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PREFACE 

Globalization has not flattened the world in the 21st century as pre-

dicted by Thomas L. Friedman. As a matter of fact, increasing intercon-

nectedness with rapid technological developments is bringing about 

more heterogeneity in values and behaviours. Yoshihiro Fukuyama has 

also been proven too optimistic with respect to his well-known assess-

ment that we are standing at the end point of history, when Western 

liberal democracy and free-market capitalism will prevail.   

It is indisputable that globalization does not nullify diversity but only 

enriches it. The challenge is how to navigate such an existential and 

blossoming diversity on a steady course in a harmonious fashion to-

wards the common good. To this end, the expectation that a hegemonic 

leader can dictate everything and everybody to the right destination is 

naïve and even catastrophic. The enlightenment of all people, the young 

generation in particular, as to the notion of sustainable and inclusive 

development, in which respect and dignity is preserved, defended and 

promoted is the only viable, if daunting solution. Respect and dignity 

rely on the basic principle of equality and fairness, as warranted by the 

golden rule in both its positive and prohibitive forms: treating others as 

one wants to be treated.  

In this global context, and in view of the Covid restrictions on mobil-

ity, the faculties of three institutions of higher learning from different 

parts of the world – the School of Management, University of Johannes-

burg, South Africa and the School of Business, Lucerne University of 

Applied Sciences and Arts, Switzerland, together with School of Inter-

national Business, University of International Business and Economics, 

People’s Republic of China – decided to join hands to experiment with 
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an innovative approach to collectively delivering a course on intercul-

tural business ethics. 

Over the past two years, it has been a rigorous learning process, not 

only for students but also for the participating faculty. We have, as a 

result, collectively decided to produce a handbook on teaching Intercul-

tural Business Ethics (IBE) to share our experience. It is also our sincere 

hope that this handbook will inspire faculty elsewhere to offer similar 

challenging courses with the ultimate aim of encouraging students to see 

globally common business problems in their culturally and ethically 

diverse contexts. 

 

Liu Baocheng, 

Prof. Dr, Founder and Director of the Center for International Business Ethics  

 

 

 

  

 



1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The globalisation of the economy is a fact. Universities have the task 

of preparing business students to work in an international and intercul-

tural context. The internet also provides the technical conditions for 

students and lecturers to work together across national and cultural 

boundaries.  

Against this background, we have developed our Intercultural Busi-

ness Ethics (IBE) project, which aims to promote intercultural exchange 

and joint problem solving. The basic idea is that students discuss ethical 

dilemmas from the business world in culturally mixed groups and pre-

sent their joint solution proposals in a short video.   

For the first implementation of our IBE project in 2021, the follow-

ing universities and lecturers were involved (Table 1): 

University of Johannesburg, South 

Africa 

Anoosha Makka 

Milpark Education, South Africa Lizré Botha, Beauty Shiviti 

University of International Busi-

ness and Economics (UIBE), Bei-

jing, China 

Liu Baocheng, Li Xiaosong 

University of Applied Sciences and 

Arts, Lucerne, Switzerland 

Martin Brasser, Menno Brouwer, 

Bruno Frischherz, Gordon Millar 

Table 1: List of Participating Universities and Lecturers 

So far, we have carried out the IBE project twice. This handbook 

summarises the conceptual considerations, the organisational and di-

dactic framework and the intercultural experiences.   
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The handbook is aimed at business ethics lecturers in all parts of the 

world. We hope that the handbook will encourage and support col-

leagues to start their own projects in the field of Intercultural Business 

Ethics. 

The handbook is divided into three main parts: 

 Theory of intercultural business ethics. This chapter provides a 

theoretical basis for intercultural collaboration in higher educa-

tion. It also provides information on business ethics from differ-

ent perspectives and discusses human rights as a potential com-

mon ground for intercultural business ethics. 

 Didactics of intercultural business ethics. This chapter presents 

our IBE project as a form of Collaborative Online International 

Learning (COIL). It presents the organisational framework of our 

IBE project: mission and goals, tasks, cooperation between stu-

dents, coaching of the groups, assessment of the work, digital 

tools for COIL, evaluation of the project, and concrete experienc-

es with problems and solutions. 

 Teaching and learning with case studies. This chapter offers 

fundamental thoughts on case-based learning. It shows how lec-

turers can create suitable case studies and how students can learn 

with case studies. We then present six case studies that we have 

used in our IBE project. The chapter concludes with a critical re-

flection on the work with the case studies. 
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THEORY OF INTERCULTURAL  

BUSINESS ETHICS (IBE) 

This chapter provides a theoretical basis for intercultural collabora-

tion in higher education. It also provides information on business ethics 

from different perspectives and discusses human rights as a potential 

common ground for intercultural business ethics. 

2.1 Countries and Cultures  

Describing Cultures 

The diversity of cultures can be described in very different ways. To 

facilitate intercultural student cooperation, it is useful to refer to a com-

mon model of culture. Therefore, we very briefly present three models 

of culture that might be used. 

Iceberg model 

This is a concept for what culture is all about in general. The model 

distinguishes between the visible part of culture and the invisible part of 

culture (Figure 1). It reminds readers of the need for detailed, and for 

example longitudinal, research rather than a focus on immediately ob-

served behaviours. 
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Figure 1: Hall’s Iceberg Model (adapted from Hall, 1976) 

Onion model  

The Onion model is another perspective on what is said by the ice-

berg model: understanding a foreign culture starts with the visible “exte-

rior” of this culture and then goes deeper into this culture step by step or 

“shell by shell”. This onion model is the basis for all the further work on 

analysing cultural typology created by Hofstede and others (Figure 2).  

 

Figure 2: Hofstede's Onion Model (adapted from Hofstede et al., 2010) 
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Hierarchal steps model 

The Onion model introduces more than the Iceberg model by bring-

ing the aspect of hierarchy into the process of intercultural understand-

ing. From this point of view culture can be explained in a hierarchy 

composed of multiple interwoven and auxiliary layers (Figure 3).  

 

Figure 3: Liu’s Hierarchical Steps Model (adapted from Liu, 2022,  

p. 625) 

Behaviour, language, materials (such as food, building utensils and 

garments) are all explicit manifestations of a culture. Such manifestation 

is sanctioned and evaluated by norms composed of social conventions, 

contracts, regulations and institutional settings. Such norms are shaped 

by a group’s volition, disposition and opinions, collectively known as 

attitude. The attitude, love or hate, like or dislike, is strongly influenced 

by one’s cognitive capacity built upon experience, vision and 

knowledge. Most profoundly, the value system – identity, principle, 

belief, spirit, and worldview - serves as the bedrock that constantly feeds 

justification and legitimacy into the upper layers of the culture. 
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Country Dossiers 

In our IBE project, the lecturers prepared so-called country dossiers 

of 2-3 pages on their own countries. We agreed on the following topics 

for the country dossiers: 

 Traditions and values 

 Modern society 

 Business ethics 

 Human rights 

The country dossiers for China, South Africa and Switzerland as 

used in our IBE project can be found in Appendix 2.  

The country dossiers can be used to prepare students for an intercul-

tural business ethics project in different ways. For students from their 

own country, the country dossier is an opportunity to reflect on their 

own traditions and values. In our IBE project, students discussed the 

given version of their own country's dossier and made suggestions for 

improvement. Their task was to summarise the most important cultural 

aspects of their own country on two to three pages for the foreign stu-

dents. Quality is more important here than quantity. For the students 

from other countries, the country dossiers offer a useful first insight into 

the foreign country with its culture. The students can then compare 

country dossiers on the different countries and work out similarities and 

differences. The findings from the comparisons can then in turn be com-

pared with their own experiences with personal contacts made in the 

IBE project. 

The country dossiers are very concise descriptions of a country and 

its culture. A more detailed description of the business culture is very 

useful for intercultural cooperation. For the purpose of illustration, we 

offer here an example on the characteristics of Chinese business culture. 
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Example: Features of Chinese Business Culture 

Hospitality 

In China, exchanging gifts is an indispensable part of relationship 

building. This practice extends from interpersonal to international inter-

actions. The context of exchanging gifts is believed to generate social 

rapport via sharing. Foreigners may be taken by surprise when an ex-

pensive gift is offered by a Chinese either during a business negotiation 

or a casual house visit. Traditionally, it is impolite to unwrap the gifts in 

front of the giver.  

Wining and dining is an important part of business dealings. Ob-

struction in a negotiation may well be solved after a couple of toasts at 

the dinner table. 'Going Dutch' is generally not acceptable. In paying the 

bill, initiative or even a friendly fight is expected. Splitting the bill may 

seem fair at the moment concerned but may implicitly wreck a long-

term relationship. Friends or business counterparts do not only meet 

once in a lifetime, so everyone has the opportunity to reciprocate. If only 

one party has to pay, the wealthier one, or one who will be reimbursed 

by his or her organization is expected to take the initiative. 

Face-saving 

Actually, the real purpose of humility, modesty or self-depreciation 

is to save or gain face. 'I am not well prepared due to the short notice or 

personal incompetence. . .' is often heard at the beginning of a speech. 

'Due to limited knowledge, the author begs for criticism of any mistakes' 

is often found at the end of the preface to a book. Open challenge to 

someone’s arguments is considered offensive. “Yes, but” is a more tac-

tical expression of opposition. A positive result is more likely if parties 

have been paying attention to face-saving.  

Most business contracts start with the words 'through friendly nego-

tiation, both parties unanimously agree to the following terms and condi-

tions in the spirit of equality and mutual benefit'. Price negotiation is 
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usually regarded as the highlight of a business deal. A bargaining zone 

must be allowed for in the price quotation to allow for subsequent stren-

uous bargaining. A 'take-it-or-leave-it' position, even when the price is 

structured at the bottom line is not perceived as sincere, because price 

reduction through bargaining is a necessary component of face-saving. 

With regard to contract disputes, most contracts maintain a standard 

clause stipulating that amicable settlement through friendly negotiation 

or mutual consultation is a prerequisite before any other legal action, 

such as arbitration, takes place. In addition, all Chinese courts and arbi-

tration panels begin with a conciliation process before formal legal pro-

ceedings are activated. 

Forms of address and expressions 

In addressing the elderly or senior, it is impolite to use the first 

name. It is advisable to include their job title, for example 'Manager 

Wang', ‘Teacher Liu' or 'Section Chief Zhao'. To the elderly with no 

senior position, one is advised to use lao (old), or shifu (master) (if he or 

she is a blue-collar worker) before the family name. To the younger, 

xiao (young) is often used before the family name to show cordiality. 

Tongzhi (Comrade) is a legacy of communist revolutionary usage whose 

frequency of use has declined sharply except for some official occa-

sions. There is a growing tendency to address white-collar workers with 

teacher before the family name. In the meantime, xian-shen (Mr) and 

xiaojie (Miss) are increasingly popular in the cities. While taitai (Mrs) is 

used behind the husband's family name, its popularity is limited since 

most Chinese women are socially and economically independent and 

their maiden names are retained after marriage.  

Collectivism 

For the greater part of its 2000-year history China was ruled by an 

absolute monarchy. Unlike ancient Europe, where the basic unit of so-

cial production was the manor, the family was the basic unit of social 
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production in traditional Chinese society. On this basis a series of ethical 

principles were developed that bound the Chinese tightly to their homes. 

In time, a mentality was formed among the Chinese, marked by heavy 

dependence on the collectives of family, clan and nation. This depend-

ence inevitably produced inertia and a conservative attitude. People 

simply wanted to feel secure; they were afraid of change and lacked an 

enterprising spirit. Ironically, all such psychological needs were sup-

posed to be met under the centralized system, in which everything from 

clothing to food, from housing to transportation, from cradle to grave 

was to be taken care of. People tended to look to an organization or the 

government for a secure life. On a macro level, nationalism is as praise-

worthy as patriotism in the discussion of politics. 

Managers of an organization are expected in some ways to assume 

the role of parents. Today, particularly in state-owned organizations, 

employees can be found pestering their managers for better housing or 

even for settlement of family disputes. In spite of all its merits, collectiv-

ism is also, for the executives, a shield against uncertainty. They do not 

have to delegate their power, but neither do they have to shoulder indi-

vidual responsibility if things go wrong. When security prevails over 

efficiency, mediocrity finds a rich soil. In virtually all Chinese organiza-

tions, clear job descriptions and professionalism are still wanting. Para-

doxically, under this type of collectivism, it is usually the person at the 

very top who makes the final decision. 

Guanxi 

Guanxi (connection) may be seen as a web of strong personal con-

nections in which the connection's official position may be utilized to 

extend personal favours and commitments. For example, if a friend 

helped my daughter to find a better job, I would be more inclined to 

grant him an import license within my authority. The culture of Guanxi 

is based on binding social units: family, school, office or social net-
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works. Though a controversial and subtle subject, Guanxi is so wide-

spread and pervasive in Chinese culture that it is a subject of study – 

Guanxiology. It does not aim at direct exchange or immediate gratifica-

tion. Chinese culture attaches paramount importance to reciprocating 

favours received. Even today, many families keep a record of the gifts 

for a wedding or funeral so that one day they will find a way to recipro-

cate. Guanxi is a strategic reserve, which takes time to accumulate but 

can be cashed in when necessary or convenient. Some conclude that 'to 

get things done in China, it is not important to know what, but to know 

who'. It is particularly useful in tapping benefits from bureaucrats who 

possess freewheeling authority. Excessive gift-giving and extensive use 

of guanxi can be a subject of anti-corruption scrutiny. However, the 

importance of guanxi and the pervasiveness of corruption tend to be 

generally exaggerated to many westerners to the point that it becomes 

misleading. Chinese bureaucracy is actually highly efficient in managing 

mega projects such as construction of expressways and power grids. 

Reform of state-owned enterprises (SOEs) also begins to bear fruit when 

the “eight regulations” are tightly enforced among those executives of 

giant corporations. With the introduction of demanding KPIs for those 

executives in terms of financial profitability and environmental respon-

sibility, the correlation between personal motivation and performance 

becomes stronger.  

2.2 Interculturality  

Three Outcomes of Teaching Interculturality 

In the context of Intercultural Business Ethics (IBE) a principal 

teaching objective is to foster and encourage the ability to reflect on 

intercultural settings and experiences in order to realize a mutually ac-
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ceptable outcome in business encounters. Intercultural competence in-

cludes the following abilities:  

 The ability to apply basic concepts involved in classifying for-

eign cultures, such as ethnocentrism, universalism, relativism, 

which might help to position oneself within an intercultural set-

ting.  

 The ability to shift positions in a specific intercultural scenario to 

evaluate what is possible and where is the bottom-line.  

 The ability to speak about values and cultural specificities in 

one’s own or other cultures.   

Comparing Cultures 

Within the IBE Project, an essential skill for students to acquire is 

how to identify values in their own and foreign cultures, which helps 

sharpen their awareness of the differences as to how people from a dif-

ferent background work, live and feel. Some of the models involved use 

prefigured typologies such as “inside-outside” or “frontstage-backstage” 

or “high context – low context” contrast-thinking modalities. Some use 

empirical data and others, such as the very influential Hofstede concept, 

employ a questionnaire based on identifiable cultural traits. Following 

on from the selection of models used to describe cultures, the following 

is a list of tools which have been helpful in teaching how to compare 

cultures. It should be noted that discussions about how all these models 

involve stereotyping and how the particular may contradict any model 

used have been initiated by students. 

“Emic” and “etic”, first coined by American linguist and anthropol-

ogist Kenneth Pike, refer to the field research and viewpoints obtained 

from two different perspectives: the subject and the observer (Pike, 

1967). The emic approach investigates how local people think, how they 

perceive and categorize the world, their rules for behaviour, what has 
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meaning for them, and how they imagine and explain things; whereas 

the etic approach shifts the focus from local observations, categories, 

explanations and interpretations to those of the anthropologist, realizing 

that members of a culture often are too involved in what they are doing 

to interpret their cultures impartially (Kottak, 2006) (Table 2). 

Emic (insider) approach Etic (outsider) approach 

 Studies behaviour from within 

the system 

 Examines only one culture 

 Structure discovered by the 

analyst 

 Criteria are relative to internal 

characteristics 

 Studies behaviour from out-

side the system 

 Examines many cultures, 

comparing them 

 Structure created by the ana-

lyst 

 Criteria are considered abso-

lute or universal  

Table 2: Emic and Etic Approaches (adapted from Kottak, 2006) 

These two perspectives might seem contradictory. The complemen-

tarity in research and field work, however, has been widely recognized, 

making possible a richer view of a culture and its values; the emic ac-

count ensures the analysis is meaningful in the local context, while the 

etic account helps the application of overarching/universal values.  

Culture is further categorized into frontstage and backstage cultures. 

Both are the standard, normal or proper ways of doing things in a specif-

ic culture, but there are certain differences worth noticing (Terpstra & 

David, 1991) (Table 3). 

