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[bookmark: _Toc225531106]Introduction
This report examines the concepts of business ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR), highlighting their significance within modern organisations. Business ethics refers to the moral principles that guide organisational behaviour and decision-making, while CSR focuses on the responsibility businesses have towards stakeholders, society, and the environment (Crane and Matten, 2016; Carroll and Shabana, 2010). The report applies key theoretical frameworks, including the CSR Pyramid developed by Archie Carroll and the Triple Bottom Line introduced by John Elkington, to explain how ethical and responsible practices operate in practice. Furthermore, it evaluates the relationship between business ethics, CSR, and organisational performance by analysing both benefits and limitations (Porter and Kramer, 2006; McWilliams and Siegel, 2001). Real-world examples from organisations such as Patagonia, Unilever, and Volkswagen are used to support the discussion. The report argues that ethical and socially responsible practices can enhance long-term performance when implemented strategically and authentically.
[bookmark: _Toc225531107]Business Ethics (Definition and Explanation)
Business ethics refers to the moral principles and values that guide organisational behaviour and decision-making, influencing how businesses operate both internally and externally (K and S, 2022; Crane and Matten, 2016). It extends beyond managerial conduct to shape the entire organisational environment, requiring adherence to principles such as honesty, accountability, respect, and professionalism. These principles are not merely theoretical; they directly influence how employees interact with one another and engage with external stakeholders, reinforcing trust and credibility (Ferrell, Fraedrich and Ferrell, 2019).
Furthermore, business ethics plays a critical role in shaping organisational culture and long-term performance (Hakim and Asfiah, 2024). Organisations that prioritise ethical behaviour tend to foster transparent leadership, stronger employee engagement, and higher levels of trust, all of which contribute to sustainable success (Treviño and Nelson, 2017). This ethical foundation also supports broader responsibilities towards society, forming a direct link to corporate social responsibility by ensuring that business actions align with wider stakeholder expectations (Anami, 2025; Freeman, 1984).
[bookmark: _Toc225531108]CSR (Definition and Explanation)
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is widely defined as a business approach that requires organisations to go beyond profit maximisation and actively contribute to societal and environmental well-being (Barauskaite and Streimikiene, 2021; European Commission, 2011). It reflects a shift from a purely shareholder-focused model to a broader stakeholder perspective, where businesses are accountable for their social, ethical, and environmental impact (Freeman, 1984; Carroll, 1991).
The implementation of CSR initiatives can enhance organisational performance through multiple pathways. For instance, responsible practices such as energy conservation, pollution reduction, and sustainable production not only reduce operational costs but also strengthen brand reputation and customer loyalty (Haddach, 2021; Khan, 2025; Porter and Kramer, 2006). As consumer awareness of environmental and social issues increases, businesses that align with these values are more likely to attract and retain ethically conscious customers, thereby improving long-term competitiveness (Slaper and Hall, 2011).
However, the effectiveness of CSR depends heavily on authenticity. Superficial or misleading claims—commonly referred to as ‘greenwashing’—can result in significant reputational damage and loss of stakeholder trust (Delmas and Burbano, 2011; Tingchi Liu et al., 2014). In such cases, the negative consequences may outweigh any short-term benefits, leading to financial decline, reduced employee morale, and weakened organisational performance (Valero-Gil, Suárez-Perales and Ferrón-Vílchez, 2025). Therefore, while CSR has the potential to create value, its success is contingent upon genuine and transparent implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc225531109]Theoretical Models
[bookmark: _Toc225531110]CSR Pyramid – Archie Carroll
Carroll’s CSR Pyramid (1991) presents four layers of responsibility: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic. The model suggests that while profitability remains fundamental, organisations must also comply with legal requirements, act ethically, and contribute positively to society. This framework reinforces the idea that ethical responsibility extends beyond legal compliance and is essential for maintaining stakeholder trust (Carroll, 1991; Carroll and Shabana, 2010).
[bookmark: _Toc225531111]Triple Bottom Line – John Elkington
The Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1997) expands performance measurement by incorporating three dimensions: profit, people, and planet. This approach encourages organisations to evaluate success not only through financial outcomes but also through their social and environmental impact (Elkington, 1997; Slaper and Hall, 2011). While this model promotes sustainable development, its implementation can be challenging when financial pressures conflict with ethical and environmental priorities.
[bookmark: _Toc225531112]Relationship with Business Performance
Business ethics and CSR can positively influence organisational performance by enhancing reputation, increasing customer trust, and strengthening stakeholder relationships (Porter and Kramer, 2006; McWilliams and Siegel, 2001). Ethical organisations are more likely to attract and retain talented employees, resulting in improved productivity and innovation (Treviño and Nelson, 2017).
Despite these benefits, CSR initiatives can involve significant costs and may impact short-term profitability (McWilliams and Siegel, 2001). Additionally, the pressure to appear socially responsible can lead to greenwashing, resulting in reputational damage and loss of trust (Delmas and Burbano, 2011).
The relationship between business ethics, CSR, and performance is complex and context dependent. While ethical and responsible practices can generate long-term value, their effectiveness depends on genuine integration into organisational strategy (Carroll and Shabana, 2010). Organisations that adopt superficial CSR approaches risk damaging stakeholder trust and long-term performance.
[bookmark: _Toc225531113]Organisational Examples
[bookmark: _Toc225531114]Patagonia
Patagonia demonstrates strong environmental ethics, aligning with the Triple Bottom Line by prioritising sustainability and social responsibility. This has strengthened its brand and customer loyalty.
[bookmark: _Toc225531115]Unilever
Unilever integrates CSR into its strategy, showing how responsible practices can support long-term profitability and stakeholder value.
[bookmark: _Toc225531116]Volkswagen
Volkswagen’s emissions scandal highlights how unethical behaviour leads to reputational damage, legal consequences, and financial loss.
[bookmark: _Toc225531117]Conclusion
In conclusion, business ethics and corporate social responsibility are essential components of modern organisational practice. Business ethics provides the moral foundation that guides decision-making, while CSR represents the practical application of these principles. The use of theoretical models such as Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line demonstrates the need for organisations to balance economic, social, and environmental responsibilities.
The analysis shows that ethical practices and CSR can enhance organisational performance through improved reputation, stakeholder trust, and long-term profitability. However, these benefits depend on genuine implementation, as superficial approaches may lead to reputational damage and financial decline. Ultimately, organisations that embed ethical principles and CSR into their core strategies are more likely to achieve sustainable success and maintain a competitive advantage.
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