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Objective: This study aims to design and conceptualize a comprehensive business
ethics model for private trading companies, emphasizing an intercultural approach to
enhance ethical decision-making, reduce corruption, and promote organizational
sustainability.

Methodology: This applied qualitative study adopts an interpretive paradigm and
employs Soft Systems Methodology (SSM). Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with ten experts in business ethics and commerce using purposive
homogeneous sampling, complemented by documentary and library research. The data
were analyzed through thematic analysis within the LUMAS conceptual framework.
Findings: The findings indicate that comprehensive business ethics can be structured
around three interrelated core components: business ethics, corporate social
responsibility, and sustainable development. These components interact synergistically
and, when integrated within an intercultural context, contribute to more adaptive,
legitimate, and effective ethical frameworks for commercial activities. The proposed
model demonstrates the capacity to guide organizational behavior and mitigate ethical
and cultural conflicts.

Conclusion: The proposed comprehensive business ethics model, grounded in an
intercultural perspective, offers a strategic framework for enhancing stakeholder trust,
reducing commercial risks, and strengthening sustainability and accountability in
private trading companies.

Keywords: Business ethics, trading companies, corporate social responsibility,
sustainable development, intercultural approach
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

In recent decades, business ethics has moved from a peripheral concern to a central issue in
management, economics, and organizational governance. The intensification of globalization, the
expansion of complex international supply chains, and the growing diversity of cultural contexts in which
firms operate have exposed organizations—particularly trading companies—to unprecedented ethical
challenges. Recurrent corporate scandals, widespread corruption, environmental degradation, and
declining public trust have highlighted the limitations of purely profit-oriented and efficiency-driven
models of business conduct. Consequently, ethics is increasingly recognized not merely as a normative
ideal but as a structural foundation for organizational legitimacy, social trust, and long-term sustainability
(Blunden, 2022; Conrad, 2022).

From a philosophical perspective, business ethics is rooted in fundamental questions concerning
moral responsibility, justice, rationality, and the nature of the good in economic life. Classical and
contemporary moral philosophy underscores that economic activity is never value-neutral; rather, it is
inevitably embedded in moral assumptions about human dignity, fairness, and responsibility (Pandikattu,
2025; Rachels & Rachels, 2019). Recent scholarship emphasizes that reducing ethics to a mere tool for risk
management or reputation enhancement risks hollowing out its normative substance and undermining its
transformative potential (Dierksmeier, 2024; Gohl, 2024). In this regard, business ethics must be understood
as a framework that integrates normative principles with lived organizational practices (Mele, 2024).

Empirical studies further demonstrate that ethical conduct is closely associated with organizational
performance, brand attitudes, employee commitment, and stakeholder trust. Organizations that
systematically embed ethical principles into decision-making processes tend to exhibit stronger
reputational capital and more resilient performance over time (Ferrell et al., 2019; Horn4, 2018). Conversely,
weak ethical orientation—particularly in highly competitive and opaque environments—has been shown
to increase the propensity for corruption and opportunistic behavior (Dickel & Graeff, 2018; Oberoi, 2017).
These findings reinforce the argument that ethics constitutes a strategic resource rather than a discretionary
constraint (Khanna, 2025).

An important evolution in the literature is the growing convergence of business ethics with
corporate social responsibility (CSR) and sustainable development. Contemporary approaches
increasingly conceptualize ethics as extending beyond internal organizational conduct to encompass
social, environmental, and intergenerational responsibilities (Anggusti, 2022; Sheehy & Farneti, 2021). CSR
is widely regarded as the operational expression of ethical commitments at the societal level, while
sustainable development expands the ethical horizon of business decision-making to long-term ecological
and social consequences (Gheraia et al., 2019; Jayram, 2024).

Despite these advances, significant gaps remain in both theory and practice. Many existing ethical
frameworks are fragmented, focusing on isolated dimensions such as individual morality or compliance
mechanisms, and often neglect the cultural contexts in which ethical judgments are formed and enacted
(Haji-Asgari et al., 2017; Sharma, 2017). In an era of global commerce, trading companies operate across
multiple cultural systems, each with distinct moral norms and expectations. What is considered ethical
transparency in one culture may be perceived as inappropriate disclosure in another. Comparative and



intercultural studies emphasize that ethical frameworks insensitive to cultural diversity face serious
limitations in implementation (Etemad-Shafii & Dadmarzi, 2025; Tony et al., 2024).