Frontstage culture Backstage culture 

 Insiders willing to share 

 Relatively easy for newcom-

er to learn 

 Insiders unwilling to share 

 May be regarded as illegal, 

illicit or just shameful 

 May be regarded as private 

knowledge that gives compet-

itive advantages 

Table 3: Frontstage and Backstage Culture (adapted from Terpstra 

& David, 1991) 
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In defining inter-cultural communication, anthropologist Edward 

Hall coined the terms of high and low-context culture with different 

rules of communication: indirect or direct (Hall, 1976). A high-context 

culture relies on implicit communication and nonverbal cues. In high-

context communication, a message cannot be understood without a great 

deal of background information. Asian, African, Arab, central European 

and Latin American cultures are generally considered to be high context. 

A low-context culture relies on explicit communication in which more 

of the information in a message is spelled out and defined. Cultures with 

western European roots, such as Switzerland, the United States and 

Australia, are generally considered to be low context (Table 4). 

 

High context Low context 

 Information resides in context 

 Emphasis on background, 

basic values 

 Less emphasis on legal pa-

perwork 

 Focus on personal reputation 

 Messages are explicit and 

specific 

 Words carry all the infor-

mation 

 Reliance on legal paperwork 

 Focus on non-personal doc-

umentation and credibility 

Table 4: High and Low Context Culture (adapted from Hall, 1976) 

To assess the tendencies towards high and low-context cultural inter-

actions, Claire Halverson has developed the Cultural-Context Inventory 

(Halverson & Tirmizi, 2008). 

World Values Survey 

Since 1981, the World Values Survey has monitored the changes in 

people’s values and beliefs, along with economic development, based on 

representative national surveys in more than 100 countries. A two-

dimensional framework was developed by Ronald Inglehart and Chris-

tian Welzel to analyze cultural differences in all major areas of human 
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concern, from religion, to politics, to economic and social life. Each of 

the two dimensions consists of a contrast and allows a cultural issue to 

be positioned on a scale between traditional on the one side and secular-

rational on the other side (dimension 1) or survival on the one side and 

self-expressive on the other side (dimension 2) (Inglehart & Welzel, 

2005).  

The traditional vs. secular-rational values dimension reflects the con-

trast between societies in which religion is very important and those in 

which it is not. Societies near the traditional pole emphasize the im-

portance of parent-child ties and deference to authority, along with abso-

lute standards and traditional family values, and reject divorce, abortion, 

euthanasia, and suicide. These societies have high levels of national 

pride, and a nationalistic outlook. Societies with secular-rational values 

have the opposite preferences on all of these topics (Inglehart & Welzel, 

2005).  

Survival values place emphasis on economic and physical security. 

They are linked with a relatively ethnocentric outlook and low levels of 

trust and tolerance. Self-expressive values give high priority to envi-

ronmental protection, growing tolerance of foreigners, gays and lesbians 

and gender equality, and rising demands for participation in decision-

making in economic and political life (Inglehart & Welzel, 2005).  

Culture Typology (Hofstede) 

Based on his survey of national value differences among IBM em-

ployees (1967-1973), Geert Hofstede, a Dutch psychologist, developed 

his structured model for analyzing the effects of society’s culture on 

values and how they relate to behaviour, originally including four di-

mensions and later extended to six. His ground-breaking work has since 

established the foundation for cross-cultural factor and psychology re-
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search, and is widely cited in international management and cross-

cultural communication (Hofstede et al., 2010). 

Hofstede Classification Scheme (Hofstede, 2011) 

Power-Distance Index (PDI) 

Defined as “the extent to which the less powerful members of organ-

izations and institutions (like the family) accept and expect that power is 

distributed unequally”. A higher degree on the Index indicates that hier-

archy is clearly established and executed in society, without doubt or 

reason. A lower degree on the Index signifies that people question au-

thority and attempt to distribute power. 

Individualism versus Collectivism (IDV) 

Defined as “the degree to which people in a society are integrated in-

to groups”, individualistic societies have loose ties that often only relate 

an individual to his/her immediate family. They emphasize the “I” ver-

sus the “we.” Their counterpart, collectivist societies, are societies in 

which tightly integrated relationships tie extended families and others 

into in-groups. These in-groups are infused with loyalty and support 

each other when a conflict arises with another in-group. 

Masculinity versus Femininity (MAS) 

Masculinity is defined as “a preference in society for achievement, 

heroism, assertiveness and material rewards for success”, whereas femi-

ninity is defined as “a preference for cooperation, modesty, caring for 

the weak, and quality of life”. 

Uncertainty Avoidance Index (UAI) 

Defined as “a society's tolerance for ambiguity”, societies that score 

a high degree on this index opt for stiff codes of behaviour, guidelines, 

laws, and generally rely on absolute truth, or the belief that one sole 

truth dictates everything and people know what it is. A lower degree on 
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this index shows more acceptance of differing thoughts or ideas. Society 

tends to impose fewer regulations, ambiguity is more accepted, and the 

environment is more free flowing. 

Long-Term Orientation versus Short-Term Normative Orientation 

(LTO) 

A lower degree on this index (short-term) indicates that traditions are 

honoured and kept, while steadfastness is valued. Societies with a high 

degree on this index (long-term) view adaptation and circumstantial, 

pragmatic problem-solving as a necessity. 

Indulgence versus Restraint (IND) 

Indulgence is defined as “a society that allows relatively free gratifi-

cation of basic and natural human desires related to enjoying life and 

having fun”, whereas restraint is defined as “a society that controls grati-

fication of needs and regulates this by means of strict social norms”. 

Although Hofstede's research dates back some time, his data is not 

only still interesting source material for cross-country comparisons be-

tween cultures, but also for discussions about the description of one's 

own country. In our IBE project we compared data from China, South 

Africa and Switzerland (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4: Country Comparison According to Hofstede's Scheme (Hof-

stede Insights, n.d.) 
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From this graphic we learn for instance that the index for power-

distance in China is at 80, for South Africa at 49 and for Switzerland at 

34 whereas the index for individualism shows the reverse ranking. The 

learning challenge consists in applying and/or comparing these insights 

to the experience of cultural difference during the IBE project.  

This is true for each of the models cited above. They all support stu-

dent efforts to discuss values and cultures. Some of these tools especial-

ly support the students’ ability to understand their own perspectives by 

putting themselves in the position of persons from another culture (while 

being aware of the risk of thinking too schematically). 

Example: Contrasting Business Cultures 

Table 5 is an attempted and broad summary of contrasting cultural 

traits covering Chinese, African, and Western expectations in terms of 

different business methods.  

Cultural 

Traits 

Chinese African Western 

Religion Basically atheist Predominantly Christian Basically Christian 

Business 

relations 

Highly interperson-

al 

Simultaneously informal 

and formal 

'Business is busi-

ness' 

Planning Incremental and 

relationship driven 

Incremental and objec-

tive driven 
Objective driven 

Decision-

making 
Collective 

Public sector and NPOs - 

more collective 

Private sector - more 

individualistic 

Individualistic 

Negotiation 

style 
Friendly and more 

prepared 
Friendly 

Sometimes Aggres-

sive 

Expression 

Contextual 

Contextual and explicit 

depending on the cir-

cumstances 

Explicit and impro-

vised 
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Communi-

cation 
Infrequent When necessary Frequent 

Organiza-

tional 

structure 

Hierarchical Hierarchical Horizontal 

Logical 

reasoning 
Deductive Deductive tendency Inductive 

Table 5: Summary of Different Cultural Traits in Business Methods 

In the IBE project, students work together in culturally mixed 

groups. As preparation lecturers can ask their students what similarities 

or differences they typically assume in the traits among the cultures 

involved. The results of the discussion can be recorded in such a table. 

Alternatively, a table such as Table 5 can be given as a suggestion and 

discussed. Table 5 obviously contains some discussion-worthy, stereo-

typical descriptions of cultural traits. It nevertheless provides a useful 

starting point as students themselves initially tend to understand cultural 

differences by means of stereotypes. The purpose of Table 5, then, 

might be to get beyond stereotypes by means of stereotypes. 

2.3 Business Ethics  

General Ethics  

Western philosophy has produced different approaches to general 

ethics, virtue ethics, utilitarian ethics, deontological ethics, and dis-

course ethics, to name several. The claim of these ethics schools of 

thought is universal, which means that they are said to apply inde-

pendently of any particular culture. However, each approach is formu-

lated on an abstract level. If one wants to apply them to a dilemma in a 

particular situation and culture, the approaches seen as most relevant 

need to be chosen and discussed along the lines of questions such as:  
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 What does a particular virtue such as honesty mean in that cul-

ture?  

 What are the consequences of a certain action in this context?  

 What are the duties of a person in that situation?  

 How can those affected be involved in the resolution of a dilem-

ma? 

Allowing for the elements of choice and interpretation in any partic-

ular case, general ethical approaches provide good starting points in the 

discussion of an ethical dilemma and are therefore initially considered 

below in their abstract form. 

Virtue Ethics  

Virtues are those behaviours and character traits that are valued 

within a community as exemplary and indispensable for a good life 

(Borchers, 2016). In view of the fact that students from all cultures have 

their own definition of virtues in mind, they need to realize that certain 

behaviours and character traits are recognized as virtues across cultures. 

Virtue ethics has therefore also been used in the group work. However, 

its use is often limited to pinpoint personal shortcomings. Important 

actors, whose behaviour contributed to the dilemma described in a case 

study, do not show those qualities that would have been necessary for 

their respective tasks, competences and responsibilities. In order to re-

solve the dilemma, these actors are called on to display the necessary 

qualities. In the case discussions, we have, however, noticed that the 

crucial question of how these actors could change and become morally 

better human beings is generally avoided. 

The application of virtue ethics confronted the students with the dif-

ficulty that it focuses on the character traits of the actors and not on their 

actions. The following criterion offers some assistance here: whether an 

action is good or bad depends on whether it helps to create an environ-
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ment in which people can flourish or develop, i.e. in which they can 

become morally better off. By including this criterion, a bridge can be 

built between the being and doings of an actor under an ethical spotlight. 

An interesting question can be asked as to whether those virtues that 

are preferably displayed in business life are identical to those displayed 

in private life. For example, honesty is considered a virtue in private life. 

In business, it is also considered a virtue, but a certain amount of bluff-

ing or concealment is accepted in negotiations (Boatright, 2009). Focus-

sing the discussion on virtues that seem particularly important in busi-

ness would help to answer this question. In addition, students could be 

asked to examine these virtues to see if they match Aristotle’s golden 

mean between extremes. 

Utilitarian Ethics  

Teleological approaches to ethics are probably found in all cultures 

and are at least intuitively familiar to all our students. Many students are 

familiar with the well-known theoretical core of utilitarianism as created 

by Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) and John Stuart Mill (1806-1873). 

Utilitarian arguments are presented by students of different nationalities 

when working together in the mixed teams. This may be explained by 

the fact that they were mostly students of Business or Economics. These 

subjects, by their very nature, have a very strong affinity for utilitarian-

ism given that quantitative cost-benefit analysis is an obvious decision-

making tool in both disciplines.  

The team discussions and the final video production in the IBE mod-

ule revealed a big gap in the application of the utilitarian approach: The 

pitfalls of utilitarianism were blended out. It was ignored that the conse-

quences of an action should be comprehensively recorded and quantita-

tively assessed. Instead, “pleasures and pains”, in other words the utility, 

was mostly estimated intuitively for selected actors only. A utilitarian 
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weighing would have taken into account criteria such as “the number of 

persons affected, intensity, duration, the certainty or uncertainty, the 

proximity or distance, the consequentiality, the purity of a pleasure or 

pain”. The distinction between “quantity and quality” of pleasures and 

pains, as advocated by John Stuart Mill, was also mostly omitted, even 

when students knew about this from theory. The sometimes serious 

difficulties involved in considering these criteria were thus neglected.  

In the case-based application of utilitarianism, the goal would be for 

students to recognize the weaknesses of utilitarian reasoning. They need 

to be guided either to try to mitigate these weaknesses by applying rule 

utilitarianism instead of action utilitarianism, e.g. by assigning the utili-

tarian argument a more constricted weight in the determination of goods. 

In any case, we recommend that lecturers explicitly ask students whether 

they have considered the consequences of an action for all those affect-

ed. The identification of the affected parties can also be approached with 

the help of a stakeholder analysis with the individual steps “scanning, 

monitoring, forecasting and assessment”.  

To simplify the assessment process, it is advisable to refer to the rule 

preference theorem as a simple and practicable criterion. Of course, the 

question of utilitarian balancing of these preference rules remains open, 

but this is fine in the context of the time and intellectual resources avail-

able for this group work. Preference rules are derived from cognitive 

entities with a holistic calculation of interest maximization which guides 

prioritization to achieve the lesser evil:  

 More fundamental (more urgent) good before less urgent 

 Action with only probable evil consequences before action that 

causes evils with certainty 

 In the case of unavoidable evils: short-lasting before long-lasting 

evils 

 All other things being equal: decide for the benefit of the many 

rather than the few 
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 Reversible consequences before irreversible ones 

The rather facile and ill-considered application of the utilitarian ap-

proach when the course was first taught also meant that students were 

unable to locate the potential conflict between utilitarianism and justice 

in the context of their case study, even though this conflict was often 

present, at least in a latent way. It seems to us that an important learning 

goal is to enable students to identify if and when the “greatest happiness 

of the greatest number” leads to a violation of sometimes fundamental 

rights of a minority. 

Deontological ethics  

Probably the most famous representative of deontological ethics is 

the German philosopher Immanuel Kant (1724 - 1804), whose teachings 

had a formative influence on continental European ethics in particular. 

European students may already be familiar with elements of Kant's eth-

ics - such as the categorical imperative. For the ethical evaluation of 

actions in the context of the case studies, however, this was rather rarely 

referred to. This seems all the more concerning given that human rights 

are also deontological in nature. Without an understanding of deontolog-

ical ethics, therefore, human rights cannot be justified as thoroughly. 

With regard to the importance of human rights, we consider it useful 

that students are introduced to deontological ethics at the outset of the 

group work or case study, on the one hand by explaining the theory in a 

simplified form and on the other hand by giving examples. Preferably, 

the examples should deal with those actions in which the consequences 

play no or hardly any role. Thus, teleological aspects are pushed into the 

background and deontological considerations are really forced upon the 

reader. For example, compare the actions of two billionaires who each 

donate a million dollars at a charity event. One donates to impress his 

guests whereas the other does it to really help. Furthermore, the instruc-
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tor can pick up and bring in important additional elements of Kant's 

ethics at this point: intention and good will.  

In group work the deontological approach was rather secondary 

compared to the teleological one. Business and Economics students 

often have difficulties grasping the essence of the categorical imperative 

which claims absolute validity and whose consequences, moreover, are 

to be deliberately set aside.  

Discourse ethics 

The basic idea of discourse ethics is that the members of a communi-

ty agree on the solution of an ethical conflict in a rule-free and reasona-

ble discourse. They bring their interests and rights into the discourse for 

debate, carefully weigh claims against each other, and decide on a solu-

tion to the conflict in such a way that all can accept the consequences 

without compulsion.  

Jürgen Habermas, a leading exponent of discourse ethics, has estab-

lished two principles for this approach. The discourse principle states 

that all those affected must be able to be involved in the discourse in 

order to resolve an ethical conflict. And the universalisation principle 

states that the consequences can be accepted in principle without com-

pulsion by all those involved. A violation of the right to consent of 

some, for example in the interests of the majority, is thus excluded (Ha-

bermas, 1983). 

Discourse ethics is well suited to discussing conflicts in intercultural 

business ethics among students. Students can bring different cultural 

values and norms into the discourse and then they have to agree on a 

reasonable procedure for conflict resolution. When working on case 

studies, students can act as proxies to bring the different demands of 

stakeholders into the discussion. Discourse ethics thus provides a model 

for a real stakeholder dialogue in a business context.  
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Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)  

CSR Standards 

For companies, international standards on corporate social responsi-

bility (CSR) have gained remarkable importance in recent years, espe-

cially as a result of stakeholder pressure to ensure that supply chains are 

ethically acceptable, that workers are treated with dignity and respect, 

and that a company’s profits are used responsibly. The most important 

standards are: 

OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises: - comprehen-

sive recommendations for conduct by governments towards mul-

tinational enterprises. (OECD, n.d.) 

United Nations Global Compact (UNGC): - 10 universal princi-

ples on human rights, labour standards, environment and anti-

corruption. (United Nations, n.d.-b) 

ISO 26000: - a guide to corporate social responsibility, developed 

as part of a broad international process, involving government, 

business, labour, consumer and NGOs. (ISO, n.d.) 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI): - a framework for designing 

sustainability reports according to internationally recognised cri-

teria. (Global Reporting Initiative, n.d.)  

Environmental, Social and Corporate Governance (ESG):  - a 

useful framework to assess the impact and sustainability of in-

vestment projects in relation to their capital-market performance. 

Though there are no globally recognized ESG standards yet, it 

has a promising future in both developed and emerging markets 

(MSCI, n.d.) 

Application of the CSR standards in the IBE project 

To familiarize students with CSR and its prevailing standards, learn-

ing material should be provided in advance. Above all, it is essential that 

students understand why and to what extent companies should be re-
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sponsible for their actions and operations. Students are encouraged to 

ponder over questions such as, why should companies behave as good 

citizens and what is the relationship between profitability and sustaina-

bility? Students are encouraged to provide explanations to questions 

such as, what are positive and negative externalities, what is the differ-

ence between public goods and private goods, and where is the border-

line between government and corporate responsibility? 

