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Introduction
In today’s competitive and transparent business environment, organisations are expected not only to deliver profits but also to operate ethically and act responsibly towards society and the environment. The statement by Needle and Jane (2023) highlights the importance of aligning business ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) with sustainable practices and stakeholder engagement. This essay aims to define and examine the concepts of business ethics and CSR, while exploring their interrelation with business performance. Through theoretical models such as the Triple Bottom Line and Carroll’s CSR Pyramid, the essay will assess how ethical conduct and social responsibility can contribute to long-term success. Three organisations – Unilever, Patagonia, and Volkswagen – will be analysed to demonstrate different approaches and outcomes. By critically evaluating these elements, the essay seeks to understand whether being ethical and responsible truly leads to enhanced performance or whether it remains merely a branding tool.
Main Body
Business ethics refers to the application of moral principles and standards to the conduct of individuals and organisations in the business context (Crane & Matten, 2019). It involves integrity, fairness, transparency, and accountability in decision-making processes. Business ethics guides organisations in doing what is right beyond what is legally required.
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), on the other hand, refers to the voluntary actions taken by businesses to operate in an economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable manner. According to Carroll (1991), CSR consists of four responsibilities: economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic. This model, known as Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR, highlights that businesses must be profitable while also obeying the law, acting ethically, and contributing to society.
While ethics refers to principles that guide behaviour, CSR is the practical implementation of those principles in relation to stakeholders, including employees, customers, communities, and the environment.
One of the most prominent frameworks linking CSR with sustainability is Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line (1997), which encourages companies to focus on three performance dimensions: people (social), planet (environmental), and profit (economic). This model suggests that sustainable businesses must balance financial performance with social equity and environmental responsibility.
Another useful theory is Stakeholder Theory (Freeman, 1984), which posits that organisations have a duty not only to shareholders but to all parties affected by business operations. By identifying and addressing stakeholder needs, companies can build trust, improve reputation, and achieve long-term viability.
Business ethics and CSR are not just about compliance or philanthropy; they can lead to competitive advantage and improved business performance when implemented sincerely.
Unilever’s “Sustainable Living Plan” is a key example of integrating CSR into core business strategy. By reducing environmental footprint and improving health and well-being, Unilever not only boosted its brand reputation but also experienced long-term growth. Ethical sourcing, environmental innovation, and social initiatives contributed to increased customer loyalty and employee satisfaction (Unilever, 2023).
Patagonia, an outdoor apparel company, has built its identity around ethical values and environmental activism. From using recycled materials to donating 1% of sales to environmental causes, Patagonia practices what it preaches. This ethical stance has strengthened its brand value and customer trust, showing that responsible behaviour can coexist with profitability (Fleming, 2022). The company’s transparency and authenticity have made it a leader in responsible business.
On the contrary, Volkswagen’s “Dieselgate” scandal illustrates the damage caused by unethical behaviour. In 2015, the company admitted to cheating emissions tests, which led to billions in fines, reputational damage, and consumer mistrust. This case reveals that unethical practices may provide short-term gains but can severely harm long-term performance. It also underscores the importance of internal ethics and accountability mechanisms.
These examples demonstrate that ethical behaviour and CSR initiatives, when aligned with organisational culture and strategy, can drive sustainable business success. However, when ethics are disregarded, the consequences can be devastating.
Similarly, Patagonia's ethical mission permeates internal policies, including employee welfare and fair labor practices. The company encourages environmental activism among its staff and has implemented a repair and reuse program that discourages overconsumption. This approach builds deep loyalty among consumers who view Patagonia not just as a brand, but as a representation of their own values.
In the case of Unilever, the company's commitment to sustainability extends beyond marketing; it affects supply chains, product design, and even partnerships. For example, Unilever promotes smallholder farmer development and water-saving innovations in its manufacturing plants. These initiatives not only reduce operational costs but also create shared value across its global ecosystem, reinforcing both resilience and reputation.
Elkington’s Triple Bottom Line (1997) is particularly relevant in the modern era of sustainable development, where organisations are increasingly evaluated not only on profit margins but also on how they impact people and the planet. Companies that ignore social or environmental dimensions may risk reputational damage, legal issues, or even consumer boycotts. By embedding this framework into strategy, firms can align values with operations, ensuring long-term value creation.
Conclusion
In conclusion, business ethics and Corporate Social Responsibility are essential for building trust, maintaining legitimacy, and achieving sustainable business performance. Theoretical models such as the Triple Bottom Line and Carroll’s CSR Pyramid offer structured approaches to understanding and implementing these values. Real-world examples from Unilever and Patagonia confirm that ethical and socially responsible practices can enhance reputation, customer loyalty, and long-term profitability. Conversely, Volkswagen’s experience shows the significant risks of unethical behaviour. Therefore, integrating ethics and CSR into business strategy is not just a moral obligation but also a strategic imperative. As consumers, investors, and regulators increasingly demand transparency and accountability, businesses that ignore ethical principles may face severe consequences, while those who embrace them are better positioned for resilience and growth in a complex and interconnected world.
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