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1. [bookmark: _Toc217230386]Introduction
Business ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) have become essential elements of modern business strategy, particularly in industries with significant social and environmental impact. The automotive industry plays a major role in global carbon emissions, public safety, and international supply chains, making ethical behaviour and responsible decision-making especially important. Today, automotive manufacturers are expected not only to generate profit, but also to act transparently, comply with regulations, protect consumers,and reduce environmental harm.
This essay defines and explains the concepts of business ethics and corporate social responsibility using two well-established academic frameworks: Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line model. These frameworks are applied to three global automotive manufacturers: BMW, Ford, and Mazda. The discussion focuses on sustainability strategies, electric vehicle development, regulatory compliance, and customer safety, highlighting how ethical and responsible practices contribute to long-term business success.
[bookmark: _Toc217230387]2.1 Business Ethics Definition
Business ethics refers to the principles and values that guide how organisations Business ethics refers to the principles and values that guide organisations in determining acceptable and unacceptable behaviour. According to Crane and Matten (2021), business ethics is concerned with issues such as honesty, fairness, accountability, and transparency in organisational decision-making. In the automotive industry, ethical behaviour is particularly important because product failures, misleading information, or weak safety standards can directly endanger human lives.
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) expands on ethical behaviour by focusing on how organisations manage their wider impact on society and the environment. Carroll (1991) defines CSR as a framework that includes economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities.This approach highlights that businesses must remain profitable while also complying with laws, behaving ethically, and contributing positively to society. CSR therefore represents a long-term strategic commitment rather than short-term public relations activity.
[bookmark: _Toc217230388] 2.2 Carroll’s CSR Pyramid
Carroll’s CSR Pyramid provides a structured way to understand organisational responsibilities. At the base of the pyramid is economic responsibility, which requires businesses to be profitable and financially sustainable. For automotive companies, this involves producing vehicles that meet consumer demand while adapting to changing market conditions. BMW demonstrates this responsibility by maintaining strong financial performance while investing heavily in electric and hybrid vehicles, showing that innovation and profitability can coexist.
The second level of the pyramid is legal responsibility, which involves compliance with laws and regulations. In the automotive sector, this includes emissions standards, safety regulations, and recall obligations. Ford has faced several high-profile vehicle recalls in recent years. Although recalls can negatively affect brand image, Ford’s compliance with regulatory requirements and transparent communication reflect an effort to uphold legal and ethical responsibilities (Ford Motor Company, 2023).
The third level, ethical responsibility,refers to doing what is right beyond legal requirements. Mazda’s strategy of improving fuel efficiency through Skyactiv technology reflects an ethical approach to reducing environmental impact. Rather than rapidly shifting to full electrification, Mazda has focused on making conventional engines cleaner and more efficient, demonstrating responsibility while managing technological and financial risk.
At the top of the pyramid is philanthropic responsibility, which includes voluntary actions that benefit society. BMW supports educational initiatives, environmental research, and community development programmes. These activities help strengthen stakeholder relationships and reinforce the company’s commitment to social responsibility (BMW Group, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc217230389]2.3 The Triple Bottom Line Model
The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) model assesses business performance across three dimensions: people, planet, and profit (Elkington, 1997). This model is particularly useful for evaluating CSR in the automotive industry.
The planet dimension focuses on environmental sustainability. BMW has committed to reducing carbon emissions across the entire vehicle lifecycle, including responsible battery sourcing and increased use of renewable energy in manufacturing. Ford has invested significantly in electric vehicles and battery production facilities, aiming to meet climate targets and regulatory requirements. Mazda has taken a more gradual approach by reducing vehicle weight and improving fuel efficiency to lower emissions (Mazda Motor Corporation, 2023).
The people dimension refers to social responsibility, including employee welfare and customer safety. Ford’s recall procedures show an emphasis on protecting consumers when safety concerns arise. Mazda’s reputation for reliability and quality reflects its focus on long-term customer trust.These practices support ethical standards while reducing reputational risk.
The profit dimension highlights the importance of financial sustainability. Ethical behaviour and CSR do not conflict with profitability. BMW’s premium electric vehicle strategy demonstrates how sustainability can enhance brand value and competitive advantage. Similarly, Ford’s electrification strategy aims to secure long-term profitability in a rapidly changing automotive market.
[bookmark: _Toc217230390]2.4 Ethical Challenges in the Industry
Despite significant progress in sustainability and corporate responsibility, the automotive industry continues to face several ethical challenges. One of the most serious concerns relates to battery supply chains for electric vehicles. The extraction of raw materials such as lithium, cobalt, and nickel has been linked to poor labour conditions, environmental degradation, and human rights concerns in certain mining regions. Automotive manufacturers therefore face ethical responsibility not only for their own operations but also for the practices of suppliers within their global supply chains. Failure to address these issues can undermine CSR commitments and damage corporate credibility.
Another major ethical challenge involves transparency and timely responses to safety and emissions issues. Delays in addressing vehicle defects, misleading emissions data, or weak regulatory compliance can significantly reduce public trust. Past industry scandals have shown that unethical behaviour, even when legally complex, can result in long-term reputational harm and financial penalties. For companies such as BMW, Ford, and Mazda, maintaining high ethical standards in testing, reporting, and recall management is essential for protecting consumers and sustaining brand trust.
These challenges highlight the importance of embedding ethics and CSR into core business strategy rather than treating them as optional or reactive measures. Automotive companies must adopt stronger governance, improve supplier monitoring, and commit to transparent communication with stakeholders. By doing so, they can better manage ethical risks while supporting sustainable growth and long-term competitiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc217230391]3. Conclusion
In conclusion, business ethics and corporate social responsibility are fundamental to sustainable success in the automotive industry. Using Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line model, this essay has analysed how BMW, Ford, and Mazda apply ethical principles and CSR practices in areas such as sustainability, regulatory compliance, and customer safety. While each company adopts a different strategic approach, all recognise that balancing profit with social and environmental responsibility is essential.
As the industry continues to transition towards electric vehicles and lower-carbon technologies, ethical decision-making will become increasingly important. Automotive companies that act responsibly, address stakeholder concerns, and commit to sustainable practices are more likely to maintain public trust and achieve long-term competitive advantage.
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