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Abstract

Purpose — This study aims to investigate how sustainability and ethics are being addressed both by the
literature and companies. Furthermore, it seeks to identify the specific strategies that these companies
use to foster ethical behaviour and promote sustainability in their business operations.
Design/methodology/approach — The study entails a bibliometric analysis and a set of case studies
from a sample of companies working in different industry sectors. Based on these tools, it analyses
whether — and how — enterprises are placing an emphasis on sustainability and ethics as part of their
businesses. In addition, the selected companies’ unethical practices or socially irresponsible corporate
activities were investigated and presented.

Findings — The findings suggest that using an ethics perspective can be a valuable tool in improving the
accuracy and correctness of business decision-making. In addition, the paper has identified the fact that
sustainability standards can be used to improve customer satisfaction as many important issues are
addressed. Finally, the paper highlights the importance of ethical considerations when designing and
implementing sustainability standards at enterprises and the need for requlatory guidance in this regard.
Originality/value — The paper addresses the need for studies on how sustainability and ethics are being
discussed by both the literature and companies. The paper presents some elements that can be used as
possible corporate indicators for a wider implementation of sustainability and ethics objectives in
enterprises.

Keywords Ethics, Sustainable development, Sustainability, Business, Corporate practices
Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction

Building an ethical culture is important to the growth, reputation and finances of an
organisation (Azmi, 2011). With the increasing importance of social media, where satisfied
customers quickly disseminate information about their positive experiences, ethical
corporate activities tend to create a positive image of companies and solid relationships
with their stakeholders (Cabrera-Lujan et al., 2023; Arjoon and Rambocas, 2011). In fact,
ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) are the main stimulants of getting loyalty,
identification and trust from consumers (Hayat et al., 2022). Therefore, business ethics can
be considered a valuable intangible asset, as it is a source of moral authority and
competitive advantage for enterprises (Azmi, 2006). Furthermore, ethical corporate
practices create trust among the different stakeholders, including employees, customers,
suppliers and the community in which the organisation is located. Building and maintaining
such effective relationships with the stakeholders may foster integrity, mutual respect and
trust (Azmi, 2011).

Business ethics help build a brand that attracts the best talents to it and may help retain
employees in the organisation (Schwartz, 2013). In addition, it helps create a suitable work
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environment with positive relationships among colleagues. Supervisors and leaders also
trust their subordinates and tend to give them more autonomy. As a result, employees
become motivated and more productive in their work, which plays a key role in retaining
employees (Azmi, 2011). Therefore, it seems that ethics create a virtuous cycle that
promotes consistent and better decision-making, which creates greater trust and
confidence (Schwartz, 2013). It leads to more motivated employees and loyal customers
and, as a result, improves a company’s financial performance and reputation. Consumers
experience a sense of assurance when acquiring goods from reputable companies (Hayat
etal., 2022).

On the other hand, poor business ethics could result in litigation, loss of customers and loss
of business partners, which would affect a firm’s profitability and reputation (Mach and
Rochat, 2022). In cases where an organisation tries to cut corners due to profit issues,
either by avoiding compliance with labour laws or by using low-quality raw materials, heavy
fines and legal fees can be applied (Schwartz, 2013). This results in high financial
consequences, negative publicity and a poor reputation. In other words, the other side of
CSR is corporate social irresponsibility (Jones, 2013). Enron, once America’'s most
innovative and profitable company in the energy field, no longer exists mostly because of
the accounting fraud that took place in the company’s financial department (Akerlof and
Shiller, 2009). Organisations should, therefore, provide ethical training to their employees
and improve their ethical structures so that they instill ethical practices and self-discipline
among their employees and other stakeholders. Besides that, companies should maintain
high levels of integrity concerning financial reporting and records. Particularly during crisis
periods, a consistent and effective CSR disclosure can protect a corporate reputational
image and play a protective role after financial restatements (Zhang et al., 2021). Indeed,
CSR and ethical practices encompass not just organising, reducing and avoiding risks but
also creating opportunities, enhancing performance and surpassing potential hazards
(Khosroshahi et al., 2021).

