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The contemporary car industry has changed radically to no longer be a profit-making mechanism but rather a responsible mechanism to a wider ecosystem of stakeholders. According to Panfilo and Mios (2025), business ethics and Corporate Social responsibility (CSR) have now become central to strategy and these mandate organisations to operate in a transparent and sustainable manner. The incorporation of moral principles into the organisational structure is no longer a choice in an industry whose operations are highly environmental and whose safety risks are vital (Akano et al., 2024). This essay describes the concepts of business ethics and CSR and examines how the two are used based on the CSR Pyramid developed by Carroll and the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework. Focusing on the practical experience of the work of large manufacturers in the form of Volkswagen, Tesla, and Ford, this discussion shows how the management of sustainability (including the EV transition and battery sources) and ethical issues (including recalls and compliance) predetermine long-term organisational sustainability.
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In order to comprehend the strategic behaviour of contemporary firms, the distinction between business ethics and CSR must be made. Business ethics is a term used in the context of commerce to describe the moral values and norms that inform the conduct in the business sphere, which is concerned with the difference between the right and wrong behaviour in terms of product safety, legal provision, and honest marketing (Trevino and Nelson, 2021). Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), on the contrary, is a management concept that includes social and environmental issues in the business work and relations of companies with their stakeholders (Awa, Etim and Ogbonda, 2024). Although compliance and not harming people can be considered part of ethics, CSR is often proactive and is concerned with doing good and creating shared value.
These concepts can only be analysed using two theoretical models which are critical in analysis in the automotive sector. The former is a CSR Pyramid created by Archie Carroll, whereby corporate responsibility is divided into four layers, including Economic (be profitable), Legal (obey the law), Ethical (do what is right/fair), and Philanthropic (be a good corporate citizen) (Haski-Leventhal, 2021). The second one is Triple Bottom Line (TBL), by John Elkington who states that, to determine success, companies would not only consider financial bottom line (Profit) but also social responsibility (People) and environmental stewardship (Planet) (Rimmel, 2025).
VW can be considered a clear example of what happens when the Economic layer of the Pyramid of Carroll prevails over the Legal and Ethical layers (Carroll, 2016).  In the investigation of the scandal of emissions cheating, VW developed software that would help to pass the test. As far as Triple Bottom Line is concerned, VW did not take into account Planet (overproduction of pollution) or People (the health of the population and consumer confidence) but focused on short-term Profit (‌Valentini and Kruckeberg, 2024). It was not just a CSR failure; but it was a business breach of ethics. The company did not act in a transparent manner and caused huge reputational loss and loss of money. Yet, following the fall, VW has actively switched to the electrification, as it tries to restore its moral reputation by shaping its future strategy towards adhering to environmental regulations strictly, literally seeking to ascend the stairs of Carroll Pyramid once more, to the Legal and Ethical levels.
Tesla, on the other hand, demonstrates the challenges of the Triple Bottom Line, i.e., in terms of the pillar of Planet and People. The sustainability-based business model of Tesla is the basis of transforming the industry to Electric Vehicles (EVs) (‌Maradin, 2022). In this respect, they perform excellently in environmental aspect of CSR. The ethical issues in the People dimension, however, are the ethical issues concerning the battery sourcing. The mining of cobalt, which is needed to make lithium-ion batteries, has long been associated with unethical labour practises in the Democratic Republic of Congo. Although Tesla has taken action to minimise cobalt and advance the supply chain transparency, this conflict raises a very essential ethical dilemma of whether a product can be considered sustainable at all when its supply chain violates vulnerable groups (‌Niri et al., 2024). In this case, the ethical imperative is that Tesla should make sure that their environmental ambitions do not erode human rights to which case strict audit of supply chains should be conducted to meet the Ethical layer of the Carroll framework.
Ford Motor Company provides a good example of the changing business ethics of customer safety, and the People dimension of TBL (Ford, 2024). Modern Ford is now oriented towards a more active position on ethics in contrast to the safety scandal of the 1970s that stained the history of the company. Even in recent years, when confronted with the possible safety problem, e.g. a leak of brake fluid or a battery fire in the F-150 Lightning, Ford has acted comparatively fast in the recall process (Charokar, 2024). Recalls are very expensive (they affect the Economic bottom line) but are needed to ensure compliance with the Ethical duty of customer safety. Moreover, the Profit and Planet are strategically aligned through the heavy investment in the mega-campus of BlueOval City, which is carbon neutral, with zero landfill, etc. (Ford Corporate, 2025). This strategy is an indication that Ford does not perceive CSR as simply a form of philanthropy, but a manufacturing strategy that goes forward to predict future regulations and consumer demands.
