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Abstract 
This paper is a discussion of the rights and responsibilities of global corporations. 

Multinational and transnational corporations of the new economy face a serious 

difficulty in being ethical today. The environment is subject to the enormous 

influence of material monism and ethics becomes at times a question of profits. This 

paper discusses a few aspects on ethical marketing strategies, the use of ethical codes 

and corporate survival under the pressures of increasing globalization. The purpose of 

the paper is to investigate the situation of the individual global company in handling 

the issue of corporate ethical responsibility. Is ethical action a dilemma or an 

opportunity? 

 

1. Introduction 

People who celebrate technology say it has brought us an improved standard of 

living, which means greater speed, greater choice, greater leisure, and greater 

luxury. None of these benefits informs us about human satisfaction, happiness, 

security, or the ability to sustain life on earth.    Jerry Mander (1991,26) 

     

This paper will eventually form parts of my doctoral thesis, as consequence it is built 

on issues relevant to my Ph.D.-project. My thesis is on words and deeds in global 

corporations’ adoption of ethical codes.1 The main theory is based on the 

poststructuralist view. Its central positions will be hold by the material monist view (= 

self), the society at large (= other) and corporations’ ethical codes as a means of 

bridging over from the self to the other.  

The sections of this paper are focusing on topics central to international 

marketing in the new global economy. Firstly, there is a discussion on material 

monism, and then globalization and growth are dealt with as results of material 

monism. Next, corporate rights and responsibilities are presented as a way of trying to 

solve problems brought by globalization. Finally, two sections that provide a 

background to researching marketing ethics follow; ethics and marketing and a 

                                                 
1 The thesis and subsequent research is part of a larger research project, the VALUENET-project, 
which is founded by the Academy of Finland. The VALUENET-project examines the creation of added 
value in the new global economy. 
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section on ethical codes, the latter is the central topic of research in my doctoral 

thesis. 

2. A discussion on philosophical approaches  

Let me pose you with a simple question. What do you value more – water, a new 

television, fresh air or a diamond ring? I guess most of us are prone to answer the 

television or the diamond ring – yes, because water and air are worthless, and we have 

them in overflow. At least some of us do. Is it so that you value things according to 

their economic value? For instance, if you can sell them for a high price they are 

rendered more important? Or do you value them in accordance to their importance for 

sustaining a healthy and livable life? What do you base your values on? I guess that 

depends on how you see life. Which matters you hold as important depend on which 

philosophy of science you hold as true.  

 

Transcendental monism, material monism and dualism 
The example above can according to philosophy of science be defined in two 

concepts explained in detail by economics expert David C. Korten - transcendental 

monism and material monism (1995). Transcendental monism, on one hand, is when 

consciousness (or spirit) gives rise to matter. Many Eastern traditions as well as the 

Judeo-Christian tradition follow this path and believe that consciousness is the 

primary reality and that matter is in itself a creation of consciousness. The primary 

source of valid knowing thus originates from inner wisdom, which we access through 

being in contact with the infinite, the nature, spirits or God. This tradition brings a 

strong sense of community, a deep reverence for nature and a denial of material 

things. 

Material monism, on the other hand, was introduced by the scientific revolution 

brought by Copernicus in the 16th century. Adherents to this tradition, often natural 

scientists of the Western world, believe that matter gives rise to consciousness. Matter 

is the primary reality with physical measurement being the one valid source of 

knowledge. The emphasis of this tradition is thus on materialism, individualism, 

human use of nature and denial of the spiritual. 

One can easily understand the paradigm shift brought by the scientific 

revolution and the historic confrontation between science and the church as to 
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whether scientific observation or divine revelation was the more valid source of 

human knowledge. The material monists cast aside the whole idea of spiritual 

meaning in the universe and the intellectual and moral authority of the church was 

greatly weakened. This meant that consciousness, values, aestethics and other aspects 

of human experience were excluded from consideration in scientific inquiry. Science 

took a big leap from moral responsibility by rejecting free will and moral choice as 

explanations for behavior. Primary actors on the arena, each were competing for the 

soul of Western societies, were hence the institution of religion on one hand and the 

institution of science on the other. The philosophical validation for this split was 

Dualism (the view that matter and spirit are two distinct and independent aspects of 

reality). While the church headed the spiritual life with human values and ethics as 

their concern the secular society came to see the material world as the primary reality. 

Materialism became the dominant value and ultimately, according to Korten, 

economic growth turned to be the primary human purpose. This is the setting in which 

modern economic science took its first breath.  

 

Material monism as a philosophy of life 
As a philosophy of science material monism first made possible the scientific and 

technological accomplishments of the scientific-industrial era. But the view has since 

then become a philosophy of life deeply embedded in the modern way of life. 

Evidence of this is clearly seen in modern day striving for adventures, “kicks” and 

material satisfaction. Already 17th century philosopher Thomas Hobbes took 

materialistic monism to its extreme by arguing that the only meaningful purpose in 

life is pleasure. Practitioners of Hobbe’s philosophy are easily found in today’s world 

as well. 

Material monism has prepared the way for an economics that in its extreme 

form embraces market prices that can be observed and measured as the sole arbiter of 

human values. By doing this, the science of business and economics achieves the 

status of a true science. Since a science “must” be objective and value-free, most 

economics choose to reduce all values to market values, as revealed in market prices. 

As a consequence, natural essentials of life that are regarded as free (nature, air, 

water, love, respect) can easily become valueless – until scarcity makes them hold an 

economic value and they can be sold. At its extreme, one can say that the value of 
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human life is arrived at by calculating a person’s lifetime earning potential or 

“economic contribution”. Material monism has become a philosophy of life and has 

influenced the whole economic system from households to global corporations. What 

then to a large extent counts are money, economic growth and sellable items. But 

alongside with this rather extreme way of modern life there is the forming of another 

counter-revolution, a social and environmental revolution. We can see this revolution 

bringing a long-term focus and a deep concern for what kind of world we are leaving 

to our children. More about this rise of sustainable consciousness is discussed in 

section three of this paper. 

 

The dilemma of global corporations 
It is in this modern economic environment that the businesses and corporations find 

themselves stuck with a dilemma. Even if the single multinational or local firm wants 

to run an ethical management of resources, people and environment – how can it 

survive in the devastatingly competitive system of material monism, which in its 

extreme forms values only sellable items and measurable growth? Who takes 

responsibility for human rights, environmental issues and labor safety in a society that 

only values important aspects of life by economic standards - if it is not the economic 

actors themselves? This paper deals with this very delicate issue.  

Previous Finnish studies in the field of morality and ethics have been done by 

Johanna Kujala (2001) on moral awareness in business and by Minna Halme (1997) 

on environmental awareness in business. In Great Britain Gordon Pearson (1995) and 

Stiles and Taylor (1993) have done a survey on the adoption of ethical codes in 

British companies. Other central pieces of research in the field are the Swedish 

textbooks Tomas Brytting’s Företagsetik (1998) and Claes Gustafsson’s Om företag, 

moral och handling (1998).   

 

3. Globalization and growth  

The roots of the current drive toward economic globalization can be traced back to the 

depression preceding World War II. The globalization at that time included spreading 

of the capitalist economic system as a means of getting access to extended markets. 

This would firstly create sufficient export surplus to maintain full employment in the 



 8

capitalist world. Secondly, it would establish a globalized economy where the planet 

would be united in peace and prosperity (Korten 1995). The first objective has, in a 

sense, been somewhat fulfilled. The accomplishment second objective is, in contrast, 

not so evident – if even accomplished at all. 

 

An historical overview – the creation of institutions 
Achieving these two goals was partly aimed at through establishing worldwide 

institutions. See Table 1 for an overview of the institutions. Firstly, the United 

Nations (UN) were created, mainly to function as a forum for debate. It was to be 

inclusive of all countries, each with an equal voice in the General Assembly. 

Additionally, financial institutions were needed for stabilizing currencies and enabling 

capital investment in underdeveloped regions. As a response to this, the so-called 

Bretton Woods institutions came into being, all in order to promote the new global 

concern. Firstly, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) was created to be 

responsible for keeping currencies stable and facilitate trade.  

 

Institution Purpose of institution 

UN A forum for debate, inclusive of all countries 

IMF * To keep currencies stable and facilitate trade 

IBRD * To facilitate capital investments in less developed regions 

and open these for development 

GATT * A body to promote multilateral trade agreements 

WTO To promote free movement of goods and capital 

NATO Facilitate trade and economic stability in the Atlantic region

OECD To promote economic globalization and development 

Bilderberg Group To unify European and Atlantic goals in globalization 

Trilateral Commission To unify goals of American, Western European and 

Japanese economic development 

* The so-called Bretton Woods institutions 

Table 1: An overview of the institutions created to facilitate globalization. 

 

Next, the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) was 

established. This is commonly known as the World Bank and its mission is to 
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facilitate capital investments in underdeveloped regions and open them for 

development. The original purpose of the bank was to finance European 

reconstruction, although little need was expressed for this. Finally, the General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) came into being. GATT serves as a body 

through which multilateral trade agreements are fashioned and enforced.  

