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Business ethics and CSR are both about conducting business in an ethical manner and acting responsibly towards stakeholders and looking after the environment.” — Needle & Jane (2023)
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[bookmark: _Toc217298204]Introduction
This essay seeks to critically review this relationship between business ethics, corporate social responsibility (CSR) and business performance in modern organizations. It examines the role of ethical behavior and responsible action in sustainable success in the private, public, and voluntary sectors (Manjit Lahkar and Gujral, 2023). Key frameworks such as the Triple Bottom Line, CSR Pyramid by Carroll and Stakeholder Theory used to support the discussion to explain how responsible strategies create long-term value are combined.
The essay will start by defining and explaining what business ethics and CSR are using scholarly sources and models like the Triple Bottom Line and the Pyramid of Carroll. It then uses these frameworks to assess relationship between ethical behavior, social responsibility, and organizational performance based on the case of Unilever, NHS UK, and Oxfam. The analysis sheds light on the impact of ethical practices on profitability, trust of the stakeholders, and reputation. The essay ends by revising the significance of CSR and ethics as part of a strategic business approach to ensure long-term growth and legitimacy.
[bookmark: _Toc217298205]Discussion and Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc217298206]Defining Business Ethics
Business ethics can be defined as the use of morals and values to influence business choices and conduct (Twin, 2024). Needle and Jane state that it includes norms defining what is right and wrong behavior in organizational settings so that businesses behave fairly and with integrity to all concerned (Needle and Burns, 2023). In the same manner, Crane et al., define business ethics as a system that balances profit and moral responsibility to support transparency and accountability in business operations (Crane et al., 2019). Responsible decision-making is based on core ethical principles: integrity, fairness, accountability, and transparency that affect internal governance and relations with stakeholders. The ethical corporate culture helps the employees to be responsible and enforce them to act according to the rules of law and the society. A famous case study is the crisis of Tylenol of Johnson and Johnson (1982) when the company chose to recall products nationwide, putting the consumers first and profit second, which reinforced long-term trust and reputation, showing how ethical behavior enhances organizational credibility (Greyser, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc217298207]Explaining Corporate Social Responsibility
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is the pledge of a company to act in an ethical manner, help in economic development and enhance the quality of life among its employees, communities and society (Fernando, 2025). Carroll (1991) outlines the concept of CSR by his Pyramid Model, which is characterized by four layers of responsibility, namely economic (profitable), legal (compliant with the law), ethical (right), and philanthropic (contributing to community welfare) (Carroll, 2016). This model explains that social accountability should coexist with profit. Continuing on this point, Elkington proposed the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) model, which combines social equity, environmental stewardship and financial performance into a holistic approach to sustainability (Elkington, 1998). CSR is no longer philanthropy but a strategic management tool whereby organizations integrate responsible practices in their operations and value chains. When combined with long-term business goals, CSR will allow firms to attain a competitive edge and social good, aiding stakeholder trust and social legitimacy.
[bookmark: _Toc217298208]Theoretical Frameworks Linking Ethics and Performance
The interconnection of ethics, CSR, and performance can be explained by major theoretical frameworks. According to Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984), businesses should reconcile the interests of all parties involved, including employees, customers, investors, suppliers, and communities in order to generate long-term sustainable value (Gutterman, 2023). Companies that focus more on ethical stakeholder involvement have higher loyalty and better brand image. In line with this, the CSR Pyramid by Carroll and Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1998) offer quantifiable models to gauge the roles of economic, social, and environmental responsibility in the overall success of any business. These models show that profitability and ethical behavior can be integrated as long as there is a strategic alignment.
