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Abstract
To commemorate 40 years since the founding of the Journal of Business Ethics, the editors in chief of the journal have invited 
the editors to provide commentaries on the future of business ethics. This essay comprises a selection of commentaries aimed 
at creating dialogue around the theme Business versus Ethics? (inspired by the title of the commentary by Jeffrey Harrison). 
The authors of these commentaries seek to transcend the age-old separation fallacy (Freeman in Bus Ethics Q 4(4):409–421, 
1994) that juxtaposes business and ethics/society, posing a forced choice or trade off. Providing a contemporary take on the 
classical question “if it’s legal is it ethical?”, David Hess explores the role of the law in promoting or hindering stakeholder-
oriented purpose and governance structure. Jeffrey Harrison encourages scholars to move beyond the presupposition that 
businesses are either strategic or ethical and explore important questions at the intersection of strategy and ethics. The 
proposition that business models might be inherently ethical or inherently unethical in their design is developed by Sheila 
Killian, who examines business systems, their morality, and who they serve. However, the conundrum that entrepreneurs 
are either lauded for their self-belief and risk-taking, or loathed for their self-belief and risk-taking, is discussed by M. Tina 
Dacin and Julia Roloff using the metaphor of taboos and totems. These commentaries seek to explore positions that advocate 
multiplicity and tensions in which business ethics is not either/or but both.

Keywords  Corporate purpose · Human rights · Strategy · Stakeholders · Unethical business models · Culture · Social 
enterprise · Future of business ethics

Please note that authors are listed by alphabetical order and not 
based on author contribution. Each commentary in this essay was 
written by different authors.
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The Intersection of Law and Business Ethics

David Hess

Introduction

The relationship between law and business ethics has been 
a core research area across the 40 years of the Journal of 
Business Ethics. Indeed, the very first issue of the journal 
asked the question of whether legally allowed bluffing in 

labor negotiations was ethical (Carson et al., 1982). More 
recent research has flipped that question of “if it’s legal, is it 
ethical?”, and used Uber’s rideshare expansion strategy—
which involved directly violating laws regulating taxicab ser-
vices—to ask if illegal actions are always unethical (Young, 
2019). These are two simple illustrations of the numerous 
ways that law, public policy, and business ethics intersect.

The Journal of Business Ethics encourages researchers to 
consider how business ethics scholarship informs the goals 
of the laws that regulate business and our understanding of 
how to improve individual and organizational compliance 
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with those laws. Due to the constant changes in society, the 
questions on the role of the law in encouraging ethical busi-
ness behavior are continuously evolving. For example, tech-
nology advancements raise questions of whether and how 
to update laws that protect the privacy rights of employees 
and consumers. Likewise, the use of artificial intelligence 
in employment decisions and the operation of autonomous 
vehicles raises important issues related to employment law 
and products liability law, respectively. Societal changes 
leading to an increased attention to issues of diversity, 
equity, and inclusion, raises issues of the role of the law 
in increasing the numbers of those that identify as women, 
underrepresented minorities, or LBGTQ+, in management 
and corporate boardrooms.

Corporate Purpose, Environmental and Social 
Governance, and Business and Human Rights

The purpose of the corporation, which has been an important 
research issue for the journal, is another key area where law, 
public policy, and business ethics have intersected. Recently, 
the debate over corporate purpose has reached a new level 
of public attention due to the Business Roundtable—an 
organization made up of CEOs of leading corporations in 
a wide range of industries—revising its prior statement on 
corporate purpose to shift from a shareholder maximization 
view to the adoption of a stakeholder view (Loughran et al., 
2022). Although this is an important development, skep-
tics question CEOs’ commitments to the Business Round-
table’s statement. This raises issues of how the law can be 
structured to hold corporations legally accountable for such 
commitments. For example, there are questions of whether 
legislators should adopt a new type of corporation—such 
as the benefit corporation—as an alternative to the existing 
shareholder value focused corporation. Likewise, business 
ethics scholars have considered changes to corporate gov-
ernance, including stakeholder representatives on boards of 
directors and altering directors’ fiduciary duties.

Coinciding with the Business Roundtable’s statement, 
environmental, social and governance (ESG) issues have 
become a top priority for corporate boards. One survey 
found ESG was the top issue that shareholders sought to dis-
cuss with the board, ahead of both executive compensation 
and strategy oversight issues (PwC, 2021). As shareholders 
demand more and better information on corporations’ per-
formance on sustainability matters, there are questions of 
whether there should be mandatory corporate disclosures on 
ESG matters. The European Union’s Corporate Sustainability 
Reporting Directive (CSRD) shows a movement away from 
voluntary reporting and toward compliance with mandatory 
standards. As those standards are disclosed and implemented, 
business ethics scholars must help guide such legislation by 

examining its effectiveness in changing corporate behavior 
and identifying necessary reforms. As seen from the existing 
work on nonfinancial disclosure in the Journal of Business 
Ethics, this legislative evaluation effort will benefit from the 
wide range of disciplinary perspectives represented by busi-
ness ethics scholars.

One key aspect of the “social” factor in ESG is respect-
ing human rights. The field of business and human rights 
(BHR) did not exist when the Journal of Business Ethics 
was founded in 1982. This field developed primarily with 
legal scholars and focused on mandatory obligations and 
holding corporations accountable for the harm they caused, 
as opposed to a corporate social responsibility perspective 
focused on business making voluntary, positive contribu-
tions to human rights (Ramasastry, 2015). Although there 
may be a gap between the fields of BHR and CSR, there are 
opportunities for connection (Ramasastry, 2015), especially 
for research related to the journal’s section on law, public 
policy, and business ethics.

In the last decade, BHR has rapidly moved from soft law 
to hard law. The 2011 United Nations Guiding Principles 
on Business and Human Rights (UNGPs) solidified sup-
port for business having a responsibility to respect human 
rights. This support—and perceived lack of corporate com-
mitment to human rights—led to the adoption of legislation 
on BHR issues in various countries and the formation of a 
United Nations working group to develop a binding treaty. 
Included within this discussion of mandatory human rights 
obligations are considerations of how a “smart mix” of soft 
law and hard law mechanisms can help “reach beyond the 
limits of conventional public law” (Buhmann, 2016, p. 710). 
In addition to regulatory actions, courts in some jurisdic-
tions are starting to show a willingness to hold corpora-
tions liable for the acts of their subsidiaries or supply chain 
partners in foreign countries, which may further impact 
business practice (even when the litigation is unsuccessful) 
(Schrempf-Stirling & Wettstein, 2017). As the legal environ-
ment surrounding BHR continues to evolve, business ethics 
scholars can provide valuable guidance on the way forward. 
The remainder of this commentary will provide a brief over-
view of recent developments in the law on BHR and provide 
some illustrations where scholars at the crossroads of law, 
public policy, and business ethics have provided valuable 
contributions, which also shows the way for future contribu-
tions in this area.