As a successor to GATT, another institution was created in 1995, the World 

Trade Organization (WTO). WTO is another trade body of independent legal identity 

with its goal to eliminate barriers to free movement of goods and capital. These 

corporations sum up to serving the global corporations with legislative and judicial 

powers for further economic globalization. In a few words one can conclude the 

missions of the institutions as follows: IBRD and IMF institutionalizes the new world 

economic order (see definition below) in low-income countries, while WTO has 

mandate and powers to do the same in the industrial countries (Korten 1995).  

In addition to these, further co-operation agreements were needed to facilitate 

globalization. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) was formed in 1949 

and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) was 

established in 1961. The less known unofficial Bilderberg Group of American and 

European leading politicians, key industrialists and financiers met for the first time in 

1954 in Holland. Its aim was to create unified European and Atlantic goals. Taking 

also the vibrant Japanese economy into account the Americans and Western 

Europeans joined in to form the Trilateral Commission - also in order to promote 

globalization.   

 

A New World economic order 
The last decades have consequently brought the most rapid institutional 

transformation in human history. Businesses no longer necessarily have a nationality 

and know no borders. We are in faced with a New World economic order. This new 

order is driven by global dreams of vast corporate empires, compliant governments, a 

globalized consumer monoculture and a universal ideological commitment to 

corporate libertarianism (Korten 1995, Peattie 1998).  

Korten uses many different terms to define the New World economic order. He 

speaks of an ideology known by various names; neoclassical, neoliberal, libertarian 

economics, neoliberalism, market capitalism or market liberalism. In this paper the 
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term corporate libertarianism is used to refer to all these definitions. The common 

idea in the above is the free-market ideology with money as its sole measure of value. 

Practicing the ideology implies a deepening social, human and environmental 

disintegration in the whole world. This is explained in more detail below. 

Environmental and business researcher Donald Fuller describes the New World 

economic order as letting the concept of competition mean everything. He writes 

about competition: “This is accomplished through the market mechanism, which 

allows customers to make informed choices (market transactions) after considering 

the various competitive offerings” (1999, 31). Only, in this market mechanism the 

only variable that matters is usually the competitive pricing to quality ratio. In other 

words – “money talks”. 

In the New World economic order we can distinguish between two types of 

global corporations. The first type is the multinational corporation, which takes on 

many national identities, while it is maintaining local sales facilities and production in 

individual countries. In a very protected individual market this is the global 

corporation’s only chance of producing locally in each setting. The second type is the 

transnational corporation, which organizes its operations around vertically integrated 

supplier networks and outsources its production to other firms in the network (Korten 

1995). This has become a very popular form of global corporation in the early new 

millennium. In this paper the term global corporation is used to include both types of 

enterprises. 

Green marketing expert Ken Peattie visions the new economic order being 

replaced by a new economic era in the coming future (1998). He calls this the “post-

Keynesianiesm” - an economy focused on sustainability and stability. Life will then 

be led by a “post-humanism” recession back to a symbiosis between society and 

ecology. The positions the industry and its production will ideally be based on 

sustainable values and a genuine democracy. Peattie sees a future with other softer 

values as well and not only monetary values. 

The New World economic order brings new challenges for businesses and 

corporations. Globalization is found at the core of the economic order. The term 

globalization then refers to the qualitatively new world economy that has been 

emerging with new trends being the volume and pace of international capital flows. 

Benefits of this high pace globalization can be seen in all regions of the world and he 

named goals for globalization (peace, employment and prosperity) has worldwide 
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partly been achieved. But along with the benefits of globalization, one can also say 

that it simultaneously poses a greater responsibility on developed countries in relating 

to developing countries. New market countries have been alarmed by the extent to 

which globalization undermines national policy autonomy. Out of this situation it is 

not surprising that trade disputes emerges of who is responsible for what outcomes. 

The implications of a global economy and its impact upon the Third World have 

raised the interest in ethical issues (Johnson and Smith 1999, Hallaq and Steinhorst 

1999, Hawk 1994, Lyon 1994). 

However, we are still in the middle of the New World economic order with the 

struggles this has brought us, as we see in the next section. 

 

A threefold human crisis  
Even if globalization and growth have brought huge advantages for the economic 

actors on the global arena, one can also conclude that some of the promises given by 

protagonists of globalization have not been fulfilled. These include, as previously 

mentioned, the promises of a peaceful world and the defeat of poverty in the world 

(Korten 1995, Peattie 1998). As marketing professional Lawrence Chonko (1995) 

puts it, economic growth might even be outpaced by the growth of social problems. 

We can argue that – at least this far - the New World economic order has not solved 

the global poverty, social and environmental problems.   

Korten calls these problems a threefold human crisis, which has come as a 

“side-effect” of the modern global pattern of acting, thinking and giving priority to 

certain issues.2 See Figure 1. Firstly, a deepening poverty is spreading among almost 

all the countries in the world. High unemployment, corporate downsizing, falling real 

wages, greater dependence on part-time and temporary jobs without benefits and the 

weakening of unions are all examples of economic drawbacks brought by 

globalization. Secondly, social disintegration brings increasingly social stress in small 

and large cities alike. This is seen in rising rates of crime, drug abuse, divorce, 

teenage suicide, and domestic violence as well as growing numbers of political, 

economic and environmental refugees. Thirdly, the environmental destruction is more 

                                                 
2 Peattie (1998) addresses the same issue but sees it as a four-fold crisis coming from problems within 
the social, economical, technical and judicial systems.  
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apparent with each year, with never ending examples of polluted rivers, acid rain and 

ecological catastrophes.  

 

  
     Deepening  

poverty 
 

 

 

 

 

  Social       Environmental 
  disintegration     destruction 
 

Figure 1: The three-fold human crisis. 

  

The reasons behind the threefold human crisis can easily be sought in the back-

waves of globalization. But when analyzing it a little bit deeper, the norms of the 

resource-intensive lifestyles become the ones blamed with guilt. These are the norms 

of material monism. As the individuals desire more and more services and goods, the 

increase in resources needed is never surging. But it is not only resources that lack 

regeneration; the life-style of an increasing amount of modern individuals also 

generates large quantities of cultural wastes. Fuller (1999) heavily argues that we now 

face an ecological imperative: to manage the wasting that comes out of this 

production-consumption process. People and corporations worldwide have started to 

take this knowledge seriously and act according to it. But the road ahead is not easy, 

as we will see further on in this paper. 

 

The rise of sustainable consciousness 
The consciousness of ethical responsibility in the new global economy is a spreading 

trend among various countries, people and groups in the world. Rachel Carson, who 

received widespread publicity in 1962 with her book Silent Spring, is by some seen as 

a founder the modern environmental movement. The movement has come to include 

academics, scientists, environmental activists, religious denominations, business 

leaders, government regulators, politicians and customers (Fuller 1999). A common 

HUMAN 

CRISIS 
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goal for all these stakeholders of the living earth is to care for a livable future. One 

speaks of a holistic view of the world and of sustainable development. Below, three 

examples of the environmental or green movement are shortly presented. 

One result of the globalizing consciousness was the United Nations Conference 

on Environment and Development (UNCED) held in Rio de Janeiro in June 1992. 

Also called the Earth Summit, this is seen as a defining moment in the global citizen 

dialogue. Parallel to the official meeting additional 18,000 private citizens gathered to 

form The People’s Earth Declaration: A Proactive Agenda for the Future (Korten 

1995). The declaration highlights the people’s right to demand that governments and 

corporations remain accountable to the public will and interest. 

Another initiative for bringing the environmental stakeholders in the living earth 

together is called The Natural Step, TNS. Its purpose is “to develop and share a 

framework comprised of easily understood, scientifically based principles that can 

serve as a compass to guide society toward a just and sustainable future” (Hawken 

1996, 1). A Swedish researcher, Karl-Henrik Robert, founded TNS in 1989. The goal 

for the movement is to train one million people in the next five years in the workings 

of a new model of sustainability. 

A more revolutionary reaction to the new global economy is an official 

movement referred to as the Ecological Revolution. The formative ideas of the 

Ecological Revolution are products of the collective human experience and the study 

of both living and non-living systems. Six principles have been put forward as goals 

for adherents of the ecological rethinking (Korten 1995).3 Most of the principles stress 

the necessity for power transformation to the local economies instead of forcing 

localities into international competition. As an alternative to a homogeneous 

globalized consumer culture, it nurtures cultural diversity. 

The rise of sustainable consciousness, expressed in various forms, is a fight for 

a livable future. The movement bears a quite straightforward message for businesses. 

The message is that corporations must take into account the fact that environmental, 

human and social problems are a trade-off necessity that is needed to achieve long-

term human survival. Issues related to these problems are therefore to be legitimized 

as a necessary part of the value-added equation of business profitability and trade 

                                                 
3 The principles are of environmental sustainability, economic justice, biological and cultural diversity, 
the people’s sovereignty or subsidiarity, intrinsic responsibility and common heritage. Korten 1995, 
271-276. 
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opportunities. Trade conflicts are hence a result of this dilemma of trade on one hand 

and soft values such as labor standards, environmental standards and other social and 

economic factors on the other hand. This is exactly where also influential non-

governmental organizations and trade unions argue that new issues have to be brought 

into the international trading system. These institutional actions can be seen as part of 

the movement for a sustainable future. In the institutions one speaks of multilateral 

trade rules or a professional set of ethical codes and principles. Problems that were 

formerly the responsibility of national governments must now be the responsibility of 

the global economy and its actors (Sutherland 1998).  

