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In the modern era, ethical behaviour and social responsibility in commerce are inseparable. Responsible social behaviour determines the trust businesses build and the subsequent success they experience. In the automobile sector, global manufacturers have to deal with fierce criticism on the environmental implications, accountability, and the transparency of their global supply chains. The criticism makes ethical behaviour and social responsibility critical to success in the automobile sector. Ethics are the moral values and virtues that govern the workings of a business. While business ethics deal with internal company processes, CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) focuses on paying attention to the external social factors, including the environment (Crane and Matten, 2019). Responsible behaviour in social relations has its challenges. Social relations are governed by trust, and failure in trust may drain the success a business garners. All these challenges have to be solved simultaneously. Using Carroll’s CSR Pyramid, Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line, and real-life cases from the automobile sector demonstrates the growing importance of ethical responsibility in business.
[bookmark: _Toc212895776]Defining Business Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility
The essence of business ethics can be taken to be the moral premise that underlies the decision-making process of businesses and the relationships that they hold with various stakeholders. Ferrell et al (2019) outlined some of the principles of ethics to include fairness, honesty, and integrity in the course of business etiquette. For ethics to be operational, a business is expected to go beyond the requirements of the law to ensure that its decisions address the wider societal expectations and social values. On the other hand, unethical behaviour, as seen in substandard and untruthful practices of advertising and disregard for the environment, results in reputational harm to the business and loss of stakeholders’ trust.
On the other hand, social responsibility refers to a business responsibility to ensure that its operations are economically profitable and socially and environmentally sustainable (Carroll, 1991). It is the profit-making and economically sustainable operations that guarantee socially responsible operations. According to Crane and Matten (2019), social responsibility extends to the incorporation of social and environmental concerns as part of core strategic business objectives. In this sense, social responsibility shifts ethical concerns to the level of business operations. Trust, innovation, and long-term sustainability are some of the benefits an organisation is assured of with the integration of ethics and social responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc212895777]Theoretical Models
Two of the most widely accepted frameworks in the literature on the organisation of businesses in the ethical and socially responsible domain are Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line (TBL). Carroll (1991) defined corporate responsibility in four levels which all deal with the interplay of four elements—economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic. At the base, businesses must be profitable to survive, but the economic goal must be counterbalanced with the legal claims of responsibility, and the ethical duty of “doing what is right.” At the top, the layer of philanthropy expects businesses to voluntarily seek to benefit the community, through some community initiatives, and/or alleviating environmental issues. This illustrates that all the ethical and social issues must be articulated and integrated on every level and layer of every organisational strategy.
Elkington’s (1997) Triple Bottom Line advances this thought by arguing that success shouldn’t be defined only in economic terms but must include the variables of people, planet, and profit. This framework aims at the social and environmental order of the economy constituting an integrated part of economic development. For instance, the “planet” pole of the framework would align with the environmental innovations brought to the market by car manufacturers seeking to develop electric vehicles. Policies that support “fair” economic growth and social development would line up with the “people” pole of the framework. Together, Carroll’s pyramid and the TBL framework demonstrate that ethics and CSR are core elements to be integrated into the everyday management of a business to ensure and preserve the trust of the organisation.
[bookmark: _Toc212895778]Application to the Automotive Industry
The influence of business ethics and CSR on reputation and performance can be demonstrated using the automotive industry. Tesla, for instance, has innovatively committed to electric transportation and renewable energy as the company is said to advocate for electric mobility and sustainability. Aligning with Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line, Tesla’s strategy is focused on clean technology and carbon emission reduction. To this day, Tesla continues to be criticised on the ethical dimension of environmental battery production, factory labour conditions, and the cost of production (Reuters, 2023). This shows the need for ethical innovation to streamline with the innovation to retain trust from stakeholders.
Another illustrative case is Toyota, which is known for hybrid technology and environmental conservation. Toyota incorporates CSR which consists of automotive safety, community development, and carbon neutrality (Toyota, 2024). On the other hand, the company has faced substantial recalls, for example, unintended acceleration, which challenged the company on customer safety and transparency. This directly speaks to Carroll’s (1991) ethical and legal layers as the business also contained a mistake of taking responsibility.
Volkswagen illustrates the potential damage that unethical behaviour can inflict on corporate image. In the 2015 emissions scandal, the manipulation of data on the environment was deliberate, a clear breach of the TBL’s environmental principle and the failure of Carroll’s ethical responsibility. Since this time, the company has focused on and prioritised ‘Volkswagen’s sustainable innovations’ and ‘Volkswagen’s comprehensive sustainable innovations’ in the ‘Volkswagen Group’ (2024) publications, aided by self-initiative innovation and transparency, and claims to have built their credibility back.
Together, these instances demonstrate that the absence of ethical practices and corporate social responsibility (CSR) from any strategic decision-making can cause damage to the company’s reputation that is almost irreparable. Conversely, embracing these factors can lead to the creation of new products and/or services, loyalty, and legitimacy in an extremely competitive market (Harris, 1995).
[bookmark: _Toc212895779]Conclusion
To conclude, ethics and CSR should be understood not as secondary issues but as integral parts of a strategy for a corporation’s sustainability focus. The automobile industry showcases how responsible behaviour and social accountability impact success in the long run. From the perspectives of Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line, one can understand that making a profit, legal responsibility, and ethical responsibility are required in balance. Tesla, Toyota, and Volkswagen demonstrate that open and responsible behaviour enhances the value of a brand and the trust of stakeholders. To sum up, an organisation’s ethical responsibility impacts performance and value in a socially responsible market.
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