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Introduction
In today’s complex business world, being socially responsible and acting ethically are essential to organisational success. Needle and Burns (2024) point out that business ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) are about morally running a business and being responsible to people and the environment. This essay examines the concepts of business ethics and social responsibility through well-known frameworks, including Carroll's Pyramid of CSR and the Triple Bottom Line. It examines how these ideas relate to a company's success, using examples from companies such as Unilever, Patagonia, and LEGO to show how ethical behaviour and social responsibility efforts can impact business outcomes.
Defining Business Ethics and Social Responsibility
Business ethics are the rules and values that guide behaviour in the business world. Dacin et al. (2022) believe that ordinary decency and distributive justice, which means being honest, treating people fairly, and not using force or breaking the law, are important parts of ethical business treatment. This idea holds that strong, trusting relationships between companies and their stakeholders are the key to ethical behaviour.
According to Carroll's (2016) original idea, corporate social responsibility involves not only acting ethically but also taking responsibility for broader social issues. Matthews et al. (2024) define CSR as businesses meeting certain expectations from society, including generating profit, following the law, acting fairly and morally, and giving back to the community in helpful ways. It shows that companies have responsibilities beyond just making profits.
Carroll's Pyramid of CSR offers a straightforward approach to understanding these responsibilities. Economic duty is at the bottom of the pyramid, with legal duties above it, then ethical responsibilities, and finally, charitable responsibilities on top. This model shows that profitability is important, but it should be pursued in ways that comply with laws and ethical standards. Helping others through charity is the best way for businesses to show they care.
An alternative approach is the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework. This framework assesses business performance across three areas: social, environmental, and economic. The TBL method holds that, for a company to succeed over the long term, it needs to focus equally on generating profit, caring for people, and protecting the environment (Høgevold, et al., 2015). This method allows evaluation of sustainability alongside financial indicators. TBL considers social and environmental success as important as financial gain, challenging the conventional focus on profit alone.
The Relationship Between Ethics, CSR and Business Performance
Many academics have argued that ethical behaviour, responsibility to society, and business success are linked. Kataya (2024) found that in G7 countries, including the UK, there are clear positive relationships between CSR and several indicators of business success. These include how well a company operates, its financial earnings, market success, and cash flow. This evidence shows that being ethical doesn't just cost money; it can actually help businesses perform better.
There are several reasons why this helpful connection exists. First of all, fair treatment of workers makes them more committed and productive. According to Dacin (2022), workers who feel they are treated fairly accept the company's values and are more involved in its goals. Secondly, ethical environmental practices involve using fewer resources and producing less waste, improving the operational efficiency of businesses. Third, acting ethically helps build trust with stakeholders and customer loyalty, which boosts a good reputation.
The connection isn't simple or always positive. Kataya (2024) shows that companies that focus primarily on shareholder returns, such as those in the UK, are less environmentally responsible than those that consider the needs of all their stakeholders, such as those in Germany and France. This means that the relationship between ethics and performance is influenced by the rules and systems in each country. The same study also shows that different parts of CSR affect performance in different ways. This means that rules, social efforts, and environmental actions can yield results through various pathways.
Organisational Examples
One way big companies can focus on being eco-friendly is by looking at Unilever. The company's Climate Transition Action Plan aims to reduce emissions in line with scientific goals. Since 2015, they have reduced operating emissions by 72% (Unilever, 2025). Unilever's regenerative agriculture programs, covering over 130,000 hectares, demonstrate its commitment to environmental stewardship, while its supplier living wage programs focus on social issues. This approach means companies can conduct commercial operations while also acting ethically.
Patagonia shows a strong way of caring for society. The founder of an outdoor clothing company gave 98% of the company's shares to a trust and a non-profit organisation that works on climate change (Kelvin, 2024). Although some people have criticised this idea because of tax issues and potential future disputes among the parties, it shows how organisations can care about their goals as well as make a profit. The case of Patagonia raises important questions about whether regular ownership can truly help achieve social responsibility goals.
The example of the LEGO Group shows that promises of environmental friendliness can inspire new ideas and still keep a business successful. The company has increased its commitment to environmental sustainability by 68% and supports strong global plans to reduce plastic waste (LEGO Group, 2025). One way environmental problems can lead to new product ideas and help a company perform better in the long run is seen in LEGO's efforts to develop sustainable materials. Their discussions with the UK Parliament on plastic rules show how responsible companies can help shape new laws.

Conclusion
This article has examined how CSR and business ethics work together and are both important for modern businesses. CSR is about businesses fulfilling their roles and responsibilities to society, including legal, ethical, and charitable actions. On the other hand, business ethics concerns the moral principles that guide business decisions. The Triple Bottom Line and Carroll's Pyramid are two frameworks that help to understand how different aspects of a business connect. 
Although this connection is influenced by factors like how countries are governed, the studies mentioned, which include research from G7 countries and examples from companies like Unilever, Patagonia, and LEGO, show that acting responsibly is usually linked to better business results. Including ethics and responsibility in a company's main plans is important for long-term success. This is especially true as companies face higher expectations from people about social and environmental issues.
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