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Introduction, Purpose, and Scope of Business
Business is an organized effort of individuals to produce, distribute, and sell goods and services to meet human needs while earning profit. It plays a vital role in the economic development of a country by creating jobs, generating income, and improving living standards. The main purpose of business is not only to make profit but also to satisfy customers, promote innovation, and contribute to social welfare. Through ethical practices, businesses support sustainable growth and community development. The scope of business is broad and includes industry, commerce, and services. Industry involves the production of goods, while commerce covers trade and aids to trade such as banking, insurance, transportation, and advertising. The service sector provides intangible offerings like education, healthcare, and finance. In modern times, the scope of business has expanded to include e-commerce and global operations, making it an essential part of everyday life.
















Business Ethics: Definition and Application
Business ethics refers to the principles, norms, and standards that guide behavior in the world of business. Crane and Matten (2016) define it as the study of business situations, activities, and decisions where moral issues of right and wrong are addressed. Similarly, Ferrell, Fraedrich, and Ferrell (2022) argue that business ethics concerns the moral evaluation of practices, policies, and organizational cultures that shape corporate behavior.
In practice, business ethics influences decisions regarding transparency, product safety, labor relations, environmental responsibility, and truthful communication. Businesses facing global competition and stakeholder expectations must integrate ethical reasoning into strategic planning to maintain legitimacy (Carroll & Buchholtz, 2015).
Examples from BMW, Tesla, and Audi
BMW has long emphasized ethical conduct through its compliance programs and corporate codes. The BMW Group’s “Code of Conduct” outlines expectations around integrity, anti-corruption practices, and responsible interactions with suppliers. Ethical leadership is embedded into the firm’s internal training programs, which aligns with Kaptein’s (2011) notion that corporate integrity depends on clear expectations and enforcement systems.
Tesla, while innovative, demonstrates both positive and controversial aspects of business ethics. Its commitment to accelerating sustainable energy aligns with normative ethical theories emphasizing societal welfare (Velasquez et al., 2020). However, Tesla has also faced criticism regarding workplace safety concerns and labor relations, illustrating Treviño and Nelson’s (2021) argument that ethical performance must be evaluated holistically, not solely on visionary objectives.
Audi provides another example, particularly after the Volkswagen Group’s emissions scandal. Audi has strengthened its ethical governance systems by improving testing transparency and compliance oversight. This recovery approach mirrors the framework suggested by Paine (1994), which argues that ethical failures require cultural realignment and preventive governance mechanisms to rebuild trust.
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR): Definition and Application
Corporate social responsibility refers to a company’s ethical obligation to contribute positively to society beyond profit maximization. Carroll’s (1991) widely accepted CSR Pyramid frames CSR as having four layers: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities. More contemporary interpretations by Porter and Kramer (2006) emphasize “shared value,” where firms integrate social impact into competitive strategy.
CSR encompasses environmental stewardship, community development, stakeholder engagement, responsible supply chains, and sustainable product innovation. According to Dahlsrud (2008), despite definitional variations, CSR consistently includes social, environmental, voluntary, stakeholder, and economic dimensions.
CSR in BMW, Tesla, and Audi
BMW positions sustainability at the center of its manufacturing strategy. The company invests in circular economy initiatives, renewable energy use in production, and responsible sourcing of critical minerals. BMW’s annual sustainability reports reflect a strong alignment with Elkington’s (1997) triple bottom line—people, planet, profit. For instance, BMW’s efforts to lower lifecycle CO₂ emissions in its vehicle lineup show how CSR integrates with product design.
Tesla’s core business model is inherently CSR-oriented due to its emphasis on zero-emission electric vehicles and renewable energy storage. This aligns with the stakeholder theory articulated by Freeman (1984), as Tesla’s mission benefits global communities affected by climate change. However, academic discussions (e.g., Banerjee, 2008) highlight that CSR must account for all stakeholders—including employees—meaning Tesla’s reported labor challenges weaken its overall CSR profile despite strong environmental performance.
Audi has substantially expanded its CSR commitments as part of the Volkswagen Group’s broader sustainability strategy. Audi’s “Mission:Zero” program targets carbon-neutral production sites, reduced water usage, and circular material flows. These initiatives echo Carroll’s (1999) argument that post-crisis CSR requires firms to go beyond compliance toward proactive social value creation. Audi also invests in inclusive mobility initiatives and local community programs, strengthening its stakeholder relationships
Integrating Business Ethics and CSR
Academic literature increasingly treats business ethics and CSR as intertwined frameworks. While ethics provides the moral foundation, CSR represents the strategic application of those moral principles in societal and environmental contexts. Schwartz and Carroll (2003) propose that responsible corporate behavior emerges at the intersection of economic, legal, and ethical dimensions. For companies like BMW, Tesla, and Audi, effective CSR requires strong ethical cultures, transparent governance systems, and alignment between sustainability goals and operational practices.
BMW demonstrates this integration through structured compliance programs and sustainability-driven manufacturing. Tesla illustrates how technological disruption can drive strong environmental CSR outcomes but also highlights the ethical complexities of rapid innovation. Audi’s post-emissions-scandal reforms show how ethics and CSR together can rebuild credibility













Conclusion
In conclusion, Tesla, Audi, and BMW illustrate three distinct yet converging trajectories in business ethics and corporate social responsibility within the global automotive industry. BMW demonstrates a long-standing and structured commitment to ethical governance and sustainability, reflected in its robust compliance systems, responsible sourcing practices, and integration of circular economy principles into its manufacturing processes. Its approach aligns with established CSR frameworks such as the triple bottom line and Carroll’s layered model, showing a balanced focus on economic performance, social responsibility, and environmental stewardship.
Audi, particularly in the aftermath of the Volkswagen Group emissions scandal, represents a case of ethical reconstruction and CSR renewal. Through strengthened compliance mechanisms, transparency measures, and ambitious environmental programmes such as Mission:Zero, Audi shows how ethical lapses can become catalysts for deeper structural reforms. Its efforts align with academic arguments that CSR must involve proactive social and environmental value creation, not merely regulatory compliance.
Tesla presents a more complex picture. While the company’s mission and products significantly advance global environmental sustainability—making it a leader in CSR from a climate-impact perspective—it also faces ethical challenges concerning labour practices, workplace conditions, and corporate governance. This duality reinforces the academic view that CSR is multidimensional and that strong environmental contributions cannot compensate for ethical weaknesses in stakeholder treatment.
Collectively, the three companies highlight the evolving nature of business ethics and CSR in an industry undergoing rapid technological and regulatory transformation. BMW reflects maturity, Audi demonstrates ethical recovery and progress, and Tesla embodies innovation paired with ethical tension. Together, they show that meaningful corporate responsibility requires not only technological solutions but also transparent governance, respect for stakeholders, and long-term commitment to ethical principles.
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