It is believed that the recent trends in sustainability reporting (European Union, 2022) and
the increasing development of ethical ratings can improve financial reporting transparency
and quality (Elayan et al., 2016). Some studies investigated the relevance of ethical indexes
by demonstrating a positive relationship between changes in ethical performance and firm
value (Jo and Kim, 2008; Elayan et al., 2016). To achieve a higher score of ethical rating,
companies need to fulfill certain requirements of legality and sustainability by adopting
high-quality corporate governance systems (La Rosa and Bernini, 2022). In this sense,
some studies investigated the relationship between corporate governance practices and
business ethics policies (Garcia-Sanchez et al., 2015; McKendall et al., 1999; Hillman et al.,
2001; Kassinis & Vafeas, 2002). The importance of the external institutional context, internal
corporate governance mechanisms and an organisational ethical infrastructure can affect
an organisation’s ethical vulnerability (Ullah et al., 2019). Ethical beliefs can positively affect
the decision-making process (Lehnert et al., 2015) by highlighting the importance of ethical
leadership and internal audit functions on financial reporting decisions (Arel et al., 2012).

Society has been experiencing many rapid changes related to political, economic,
environmental, social and technological aspects, which require companies’ resilience and
adaptation to handle and overcome the faced challenges. For instance, some factors which
have currently demanded society’s attention and that have been hindering the
implementation of the UN Sustainable Development Goals are the Ukraine war, climate
change, the consequences of the COVID-19 Pandemic, the trade-offs between the SDGs,
energy crises, inflation and supply chain disruptions (Leal Filho et al., 2023). In this regard,
there is a need for companies to develop business models aligning the SDGs and digital
transformation process while also delivering high-performance levels and generating value
for their stakeholders. Moreover, companies may incorporate ethical leadership into their
strategies and management approaches to address the ever-evolving multidimensional
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challenges (De los Rios-Berijillos et al., 2023). However, when it comes to the literature, there
is a theoretical gap in how sustainability and ethics are being addressed by both the
literature and companies. In this regard, this study is guided by two research questions:

RQ1. How are sustainability and ethics being addressed by both the literature and
companies?

RQ2. To what extent are enterprises placing emphasis on sustainability and ethics as
part of their businesses?

Therefore, this study has two main objectives. The first one is to assess the literature on the
topic, presenting the interconnections among ethics, sustainability and business practices.
For that, a bibliometric analysis was carried out with the support of VOSviewer software. The
second objective is to understand how companies are addressing these issues. Therefore,
a sample of case studies was selected of companies considered to be “benchmarks” to
establish guidelines for other companies that wish to adopt management models based on
ethics and sustainability. The case studies embrace large multinationals that have a
significant social and environmental impact. Besides the declared ethical practices, also
the unethical or socially irresponsible corporate activities of these companies were
researched and presented. According to Taleb (2012), it may be easier to agree on what
not to do (bad practice) than on what to do (good practice), given the uncertain outcomes.
Therefore, the implications of the study are two-fold. Firstly, it sheds some light on the
connections between ethics and sustainability, hence providing a time contribution to the
literature. Secondly, the study shows what some of the major corporations are doing to
incorporate ethical considerations when designing and implementing sustainability
standards. Indeed, the latter emphasises the need for regulatory guidance in this field.

The rest of the paper is structured as follows. Section 2 focuses on the connections
between ethics and sustainability. The methodology adopted to carry out the study is
presented in Section 3. Section 4 describes the results of the bibliometric and case studies
analyses. Finally, Section 5 presents some conclusive remarks.

2. The links between ethics and sustainability

The concept of “sustainability” is currently a widely used term in policy contexts, businesses
and third-sector organisations (Torelli, 2020). Companies across different sectors worldwide
are required to implement sustainability practices in their operations (Walsh and Dodds,
2017). The environmental debate in the governmental and private context goes back to the
report “Limits to Growth” in 1972, passing through the concepts of sustainable
development, CSR and the triple bottom line. Currently, the proposal of the environmental,
social and corporate governance (ESG) concept has replaced the previous ones and
considers not only sustainability evolution but also corporate sustainability (Pereira, 2021).