Business Ethics and Business and Human Rights 
Legislation

Governments have approached BHR legislation in a vari-
ety of ways. The scope of the laws either focus on human 
rights generally or are targeted toward specific issues, such 
as conflict minerals, modern slavery, or child labor. There are 
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also differences in obligations and potential liabilities; a law 
may be limited to disclosure requirements, may mandate the 
undertaking of human rights due diligence (HRDD)—which 
is a process for identifying, preventing, mitigating, and reme-
diating negative human rights impacts—or may provide for 
legal liability to victims of human rights abuse. For example, 
targeted, disclosure only laws include the UK Modern Slav-
ery Act and the California Transparency in Supply Chains 
Act (CTSCA). These laws only require corporations to dis-
close what actions, if any, they have undertaken to ensure 
that modern slavery is not present in their supply chains. 
The Netherlands’ Child Labor Due Diligence Act, on the 
other hand, requires corporations to conduct due diligence to 
determine whether there is a reasonable suspicion that child 
labor was used in the production of the company’s goods and 
services. If such a finding is made, then the corporation must 
develop a plan of action to address the issue. France’s Duty of 
Vigilance law mandates HRDD, disclosure of the vigilance 
plan, and opens the company up to potential civil liability if 
inadequate HRDD results in a human rights violation.

Business ethics scholars have already started to examine 
these laws and propose reforms. The few examples of schol-
arship discussed here provide inspiration for future research 
possibilities. For targeted disclosure laws, Birkey et al. (2018) 
examined corporations’ public reports under the CTSCA and 
found that companies comply with the law through mostly 
symbolic disclosures. Interestingly, although there is much dis-
cussion of investors pushing for increased disclosure of ESG 
information, this study raises the question of whether symbolic 
compliance is due, in part, to the fact that many investors “inter-
pret increased disclosure as potentially costly in terms of firm 
value” (Birkey et al., 2018, p. 837).

Beyond market participants, a disclosure regime relies on 
non-market actors, such as NGOs, to utilize disclosed infor-
mation to influence change in corporate behavior. Thus, Islam 
and Van Staden (2022) analyzed the effectiveness of mod-
ern slavery disclosure laws by interviewing key stakeholders, 
including anti-slavery NGOs. This research provides insights 
into the tensions between the ability of such laws to work 
toward long-term change and their limitations due to regula-
tory capture by interest groups focused primarily on reducing 
business risk. In addition, this study, along with others such 
as Pinnington et al. (2022), use normativity theory to provide 
insights into the perceived legitimacy of these disclosure-
based regulatory regimes, which calls for additional research 
into how to enhance their legitimacy. Pinnington et al. (2022) 
also open new possible avenues for improving disclosure 
regimes by examining corporations’ disclosures on their 
discovery efforts, including corporations’ discussion of the 
“known unknowns” in their supply chains and how they plan 
to fill that information gap. Business ethics scholars are also 
well-positioned to explore how government can improve the 
regime through “guidance, leadership, training and scrutiny” 

and not simply the use of coercive power (Pinnington et al., 
2022). For example, public procurement practices, which 
focus on the government providing positive incentives, as 
opposed to using coercive power, are a potentially valuable 
tool in need of further research (Martin-Ortega, 2018).

Turning to HRDD practices, research has examined how 
firms respond to external pressures, such as regulatory pres-
sures. For example, in the area of conflict minerals, Hoffman 
et al. (2018, p. 132) find that firms may respond to legislative 
requirements with a simple risk management approach that 
avoids addressing the root causes of the problem and does “not 
tackle major problems related to their business model.” This 
raises issues of how legislation can encourage and incentivize 
meaningful corporate responses to mandates. For instance, if 
corporate liability is based on a corporation failing to adopt 
adequate HRDD, then regulators or the court system must be 
able to distinguish adequate from inadequate HRDD. Oth-
erwise, we face the problem of corporations being “focused 
primarily on documenting a due diligence process to protect 
itself from blame, while not being primarily concerned that 
the corporation’s decisions effectively curb business-related 
human rights abuse...” (Fasterling & Demuijnck, 2013, p. 807).

In the context of their study, Hoffman et al. (2018, p. 116) 
stated that “the topic of conflict minerals becomes one of 
supply chain management rather than of individual compa-
nies’ legal or compliance divisions alone.” This comment 
applies to all research on the problem of human rights viola-
tions in supply chains. Future research in business ethics can 
help bring together legal mandates and management practice 
to improve the impact of our regulatory regimes. We need an 
understanding of how organizational members understand 
human rights responsibilities and are encouraged to comply 
with relevant company policies.

Many corporations struggle with understanding what 
it means to respect human rights in their situation. The 
UNGPs, and some mandatory HRDD laws, cover all inter-
nationally recognized human rights. Due to the significant 
number of recognized human rights that could be impacted 
by business, businesses struggle with determining their 
responsibilities. McVey et al. (2022) examined how man-
agers within the corporation understood human rights and 
sought to persuade their colleagues to adopt a rights-based 
perspective. In some cases, this involved discussing human 
rights in terms of the financial impact to the company or oth-
erwise reframing the topic in a manner that tones down the 
communication of the human rights abuse. As the authors 
argue, “the process of making human rights understandable 
and manageable can change their form and content.”

HRDD laws must specify the scope of a corporation’s 
responsibility for human rights violations. Researchers have 
considered the concepts of “spheres of influence” (Macdon-
ald, 2011) and the different forms of complicity (Wettstein, 
2010) in their examination of soft law guidance on this issue. 
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The UNGPs developed new terms—“cause,” “contribute,” and 
“directly linked”—to determine a corporation’s connection to 
a negative human rights impact, which then determines the 
required response. These terms may find their way into manda-
tory HRDD legislation and they appear in the current draft of 
the UN BHR treaty. Unfortunately, the UNGPs do not provide 
clear definitions of those terms. Business ethics scholars can 
help contribute a real world understanding of the meaning of 
those terms or suggest alternative approaches.

Finally, as states mandate HRDD through legislation, 
lawyers will become involved in the compliance process. 
Business ethics research can help provide an understanding 
of how that impacts corporate responses. For example, in 
line with Fasterling and Demuijnck’s (2013) concerns above, 
some believe that lawyers will push HRDD in the direc-
tion of risk management and a tick-box exercise. Thus, the 
internal governance of HRDD is important. Past research 
on compliance and ethics programs, and the governance of 
corporate sustainability efforts generally, provide a useful 
starting point (Hess, 2021). For example, Radu and Smaili 
(2021) have examined the impact of corporate governance 
measures, such as having a board committee focused on CSR 
and linking CEO compensation to CSR metrics, on improv-
ing the company’s social performance.

Conclusion

The primary goal of this commentary was to use recent 
developments in the law on business and human rights to 
show the importance of the integration of law, public policy, 
and business ethics. Rather than provide an exhaustive look 
at the issues, it simply used several examples to illustrate how 
business ethics scholars can provide valuable contributions to 
understanding the effectiveness of the recent developments 
in BHR law and propose reforms. Moreover, the hope is to 
encourage business ethics scholars from any disciplinary 
background to use their perspectives to help inform law and 
public policy in their area of interest, including privacy; 
diversity, equity, and inclusion; artificial intelligence; or any 
other ethical issue of importance to business.

Strategy Vs. Ethics?

Jeffrey S. Harrison

Ethics in Strategy

Businesses create a lot of value for stakeholders and society. 
They provide goods and services, wages for workers, income 
for investors, and taxes that help to support community 
infrastructures and a wide variety of government programs 
and services. Many firms give generously to charities and 

provide employees time to engage in community programs. 
This is a short and incomplete list of sources of value pro-
vided by businesses. However, in spite of the value they 
provide, many people have a negative view of businesses 
and their leaders, believing that they are inherently corrupt 
and destructive. This perspective is fuelled by widely dis-
seminated information about corporate misdeeds associated 
with pollution, greed, discrimination, exploitation of work-
ers, bribery, and so forth. In the age of high-speed internet, 
an abundance of news sources, and social media, businesses 
are scrutinized more than they have ever been.