[bookmark: _sexk09urwavy]Conclusion
Therefore, the automotive business is a strenuous testing field of the principles of CSR and business ethics. Based on the Pyramid of Carroll and the Triple Bottom Line, one can realise that financial prosperity cannot be separated and regarded independently of ethical practises and environmental preservation. The history of Volkswagen is a lesson that profit and legality are different things and Tesla as an example of how complicated the trade-offs between environmental and supply chain ethics can be. The history of transformation at Ford shows that safety and sustainability must be very transparent and proactive in order to retain the trust of stakeholders. Finally, according to Porter and Kramer, the companies that will thrive in the future are those that do not consider ethics and CSR as better PR practises, but as part of their corporate DNA, which will hold them accountable to society and environment, as well as shareholders.


[bookmark: _499ewtyopjpp]References
Akano, O.A., Hanson, E., Nwakile, C. and Esiri, A.E., (2024). Integrating sustainability and safety in high-risk industries: A framework for balancing operational efficiency and environmental responsibility. Global Journal of Research in Multidisciplinary Studies, 2(02), pp.027-037.
Awa, H.O., Etim, W. and Ogbonda, E., (2024). Stakeholders, stakeholder theory and corporate social responsibility (CSR). International Journal of Corporate Social Responsibility, 9(1), p.11.
Carroll, A.B. (2016). Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR: Taking Another Look. International Journal of Corporate Social Responsibility, 1(3), pp.1–8. Doi: https://doi.org/10.1186/s40991-016-0004-6. [Accessed 18 Oct. 2025]
Charokar, P. (2024). Blocked. [online] Medium.com. Available at: https://medium.com/the-leadership-nexus/business-law-the-ford-pinto-case-a-landmark-in-product-liability-and-corporate-ethics-1bcaeae7ab3c. [Accessed 18 Oct. 2025]
Ford (2024). Corporate Responsibility Puts Ford Among World’s Most Ethical Companies for Eighth Straight Year | Middle East | Ford Media Center. [online] Available at: https://media.ford.com/content/fordmedia/img/me/en/news/2017/03/14/corporate-responsibility-puts-ford-among-worlds-most-ethical-com.html. [Accessed 18 Oct. 2025]
Ford Corporate. (2025). BlueOval City. [online] Available at: https://corporate.ford.com/articles/electrification/blue-oval-city.html. [Accessed 18 Oct. 2025]
Haski-Leventhal, D., (2021). Strategic corporate social responsibility: A holistic approach to responsible and sustainable business.
Maradin, D. (2022). Sustainable and Clean Energy: the Case of Tesla Company. [online] ResearchGate. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/366057251_Sustainable_and_Clean_Energy_The_Case_of_Tesla_Company. [Accessed 18 Oct. 2025]
Niri, A.J., Poelzer, G.A., Zhang, S.E., Rosenkranz, J., Pettersson, M. and Ghorbani, Y. (2024). Sustainability challenges throughout the electric vehicle battery value chain. Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews, 191(114176), p.114176. Doi: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rser.2023.114176. [Accessed 18 Oct. 2025]
Panfilo, S. and Mio, C., (2025). Sustainable Development Goals and the Responsible Business. In The Routledge Companion to Responsible Business (pp. 80-94). Routledge.
Rimmel, G., (2025). Triple Bottom Line. In Accounting for Sustainability (pp. 119-136). Routledge.
Trevino, L.K. and Nelson, K.A., (2021). Managing business ethics: Straight talk about how to do it right. John Wiley & Sons.
Valentini, C. and Kruckeberg, D. (2024). ‘Walking the environmental responsibility talk’ in the automobile industry: An ethics case study of the Volkswagen environmental scandal. [online] ResearchGate. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/327512699_Walking_the_environmental_responsibility_talk_in_the_automobile_industry_An_ethics_case_study_of_the_Volkswagen_environmental_scandal. [Accessed 18 Oct. 2025]

1
