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Child labor
One of the most defining ethical challenge in the global business environment is the issue of child labor. Child labor is the employment of any child that seeks to deprive them of the chance to live a normal childhood and achieve their educational goal and results in social moral, mental and physical harm to the child. Child labor is not a regional problem but a global issue that affects approximately 200 million children across the world. Child labor has been viewed as a critical issue of concern that affects global business operations. Child labor is an ethical issue that needs to be addressed in the business environment due to its ability to harm children and its linkage to corporate social responsibility on the part of the business.

Child labor in the global business environment

Child labor endangers the life of the child, and the extensive nature of global child labor makes its an issue of great concern. Child labor as argued by O'Keefe (2016) is rampant among the developing countries where poverty levels are high leading to a demand for child labor as families seek to make ends meet. Children work in hazardous situations from mines in Central Africa to cocoa farms in West Africa and countries such as India and Afghanistan (O'Keefe, 2016). The underlying theme that has led to the rise of global child labor index is the increased poverty as well as the lack of political and legal frameworks that seek to ensure that such cases do not arise. Child labor is not a new phenomenon and has existed for hundreds of years from the industrial revolution to the great depression.

The use of children as laborers in the global environment has led some companies to turn away from this problem as the child laborers are cheaper than adult workers which reduces the production cost for the companies and resulting in increased revenue as argued by Webbink,  Smits & Jong (2015). With companies offshoring of outsourcing their manufacturing needs to other countries and where limited oversight is done to ensure compliance with laws has led to the high demand of child labor (Webbink et al., 2015). The fact that outsourced companies are only accountable for developing products based on the demand of the business makes it difficult to curtail the use of child labor. Children between the ages of 5 and 17 years as argued by Herumin (2007) are currently employed as child laborers. More than half of this population that is 115 million work in hazardous situations which puts their physical and mental health at risk.

The growth of global business where cost is the driving factor has set the conditions necessary for the development of child labor. Manufacturing companies have been on the spotlight when it comes to enhancing the globalization of child labor. Major suppliers of large technology companies such as Microsoft, Samsung and Apple have been found to use child labor for the mining of cobalt that is used in the manufacture of lithium-ion batteries found within various tech devices (Webbink et al., 2015). The supply chain of most companies has become too large to manage each supplier and thus makes it difficult for the manufacturing companies to control, each supplier. According to Zane, Julie & Reczek (2016) companies are unable to trace where some of the raw materials they use come from, and this is due to the complexity of the supply chains. Child labor has been defined as an unethical and a violation of human rights by the United Nations (Zane et al., 2016). Child labor hinders the child from achieving their potential, and this identifies its unethical nature. The life of the child is sacred, and thus the companies have a duty to ensure that each business operations do not support the development of child labor and the need for systematic measures to ensure the exploitation of children does not occur.

The ethical issue

The exploitation of children through child labor is unethical. It has an adverse impact on the development of the child and seeks to create a systematic cycle of poverty. Children, as argued by Lisa (2017), need to be educated and nurtured and the child labor prevents the child from enjoying their childhood as they are busy working to earn for their families. Child labor is a burden that stays with the child throughout their life if they are unable to access education or opportunities for healthy growth. 

The common ethical dilemma, in this case, is whether to end or maintain child labor due to its hold on the economic sustainability of their families and the business that depend on child labor. There are two critical viewpoints to the child labor argument in that ending child labor would be good for the children and allow them to live healthy lives while child labor is essential to provide earning no matter how minimal to the children and their families that work to ensure that they are fed and at least have a roof over their heads (Lisa, 2017). Child labor seeks to serve the needs of the children and their families working to maintain a sense of economic stability to address daily needs while it adversely affects the emotional, social, cognitive and physical development of the child. The reasons why children work is to gain access to money that is needed at their poor homes to supply the limited earnings of the adults in the house which ensures that the children are fed. According to Lisa (2017) children work due to physical barriers to working with the caregivers or the parents due to serious disabilities injuries or being elderly. Children sometimes are the only ones generating income in the family and are depended on by siblings and the parents thus addressing the problem of child labor would leave these families with no source of income to sustain them leading to worse effects.