Many students do not believe that companies possess moral capabil-

ity; it is the people in the company who act and not the company per se. 

This view thus absolves companies of moral responsibility from the very 

beginning. In order to counter this view, it can be helpful to point out 

that the “inner structure” of companies significantly influences the deci-

sions of the individual persons in companies (Göbel, 2020, p. 113). In 

addition, attributing responsibility to companies makes sense because in 

a system based on the division of labor with strong fragmentation of 

individual task responsibility, it is often not possible to determine pre-

cisely who contributed to certain consequences (e.g. environmental 

damage) (Göbel, 2020, p. 119). Another strong counter-argument is to 

challenge students about the purpose of the people who decide to form 

an organization. 

Once students acknowledge corporate social responsibility, the CSR 

standards listed above can be used to analyze the behavior of the com-

pany they are studying in their case analysis or video project. Depending 

on the case study and company chosen, one or the other standards may 

be more appropriate. The CSR standards can be used both to assess 

corporate actions - or omissions - and to resolve the case-specific di-

lemma. The latter is particularly applicable if it can be shown that taking 

corporate responsibility seriously is not only associated with costs, but 

can also result in competitive advantage. 

Looking at the role of CSR in a case facilitates ethical argumentation 

(Göbel, 2020, p. 123). It can, for example, be used to introduce dis-
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course ethics to students in the context of stakeholder dialogue to better 

perceive and analyze interests and claims. 

This said, it has been found that students from different backgrounds 

understand CSR differently. For example, we found that in South Afri-

can students perceive CSR more in terms of corporate social investment 

(CSI). Good companies make social investments and behave philan-

thropically. These investments are desired by society and are made vol-

untarily, but they should yield a return. As a rule, companies are not 

seen as making these investments for noble or self-sacrificing reasons. If 

CSI is used within the framework of an integrated approach, so that 

economic, legal and ethical as well as philanthropic aspects are brought 

together, then it comes very close to a comprehensive CSR approach 

(Carroll, 2016, p. 2). The nuances found in different cultures and coun-

tries should, however, be recognised. 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 

In September 2000, at the turn of the millennium, leaders from 189 

countries unanimously adopted the historic United Nations Millennium 

Declaration, a universal resolve to achieve eight grand goals in the space 

of 15 years. These Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) encom-

passed a broad range of challenges to be addressed by all nations 

through individual endeavour and international cooperation. Moreover, 

assistance from the developed world was called upon to aid the lesser 

developed countries. What is significant is that these goals were realistic 

and measurable, from halving extreme poverty and hunger to promoting 

gender equality and reducing child mortality, in addition to having a 

specific target finish line by 2015.  

Unsurprisingly, in spite of substantial achievements, large gaps re-

mained to be filled with the MDGs. The Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs) that stretch to 2030 are intended to pick up where the MDGs left 
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off. In September 2015, the UN General Assembly approved this global 

development agenda in the form of the 17 SDGs (United Nations, n.d.-a) 

(table 12 in Appendix 1). 

The contribution of the SDGs lies in the fact that they lay the ground 

for all nations to build a unanimous acknowledgement of the key issues 

the entire world has to face in concerted efforts, following the same 

agenda for implementation and using the same vocabulary in communi-

cation. They can therefore be a useful point of reference in student IBE 

projects (United Nations, n.d.-a). 

2.4 Human Rights as Common Ground? 

Why a question mark in this title? Simply because, although human 

rights in the modern era are described as universal or, indeed, absolute, 

this is not the case. This section therefore looks at human rights, but also 

at other frameworks for exploring common ground that students from 

different cultures and countries might use. 

UN Human Rights Declaration 

In 1948, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the Univer-

sal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) which sets out fundamental 

human rights individuals and lay the cornerstone of mutual respect for 

all peoples around world in their interactions (United Nations, 1948). 

Human rights have a number of distinctive, interrelated characteristics. 

They are individual rights to freedom and autonomy to which every 

human being is entitled. They are moral rights that define the conditions 

under which people should treat each other. They connect directly to 

human well-being. Human rights are universal; all human beings are 

bearers of human rights simply by virtue of the fact that they are human 

beings. They should be respected globally (Cragg, 2010, p. 271). This 
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all said, in culturally mixed groups, human rights are sometimes hotly 

debated and criticised as purely Western ideas.  

Divergent Views on Human Rights 

There are different views on the question of what human rights actu-

ally are. Brenkert distinguishes between a relativist, a restrictivist and an 

expansivist view of human rights (Brenkert, 2016, p. 279 ff.). 

The relativist view, argues that human rights are culturally based, 

having developed historically in Western culture and later spreading to 

other countries. Restrictivists understand human rights as fundamental 

moral rights that are universally valid. These rights exist even if they are 

disregarded by governments or companies. With rights come duties to 

protect them. Restrictivists believe that the number of human rights 

should be limited because they are considered basic and do not cover all 

aspects of morality. Expansivists take human rights as entitlements or 

ideals. These ideals are goals for human development, such as the right 

to a healthy life. However, because there can be many such goals the 

issue of cultural differences again arises. From an expansivist perspec-

tive, it is more difficult to distinguish fundamental and derivative rights 

or to infer global obligations for governments or companies. 

In fact, there are several culturally adapted versions of human rights:  

 The European Convention on Human Rights (Council of Europe, 

1950) 

 The African (Banjul) Charter on Human and Peoples’ Rights 

(Organization of African Unity, 1981) 

 The Cairo Declaration of Human Rights (Islamic Conference of 

Foreign Ministers, 1990) 

 The ASEAN Human Rights Declaration (Association of South 

East Asian Nations (ASEAN), 2012) 
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 The Communist Party of China and Human Rights Protection 

(State Council Information Office, 2021) 

The different declarations show that cultures have different empha-

ses on human rights. Interculturally composed groups can be asked to 

compare and work out the similarities and differences between the dec-

larations as well as their practical applications to specific scenarios. 

Common Morality and Common Interests 

Norms and values can differ considerably depending on the culture. 

Nevertheless, as human beings we share common characteristics such as 

being biological and vulnerable beings, but also social and rational be-

ings. These human characteristics are part of the common human condi-

tion of life. A comparison of cultures shows that there are definitely also 

shared norms and values that can be called universal common morality: 

“The following are a few examples (but not a complete list) of 

rules of obligation in the common morality: (1) Do not kill; (2) 

Do not cause pain or suffering to others; (3) Prevent evil or harm 

from occurring; (4) Rescue persons in danger; (5) Tell the truth; 

(6) Nurture the young and dependent; (7) Keep your promises; 

(8) Do not steal; (9) Do not punish the innocent; and (10) Obey 

the law.” (Beauchamp, 2010, p. 240) 

And among the universally shared moral virtues:  

“The common morality also contains moral character traits, or 

standards of virtue, that should be distinguished from norms of 

obligation. Here are ten examples (but not a complete list) of 

moral character traits, or virtues, recognized in the common mo-

rality, and these too should be considered basic or fundamental 

norms: (1) Non-malevolence; (2) Honesty; (3) Integrity; (4) Con-

scientiousness; (5) Trustworthiness; (6) Fidelity; (7) Gratitude; 
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(8) Truthfulness; (9) Lovingness and (10) Kindness.” (Beau-

champ, 2010, p. 240) 

These moral rules and virtues are universally shared in the abstract. 

Cultural differences become apparent when we are asked to decide what 

is morally right in any concrete situation and which virtues and values 

are to be prioritised. Therefore, intercultural discussions amongst stu-

dents on the application of common morality, and also of culturally 

different norms and values to case studies, are particularly useful in 

raising awareness of what is held in common and where fundamental 

differences exist. 

Economists and business people – most of our students count them-

selves as such – are often convinced that interests per se are decisive. 

Interests set incentives and guide actions. Adam Smith put this most 

famously in Chapter 2 of his Wealth of Nations (1776):   

“It is not from the benevolence of the butcher, the brewer, or the 

baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard to their 

own interest. We address ourselves, not to their humanity but to 

their self-love, and never talk to them of our own necessities but 

of their advantages.”(Smith, 1991, p. 13) 

It is in general argued that it is not so much the common values that 

are fundamental to peaceful and prosperous coexistence, but rather the 

common interests. Common interests can be seen as the source of the 

wealth of nations and their citizens. According to this perspective it is 

relevant that people maximize their own and thus the aggregate utility. 

This approach to ethical problems is common among our students 

common and should be taken into account as an alternative to human 

rights or to common morality as a bridge to intercultural understanding 

in a business context. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) men-

tioned above in Chapter 2.3 can, for example, be viewed as increasing 

the common wealth of nations.  
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The Golden Rule 

Human rights are based on mutual respect between human beings. 

The principle of reciprocity is very old. Possibly the earliest affirmation 

of the maxim of reciprocity, reflecting the ancient Egyptian goddess 

Ma'at, appears in the story of The Eloquent Peasant, which dates to the 

Middle Kingdom (2040–1650 BC): “Now this is the command: Do to 

the doer to make him do.” (Wilson, 1956, p. 121). A Late Period  

(c. 664–323 BC) papyrus contains an early negative affirmation of the 

Golden Rule: “That which you hate to be done to you, do not do to an-

other.” (Jasnow, 1992, p. 95). 

This concept also dates at least to early Confucian times (551–479 

BC), according to Rushworth Kidder, who identifies that it is omnipres-

ent in Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism, Judaism, Taoism, Zoroastrian-

ism, and other world's major religions (Kidder, 2003, p. 129). More 

recently, it appears as part of the “Declaration Toward a Global Ethic” 

ratified by the Parliament of the World's Religions. More than 200 lead-

ers from more than 40 different faith traditions and spiritual communi-

ties around the world signed the Declaration during the Parliament's 

1993 gathering in Chicago. It has served as a common ground for people 

to discuss, to agree, and to cooperate for the good of all (Parliament of 

the World’s Religion, n.d.).  

The Golden Rule is an ethical principle of reciprocity that grounds 

itself in objective observation. When we act in a manner toward others 

that is inconsistent with how we would like to be treated, then we are 

being hypocritical and unfair. It is a constant reminder for any decision 

making that may directly or indirectly impact others. A sense of sympa-

thy and empathy arises when one switches personal viewpoint to the 

perspective of another group or individual. David Hume explained that 

this is the case because “the minds of all men are similar in their feelings 

and operations” and that “the motion of one communicates itself to the 
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rest” so that as affectations readily pass from one to another, they beget 

corresponding movements (Hume, 2018).  

Human Rights and Business 

It is worth returning to human rights as it has so clearly been the fo-

cus of many students thinking about right and wrong, regardless of the 

differences and alternatives described above. Besides the question of 

what human rights are, there are two other important questions for dis-

cussing human rights: who is responsible for human rights?, and for 

which human rights is business responsible (a link to CSR)? (Brenkert, 

2016, p. 286 ff.).  

In 2011, the UN Human Rights Council adopted the Guiding Princi-

ples on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs). The Guiding Principles 

are based on the approach developed by John Ruggie using three pillars: 

 Protect: The state should protect the inhabitants of its own territo-

ry from corporate interference in human rights, 

 Respect: Companies have a responsibility to respect human 

rights, 

 Remedy: In the event of human rights violations by companies, 

those affected should have access to complaints procedures and 

legal protection. 

According to the Guiding Principles, companies have an explicit re-

sponsibility to respect human rights: 

“11. Business enterprises should respect human rights. This 

means that they should avoid infringing on the human rights of 

others and should address adverse human rights impacts with 

which they are involved. […] 

12. The responsibility of business enterprises to respect human 

rights refers to internationally recognized human rights – under-
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stood, at a minimum, as those expressed in the International Bill 

of Human Rights and the principles concerning fundamental 

rights set out in the International Labour Organization’s Declara-

tion on Fundamental Principles and Rights at Work. […] 

13. The responsibility to respect human rights requires that busi-

ness enterprises: 

(a) Avoid causing or contributing to adverse human rights 

impacts through their own activities, and address such im-

pacts when they occur; 

(b) Seek to prevent or mitigate adverse human rights impacts 

that are directly linked to their operations, products or  

services by their business relationships, even if they have not 

contributed to those impacts. […]”  

(United Nations, 2011, p. 13 ff.) 

The Guiding Principles are now considered the global standard when 

it comes to business and human rights. In particular, they state that com-

panies have the task of setting up governance structures to protect hu-

man rights. However, human rights activists have also criticised the 

Guiding Principles for not taking enough account of the holders of hu-

man rights, and for contributing too little to improving the human rights 

situation (Rodríguez Garavito, 2017) (Martin et al., 2020).  

In the European Union, human rights are one of the core issues of 

CSR. To this end, the European Commission has renewed its CSR strat-

egy and developed an action plan on human rights and democracy (Eu-

ropean Commission, 2011) (European Commission, 2015) (European 

Commission, n.d.). Current topics in the discussion on human rights are 

a human rights impact assessment (HRIA) (Götzmann, 2019) and also 

the protection of human rights in the digitalised economy (Christians, 

2019) (Kirchschläger, 2021). 





3 

 

TEACHING INTERCULTURAL  

BUSINESS ETHICS (IBE) 

This chapter presents our IBE project as a form of Collaborative 

Online International Learning (COIL). It presents the organisational 

framework of the IBE project: mission and goals, task, cooperation 

between students, coaching of the groups, assessment of the work, digi-

tal tools for COIL, evaluation of the project, and concrete experiences 

with problems and solutions. 

3.1 Collaborative Online International Learning (COIL) 

Collaborative Online International Learning, or COIL, is a term that 

has come to be used for connections built between university courses 

which involve “study abroad, instructional design and teaching faculty 

through team-taught courses” and which are therefore aimed at “promot-

ing, integrating and enhancing international education experiences 

across curricula.” (SUNY Coil Centre, 2015, p. 1). This definition is 

offered by an early participant in this field, the SUNY Center for Col-

laborative Online International Learning, otherwise known as the COIL 

Center, which, in a guide for faculty, went on to make clear the differ-

ence between COIL and regular online offerings: 

“A COIL course is specifically designed to link students who 

have different cultural and geophysical perspectives and experi-

ences. A typical online course may include students from differ-

ent parts of the world; however, a COIL course engages students 
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in learning course content both through their own unique cultural 

lens and also by exchanging their cultural and experiential lenses 

as they move through the learning material together. By helping 

students to reflect with each other, you and your partner instruc-

tor will be facilitating a cross-cultural dialogue that brings a 

global dimension to your course content.”  

(SUNY Coil Centre, 2015, p. 4)  

During the first offering of “Intercultural Business Ethics (IBE)” the 

lecturers involved did not consciously see themselves as involved in 

COIL. In retrospect, however, it is clear that the module fulfilled all the 

criteria listed in the above description. IBE does link students who have 

different cultural perspectives, does require them to exchange their ex-

periences as they work through the learning material and does encourage 

them to reflect in a cross-cultural dialogue that has a global dimension.  

Such an offering must be built on foundations which include a mean-

ingful geographical and cultural spread of students, sufficient IT infra-

structure to carry the collaboration and a commitment to at least mutual 

understanding of cultural schemata with which not all the participants 

may agree. The analysis of ethical dilemmas provides a framework in 

which collaboration on these foundations can take place. There are other 

such framework-giving disciplines, such as international relations, as-

pects of international law, philosophy of science and religious studies. 

3.2 Mission and Objectives  

As a common starting point for the project “Intercultural Business 

Ethics (IBE)”, the lecturers drew up a joint manifesto. The manifesto 

sets out the goals, topics and process of the project. 
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Objectives 

The learning aims of the project “Intercultural Business Ethics 

(IBE)” are that students from business schools with different cultural 

backgrounds work together on business topics, examine the related ethi-

cal aspects and learn from each other in a subject-specific and intercul-

tural way, to equip them with ethical principles, cultural sensitivity and 

decision-making tools in such a globalized and interdependent business 

environment.  

The specific learning objectives of the project are as follows:  

 differentiate between ethics, values and ethical dilemmas in dif-

ferent scenarios 

 identify and interpret an ethical dilemma within different cultural 

contexts 

 research and document business ethics topics and/or prepare case 

studies on companies in selected sectors 

 demonstrate understanding of the role and benefits of ethics in 

the business environment and society 

 evaluate good corporate governance practices both in the home 

country and internationally 

 contribute to ethical decision-making in the business environment 

 exchange knowledge via a web platform and discuss differences 

of viewpoint and development opportunities 

 maintain personal contacts with students with similar interests 

from a different cultural context 

The project is designed as a research and study project and serves the 

intercultural exchange of knowledge. It looks for a good mix of online 

vs. offline collaboration, synchronous vs. asynchronous learning, and 

plenary, group and individual work. 



48   Intercultural Business Ethics (IBE): A Teaching Handbook 

 

 

Topics 

The lecturers offer an introduction to the approaches of general and 

intercultural ethics and to the ethical backgrounds of the participating 

cultures: 

 intercultural ethics, human dignity, human rights 

 general and Western ethics: virtue ethics, deontological ethics, 

utilitarian ethics, discourse ethics 

 African values, Ubuntu ethics 

 Chinese values, Confucian ethics 

 European/Swiss values 

The students work in interculturally composed groups. They select a 

case study, research the background and discuss different approaches to 

solving the problem. They document the results in a short video.  

