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 Introduction The automotive industry is in the midst of a major shift toward sustainability and ethical responsibility. In an era marked by environmental challenges, regulatory shifts, and evolving stakeholder expectations, the industry’s carmakers are being called upo n to not only run profitable businesses but also to do so with integrity and a sense of social responsibility. This blog post sets out to discuss the concepts of business ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) and to look at how these concepts ma y be applied to inform strategic choices and stakeholder engagement. Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line are just a couple of theoretical frameworks that will be addressed in this section. Tesla, Toyota, and Volkswagen are three major carmaker s whose approaches to ethical and social challenges, as well as their responses to sustainability issues such as EV transition, carbon neutrality, and supply chain transparency, as well as ethical concerns such as recalls and regulatory compliance, will be analysed and compared. In sum, this post will explore how ethical behaviour and social responsibility are not only the right thing to do, but also critical for building long - term trust, innovation, and competitiveness in the new automotive economy. Main Body 1. Defining Business Ethics and CSR Business ethics is concerned with the standards, values, and principles that govern behaviour in the world of business (Crane & Matten, 2021). It entails making decisions that are not only profitable but also morally sound, considering the viewpoints of st akeholders and society as a whole. Business ethics covers a wide range of issues including honesty, fairness, transparency, and compliance with laws and regulations. In the context of the automotive industry, this could pertain to product safety, emissions standards, advertising practices, and more. Corporate social responsibility (CSR), on the other hand, is the notion that businesses have responsibilities to society that go beyond profit maximisation. As Carroll (1991, p. 34) says, CSR “represents the continuing commitment by business to behave ethi cally and contribute to economic development while improving the quality of life of the workforce and their families as well as the local community and society at large”. This definition ties CSR closely to the idea of sustainable business practices and highlights four categories of responsibility: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic. The structure of th is four - part division is most well - known in Carroll’s CSR Pyramid, a framework which we will discuss further. 2. Carroll’s CSR Pyramid Carroll’s CSR Pyramid (1991) is a framework that describes four levels of social responsibility that businesses should ideally seek to balance. The pyramid consists of: Economic responsibilities – be profitable. Legal responsibilities – obey the law. Ethical responsibilities – be ethical (doing what is right, just and fair). Philanthropic responsibilities – be a good corporate citizen. The model can be used to assess how well a company is performing in terms of its social resp onsibilities, beyond just making a profit. Tesla, as a company, can be seen to do well on economic and legal responsibilities, with their leading position in the electric vehicle market and compliance with zero - emission vehicle regulations. However, Tesla has faced criticism on ethical grounds over working conditions, safety concerns, autopilot incidents, and some marketing practices (BBC, 2024). Philanthropic engagement is also limited for the carmaker, which leads to a CSR imbalance. Toyota presents a mo re balanced CSR profile, demonstrating success in each of the four quadrants. Toyota is a very profitable company, and has a long track record of legal compliance and strong ethical practices related to quality and safety. The company made strides in ethic al governance after its large recall incident related to sudden unintended acceleration in 2009 – 2010. Toyota has also been involved in various philanthropic efforts such as education, environmental conservation, and STEM initiatives. Volkswagen (VW) is a case study in ethical and legal failure in terms of Carroll’s CSR. The 2015 Dieselgate scandal, in which VW installed devices to cheat emissions tests, was a breach of trust on both the legal and ethical levels of Carroll’s CSR Pyramid. Since then, VW has made efforts to recover its CSR standing, with heavy investment in EVs (the ID. series) and a pledge to become carbon neutral by 2050. However, this is a prime example of how failure to meet ethical expectations can damage a corporation’s standing and take years of CSR effort to rebuild. 3. The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) Framework The Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1997) is a framework that expands the traditional financial bottom line to include two other aspects: social and environmental. The TBL concept thus measures a company’s success not only by how much money it makes, but also by its
 
impact on people (social) and the planet (environmental). The three dimensions are often referred to as “people, planet, and profit”. Tesla’s mission and sustainability strategy are in many ways aligned with the TBL approach, especially in terms of the environmental bottom line. Tesla aims to “accelerate the world’s transition to sustainable energy” with its EVs, batteries, and solar pro ducts. However, there are some ethical issues related to Tesla’s supply chain transparency for battery materials, as sour cing of cobalt and lithium has been associated with human rights and labour concerns in some countries. The company has begun taking steps to improve traceability and recycling of these materials (Tesla’s “Closed Loop Battery Recycling Program”) but has so me work to do here. Toyota’s approach to the TBL is integrated into its Environmental Challenge 2050, which seeks carbon neutrality in both production and use of vehicles. The company also supports employee wellbeing and community development through init iatives such as the Toyota Mobility Foundation, which funds projects related to sustainable mobility and transport solutions across the globe. In economic terms, Toyota has remained resilient by continuing to innovate and diversify, such as its recent push into hydrogen fuel cell technology in addition to hybrid and EVs. Volkswagen has adopted the TBL as a framework for its recovery from Dieselgate. Environmentally, it has committed €180 billion in funding for EV development and carbon reduction measures. S ocially, VW has worked on rebuilding trust with its employees and improving governance transparency. Economically, it has invested in new EV models and has been aggressive in expanding its EV lineup to remain competitive. Public perception remains a challe nge for the company, however, showing that CSR recovery is a long process. 4. Ethical and CSR Integration in Strategic Practice The integration of ethics and CSR into the fabric of corporate strategy is a strategic imperative. Ethical leadership and stakeholder engagement play a key role in shaping corporate culture and decision - making. Consider the following illustrations: Tesla is known for a culture of innovation and disruption, but has at times been criticised for sacrificing workplace safety and communication transparency in pursuit of speed. Toyota’s “Kaizen” philosophy o f continuous improvement fosters an environment of ethical reflection and proactive problem solving among employees. Volkswagen’s scandal is a cautionary tale of what can happen when profit and performance are prioritised over ethics. In the context of the automotive industry’s ongoing transformation – the electrification of vehicles, increasing automation, and the general shift to sustainable mobility – these discussions are especially salient. The environmental impact of manufacturing , the ethics of res ource extraction for batteries, and the need for consumer transparency are all areas where the automotive industry faces intense ethical scrutiny. Alignment with CSR and business ethics principles is therefore critical to long - term legitimacy, competitiven ess, and
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