The two ethical theorists whose principles can be used to resolve this ethical dilemma include Emmanuel Kant and Jeremy Bentham (Beschorner, 2006). Jeremy Bentham founded the utilitarianism approach to ethical decision making. Bentham’s school of thought identified that the consequences of an action should be weighted to determine the best course to take. Emmanuel Kant’s emphasized that the morality of the actions or the foundational principles behind these actions was the most important factor to consider when determining the course to take (Beschorner, 2006). In this case, the decision on whether to end child labor will be based on the universal principles or moral duty rather than the consequences of the actions.

Traditional theories of ethics
Utilitarianism and Kantianism provide different approaches to addressing ethical dilemmas. The ethical dilemma is whether to end child labor for the benefit of the child or maintain it for the benefit of the child and his or her family. Utilitarianism, as argued by Beschorner (2006), defines that the best solution is one that brings about favourable outcomes regardless of whether it is moral or nit. The outcomes, in this case, identify that ending child labor will provide an opportunity for the child to live a normal childhood and pursue education and self-actualization. However, the act of ending child labor will result in the lack of income for the family which means that there will be no food or funds to purchase the needed materials for the child to pursue their education. Thus with no food or an opportunity to pursue their education the child and the family are adversely affected especially in the case where the child was the sole income generator (Lisa, 2017). The utilitarian approach to ethical decisions making also identifies that the best action is one that generates greater outcomes for the majority of the people. The act of stopping child labor would have a positive outcome for the child alone while the rests will suffer this identifies that this is not the most ethical choice based on the utilitarian principles thus identifying that doing nothing is the best solution for all those involved.

Kantianism identified that the universal principles of right and wrong apply when making ethical decisions (Lisa, 2017). The act is what matters and not the outcome. In this case, the question to be answered is whether child labor needs to be stopped and not what are the outcomes of such actions. Child labor is unethical and harmful to children involved and thus stopping it is the right decision. It is the moral imperative of the business leader to ensure that child labor does not exist and that all materials collected from the suppliers are not from the work of child laborer (Driver, 2013). The moral nature of the action here is what will determine if there is a need to stop child labor or let it continue.

Ethical relativism

Ethical relativism is based on the underlying assumption that morality is relative to the culture of the individual. Ethical relativism identified that there is no absolute ethical or morality and that each culture has its own views of what is right and what is wrong. Ethical relativism identifies that morals are subjective and thus depend on the cultural perceptions. Cultural divergence leads to different views on child labor. For instance, McDonald (2010) argued that the Philippines one culture considers the work of a child as an important phase of socialization in which future roles are learned where Western cultures view child labor as an offense and violation of human rights. In the Philippines McDonald (2010) noted that the families see child work as training and as the art of responsibility sharing. This identifies that the issue of child labor is influenced by ethical relativism as different cultures have perceived opinions and perceptions of the issue.

Best resolution

The best solution is the ending of child labor despite the economic impacts it may have on the child. Stopping child labor is ethical and moral as it seeks to promote the respect for individual freedoms and the rights of the child. Ending child labor is just and provides an opportunity for the child to grow and seek greater self-actualization. An end to this issues would see healthier development among children. Taking this course is the right thing to do despite ay negative consequences of such actions. It can be achieved through educating the public on the importance of child empowerment and the adverse impact of child abuse as well as alleviation of poverty (Edmonds & Schady, 2012).

In summary child labor in the international business environment has had an adverse impact on children as is harmful to the children and prevents them from gaining the education they need. The ethical dilemma that arises from this issue is that its existence works to maintain sustained economic capabilities of low-income families while maintaining it adversely affects the child and their rights. Emmanuel Kant and Jeremy Bentham theories of Kantianism and Utilitarianism are used to best explain the approaches to addressing this ethical dilemma. Kantianism identified the need for acting based on universal principles and thus indemnifies the need to end child labor while Utilitarianism. Identifies the importance of evaluating consequences and the needs of the many thus identifying the importance of maintaining child labor. Ethical relativism identifies that different cultural groups have varied ways of viewing the issues of child labor as the Philippines view it as part of socialization while Western cultures view it as immoral and unjust. The best solution was based on Kantianism which identifies the importance of making ethical actions based on the morality of the action which identifies the value of ending child labor as it is wrong to deny a child his basic human rights and the ability to live out his or her childhood.
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