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In today’s globalised and highly competitive business environment, organisations are increasingly expected to operate ethically and responsibly. Business ethics, reputation, and long-term success. Modern consumers, employees, investors, and governments demand that businesses consider not only profit but also their impact on society and the environment. According to Needle and Burns (2023), business ethics and CSR focus on responsible decision-making, stakeholder engagement, and environmental protection. The purpose of this essay is to define and explain the concepts of business ethics and social responsibility using relevant academic models such as Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line. Furthermore, the essay assesses the relationship between business ethics, CSR, and business performance, supported by organisational examples from McDonald’s, Unilever, and Tesla.
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Business ethics refers to the moral principles and standards that guide behaviour within an organisation. It involves ethical, marketing practices, environmental impact, and corporate governance (Crane and Matten, 2021). Ethical behaviour ensures fairness, transparency, and accountability, helping organisations to build trust with stakeholders. Corporate Social Responsibility extends the concept of ethics by emphasising an organisation’s responsibility to contribute positively to society while remaining economically viable.
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Figure 1: Carroll’s CSR Pyramid (Adapted from Carroll, 1991)
Carroll’s CSR Pyramid identifies four layers of responsibility that businesses must fulfil. The economic responsibility forms the foundation, highlighting the importance of profitability for organisational survival. Legal responsibility requires organisations to comply with laws and regulations. Ethical responsibility goes beyond legal compliance by encouraging fairness and moral conduct. Finally, philanthropic responsibility reflects voluntary contributions to society. Together, these responsibilities demonstrate how CSR supports sustainable business practices and stakeholder trust.
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Figure 2: Triple Bottom Line Model (Adapted from Elkington, 1997)
Evaluates organisational performance across three dimensions: People, Planet, and Profit (Elkington, 1997). This framework encourages organisations to balance financial success with social well-being and environmental sustainability. By addressing employee welfare, community impact, and environmental protection alongside profitability, organisations can achieve long-term value creation and competitive advantage.
There is a strong relationship between business ethics, CSR, and business performance. Ethical and socially responsible organisations are more likely to attract customers, retain employees, and gain investor confidence. McDonald’s demonstrates CSR through sustainable sourcing, waste reduction, and improved labour practices, enhancing brand reputation and customer trust. Unilever integrates sustainability into its core strategy, focusing on ethical sourcing and reducing environmental impact, which strengthens stakeholder relationships and long-term profitability. Tesla emphasises environmental responsibility through electric vehicles and renewable energy solutions, linking ethical innovation to competitive advantage and market growth. These examples show that ethics and CSR are not merely moral obligations but strategic tools that contribute to business success.
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In conclusion, business ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility are essential components of modern business practice. Ethical behaviour ensures responsible decision-making, while CSR encourages organisations to consider their social and environmental impact. Models such as Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line provide valuable frameworks for understanding how ethical and responsible practices influence business performance. The examples of McDonald’s, Unilever, and Tesla demonstrate that integrating ethics and CSR into organisational strategy can enhance reputation, stakeholder trust, and long-term profitability. Therefore, businesses that prioritise ethics and social responsibility.
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