Historically, crises initiate social, political and economic change (positive or negative) in
society. Global crises demonstrate how interdependent and interlinked the components of
sustainable development are Priyadarshini (2022). The Covid-19 pandemic is one example
of this. Due to this crisis, some authors agree that society has awakened awareness of
sustainability issues, that companies sought to accelerate their sustainable practices, that
investors began to direct their investments to companies with ESG practices, and that more
conscious consumers revealed a greater tendency to consume and even work in more
sustainable companies. This is in line with a more human and conscious perspective, and
with better socio-environmental and financial performance (Yu et al., 2020).

Ethics, at both individual and organisational levels, can have an impact on implementing
sustainability (Wesarat et al., 2017). Actually, according to De Paula and Cavalcanti (2000),
ethics is an essential element of sustainability. Moreover, “ethics is about wondering about
the human meaningfulness of every activity, and it has an influence on both individuals and
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society at large” (Garcia and Sanz, 2018, p. 74). Because ethics can help clarify what is
“right” and “wrong”, the ethics principles offer guidelines for business practices and assist
organisations to make moral decisions (Smith et al., 2014). Therefore, the main purpose of
business ethics is to ensure that managers’ decisions have an ethical dimension and can
weigh the ethical implications of their strategic decisions before acting (Ugoani, 2019).

Enterprises are required to be responsible and sustainable, as they can play a significant
role in supporting sustainable development (Bredillet, 2014). However, Ab Wahab (2021)
argues that companies are important contributors to environmental unsustainability. This
could be due to ethical violations if environmental unsustainability is viewed through the lens
of ethics and values. In turn, if an organisation adopts sustainability practices to reduce its
environmental impact on the environment, it will have adopted sustainable behaviour —
which is also ethically and morally acceptable (Torelli, 2020). Therefore, reflecting on
business ethics to achieve sustainability is essential in ever-changing times (Cassar, 2019).

Considering that the main focus of companies is to obtain profit, one can question how to
relate ethics, socio-environmental responsibility and business objectives. According to
Germano et al. (2020), a business activity linked to ethical practices and environmental
issues enables a balance between economic, social and environmental responsibilities.
Companies with a focus on ethics are well-positioned to achieve sustainability. Therefore,
ethics and sustainability are entangled in the context of organisations (De Lange et al.,
2012). Furthermore, business ethics can help achieve long-term business success
(Wesarat et al., 2017).

Ethics, sustainability, sustainable development, CSR and ESG are different constructs that
are commonly used with different meanings for a single path. However, these terms have
conceptual and operational relationships with each other (Torelli, 2020) and should be taken
into account in companies’ activities to avoid Corporate Social Irresponsibility and unethical
behaviour (Lin-Hi and Muller, 2013). There is a grey area between responsible and
irresponsible activities (Meadows, 1998, 1999; Clark et al., 2022). Therefore, it is easier to
identify what is harming sustainable development than what supports it (Taleb, 2012). For
this reason, besides identifying CSR policy in large companies, it is also useful to identify
unethical and irresponsible practices. This may enable stakeholders to apply pressure and
reduce incentives for greenwashing and other unethical practices (Yue et al., 2022).

3. Methods

This study aims to investigate how sustainability and ethics are being addressed by both the
literature and companies. More specifically, based on bibliometric analysis and case studies
from a sample of companies working in different industry sectors, the study analyses
whether — and how — enterprises are placing emphasis on sustainability and ethics as part of
their businesses. Therefore, this study includes both a bibliometric analysis and the selection
of 10 case studies to achieve the goals proposed. The use of a mixed review method
increases the scope, objectivity and methodological rigor of the literature review (Dabié
et al, 2020). On the one hand, bibliometric analysis is based on quantitative methods to
determine the impact of specific topics, authors, countries and other categorical delineations
(Zupic and Cater, 2015). This technique can effectively demonstrate the dynamics and
trajectory of a specific research field (Du et al., 2021). On the other hand, the case study
analysis, based on qualitative methods, enables researchers to understand the
phenomenon in depth while strengthening the analytical conclusions of the study (Yin, 2009).

