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only on its wording, but also on its integration into leadership culture, compliance systems, 

training practices, reporting channels, and auditing procedures. 
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Introduction 

International business in the twenty-first century is shaped by the intense mobility of 

capital, technologies, information, and labour. A decision taken at corporate headquarters in 

one country can affect workers in another jurisdiction, suppliers in a third market, consumers 

across continents, and the environmental conditions of entire local communities. For this 

reason, the performance of a multinational company can no longer be evaluated only through 

profit, market share, or productivity indicators. Ethical conduct, accountability, and the social 

consequences of managerial decisions have become equally important dimensions of 

corporate sustainability. 

The rise of ethics and responsibility codes reflects this transformation. Such codes 

respond not only to the question of how a firm can achieve competitive advantage, but also 

to the question of how it should exercise that advantage responsibly. In international business, 

a code of ethics is more than a ceremonial statement of values. It is a governance instrument 

that aligns internal behaviour, guides decision-making in ambiguous situations, and 

communicates standards of conduct to subsidiaries, suppliers, intermediaries, and external 

stakeholders. 

Several structural developments explain why ethical regulation has become central in 

international business. First, the uneven quality of legal institutions across countries creates 
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incentives for firms to exploit regulatory gaps, especially in areas such as labour protection, 

anti-corruption enforcement, taxation, and environmental safeguards. Second, global supply 

chains have become increasingly fragmented. As a result, lead firms are judged not only by 

their direct actions but also by the conduct of contractors, subcontractors, logistics partners, 

and sourcing agents. Third, digitalization has created new ethical dilemmas related to data 

privacy, algorithmic bias, surveillance, cyber risk, and platform responsibility. Fourth, 

reputation has turned into a strategic asset. Ethical failure in one location can quickly produce 

global reputational damage, investor distrust, and long-term market losses. 

Against this background, a responsibility code should be understood as a mechanism of 

institutional coordination. It links values to operations, strategy to behaviour, and corporate 

commitments to measurable expectations. The purpose of this article is to analyze the content, 

functions, structural elements, and implementation mechanisms of ethics and responsibility 

codes in international business, with particular attention to governance, compliance, and 

stakeholder accountability. 

Theoretical foundations of business ethics and accountability 

Business ethics is commonly associated with honesty, fairness, respect, non-maleficence, 

and transparency. Yet in international business its meaning is broader because firms operate 

across multiple legal systems, cultural traditions, and competing normative expectations. 

Ethical conduct in this context is not merely a matter of individual morality; it is also an 

institutional design problem. It concerns how companies structure power, distribute 

responsibility, establish standards, and respond to risks in complex cross-border 

environments. 

Several theoretical approaches are useful for understanding the ethics code as a 

governance instrument. A normative approach asks what companies ought to do and 

identifies principles that should guide responsible behaviour. A utilitarian approach evaluates 

corporate decisions in terms of aggregate harm and benefit, including their effects on workers, 

communities, consumers, and investors. A deontological approach emphasizes duties and 

prohibitions, for example the rejection of bribery, forced labour, or fraudulent disclosure 

regardless of short-term gains. Virtue ethics, in turn, draws attention to character, 

organizational culture, leadership example, and the cultivation of integrity within institutions. 

In practice, international business ethics combines these approaches rather than choosing only 

one. 

An effective responsibility code must be clear, operational, and relevant to the realities 

of international business. Its first element is a statement of purpose: the code should define 

the company’s core values, its understanding of integrity, and the general commitments that 

guide its global operations. This foundational section gives normative coherence to the 

document and signals that ethical conduct is not secondary to commercial success, but 

constitutive of it. 

The second element is scope. In a purely domestic organization, it may be easier to 

identify who is covered by the code. In multinational practice, however, responsibility 
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extends far beyond permanent employees. The code should specify whether it applies to 

directors, managers, subsidiaries, branch offices, temporary workers, consultants, agents, 

suppliers, contractors, and joint-venture partners. This question is decisive because many 

ethical incidents emerge not from headquarters, but from outsourced and geographically 

distant operations. A serious code therefore defines expectations for all persons and entities 

acting on behalf of the firm. 

The third element consists of behavioural rules. These rules should address conflicts of 

interest, gifts and hospitality, corruption, facilitation payments, fair competition, protection 

of confidential information, insider information, accurate accounting, anti-discrimination, 

workplace harassment, health and safety, government interaction, and responsible marketing. 

The code should not remain at the level of slogans. It should help employees recognize risky 

situations and make defensible decisions when commercial pressure and ethical standards 

appear to collide. 

