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Introduction
In the evolving landscape of global commerce, business ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) have become foundational to strategic decision-making. As Porter and Kramer (2024) argue, these principles guide organisations to act transparently, sustainably, and with accountability to all stakeholders—including society and the environment. This essay explores the concepts of business ethics and CSR within the automotive industry, focusing on Tesla, Toyota, and BMW. These companies are navigating complex challenges such as the transition to electric vehicles (EVs). By applying Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line framework, this essay evaluates how these firms integrate ethical and responsible practices into their operations, demonstrating that profitability and purpose can coexist in modern business strategy.
Defining Business Ethics and CSR
Business ethics refers to the moral principles and standards that guide behaviour in the business context. Crane and Matten (2016) define it as the application of ethical values to business behaviour, encompassing issues such as honesty, fairness, transparency, and respect for stakeholders. Ethical businesses consider the impact of their decisions on employees, customers, communities, and the environment.
Corporate social responsibility (CSR), meanwhile, is a broader concept that involves a company’s commitment to operate in ways that enhance society and the environment beyond legal requirements. According to Carroll and Shabana (2010), CSR includes economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities. It is not limited to charitable donations but includes sustainable operations, ethical sourcing, and stakeholder engagement.

Carroll’s CSR Pyramid
Carroll’s CSR Pyramid (1991) provides a structured framework for understanding CSR. It comprises four layers:
1. Economic Responsibility – The foundation of the pyramid, requiring businesses to be profitable.
2. Legal Responsibility – Compliance with laws and regulations.
3. Ethical Responsibility – Doing what is right, fair, and just beyond legal obligations.
4. Philanthropic Responsibility – Voluntary contributions to society.
Tesla exemplifies this model. Economically, it has disrupted the automotive market with high-demand EVs and strong financial performance. Legally, Tesla complies with emissions and safety regulations, although it has faced scrutiny over autopilot safety and workplace conditions. Ethically, Tesla invests in renewable energy and battery recycling. Philanthropically, it supports STEM education and disaster relief initiatives.
Toyota demonstrates a balanced approach. Economically, it remains one of the most profitable automakers globally. Legally, it adheres to global safety and emissions standards. Ethically, Toyota’s Environmental Challenge 2050 aims for zero CO₂ emissions and water conservation. Philanthropically, it engages in community development and educational programs.
BMW integrates CSR across its operations. Economically, it maintains strong market performance through premium EVs. Legally, it complies with EU regulations and global safety standards. Ethically, BMW promotes responsible sourcing of cobalt and lithium for batteries. Philanthropically, it supports education, culture, and social inclusion initiatives.

Triple Bottom Line Framework
Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line (1997) expands the definition of business success beyond profit to include:
· People – Social responsibility and stakeholder well-being.
· Planet – Environmental sustainability.
· Profit – Economic viability.
Tesla prioritises the Planet through its mission to accelerate sustainable energy. Its Gigafactories aim for carbon neutrality, and it innovates in solar energy and battery technology. For People, Tesla enforces safety training and diversity initiatives, although it has faced criticism over labour conditions. Profit is evident in its market leadership and valuation.
Toyota balances all three pillars. It invests in hydrogen fuel cells and hybrid technology (Planet), supports employee development and community programs (People), and maintains strong financial performance (Profit). Toyota’s commitment to sustainability is reflected in its goal to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050.
BMW addresses Planet through circular economy principles—recycling materials and reducing emissions. It supports People via fair labour practices, employee engagement, and stakeholder dialogue. Its Profit strategy includes expanding EV offerings and digital services, ensuring long-term competitiveness.

Sustainability in Practice
Sustainability has become a central concern in the automotive industry, particularly in the transition to EVs and ethical battery sourcing.
· Tesla leads in EV innovation but faces ethical scrutiny over battery sourcing and workplace safety. It has improved transparency in its supply chain and committed to ethical sourcing of lithium and cobalt. Tesla’s Gigafactories are designed to operate with minimal environmental impact, and its energy products promote renewable energy adoption.
· Toyota pioneered hybrid technology and continues to invest in hydrogen fuel cells and EVs. Its Environmental Challenge 2050 outlines ambitious goals for carbon neutrality, water conservation, and biodiversity. Toyota also ensures ethical labour practices and proactively recalls vehicles to maintain customer safety.
· BMW has committed to using renewable energy in production and reducing lifecycle emissions of its vehicles. It promotes sustainable battery technology and ethical sourcing, working with suppliers to ensure compliance with human rights standards. BMW’s “Circular Economy” strategy focuses on designing vehicles for reuse and recycling.

Business Ethics in Practice
· Tesla has faced criticism over its autopilot system and workplace safety. However, it has taken steps to improve safety protocols and transparency. Tesla’s commitment to innovation must be balanced with ethical responsibility to consumers and employees.
· Toyota has a strong reputation for ethical conduct, particularly in its proactive approach to recalls and safety. It maintains rigorous quality control and compliance with global regulations, reinforcing consumer trust.
· BMW ensures regulatory compliance and ethical labour practices in its global supply chain. It engages in stakeholder dialogue and publishes sustainability reports to maintain transparency. BMW’s ethical approach enhances its brand reputation and stakeholder relationships.

Conclusion
This essay has defined business ethics and CSR, applying Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line to analyse Tesla, Toyota, and BMW. These companies demonstrate that ethical conduct and sustainability are not peripheral but central to modern automotive strategy. From EV innovation and carbon neutrality to ethical sourcing and safety compliance, their actions reflect a commitment to stakeholders and the environment. As the industry faces increasing scrutiny and environmental challenges, integrating CSR and ethics into core operations is vital. Ultimately, responsible business practices foster trust, resilience, and competitive advantage—reinforcing the idea that profitability and purpose can coexist. 
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