These conflicting perspectives about business create a 
ready forum for ethical debate regarding business strate-
gies. A business strategy is a discernible pattern of actions 
through which a firm attempts to achieve its business objec-
tives or, as strategy pioneer Henry Mintzberg (1978) put it, 
“a pattern in a stream of decisions” (p. 934). All business 
strategies have ethical implications because they influence 
the well-being of stakeholders and society. From a strat-
egy perspective, then, business ethics takes on a practical 
dimension, exploring the principles and rules through which 
strategies are formulated and implemented, as well as the 
outcomes from those strategies on the welfare of a firm’s 
stakeholders and society at large (Freeman et al., 2010).

Hopefully, a business strategy results in the creation of value 
for most of a firm’s stakeholders. In the optimal situation, some 
or all stakeholders receive incremental value from the imple-
mentation of a new strategy without reducing value for any 
stakeholder, a situation known as pareto optimality (Jones et al., 
2016). This should be the primary objective of strategic deci-
sion makers. However, strategies can also lead to negative out-
comes for some stakeholders or for society, a consequence that 
should not be ignored. Also, the means through which strategies 
are implemented may violate widely held ethical rules or moral 
codes associated with values such as honesty, fairness, equality, 
responsibility, justice, or freedom. Firms and their managers 
should “do what is right.” The fact that there may be disagree-
ment about what this means makes studying strategy from an 
ethical perspective a fascinating subject. Ethical dilemmas, 
when managers must choose among options with conflicting 
benefits and costs, or when the values or moral codes of vari-
ous parties collide, provide fertile ground for studying business 
strategy formulation and implementation.

Papers that are submitted to the Strategy and Ethics sec-
tion, whether conceptual or empirical, should be deliberate 
in how they fit into the business ethics literature. They 
should not assume that readers will make the connection. 
One way to link strategic dimensions to ethical dimen-
sions is to use an ethical theory or framework to build 
the arguments. Applying utilitarianism, deontology, virtue 
ethics, social justice, social contracts theory, or a religious 
philosophy can provide an obvious ethical dimension to 
a paper. Also, conflicting theories like agency theory vs. 



867Business Versus Ethics? Thoughts on the Future of Business Ethics﻿	

1 3

stewardship theory or shareholder primacy vs. stakeholder 
theory can enhance arguments about business strategies, 
although the latter debate has already received so much 
attention that it might be difficult to make a meaningful 
incremental contribution to the business ethics literature. 
Another way to make the connection between strategy and 
ethics is to draw heavily from the existing business ethics 
literature, as found in journals such as this one. Simply 
using a variable that measures corporate social responsi-
bility (CSR) or stakeholder management is not sufficient 
grounds for inclusion in this section of the journal. An 
ethics foundation is necessary.

Stakeholder theory has a well-developed connection with 
strategy formulation and implementation (Bosse & Sutton, 
2019; Freeman et al., 2010), and many submissions attempt 
to use it to give their papers an ethics flavor. However, sim-
ply citing Freeman (1984), Jones (1995), or Mitchell et al. 
(1997) in support of a particular point is not the same as 
diving into the intricacies of the theory to create well-con-
structed arguments (Freeman et al., 2010; Harrison et al., 
2019). A paper that is built on a stakeholder theory founda-
tion should, at a minimum, describe the actual, potential, 
or intended consequences for stakeholders and/or society 
beyond simply demonstrating that a firm is able to make 
more money. Alternatively, a paper that adopts a stakeholder 
perspective combined with another ethical perspective is 
even stronger than a paper that relies solely on stakeholder 
theory. Remember that stakeholder theory qualifies as an 
ethics-based theory because it is built on normative con-
cepts associated with relationships between firms and stake-
holders such as trust, fairness, integrity, and respect. Purely 
instrumental arguments that the primary purpose of treating 
stakeholders well is to make more money are not particularly 
valuable to business ethics scholarship.

The same ideas apply to corporate social responsibility 
(CSR). A paper that demonstrates how much money a firm 
can make if it is a responsible corporate citizen (perhaps 
with a few moderators thrown into the models) is only going 
to be attractive if it also explores the ethical ramifications 
of whatever definition of CSR the author is using. This also 
means that it is vitally important to clearly define the CSR 
construct and then, if it is an empirical paper, make sure that 
whatever measures of CSR are used are consistent with that 
definition. There are far too many papers in the literature 
already that make use of a comprehensive measure of CSR 
that is based on a measure created from data provided by a 
firm that gathers the data for investors and not for business 
ethics researchers. In many cases, the construct validity of 
one of these CSR measures has not been established in the 
academic research literature. Also, many of these measures 
are based on hundreds of variables that are processed by 
the data providers in what amounts to a “black box,” and 

researchers have to assume that the methods used by the data 
collection firm are valid.

In papers submitted to the section, examples of moral 
as well as potentially immoral strategies and actions are 
welcome. Consequently, also of interest is research on the 
way corruption, greed, deceit, coercion, and the desire for 
power influence firm strategies, outcomes, and stakeholder 
responses. In the next section I will highlight some of the 
papers that have been published in the journal that fit nicely 
within the strategy and ethics domain.

Examples of Published Articles at the Intersection 
of Strategy and Ethics

Authors who are submitting a paper to the Journal of Busi-
ness Ethics decide which section seems to be the best fit for 
their submission. In most cases, their preference is granted. 
Selecting a section may sometimes be difficult because a lot 
of topics can fit into multiple sections. For example, strat-
egy has potential conceptual overlaps with corporate gov-
ernance, corporate responsibility, corporate sustainability, 
global issues, leadership, technology and marketing. This 
being said, I went through Volume 175 of the journal and 
found six articles that fit within the intersection of strategy 
and ethics. Three are highlighted here.

One of the most interesting of the six articles is “Stake-
holder Engagement, Knowledge Problems, and Ethical Chal-
lenges,” by Mitchell et al. (2022). Stakeholder engagement 
strategies are of great interest to strategic management scholars 
and these authors already have well-established reputations in 
the strategy area. However, the paper is also very strong on 
the ethics dimension. The authors address several ethical chal-
lenges head on in the context of the development and applica-
tion of genetic modification technologies. Specifically, they 
examine factors that influence the level to which managers and 
stakeholders are likely to share a common understanding of 
either the premises or likely consequences of an action taken 
by the firm. They not only describe these factors, but they 
explain how stakeholder engagement can help to overcome 
problems associated with a lack of common understanding.

Another excellent example is “Losing More than Money: 
Organizations’ Prosocial Actions Appear Less Authentic 
When Their Resources are Declining,” by Jago et al. (2022). 
This article deals with organizational authenticity in the con-
text of prosocial actions. Prosocial behaviors fit nicely into 
the definition of strategy as a pattern of decisions made by 
the firm. Furthermore, authenticity is an important ethical 
dimension related to honesty and trust.

Finally, a third example of a paper that is interesting to 
both strategy and business ethics scholars is “Competing 
Logics in the Islamic Funds Industry: A Market Logic Ver-
sus a Religious Logic” by Alotaibi et al. (2022). Obviously, 
this paper fits well within the Finance and Business Ethics 
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section, but because it is about the strategies of investment 
fund managers, it is appealing also to Strategy and Ethics. 
Strategic Management scholars are very interested in invest-
ment funds and the links between those funds and the inves-
tors that support them. The paper qualifies in the ethics area 
because the strategies are screened against religious philoso-
phy found in Islamic scripture and teachings. Also, the paper 
explores the influence of Islamic teachings on diversification 
in these funds. Diversification is an important concept in 
both finance and strategy.

