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Ethical issue: Collusion to increase profits 
	Business organizations face the ethical dilemma of creating more profits for their shareholders while observing high ethical standards when dealing with their customers, employees and the environment. Consequently, some businesses engage in malpractices to improve their profits thereby ignoring the interests of their suppliers, employees or customers. For instance, collusion in setting prices eliminates all meaningful competition in an industry and puts buyers at the mercy of unscrupulous companies who set high prices to make abnormal profits. In contrast, healthy competition between companies producing substitute products would lead to better outcomes for buyers given increased choices and low switching costs. Arguably, a companies’ self-interests to maximize shareholder wealth often creates an ethical problem by pushing executives to ignore the interests of other stakeholders, especially the customers.
Background
Companies operating in the same segment often seek to increase their market share to derive more profit and control important decisions such as price setting. A dominant company could easily become a price setter with all the smaller companies making their pricing decisions based on the leader’s benchmark. Likewise, competing companies may want to maintain their market share by colluding to protect their interests and reducing customer choice on where to buy due to price indifference. US antitrust law is critical to preserving and promoting consumer choice by encouraging more competitors in a given segment of the market and possibly eliminating monopolistic tendencies that do not favor buyers (Mayer et al). 
The antitrust laws further recognize the importance of internal competition as the driving force of the economy and establish measures to give consumers the choice to choose what they want from substitute products. In this aspect, The Sherman Antitrust Act forbade collisions that restrain trade by creating monopolies that arbitrarily pushing the market in their desired direction. Violations of the Sherman Act follow actual adverse impact on competition through price-fixing strategies, regulating competitive methods, exchanging price information, controlling output per company, allocating territories, and exclusionary agreements such as territorial treaties (Mayer et al). 
	Still, Heritage Pharmaceuticals and other drug manufacturers engaged in collusion and price fixing to improve their financial position while depriving customers on their choice to buy. The collusion hurt customers and resulted in an unprecedented rise in the cost of particular drugs. The unethical agreements by the companies to set base prices for their substitute drugs resulted in widespread condemnation of the practices in one of the most important sectors.  For example, an alleged collusion between Mylan and Sun resulted in the rise in price of an asthma drug from 13 cents to $4.70 a tablet (Rowland). 
	The approximately 3000% rise in the price of the drug significantly hurt low income earners who are mostly dependant on the drug but brought massive profits to the companies. Heritage and a host of other major drug manufacturers including Mayne, Aurobindo, Teva, Citron, and Mylan allegedly shared pricing information over managerial meetings, mail, and through industry conferences (Associated Press). These companies acted in their selfish interest that could help to generate more profits for their shareholders but hurt patients who would have to pay more to access their regular mediation. 
Ethical Framework
The most evident ethical framework that explains the selfish actions of the pharmaceutical companies is ethical egoism. Self-egoism justifies self-gratification without a care on how an individual’s actions would harm others (Irwin 69). Arguably, collusion in the setting of drug prices would help to reduce competition among the concerned pharmaceutical companies by giving limited choices to buyers on where to buy their medication. Similar prices for substitute medication across the industry meant that patients could not voluntarily switch between the companies in search for better prices. 
Consequently, the companies would easily maintain their market share and provide a stable future for their shareholders wealth in the companies. Likewise, collaboration in setting prices would guarantee stable income and growth of the companies. Arguably, shareholders always wish to invest in stable companies with a predictable and stable future (Wesley 115). For this reason, the pharmaceutical companies violated the ethical requirement of providing customers fair prices to protect shareholder wealth by locking in their market share. Intense competition within an industry usually results in unpredictability of the future position of a company due to dwindling or increased market share. 
Continued communication between the companies meant that they could adopt similar pricing and advertising strategies to disfranchise buyers seeking substitute drugs. Investigations into the collusion revealed how company executives shared information through subtle channels for each company to maximize its profits by ascribing a fair share for each company. The executives further adopted pricing strategies that would not thrash the market by lowering prices from the agreed benchmarks (Rowland, 2018). The price setting strategy ensured that all colluding companies got a higher return on their drugs (Mayer et al). The willingness to maximize profits befits the ethical egoism framework which justifies self-gratification despite making some essential drugs inaccessible to low income patients. 
Despite the legal restrictions against engaging in collusion, company executives face an ethical dilemma of wishing to maximize the wealth of their shareholders while also taking care of the interests of other stakeholders. For instance, executives in the pharmaceutical industry faced the tough choice of lowering prices of drugs and generating lower profits or increasing prices to generate higher revenues. A justifiable but unethical approach to ensuring stable profits was engaging other executives to enter into pricing agreements to reduce competition among themselves (Gatlin). Such agreements would also ensure that each company retains its market share and stable revenues. 
The shareholder theory partly justifies the executives’ use of unscrupulous methods to increase the wealth of the shareholders since pharmaceutical companies are established to make profits (Hughes, 1007). Consequently, any move that would generate more money for the company by eliminating competition or increasing prices would justify the reasons behind establishing it. However, the shareholder also promotes conscious capitalism through progressive ethical approaches that would safeguard the wealth of investors. 
Counterarguments
Meanwhile the stakeholder theory implores upon company executives to balance the interests of shareholders, employees, suppliers, workers and the environment (Mansell 1543). According to this approach, the executives should devise methods of protecting customers through fair pricing techniques and providing them with a wide choice of products. Indeed, companies have a duty of care to their customers, which includes giving them sufficient information on products, ensuring customer safety and charging them fairly. 
The stakeholder approach does not justify making profits while hurting essential stakeholders such as customers, who are vital to the growth of a company (Wesley 114). In addition, this approach considers the long term impact of a company’s activities beyond the profitability aspect. Executives pursuing the stakeholder approach would desist from engaging in unethical practices such as collaborating on price collusion with competing companies given its damaging impact on the company. The revelations against Heritage and other large pharmaceutical companies hurt the position of shareholders given the negative publicity and the resulting fall in share prices. 
 The deontological ethical framework requires company executives to consider their duty to all stakeholders when making pricing and market decisions. The executives had a duty to their shareholders by ensuring that they do not violate anti-trust policies as it could jeopardize the shareholders interest ((Wesley 115). Likewise, the company has a duty to its customers by ensuring that they are protected from unfair pricing strategies caused by collusion. Only selfish executives should pursue an egoism framework for short term gain including growing their personal wealth. However, professionals should pursue the stakeholder approach to protect the interests of all stakeholders. 
In conclusion, the deontological approach matches the stakeholder theory, which prioritizes the interests of all stakeholders. Ensuring fair pricing would not only protect the interests of customers but also that of shareholders given the lower risk of negative publicity that resulted from the investigations into the industry-wide collusion. Evidently, egoism in the business environment only has short term benefits and executives should not follow the approach to justify a motive to increase investor’s wealth. 
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