Such codes can be of institutional origin or private origin. One example of the 

former kind of codes is the United Nations’ Global Compact, a set of principles 

established in 1999 for protecting the soft values in the emerging global business 

world. Other examples are the The OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises 

and The ILO Tripartite Declaration of principles Concerning Multinational 

Enterprises and Social Policy. ILO demands that WTO adopt a set of ethical values in 

its promoting globalization and free trade. Private codes then are for instance Shell’s 

and Nokia’s corporate code of ethical behavior. Another type of private code is The 

Caux Round Table Principles came to existence in 1993, established by a set of 

representatives from international politics and corporate business. The code is a 

voluntary set of minimal ethical rules that companies can choose to sign. Codes can 

also have the purpose of universal codes expressing general issues or organizational 

codes focusing on the organization’s culture (Pearson 1995). More on codes is found 

in section six. 

What is needed to cure the problems of the threefold human crisis are individual 

initiative AND corporate action and commitment. Fuller (1999) argues that the 

“ecology versus economy” debate must end with the conclusion that economics and 

environmental quality are interrelated. Corporate rights are, in other words, to go 

hand-in-hand with corporate responsibilities. 

 

4. Corporate rights versus corporate responsibilities  

The first attempt to think about social responsibilities and consequently establish a 

special set of ethics for those in power was already in the 16th century. It was called 

casuistry, a term first mentioned by John Calvin in 1536 (Chonko 1995). Casuistry 
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imposed on leaders that they have to find a balance between a) the individual leader’s 

private ethic and b) the social responsibility the leader had to his kingdom. In modern 

terms casuistry would impel that the business leaders find a way to live up to their 

private ethics alongside with the responsibility to employees, customers and 

companies. The thought seems to have current applicability still today. 

 

Growing power of the global corporation 
The two previous sections show that corporations have emerged as the dominant 

governance institutions on earth. The largest of them are reaching into virtually every 

country of the world and are exceeding most governments in size and power. (Korten 

1995) When taking into account that the normal corporate interests (economic values 

such as growth, overturn, market share) differ from the traditional human interests 

(such as security, love, health and social belonging), it becomes frightening to realize 

the immense powers of the largest corporations. With local authorities and 

governments ruled out by the interests of multinational corporations, one cannot but 

ask who takes responsibility for the well being in these local areas. As Chonko (1995) 

righteously wonders - who sees to short-term outcomes and who guards the long-term 

objectives? 

In the global modern world one has left to the market forces to decide what is 

right and what is wrong. The consumers can all vote with their buying habits - the 

logic goes that one dollar is one vote. If the consumers buy ethically produced items 

and services, well, then there is a potential for the producer of such to survive. If not, 

well, then the evolution makes other, less ethical corporations survive. Only there is a 

big flaw in this consumer voting logic – the ones with the money are subsequently the 

ones with the power. This logic easily adds up to “no dollar, no vote”. In other words 

the people with the money must in cooperation with the producing corporations also 

take responsibility for those who are set outside of this severely flawed voting system 

of the new world economic order or market liberalism. (Korten 1995) 

Korten argues that the adherents of market liberalism neglect the distinction 

between the rights of money and the rights of people. They speak of freedom of the 

market, which easily becomes freedom of the money (if you have any!). Rights 

become a function of property rather than personhood, which adds up to that only 

those with property have rights. Additionally, arguing that the only obligation of the 
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individual is to honor contracts and the property rights of others, the “moral” 

philosophy of market liberalism effectively releases those who have property from an 

obligation to those who don’t. Of course, market liberalists do not run all 

corporations, but the business climate tends to bear its norms. 

As a result of this discussion, we can assume that the global corporations have 

the immense power that only money can buy. The powerful role of these corporations 

makes the worldviews that the managers hold important (Fuller 1999). A person’s 

worldview is the way the person looks at reality and is often influenced greatly by 

culture and religion. Being influential in another part of the world than a manager 

grew up, can make the power of the manager seem even bigger, since his view on 

ethics and life can be controversial to the people affected by his power.    

 

The networking dilemma - or opportunity! 
Defenders of corporate libertarianism continue to argue that the greening process of 

marketing management (see next section) within a globalized free market will provide 

an answer to the world’s social and environmental problems. This might very well be 

so. Only in this situation the socially conscious manager faces an emerging dilemma. 

The united system of globalization and economic libertarianism without a systematic 

responsibility by the global corporations creates a predatory system. This makes it a 

hard task for ethically conscious corporations to survive. The choice might many a 

time be between their vision to run an ethically sound corporation or to be expelled 

from the economic network in which they act (Korten 1995). Some firms develop as 

result split personalities and in the end try to do both.4 

Split personalities might occur from the special situation of trying to run too 

many preferences at the same time. As Chonko puts it: “There is much pressure to act 

on the basis of short-term considerations at the expense of the long-term welfare of 

the company and, possibly, the individual” (1995, 25). The switching of network from 

one to another is a typical impossibility in the short-run. Belonging to a network is - 

especially for industries with few actors - maybe the only chance of keeping the 

                                                 
4 Levi Strauss, for instance, has set strict standards with regard to the work environment. Its contractor 
in China was hiring girls as young as eleven as full-time seamstresses when Levi Strauss made an 
agreement to pay the wages for these girls while sending them to school until they reached the age of 
14. Then they would return to work, as the girls at that point would have reached the minimum 
employment age set by the International Labor Organization. This case shows the constraints set on a 
global corporation in trying to cling to the market and still be ethical (Korten 1995). 
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business alive. The structure of international production is changing as firms are 

integrating the production and marketing of goods and services across national 

borders in increasingly complex ways. The most successful transnational corporations 

in the global economy are adapting to this trend by continuously forming complex 

networking forms of relationships such as international networks and alliances. This is 

the case with for instance Japanese, European and American transnational 

corporations. (Kelemen and Peltonen 2001, Sutherland 1998, Dicken 1998). In a 

survey done recently in Finland, Johanna Kujala (2001) concludes that also the 

morality in business is moving from individual principles to relations between 

business actors. The networks are in other words gaining importance also for 

corporate ethical behavior. 

Some networks are probably more ethical than others. But normally when the 

playground is too big, it’s easy for the actors not to see the impact of their behavior. 

Critical voices address it as “concentration without centralization”. Then again – can a 

global corporation survive without the participation in the networking formation?  Or 

maybe the global corporation with ethical consciousness needs to choose the right 

network, if there are several to choose between, that is. We reach our dilemma again – 

in some industries there is no choice. Play the game according to the rules of the game 

- or loose it. It all becomes a question of proper marketing and managing of the 

network position. 

Managing business relationships can be done on three levels; episodes, 

relationships and networks (Turnbull and Zolkiewski 1995, Turnbull and Topcu 

1996). This paper focuses on the relationship level. The reason for this is that value 

creation and value sharing – which is accomplished by ethical codes - is the raison 

d’être of explicitly collaborative customer-supplier relationships (Anderson 1995). 

Furthermore the relationships can have different development stages; pre-relationship, 

exploratory, developing and stable (Ford 1980, Ford et al. 1998). The stage of interest 

here is the pre-relationship development stage. This is the point where decisions are 

being made whether to develop and establish long-term relationships, and this is 

where soft values such as calculative trust, credibility and security makes a great 

difference (Ravald and Grönroos 1996). In other words, the pre-development stage of 

a relationship is crucial in ethical management of extending the network. Trust 

promotes adaptive organizational forms, such as later network relations (Rosseau et 

al. 1998, Pearson 1995). Wilson describes the creation of value and the relationship 
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establishing stage as being one of mutual goals, structural bonds and cooperation and 

commitment by partners in the relationship (Wilson 1995). Again, the relationship 

and network perspective appear as being of major importance in taking ethical 

decisions and profiling the company in a morally sustainable way. 

Soft values consequently occur as delicate issues of business relationships. This 

is especially so when crossing frontiers of culture, language and tradition, which 

implies dealing with different codes of conduct and value (Forsgren and Johansson 

1992, Osman-Gani et al. 2000, Koskinen 1999). One can therefore say that a greater 

globalization gives a higher priority of soft added value. This point is further 

emphasized when enterprises of the western world relate to businesses in developing 

countries, which are the weaker parties in any business relationships. 

As a result, one can argue that no single organization or corporation can solve 

the ecological, human or social problems all by itself. Rather a team-approach must 

be taken to bring all the necessary skills together and achieve consensus among the 

actors in the industry. Consensus is also needed among the stakeholders of the 

corporation and consequently a network approach is more functional and successful 

from this point of view (Fuller 1999). The network might be the real opportunity for 

corporations who want to take their responsibility in conjunction with doing business.  

 

Ethics and profitability 
As we see, ethics and profitability are oftentimes two tightly knitted issues. One 

approach to take a closer look at these issues is to ask for the purpose of business in 

the first place. When diving into the reason for business existence one find two very 

different positions. One is clearly outspoken by Harvard marketing professor 

Theodore Levitt: “Business must fight as if it were at war. And, like a good war, it 

should be fought gallantly, daringly, and above all, not morally.” (1958, 43) His 

standpoint is clear; the purpose of business is profitability. In his camp the argument 

continues that businesses even act irresponsibly if they take on task relating to ethical 

decision-making. Economist Milton Friedman has originally also stated this viewpoint 

very clearly. He writes: “Few trends could so thoroughly undermine the very 

foundations of our free society as the acceptance by corporate officials of a social 

responsibility other than to make as much money for the stockholders as possible.” 