Additionally, the Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece et al., 1997) provides a competitive advantage to organizations that can creatively adjust to evolving environments by being ethical, transparent and responsive to stakeholders (Dayan et al., 2025). This relationship is supported by empirical data compiled by Porter and Kramer, which revealed that businesses that incorporate ethical activities boost morale, operational effectiveness, and eventually profitability of employees (Porter and Kramer, 2011). Together, these frameworks emphasize that ethics and CSR are not fringe benefits, but strategic resources, which can make organizations resilient, trusted and sustainable in a more competitive global market.
[bookmark: _Toc217298209]Organizational Applications & Critical Analysis
The blending of the ethical principles and CSR depends on the sector but it can and regularly improves the performance of the organizations. Within the private sector, Unilever highlights its commitment by its Sustainable Living Plan that aims at environmentally-friendly sourcing and waste management, and carbon-neutral goals (Leelawati et al., 2025). Such efforts have increased brand recognition and profitability, and they demonstrate that sustainability and competitiveness do not have to conflict. NHS UK in the public sector is an example of ethical responsibility where patient data is handled transparently, and the care delivery is equal (NHS England, 2023). These types of practices enhance trust and credibility of the institutions among people, without which the institutions cannot be supported and continue to receive funding. In the meantime, the voluntary sector organization Oxfam has firm policy on supply-chain ethics and anti-exploitation, which has boosted donor trust and international partnerships.
Fombrun argues that reputation capital is a long-term stakeholder trust that is contributed by ethical behavior (Fombrun, 2005). CSR is also a risk mitigation and competitive differentiation that protects firms against scandals or regulatory backlash. Nevertheless, excessive investment in CSR may limit short-term profitability, which indicates that there should be a balance between ethical accountability and financial viability.
[bookmark: _Toc217298210]Synthesis and Evaluation
Ethical theories like Triple Bottom Line, CSR Pyramid by Carroll, and Stakeholder Theory interconnect to core business activities, shaping marketing transparency, equitable HRM practices, and good financial governance (Nguyen and Tran, 2025). When incorporated in the organizational culture, these frameworks will foster trust, integrity, and inclusiveness leading to increased employee engagement and stakeholder loyalty. According to Porter and Kramer, integrating ethics with business strategy makes social responsibility an element of competitive advantage, improving innovation and long-term profitability (Porter and Kramer, 2011). Finally, organizations who consider ethics and CSR assets of sustainability report sustainable success, strength, and reputation in an ever-accountability-oriented business environment.
[bookmark: _Toc217298211]Conclusion
This essay has looked at the relationship between business ethics, corporate social responsibility (CSR) and business performance both theoretically and practically. It applied models including Carroll CSR Pyramid, Triple Bottom Line, and Stakeholder Theory to show that ethical and socially responsible practices increase organizational credibility, commitment of employees, and financial performance. The examples of Unilever, NHS UK and Oxfam revealed the applicability of ethics and CSR to the private, governmental and voluntary sectors. The practices are not only in line with the global sustainability, especially the UN SDGs, but also encourage long-term strategic resilience and stakeholder confidence.
Incorporation of ethics and CSR in strategy is not a choice but an element of strategy to create resilience, legitimacy and trust among the people. Constant monitoring by using Triple Bottom Line (TBL) metrics ensures accountability and sustainable impact where organizations can balance their profit and purpose besides creating a meaningful contribution to the well-being of society and the environment.
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	TBL Dimension
	Focus Area
	Illustrative Business Actions
	Performance Metrics / Indicators
	Example Organisation

	People (Social)
	Employee well-being & community development
	Fair wages & safe working conditions, Diversity & inclusion programmes ,Community skills training
	Employee retention rate, Employee satisfaction index, CSR community investment value (% of profits)
	Unilever – Sustainable Living Plan

	Planet (Environmental)
	Environmental stewardship & resource efficiency
	Carbon neutral operations, Renewable energy use, Waste and water management initiatives
	CO₂ emissions reduction (%), Energy efficiency ratio, Waste diversion from landfill (%)
	Patagonia – Net Zero Commitment

	Profit (Economic)
	Long-term financial stability & innovation
	Ethical investment strategies, Responsible sourcing, Sustainable product innovation
	Return on Sustainability Investment (ROSI), Revenue growth from sustainable products (%), Market share changes due to CSR branding
	NHS UK & Oxfam – Efficiency and Donor Growth
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