For the benefit of those interested in the other three arti-
cles I identified at the intersection of strategy and ethics, 
they are: “Building Projects on the Local Communities’ 
Planet, Studying Organizations’ Care-Giving Approaches,” 
by Derakhshan (2022); “When Does Corporate Social 
Responsibility Backfire in Acquisitions? Signal Incongru-
ence and Acquirer Returns,” by Zhang et al. (2022); and 
“Effect of CSR and Ethical Practices on Sustainable Com-
petitive Performance: A Case of Emerging Markets from 
Stakeholder Theory Perspective,” by Waheed and Zhang 
(2022). The range of topics found in these articles, and their 
unique approaches, reflect the breadth of ideas that can con-
tribute to the intersection of strategy and ethics, and to the 
broader business ethics literature. Examples of some of the 
topics and research questions that have a lot of potential 
to move the strategy and ethics topic forward will now be 
discussed.

Future Research on Strategy and Ethics

This is an exciting time to study the intersection of strategy 
and ethics. So much is happening in the world that has impli-
cations for this intersection. Firms need to develop strate-
gies for dealing with changes in the world stemming from 
new technologies, social movements and upheavals, global 
health challenges, supply chain issues, and a wealth of other 
problems that have gained prominence since the start of the 
new century. As managers deal with these changes, they 
will need to be sensitive to the ethical ramifications—that 
is, how their strategies influence stakeholders and society, 
as well as how they are likely to influence public opinion 
and, ultimately, their firms’ reputations. In this light, here 
are a few research questions that seem important to strategy 
and ethics:

1.	 How have firm strategies changed in light of social 
movements associated with diversity and inclusion, and 
which of these strategies have been the most success-
ful in creating value for firms, their stakeholders, and 
society? In other words, who are the innovators in this 
space, and how are their strategies working?

2.	 How have firms dealt with supply chain shortages, and 
how have these coping strategies influenced the welfare 

of employees, customers, suppliers, and communities in 
which they operate? Have their strategies led to unfair 
advantages or disadvantages to any particular group? 
Have supply chain challenges led to unethical behavior?

3.	 As firms develop or adopt new technologies associated 
with artificial intelligence, genetic engineering, big data, 
alternative energy sources, or global value chains, what 
are the ethical issues that need to be addressed? How 
are firms dealing with these issues, and which strate-
gies are more or less successful in terms of protecting 
stakeholder rights and welfare while also enhancing firm 
performance?

4.	 What are the strategies that firms use to deal with shocks 
such as a pandemic or a supply chain disruption caused 
by a natural disaster (e.g., earthquake, tsunami)? To 
what extent do these strategies lead to more or less harm 
to stakeholders and society? Do such shocks lead firms 
to engage in unethical behaviors or practices? Covid-19 
has provided a ready workshop for studying these types 
of issues.

5.	 How do institutional, political, and/or societal forces 
influence the strategies that firms use to deal with shocks 
such as a pandemic or supply chain disruptions? How 
do these forces vary globally, and how have different 
international contexts led to different strategies? To what 
extent do these forces lead to more or less harm to stake-
holders and society, or promote unethical behaviors?

In addition to these types of challenges, the way firms are 
organizing has changed dramatically in recent years. Global 
value chains are common in many industries, as are platform 
organizations (businesses that facilitate transactions across a 
large number of participants, such as eBay), business groups 
(i.e., Tata Group), and megacorporations (i.e., Apple, Toy-
ota, and Shell). The increasing popularity of these types of 
organization have come with a whole range of ethical issues 
associated with responsibility, fairness, trust, privacy and 
transparency.

From a strategic perspective, there is already a well-
developed literature on the extent to which a firm is respon-
sible for the actions of other actors in its global supply chain 
(i.e., sweatshops and child labor), and also on how firms 
cope with cultural differences that promote behaviors such 
as bribery or lying in their international operations. More 
research is needed on how a firm’s global value chain strate-
gies influence the welfare of its stakeholders, and whether 
particular strategies are more prone to ethical dilemmas than 
others (and how to overcome them without stifling perfor-
mance). How can firms devise strategies to deal effectively 
with resistance to globalization (i.e., tariffs, social move-
ments) and how can firms use their strategies to help reduce 
economic inequality in the nations in which they operate?
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Platform organizations and business groups, because their 
control structures are at least somewhat distributed, offer 
excellent potential for studying business ethics. The ethi-
cal issues associated with these types of structures need to 
be clearly identified, along with how firms deal with these 
issues effectively in their policies and strategies. It would 
be helpful to find out what has worked and what has not, in 
terms of improving the welfare of and/or harming particular 
stakeholders. Of course, megacorporations continue to be 
the subject of ethical debate, and there is still much to do 
on this topic.

In addition to these research questions that pertain to 
some of the most important global trends, there are some 
nagging problems in the strategy and ethics area that have 
not been adequately addressed:

1.	 Measurement is a big problem, at least in the CSR and 
stakeholder areas. For example, Choi and Wang (2009) 
measured stakeholder relations by drawing data from 
what is called the KLD database, using variables for 
employee relations, diversity, community relations, 
the environment, and product dimensions. Then Wang 
and Choi (2013) used these exact same variables from 
the same database to measure corporate social perfor-
mance. This is not a criticism of the authors, but rather 
an example of a huge problem in the field—both of these 
papers passed through a rigorous review process at a top 
management journal. Moving forward, we need to make 
sure that, once we have clearly defined our constructs, 
we also make sure that there is consistency between 
the construct and the way it is measured. This principle 
applies not only to the CSR subject area, but to other 
topics in business ethics.

2.	 Beyond the big commercial databases whose primary 
source of income is investors, there is very little pub-
licly available data that researchers can use to examine 
the value firms create or destroy for stakeholders (e.g., 
stakeholder welfare). Given that so many of the interest-
ing topics in strategy and ethics pertain to this type of 
welfare, creation of new databases or even a consistent 
set of data collection tools would be very beneficial in 
advancing knowledge in the field.

3.	 The most common dependent variable in empirical stud-
ies in strategic management is financial return in the form 
of profit, shareholder returns or something similar. While 
profits are important to the ability of a firm to achieve 
its objectives, including the creation of value for stake-
holders, there are infinite possibilities for new studies 
in this section if researchers spend more of their efforts 
examining other dependent variables. CSR is sometimes 
used as a dependent variable, and this is a good step (as 
long as the construct definition and measures are consist-

ent). Other dependent variables could include community 
welfare, employee welfare, supplier welfare or customer 
welfare, just for a start. Some of the big databases that are 
already in use contain data that may be useful in creating 
these types of measures. Qualitative methodologies and 
methods can also be very helpful. The key is to think 
about the stakeholder and societal value that is created or 
destroyed as firms implement their strategies (Harrison 
& Wicks, 2021).

4.	 Finally, new theory is sorely needed. Among the most 
used theories at the intersection of strategy and eth-
ics are stakeholder theory, agency theory, stewardship 
theory, or salience theory. Scholars also borrow theory 
from other disciplines to support their arguments, which 
is good, but where are the new theories that are specific 
to strategy and ethics?