The bibliometric analysis started with the identification of search terms in the Scopus
database, a well-known database of peer-reviewed academic literature (Piwowar-Sulej
et al., 2021). Data collection was performed in September 2022 by using the combination of
terms related to ethics, sustainability and business, and the Boolean operators “AND” and
“OR”. The best combination of search strings was the following: TITLE (“ethic*” OR “ethics”
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OR “ethical”) AND TITLE-ABS-KEY (“sustainability” OR “sustainable” OR “sustainable
development” OR “sustainable development goal*” OR “SDG*” OR “2030 agenda” OR
“green” OR “CSR” OR “corporate social responsibility” OR “corporate responsibility” OR
“ESG” OR “environmental social governance” OR “corporate sustainability”) AND TITLE-
ABS-KEY (“business” OR “businesses” OR “firm*” OR “company” OR “companies” OR
“enterprise*” OR “organisation*” OR “organization*” OR “corporation*” OR “corporate” OR
“SME*”).

The search returned 2,174 documents while considering all types of documents and all
data in the range (all years to 14 September 2022). Then a first exclusion criterion was
applied (only documents in English), and the search returned 2,100 documents. A second
exclusion criterion was applied (only articles, editorials, books, reviews and book chapters),
and the search returned 1,883 documents. A third criterion was applied, excluding
documents from the following subject areas: Biology, Mathematics, Chemical Engineering,
Pharmacology, Toxicology and Pharmaceutics, Health Professions, Immunology and
Microbiology, Physics and Astronomy, Chemistry, Neuroscience and Veterinary. The final
sample included 1,824 documents, both open-access and non-open-access (Figure 1).

Bibliometric analysis was carried out with the support of VOSviewer software (Van Eck and
Waltman, 2021), version 1.6.17. The popular keywords on the topic were identified by

Figure 1 Process of the publications’ selection for bibliometric analysis, based on PRISMA

—
'g Records 1identified from Scopus database, including all
g documents type and data range (all years to September 14, 2022)
] (n=2,174)
=

l

E—

Records excluded because they are not in English (n = 74)
Records excluded because they are not articles, editorials, books,
reviews, or book chapters (n=117)

y
Records excluded because they are from the fields of Biology,
Mathematics, Chemical Engineering, Pharmacology, Toxicology
and Pharmaceutics, Health Professions, Immunology and
Microbiology,  Physics and  Astronomy,  Chemistry,
Neuroscience, and Veterinary (7= 59)

—

SR
E Studies included in the bibliometric analysis
£ (n=1824)

—

Source: Prepared by the authors
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co-occurrence analysis. This analysis refers to the relationship proximity of two or more
terms in a text unit, which allows for the detection of the main research topics (Arita, 2017).
Terms that appear close to each other are expected to be associated and correspond to
thematic clusters due to their co-occurrence frequency (Van Eck and Waltman, 2021).

To enrich the discussion and illustrate the connection between ethics and sustainability in
corporate practices, this study also reviewed a set of 10 case studies of companies across
different sectors. The case study selection was based on the relevance of the companies to
the scope of this study and the diversification of their industry sectors’ focus. Therefore, by
conducting a document analysis, three experts were involved in the analysis of the
companies sustainability reports and codes of conduct. Specifically, the categories
analysed were as follows:

B the existence of a sustainability report;

®  the existence of a code of conduct or ethics policy;
B whether ethical issues are part of their reports;

B the existence of an ethics department; and

B the existence of a sustainability department.

Subsequently, the company documents were deeply analysed to identify how they are placing
emphasis on sustainability and ethics as part of their businesses. This analysis provides a first-
hand overview of the links between ethics and sustainability in a corporate setting.

Afterwards, the unethical practices of corporate social irresponsibility were researched. The
identification of unethical practices was based on a Google search function using the
keywords “Corporate Social Irresponsibility”, “Unethical behaviour” and “Greenwashing”,
accompanied by the company name. This allows for a general overview of issues damaging
a company’s reputation and may lead to a negative perception of its stakeholders.