The case-study topics are broad and include problems from areas 

such as strategic management, leadership, human resources, corruption, 

bribery, poverty alleviation, climate change and green entrepreneurship, 

corporate social responsibility (CSR), sustainable overseas investment, 

entrepreneurship, common good, technology and digitisation. 

We uploaded 20 case studies onto the learning platform used, along 

with additional information for students. The teams then chose from the 

list the case study they wanted to work on in the IBE project. We limited 

the selection so that a maximum of three teams could work on the same 

case study. Alternatively, we allowed teams to work on a case they de-

veloped on their own in consultation with their coach. 

Process 

The interculturally composed teams in the IBE project had about one 

month to work on the case studies. In this section, we will only briefly 
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describe the joint start and conclusion of the IBE project. The joint work 

on the case studies is described in detail below. 

The IBE project has a joint online kick-off to which all participating 

students and lecturers are invited. For the first implementation of the 

IBE project in 2020, around 150 students and 8 lecturers were present. 

We recorded the kick-off so that it was also accessible to students who 

could not attend. For the kick-off, we prepared a set of slides containing 

the most important overview information about the IBE project:  

 Presentation of the universities and the lecturers 

 Overview of the IBE Project 

 Objectives 

 Case Studies 

 Ethical Approaches 

 Process 

 Outcomes 

 Assessment 

 Coaching 

 Technical platform 

In order for the students to get to know all the lecturers, each lecturer 

presented 1 or 2 of these slides. We also asked a student at each of the 

participating universities to briefly introduce themselves and then to 

introduce their university using the following questions: 

 Who is the student and what is she/he studying?  

 Where is the university? 

 What topics is the university known for? 

 What expectations does she/he have of the IBE project? 

At the end of the IBE project, we did not hold a joint event. Howev-

er, we organised a competition among the submitted videos and awarded 

prizes to the best three videos chosen by the students and the lecturers 

respectively. Beforehand, we asked the students if they wanted to take 
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part in the competition and if we could make their video available to the 

other students on the password-protected learning platform.  

Upon request, we also issued the students with a confirmation that 

they had participated in the IBE project. 

Problems and Solutions 

The different semester schedules of the participating universities 

were a challenge for the IBE project. We therefore limited the joint work 

on the case studies to a time window of around one month.  

The timing of the joint kick-off was also a problem, as there was no 

easily available time slot during the working week, mainly because the 

time difference between South Africa and Switzerland on the one hand 

and China on the other is six hours. We therefore agreed on the combi-

nation of a time-zone sensitive time slot and a recording of the kick-off 

which could be viewed asynchronously. 

3.3 Task and Tools 

Assignment 

The assignment for the students in the IBE project is to discuss an 

ethical dilemma in a business context in culturally mixed groups and to 

present the result of the discussion in a video. The task and the expected 

result are as follows (Table 6): 

Product  short video, mp4 

Contents  description of the case and the ethical dilemma 

 ethical reasoning and clear judgement 

 introduction of the group members 
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Length  8-10 minutes  

Submission  on the learning platform 

 up to 6 weeks to work on the case  

Table 6: Task and Expected Outcome in the IBE Project 

Product: Short Video 

Each team produces their own short video of 8 to 10 minutes as a re-

sult of their work. The students have six weeks to work on the case 

study and produce the video. The team leader uploads the video onto the 

learning platform at the end. The videos are made accessible (allowing 

for the producers’ permission) to all students of the IBE project after 2 

weeks. The video should contain at least the following elements: de-

scription of the case and the ethical dilemma, ethical reasoning and clear 

judgement, introduction of the group members. Technically, the video 

should be saved as an mp-4 file. We have not made any further specifi-

cations regarding content, technical matters or design, and have explicit-

ly encouraged the students to try out creative solutions for the video.  

Digital Tools 

Collaborative Online Intercultural Learning (COIL) requires differ-

ent digital tools. The learning platform is the technical basis for online 

teaching at a university. The most important functions in a COIL project 

are user management, file management, chat, a forum, and so forth. The 

learning platform must be professionally installed and administered. 

Learning platforms often pose a problem for COIL projects because they 

only grant access to learning materials and tools to the hosting universi-

ty’s own students. 



52   Intercultural Business Ethics (IBE): A Teaching Handbook 

 

 

Email is the worldwide standard for online communication. Email is 

technically the easiest tool to exchange information and documents 

within projects. The disadvantage of email in projects is that team mem-

bers have to manage the emails and attachments themselves and even 

with an agreed filing system confusion can result. 

File sharing platforms allow text files and video files to be ex-

changed and managed within teams. The most important functions are 

file storage and version management. A common problem with file 

sharing platforms in COIL projects is that they are blocked by organisa-

tions or states for security reasons. 

Video conferencing tools make it possible to hold online meetings 

and thus collaborate in a COIL project. The main functions of video 

conferencing tools can all be used, including chat, screen sharing, 

breakout sessions and the whiteboard. A common problem with video 

conferencing tools in COIL projects is that they require bandwidth be-

yond that provided by the internet connection in certain countries. 

Messenger apps are only of limited use as a communication tool in 

COIL projects, as they do not allow for an organised filing of project 

documents. In addition, some messenger apps are not accessible in all 

countries. 

For the production of short videos, a video editing tool is necessary. 

The most important functions of a video editing tool are the import of 

audio and video, the editing suite and the export of video in, for exam-

ple, MP4 format. 

Table 13 in Appendix 3 summarises the experiences with digital 

tools from the first implementations of the IBE project. It should be 

understood as referring to the situation in summer 2022, which may 

have changed quickly thereafter.  
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Problems and Solutions 

A finding from the first IBE project was that the time devoted in stu-

dent video submissions to ethical considerations was often too short 

compared to the case presentation and the presentation of the group 

members. We therefore increased the required length of the video  

from 5, to 8 to10 minutes.  

The experience from the first IBE project showed that the quality of 

the videos varied widely from a technical and design point of view. 

Among the videos there were simple selfies taken with a smartphone, 

documentary video recordings for the case study, synchronised anima-

tions, and also professionally edited short videos. 

On the one hand, technology is a precondition for Collaborative 

Online Intercultural Learning (COIL). On the other hand, technology is 

often a barrier to collaboration. Sometimes there is a lack of access to 

the online tools; sometimes there is a lack of knowledge on how to use 

the tools effectively.  

Often the students lacked the technical know-how or software for 

video production and had to invest a lot of time and energy in producing 

the video technically. For the next implementation of the IBE project, 

we have therefore increased the time needed for production from 4 to 6 

weeks. In addition, we will propose the use of freely accessible tools for 

video editing.  

At the moment, there is no simple communication and cooperation 

platform that is accessible to all students in an international context. 

From an ethical point of view, it is clear that no students should be ex-

cluded from participating for technical reasons. As a solution to the 

technology problem, we now offer a list of possible communication and 

cooperation tools with comments on the strengths and weaknesses of 

each tool.  

In the first implementation of the IBE project, we left it open to the 

students to decide which tools they wanted to use for their project work. 
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The messenger apps WhatsApp and WeChat posed a particular problem, 

as they were not accessible to some team members, depending where 

they were geographically. From an ethical point of view, it should not be 

the case that some students are excluded from the teamwork because 

they do not have access to the communication tools. If different tools are 

used within the teams, cooperation must be ensured by overlapping use 

of different tools within the team. Another solution to the problem is 

greater use of the learning platform, even though it is more complicated 

than, for example, messenger apps, and less attractive in design. 

Normally, the learning platforms of the universities can only be used 

by their own students. This problem can be partly solved by using guest 

accounts for foreign students. During the first implementations of the 

IBE project, the learning platform ILIAS of the Lucerne School of Busi-

ness was used as a common communication and cooperation platform. 

Access to the learning platform was provided by the Swiss SWITCH 

edu-ID system, which can also be opened to foreign students. Two stu-

dent assistants from the Lucerne School of Business provided support in 

creating participant IDs and accounts. In addition, the local students can 

also support their colleagues in using the learning platform. 

3.4 Cooperation and Coaching  

Teamwork 

In the IBE project, students work together online in interculturally 

mixed teams on case studies on business ethics. The topic, the task, the 

team and the technology are new and unfamiliar to the students. For 

good cooperation, the students must first get to know each other, both 

personally and culturally.  

We have composed the groups according to the following principles. 

The teams are interculturally composed with 5 to 7 members from the 



Teaching Intercultural Business Ethics (IBE)   55 
 

 

participating universities. In the first IBE project, this resulted in 21 

teams. We encourage the teams to meet on a regular basis, including up 

to three meetings with coaching.  

The teams should conduct a round of introductions among the team 

members as early as possible to get to know the interests, values, 

strengths and weaknesses of their colleagues. This takes time, but it is 

time well spent. 

The teams then need to plan their collaboration and the project by 

assigning roles and tasks and setting milestones. A big challenge is cer-

tainly that collaboration is only possible online using synchronous and 

asynchronous communication tools. In addition, it is not clear at the 

beginning who can and wants to use which tools. 

Roles 

The teams need to organise themselves internally and assign specific 

roles and tasks to the members. The following roles are relevant for the 

work on the case studies in the IBE project:  

 Leader: He/she represents the team internally and externally and 

uploads the video onto the learning platform at the end. 

 Organiser: He/she structures the work process, sets the mile-

stones and distributes the tasks. 

 Facilitator: He/she leads the meetings, takes notes, organises the 

documentation and solves conflicts within the team.  

 Technician: He/she takes care of the communication and cooper-

ation tools and the video editing tools. 

In the IBE project, we have left it up to the teams themselves how to 

structure and allocate roles within the team. However, it is important 

that the distribution of roles is explicitly discussed and clarified within 

the team. 
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Coaching  

In the IBE project, all lecturers are also coaches for the intercultural-

ly composed teams. In the first IBE project, we assigned the coaches to 

the case studies and thus to the teams according to their expertise and 

cultural background. In addition to the main coach, we assigned a sec-

ond coach to the team so that the coaching team is also interculturally 

composed. 

In the IBE project, the coaches have held at least two meetings with 

each team. The coach organises the first meeting and invites the team to 

the meeting via Zoom. All further meetings are organised by the teams 

themselves and the teams are also responsible for chairing the discus-

sions. The meetings have the following functions: 

 The first meeting is for the team members and the coaches to get 

to know each other, to discuss the understanding of the case 

study, to clarify roles and to plan the work. 

 The second meeting is to check the progress of the work, clarify 

any questions and prepare the delivery of the video. The team 

prepares questions for the coach for this purpose. 

 At the request of the teams, the coaches also offer a third meet-

ing. This third meeting is mainly used to clarify questions of de-

tail or to resolve conflicts in the teams. 

The coaching is multifaceted and includes the following elements: 

 explain the case study and the task 

 provide further background information 

 work out the ethical problem in case study 

 support the students in organising their work 

 support the students with technical questions 

 support the students in conflicts within the team 

 bring in different ethical perspectives 
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 stimulate discussion from an intercultural perspective 

 search for common denominators in the team 

 provide feedback on ideas and first drafts 

 critically question and discuss the solution(s) 

Conflict Resolution 

In the IBE project, different personalities with different working 

styles and cultural backgrounds work together and they have to deliver a 

defined product within a given time. When teams work together, con-

flicts can always arise. Conflict resolution is then part of the task. In the 

context of student projects, free riders are a well-known problem, i.e. 

students who do not participate consistently in the work or whose per-

formance is not acceptable to the group. Conflicts within a team are an 

opportunity to practice and apply ethical behaviour. 

In the IBE project, we explicitly encourage students to first resolve 

conflicts themselves within their team. In addition, however, we also 

offer an assisted conflict-resolution path. In case the students cannot 

solve a conflict themselves, they can ask their coach for support. The 

coach discusses the conflict with everyone involved and tries to find a 

solution that is acceptable to all. If there is a conflict between the team 

and the coach, an additional coach can be called in to try to resolve the 

conflict. However, this was not necessary during the first implementa-

tions of the IBE project. 

Problems and Solutions 

Intercultural online cooperation is complicated by organisational and 

technical conditions. The time difference between South Africa and 

Switzerland on the one hand and China on the other is six hours. This 

cannot be changed and all that can be done is to recommend optimal 

team meeting-times.  
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Cooperation in an intercultural context takes time. In the next im-

plementation of the IBE project, we will organise the students to get to 

know each other before the first meeting with their coach, so that the 

coach can concentrate on the case study and the task. 

There have been cross-cultural differences in the ideas about the role 

of the leader of a group. Chinese students are used to group work being 

organised by a leader. The leader is then also primarily responsible for 

ensuring that the timetable is adhered to and that the expected product is 

ready by the deadline. On the other hand, Swiss students often work 

together in groups without a formal leader. All members of the group 

share responsibility for the schedule and the product. If a group member 

does not participate equally in the work, this is interpreted as free riding 

and unfairness. It is therefore useful to talk explicitly within the group 

about the expectations of the group members and the leader. Input from 

lecturers on international group work is also useful here. 

We have addressed the problem of free riders by setting up an assist-

ed conflict-resolution channel. In addition, lecturers can check students' 

cooperation through peer reviews or reflection reports in which students 

also give their opinions on the type and extent of student work perfor-

mance. 

The experience from the first IBE project showed that coaching in an 

intercultural context takes a lot of time. Two coaching meetings are the 

minimum, three meetings would be better. However, this leads to a large 

time burden on the coaches if two coaches are assigned per team and 

this was therefore reduced to one. To save time, we will also provide 

more background materials in the form of texts, websites and video 

tutorials in the future.  

With some case studies, it was unclear to the students what the ethi-

cal dilemma really was, or the students simply suggested the existing 

laws of the countries involved as a solution to the ethical conflicts. This 
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shows that the ethical dilemma in the case studies must be explicitly 

worked out at the first meeting and discussed with the students. 

3.5 Assessment of Student Work 

A Two-Phase Assessment Model  

Assessment of student performance in modules or degree courses of-

fered by more than one university is fraught with potential difficulties. 

There is probably more than one regulatory/recognition authority to be 

considered and there may be different quality assurance or accreditation 

criteria to be fulfilled (Knight, 2011, pp. 304–305). There will be differ-

ent cultures and expectations, explicit and implicit, as regards what 

“sufficient” or “insufficient”, “good”, “very good”, or “excellent” per-

formance all mean. Any attempt to impose or invent a common system 

of assessment across all the universities in a collaborative international 

project is likely to cause more problems than contribute common under-

standing. 

Given this, the IBE project decided on a two-phase assessment mod-

el. Across the module as a whole and applying in the case of all stu-

dents, one piece of work would be assessed in the first phase as “accept-

ed” or “not accepted”. If accepted this work would then be released into 

the students’ home university assessment systems for ‘local’ grading. In 

this way the autonomy of the participating universities’ grading systems 

and their associated regulatory, accreditation and cultural contexts 

would be respected, but there would be a simple common assessment to 

encourage collaboration amongst the students towards a common goal, 

the production of a piece of work which would be assessed as accepted. 

It was obvious that this piece of work would be required to be completed 

in a group made up of at least one student from each participating uni-

versity. 
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In the initial offering of the IBE project it was decided that the form 

of this piece of collaborative work should be a five-minute video pro-

duction from each group, ideally made up of between five and seven 

students. A video format was chosen because it avoided focussing on 

written English-language skills, it allowed for a dialogue-based analysis 

of an ethical issue by the student participants, and it has an immediate 

and modern appeal as a product. 

The work was initiated by providing each student group with a one-

page case study, including or allowing for an ethical dilemma for analy-

sis. These case studies were chosen and presented so as to reflect and/or 

challenge the cultural contexts with which the students were familiar. 

In a second phase these video productions could be locally graded 

and locally supplemented by additional assessed work, for example 

individual reflective reports. 

3.6 Project Evaluation 

Evaluating the Learning Setting 

In general, there are several aims when conducting a survey within a 

learning setting. One of these aims can be evaluating the learning setting 

itself which is perhaps both the most usual and the most important aim. 

Another aim specific to IBE can consist in evaluating the student’s pro-

gress in developing their intercultural skills by participating in the IBE 

programme.  

Each participating university was free to carry out its own survey. 

Examples of survey forms developed can be found in Appendices 4 and 

5. In the case of the Swiss students a survey was prepared with the inten-

tion of learning from the student’s feedback as much as possible in order 

to improve the subsequent realisations of the IBE concept.  On the first 

implementation of the IBE project about half of the Swiss class filled 
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out the questionnaire with the following results on a Likert scale of 1 

(low) to 7 (high): (Table 7).  

Aspect Result 

 Content of teaching 4.6 

 Teaching and learning methods and instruments 5.0 

 Preparing the intercultural exchange 4.8 

 Learning 6.2 

 Lecturers' attitude towards students 6.75 

 Exchange organization 5.4 

Table 7: Evaluating the Learning Setting - Results 

On the positive side there appear two main points: learning of new 

theories and getting in immediate touch with students from abroad. 