In summary, the intersection of strategy and ethics offers 
many opportunities to address some of the problems associ-
ated with global changes and challenges. In addition, there 
are research opportunities for advancing the field through 
cleaning up some of the remaining conceptual and methodo-
logical problems that have impeded research in the area for 
many years. Of course, the overarching aim of the journal is 
to develop more of an awareness of ethical issues in business 
and ways that businesses can become more ethical, and do 
more good in the world, thus reducing the propensity for 
people to look at business as clashing with ethical princi-
ples—ethical businesses strategies instead of “strategy vs. 
ethics.”

Toward a Framework to Explore Unethical 
Business Models

Sheila Killian

Introduction

This essay proposes a framework for research that critiques 
not only the ethical implications of business practice, but 
also of business models. If there are embedded ethics, there 
can also be embedded unethicality. If there are social enter-
prises, surely there are also antisocial ones (a categorization 
as yet undefined), who by their very business model, promote 
unsustainability or exacerbate inequality. Beyond the idea of 
bad apples or even bad barrels, which has been well explored 
in this journal (the latter implying a flaw in a barrel designed 
to be “good”) there are business structures hiding in plain 
sight which by their very design embody and reify unethical 
practice.
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The negative impact of some businesses is clear, particu-
larly if the model is one that operates outside the law. With 
the proviso that laws vary more widely by jurisdiction than 
ethics do, and may be subject to political influence, or other 
cultural factors, illegal activities are often, although by no 
means always, unethical. The sale of heroin, for instance, 
and armed robbery are both for-profit enterprises which exist 
outside the boundaries of legality and therefore of respect-
ability. This makes research on the ethics inherent in their 
models appear redundant, a waste of scholars’ energy and 
resources. It appears obvious that these models are unethi-
cal because we first see them as illegal. But in fact it is the 
other way around. The reason that these things are illegal, 
the trigger for their being sanctioned by law, is that they have 
been deemed at a particular place and time to be unethical 
and harmful. Correspondingly, the legalization of formerly 
criminalized activities reflects a changing understanding 
of how society should operate. Law is a response to soci-
etal understandings of ethics. Therefore, while it offers one 
option to reveal the kinds of models we, as scholars, might 
address, it does so at a delay, lagging societal awareness.

Consider activities that have recently been banned. The 
sale and deployment of cluster bombs, for example, was 
outlawed in 2010 by the Convention on Cluster Munitions 
(Oslo Convention) due to their indiscriminate and harm-
ful nature. Prior to that date, they were still harmful, but 
the law would not have acted as a flag to this effect. Right 
now, their illegality points toward their unethicality. It is our 
role as researchers in this field to question business models 
that are legal, but which have built-in unethicality which 
may 1 day be banned, or which might deserve such sanction 
even if it is politically untenable. At the time of writing in 
early 2022, proposals are under consideration in New Zea-
land which will effectively, over time, outlaw the sale of 
cigarettes. Why is the New Zealand government taking this 
position? Because tobacco is inherently harmful, killing half 
of its users, according to the World Health Organization. 
Unlike alcohol, that is harmful with over-consumption, the 
World Health Organization observes that “there is no safe 
level of exposure to tobacco” (WHO, 2021). The business 
model for supply of tobacco depends on knowingly selling 
a product that will harm consumers. It is not that some, or 
even many, tobacco companies practice unethical behavior. 
It is the model, the design, that is inherently unethical.

Like tobacco, we know there are other industries, sec-
tors and companies with business models which are (cur-
rently) legal yet ripe for analysis, containing elements that 
are inherently, almost by design, damaging or unsustainable. 
Can we frame this in terms of ethics, and what would such 
an approach tell us about business ethics itself? By default, 
scholars approach ethics in relation to decisions, and when 
we apply this to business, our perspective can tend toward 
a micro rather than a macro view. As well as looking at bad 

practice, bad apples, and bad barrels, the ethicality of busi-
ness models would be an interesting topic to explore further 
in this journal.

A desire to do so, as a community of scholars, begs the 
next question: how do we identify such businesses? Harrison 
and Wicks (2021) have written on this topic in the context of 
stakeholder theory, providing a basis for identifying strate-
gies that might be considered unethical by stakeholders and 
exploring the response of firms. A complementary approach 
would be to develop a framework. What we are seeking to 
identify is not unethical practice on an individual firm basis, 
or even unethical practice that is widespread but avoidable 
within particular industries, such as low wages in hospitality, 
but business models that depend on specific unethical ele-
ments. It is common, for instance, for food delivery workers 
to be poorly paid, but, arguably, the business model does not 
depend on those low wages. A delivery service could exist 
which charged more and paid well. However, other business 
models depend clearly on some harmful or unethical dimen-
sion. An example might be the tobacco industry, as noted 
above, or the provision of essay-cheating services to students. 
The purpose of this commentary is to explore a framework 
to identify and examine these.

Toward a Framework of Unethical Business Models

An approach to the question of how to identify unethical 
business models can be made either deductively or induc-
tively. We might, for instance, locate a pre-existing code 
that can be used to classify them, or we could inductively 
explore businesses with significant ethical issues, and 
attempt to isolate the specific elements on which they rely. 
Using a code, the law, as we have seen, is somewhat useful 
ex-post, but overall it is inadequate to the task, being slow 
to respond, subjective in some ways, insufficient and geo-
graphically inconsistent. Another potentially useful rubric 
might be the criteria applied by ethical investment funds. 
The ethics of ethical investing have long been scrutinized in 
this journal,1 and as the field transitions into ESG metrics 
and socially responsible investment factors, major issues that 
emerge are a lack of transparency, and a lack of convergence 
across the field on how and which criteria should be applied 
(Widyawati, 2020). For these and other reasons, this essay 
adopts the second of the two possible approaches flagged 
above, and explores in an inductive way business models 
that appear fundamentally harmful or unethical, aiming to 
synthesize a tentative framework for evaluation. Note that 
the dimensions explored may not, on an individual basis, 
brand a business model as unethical. In aggregate, however, 

1  See, for instance, Schwartz (2003) and the considerable body of 
work citing that paper, or, more recently, Widyawati (2020).
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they may provide a frame by which such business categories 
could be considered.

The tobacco industry may be seen as an example of a 
business that causes inherent harm, in its case primarily to 
the human health of consumers. Even where the tobacco is 
grown organically and sold on a fair trade basis, with well-
remunerated workers and a supply chain free of exploitation, 
the sale of the product itself is always, even at low levels of 
consumption, damaging. Inherent harm, as a dimension of 
unethical business models, could also apply beyond con-
sumers. Some forms of mineral exploration, for instance, 
may cause irreparable harm to the environment. A business 
that requires such approaches, especially if the exploration 
is not strictly necessary, may be given a high score on the 
dimension of harm.

Another dimension may be dependence. Some for-profit 
models are built on the foundation of locking consumers 
or suppliers in to future purchases. For example, newer 
Apple products which do not have a standard headphone 
port require users to either buy an adaptor, or to depend on 
the company to supply such accessories. A related element 
is built-in redundancy, or a lack of backwards compatibility. 
In gaming, for instance, some new games require upgrading 
of the hardware needed to play them, and in some cases the 
newer consoles will not support older games. Another exam-
ple is phone batteries designed to degrade after a certain 
length of time, or digital cameras which become redundant 
even while functional when there is no longer software avail-
able to link to newer computer operating systems. Practices 
of creating dependency create moral hazard for the design 
of entire business models built on this behavior.