4. Results and discussion
4.1 Bibliometric analysis

The analysis of the literature on the interconnections among ethics, sustainability and
business shows a need for a new economic model based on social and ethical values in
line with sustainable development, especially due to the current global challenges where
enterprises play a key role — as they consume large amounts of resources in their processes
and produce substantial waste. Therefore, ethical and sustainable practices are urgent
issues among companies and should be incorporated into their strategies and
management (Rincon-Roldan and Lopez-Cabrales, 2021). Moreover, within organisations,
leaders have the power and the authority to cultivate ethical conduct, as they can establish
norms and empower employees to apply them. Ethical leaders usually make difficult
decisions, but they can also be ethical role models for employees and build trust while
being truthful (Dimitriou, 2022). Figure 2 shows the map of the interconnections among
ethics, sustainability and business, divided into six different clusters.

As shown in Figure 2, the red cluster is directly related to ethics and includes the literature
on social responsibility, environmental ethics, environmental and resource management,
environmental protection and climate change. Due to hazardous climate change in the last
decades, the literature has focused on CSR practices developed by the government,
companies and other stakeholders to positively impact the environment and society. The
trends in climate change are also connected with CSR - leading to eco-branding and
environmental advertising (Hayat et al., 2022). This is in line with some topics approached
by the purple cluster, which includes keywords such as value, culture, consumer behaviour,
organisations’ decision-making regarding sustainability practices, fair trade and the links
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Figure2 Keywords network based on co-occurrence
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between marketing and corporate sustainability practices, among others. Organisations’
values are composed of employees’ values, which can guide the organisation towards
sustainable performance or not. Therefore, individual and collective values must be aligned
to build a sustainable organisational culture (Rincon-Roldan and Lopez-Cabrales, 2021).

However, ethics should not be a matter of unilateral approach. In the business context,
customers have an important role in encouraging companies to act ethically and
sustainably through their behaviour and choices. Thus ethics, CSR, and eco-branding,
along with environmental concerns, social welfare awareness and personal loyalties, are
critical factors for buying decisions (Dimitriou, 2022). Moreover, external and internal
pressures, such as laws and governmental regulations can cause the so-called “institutional
isomorphism”, which is the result of organisational behaviours that generate increasingly
homogeneous organisations within specific scopes of action (Rincon-Roldan and Lopez-
Cabrales, 2021). In this regard, the stakeholders’ role in ethical business practices
highlights the importance of raising awareness in society and education for sustainability
(Dimitriou, 2022). This is in line with the blue cluster, which refers to the role of education in
ethics and sustainability practices. The literature has shown that education has the power
and the responsibility to deliver effective skills regarding ethics. Then it may be taught to
increase sustainability conduct in companies and society in general (Andrési et al., 2022).

The yellow cluster, in turn, embraces terms such as CSR, leadership, ethical leadership,
human resources management, ethical behaviour, transparency, governance, corruption and
accountability. In a broad sense, this cluster reports on how top managers can contribute
either positively or negatively to the companies’ CSR practices and strategies to achieve
sustainability performance — for instance, how companies are assembling their several
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managerial systems to contribute to the companies’ CSR and the extent to which ethical
leadership can generate positive externalities. Another perspective in this cluster is related to
the individual aspect of managers, where bad corporate governance and lack of ethical
behaviour can have negative externalities for companies and employees. This perspective is
evidenced by terms related to lack of accountability and transparency performance.

Despite being the smallest, the cyan cluster brings together important terms related to business
ethics, stakeholders, philanthropy and investments (ethical and social responsibility). It entails
the discussion of how business ethics could be connected to the strategy of the company.
Finally, the green cluster considers terms related to sustainable development, sustainable
development goals (SDGs), ethical codes, philosophy, human rights and supply chain
management, among others. It entails the discussion of the sustainable development philosophy
and how companies address this discussion in their ethical codes and corporate practices.

