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[bookmark: _Toc203215132]Introduction 
This essay explores the interrelationship between business ethics, corporate social responsibility (CSR), and business performance. It aims to define both business ethics and CSR using academic sources, explain them through relevant theoretical frameworks and assess their practical impact on organisational outcomes. Drawing upon examples from Unilever, The Body Shop, and Marks and Spencer, the discussion highlights how ethical principles and CSR are integrated into strategic operations, contributing to sustainable and competitive advantage. Ultimately, the essay argues that ethical conduct and CSR are not merely supplementary, but essential to long-term business success.












 




[bookmark: _Toc203215133]Defining business ethics and corporate social responsibility 
Business ethics refers to the moral principles guiding corporate conduct. According to Crane and Matten (2016), it involves evaluating business situations in terms of right and wrong, focusing on integrity, fairness, transparency, and accountability in stakeholder relationships. Unlike legal compliances, ethics often encompasses voluntary standards of conduct that exceed statutory obligations. 
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), while linked to ethics, extends to the voluntary contributions businesses make to society beyond financial and legal duties. Carroll (1991) defines CSR as comprising economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities. Similarly, Mullins and Christy (2016) describe CSR as the acknowledgement that organisations are embedded within society and must contribute positively while minimising harm. CSR reflects the translation of ethical principles into strategic actions – ranging from environmental protection to social equity initiatives – embedded in the company’s operations and values. Thus, while business ethics concerns the decisions-making process, CSR refers to the outcomes of those ethical commitments within the societal context. 

[bookmark: _Toc203215134]Theoretical models: Triple Bottom Line and CSR Pyramid
To operationalise business ethics and CSR, two widely used frameworks are the Triple Bottom Line and Carroll’s CSR Pyramid.
Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line model, as cited by Worthington and Britton (2015), expands the traditional focus on profit to include people and the planet. The model encourages businesses to pursue sustainability by balancing financial goals with social well-being and environmental stewardship. Worthington and Britton (2015) note that ’’the triple bottom line of sustainability requires companies to pay attention to three Ps: profit, people and planet’’ (p.58). This approach redefines success not purely in financial terms but as a combination of social impact, ecological care, and economic viability.
Carroll’s CSR Pyramid (1991) outlines a hierarchy of responsibilities: starting with economic, followed by legal, ethical, and philanthropic. This structure assists managers in understanding how corporate responsibilities build upon one another.  As Carroll explains, economic performance serves as the base upon which other responsibilities rest, suggesting that businesses must be profitable in order to support their broader societal contributions. 
Both models highlight that ethical and social responsibilities are not optional but integral to the long-term legitimacy and success of any organisation.

[bookmark: _Toc203215135]Ethics, CSR, and business performance 
Academic research increasingly supports a positive relationship between ethical conduct, CSR, and financial performance. Kotler and Lee (2005) argue that CSR initiatives can enhance brand equity, build trust, and increase customer loyalty. These factors, in turn, contribute to a firm’s competitiveness and market position. 
Orlitzky, Schmidt, and Rynes (2003), in their meta-analysis, found a statistically significant positive correlation between CSR and corporate financial performance. Their study revealed that firms investing in social and environmental initiatives often experience cost savings, improves risk management, and stronger employee morale. Ethical and CSR practices thus not only enhance corporate image but also influence tangible operational outcomes. 
Crane and Matten (2016) warn, however, that CSR must be authentic. Superficial efforts can backfire, leading to consumer scepticism and reputational damage. Therefore, to be effective, CSR must be embedded into the organisation’s core strategy, aligned with stakeholder values, and consistently communicated.

[bookmark: _Toc203215136]Organisational examples 
Unilever provides a leading example of integrated CSR. Under former CEO Paul Polman, the company introduced the Sustainable Living Plan, focusing on reducing environmental impact and improving social outcomes while pursuing business growth. According to Jones and Comfort (2018), this initiative enhanced Unilever’s brand value and consumer trust, particularly in emerging markets. Practices such as ethical sourcing, health campaigns, and waste reduction have reinforced its global reputation and contributed to long-term financial performance. 
The Body Shop, founded by Anita Roddick, was among the first businesses to build its brand identity around ethical values. It campaigned against animal testing and promoted fair trade long before such practices became mainstream. Crane and Matten (2016) observe that the Body Shop exemplifies how ethical values can become core to corporate mission and strategy. This commitment to ethical sourcing and activism has differentiated the brand and cultivated a loyal customer base, demonstrating that ethical leadership can drive market success. 
Marks & Spencer’s ‘’Plan A’’ sustainability strategy, launched in 2007, aimed to transform the company into the world’s most sustainable retailer. Mullins and Christy (2016) note that Plan A enhanced customer loyalty and brand reputation through commitments such as carbon footprint reduction, sustainable materials, and community engagement. Despite initial challenges, the initiative has shown that CSR, when systematically implemented, can spur innovation and operational efficiency, reinforcing the idea that ethical strategies benefit both society and business.














[bookmark: _Toc203215137]Conclusion
In conclusion, business ethics and corporate social responsibility are critical components of contemporary business practice. Ethics provides the moral guidance for corporate conduct, while CSR implements these values through strategies that benefit stakeholders and the environment. Theories such as the Triple Bottom Line and Carroll’s CSR Pyramid offer structured approaches to integrating these principles into business. Empirical research and real-world examples from Unilever, The Body Shop, and Marks & Spencer illustrate that ethical and responsible conduct not only fosters trust and loyalty but can also improve financial outcomes. When genuinely embraced and aligned with business strategy, ethics and CSR create a competitive edge and long-term value. As such, they are essential to sustainable business success. 
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