parties
without clear disclosure, using dark
patterns to trick users into sharing more
information than they intend, or failing to
notify affected individuals promptly when a
data breach occurs. Ethical data practices
require informed consent, robust security
protocols, and a commitment to minimizing
data collection to only what is necessary for
the stated purpose.

Algorithmic Bias: The Unseen
Ethical Pitfall

Under the broader umbrella of data ethics
lies the specific challenge of algorithmic
bias. As companies increasingly rely on
artificial intelligence and machine learning
to make decisions—from hiring to lending to
parole recommendations—the risk of
perpetuating and even amplifying existing
biases grows. A modern example of
ethical issues in business is a
recruitment algorithm that was trained on
historical hiring data from a company that
had predominantly male employees. The
algorithm learns to "prefer" male
candidates because it associates successful
hires with men, thereby discriminating
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against qualified female applicants. The
ethical issue here is not necessarily
intentional malice, but a failure to audit and
correct bias in the system. Companies have
a responsibility to ensure that their
algorithms are fair, transparent, and
regularly tested for discriminatory
outcomes.

Supply Chain Ethics: The
Hidden Cost of Low Prices

Many companies outsource production to
countries with lower labor costs, creating
complex global supply chains that can
obscure unethical practices. A troubling
example of ethical issues in business is
the use of sweatshop labor, where workers
in developing countries endure long hours,
unsafe conditions, and wages that are
insufficient to meet basic needs. Child
labor, forced labor, and human trafficking
are extreme but real occurrences in some
supply chains. The ethical responsibility
does not end at the company's own factory
gates; it extends to every link in the supply
chain. Companies that turn a blind eye to
labor abuses by their suppliers are
complicit in the harm. The 2013 Rana Plaza
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factory building collapsed, killing over
1,100 workers, was a devastating
consequence of a fashion industry that
prioritized speed and low cost over worker
safety. Ethical supply chain management
involves supplier auditing, fair contracting,
and a willingness to pay higher prices to
ensure humane conditions.

Fair Competition and Anti-
Trust Violations

Ethical businesses compete on the merits of
their products and services, not through
anti-competitive practices. An example of
ethical issues in business that
undermines market fairness is price fixing,
where competitors collude to set prices at
an artificially high level, eliminating the
benefits of market competition for
consumers. Another is bid rigging, where
companies conspire to determine the
winner of a contract in advance. Tech giants
have faced scrutiny for practices such as
using their dominant market position to
crush smaller competitors, or self-
preferencing their own products in search
results. These behaviors are not only illegal
but ethically indefensible, as they harm
consumers through higher prices, reduced
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innovation, and fewer choices. An ethical
business embraces competition as a driver
of excellence and respects the rules of the
marketplace.

Bribery and Corruption:
The Global Challenge

Bribery and corruption remain pervasive
ethical issues, particularly in international
business. A clear example of ethical
issues in business is a company that pays
bribes to foreign officials to secure
contracts, speed up permits, or influence
regulations. While such practices may be
normalized in some cultures, they are illegal
under laws like the U.S. Foreign Corrupt
Practices Act and the U.K. Bribery Act.
Beyond legality, bribery creates an uneven
playing field, rewards dishonesty, and
perpetuates cycles of corruption that harm
economic development. Even without
explicit bribes, subtle forms of corruption
exist, such as providing lavish gifts,
entertainment, or "facilitation payments" to
influence decision-making. Ethical
companies implement rigorous anti-
corruption policies, provide training to
employees, and foster a culture where
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for revenue.

Whistleblowing: The
Ethical Dilemma of
Speaking Up

A unique angle on ethical issues involves
the employees who expose wrongdoing.
Whistleblowing is the act of reporting
unethical or illegal activities within an
organization. While it is a courageous act
that protects the public interest, it also
places the whistleblower at great personal
risk, including retaliation, termination, and
social ostracism. An example of ethical
issues in business that involves
whistleblowing is an employee who
uncovers accounting fraud and reports it to
regulators. The ethical dilemma for the
organization is how to handle the
disclosure: does it retaliate against the
whistleblower to protect itself, or does it
investigate the claim and take corrective
action? The ethical organization values the
whistleblower's courage and protects them
from retaliation, recognizing that internal
transparency is essential for long-term
integrity. Unfortunately, many companies
fail this test, creating a culture of fear that
silences dissent and allows misconduct to
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Tester.

Conclusion: Building an
Ethical Culture

As the examples above illustrate, ethical
issues in business are diverse, complex, and
often deeply rooted in organizational
culture. There is no single solution to
prevent every ethical lapse. However, a
common thread runs through all the cases:
the importance of leadership commitment.
When leaders model ethical behavior,
prioritize values over short-term profits, and
create systems that reward integrity, the
likelihood of ethical breaches diminishes
significantly. An example of ethical issues
in business should serve not as a deterrent
to ambition, but as a reminder that
sustainable success is built on a foundation
of trust. Companies that invest in
ethics—through training, transparent
policies, stakeholder engagement, and
accountability mechanisms—ultimately
build stronger, more resilient organizations.
In a world where consumers and employees
increasingly demand that businesses do
better, ethics is not just a compliance
requirement; it is a competitive advantage.
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businesses must commit to doing well by
doing good.