Private trading companies occupy a particularly critical position in this landscape. As key actors
in domestic and international trade, their decisions have far-reaching economic, social, and environmental
impacts. Research suggests that the absence of comprehensive and context-sensitive ethical models in
such companies contributes to conflicts of interest, rent-seeking, and systemic corruption (Ateeq & Milhem,
2024; Radmard, 2017). At the same time, organizations that adopt integrated ethical frameworks
demonstrate enhanced trust, reduced risk, and stronger sustainability outcomes (Bardbar et al., 2018; Fathi
et al., 2017). Against this backdrop, the present study seeks to address a critical gap by developing a
comprehensive, intercultural model of business ethics tailored to private trading companies.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted an applied qualitative research design grounded in an interpretive paradigm.
Soft Systems Methodology (SSM) was employed as the overarching methodological framework due to its
suitability for addressing complex, human-centered, and value-laden organizational problems. SSM
enabled the researchers to explore ethical issues not as isolated variables but as interconnected elements
within a dynamic system of human activity.

Data collection involved two primary sources. First, an extensive documentary and library review
was conducted to identify key concepts, theoretical perspectives, and prior empirical findings related to
business ethics, corporate social responsibility, and sustainable development. Second, semi-structured, in-
depth interviews were carried out with ten experts in the fields of business ethics and commercial
management. Participants were selected through purposive homogeneous sampling to ensure deep domain
expertise.

The interview data were transcribed verbatim and analyzed using thematic analysis. Coding was
conducted iteratively, moving from initial open codes to higher-order categories. The analytical process
resulted in the identification of core concepts, which were subsequently grouped into themes and
overarching dimensions. The LUMAS conceptual tool within the SSM framework was used to structure
learning, reflection, and model development. To enhance rigor, credibility was supported through data
triangulation and member checking, while dependability and confirmability were addressed through
systematic documentation of analytical procedures.

Findings

The analysis yielded a total of 279 initial codes derived from documentary sources and expert
interviews. Through iterative refinement, these codes were condensed into 111 key concepts, which were
further organized into 19 main themes. Ultimately, the findings converged on three core dimensions that
together constitute comprehensive business ethics in private trading companies: business ethics, corporate
social responsibility, and sustainable development.

The first dimension, business ethics, encompassed themes such as honesty, transparency,
avoidance of conflicts of interest, accountability, fairness, and respect for human dignity. These elements
were identified as the foundational ethical standards guiding daily decision-making and interpersonal
relations within trading companies.

The second dimension, corporate social responsibility, included attention to employees’ rights,
consumer protection, social accountability, justice in organizational processes, and active efforts to
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combat corruption and rent-seeking. This dimension reflected the extension of ethical responsibility
beyond internal operations to the broader social environment in which companies operate.

The third dimension, sustainable development, captured long-term considerations such as
responsible innovation, environmentally conscious supply chain management, sustainable economic
growth, citizen participation, pollution reduction, energy responsibility, and environmental education.
This dimension emphasized intergenerational justice and the alignment of commercial activities with
long-term societal and ecological well-being.

Importantly, the findings revealed strong interconnections and synergistic relationships among
these three dimensions. Rather than functioning independently, business ethics, CSR, and sustainable
development were shown to reinforce one another within an integrated ethical system. The intercultural
perspective emerged as a cross-cutting principle, highlighting the need for ethical flexibility and cultural
sensitivity in applying these dimensions across diverse contexts.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study demonstrate that comprehensive business ethics in private trading
companies cannot be adequately understood or implemented through fragmented or single-dimensional
approaches. Instead, ethics emerges as an integrated system in which normative principles, social
responsibilities, and long-term sustainability considerations are deeply interconnected. The identification
of business ethics, corporate social responsibility, and sustainable development as core dimensions
underscores the multidimensional nature of ethical conduct in contemporary commerce.

The proposed model advances existing knowledge by explicitly incorporating an intercultural
perspective. In doing so, it addresses a critical limitation of many traditional ethical frameworks that
implicitly assume cultural homogeneity. By recognizing both universal ethical principles and culturally
contingent interpretations, the model offers a flexible yet coherent framework capable of guiding ethical
behavior in diverse commercial environments.

From a practical standpoint, the model provides private trading companies with a structured ethical
roadmap that extends beyond compliance and short-term risk management. It positions ethics as a strategic
and transformative force capable of enhancing trust, reducing corruption, strengthening stakeholder
relationships, and promoting long-term sustainability. By integrating philosophical depth with practical
applicability, the model bridges the gap between ethical theory and organizational practice.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the field of business ethics by proposing a comprehensive,
intercultural model tailored to the realities of private trading companies. The model highlights the
necessity of aligning ethical principles with social responsibility and sustainable development, while
remaining sensitive to cultural diversity. As global commerce continues to evolve, such integrative ethical
frameworks are essential for guiding organizations toward responsible, resilient, and socially legitimate
forms of economic activity.
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