(1962, 133). Friedman questions repeatedly in his production how a business 
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executive can know what is best for society. He additionally holds that socially 

responsible activities are expensive and thus drive up prices, which results in 

declining demand and less profit (Chonko 1995). 

Marketing professors Gene Laczniak and Patrick Murphy (1993) agree on that 

ethics affect profitability negatively – at least in the short run. But, as opposed to this, 

they contend that in the long run the relationship between good ethics and profitability 

is most likely positive. The reason for this is that consumers over time recognize the 

ethically aware organizations, which eventually leads to enhanced respect by the 

customers and consequently to higher profitability for the company. Goldsmith and 

Clutterbuck (1984) have developed a 2x2-matrix on the ethics-profits trade-off. In the 

matrix, one dimension stands for profit (high or low) and the other one for ethics 

(high or low). The first quadrant (ethics high/profits low) shows the corporation that 

wants to profile itself ethically, but profits seem to be a problem. If the company can 

raise its profits and keep the ethics good, the second quadrant (ethics and profits high) 

is reached. This is the ultimate position for long-term survival for any company. The 

third quadrant (ethics and profits low) shows a foolish business idea with trade off on 

both the moral and the profit side. Finally, the fourth quadrant (ethics low/profits 

high) shows a business position that probably is managed with profits as a short-term 

goal and a trade-off for ethics. This model clearly pictures the dilemma between 

ethics and profits for corporations in though competition.  

The Business Roundtable group in the USA is composed of the chief executive 

officers of the largest 100 US-headquartered organizations. In the late 80’s the group 

released a report with the following observation: 
“One of the myths about business is that there is a contradiction between ethics and 

profit. The myth is thoroughly debunked by the attitudes and actions of top managers. 

There is a deep conviction that a good reputation for fair and honest business is a 

prime corporate asset that employees should nurture with the greatest care.” (Keogh 

1998,2) 

This standpoint appears as the other position, the contradictory camp to Levitt’s. In 

this second position ethics is perceived as a value-adding variable for the corporation.  

A totally different way of addressing the issue is through Kotler’s perceived-

value pricing concept. This concept implies that it is the buyer’s perception of value 

that is the key to pricing – not the seller’s cost. In other words, if the consumer sees 

the service or product as valuable, s/he will buy it at a higher cost, which corresponds 
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to the perceived value of the item. For instance, according to a report in 1992, 53% of 

the Finns are willing to pay a higher price for a product in order to protect the 

environment (Peattie 1998). So, if the service or product is produced in an ethically 

good manner and the consumer is aware of this and values it, the profitability can very 

well be positive.  
 

Global aspects of international marketing 
With aspect to the meaning of business, management guru Peter Drucker holds the 

view that “There is only one valid definition of business purpose: to create a 

customer” (1973, 61). Business and marketing are thus inseparable concepts and the 

customer becomes the way to increase growth and profits (Fuller 1999). By 

specifying Drucker’s definition with the adjective “conscious” in front of “customer”, 

we would have created a solution to the dilemma between ethics and business, as 

discussed above. If the business purpose would be to create a conscious customer, 

there would be a win-win-win situation for the business, the customer and the future 

wellbeing on earth. A global impact – including the state of future worldwide 

wellbeing - is really what is at stake when it comes to transnational or multinational 

corporations and their businesses. International marketing thus has several aspects to 

it that should be considered by thinking globally. 

A relatively new trend is to view the world as one large market segment – this is 

especially so in industries with a few large actors. Improved technology is seen to be 

the primary force in creating standardized consumer markets. This trend puts large 

corporations in the middle of foreign cultures, values and traditions. In consequence, 

eventually this also makes international marketing vulnerable to ethical problems 

associated with the internationalization of the business and the customer. Laczniak 

and Murphy (1993) present four specific areas in which ethical issues can appear as a 

direct result from expanded international marketing. The issues are as follows: 1) 

Selling inferior products to less developed or less regulated markets. For instance the 

dumping of unsafe chemical products in third world countries. 2) Exploiting less 

developed countries for the profits of large corporations. A well-known example was 

the selling of infant formula in Africa without providing sufficient instructions. This 

led to misuse and a catastrophe. 3) Manipulating the political system of a host country 

to ease entrance by foreign corporations, with the motive only being to raise their 

market share. An example of this would be to make use of diplomatic skirmishes to 
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guarantee tree trade tariffs and quotas favorable exclusively to foreign firms. 4) 

Intervening politically in order to protect organizational assets from host country 

interference. For instance posing threats of nationalization after a substantial 

marketing investment in a foreign country, would be such political intervention. As 

result, these four issues show how clearly connected international marketing is to 

ethical questions. 

After this brief introduction to ethical issues in international marketing, let us 

look at two other aspects of ethical issues that are critical in a global marketing 

context; cultural relativism and economic development. Firstly, there is the issue of 

cultural relativism. This refers to the acceptance of norms, traditions and values of the 

host country by the foreign corporation. Even if it seems that there are some universal 

standards (such as honesty and safety) that are applicable to all business decisions, 

different economic development and socio-cultural values in various regions may 

greatly limit the use of universal standards. The postmodern trend is to accept cultural 

relativism wholeheartedly, which has led to a number of organizations having been 

criticized for doing such business abroad that is illegal at home (Chonko 1995, 

Laczniak and Murphy, 1993). A good example of this is the use of bribes, which at 

times is done abroad by companies that would never dream of doing it at home. In 

fact, one of the most common ethical issues faced by marketing professionals in 

foreign countries is the pressure to accept bribes – and this often just to be able to do 

their jobs.  

Secondly, difference in economic development can also lead to tricky situations. 

Let me refer to Abraham Maslow’s famous hierarchy of needs, which suggests that 

there are primary needs, such as economic survival and safety, and secondary needs, 

such as behaving ethically or being a respected citizen. Firstly, the primary needs 

have to be satisfied before looking to other needs. In other words, the situation may be 

such in a less developed country that the pressure for an organization to survive and 

succeed is fiercer than in a developed country. Once you know you will stay alive, 

there is the possibility to satisfy higher order needs, such as conducting business 

ethically. The situation gets even more complex if the host country, which in this case 

is less developed, is so eager for hard currency that it pressures the foreign 

corporation into lower standards of ethical behavior. Thus, low economic 

development can lead to lower ethical standards. 
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As we know, the new global economy is very knowledge intensive and has a 

very high level of competition. The competitiveness on the business market has led to 

companies’ having to be very careful about their firm’s profile. International 

marketers need to be very attentive to ethical behavior for the sake of the company’s 

name. Environmental, labor or human rights’ scandals can in one second wipe away a 

long built-up image. As concludes CEO of Metsäpuu Oy Pekka Sairanen: “On the 

international market, the soft values are indeed very hard issues” (FNB 18.8.2001).5 A 

company’s methods and values can have an immense impact on how easy it is to be 

invited to relationships and networks. In other words, the result is how attractive one 

is on the global partner market. This makes global corporations usually very aware 

about their image.  

The impact and relevance of business ethics should at this point be clear. 

Sociologist and philosopher Zygmunt Bauman reasons around the issue of business 

ethics by putting forth that the great issues of ethics, like e.g. human rights, social 

justice and collective welfare have lost nothing but just their topicality. They only 

have to be dealt with in a novel way, he says (1993). Business ethics is a shot at 

dealing with the ethical issues in economic context. This includes the perspective of 

business networks, a central research area of modern economic science. Combining 

the network perspective with the value concept makes outcome is tricky. But the 

value concept cannot be ignored (Wilson and Jantrania 1996, Ravald and Grönroos 

1996). Consequently, value creation has become a central purpose of marketing and 

management (Jantrania and Wilson 1999, Anderson and Narus 1999). Particularly so, 

it is central to understand the dynamics of the business relationships. By delivering 

superior value to customers one’s competitive position on the business market is 

clearly highlighted and the possibility for sustaining long-term business relationships 

is greater. At the core of value delivery is the marketing concept. 

In conclusion, a few words on international marketing as value adding 

management. Anderson and Narus (1999) consider value-adding management a 

cornerstone of business marketing. They argue that value is the monetary worth of the 

various benefits (economic, technical, service and social) that a customer firm 

receives in exchange for the price it pays for a market offering. The organization 

hence needs to decide what kinds of ethical criteria are to guide their actions and to 

                                                 
5 Author’s translation.  
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take account of the morality content of the ends or management objectives they 

embrace (Vickers 1997). Value can be defined as product value in a two-dimensional 

construct, with economic elements/non-economic elements as one dimension and 

intrinsic/extrinsic elements as the other (Reddy 1991). Extrinsic non-economic 

features are the focus of this research, as this is where the vendor’s soft values come 

into focus. Such values are the firm’s reputation, reliability, responsiveness, dyad 

relations and service (Reddy 1991, Wilson and Jantrania 1996). Such features are set 

by continuously being aware of a company’s ethical standards. 

In the following section, we will take a closer look at how marketing 

professionals can handle these ethical issues that come as necessary bi-products of the 

internationalization of business activities. 