Learning happened as a result of theory and also by coming into contact 

with the foreign world of other students from other regions of the world. 

Also appreciated was the production of a video as a task. In line with 

these observations is the analysis of the answers to the last (open) ques-

tion: students wish some improvement in the level of theory teaching 

(more literature, more coherence between theory and practice) and they 

wish improvements concerning the organisation of the students’ interac-

tion with their colleagues from abroad, such as starting the course im-

mediately with working in the intercultural teams, including the coach-

ing. Since a lot of interactive time was spent – and wasted – on estab-

lishing viable technical communication students also asked for more 

support with technical issues. 

The mere fact that the aspect of “learning” is highly rated (6.2) indi-

cates that the objective of the IBE project was met rather well – which is 

positive news given the fact that the feedback refers to the first realisa-

tion. 
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Evaluating Intercultural Skill Development 

Looking at the feedback overall, students tend to evaluate the course 

as helpful on their way to developing skills in intercultural expertise. We 

tried to find out if this is true. But how to figure out the validity of self-

evaluation? This brings us back to the theoretical construct of “intercul-

tural competence”.  

Intercultural competence is a complex skill, consisting of at least 

four components (Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2008):  

 Positive attitude towards foreign issues 

 Knowledge about one’s own and foreign culture 

 Ability to reflect on intercultural situations and themes 

 Use of constructive interactions within intercultural situations 

We don’t believe that practically speaking we can show that our uni-

versity course is successful by picking out as a central theme either the 

aspect of individual attitude (1) or the aspect of practical behaviour in 

intercultural situations (4). Both aspects are beyond what teaching can 

immediately achieve. On the other hand, aspects (2) and (3) are core 

aspects of what courses such as IBE are able to deliver. Against this 

background we intend over a number of years to run surveys at the be-

ginning and after the IBE module to ask about changes in students’ 

ability to reflect on intercultural situations and themes and their 

knowledge about these issues.  

Problems and Solutions  

Two problems became evident in the first run through of the module. 

One is capable of simple solution. A five-minute video production was 

found to be too short to allow the group to unfold its analysis in such a 

way that the cross-cultural impulses in its composition could be ex-
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pressed. The solution here was to increase the time allowed to ten 

minutes.  

The second problem was more serious. Most student groups did not 

carry out an ethical analysis, certainly not one that made use of ethical 

theory and reasoning. The criteria for an “accepted” video production 

were: “1. accurate, relevant, logical and complete analysis of the top-

ic/ethical dilemma, 2. use of ethical principles and cultural context in the 

analysis, 3. sound ethical decision-making/proposals, and 4. use of illus-

trations including tables, charts and pictures”. It was found that only 

points 1 and 4 were being fulfilled and these without reference to the 

ethical dilemma. An attempt was made during the second run through of 

the module to insist, both in the course documentation and in coaching, 

on the explicit use of ethical theories. Use was also made of a second 

round of first-phase assessment. These changes met with only limited 

success, however.  

Overall, we learned from the course evaluation that the methodical 

“skeleton” of this course appears to function, in that students believe 

they are improving their intercultural, if not their ethical skills. The 

challenge within a COIL framework consists of teaching students who 

are already fully occupied in dealing with all the problems that occur 

while trying to build up and stay in touch with students from foreign 

cultures, including using difficult to access technical equipment and 

understanding different attitudes to work. For lecturers, it is not so much 

about solving these problems together with their students, but more 

about assessing whether solving these challenges are constituent parts of 

developing intercultural competence. One of the keys in the hands of the 

lecturers is supporting students in their reflection.  





4 

 

TEACHING AND LEARNING  

WITH CASE STUDIES 

This chapter offers fundamental thoughts on case-based learning. It 

shows how lecturers can create case studies and how students can learn 

with case studies. We then present six out of twenty case studies that we 

have used in our IBE project. The chapter concludes with a critical re-

flection on the work with the case studies. 

4.1 Case-Based Learning  

Case-based learning was first introduced at Harvard Law School in 

1871 (Lapoule & Lynch, 2018). The case-study-based approach to learn-

ing is also frequently used in business schools worldwide (Ambrosini et 

al., 2010) (Bridgman, 2010) (Talukdar, 2020).  

What is Case-based Learning?  

A case study allows students to develop the ability to recognize both 

the positives and negatives of a real-life situation as well as to be able to 

reach an informed decision regarding the case study dilemma or chal-

lenge based on their thorough analysis of the problem (Erskine et al., 

2003, p. 9). Case studies can include different dilemmas, challenges, and 

conundrums that students can analyze, synthesize and evaluate as part of 

their learning (Goodenough, 1994). When students engage in case-based 

learning, they learn on their own and collectively (Nkhoma et al., 2017). 

Case-study based education promotes the following skills: academic 
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performance, decision-making, communication, the ability to conceptu-

alize, engage in rational thinking and reasoning, and when working in 

small groups, it contributes to group problem solving (Nkhoma et al., 

2017).  

Herreid explains different methods for use when teaching with case 

studies (Herreid, 2011). One of these is to form small student groups, the 

advantage of which is that it encourages different views to be expressed 

and solutions to be offered by as many students as possible in their anal-

ysis of a case study. This method was used in the IBE project.  

Case-based Learning in a Business Ethics Project 

Due to repeated and well reported on business scandals and unethical 

behaviour by companies, there is a lot of pressure on business schools to 

teach and to improve their teaching of business ethics (Edwards & Gal-

lagher, 2018) (Magrizos, 2020). Case-based learning is useful because 

students can develop a global mindset and practical experience in a 

‘safe’ environment (Theodosiou et al., 2012). 

Furthermore, problem-solving skills are among the key skills that 

employers place a high value on when recruiting graduate business stu-

dents (He, 2015). Magrizos asserts that when analyzing business ethics 

case studies and ethical dilemmas, students become engaged in active 

learning, and he explains that when students engage in active learning, 

this deepens their understanding and capabilities (Magrizos, 2020).  

4.2 Creating Case Studies 

Ethical Enquiry 

The study of business ethics centers on human value and behavior in 

terms of moral adequacy when an economic interest is involved. Players 
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in this field can be both individuals and organizations. Ethical inquiry 

can take three forms: descriptive, normative and analytical. 

A descriptive approach is as simple as fact telling. Say, a corporate 

officer received a bribe. A normative approach, by contrast, is not aimed 

at neutral factual claims, but at ethical judgment – good or bad, right or 

wrong, virtue or vice. When you say it is wrong for a corporate officer 

to receive a bribe, you are adding normative ethical claims to descriptive 

ones, because you resort to an ethical judgment. An analytical approach 

steps back from both of these activities in order to pose questions about 

the meaning and objectivity of ethical judgments. For example, rampant 

bribery is attributed to the fact that excessive government power is likely 

being misused, or different economic systems running in parallel are 

more likely to breed profiteering.  

Defining the Topic 

It is necessary in writing a case study to begin at the first cognitive 

level by gathering information surrounding a behaviour or event, in 

other words simply explain the W4H1 - what, who, when, where and 

how? (Table 8) 

 
Questions 

What 

What is the business? 

What do stakeholders want of the business? 

What should the business be (if different)? 

Why 
Why do this business? 

Why do this business this way? 

Who 
Who are stakeholders? 

Who are/should be winners and losers? 

Where Where is the market: supply and demand? 
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How 

How is the business organized? 

How do stakeholders react? 

How does communication with and between stakeholders 

occur? 

Table 8: The Ethical Problem and its Context 

The next level is to describe the causal linkage between various 

facts, figures and events. Through this effort, one is able to trace a logi-

cal line between different related elements so that the true cause(s) and 

dilemma in a situation can be identified (Figure 5). 

 

Figure 5: An Influence Discovery Diagram  
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Telling a Story 

In the case of individuals, personal character, leadership style, edu-

cational background, career experience, and other psychological factors 

can be described. In the case of organizations, history, founders, lines of 

business, product/service portfolios, market share, growth rate, govern-

ance, mission, objectives, goals, value chain, business strategy, competi-

tive tactics, planning and control processes are brought into focus for 

better understanding. In telling the story, the ethical dilemma or con-

flicts should emerge so that the students may focus on and dive into the 

analysis of its causes and make ethical inquiries and judgements.  

Demanding a Decision 

The students in their teams should be brought to decide:  

 whether the decisions made in the case study are right or 

wrong/ethical or unethical,  

 what are the consequences and lessons derived,  

 what would be a (better) solution and how to implement this. 

While making an ethical judgement, students need to be reminded in 

the case that this is an intellectual exercise and simple blame is insuffi-

cient. Though many would agree that there are no perfect business deci-

sions, the main objective in a case analysis is to understand why the 

ethical dilemma involved exists and what are the alternative ways for-

ward. Second, students need to be reminded that the case should be 

analyzed in an intercultural context. Cross-cultural values, norms and 

behaviors should be mentioned as part of the framework for any deci-

sion to be made.  
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4.3 Working With Case Studies 

When working with case studies, students are looking for an ethical 

judgement. To be specific, the result of the case analysis is to decide on 

the solution to the ethical dilemma identified in the case after collecting, 

sorting and analysing the factual information concerning the decisions 

made. 

A Template for Ethical Analysis and Decision-making 

For work with case studies on business ethics, we suggest the fol-

lowing template for ethical analysis and decision-making (Table 9). 

Step 1. Situation: understand the problem  

Step 2. Stakeholder analysis: analyse stakeholders, their interests 

and areas of conflict 

Step 3. Ethical decision: evaluate the problem and make a decision 

based on ethical theory 

Step 4. Implementation: propose measures 

Step 5. Reflection: reconsider the process used 

Table 9: Template for Ethical Analysis and Decision-making 

The template is simple and yet includes the essential steps for ethical 

analysis and decision-making. Now we describe the individual steps in 

more detail. 

Step 1. Situation: Understand the Problem  

In the first step, students first identify the ethical problem and re-

search its context in order to have as good a basis of data and facts as 

possible. For in-depth and accurate research, the students should use 
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additional sources beyond those immediately found online. Scholarly 

journals offering business research are useful tools to get accurate in-

formation or data on the case. Websites of governments and internation-

al organizations are rich sources for statistical data collection. Interna-

tional organizations like the IMF, UN, WTO, World Bank, UNESCO, 

ILO and UNIDO, offer databanks, annual reports and selected articles 

on issues of importance.  

Guiding questions for step 1: 

 What are good sources of information on the problem? 

 What are the most important facts about the problem? 

 What exactly is the ethical dilemma? 

 How did the problem develop? 

 What is the wider context of the problem? 

Step 2. Stakeholder Analysis: Analyse Interests and Areas of Con-

flict 

In the second step, students identify the most important stakeholders 

and their interests. It is important that not only strategic stakeholders 

who have a direct influence on the company are considered. The class of 

ethical stakeholders is broader and includes all stakeholders who have 

legitimate claims on a company or organisation (Figure 6). 

 

Figure 6: Stakeholder Map (adapted from Göbel, 2020, p. 139) 
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The stakeholders can be divided into three categories: micro level 

(individuals), meso level (companies and organisations) and macro level 

(state). For all important stakeholders, students should identify the most 

important interests (Table 10). 

 Stakeholder interests 

Micro (individuals)  

Meso (companies and organisations)  

Macro (State, inter-governmental  

organisations) 
 

Table 10: Stakeholders and their Interests 

For the sake of coherence, the stakeholder analysis should be limited 

to the two or three most important conflicts which may be indentified. 

Guiding questions for step 2: 

 Who are the stakeholders involved and affected? 

 What are the interests of the stakeholders? 

 What cultural or ethical values are being violated? 

 What are the attitudes of the stakeholders towards the ethical di-

lemma? 

 How can stakeholders be involved in finding solutions? 

Step 3. Ethical Decision: Evaluate the Problem and Make a Decision 

In the third step, the students weigh the different interests of the 

stakeholders against each other. This is usually the most difficult step 

for the students because they have to apply different ethical theories and 

take a stand themselves. The point is to weigh the interests of the stake-

holders against each other. In the evaluation, the students should explic-

itly use values of the different cultures and also the ethical approaches of 

virtue ethics, deontological ethics, utilitarian ethics, and so forth. (Stan-
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ford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, n.d.). The students should agree or 

disagree on a joint decision as a group. The students should also justify 

the decision taken so that it is comprehensible for others. 

The following table helps to keep an overview of the different argu-

ments yielded by various ethical approaches. It is important that students 

realise that they should make a choice of the ethical approaches which 

best help to analyse the dilemma in a case. At the same time, students 

should be clear that the ethical judgement of individuals in a group can 

differ. A group can come to the conclusion at the end of a discussion 

process that they agree to disagree (Table 11). 

Ethical theories and moral traditions Arguments 

Utilitarian ethics  

Deontological ethics  

Virtue ethics   

Discourse ethics  

Confucian ethics  

Socialist ethics  

Ubuntu ethics  

Others …  

Own position 

Agreement in the group 

Disagreement in the group 

Table 11: Arguments Yielded by Ethical Theories 

The process of ethical judgement and decision-making is the most 

difficult aspect of ethics in the classroom. The reason lies in the subjec-
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tive leap that must be made between the rational process of analysis and 

the personal process of judgement. 

Reflective equilibrium, so named by John Rawls, provides a frame-

work for considering this leap, in that it describes the iterative process 

by which intuitions are made coherent with relevant principles and rules, 

and the theoretical considerations which guide those considering a di-

lemma to accept these principles and rules. This method of achieving 

coherent justification is, though, too abstract for most students (Daniels, 

2020). 

There exist analogous frameworks which make more explicit the 

steps required to reach an ethical decision and, if relevant, to take action. 

One such is that explained by Rest and Barnett in Moral Development 

(Rest & Barnett, 1986). This model of creating awareness, reaching a 

judgement, establishing an intention, and implementing the judgement 

through appropriate behaviour, appeals to students as it offers a path to 

the active and practical solution of an ethical problem. 

From a business perspective, however, a framework such as Rest and 

Barnett’s lacks the justification inherent in the trusteeship which is in-

volved in achieving results using not just one’s own resources, but those 

of others, be this in the form of capital, labour, or the fruits of the envi-

ronment. It was felt, therefore, that the inclusion of a stakeholder per-

spective is essential.  

Guiding questions for step 3: 

 What do different cultural traditions say about the ethical dilem-

ma? 

 Which stakeholders have legitimate claims? 

 How are the interests of the stakeholders to be weighted? 

 What is the decision on the ethical dilemma? 

 What is the rationale for the decision? 
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Step 4. Implementation: Propose Measures 

In the fourth step, the students derive measures for implementation 

from the decision made. These can be measures for all involved stake-

holders on the three levels micro, meso and macro, but especially of the 

company that is in focus. The students assess and comment on the ex-

pected effectiveness and the consequences, but also the advantages and 

disadvantages that the measures have for the stakeholders concerned. 

A scenario analysis builds alternative situations by viewing out-

comes from different perspectives. Scenarios can help answer questions 

such as: What could happen? How would you notice signals both inter-

nal and external? How would you foster or avoid certain developments? 

Guiding questions for step 4: 

 What measures should the actors take? 

 How are the measures to be designed in detail? 

 What are the (ethical) advantages and disadvantages of the 

measures and for whom? 

 How are the various measures to be coordinated? 

 What resources will be used to implement the measures? 

Step 5. Reflection: Reconsider the Process 

In the fifth and last step, the students reflect on the whole decision-

making process again. They check, for example, whether there is enough 

information about the problem, whether all the most important stake-

holders with their interests have been taken into account, whether the 

decision is sufficiently backed up by ethical theories, whether cultural 

values have been taken into account, and whether the measures are (eth-

ically) adequate and appropriate.  

Students should also identify and discuss difficulties in decision-

making. It may well happen that a mixed-cultural group comes to the 

conclusion that its members cannot agree on a decision or solution. In 

this case, it is necessary to go through the template again. A good crite-
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rion for a balanced solution is that all stakeholders or all students can 

agree on a solution. 

Students often have problems distinguishing between an economic 

or a legal problem and an ethical dilemma. An ethical dilemma is a 

situation in which a decision is needed where two or more mutually 

exclusive options have good and bad consequences for stakeholders. 

The decision is difficult because stakeholders' interests are affected. 

Ethical balancing is necessary, but challenging. In the group discussion, 

students make explicit the interests of stakeholders, but also their own 

moral feelings. The ethical approaches help in making a decision based 

on coherent reasoning.  

The experience of using this template raised two interrelated issues 

which remain unresolved. Firstly, students are more excited about inter-

cultural than “inter-ethical” issues and, secondly, they often lack a con-

scious awareness of their own values and the differences among them in 

this respect. This makes the realisation of a meaningful reflective con-

cluding step in the use of the template difficult to achieve.  Students 

with different cultural backgrounds sometimes need support from a 

coach to really identify an ethical problem, to weigh the interests of the 

stakeholders involved, or to see the differences between themselves as 

member of a team. 

Guiding questions for step 5: 

 Are the measures taken likely to be successful? 

 What forms of evaluation are used? 

 What are the (ethical) strengths and weaknesses of the chosen 

solution? 

 What alternative solutions to the problem are there? 

