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[bookmark: _Toc228535589]Introduction
The global automobile industry has evolved to a point where business success depends on progressive business ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR). Increasingly stringent regulations and changing consumer expectations mean that business ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) are now integral to strategy, helping companies to operate transparently, sustainably and with accountability to all stakeholders. This essay outlines the meaning of business ethics and CSR, and then applies two longstanding models - Carroll's CSR Pyramid (Carroll, 2016) and Elkington's Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 2018) - to the behaviour of three global automakers: Volkswagen, Tesla and Toyota. Both sustainability (electric vehicle production, battery supply and carbon neutrality) and business ethics (vehicle recalls, regulatory compliance and product safety) are considered. The analysis shows that ethics and CSR are not "nice-to-have" extras but necessary business strategies that, when mismanaged, have reputational, financial and legal implications and, when properly implemented, create competitive advantage.
[bookmark: _Toc228535590]Defining Business Ethics and CSR
Business ethics focuses on the morals and values of business organisations, and what is right and wrong in business practices (Crane et al., 2019). It includes justice, openness, honesty and the obligation to do no harm to stakeholders. CSR takes ethics further to voluntary responsibilities, requiring businesses to benefit society and the natural environment beyond legal requirements (Crane et al., 2019). Carroll (2016) defines CSR as having economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities to society, with the firm viewed as a citizen, with obligations beyond shareholders.
[bookmark: _Toc228535591]Carroll's CSR Pyramid
The pyramid organises corporate social responsibilities as economic (be profitable), legal (obey the law), ethical (do what is right), and philanthropic (contribute as a good corporate citizen). It has stood the test of time because it combines ethical and managerial concerns, and it clarifies the allocation of responsibilities in the corporation. Crucially, Carroll (2016) stresses ethics is not just at the top of the pyramid, but that all levels have ethical considerations, including the economic and legal, and that the pyramid is a holistic whole not a hierarchy of separate layers.
[bookmark: _Toc228535592]Triple Bottom Line (TBL)
Elkington's Triple Bottom Line (TBL) suggests companies should report on three dimensions: people (social), planet (environmental) and profit (economic). But in a striking reflection 25 years after he coined the term, Elkington (2018) called for a "recall" of his term, stating that the TBL had fallen prey to be used as an accounting concept rather than as a force for change. For car manufacturers, that means that TBL should be more than a compliance exercise and should translate to change in product design, supply chain and emissions (Dodd, Orlitzky and Nelson, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc228535593]Volkswagen: Ethics and CSR Gone Wrong
The Volkswagen (VW) "Dieselgate" scandal illustrates a deep failure at Carroll's ethical and legal levels. From 2009 to 2015, VW equipped its diesel vehicles (some 11 million of them) with defeat devices that fudged emissions tests, leading to fines and settlements of US$32 billion (Guidara, 2025). The scandal exposed a culture in which market competition trumped ethical considerations, violating both legal duties (U.S. Clean Air Act) and ethical duties (honesty to consumers and regulators). From a TBL perspective, VW failed on both the planet pillar (emissions much higher than legal limits) and the people pillar (public health impacts from NOx emissions), and ultimately the profit pillar (due to reputational losses) (Guidara, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc228535594]Tesla: Green Pioneer with Ethical Challenges
Tesla is an example of a company with a business model that seems to align with the planet pillar of TBL: "to accelerate the world's transition to sustainable energy". Electric vehicles are seen as part of the solution to decarbonise transport (Dodd, Orlitzky and Nelson, 2024) and Tesla's mass production of electric vehicles has raised the bar for carbon neutrality in the industry. Yet, Tesla's CSR performance is mixed. Its use of cobalt and lithium, including cobalt derived from the Democratic Republic of Congo, raises human-rights issues, while it has faced criticism for labour and safety problems in its factories. Under Carroll's pyramid, Tesla is strong on economic and (mostly) legal aspects, and in need of improvement on ethical grounds, including supply-chain due diligence (Dodd, Orlitzky and Nelson, 2024). This is an example of Elkington's (2018) point that environmental innovation doesn't necessarily lead to social improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc228535595]Toyota: recalls, recovery and continuous improvement
A further ethics case can be found in Toyota's 2009-10 recall of some nine million vehicles for unexpected acceleration. The scandal revealed shortcomings in the legal and ethical aspects of Carroll's pyramid, including slow responses to regulatory and consumer notifications (Crane et al., 2019). But Toyota's subsequent quality and communication improvements and its focus on hybrid cars, starting with the Prius, indicate its commitment to the planet aspect of TBL. Toyota's "Environmental Challenge 2050" to achieve net-zero CO₂ emissions for new vehicles, plants and lifecycle is the kind of system-wide approach Elkington (2018) calls for, although it has been slower to move to battery electric vehicles (BEVs) than Tesla.
[bookmark: _Toc228535596]Conclusion
This essay has demonstrated that CSR and business ethics are integral to automotive strategy. Carroll's pyramid illustrates how companies must fulfil economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic duties (Carroll, 2016); the Triple Bottom Line shifts focus to people, planet and profit (Elkington, 2018). The case studies exemplify the range of possible outcomes: Volkswagen's Dieselgate demonstrates the dire consequences of violating legal and ethical obligations (Guidara, 2025); Tesla's environmental progress can coexist with unresolved social and ethical issues in its supply chain; and Toyota's reputation and value can be damaged by customer failure, but repaired through transparent and systemic action. In the EV transition, carbon-neutrality pledges and battery supply chain risks, integrating ethics and CSR is imperative. Whole-system, transparent, stakeholder-focused strategies are the key to sustainability in a heavily regulated, environmentally and socially sensitive industry (Dodd, Orlitzky and Nelson, 2024).
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