 

5. Ethics and marketing  

Even in the business world, which is normally referred to as being the place where 

hard values rule, there is a place for ethical behavior and consciousness. As Emile 

Durkheim and Adam Smith have argued; economic self-interest should be “embedded 

within a plurality of other, contending, social and moral relationships” (Durkheim 

1933). As the world grows smaller with the ever more rapid globalization, the 

businesses face dealing with problems connected to other cultures and codes of values 

and conduct. Suddenly, ethical issues such as labor issues, human rights and 

environmental protection, which were formerly the responsibility of local 

governments, have become a reality ruled by the powers of economic actors. These 

actors include global corporations and international business networks whose policies 

and actions can threaten or enhance the natural environments, the political stability 

and the prosperity of host societies. (Johnson and Smith 1999) 

In this setting we find also Nordic firms acting on the global business market in 

relation with various partners. The firms accumulate added value in a number of 

different ways; hard values such as technology, market share and economic 

profitability as well as soft values such as integrity, responsibility and a good image. 

These soft values are often times made reachable by adopting a code of ethics, which 

guide the corporation in taking ethically sustainable decisions.  

As seen from the discourse above, globalization has brought a surge for a 

common market, unified desires and a homogeneous new generation. Coca-Cola is a 
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good example on how a global corporation influences a whole generation of youth in 

the poorest and richest countries alike. International marketing has become a central 

function for any large corporation’s handling of the impacts of globalization. As also 

seen from the discussion above, ethics and marketing are closely interdependent.  

Below, a few aspects on ethics and marketing will be discussed. 

 

Central terms 
Before we go into the more specific aspects of ethical marketing, let us make a few 

terms clear. Firstly, sustainable marketing is a term defining the ways and means for 

reconciling ecological and economic factors through reinvented products and product 

systems. Other terms that address the same idea include green marketing,6 

environmental marketing, ecological marketing and Eco-marketing. Fuller (1999) 

joins all these concepts into the broader construct of sustainable marketing. For 

marketing to be sustainable, he contends that three criteria are to be fulfilled. The 

criteria are that customer needs are met, organizational goals are attained and the 

process is compatible with the ecosystems. 

Secondly, ethics refer to the constituents of good and bad behavior, including 

actions and values that relate to it (Chonko 1995). Ethics is in other words the 

guidelines of conduct by which we live, a kind of conscience. Marketing professionals 

have at least three different ethics to be concerned with; the individual ethic, the 

organizational ethic and the professional ethic. The individual ethic is the moral 

frame one uses in private life. The frame might not always be the same in individual 

ethic as for instance in organizational ethic, which is the term referring to the 

collective standards that constitute the organization’s moral standards. Let me give an 

example. Giving a gift to a friend you appreciate is not bribing if reasoning from the 

individual’s ethical point of view - but giving gifts between organizations might be a 

bribe if the organizational ethic prohibits it. As a third type of ethic, we have the 

professional ethic, which is the ethic held by members of a certain profession. 

Medical practitioners hold a certain medical ethic, engineers have their own code of 

                                                 
6 Peattie defines green marketing as a holistic marketing process in which the customer’s and the 
management’s needs are identified, predicted and satisfied in a profitable and sustainable way. For 
more on green marketing see Peattie (1998,  55-79). 
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accepted behavior and economists do so as well, although this is maybe not as strict as 

the medical ethic.7 

These three ethics can coincide in some areas, but also differ in others. The 

issues in which the ethics coincide are quite easy to deal with and managers probably 

don’t even realize that an issue is of ethical value. By contrast, areas in which the 

ethics differ might pose conflict upon (a) the individual, (b) the organization or (c) the 

professional colleagues. For example, it is not easy to lower one’s private conception 

of an ethically sound action in favor of the ethic of the organization or the profession 

(Chonko 1995). What is of interest in this paper is the organizational ethic.  

Thirdly, social corporate responsibility is not the same as ethics, but is rather 

the set of generally accepted relationships, obligations and duties that form part of the 

effect corporations have on society (Chonko 1995). Social corporate responsibility 

comes from the view that marketers have responsibilities to a wide set of 

stakeholders.  

Fourthly, a stakeholder is any individual or group of individuals who can be 

affected by a corporation's achievements and actions. Thus, a global corporation can 

have many different stakeholders, such as stockholders, customers, suppliers, 

employees, the host communities/countries, and other similar groups (Laczniak and 

Murphy 1993). Primary stakeholders are those that have a formal, official or 

contractual relationship with the firm, for instance owners, suppliers, employees and 

customers. All other stakeholders are defined as secondary stakeholders. Public-

interest groups, the media, consumer advocates and local community organizations 

with special and sometimes occasional interest are all examples of the latter group. 

Sometimes these are referred to as a broader or wider set of stakeholders. Below the 

issue of stakeholders is developed further. 

 

The stakeholder concept  
Organizations that see to it that their primary stakeholders attain their objectives and 

at the same time try to keep the secondary stakeholders satisfied are said to subscribe 

to the stakeholder concept. Primary stakeholders are thus more central, but secondary 

stakeholders are still also taken into account, as much as possible. The goal of the 

                                                 
7 For instance the ethical codes for engineers and scientists by Swiss Academy of Engineering 
Sciences. See Peattie (1998, 358-359). 
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stakeholder concept is seen as creating the classic “win-win” situation for all 

stakeholders. A typical characteristic for a corporation that is using the stakeholder 

concept is that it thinks in long-term perspective. The premise behind the concept is 

precisely that the organization that adopts the concept is looking for maximized 

economic and social benefits in the long run, rather than short-term profit (Laczniak 

and Murphy 1993). 

It seems that the stakeholder concept is linked to more and more corporate 

strategies. One example of a corporation that is holding such a management strategy 

is Johnson and Johnson (JandJ), who has incorporated the stakeholder concept into 

their official credo statement. Important steps to take in order to embrace the 

stakeholder concept are primarily to define the stakeholders, both primary and 

secondary. Then the responsibilities the corporation owes to each stakeholder group 

are to be clarified. Finally the organization needs to decide how to respond to these 

responsibilities that can sometimes be conflicting with each other. 

An important part of organizational ethics is subsequently about what is 

properly owed to which stakeholders. When this is clear, different ethical theories or 

frameworks can help managers choose the suitable strategy for ethical actions. 

Various day-to-day situations can often be very complex, why it is important that the 

corporation has a clear and in advance set ethical strategy. This helps the personnel to 

keep a proper goal for decision-making.  

In global corporations stakeholders become of even higher importance, because 

these corporations are often subject of particular suspicion by host government and 

local residents. Residents and residential interest groups then, form part of the 

stakeholders, as they contribute with space, money, respect and workforce – and will 

hence also expect something in return (Laczniak and Murphy 1993, Chonko 1995). 

In conclusion, embodying an ethical stakeholder concept is about weighing the 

concerns of all the stakeholder groups into an appropriate ethical decision-making. 

Since the groups are various, the multiple responsibilities this implies become the 

main reason to learn to argue from the standpoint of ethical thinking and moral 

theory. By having a clear theoretical framework which guides the corporation in its 

business, it is very much easier to properly deal with various pressures of the primary 

and secondary stakeholders. 

A critique to the stakeholder concept has been put forward by Milton Friedman, 

who argues that the only stakeholder is the shareholder. The purpose of business is to 
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maximize profit. This position makes the whole concept of stakeholder theory of no 

use (Brytting 1998). 

 

Moral theories and marketing strategies 
The set of values that are guiding our lives and concurrently also our jobs differ from 

one person to another, from one organization to another and between various regions. 

Not all values held by interacting groups or individuals correspond to each other, 

which implies that conflicts do occur from time to time. Being conscious about other 

values or ways to reason about values makes it easier to understand business partners, 

stakeholders or colleagues – but also helps individuals stick to the values that are set 

as the organizational values in the corporation in which they work. It is important to 

notice that the moral theories that underlie different sets of values are different, 

without one theory being right and the other one wrong. The idea is that moral 

theories do provide marketing professionals and managers with frameworks for 

decision-making and conflict handling. Now, let me briefly explain the main idea in a 

few moral theories and show their relevance for marketing strategies. Table 2 shows 

an overview of four of the most well known normative moral theories. 

 

 MANAGERIAL 

EGOISM 

UTILITARIA- 

NISM 

KANT’S 

CATEGORICAL 

IMPERATIVE 

VIRTUE 

ETHICS 

Type of moral 

theory 

Teleological Teleological Deontological Other 

Focus of the 

moral decisions 

Self-worship Consequences Duty Actor’s 

aspiration 

Operational 

criteria of the 

theory 

Personal or 

organizational 

gain 

Cost and benefits Absolute standards of 

conduct tempered 

with penalties 

The attempt to 

vitalize classic 

ideals 

 

Table 2: Summary of moral theories 

 

Moral theories are sometimes referred to as being of two types, although 

additional types are also found, such as virtue ethics. The first type, the teleological 
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theories,8 are looking at the consequences of an action, i.e. the action is morally good 

if the outcome is more good than bad. For instance, a lie can be viewed as a good 

action if it saves a contract or protects the corporate name after a scandal. Examples 

of theories that have developed from this viewpoint are egoism, utilitarianism and 

situational ethics; the first two are presented below. The second type, the 

deontological theories,9 are more focused on the action alone, rather than on the 

outcome of that action. In other words, some actions can be classified as good and 

others as bad, no matter what the action lead to. A simple example using 

deontological theory could be to argue that lying is always considered bad, even if 

using it would imply raising the value of the stocks. Deontological theories are for 

instance duty-based theories such as Kant’s categorical imperative, the Golden Rule, 

Ross’ Prima Facie Duties, Rawl’s Principle of Maximum Justice or the Principle of 

Proportionality (Chonko 1995). The first of the deontological theories will be shortly 

presented below.  