The fourth element concerns human rights and labour relations. International firms need 

explicit commitments against child labour, forced labour, discrimination, retaliation, and 

unsafe working conditions. They should also affirm principles of dignity, non-harassment, 

fair remuneration, and respect for lawful employee representation. These standards are central 

to the credibility of any responsibility code because labour abuses are among the most visible 

and consequential failures in global production systems. 

The fifth element addresses environmental and social responsibility. A contemporary 

code should include prudent resource use, emissions awareness, waste reduction, product 

safety, community engagement, responsible sourcing, and truthful communication about 

sustainability performance. In many sectors, environmental irresponsibility or misleading 

sustainability claims can generate legal liability and severe reputational harm. Accordingly, 

ecological accountability should be integrated into the code as a practical business concern, 

not as a peripheral public-relations issue. 

Finally, an effective code requires implementation architecture. It should identify 

responsible departments, escalation channels, speak-up mechanisms, investigative 

procedures, and possible disciplinary outcomes. Without these provisions, the code risks 

becoming a moral declaration with no institutional force. The strongest codes combine values, 

rules, and enforcement pathways into a coherent governance system that can actually shape 

conduct across jurisdictions and organizational levels. 

A second major risk lies in supply-chain labour violations. Lead firms often depend on 

manufacturing or sourcing arrangements located in jurisdictions with weak labour oversight. 

If supplier conditions are opaque, there is a higher likelihood of forced labour, child labour, 

excessive overtime, unsafe facilities, withheld wages, or abusive supervision. Increasingly, 

firms are judged not only by what they directly control, but by what they knowingly benefit 

from. This makes supply-chain due diligence an ethical necessity rather than an optional add-

on. 
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A third risk concerns the misuse of cultural relativism. Managers sometimes justify 

questionable practices by claiming that local customs differ from the standards of the parent 

company. Cultural sensitivity is indeed essential in international business, but it cannot be 

used to legitimize discrimination, exploitation, or violations of basic human dignity. The 

responsibility code should therefore establish non-negotiable minimum principles while still 

allowing for legitimate contextual adaptation in communication and implementation. 

A fourth risk has emerged from digital transformation. Firms increasingly collect and 

monetize data, deploy automated decision systems, and manage transnational digital 

infrastructures. These activities raise ethical issues related to privacy, informed consent, 

algorithmic fairness, cybersecurity, and surveillance. A data-driven company can violate 

stakeholder trust even in the absence of a classic financial scandal. For this reason, digital 

ethics should be recognized as an integral part of international business responsibility. 

A fifth risk concerns greenwashing and social washing. Companies may publicize strong 

commitments to environmental protection, diversity, or community development while 

failing to align operations with such claims. When public messaging exceeds actual 

performance, the result is not only a communication problem but an ethical breach of 

accountability. Responsibility codes should therefore require truthful disclosure, evidence-

based sustainability claims, and internal review of public statements related to ethical or 

environmental performance. 

These risks show that business ethics is not confined to isolated incidents of misconduct. 

It is deeply connected to business models, incentive systems, supply-chain structures, and 

strategic choices. A robust code of responsibility helps organizations identify, classify, and 

respond to these risks before they develop into crises. 

A sixth condition is monitoring, audit, and disclosure. Firms should use internal audit, 

compliance indicators, supplier reviews, grievance analysis, disciplinary statistics, and 

sustainability reporting to evaluate whether the code is functioning. This feedback loop is 

essential because ethical governance is dynamic. New technologies, geopolitical tensions, 

regulatory trends, and stakeholder expectations continuously reshape business risk. The 

responsibility code must therefore be reviewed and updated as part of an adaptive governance 

process rather than treated as a one-time policy product. 

Conclusion:  In international business, an ethics and responsibility code is not a 

decorative text designed merely to protect corporate image. It is a strategic governance 

mechanism that connects legality, legitimacy, and organizational culture. When properly 

designed, it helps multinational firms maintain consistent standards across jurisdictions, 

improve decision quality, identify risks early, and strengthen stakeholder trust. 

The analysis shows that the effectiveness of a code depends not only on the elegance of 

its language, but also on the quality of implementation. Leadership example, risk-based 

compliance, due diligence, training, speak-up systems, and transparent monitoring are all 

necessary for the code to influence actual behaviour. Without these mechanisms, the 
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document remains symbolic; with them, it becomes part of the company’s ethical 

infrastructure. 

Long-term competitiveness in the global economy is increasingly determined not only 

by price, scale, or innovation, but also by integrity, accountability, and responsible conduct. 

For this reason, the ethics and responsibility code should be recognized as a central institution 

of modern corporate governance and as an essential condition for sustainable international 

business. 
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