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Online Business and its Ethical Concerns
Many of the problems associated with doing business online can be traced back to the nature of any business online is automatically international and subject to regional, local, and federal laws. This includes the laws of other countries who regularly commit human rights violations, such as China. 
From a business standpoint, the dilemma is usually how to follow these laws in a way that is consistent with doing good business. However, there is another concern, which is the ethical concern of doing business with people and governments that contribute to suffering. 

Our Example
In the case of Yahoo, they recently came under fire for releasing the real names of bloggers critical to the government in China. This could put the lives of those people in jeopardy. An anti-corruption reformer is serving eight years in prison as a direct result. Yahoo came under U.S. government fire, called “moral pygmies” by a senator and was lambasted in the press for their actions. However, there was a lack of any real response outside of outrage, and they continue to do strong business in China.

In response, Google has limited itself to smaller markets in China, and promised to make the safety of users paramount over government regulation in accordance with the company’s motto, “Do No Evil.” They do not offer several services to Chinese customers in order to safeguard privacy, and claim to filter as few searches as possible.
Stakeholders
Should Google comply with local laws in China and submit entirely to Chinese regulations in order to expand business in the valuable Chinese market?

The stakeholders in this decision would be a mutual fund manager holding Google stock. They must balance the ethics of maximizing investors’ profits, which may be depending on them for retirement or equally important reasons, and the consideration of submitting to the laws of a nation with a dubious humanitarian record.

In analyzing this ethical dilemma we must use many measurements:

1. Utilitarian

2. Rights

3. Fairness & Justice
4. Common Good

5. Virtue
Utilitarian
This argument can be stated as a balance of good and evil. If ethics were a bank account, as long as we are not in the red, we could justify the ethics of our decision.

Google’s approach is utilitarian in the sense that they provide valuable services that might not otherwise be available to Chinese users. They avoid censorship where possible, and do not offer services that might compromise that position, such as email and blogger tools. However, email is one of the most important Internet tools available, and Google is missing a huge market opportunity by not pursuing that. Blogging is also becoming very popular in China. They consider themselves not in the red by not providing the services that could threaten their position with the government there.

Google maintains a position that says that by offering some services rather than none, they are giving a greater balance to the freedom of information there, and supplying a greater amount of information than would be available otherwise.

Stakeholders should consider the relative costs and benefits to their clients, and to the overall effect of Google’s policy in China as a leading U.S. company there.  

Rights
This is an argument that says the most ethical position is that which infringes on as few rights as possible. Immanuel Kant said that this means treating people as the ends, always, and never as merely means to an end.

In approaching this question as one of market domination, it appears that we would be considering the Chinese as merely a means to the ends, of profit. However, there is a long-standing policy of making an effort to exert pressure on the Chinese government to correct rights violations. 

By not offering services to the Chinese and avoiding confrontation, it further perpetuates the idea of censorship by the government. If instead, Google were to offer those services, and gain public support and trust, the government could not act unilaterally to shut them down without public outcry. Instead of capitulating to the government there, they can challenge them. They may fail, but the resulting changes to an increasingly outspoken society there might have a longer-term effect. Certainly, avoiding the situation altogether violates the rights of the people there.

Fairness & Justice
Fairness and Justice principles of ethics state that all people should be treated equally. No one person’s rights are more important than another’s. 

If Google were to operate its business in China as it does in the United States, they would violate Chinese laws. However, if Google were to operate in the United States as they do in China, they would be violating American laws and people would not trust them. They would lose substantial business for violating privacy and free speech rights. 

In operating Google China as a different entity than Google USA, with different services not for lack of resources but lack of will, they are making an argument that in effect values the Chinese consumer less. They are worth less politically, they are worth less in business, and they are worth less in human rights concerns. Google values the Chinese life less than the American’s life, or any other regime. They would not bow to the demands of the government there if they had equal respect for the rights of the Chinese and American consumer.

Common Good
If an ethical decision provides for the most common good, to people as a whole, it is the most ethical decision one can make.

This applies to Google in its philosophy of “Do No Evil”. They consider themselves a business with the public’s trust and have promised to do the right thing in every circumstance, for the greater good of society. They believe by providing some services instead of all, they can provide for the greatest common good in China.

Stakeholders should consider how this is taking a small view of common good. The larger view is that restricting free speech rights and tacitly supporting an oppressive regime is not for the common good in the advancement of human rights worldwide. If shareholders cannot trust Google to hold to it’s most core ethic, “Do No Evil”, no reasonable trust can be made that they will consider any other pledge to shareholders to be held to firmly either. It reflects on the company badly both in private ownership and public image.

Virtue
Virtue is of importance in making an ethical decision based on what the decision-maker values. In other times, this was self-control, integrity, fairness and other virtues.

Business has no core virtues or values, they can only claim to, and let actions speak for themselves. If Google’s defining value is “Do No Evil”, the fail to meet the standard in every way. Certainly, the government of China means no evil, only to protect their citizens from undesirable ideas. The kind of virtue shown by operating Google China is more about profit than doing no evil. The emerging market that China represents cannot be a missed opportunity for Google shareholders, but at what cost? Google’s reputation might be the first casualty of their pursuit of a new market. 

Conclusion
Ultimately stakeholders will need to consider that they have to decide between the ethics of doing business in China and the ethics of looking out for their shareholders. It is not a large issue right now, but it will increasingly become one in the future as partnership between the fastest growing economy and our own nation’s business become intertwined. 

The way Google conducts business in China will ultimately affect the way they do business all over the world. If investors are concerned only with profits, they will have a reason to oppose Google’s Chinese policies, because their reputation will suffer. If they are concerned with ethical standards of business practice, they will opposite Google’s Chinese policies also. A forward-thinking and long-term strategy will reveal that the cost of selling your values for market share is far greater than maintaining a uniform ethical standard.
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