Virtue ethics, which is an example of a theory that is neither deontological nor 

teleological, focuses on the actor himself and his aspiration in the action taken. This 

theory is explained as the last one. 

 

Managerial egoism 

Egoism is a familiar word, which also in philosophical arguing asserts that one has the 

right to act in own self-interest. Thus, managerial egoism holds that corporate 

managers or marketers should act in a way that exclusively is of interest to themselves 

and the firm. An example of this would be a firm that has been ordered to install 

pollution abatement equipment because of illegal discharges. The firm awaits 

deadline of the order so that the interest earned from cash-on-hand can be maximized. 

Thus the firm acts only in self-interest without respectful attitude to other 

stakeholders, such as the local community. This is often the case with managerial 

egoism. The philosophy is normally used in conjunction with a legalistic approach 

(Laczniak and Murphy 1993). 

An advantage with managerial egoism is that it is used in long-term interests of 

the corporation. Furthermore, it does easily provide an answer of which the best 

                                                 
8 The word teleological comes from the Greek word telos, meaning “end” (Laczniak and Murphy 1993) 
9 The word deontological comes from the Greek word deon, meaning “duty” (Laczniak and Murphy 
1993 
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option is in a conflicting situation – the only variable is what is best for the firm. 

Disadvantages with managerial egoism are clearly that it at times encourages actions 

that are normally considered wrong, even if the actions are for the firm’s best. 

Business is part of a larger society and as a result, business actions affect also other 

that the business itself (Chonko 1995). Egoists see all issues only from their own 

point of view. 

 

Utilitarianism 

Utilitarianism is probably the moral theory most commonly used. Applied to a 

business context, utilitarianism defines proper corporate conduct as running the 

business and making decisions that produce the greatest good for the greatest number 

of stakeholders. Good is then usually defined as the net benefits brought by the action, 

for all the stakeholders.  

There are two main schools of utilitarianism; act utilitarianism and rule 

utilitarianism. The first type focuses on the action and maintains that the right action 

is the one bringing the best outcome for as many people as possible. The second 

focuses on principles or rules and thus if keeping a rule produces more good than 

breaking it, one should keep to the rule. An example to show the differences between 

the two types would be the pharmaceutical company who releases a drug, which has 

some severe side-effects, but also helps ill people to combat a tough disease. On one 

hand, using act utilitarianism, one could argue that the drug helps more than it causes 

illness, and so the right action to take is to keep on releasing the drug. On the other 

hand, using rule utilitarianism, the argument would be that if this action of releasing 

the drug is compared to other possible actions that the company can take – which is 

then the action that produces the greatest good for the greatest number of people? The 

company might in this case operate according to an ethical principle in which it also 

must calculate the cost and benefits of other options such as additional product 

development. Then, according to rule utilitarianism the company might stop releasing 

the drug (Chonko 1995, Laczniak and Murphy 1993). Western economics are 

generally run according to rule utilitarianism. Adam Smith introduced the term “the 

invisible hand” in referring to rule utilitarianism. If all is left to the market forces, 

then the invisible hand will see to that the economic system becomes of best use for 

everybody, he argued (Brytting, 1998). 
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Advantages using utilitarian standards are that the interests of stakeholders are 

recognized, that a general good is sought (as opposed to the egoistic approach) and 

that policies are not accepted blindly. The theory also has a striking similarity to the 

cost-benefit analysis, which makes it easy to understand and use for marketing 

managers. Another factor that makes it well liked is its flexibility. It can be varied to 

apply in long-term and short-term strategies as well as to conclude few or many 

stakeholder groups. If stakeholder claims are conflicting, for instance, managers often 

weigh the goals of stockholders as more important than the goals of other groups. 

Disadvantages would be that the philosophy focuses on the ends rather than on the 

means, so that in a way, the ends justify the means. Furthermore, it is difficult to 

formulate satisfactory rules to follow, since one can never know in advance the 

situations that will be put against each other in a conflict or complex situation. 

Another disadvantage that applies to other philosophical approaches as well is the 

question of who decides what the good really includes (Chonko 1995, Laczniak and 

Murphy 1993). 

 

Kant’s Categorical Imperative 

Duty-based theories, also called deontological theories, focus on the inherent 

rightness of an act in itself, such as whether the motive is good or bad, regardless of 

the outcome. Many duty-based theories tend to have lists of rules, such as codes that 

must be followed in all situations. The Prussian philosopher Immanuel Kant 

developed what has probably become the most famous deontological theory, which is 

sometimes referred to as Kant’s Categorical Imperative. Kant contended that moral 

laws take the form of a categorical imperative, which has to be followed as a matter of 

duty by all individuals – “act in such a way that the action taken could be a universal 

rule of behavior for everyone” (Laczniak and Murphy 1993, 34). But this is not 

enough, Kant also holds that if the action is not taken with a sense of moral duty, the 

action has no moral worth at all. 

An advantage with Kant’s Categorical Imperative is that it encourages people to 

act according to their duties, which can be much the same as acting according to the 

law. It includes respecting rights and responsibilities, for others and us. Kant’s 

imperative also eliminates some uncertainty from decision-making by automatically 

eliminating certain options. Disadvantages include that duties can come and do come 

in conflict at times, and there is no framework for resolving such dilemmas. Another 
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disadvantage is that the theory suggests that the cost-benefit analysis is inappropriate 

in some situations, since means as well as ends should be morally evaluated (Chonko 

1995, Laczniak and Murphy 1993). 

 

Virtue ethics 

Virtue ethics has a long tradition and is currently receiving renewed support. This is 

seen as a reaction to the post-modern relativism, where society seems to lack a way of 

reaching moral agreement about ethical problems. Virtue ethics highlight that the 

purpose of life should be the quest for goodness and virtue, the old Greek ideal. One 

of the strongest proponents of these ethics is Alasdair MacIntyre who defines virtue as 

acquired human qualities that enable persons to achieve “the good” in their chosen 

vocations. Also Aristotle has written about this kind of ethic (Brytting 1998). Three 

dimensions of virtue ethics are distinguishable. First, virtues are good habits that 

should be practiced. This has direct implications for the corporation by impelling that 

it should engage in ethical activities and teach managers what the appropriate virtues 

are. Organizations thereby have the responsibility to foster ethical behavior. 

Witnessing best discovers second, admirable virtues and imitating widely acclaimed 

behavior, such as truthfulness, justice, generosity, self-control and other 

characteristics personalized in a role model. Virtue is thus learning by doing. Third, a 

key to understanding virtue ethics is to understand the ethic of the mean, which is an 

optimal balance of a quality that one should seek. The virtuous marketing manager 

should accordingly strive for a balance among the qualities it takes to be a good and 

effective manager (Laczniak and Murphy 1993). For instance s/he should not be too 

authoritarian or too friendly. 

Advantages with Virtue Ethics is that it neglects the often times contradicting 

public opinions on what should be done and focuses on what kind of organization the 

corporation wants to be and what constitutes the ideally ethical corporation. 

Companies that have a credo, which they stand for, are thus following this approach 

to ethics, for instance JohnsonandJohnson and Hewlett-Packard. Disadvantages 

include the question on what virtues a corporation should emulate and how those 

virtues should be incorporated in the policy of the corporation. 
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Critique  

Not all ethical experts are positive to moral theories and their use in corporate 

settings. Critical arguments have been held to question the usefulness of these 

theories. Some argue that ethical and moral principles are not foundational in any 

sense of the word and that the behaviors of individuals are no longer influenced by 

moral principles (Chonko 1995). However, the position in this paper is to hold that 

being conscious about moral theories is necessary in order to reach a long-term 

corporate profile regarding ethical behavior and thus be attractive on the customer and 

partner market. Moral theories do not always provide answers on what to do in certain 

situations, but they do provide an insight into what lies behind different values and 

ways of reasoning. Above all, the theories are seen as a tool to help the corporation set 

its own ethical profile and tackle complex situations. This is very useful in raising the 

corporate profile in the competing global setting and save the corporation from 

unnecessary conflict and confusion. 

 

The Organizational Ethical Development Model 
As seen above, there are many different ways of perceiving ethics, marketing and 

strategic management. Experts argue continuously on which moral theory is more true 

and applicable to the business setting. Corporations choose differently in finding their 

own image and profiling their organizational culture. One can say that the whole 

question about ethics and its influence on business activities is really a question on 

being conscious and thus taking responsibility about being a whole human being, 

which includes showing ethical awareness. Some managers succeed in seeing moral 

theories as a way of getting insight into the issue of business ethics, whereas some 

managers see morality only as a bottleneck that makes profit and growth suffer. One 

can say that some corporations in this sense are more mature than other. This 

reasoning comes from the assumption that organizations can and do develop 

themselves also in the ethical sense of the word. Some experts on business ethics 

speak about the development of the organization’s ethicality.  