Another element is facilitating or encouraging unethi-
cal behavior on the part of others. Essay-writing services 
for students are an example, or those parts of the dark web 
that depend on platforming racist groups. A fourth dimen-
sion might be appropriation: privatization or theft of com-
mon resources like water supplies, radical overfishing, the 
patenting of genetic material, or, spectacularly, the February 
2020 call by the Adam Smith Institute for the privatization 
of the moon. Deception is also a clearly unethical practice, 
and some businesses, notably in the field of natural medicine, 
beauty or diet products, promise far beyond what they can or 
do deliver. A congruent idea is that of an industry creating a 
problem for which they are the only solution, as in the case of 
some “smart food products” or much of the beauty industry.

Another dimension, not unconnected but distinct, is that 
of predation, or predatory behavior. An example is the sell-
ing to vulnerable groups of payday loans which only become 
profitable if the borrower does not pay on time. The loans are 
marketed in a disingenuous way, based on early repayment, 
but the business model depends on default. More indirectly, 
predation might include the sale of products that promote 
unrealistic beauty standards to young women in particular.

Exploitation is intrinsic to business models ranging from 
the use of near-forced labor to parts of the gig economy, or 
creative outlets that do not pay performers a living wage. 
Even the language used in the creative industry is revealing: 
artistic work is now routinely called content, relegating it to 
something that serves the distribution channels, rather than 
the other way around.

A Stylized Framework

These seven dimensions, harm, dependence, facilitation, 
appropriation, deception, predation and exploitation, may 
act in overlapping ways to support a business model with 
an unethical core. Such a simple framework would allow 
researchers to map the dependence of any given business 
model on each of these dimensions, perhaps with results as 
shown graphically as in Fig. 1, below, for four stylized, pro-
forma business models labeled A to D.

This initial framework requires refinement in three key 
ways, and research is invited to explore correlations and 
redundancies, to add missing elements and dimensions, and, 
critically, to devise a means of scoring, perhaps based on 
large datasets.

The Means of Distribution

In applying the framework to business, it may be important to 
once again step back from examining products and services, 
to focus on elements of distribution. A central tenet of Marx-
ism, eloquently expressed in W. E. B. DuBois’s posthumous 
autobiography (1968) was: “for working people to be free, 
they must seize control of the means of production.” He was 
thinking of slavery and forced labor in the cotton fields of the 
US South, where the invention of the cotton gin had made 
free labor in plantation fields extremely profitable for the few, 

Fig. 1   Framework mapping the ethicality of business models
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but back-breaking and imprisoning for the many. In that pre-
globalization context, he correctly saw the planation system 
as a generator of inequality, and a perpetuator of poverty and 
slavery. If the people were to be free, control of this means 
of production needed to be in wider hands. Production was 
the controlling element of its time. If you looked and asked: 
“Who are the wealthy? And what have they that the poor do 
not?” the answer would be factories, mills, mines, farms.

Our current system of financial accounting developed 
in the service of this old model of capitalism, accounting 
to the providers of capital on how their investment has 
been deployed in order to produce something. We assess 
companies—“account” for their activity in a literal sense—
by evaluating the cost of the goods they produce and the 
revenue they obtain by selling them. Financial accounting 
developed to account for a commodity-based business—
sales, cost of goods sold. Services are accounted for using 
the same structure, and thus are seen, in a way, as a special 
class of goods. Through a financial accounting lens, a ser-
vice company is seen as selling something that is ultimately 
consumed in the same way as, say, a sandwich, or a widget. 
Profit is accounted for by taking the revenue from “selling” 
the service, and subtracting in some sense the cost of this 
sale. This fundamental idea—that the value generated within 
companies is linked to what they produce—has shaped our 
thinking about how business works. It colors how we theo-
rize on how invested capital will be concentrated or distrib-
uted or generate value within or outside an organization. It 
forms the basis of financial accounting and delineates how 
we think about business ethics and about power, capital, 
production, value, and inequality. But is there a new element 
to consider?

Consider The Evergiven. In March of 2021, the unfor-
tunate captain of the container ship, The Evergiven ran 
aground near the village of Manshiyet Rugola, blocking the 
Suez Canal. For a week, the world watched efforts to free 
it on nightly news broadcasts, daily newspapers, and in real 
time on social media. It was just one ship, run aground in 
a place most people had never heard of. But it mattered, 
somehow, to us all. Factories in countries dominated by 
production open and close all the time, and those of us in 
the privileged countries dominated by consumption barely 
notice. But let a ship block up the Suez Canal for a week, 
and we sit up, our fingers poised over the “Buy Now” button, 
wondering how this disruption to shipping might affect us, 
how it might affect our spending.

We now live in a globalized age of networked capitalism 
and consumerism, where rising inequality and its associated 
societal damage is driven not just by a few individuals con-
trolling the means of production of valuable goods or ser-
vices, but by distribution. Amazon destroys millions of items 
of unsold stock every year. Consider the business model that 
makes this more profitable for Amazon than selling the items 

cheaply. They have found a way to make money from the 
offer of distribution, even if no goods are sold or consumed. 
When billionaire artists like Beyoncé and JayZ set up Tidal in 
competition with Spotify, it was clear that, even for superstar 
producers of music, the money lies in distribution.

More generally, on a basic level, failures of distribution 
impact disproportionately on the poor. Wealthier people can 
stockpile a little, or time their spending. Those without a 
financial buffer are more reliant on getting that fill of fuel 
when they need and can afford it—they can’t afford to wait. 
For a starker example, consider the distribution of vaccines 
in the Covid-19 pandemic, booster vaccines were rolled out 
widely in countries with good health infrastructure, while 
many in the global South were still waiting for their first 
dose, putting their health and their lives at risk.

Perhaps our system of financial accounting, which devel-
oped to provide an account to the providers of capital about 
their commodity-based businesses, is no longer appropriate to 
this new era. Perhaps it even serves to occlude the means by 
which an elite can generate private profits without producing 
any goods. Perhaps we need to reconsider what it means to 
run a successful business, what it means to be productive in 
a real sense. Amazon does not need to provide a commodity 
the world needs, and price it accordingly, to be profitable. It 
gives us something else we appear to desperately want: instant 
consumption of everything, 24 h a day, delivered to our homes 
“for free.” Their model does not need to know or care about 
the utility of the goods. It simply needs us to want to buy 
something, anything at all, as the control the channels for an 
ever-widening range of goods. What they are selling us is 
consumption itself. The only desire they need to awaken is 
the desire to purchase. Once that is established, profits accrue 
to them, the distributor, regardless of whether they accrue 
to the producers. To an extent, then, they may be facilitat-
ing this harmful practice of over-consumption; their model 
may be predatory in relation to smaller, local suppliers; it 
may be designed to create dependency—not absolutely, but to 
some extent that could be scored using the framework above. 
Applying the framework with a distribution as well as a pro-
duction lens could therefore be useful.

Conclusion

Of course, there are still production-based problems. Sweat-
shops persist. The ILO (2022) estimates about 40 million 
people are trapped in forced labor, a quarter of whom are chil-
dren.2 Neither is it a choice between the merits of production 
or distribution. Modern modes of production are themselves 

2  See https://​www.​ilo.​org/​global/​topics/​forced-​labour/​lang--​en/​index.​
htm for estimates of the level of forced and child labor worldwide.

https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/forced-labour/lang--en/index.htm
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complex and networked, dependent on interwoven pathways 
of materials and processes that span the globe. Distribution 
underpins production. And if we stand and look around, 
as W. E. B. Dubois may have done, and ask: “Who are the 
wealthy? What do they have that the poor do not?” we will 
find ourselves looking not at the finery of plantation-owners, 
but at billionaires taking daytrips to space whose wealth is 
founded not on production, but on the distribution of goods, 
and the curation and channeling of our ideas and even of our 
relationships, thereby creating a lasting dependency.