 What learning opportunities does the case offer? 
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4.4 Examples of Case Studies 

Case Study 1: Child Labour in South Africa 

Introduction  

South Africa is an emerging market economy. In order to stimulate 

economic growth and development in the country, President Cyril 

Ramaphosa has indicated that one of his government’s priorities is to 

attract inward Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) from companies around 

the world. There are many multinational enterprises (MNEs) currently 

operating in South Africa and the country hopes to attract more MNEs 

and other companies. Over the past few decades, the South African 

government has introduced several policy initiatives in order to attract 

foreign companies (especially MNEs) to locate some of their business 

activities in the country via FDI.  

Ethical Dilemma  

Imagine that you are a Senior Manager of a multinational enterprise 

(from the United States of America) and you are based in its subsidiary 

in South Africa. Your company is in the clothing industry. In terms of its 

operations in South Africa your company outsources manufacturing of 

clothing to a sub-contractor also based in South Africa.  

You discover the use of child labour at the factory in Johannesburg, 

South Africa. You are told that without the children’s income, their 

families might go hungry. If the children are dismissed from the factory, 

they will likely turn to other income sources, including prostitution or 

street crime. What should you do? Source: Adapted from (Cavusgil et 

al., 2020) 

Analysis 

Answer yes or no about whether you would fire the children and 

state the reasons why. 
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You can use any of the following standard ethical approaches to 

support your argument: utilitarian approach, rights approach, fairness 

approach, common good approach and virtue approach.  

Useful links 

 Government of South Africa (2010). Basic Conditions of Em-

ployment Act. https://www.ilo.org/dyn/natlex/docs/SERIAL/ 

89778/103205/F-1454818748/ZAF89778.pdf 

Commentary 

Child labour is rife in South Africa and if the students work in the 

country they will most likely confront a similar situation regarding child 

labour. At first glance, the answer about whether to fire the children 

seems straightforward and clear-cut. According to the International 

Labour Organisation and South African legislation, child labour is 

illegal. So, if the Senior Manager complies with the legislation in South 

Africa, they will fire the children. However, the case is not so simple. 

Students have to make a difficult and complicated decision in this case 

study. There are grey areas, such as what happens to the children once 

they are fired. The case study can be improved by providing more con-

text regarding child labour in South Africa. Students who are unfamiliar 

with the business environment in South Africa would have to do addi-

tional reading in order to make an informed decision. Another way in 

which the case study can be improved is to mention that in South Africa 

companies already have a lot of CSR commitments and taking on more 

social responsibilities may be difficult for them. 
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Case Study 2: Unethical Leadership 

Introduction 

The COVID-19 pandemic has illustrated the need for moral, effec-

tive and efficient leadership in both the public and private sectors in 

countries around the world. Over the past few years South Africa has 

experienced many challenges regarding poor leadership in certain sec-

tions of government, business and within state-owned enterprises. This 

has resulted in poor financial performance, dismal service delivery and 

poor management of resources. Of particular concern is the issue of 

unethical behaviour by some individuals who occupy leadership roles in 

the public and private sectors. Such leaders tend to place their self-

interest first, often resulting in detrimental consequences for their organ-

ization.  

Ethical Dilemma 

You are an employee at a company in South Africa. You find out 

that your senior manager is involved in one or more of the following 

activities:  

 Manipulating numbers/figures in financial reports in order to 

cover up losses or unethical activities.  

 Spending company money on inappropriate activities (such as 

paying for luxury international trips and hotels for family mem-

bers who accompany the senior manager while on a business 

trip).  

 Accepting inappropriate gifts from suppliers (these are huge 

monetary and in-kind gifts). This is done in order for certain sup-

pliers to be granted contracts. 

Analysis 

You can take any of the following actions:  
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 Reporting your senior manager’s actions to someone in the com-

pany. However, you are not sure if you will be protected by the 

company as there is no policy for whistle blowers.  

 Leave the company 

 Stay at the company and ignore your senior manager’s actions 

Say which action you would take and give the reasons why. 

Useful links 

 South African Institute of Chartered Accountants (SAICA) 

(2017). The King Reports on Corporate Governance. 

https://www.saica.co.za/Technical/LegalandGovernance/King/tab

id/2938/language/en-ZA/Default.aspx 

Commentary 

Unethical leadership in the private and public sectors in South Afri-

ca is very common. Recently, in high profile cases in the country involv-

ing whistle blowing, whistle blowers have been violently killed. Fur-

thermore, unemployment in the country is very high (35 % and over 

depending on the age group). So, it is not easy to get another job else-

where. Therefore, for many employees job security is of paramount 

importance. So what action do students decide on taking here? This case 

study can be improved by including the possible implications for the 

staff member when they make any choice as per the alternatives provid-

ed. Every choice has consequences. The case study does not mention 

how using different ethical approaches will result in making an in-

formed decision. Having this information on hand might be useful to 

students.  

https://www.saica.co.za/Technical/LegalandGovernance/King/tabid/2938/language/en-ZA/Default.aspx
https://www.saica.co.za/Technical/LegalandGovernance/King/tabid/2938/language/en-ZA/Default.aspx
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Case Study 3: Data Protection and Privacy  

Introduction  

Privacy is a human right that is also protected by the UN Declaration 

of Universal Human Rights.  

“Article 12. No one shall be subjected to arbitrary interference 

with his privacy, family, home or correspondence, nor to attacks 

upon his honour and reputation. Everyone has the right to the 

protection of the law against such interference or attacks.” 

Today, data is the most important raw material for the economy and 

also the basis for state administration. The value of large international 

companies like Google and Facebook is based on data. In the last 20 

years, numerous companies have collected data, created customer pro-

files and resold them. In the process, the privacy of customers has been 

only weakly protected or not protected at all, depending on the country.  

In 2016, the European Union introduced the General Data Protection 

Regulation (GDPR), which applies to all citizens of the European Un-

ion. GDPR aims to give customers back their rights to their own data, 

e.g. the right to view, download, correct, share and also delete the data. 

Companies that do not comply with GDPR are threatened with severe 

penalties. 

Ethical dilemma 

Companies want to use data for their business processes. They con-

duct market analyses, advertise, manage customers and process orders. 

However, there are no worldwide legal standards for data protection. 

Therefore, companies face the ethical question of which standards they 

should apply when processing their customer data.  

On the one hand, companies should protect the human right to priva-

cy, on the other hand, companies with detailed customer profiles have 

advantages in the market. A Swiss expert group has developed a code of 
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ethics for data-based value creation that describes ethical problems 

along the value chain. In addition, there are completely new business 

models based on the right of customers to their own data (cf. 

BitsAboutMe). 

Analysis 

When it comes to data protection for customer data, there are nu-

merous stakeholders at different levels: Individuals as customers, data 

processing companies, international organisations, NGOs focussed on 

privacy, and states that want to protect their citizens, their companies or 

themselves. 

Three important guiding questions for the case study are: 

 What ethical values are threatened by digital customer profiling? 

 What ethical standards should apply to data protection in interna-

tional trade? 

 What obligations do companies have to protect the privacy of 

customers? 

Useful links 

 United Nations (1948). Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/  

 European Parliament (2016). The General Data Protection Regu-

lation (GDPR) https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/ 

TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A02016R0679-20160504&qid=153234868 

3434  

 Wikipedia: General Data Protection Regulation 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/General_Data_Protection_Regulati

on  

 Data Innovation Alliance. (2020). Code of Ethics for Data-Based 

Value Creation. https://data-innovation.org/index.php/data-ethics 

https://www.un.org/en/universal-declaration-human-rights/
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 BitsAboutMe. (n.d.). Full Control Over Your Digital Life in One 

Place. https://bitsabout.me/en  

Commentary 

Students sometimes struggle to distinguish between legal and ethical 

issues on the topic of privacy and data protection. The digitalisation of 

society and the economy in recent years has been so rapid that national 

data-protection laws hardly reflect the new technical developments 

adequately. It is therefore all the more important from an ethical point 

of view to be able to agree on basic rights in the digital space. Underly-

ing this case is the issue of whether there should be specific digital hu-

man rights? 

In most countries, the privacy of citizens, customers and employees 

is formally protected by law. However, the practice in this area is very 

different. It is therefore important that students first compare what pri-

vacy means in the digital space and what business practices are com-

mon in different countries. Can data subjects view, correct, block, down-

load or even delete their data? 

The questions for analysis in the case risk swamping the dilemma 

and leading to an unfocussed student response. This might be mitigated 

by rewriting the case around a specific company example. 

  

https://bitsabout.me/en
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Case Study 4: Big Tech’s Market Power  

Introduction  

It is well known from economic doctrine that monopolies and mar-

ket-powerful companies that act in a profit-maximizing manner in free 

markets cause welfare losses for society. Big Tech is a collection of 

market-powerful companies which tends towards being a natural mo-

nopoly. At the same time, the size of these companies can bring benefits 

to users due to economies of scale and network effects. For example, 

search results from Google, AirBnB or booking.com become better the 

more users use these tools.  

Ethical dilemma 

There are several ethical problems involved in the growth of Big 

Tech. They range from the protection of privacy to unfair competition. 

The latter, for example, by obstructing competitors. The measures dis-

cussed range from doing nothing to regulation (legal requirements for 

the companies) to breaking up the large companies in question. Because 

the size of these companies brings both advantages and disadvantages, 

there is a dilemma as to which measures are appropriate. The aim of this 

case study is to analyze this dilemma from an ethical perspective and to 

propose and evaluate measures.  

Analysis 

 Stakeholder analysis identifying the stakeholders’ interests. 

 This case might be examined using the following ethical ap-

proaches: utilitarian approach; deontological approach. 

 Any choice of an ethical approach should be explained in terms 

of its suitability for this case. 

 An ethical judgement reached by a ‘deliberative mutual adjust-

ment’ (John Rawls, A Theory of Justice) of the various possible 

arguments derived from the ethical approaches chosen. 
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Useful links 

Reading for the general topic from an economic and political point 

of view 

 Lecture-132 Welfare Effects of Monopoly Pricing: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vbSGp6n2pGI  

 The Economist (2020, 22nd February). How to make sense of the 

latest tech surge. 

 https://www.economist.com/leaders/2020/02/20/how-to-make-

sense-of-the-latest-tech-surge  

 The Economist (2020, 20th February). A deluge of data is giving 

rise to a new economy. https://www.economist.com/special-

report/2020/02/20/a-deluge-of-data-is-giving-rise-to-a-new-

economy  

 The Economist (2020, 15th December). The EU unveils its plan 

to rein in big tech. https://www.economist.com/business/ 

2020/12/15/the-eu-unveils-its-plan-to-rein-in-big-tech  

 The Economist (2020, 10th October). Google, antitrust and how 

best to regulate big tech. https://www.economist.com/business/ 

2020/10/07/google-antitrust-and-how-best-to-regulate-big-tech  

 Project Syndicate (2019, 3rd December). Diane Coyle Says 

More…  

https://www.project-syndicate.org/say-more/ps-say-more-diane-

coyle  

More specific case-study reading  

 The Hill (2020, 27th February). The dangers of tech company 

ethics. https://thehill.com/opinion/technology/484969-the-

dangers-of-tech-company-ethics  

 The Economist (2018, 21st July). Google is fined €4.3bn in the 

biggest-ever antitrust penalty. https://www.economist.com/  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vbSGp6n2pGI
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2020/02/20/how-to-make-sense-of-the-latest-tech-surge
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2020/02/20/how-to-make-sense-of-the-latest-tech-surge
https://www.economist.com/special-report/2020/02/20/a-deluge-of-data-is-giving-rise-to-a-new-economy
https://www.economist.com/special-report/2020/02/20/a-deluge-of-data-is-giving-rise-to-a-new-economy
https://www.economist.com/special-report/2020/02/20/a-deluge-of-data-is-giving-rise-to-a-new-economy
https://www.project-syndicate.org/say-more/ps-say-more-diane-coyle
https://www.project-syndicate.org/say-more/ps-say-more-diane-coyle
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business/2018/07/21/google-is-fined-eu43bn-in-the-biggest-ever-

antitrust-penalty  

 Harvard Business Review (2019, 14th November). The Ethical 

Dilemma at the Heart of Big Tech Companies.  

https://hbr.org/2019/11/the-ethical-dilemma-at-the-heart-of-big-

tech-companies  

 Springer Link (2020, 19th March). Big tech and societal sustain-

ability: an ethical framework. https://link.springer.com/article/ 

10.1007/s00146-020-00956-6  

Commentary 

This case is well suited for students who are studying economics and 

therefore are familiar with the theory of monopolies. It is debatable in 

economics whether the welfare gains or the welfare losses caused by 

natural monopolies predominate. Coaching with respect to the balanc-

ing out of ethical judgements is essential therefore. The case description 

is rather general. For example, various dilemmas are mentioned, but 

none are specified. The difficulty for students now is that they must 

choose and specify a dilemma themselves. Many students in higher se-

mesters can handle this freedom. Students in lower semesters will prob-

ably be overstrained and it is then indispensable that a certain dilemma 

is chosen and specified in the coaching with the lecturer. Concentrating 

on a particular enterprise may also be helpful. For example, one can 

focus on the Android and Google case. The dilemma here is that Goog-

le's market power brings advantages for users but also disadvantages 

for Google's competitors. The ethical question is whether fair competi-

tion should be sacrificed in order to increase the benefit for users.  
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Case Study 5: Workforce and Work Ethics  

Introduction 

For decades, China’s success in shaping itself as the world manufac-

turing hub has been attributed to its internalization advantages, primarily 

drawing on its abundant supply of cheap labour, besides lower environ-

mental standards and policy incentives for foreign investment. Now that 

an increasing number of industries in the country is entering the maturity 

stage of their product life-cycle and are confronted with rising labour 

costs at home, production relocation will follow the same waterfall pat-

tern flowing into lesser developed countries, as witnessed in growing 

investment in Southeast Asia and Africa. While Chinese investment 

contributes to the local employment and income level, enhancing local 

manufacturing capacity, cases of poor hiring procedures, inadequate 

communication with unions, failure to recognize and respect the local 

cultures, the absence of adequate employee protection standards, and 

enforcement of employee welfare in certain overseas territories are all 

leading to more complaints and protests from locals.  

Ethical dilemma 

When Chinese companies enter foreign markets, especially those 

emerging markets in Southeast Asia and Africa with their investment 

and aid projects, they aim to incentivize prosperity and improve lives, 

besides following business considerations. Along with their investment, 

they also bring their practices and standards, including business routines, 

welfare and safety standards, and so forth, in the hope of contributing to 

the modernization of local industries and communities. However, in 

terms of diversified cultures and practices, they now face a difficult 

decision to balance their economic contributions and local social and 

cultural demands, and therefore to identify and adopt adequate measures 

to ensure the win-win vision they most value. 
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Analysis 

To analyse the dilemma, starting with identifying the interests of 

stakeholders, including Chinese investors, local employees, trade unions 

and NGOs, helps to build a foundation for further ethical inquiries about 

the following questions: 

 What are the ethical obligations of Chinese investors towards 

their local employees? 

 Which ethical principles are violated? 

 Are Chinese investors acting sufficiently ethically in recognizing 

and protecting the rights of the local workers? What measures 

should be adopted? 

Useful links 

 The Telegraph (2012). Zambian miners kill Chinese manager. 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianoce

an/zambia/9454001/Zambian-miners-kill-Chinese-manager.html  

 Tang, X. (2016). Does Chinese employment benefit Africans? 

Investigating Chinese enterprises and their operations in Africa, 

African Studies Quarterly, 

 https://asq.africa.ufl.edu/files/v16a8.Tang_.HD_.pdf  

 China Economic Daily (2017). The Trick of Win-win by 

Huajian’s Investment in Ethiopia, http://intl.ce.cn/specials/ 

zxgjzh/201705/02/t20170502_22474093.shtml. 

 Zhang, Z. (2017). Inside the Chinese Factory in Ethiopia where 

Ivanka Trump places her Shoe Orders, Africa-China Reporting 

Project. 

https://africachinareporting.com/inside-the-chinese-factory-in-

ethiopia-where-ivanka-trump-places-her-shoe-orders/  

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/zambia/9454001/Zambian-miners-kill-Chinese-manager.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/africaandindianocean/zambia/9454001/Zambian-miners-kill-Chinese-manager.html
https://asq.africa.ufl.edu/files/v16a8.Tang_.HD_.pdf
https://africachinareporting.com/inside-the-chinese-factory-in-ethiopia-where-ivanka-trump-places-her-shoe-orders/
https://africachinareporting.com/inside-the-chinese-factory-in-ethiopia-where-ivanka-trump-places-her-shoe-orders/
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Commentary 

The students sometimes would rather focus on the legal compliance 

aspects of the case, in which judgement would be straightforward but 

ethical considerations secondary or absent. The key lies in the gap be-

tween what the local laws don’t clearly stipulate, but which the local 

cultures and norms demand. In other words, how should Chinese busi-

ness/management standards, methods and styles adapt, taking into con-

sideration both the capacity of Chinese companies to adjust and the 

willingness of the locals to accept? 