Several models on marketing ethics have been developed.10  

One is the Organizational Ethical Development Model presented by ethical experts 

                                                 
10 Other models used for marketing ethics are e.g. the Contingency Model and the Reasoned Action 
Model, which will not be explained further here because of lack of relevance. 
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Reidenbach and Robin (1991). The model takes the shape of a triangle with five 

stages or development levels, wherein one can position corporations according to their 

maturity in ethical proliferation. If the corporation gives profit higher preference than 

ethics, it slides down to the first stages. The opposite goes for a corporation that give 

ethics priority over profitability - this corporation is found in the higher stages of 

moral development. Of course there are stages in between, and this is where most of 

the global corporations find themselves.  

In the triangle, stage one organizations are basically amoral. Such corporations 

only see to owners and managers as important stakeholders. The corporate culture is 

thus to maximize profits at any cost. Being caught disobeying ethical laws is seen as a 

form of conducting business and punishment is consequently endured as part of doing 

business. This type of organizations is not too commonly found. Stage two 

organizations have reached a little more maturity and are defined as legalistic. This 

implies that the corporation in this case would obey the law but no more than that. 

Stage three organizations have begun to develop ethical concern and are characterized 

as responsive. These organizations have developed good external relationships with 

the community. Such a corporation is behaving ethically and taking some social 

responsibility, if only for self-serving reasons. Stage four organizations have already 

started to implement the artifacts of an ethical organization, such as codes of conduct 

and ethics committees. Such corporations are labeled emerging ethical and recognize 

that being ethical sometimes involve a trade-off with profits. Typically, such 

corporations also show a concern for values in its mission statement or its planning 

documents. The documenting of ethically responsive actions is part of a stage four 

organization’s practice. Finally, stage five organizations have clearly articulated value 

statements and are characterized as developed ethical organizations. Such a 

corporation has worked out moral principles that can be relied upon to help the 

organization deal with ethical issues. This kind of business corporations is quite rare.  

The organizational ethical development model depicts the organizations as 

moving upwards or downwards the triangle. Corporations can develop in a positive 

way as well as in a negative way, from the ethical point of view. In a developmental 

phase, a corporation can also skip one step of the developmental model and go 

directly from stage two to stage four, as an example. 

The model is an approach to ethical development that is useful for researching 

various businesses, for instance global corporations. The model underscores several 
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important lessons. Firstly, creating ethical orientation is a result of a managerial 

orientation, which is built around moral values. Secondly, the model embraces the 

trade-off dilemma between profits and ethical behavior. This dilemma is often 

occurring and makes the ethical issues difficult to handle for corporations that strive 

for maximum short-term profits. Thirdly, the model recognizes that ethical artifacts 

such as codes are an important aspect of organizational ethical development. 

As Laczniak and Murphy (1993) correctly notice in discussing the model, it 

does unfortunately not specify why an organization should strive to move up the 

pyramid. However, as discussed earlier in this paper, long-term perspectives on 

growth and profit are often closely related to ethical behavior. Corporate 

responsibilities are for many seen as part of the corporate existence and for 

corporations and individuals alike, having rights many times includes having 

responsibilities. As result, by embracing an ethical business perspective, e.g. adopting 

a code of ethic, a long-term sustainable image or profile is more likely to be achieved. 

This implies sliding up the levels on the Organizational Ethic Development Model. 

 

6. Ethical codes  

The Organizational Ethical Development Model contends that ethical artifacts are 

important aspects of corporate ethical development. Artifacts include such 

incorporated actions as for instance embracing the new environmental management 

standard ISO 14000 or to using environmental labeling programs. ISO 14000 aims at 

creating uniform environmental standards among products, companies, industries and 

nations (Fuller 1999, Peattie 1998). Environmental labeling practice, in turn, is an 

outcome of third-party programs with an independent evaluation of the product, the 

creation of a consumer protection tool and achievement of environmental public 

policy goals for the corporation. Well-known labels are among others the swan-like 

label created by the Nordic Council and the maple-leaf picture as the European 

Community Ecolabel (Peattie 1998, Fuller 1999). Ethics codes are, however, maybe 

the best known of such ethical artifacts. Reports show that most of the big 

corporations do have codes of ethics. Laczniak and Murphy (1993) report that 90% of 

Fortune 500 companies have a formal ethics code. Chonko (1995) informs that 75% 

of all corporations are said to have written codes of ethics.  Examples of firms who 

have adopted such codes are The Body Shop, IBM and Nokia.  
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Core values – the aim of the code 
Ethics codes are closely related to the values of an organization. Added value is 

created in a number of ways. Added value can relate to the creation of knowledge, to 

production, to delivery and design activities, but also to marketing of products, 

services and systems. Added value can in all these cases be contributed to the so-

called soft perspectives of the mentioned activities. The soft perspectives include 

moral, cultural and social issues that add value to the activities in terms of a higher 

profile of the individual company – the so-called legitimacy motive (Möller and 

Wilson 1995). Added soft value is seen as a necessary compliment to added hard 

value. The two go hand in hand. The hard value is reached by optimizing growth, 

techniques or production, while the soft value is promoted by ethical codes of conduct 

(Johnson and Smith 1999). 

 Laczniak and Murphy refer to ethics codes as “These statements are ideally the 

articulation of corporate values in a moral context” (1993, 21). Codes can, correctly 

constructed, be a sincere way of writing down the values already existing within a 

corporation – the core values. But codes can also in the opposite case, in a sense 

incorrectly, be a simple public-relations statement. Both practices are used. Core 

values, mentioned in the first case, are the values that are fundamentally part of an 

organization in such a way that they will not be compromised. An example of a core 

value is for instance safety, which Volvo would never trade off.  

There are also peripheral values, which may be adjusted to the host country or 

the local tradition. Such a value would for instance imply that a corporate manager 

can leave his office to do personal business in the middle of the day in one location, 

but his colleague cannot do the same in the corporation’s other location. A key 

difference between core values and peripheral values is that the organization draws its 

strength and identity from its core values. Furthermore, if conflicts occur, core values 

help a corporation choose which actions to take. In order to be effective, core values 

should not be ethnocentric, i.e. judge all other cultures by the norms of one’s own 

culture. The connection between core values and codes of ethics is thus that the code 

of ethics should express what the actual core values of an organization are. Laczniak 

and Murphy put it clear that “codes are prescriptive and normative in the sense that 

they attempt to capture what an organization should do about certain issues regardless 
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of the market in which they are operating.” (1993, 218).  The geographical impact of 

the code is hence that the code is to be used in all countries, in all markets and in all 

operations. This is so because the code expresses the core value of the organization, 

which is non-negotiable (Fuller 1999). 

The benefits derived from the existence and enforcement of such a code are 

several. Chonko (1995) presents five distinct benefits: 1) A code of ethics helps 

marketers identify what the corporation recognizes as acceptable business practices. 

2) A code of ethics provides marketers with a way of informing others that they do 

business in an ethical way. 3) A code of ethics functions as an internal control of 

corporate and individual behavior, which might by many be preferred to an external 

control. 4) A code of ethics provides a corporation with firstly a greater drive and 

effectiveness, since employees know they can do the right thing decisively. Secondly 

a higher caliber work force is provided, since people appreciate working with people 

whom they can trust. Thirdly better customer relations are also provided, since 

customers probably trust the ethical corporation more. A code of ethics help 

marketers and managers deal with conflicts and decisions, since determining what is 

ethical is easier with a code as reference. 

These benefits of the use of a code are clearly positive for both the corporation 

and the employees. The benefits do not, however, come automatically, but result from 

the careful analysis of a corporations’ core values and thereafter the construction of a 

proper code of ethics. Additionally, the code needs to be enforced in order to be 

respected and hence also in order to provide a basic stepping stone for all actions 

within the corporate activities. 

 

Implementation and communication of the code 
A necessity for the enforcement of the code of ethics is thorough communication of 

its elements and its content. The soft values, these values are to be published, 

communicated and enforced as well as revised, if posed in ethical codes (Pearson 

1995, Dordrecht and Sinclair 1993). Several ethics experts report that without a well-

communicated code, ethical behavior might be lacking among employees and 

managers. Proper communication of the code not only includes informing about the 

content of the code. Important aspects are also to inform about rewards or 

punishments that follow from abiding the code or not. The mere existence of a code is 
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thus of no use for ethical behavior, if the code is not enforced. Research shows that 

corporate performance and the satisfaction on individual level is higher when 

corporate codes of ethics are clearly communicated and implemented. Job satisfaction 

and avoidance of confusion are clear results of using the guidelines that the code 

provides (Chonko 1995).   

If correctly used, codes of conduct are the most effective way to encourage 

ethical behavior in a corporation. Laczniak and Murphy (1993) suggest that 

corporations with a code of ethics need to think about a number of issues for its code 

to be of maximum use. Firstly, the code needs to be publicized to the entire firm, new 

employees might even be asked to sign off on the code when arriving. Thereafter, the 

code needs to be communicated regularly and promoted in memos and meetings. The 

stakeholders are not to be forgotten, but need to be informed about the code as well. A 

worth-wile code is a widely available code, which gives the impression that the firm 

has nothing to hide. Secondly, the code needs to be formulated in sufficient detail, in 

order to offer usable guidelines. Thirdly, issues that are central to the specific industry 

in question are to be dealt with. Fourthly, if the code is to be respected, it needs to be 

enforced. Sanctions, rewards and punishments are to be used for managers and their 

subordinates alike. Finally, to remain current, the code needs to be revised to reflect 

changing worldwide condition, community standards and evolving organizational 

policies. These five issues are to be taken seriously in order for the code to provide 

maximum effectiveness and not just remain a public-relations document. 