This proposed framework, while imperfect, can be pro-
gressed to help identify unethical business models. Having 
done so, many aspects of the business would merit exam-
ination: design and packaging of the product or service; 
marketing strategies; price points and availability; the CSR 
strategies of companies operating this business model; 
social impact accounting. Researchers could explore the 
ethics of people who work in, patronize or invest in such 
businesses, with due regard to issues of power, choice and 
voice. The framework could also be applied to aspects of 
otherwise benign industries, such as education or health-
care. Closer to home, for example, it could be applied to 
the model of academic publishing, considering how young 
scholars need to corral their ideas into narrow channels that 
will reach publication in the few outlets that will be rec-
ognized by their employers. There are design issues to be 
explored in terms of the cost of open access, the dominance 
of English language, the pressure placed on our future 
scholars by tight and demanding tenure tracks, the role of 
encouragers and gatekeepers, the motivations created by our 
promotion and recruitment systems.

Overall, this approach could complement work that seeks 
out examples of good or bad business ethics, by examining 
business systems, their morality and who they serve.

Taboo and Totems in the Study of Social 
Ventures, Entrepreneurship, and Small 
Businesses

M. Tina Dacin and Julia Roloff

Introduction

Descriptions of entrepreneurial activities range from glo-
rifying entrepreneurs for their willingness to take risks, 
hard work, and innovativeness to raising general suspicion 
that entrepreneurs cut corners to get their business going 
and are motivated by self-serving goals. The literature on 
social enterprises, family businesses, start-ups, and small- 
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) often belongs to one 
extreme or the other: either entrepreneurs or their ventures 

are studied as exemplars for outstanding achievement and 
contributions to society (e.g., Fowler et al., 2019), or they 
are studied for their deviance. Studies that present small 
businesses, family firms, and social ventures as places 
where well-intentioned people struggle to walk the talk 
about responsible and sustainable business practices are rare. 
However, without research that captures both the good and 
the bad, we fail to create management theory and recom-
mendations that are relevant to business practice.

We observe contributions to the literature on social entre-
preneurship and small business in which successful business 
ventures and their leaders are revered in a way that reminds 
us of totems. These examples are adverted to as proof that 
socially and environmentally responsible business ventures 
can also be financially successful. This idea is essentially 
so precious that criticizing these ventures, their operations 
or their leaders essentially becomes taboo. We explore the 
notions of totem and taboo and how they dominate our 
thinking and push for a move toward a more nuanced and 
balanced approach to research in this domain.

The terms totem and taboo have a long history in anthro-
pology and anthropologists have described practices of 
totemism among ethnic groups from various continents. 
For example, Frazer (1887, p. 1) wrote: “A totem is a class 
of material objects which a savage regards with supersti-
tious respect, believing that there exists between him and 
every member of the class an intimate and altogether special 
relation.” A wide range of cultural practices is described 
in connection with totemism, ranging from worshipping 
the totem to identification with it. Totemism comes with 
taboos, such as the taboo against killing or eating any indi-
vidual of the totem species since this would be considered 
cannibalism. Freud (2013/1913) claims in his book “Totem 
and Taboo” that this identification with a totem is the social 
institution that laid the ground for an incest taboo, as two 
people who identify with the same totem will not “consume” 
each other sexually. According to Freud (2013/1913), the 
origin of taboos is unclear, as he believes them to be older 
than religious and moral prohibitions and they come with 
no clear explanation. He borrowed largely from the work of 
writers such as Van Gennep (1904), who referred to a taboo 
largely as a prohibition that could be grounded in religious, 
moral, or even social foundations. While taboos and their 
associated prohibitions can be behavioral, they can also be 
conversational—neither talked about nor publicly debated 
and discussed (Sabri et al., 2010).

We assert that some contributions to the business ethics 
literature show signs of totemism and of taboos that lack 
justification. Sabri et al. (2010) suggest that taboos are “cul-
tural productions” that are crafted and embedded in social 
and historical contexts. The accelerated evolution of social 
ventures as a panacea for society’s ailing aid and impact 
sector has imposed enormous pressure to present only the 
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good while downplaying the bad sides of these ventures. 
We see case studies that do not dare criticize any aspect of 
a social venture, or those that present claims of successful 
leaders as gospel without critical distancing or considering 
the possibility that an exemplary venture may also be fraught 
with weaknesses. Here, social ventures are approached as 
totems. Taboos play a role when entrepreneurs are studied 
for their deviant behavior, such as their propensity to lie, dis-
tort and/or misrepresent information in order to gain support 
from investors and clients, but there is neglection of discus-
sion of those who do not resort to such behaviors (e.g., Ji 
et al., 2019): in this case, the idea that entrepreneurs forego 
a business opportunity because of their individual or organi-
zational values is the taboo. This tendency of researchers 
to revere totems and observe taboos has led to a number 
of problematic outcomes that limit our ability to meaning-
fully unpack this literature. We encourage researchers to 
consider how their theoretical framing and methodological 
approaches can introduce or remove bias in their research.

Bias Introduced by Theoretical Framing

First, for the most part, the social venture and small busi-
ness literature tends to focus on hybrid forms of organiz-
ing, where it is assumed at the outset that there are tensions 
across the logics (most often social and commercial) which 
are blended to guide and govern the enterprise. The assump-
tion is that the logics driving social ventures compete and 
are largely incompatible. However, this assumption may be 
unfounded and ignores the fact that firms generally operate 
in pluralistic institutional spheres that involve the simulta-
neous juggling of multiple logics. An example is a family 
firm, which has to balance the needs of the business, the 
family and those of the firm’s stakeholders (Signori & Fas-
sin, 2021). We do not want to discount the rise of conflicts 
or tensions because of multiple logics. However, an implicit 
assumption that there is incompatibility from the outset is 
largely misguided.

Second, there is a romanticized narrative that often 
accompanies small, entrepreneurial enterprises and family 
businesses, and especially in the discourse around social 
ventures. Indeed, most of the narratives describe the work of 
social entrepreneurs in a positive light. Social entrepreneurs 
are heroic totems who seek and gather accolades at a variety 
of field-configuring events led by various foundations and 
luminaries. At these events, entrepreneurs are highly cel-
ebrated, reinforcing a cycle of pointing out the positive in an 
extreme form of hero worship. These same heroes go on to 
enjoy a cycle of success receiving awards from one event to 
the next. As they continue their momentum of success, these 
heroic social entrepreneurs are rarely scrutinized, and in fact 

their stories are careful curations of their origin, work, and 
impact. In so doing, we know of little to nothing in published 
scholarly work about the darker side of these actors and their 
ventures, although recent examples in the news media shed 
light on some controversial activities (Waldie, 2020).

Third, by focusing on totems and ignoring more mid-
range dialogue about the positive and darker sides of entre-
preneurial activity, we privilege the role of individual actors 
and ignore the collective side of entrepreneuring (Montgom-
ery et al., 2012). In fact, many social ventures involve groups 
of individuals. Collective sets of actors such as key stake-
holders, including partners, funders, and community actors, 
should not be discounted nor ignored. In fact, in community 
settings, much good comes from the efforts of collective 
social innovation (Dacin & Dacin, 2019).