Another issue in the process of analysis is too much focus on the ob-

vious facts of the case itself, but less concern with the motivation of all 

the stakeholders (including the Chinese investors). Hence, lecturers 

should push the students to further look into the why’s in such ethical 

dilemmas by, for example, dividing a group into sub-groups to research 

on behalf of different stakeholders and articulating their likely positions. 
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Case Study 6: Community Engagement and Social License  

Introduction 

In 2001, a 30-year power development plan was drawn up by the 

Burmese government that included 64 hydro and 3 coal power stations. 

With designed capacity of 20,000 MW, the single Myitsone hydro pro-

ject, pursued as a joint venture between China Power Investment Corpo-

ration (CPIC) and the Asia World Company, a partner designated by the 

Burmese government, would contribute 41% of all power generation 

facilities to the entire country. Proposed by the Burmese military junta 

(the then ruling government which had been in power since 1962), the 

project aimed to provide an answer to Myanmar’s critical shortage of 

electricity and aid in the country’s overall development. Yet the turbu-

lent political landscape in which the project unfolded, coupled with a 

lack of community engagement and disclosure of key project infor-

mation, escalated public disapproval and ended in the project’s ultimate 

suspension in 2011, following the country’s democratic political reform. 

Indeed, it is still very much an unresolved issue, with the project remain-

ing a source of contention between China and Myanmar (Burma) in 

recent years.  

Ethical Dilemma 

In this case, there are three sets of obvious ethical dilemmas: the 

rights of the neighbouring community vs. economic development for the 

greater population, short-term social and environmental burdens vs. 

long-term economic benefits, and cultural heritage vs. prosperity. The 

issue is also complicated by political turbulence and social upheaval. 

The ultimate question is who should have the ultimate say on what 

grounds and whether there is a possible and balanced solution? 
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Analysis 

This case could be analyzed by asking the following questions: 

 Which ethical principles are violated in this case? 

 With these principles and values, what legitimate rights do 

neighbouring communities have? 

 Would the answers be different in and from the perspective of 

other cultures? 

 Is it possible to balance the interests of local society, the gov-

ernment and political opposition in a country where there is po-

litical and social instability?  

 The Myitsone dam project was particularly controversial in 

choosing to build a dam on Myanmar’s great cultural site (the 

Ayeyawady River). Was it doomed from the very beginning re-

gardless of the company’s actions? In what way does a politi-

cally sensitive environment alter the responsibilities of a corpo-

ration operating in that territory? 

Useful links 

 Reuters (2012). Factbox: Myanmar Suspends Controversial 

Myitsone Dam. https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-

dam-factbox/factbox-myanmar-suspends-controversial-myitsone-

dam-idUKTRE78T15S20110930 

 Qin Hui (2012). Behind Myanmar’s suspended dam, China Dia-

logue. https://chinadialogue.net/en/energy/4832-behind-

myanmar-s-suspended-dam-1 

 International Rivers (2011). The Myitsone Dam on the Irrawaddy 

River: A Briefing, https://archive.internationalrivers.org 

/resources/the-myitsone-dam-on-the-irrawaddy-river-a-briefing-

3931 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-dam-factbox/factbox-myanmar-suspends-controversial-myitsone-dam-idUKTRE78T15S20110930
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-dam-factbox/factbox-myanmar-suspends-controversial-myitsone-dam-idUKTRE78T15S20110930
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-myanmar-dam-factbox/factbox-myanmar-suspends-controversial-myitsone-dam-idUKTRE78T15S20110930
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Commentary 

The dilemma needs to be simplified to a choice between economic 

progress and the existing local culture and environment. Additionally, 

not all the questions for analysis are helpful in doing the case analysis. 

Do students need, for example, to consider the view of cultures not in-

volved in the situation? 

Though the stakeholders and their interests are rather easy to identi-

fy in this case, making a judgement will be very difficult. In doing so 

students should be encouraged to consider the impact (benefits and 

costs) on the stakeholders (community, investors, government, etc.) so 

that the suggested solution is both ethical and feasible. 

  



Teaching and Learning with Case Studies   93 
 

 

4.5 Critical Reflections  

As has been discussed, the case studies succeeded in stimulating 

cross-cultural communication but often failed to lead to meaningful 

ethical analysis. Having settled on relatively short case briefs there was 

little opportunity to provide guidance (as opposed to direct instruction) 

with respect to appropriate ethical approaches in the cases themselves.  

Students also faced the initial difficulty of formulating an ethical di-

lemma, which led some, but not all, case-study authors to give this to 

them. Most difficult of all to resolve were the pre-existing schemata that 

students brought with them. Broadly speaking, Chinese students tended 

to see matters in legal terms (while insisting on their willingness to obey 

instructions in a company setting), South-African students often applied 

a rights-based approach (while at the same time saying this would not 

apply in reality), and Swiss students often tried to apply concepts such 

as equality, democracy and use of dialogue. 

The outcome of this combination of limited input (by way of the 

case brief) and pre-existing student ideas on how to frame and solve 

business ethical issues (without necessarily recognising such issues as 

ethical as opposed to legal) was often a flight from finding common 

ground into stating positions and agreeing to differ. The remedies so far 

tried (more intensive coaching and a longer time for the output video) 

have not noticeably changed this pattern. In a module on business ethics 

in an intercultural context this is obviously unsatisfactory and begs the 

question as to what more can be done. 

In further offerings of the module the following changes will be 

made to try to achieve greater student engagement in finding common 

ethically based solutions to the cases offered: 

 Rewritten cases which clearly suggest a single dilemma and 

frame the current situation more explicitly in terms of what is 

ethically wrong. 
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 More structured coaching which focusses on defining the di-

lemma with the students, structuring the stakeholder analysis 

with them and in getting them to agree on which ethical schools 

of thought to apply. 

 Offering one or two written case “solutions”, as opposed to ex-

ample videos from past student groups, to give students models 

to work with. 

 



5 

 

CONCLUSION AND OUTLOOK 

Universities and business schools need to prepare their students for 

international cooperation. In the Intercultural Business Ethics (IBE) 

project, students from different cultures work in mixed groups on ethical 

dilemmas in a business context and try to find a fair solution to the di-

lemmas which arise. Such Collaborative Online International Learning 

(COIL) projects need clear teaching, organisational and technical 

frameworks as outlined in this handbook. The effort required for such 

projects should not be underestimated. In our IBE project, however, the 

effort was definitely worth it. The feedback from students and lecturers 

motivates us to continue and at the same time to explore new avenues. 

Next, we would like to expand our circle of partner universities and 

include a university from South America in the IBE project. The time 

differences between the partners will make cooperation more difficult. 

But an additional partner from another continent will offer new opportu-

nities to compare cultures and moral traditions and use these compari-

sons in solving ethical dilemmas.  

From our point of view, three to four universities as partners are ide-

al for similar IBE projects. On the one hand, this number offers enough 

material and ideas to carry out intercultural comparisons, on the other 

hand, a manageable number of partners is important to keep the organis-

ing relatively manageable. If more universities are interested in coopera-

tion, additional partner networks of three or four universities would be a 

good solution. The partner networks could then store learning materials 

such as case studies, country dossiers, and so forth on a common plat-
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form and exchange experiences and best practices with each other. 

Globethics could play an important role in this process.  

We have evaluated the previous implementations of the IBE project 

from a practical and teaching point of view. We would also like to ex-

plore additional IBE projects from a research perspective with the help 

of qualitative and quantitative studies. Of particular interest are topics 

such as the different learning effects, but also the intercultural coopera-

tion between students which carries on independently of the lecturers. 

Big picture: as lecturers, we would like COIL projects such as that 

on Intercultural Business Ethics (IBE) to contribute to the peaceful co-

existence between countries and cultures. 



APPENDICES 

A1 Sustainable Developmental Goals (SDGs) 

Goal 1 End poverty in all its forms everywhere 

Goal 2 
End hunger, achieve food security and improved nutri-

tion, and promote sustainable agriculture 

Goal 3 
Ensure healthy lives and promote well-being for all at all 

ages 

Goal 4 
Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and 

promote life-long learning opportunities for all 

Goal 5 
Achieve gender equality and empower all women and 

girls 

Goal 6 
Ensure availability and sustainable management of water 

and sanitation for all 

Goal 7 
Ensure access to affordable, reliable, sustainable, and 

modern energy for all 

Goal 8 

Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic 

growth, full and productive employment, and decent 

work for all 

Goal 9 
Build resilient infrastructure, promote inclusive and sus-

tainable industrialization, and foster innovation 

Goal 10 Reduce inequality within and among countries 

Goal 11 
Make cities and human settlements inclusive, safe, resili-

ent and sustainable 

Goal 12 Ensure sustainable consumption and production patterns 

Goal 13 
Take urgent action to combat climate change and its im-

pacts 

Goal 14 
Conserve and sustainably use the oceans, seas, and ma-

rine resources for sustainable development 
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Goal 15 

Protect, restore and promote sustainable use of terrestrial 

ecosystems, sustainably manage forests, combat deserti-

fication, halt and reverse land degradation, and halt bio-

diversity loss 

Goal 16 

Promote peaceful and inclusive societies for sustainable 

development, provide access to justice for all, and build 

effective, accountable and inclusive institutions at all 

levels 

Goal 17 
Strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize 

the global partnership for sustainable development 

Table 12: Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) (United Nations, n.d.-

a)  

A2 Country Dossiers 

These have been written by colleagues from the respective countries. 

Country Dossier- China  

Traditions and values  

In China, the confluence of Confucianism, Taoism, Buddhism and 

other indigenous philosophies has left a deep imprint on the perception 

and practice of business and business ethics. Benevolence, righteous-

ness, prosperity, kindness and compassion, trustworthiness are all popu-

lar terms in the business community. Where Confucianism serves as the 

mainstream value, benevolence as its core value is described by Mencius 

as the explicit underpinning of sympathy as an inherent part of human 

nature. In contrast to Buddhism which focuses on spiritual practices for 

the attainment of nirvana, Confucianism as a philosophy is not satisfied 

with self-discipline and perfection. Its doctrine of “inner holiness and 

outer prowess” requests that people strive for worldly achievement, 

including altruistic deeds which bring honour to the family.  
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The influence of Confucianism 

The impact of Confucianism on the Chinese mode of thinking and 

way of life is profound. As one author put it, China may espouse Marx-

ist socialism, but the bedrock beneath the socialist topsoil is almost pure 

Confucianism. A patriarchal organizational structure, mianzi (face), 

reverence to seniority, unquestionable loyalty to the ruler, nepotism, 

hospitality and humility are all familiar terms in the Confucian vocabu-

lary. Classic Confucianism emphasizes reciprocity in a relationship, for 

example the kindness of the superior is reciprocated by the loyalty of the 

follower. Confucianism is highly fastidious about rituals and protocols. 

Seating at a formal dinner is carefully arranged according to seniority 

and events such as a conference or ground-breaking at a construction 

site are normally staged with elaborate ceremonies. 

Confucian teachings do not provide clear and systemized procedures 

and measures on how to practice these principles, as they paint a glori-

ous picture at the mountaintop, but lack the stepping stones to get there. 

Additional learning material: (Liu, 2016), (Liu & Zhang, 2017), (Liu 

& Zhang, 2018), (Liu & Patel, 2020), (Yuan & Yating, 2015) 

The influence of Taoism 

Taoists believe that the world is constituted by the interplay of two 

interacting forces, Yin and Yang. The word Tao means 'the way' or 'the 

path'. Every object in the universe represents the process and outcome of 

interplay between these two forces, one passive, the other positive. 

These seemingly opposing forces can coexist, although one may prevail 

over the other at times. Moreover, even within Yin, there is the Yang, 

and vice versa. The state of Yin may over time shift to Yang (Figure 7). 
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Figure 7: The Interacting Forces of Yin and Yang 

The black part represents the force of Yin (passive and feminine) and 

the white part represents the force of Yang (active and masculine). The 

line in between represents the critical point. 

Thanks to the Taoist influence, Chinese people are highly dialectical 

in their judgments, which helps internalize all sorts of fortunes and mis-

fortunes. Expressions such as 'on one hand... but on the other hand...' or 

'yes... but...' are part of their daily language. For example, if goods are 

returned because of inferior quality, it is not surprising to hear a manag-

er’s remark that 'this is a good thing, on the other hand, because it helps 

us to dig deep down to the root cause of the problem'. Balance, coexist-

ence and harmony with people, time and environment both within and 

outside oneself are considered to be essential constituents of a good 

quality of life. For some Chinese, the practice of fengshui (literally 'wind 

and water', which represent harmony with the physical environment) is 

popular when selecting building sites and arranging offices. Chinese 

people tend to be less enthusiastic about taking the initiative in open 

debate in order to avoid direct confrontation. Drafting a contract or for-

mulating the minutes of meetings is very likely to be the job of the for-

eign party. From this they also earn a second chance to renegotiate. 

'Let's meet halfway' is a typically proposed solution by the Chinese party 

during business negotiations. A compromise or conciliation achieved is 

considered a triumph in lifting one’s face. 
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Socialist Core Values 

Chinese leaders have a strong tendency to express their central ideas 

with slogans. Such short sentences, phrases or simply a collection of 

characters often appear in rhyme and are considered forceful and com-

municable to the public. The linguistic feature of Chinese – one word 

carries one independent meaning – offers particular utility. The tradition 

of Chinese classics such as the Law of Change, the Analects of Confu-

cius, the Classic of the Way and Virtue by Tao Te Ching, all tend to 

infuse profound meaning into short phrases. Such slogans popularized 

by propaganda cannot be understood as lightly as political clichés; they 

are often based on the assessment of the present situation and are 

wrapped up in an explicit agenda. Once introduced, more often, they 

signify a sweeping national campaign that may last for years, by which a 

host of constituencies will be impacted. Nowadays, everywhere, from 

sky bridges to high rises, from traffic islands to school gates, the big 

banners of socialist core values are on ostentatious display. They em-

body the national values of prosperity, democracy, civility and harmony; 

the social values of freedom, equality, justice and the rule of law; and 

the individual values of patriotism, dedication, integrity and friendship. 

This set of values outlines the ideal Chinese society China strives to 

construct with unified efforts cascading along the three tiers – nation, 

society and individuals – starting from the building of a nationwide 

consensus. It is an amalgamation of traditional Chinese ethical proposi-

tions and western concepts matched to the evolving realities both do-

mestically and internationally (Liu, 2022, pp. 617–674). For additional 

reading into the development of and relations between Chinese tradi-

tions and the socialist core values, please refer to the English summary 

of “Chinese values: conception and practice”. 
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Modern society  

Across 40 years of China opening-up to the world and the accompa-

nying institutional reforms, Chinese society has gone through dramatic 

changes. Its mega cities, Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou, are compa-

rable to New York, London and Paris. Lower-tier cities and rural areas 

are also catching up with the momentum. The modernization (infrastruc-

ture, technology, industries, etc.) and traditions (social norms and rela-

tions) co-exist among its 1.4 billion people.  

To learn more about political, social and economic life in China, the 

Archive of the Chinese Central Government (China ABC, 

http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/chinaabc/), provides updated infor-

mation and statistics. 

Business ethics  

With the rapid growth of China’s domestic economy and the forging 

of closer ties with the rest of the world since there has been a major 

attitudinal shift among Chinese policymakers toward the issue of CSR, a 

move from rejection to admission. This has been sanctioned in the 

amended Chinese Company Law, by which corrupt behaviour overseas 

is also made punishable under Chinese criminal law. The supervisory 

authority over state-owned enterprises requires CSR reports and the 

regulatory authority over stock-exchanges has followed suit for public 

companies, with an emphasis on ESG performance and reporting in 

recent years. The Ministry of Commerce also promulgated a credit rec-

ord system for corporate behaviour overseas. Academic circles and civil 

society are getting increasingly active in promoting the CSR concepts 

and associated skill sets among existing and future business leaders. 

From the consumers’ perspective, sustainable consumption is enjoying 

increasing awareness and preference in purchase decisions.  

Ideologically, Chinese firms are willing to engage in global initia-

tives without binding force in the fields of corporate social responsibility 

http://english.www.gov.cn/archive/chinaabc/


Appendices   103 
 

 

(CSR) and sustainable development to burnish their corporate image. 

Nonetheless, few are able to seriously integrate the soft commitments of 

accountability and credibility into their corporate policy and business 

behaviour. This has resulted in inadequate risk assessment and longer-

term failures in global investment projects. (Liu & Zhang, 2018) 

Human rights  

The Communist Party of China upholds the rights to subsistence and 

development as primary and basic human rights. The Party sees itself as 

making every effort to achieve progress in human rights (State Council 

Information Office, 2021). Human rights and their protection have been 

in China’s Constitution since 1954. Since then, there have been five 

human-rights-related constitutional amendments. That of 2004 stands 

out and stated that “the State respects and safeguards human rights” in 

the Constitution. 

Since the PRC recovered China’s seat at the UN in 1971, it has 

played an active role in international human rights issues, by participat-

ing in multilateral human rights institutions and the drafting of interna-

tional conventions on human rights protection, including the Declaration 

on the Right to Development and the Vienna Declaration and Pro-

gramme of Action. China has signed and ratified numerous other inter-

national human rights conventions and instruments, including six UN 

core conventions. 