 

Content of ethical codes 
Corporate ethical codes can be of many kinds; there is no special style according to 

which the code should be formulated. Some codes are of a restrictive type in the sense 

that the management tries to get the employees to behave according to the code. Then 

there is a strong emphasis on ethical audit and a powerful ethics committee imposing 

the content of the code. A restrictive type of code somehow tries to make the 

corporation more ethical in a legalistic way. The opposite type of code, a probably the 

more efficient one, is the liberal code. This code is correctly expresses the corporate 

core values that existed already before the code came into being. In such a case the 

code might even be more liberal in its formulation than the traditional definitions on 

ethically correct actions in the organization. Whether the code is of restrictive or 
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liberal type, it is important to recognize that the code by itself still only is a document, 

which helps employees and managers behave in a desired way. The code is by itself 

never complete or up-to-date on in all areas. It is therefore to be seen as a guideline 

containing information that is to be used with common sense by its followers. In this 

sense, the code suffers from some of the same problems as the moral theories 

discussed earlier. Neither the code nor the theory can be covering all details – and that 

is not the purpose of either one. 

However, three factors should be kept in mind when analyzing, implementing 

and constructing codes of ethics. First, the core values should be expressed in the 

code. Second, the code should not be parochial, ethnocentric or idiosyncratic – if it is 

to work in the global marketplace. For a code of ethics to be trustworthy and 

respected, it should be followed in the same way as core values are followed. Hence, 

the code needs to be general enough, but still specific enough. Third, the organization 

should attempt to integrate the stakeholder perspective to the greatest degree possible 

in its code of ethics (Laczniak and Murphy 1993). The idea behind this is basically 

that the core values held by a corporation should reflect the values held by the 

different stakeholders, since these present the public and private interests that 

influence the firm. If the core values are not reflective of the stakeholder concept (see 

previous section) there is a good chance that a scandal or negative publicity will arise 

when some stakeholders’ values are overridden by other values. 

 

Some relevant aspects  
The more global the environment is, the more imperative is also the strategic forming 

of internal and external consciousness about soft values, as is done in codes of ethics. 

Internal consciousness is needed for the firm to promote internal common goals in all 

local subdivisions. External consciousness is needed for the firm to present itself as an 

attractive partner and producer or manufacturer (Dordrecht and Sinclair 1993). The 

use of a code of ethics implies. Below some aspects are highlighted which address the 

various issues of internal and external character to the corporation that uses an ethics 

code.  
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Internal aspects 

The purpose of following a code of conduct has been discussed more or less in several 

parts of this paper. An internal purpose that has been mentioned briefly but which 

deserves more space is the efficient managing of the pool of values that exist in any 

organization. Two different examples of how a pool of values can be depicted are 

shown in Figure 2 below. The figure is a remodelation of a figure by Chonko (1995). 

Each individual, section or team in an organization can have different values 

and viewpoints of what they think are of major and minor importance in the business.  

This is shown by the first example, Organization A, where different values are 

modeled as arrows that are headed in different directions. Here one can see that there 

is conflict between values and there is probably also ignorance and confusion between 

parties. Organization B, on the other hand, has a clearly set framework of values, 

which guides employees in which direction to go, the framework is possibly the code 

of ethics. Although the different values between persons, sections and teams might 

originally vary, there is some agreement to where the organization should be headed 

and with what means. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Organization A: An organization with conflicting values and no code of ethics. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Organization B: An organization with values that are headed in the same direction, but in which some 

minor conflicts between conflicting values might occur. A code of ethics helps parties choose which 
values to give priority to. 

 
 
Figure 2: Two organizations with different pools of value 
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Situations where businesspeople face dilemmas because of value conflict can be 

solved with detailed codes of ethics. As for instance is the case of Organization B in 

the figure. Typical such value conflicting situations are various. Gifts from outside 

vendors, payment of questionable commissions and “money under the table” are some 

examples. So is unfairly placing company interest over family obligations, taking 

credit for the work of others and inducing customers to use services not needed. The 

question of honesty and pricing can also be subject to value conflicting situations. 

Issues on product safety, product and brand infringement, exaggerated performance 

claims and products that do not benefit customers are also potential herds of conflict. 

The same goes for firing and hiring personnel or employee evaluation (Chonko 1995). 

Dilemmas like these take lots of energy, power of initiative and time from 

business executives. Ethical codes can thus be of great help in providing a framework 

of how to behave in such conflicting situations. This is hence an example of an 

important internal aspect of using a code of ethics. 

 

External aspects 

The corporation being ethically oriented not only satisfies the urge of taking 

responsibility, but it also provides the corporation with an ethical position within the 

market. Consequently, its products are also positioned in the minds of target 

customers according to the corporation’s public policy - with the help of for instance 

green labeling, environmental standards or use of ethical codes. Kotler’s definition of 

the correlation between market positioning, target customers and image is that 

“Positioning is the act of designing the company’s offerings and image so that they 

occupy a meaningful and distinct competitive position in the target customers’ minds” 

(1997, 294-295). Clearly communicating a company’s ethical code can hence be seen 

as a strategic positioning of the company. By consciously forming the company’s 

image, target customers and partners are more easily reached. This, in turn, enables 

the corporation to acquire its competitive position in the industry. In short, this can be 

expressed as the external central purpose of the adoption, implementation and 

continuous use of corporate ethical codes.  
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7. Concluding comments and further research 

This paper provides a background for my further research on the topic of marketing 

ethics. By starting of with a philosophical approach, the paper takes its starting point 

in a discussion of modern day economic environment and the influence of material 

monism in both business and consumer terms. The corporate power and its immense 

influence are presented in an overview of globalization and economic growth. This 

can be seen as the rights of global firms. As the rights do not appear without 

responsibility, eventually the paper comes to discuss the moral perspective of 

marketing in global corporations. Various ways of researching the ethical marketing 

perspectives are explained such as moral theories and an organizational moral 

development model. The paper ends with a discussion on corporate ethical codes and 

their use, content and impact.  

Referring to the introductory part of this paper let me pose a last question. 

Which is the more valued company in today’s modern world – a corporation with 

impressive economic growth or a corporation whose goal is to end poverty and 

improve the quality of life? Probably most of us would say the first corporation is 

more valuable, since most people argue as material monists. As explained in the 

paper, then one values countable variables, such as growth, no matter what the 

corporation produces. Alternatively, some would say that the second corporation is 

more valuable, those people would argue as transcendental monists. As explained, 

that includes for instance arguing that by eliminating poverty, which is ethically good, 

the corporation is also the better of the two. But instead of making the two aspects 

antagonists, one can argue as Korten (1995) does – mix economic value with ethical 

value. Promoting growth that is achieved in an ethical way is then the perfect solution. 

Such a solution would be reached by seeing to fulfil a few criteria. The production is 

to be made of goods that are inherently valuable and beneficial. Additionally, the 

goods and services need to have been distributed widely throughout the society. 

Finally, the benefits of the production are to outweigh effects of the growth process 

on other parts of society. By fulfilling these criteria the managers of global 

corporations can solve the dilemma posed in the introduction and run the ethical 

company in the modern economical climate. This sounds easy, but it probably is not. 

My subsequent research touches the idea that ethical value can be reached with 

taking economic profit into account. I will research a global actor in the Nordic 
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traditional industry who has adopted a code of ethics, which the corporation intends to 

follow. The heavy industry is chosen because of its somewhat troublesome situation 

of environmental sustainability, a tricky position from an ethical point of view that is 

pointed out by Peattie (1998) as well. This position makes the chemical, petroleum or 

forestry industry good cases to study, where the difficulties corporations face are 

highlighted. 

The networking dilemma posed in the paper is another issue that will be of 

importance in my empirical research. What happens when a global Nordic corporation 

makes its choice and officially goes for a socially and ecologically sustainable 

management? In the 70’s the waves of green management run high. Ethics became 

more discussed and new waves of ethical concern came in the 80’s and 90’s. Many 

companies adopted ethical codes of conduct as a result of the new green waves. But 

just adopting a code doesn’t make the difference, as has been discussed in this paper; 

the code has to be followed by the proper strategic management and a carefully 

selected sustainable policy of personnel, raw material and production. It this possible 

to do flawlessly, and still not be ruled out of the network? I will in coming papers and 

research examine the loyalty of a Nordic traditional company to its adopted code of 

ethics. 

As conclusion follows a citation given in 1999 by UN Secretary General Kofi 

A. Annan. It was declared in conjunction with the promotion of the Global Compact 

Program. The program is a nationwide try to establish a set of ethical conduct to be 

spread around the world, to all corporations and peoples. Annan says on the Global 

Compact website:  

“…let’s choose to unite the powers of markets with the authority of universal ideals. Let 

us choose to reconcile the creative forces of private entrepreneurship with the needs of 

the disadvantaged and the requirements of the future generations…”.  

Taking into account that it is the corporation that rules on the global arena – is this 

vision by Annan possible to reach? Is a global ethical code the solution or the 

dilemma? 
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