Taboos can influence researchers when they develop 
their theoretical frameworks. For example, two recent stud-
ies investigating how entrepreneurs describe their ventures 
on crowdfunding platforms exemplify this problem. Defazio 
et al. (2021) study the impact of prosocial framing in these 
descriptions, while Calic et al. (2021) investigate whether 
using Machiavellian rhetoric makes projects more or less suc-
cessful in receiving financial backing. Both studies address 
the same research question on how project descriptions 
influence funding success and failure, but they approach this 
question from diametrically opposed positions, assuming that 
investors are either drawn to socially impactful projects or 
manipulated by ingratiation and stories of betrayal. Together, 
these two studies provide a more complex understanding of 
venture presentations on crowdsourcing websites. However, 
it is often feasible to design studies that capture a wide range 
of motivations and actions and therefore allow exploration of 
both the good and the bad in the same study.

In particular, research on social ventures has been limited 
by the tendency and practice to establish totems and to avoid 
taboos. To what extent can we be confident that the literature 
to date has rendered valuable knowledge and insight about 
whether social ventures have produced lasting, systemic, 
and structural change in the range of complex, inter-related 
problems, such as homelessness and poverty? By assum-
ing that social ventures are inherently good, there is a ten-
dency to avoid comparison to other forms of doing good, 
take impact as given, and often inspection is seen as harsh 
and also is often unwanted. The mythical status attributed 
to social ventures being “inherently good” means we tend 
to overlook potentially viable alternative approaches such 
as public, private, and charitable organizations, cross-sector 
partnerships and corporate philanthropy (Dacin et al., 2011). 
In fact, in the last two decades other pathways for good may 
have been subjugated to the allure of the social enterprise 
over other alternatives.
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Bias Introduced by the Methodological Approach

We want to encourage researchers to be mindful of tenden-
cies toward glorification and vilification in the research of 
social ventures, entrepreneurship, and small businesses. 
There are examples for studies that are designed to identify 
virtuous as well as problematic patterns.

Such research can be motivated by unexpected observa-
tions such as the study by Dorado et al. (2022) of a suc-
cessful social bank that struggles with employee retention. 
Dorado et al. investigate the reasons why this value-driven 
social enterprise sees so many of its employees leaving after 
a few years of service. A similar inquiry—but based on large 
population samples—is conducted by Brieger et al. (2021), 
who study how social value creation, meaningful work and 
burnout are related. This research helps us to understand the 
price people pay when working for a social venture as they 
perceive pressure to set private needs and goals aside.

On the other hand, keeping a business on the right path is 
challenging to do. For example, Sendlhofer (2020) describes 
how employees of a SME that is recognized as a corporate social 
responsibly (CSR) pioneer started decoupling from the firm’s 
praised practices. Moreover, they procrastinated when it came 
to creating new socially responsible practices because their past 
success made them confident that their firm would continue to 
excel anyway. Similar observations of mission drift are made 
in the microfinance sector when over time lenders tend to pre-
fer more capable clients over more needy ones (Beisland et al., 
2019). These studies help us to understand the messy nature of 
business ventures aimed at creating valuable outcomes for soci-
ety and highlight that these organizations can hardly be catego-
rized as good or bad, but that they are operating between high 
aspiration and very real human and organizational limitations. 
Limitations and aspirations are best studied with research ques-
tions that are interested in a wide range of observations.

Other examples of studies avoiding bias can be found 
in the research on what motivates entrepreneurs that cap-
ture responses ranging from egoistic to altruistic motiva-
tions. For example, a study on indigenous entrepreneurs 
demonstrates that emancipation through entrepreneurship 
can take on many meanings, as some entrepreneurs work 
toward making themselves autonomous while others want to 
instigate change in their community (Pergelova et al., 2021). 
If the researchers had only asked questions on how indig-
enous entrepreneurs seek to help their community, we would 
have learned less about their need for individual autonomy. 
Another study avoiding taboos investigated the role of SME 
in peacekeeping was able to capture dynamics that promote 
peace and others which foster conflict (Joseph et al., 2021): 
this study highlights that creating income and employment 
in a conflict-ridden community is not sufficient to promote 
peace—in order to make a contribution, firms needed to 
reduce inter-group conflict between Lebanese citizens and 

Syrian refugees within the firm. If the researchers had only 
been interested in observing how firms contribute to peace-
keeping, they might have failed to observe that in some firms 
conflictual beliefs are perpetuated. Such findings are feasi-
ble since the studies were designed to capture motivations, 
beliefs, and behaviors along a continuum between virtuous 
and beneficial, on one side, and deviant and harmful, on the 
other. Thus, we can learn more about the struggles people 
experience when they are trying to do the right thing, create 
ventures that produce more than financial value and work 
toward keeping these ventures on the right path in changing 
environments.

These studies link observations on the individual, organi-
zational and societal level, such as exhaustion and decou-
pling among employees and unintended problematic conse-
quences of entrepreneurial activities at organizational and 
community level. By conducting research that sheds light 
on the gray zones of entrepreneurship and managing small 
ventures, we can create theories that address problems that 
entrepreneurs and their teams experience every day. A focus 
on only one end of the continuum between virtuosity and 
deviance blinds us to the nuances and complexity of entre-
preneurial activities and the difficulties that people experi-
ence when they are trying to “walk the talk” and not to lose 
their path as they continue walking.

The Path Forward

To reduce our focus on totems and taboos from research on 
social ventures, family businesses, start-ups, and SMEs, we 
need to be open to observing the good and the bad in any 
empirical context, and we need to find ways to describe and 
explain a complex and embedded social system, in which 
people with good intentions fail to deliver desired outcomes 
and people with questionable intentions create value for oth-
ers. Only by designing studies that can capture the com-
plexity of doing business in a dynamic environment can we 
create theory that provides an accurate description of our 
messy reality and permits us to develop solutions that work 
under given constraints.

We invite efforts for more systematic research on the 
motivation and rationale as to why some businesses work 
toward more responsible and sustainable business practices 
and others neglect to do the same. Future research ought 
to inquire whether good, moderate, and poor practices can 
be explained by factors influencing enterprises at a societal 
or cultural level, such as institutional and legislative pres-
sures, market demands, or the absence of such factors. Do 
inadequate organizational resources, capabilities, or resist-
ance to change explain why businesses fail to do better? Are 
individual factors such as motivation, values, and beliefs 
the reason why entrepreneurs, managers, and employees 
engage with or decouple from such goals? What is the role 
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of stakeholders and partners in encouraging or discouraging 
responsible business practices? How can we better under-
stand the unintended negative consequences of doing good?

Moreover, we are also interested in a critical analysis of 
our research traditions. To what extent do the totems we per-
petuate maintain the façade or serve as a mask for material 
or ideological interests? Where does the dark side reside? 
Is it hidden, just below the surface, or more deeply embed-
ded in the core of entrepreneurial activity? Moving forward, 
what can we learn about social impact creation by focussing 
more on how ventures capture value instead on how they cre-
ate it (Bacq & Eddleston, 2018)? How do various pathways 
to social impact compare? Are social ventures more effective 
than other forms of impact such as cross-sector partnerships 
(Vurro et al., 2010)?

We are looking forward to a discourse on social ventures, 
family businesses, start-ups, and SMEs that is ready to ques-
tion old assumptions and ready to capture the potential but 
also the limitations of individuals and collectives to create 
socially beneficial ventures.
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