Country Dossier- South Africa 

Traditions and values 

South Africa is referred to as the ‘rainbow’ nation because of the 

country’s rich diversity in terms of race, multiculturalism, religion and a 

variety of traditions. Clark points out that South Africans have ancestors 

from different parts of the world: Africa, Europe (incl. Afrikaners), India 

and South Asia (Malays) (Clark, 2009). There are 11 official languages 
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in South Africa – English, Afrikaans, Zulu, Xhosa, Ndebele, Tswana, 

Tsonga, Sotho and Northern Sotho (Aloian, 2014). Cohen indicates that 

English is the main language spoken in South Africa in the corporate 

world, public sector, media, many schools and universities (Cohen, 

2014).  

Morris explains that in terms of ethnic groups in South Africa, there 

are blacks, whites, coloureds (mixed-race) and Asians (Indians, Chinese, 

Sri Lankans and Pakistanis) (Morris, 2018). Moreover, within the na-

tional culture of South Africa, there are various sub-cultures, which 

include Zulu, Xhosa, Afrikaner, Indian, Greek and Jewish. The South 

African flag has six different colours and these were chosen in order to 

reflect the strong diversity of the nation (Republic of South Africa, De-

partment of Education, 2006).  

Nussbaum explains that in Africa Ubuntu “… is the capacity in Afri-

can culture to express compassion, reciprocity, dignity, harmony and 

humanity in the interests of building and maintaining community with 

justice and mutual caring” (Nussbaum, 2003, p. 1). Ubuntu is embedded 

in African culture. According to Maluleke, prior to colonization and 

apartheid in South Africa, Ubuntu strongly influenced traditions and 

values in the country (Maluleke, 2012). However, due to colonization 

and apartheid in South Africa, traditions, culture and values continue to 

be influenced by Western ideas, values and practices (Maluleke, 2012). 

Additionally, Maluleke notes that Western societies (especially Ameri-

can and European) are more individualistic in nature and that they em-

phasise self-interest. By contrast, in African culture, Ubuntu is centered 

on collectivism, the interests of the community (Maluleke, 2012), and on 

interconnectedness among members within a community (Nussbaum, 

2003).  
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Modern society 

In terms of people’s religious beliefs, South Africa is home to devo-

tees of various religions as well as people who believe in animism, or 

are atheists or agnostics. Religions practised in South Africa include 

traditional African religion (focus on the community), Christianity (the 

majority religion - 80% of the South African population are Christians), 

Islam, Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism and Baha’ism (Morris, 2018). 

Cohen states that approximately 15% of South Africans do not identify 

as belonging to any religion (Cohen, 2014).  

Family is important in South Africa. However, ‘family’ often in-

cludes extended family, such as grandparents, uncles, aunts, cousins and 

other relatives. It is common practice for grandparents to raise their 

grandchildren in many South African communities.  

Business ethics 

South Africa is an emerging market economy which became a de-

mocracy in 1994. Rossouw points out that business ethics in South Afri-

ca continues to evolve and is strongly influenced by the country’s histo-

ry of colonization and apartheid as well as societal and political factors 

(Rossouw, 2017). In order to deal with the economic, social and political 

inequities caused by apartheid, South Africa has introduced legislation 

to promote a more equitable and inclusive society (Johnson et al., 2019). 

For example, the Companies Act No. 71 of 2008 in South Africa em-

phasizes that firms operating in the country should not violate human 

rights issues in order to make a profit (Kana, 2020). There is growing 

recognition that in order for South Africa to achieve economic growth 

and prosperity it is imperative that ethical behaviour is embraced and 

practiced in the workplace (Bisschoff et al., 2014). 

Corporate governance standards in South Africa are associated with 

the four King Reports which were written by the Institute of Directors in 

Southern Africa and are based on a shareholder approach (Kana, 2020). 
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The purpose of the King reports are: to promote good governance and to 

encourage firms to embrace a triple bottom line perspective; to develop 

codes of conduct in the workplace; to promote ethical business practice, 

and to embrace an inclusive shareholder perspective on business 

(Rossouw, 2020).  

Corruption is a major concern in South Africa.  According to Trans-

parency International’s Corruptions Perceptions Index, South Africa is 

ranked 70 out of 198 countries or 44 out of 100 for public sector corrup-

tion (Transparency International, 2019). The closer the score is to 100 

the more corrupt a country is perceived to be Transparency Internation-

al, 2019). The civil society group, Corruption Watch has expressed con-

cern that it is not easy to access data in South Africa regarding unethical 

business behaviour and corruption (Corruption Watch, 2019).  

Human rights 

The issue of human rights in South Africa is regarded as very im-

portant, particularly in the context of the country’s colonial and apart-

heid history. During the apartheid era, South Africa did not have a hu-

man rights orientation (Sarkin, 1998). Under apartheid, South Africans 

were classified according to four main racial groups, namely Whites, 

Blacks (African), Coloureds (people of ‘mixed race’) and Indians. 

‘Rights’ were accorded to people according to their race group. People 

classified as ‘non-whites’ (Africans, Coloureds and Indians) were sub-

ject to apartheid policies and practices. This mean that under apartheid a 

person’s skin colour and race determined what opportunities they had, 

where they lived, worked, went to school and prayed. Hamann et al. 

point out that big business in South Africa, particularly from the “min-

ing, energy, finance and defence industries – supported the apartheid 

government in the country and therefore was implicated in the apartheid 

legacy” (Hamann et al., 2009).  
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In 1996, the South African Human Rights Commission was estab-

lished in order to promote and protect human rights in the country 

(South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) & The Danish 

Institute for Human Rights (DIHR), 2018). The Constitution of the Re-

public of South Africa, 1996, is the legal framework and supreme law of 

the country (Dube, 2020). In terms of human rights in South Africa, the 

South African Constitution and the Bill of Rights is the bedrock and the 

underlying framework with which all laws and regulations in the coun-

try are aligned (South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) & 

The Danish Institute for Human Rights (DIHR), 2018). The South Afri-

can Constitution and the Bill of Rights (the Bill of Rights is found in 

chapter 2 of the South African Constitution) is regarded as being very 

progressive in promoting human rights and dignity and outlines the 

rights of all citizens, including economic rights and property rights, 

political rights (including freedom of association), rights to privacy, 

rights to freedom and dignity (including religious, language and cultural 

freedoms), the right to education, women’s rights and children’s rights 

(Republic of South Africa, 1996).  

When doing business in South Africa, domestic and foreign compa-

nies (including multinational enterprises) need to be aware of the key 

legislation and governance guidelines that impact human rights in the 

workplace (South African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) & The 

Danish Institute for Human Rights (DIHR), 2015). According to the 

Business and Human Rights Dialogue Report 2018 a major challenge in 

the South African private sector is the persistent lack of transformation. 

Although South Africa has progressive legislation regarding promoting 

equality in the workplace, “…unfair discrimination in the workplace, 

particularly on the basis of race and ethnicity…”  still takes place (South 

African Human Rights Commission (SAHRC) & The Danish Institute 

for Human Rights (DIHR), 2018, p. 3). Despite South Africa’s pro-

human rights Constitution, stance and overall legislative framework, 
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corruption in the public and private sectors is rampant and flourishing, 

gender-based violence, xenophobia and persistently high levels of crime 

continue to cast a dark shadow over the country.  

Country Dossier- Switzerland 

Traditions and values  

Switzerland is a federal state consisting of 26 partly sovereign can-

tons. Switzerland's national identity is not based on a common language, 

ethnicity or religion, but on values such as direct democracy, federalism 

and a willingness to compromise in politics. Neutrality is also funda-

mental to Switzerland's self-image (Swiss Federal Chancellery, 2022). 

Through popular initiatives and referendums, citizens can directly in-

fluence the activities of the executive and legislature at communal, can-

tonal and national level. In 2021, for example, the Swiss voted on a ban 

on the use of the veil in public, on an electronic identification service, on 

clean drinking water and healthy food, on reducing greenhouse gas 

emissions, on police measures to combat terrorism, on marriage for all 

(not just heterosexual people), and on a Covid-19 law. 

In Switzerland, federalism is strongly developed. The cantons are au-

tonomous in many areas and in turn grant their municipalities and com-

munes a relatively wide scope of action. In addition, the principle ap-

plies of involving as many cantons, communes, parties and population 

groups as possible in the political process and taking them into account 

appropriately. The four strongest parties have been represented in the 

government since 1959, resulting in a very stable political system. New 

laws are presented to the public in a consultation process so that they 

can be discussed and commented on. There is also strong protection for 

minorities. 99% of all companies in Switzerland are small and medium-

sized enterprises. At work, the Swiss appreciate participation, flat hier-

archies and a good work-life balance. Objective criticism of superiors is 
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possible and often welcome. The Swiss work ethic is characterised by 

quality, reliability and punctuality. 

The Swiss are proud of their system of public education, in particular 

of the system of vocational education and training, which takes place 

both in companies and in schools. With the vocational school-leaving 

certificate, professionals also have access to universities of applied sci-

ences. 

Switzerland is a multicultural country with four official national lan-

guages, and a variety of cultures and confessions. The Swiss love their 

regional characteristics, such as the dialects, which are also spoken with 

pride in public life. 

There are numerous values that are considered typical of the Swiss 

and that are often mentioned in public discussions:  

 Political values: direct democracy, neutrality, federalism, civil 

rights, equality, free speech, multilingualism, interculturality 

 Economic values: reliability, precision, quality, punctuality, in-

novation, competition, education, work life balance, privacy, 

transparency 

 Social values: responsibility, respect, safety, fairness, correctness, 

emancipation, compromise, reliability, honesty, politeness, help-

fulness 

This list of social values was collected in a survey and discussion 

with students. 

Modern society 

The best source of information on modern life in Switzerland is the 

official website of the Swiss Federal Statistical Office (Federal Statisti-

cal Office, n.d.). Here you can find statistical data on all important areas 

of society in Switzerland, such as population, space, economy, mobility, 

health, education, environment, sustainability and also topic dossiers on 

current political discussions. Many answers about modern Swiss society, 
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especially about the political system and life in Switzerland, can also be 

found on the website https://www.eda.admin.ch. 

Business ethics 

In Switzerland, the term “business ethics” is used almost synony-

mously with the term “corporate social responsibility (CSR)”. CSR 

refers to the impact of business activities on society and the environ-

ment. The Swiss understand CSR as a contribution of companies to 

sustainable development. CSR covers a wide range of issues such as 

human rights, working conditions, the environment, the prevention of 

corruption, fair competition, consumer interests, taxation and transpar-

ency. The implementation of CSR requires that all relevant stakeholders 

(e.g. shareholders, employees, consumers, local communities, non-

governmental organisations) are taken into account (SECO, n.d.-a). As a 

basis for the discussion of CSR topics, the three-circle model of sustain-

ability, with the dimensions of economy, environment and society, is 

generally used. Recently, a new dimension of digital responsibility has 

also begun to be discussed. 

In recent years, corporate social responsibility (CSR) has become in-

creasingly important both internationally and in Switzerland. Numerous 

new instruments and standards have been developed. The most im-

portant international CSR standards include: OECD Guidelines for Mul-

tinational Enterprises, The United Nations Global Compact (UNGC), 

ISO 26000, and Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) (SECO, n.d.-b). 

Human rights 

As a member of the Council of Europe, Switzerland also signed the 

European Convention on Human Rights (ECHR) in 1950. The ECHR 

contains a catalogue of fundamental and human rights. These include 

fundamental freedoms that guarantee the individual's own life, personal 

freedom and property (Council of Europe, 1950). The Swiss Federal 
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Constitution also guarantees more extensive freedoms, such as compre-

hensive economic freedom (Swiss Confederation, 1999).  

A3 Evaluation of Digital Tools 

Learning platform 

ILIAS  open-source software 

 used in the IBE project as a common platform  

various  depends on the universities involved 

Email 

various  worldwide standard for the simplest form of 

online communication 

File sharing 

MS OneDrive  The student who sets up the folder needs a 

valid license 

Google Docs  not accessible for Chinese students 

Dropbox  not accessible for Chinese students 

Video conference 

Zoom  free version: limitation to 40 minutes 

 must be started by students outside of China 

MS Teams  student who starts the video conference needs 

a valid license 

Skype  video conference functions available similar 

to Zoom, no limitations on meeting length 

 group chat available, can serve as alternative 

to messenger apps 
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Messengers 

WhatsApp  not accessible for Chinese students 

WeChat  Chinese students need to invite students from 

other countries 

iMessage  only for Apple devices 

 

Video editors 

PowerPoint  simplest but limited way to produce videos 

OpenShot  semi-professional video editor 

 free, open-source software 

 https://www.openshot.org/ 

Camtasia  professional video editor 

 free trial version 

 https://www.techsmith.com/video-editor.html 

Table 13: Evaluation of Digital Tools 
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A4 Survey Questionnaires Developed for Use with Swiss 

Students 

Survey Questions – Before the IBE Project 

 China South 

Africa 

Switzer-

land 

 What country are you currently 

living and studying in?   

   

 Which of the following countries’ 

cultures are you familiar with?  

   

 Which of the following countries’ 

business environments are you 

familiar with? 

   

Doing business in your country 

 Please list the top 3 stakeholders for doing business in your 

country. 

 

 What are the top 3 ethical principles for doing business in your 

country? 

 

 What are the top 3 ethical concerns for doing business in your 

country? 

 

 In your opinion, how is unethical behaviour in the workplace 

viewed in your country?  

 

 Do you have concerns regarding the state of business ethics in 

your country?  

If so, please explain the reasons for this?  
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Personal judgements  

 

 Disagree / Agree 

1. Intercultural business is 

hard business. 
-- - 0 + ++ 

2. International business 

should be done with an 

ethical perspective 

-- - 0 + ++ 

3. Ethical issues in intercul-

tural settings are of prima-

ry importance. 

-- - 0 + ++ 

4. Personally, I feel commit-

ted to ethically driven 

business. 

-- - 0 + ++ 

5. It is easy for me to identi-

fy unethical behaviour. 
-- - 0 + ++ 

6. In my experience, inter-

cultural cooperation is 

easy. 

-- - 0 + ++ 
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Survey Questions – After the IBE Project 

1. What did you learn about different cultural contexts in:  

 China 

 South Africa 

 Switzerland 

2. Please list the top 3 ethical values in doing business in  

 China. 

 South Africa  

 Switzerland 

3. What are the major differences with respect to ethical concerns in 

doing business across the cultural contexts? 

 China vs. South Africa  

 China vs. Switzerland 

 South Africa vs. Switzerland  

4. What models or methods have you discovered, by working with your 

intercultural team, to bridge the differences in ethical contexts in the 

intercultural business environment? 

5. Do you have any further feedback on the “Intercultural Business Eth-

ics (IBE)” project? 
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A5 Interview Guide Developed for Use With South  

African Students 

Section A: Biographical Information 

1. Are you a full-time or part-time honours student:  FT/PT   

2. Did you participate in the Intercultural Ethics Project?  Y/N 

3. How much work experience (if any) do you have?: 

Years/months:  

Section B: Interview Questions 

1. In general, how would you define business ethics?  (Please ex-

plain your answer in full.) 

2. What knowledge of business ethics did you have before the In-

tercultural Ethics project? (Please explain your answer in full.) 

3. What is your understanding of the Intercultural Business Ethics 

Project (video project) is all about? (Please explain your answer 

in full.) 

4. How has participating in the Intercultural Business Ethics Pro-

ject changed your view, if at all, of business ethics? (Please ex-

plain your answer in full.) 

5. Please describe your experiences of participating in the Inter-

cultural Business Ethics Project? (Please explain your answer 

in full.) 

6. Describe your role (the role that you played) in the Intercultural 

Ethics team during the group assignment? (Please explain your 

answer in full) 

7. In your opinion, what value, if any, does the Intercultural Ethics 

Project create for honours students?  (Please explain your an-

swer in full.)  

8. What was your experience of working in Intercultural Groups 

on the project? Please explain in full (reflection question)  
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9. What was your experience of communicating with Chinese and 

Swiss students? (Please explain your answer in full.) 

10. Please explain what you have learned about Chinese business 

ethics? (Please explain your answer in full.) 

11. Please explain what you have learned about European Business 

Ethics? (Please explain your answer in full.) 

12. Please explain what you have learned about African business 

ethics (Ubuntu)? (Please explain your answer in full.) 

13. What have you learned about the Chinese national culture? 

(Please answer in full.) 

14. What have you learned about the European national culture? 

(Please answer in full.) 

15. What have you learned about the South African national cul-

ture? (Please answer in full.) 

16. To what extent did participating in the Intercultural Ethics Pro-

ject advance your knowledge of business ethics? Please explain 

in full.  

17. What worked well for you in the Intercultural Business Ethics 

Project? Please explain why in full.  

18. What did not work well for you in the Intercultural Business 

Ethics Project? Please explain why in full. 

19. What do you suggest should be done differently next time in 

the Intercultural Business Ethics Project? (Please explain your 

answer in full.) 

20. What effect do you feel the Intercultural Ethics Project had on 

the Honours Class/students? (Please explain your answer in 

full.)
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