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[bookmark: _Toc213705378]Introduction
The world is moving towards an era where both sustainability and technology coexist harmoniously. The automotive industry faces industry-wide challenges which are just as intricate and formidably demanding as those faced per economic activity. Companies must address ethics and focus not only on socially responsible product development but also on transparent leadership driven by core social values. Business ethics set the guiding line for such decisions and translate them into actions which both socially benefit and protect the environment (Crane and Matten, 2022). Responsible innovation calls for ensuring that the innovation does not adversely impact social and ecological ecosystems. This paper focuses on Hyundai, Mercedes-Benz and Nissan and their approach towards ethically driven adaptation and sustainability in global strategies. Utilizing Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line, it demonstrates how these firms embody accountability in line with innovation and explores the ways in which responsible management has forged competitive edges in an industry characterised by swift progression.
[bookmark: _Toc213705379]Defining Business Ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility
Business ethics have been defined as the body's ethical limbs on which a responsible organisation stands. How one goes about having a profit and at the same time caring for people and the planet and the financial profit one makes, Ferrell, Fraedrich and Ferrell (2023) refer to as ethical thinking. Decision making is not only about making a profit; it is also about what is the right thing to do. This is very important in the automobile industry, which has to deal with ethical problems for the very reason that its production processes can have an adverse impact on the environment and the supply chain is fragmented around the globe. Socially responsible and ethical behaviour enhances the legitimacy and reputation of a company and its ability to diversify.
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is about the cross-section of ethics and strategy. Out of the many frameworks to describe and understand CSR, Carroll (2021) describes it at four levels: economic, legal, ethical and social. Elkington (2018) adds to Carroll's frameworks with the 'triple bottom line' for people, planet and profit. The intersection of purpose and profit is CSR. Businesses that wish to maintain an ethical reputation and with it, stakeholder trust and enhanced long-term sustainability should align their ambitions with societal wellbeing.
[bookmark: _Toc213705380]Theoretical Models
The interplay of ethics with corporate innovation and responsibility can suitably be illustrated with Carroll's Corporate Social Responsibility Pyramid and Elkington's Triple Bottom Line. Carroll (2021) identifies four responsibilities a business has to balance which are inter-related: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic. The base—economic responsibility—means profit has to be made for a business, which then funds the other layers. The legal and ethical tiers demand obeying the law and fairness in decision making, and the last (or the philanthropic) layer is voluntary giving to society. This model shows real responsibility goes beyond taking care of profits. Companies need to integrate moral purposes into everyday actions, not into an afterthought.
Elkington (2018) Triple Bottom Line further substantiates Carroll’s view by expanding the components of business success beyond only profit. It assesses sustainability in three areas: people (social), planet (environment), and profit. This means for the automobile industry the focus has to be on creating vehicles that are cleaner, have lower emissions, and ensure fair global labour. The two models outline the notion that ethical governance and innovation are two elements which decision making in the business context cannot be separated. These models provide the ethical accountability that technological advancement demands for businesses like Hyundai, Mercedes-Benz, and Nissan. These models transform the concept of business responsibility from compliance to a more innovative, trustworthy, and long-term value-adding idea.
[bookmark: _Toc213705381]Application to the Automotive Industry
By studying the automotive industry, Hyundai Motor Group is recognised for its "2045 Strategy" that seeks to achieve carbon neutrality across operations and supply chains by the year 2045. In their "2045 Strategy" plan, Hyundai focuses on seamless ethical and philanthropic responsibilities. Through "Hyundai Vision 2045" pillars on zero soot hydrogen mobility, renewable energy, and extensive recycling, they focus on the environment. Coupled with environmental responsibility, Hyundai promotes education and community programmes, demonstrating Elkington's caring for the people aspect of the Triple Bottom Line. These actions embody that ethics-based innovations strengthen brand reliability and public trust.
In mirroring Hyundai's approach, the Mercedes-Benz Group has also integrated the principles of the Triple Bottom Line. Through their "Ambition 2039" strategy, they focus on Mercedes's ethical and transparent practices. People and ethical focus on reporting Mercedes's sustainability and human rights is improving and the focus towards governance concerning the stakeholders is long term.
As for Nissan, alongside its programmes ‘Ambition 2030’, it has focused on the procurement of materials and responsible sourcing of materials (which is also the mission of the corporation as outlined by Nissan Motor Corporation, 2023). This encompasses investments in responsible clean energy partnerships as well as battery recycling, demonstrating a ‘far more thoughtful’ level of responsibility than what is anticipated in the top tier of Carroll's pyramid.
Both these companies advance the argument that to succeed in the automotive business, one needs to show moral courage. They show that to remain competitive, one does not have to sacrifice ethics for innovation, but rather, redefine competitiveness to a more noble cause that emphasises moral integrity, openness, and widespread benefit to society in the future.
[bookmark: _Toc213705382]Conclusion
Ethical innovation continues to be the primary guiding principle for innovation within the automotive sector. As suggested using Carroll’s CSR Pyramid and Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line, failure to address the people, planet, and profit triad equally as three sides of a sustainable success geometry will prove fatal. Hyundai and Mercedes, and even Nissan, prove that ethical innovation – associated with proactive disclosure and accountability – is achievable. Their social and ecological concerns, coupled with the need to innovate, demonstrate that innovation is most meaningful when it is affirmative to social and environmental progress. This is why ethical adaptation, in the end, is the most powerful evidence for trust and resilience that lasts.
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