4.2 Case studies

This study also reviews a sample of 10 case studies of companies across different sectors
and countries. Figure 3 shows the existence or not of sustainability reports and code of
conduct or ethics policies in the companies, as well as whether ethical issues are part of
their reports and the existence of ethics and sustainability departments.

Figure 3 Case studies on approaches used by companies to promote ethics and

sustainability in their business practices

Code of Are ethical
Companies Sector Sustainability conduct issues part Ethics Sustainability
P report or ethics of their department  department
policy reports?
@ Automotive Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
@ Automotive Yes Yes Yes No Yes
SURNE
%’2‘7‘/\ ;e(zloeiage Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Nestle.
DANONe Food & Yes Yes Yes No Yes
N s Beverage
n u BASF Chemical Yes Yes Yes No Yes
Cosumer Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Goods
6 MERCK Healthcare Yes Yes Yes No No
[
SBIONT=CH ¥ Healthcare Yes Yes Yes Yes No
@ AIRBUS Aviation Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
& Lufthansa Aviation Yes Yes Yes No No
Source: Prepared by the authors
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As presented in Figure 3, all the companies analysed in this study have sustainability
reports and codes of conduct or ethics policies. Moreover, ethical issues are part of the
reports of all of them. However, regarding the existence of a specific ethics department and
sustainability department, some of them have them and others do not. By conducting a
document analysis on the companies’ sustainability reports and code of conduct or ethics
policy, some common values and principles with which the companies are committed
emerged. For instance, most of the companies have targets related to carbon neutral and
greenhouses gas emissions. Volkswagen wants to accomplish this goal by 2050, as well as
transit from fossil-driven approaches to smart and clean processes, advancing electric
mobility. Daimler set up the “Ambition 2039” and the electric-only approach, which means
that by the end of this decade, they want to offer all-electric vehicles, helping to reduce CO,
emissions. Lufthansa wants to switch to carbon-neutral mobility on the ground in its home
markets by 2030. Merck also seeks climate neutrality by 2040 and a reduction of its
resource consumption. BASF aims at reducing CO2 emissions by 25% by 2030 compared
with the baseline of 2018. Airbus is also working on the decarbonisation of the aerospace
sector with a target of zero-emission commercial aircraft in the market by 2035. Nestlé
wants to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 and reach net zero by 2050.
Henkel GmbH established some targets towards climate-positive operations by 2030,
including 100% of their electricity sourced from renewable sources, zero plastic waste into
nature (e.g.: 100% of packaging designed for recyclability and reusability) and circular
water use at key manufacturing sites.

In addition to that, the companies analysed seem to be concerned about their supply chain
and the natural resources involved in their processes. Nestlé is committed to eliminating
deforestation in palm oil, pulp and paper, soya, sugar, coffee and cocoa supply chains by
improving the traceability of the origins of the raw materials and understanding how they are
produced. Henkel GmbH also seeks 100% transparency and traceability for palm and palm
kernel oil by 2025. Furthermore, Nestlé claims to protect and promote the rights of people
and animal welfare in their supply chains. Moreover, it has planned that, by 2025, 100% of
its packaging will be recyclable or reusable, and it will reduce its use of virgin plastics by
one-third. Danone, to ensure the safety and quality control of their products, demands some
certifications from their suppliers and provides support to farmers they work with.

Furthermore, the companies are engaged in contributing to the UN SDGs. For instance,
Daimler is supporting SDGs 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), 9 (Industry,
Innovation, and Infrastructure), 11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), 12 (Responsible
Consumption and Production) and 13 (Climate Action). BASF has defined targets on water
management, responsible procurement, engaged employees, women in leadership
positions, occupational health and safety, and process safety, especially contributing to
SDG 2 (Zero Hunger), SDG 5 (Gender Equality), SDG 6 (Clean Water and Sanitation), SDG
7 (Affordable and Clean Energy), SDG 8 (Decent work and Economic Growth), SDG 12
(Responsible Consumption and Production) and SDG 13 (Climate Action). Airbus is
specifically dedicated to SDGs 4 (Quality Education), 5 (Gender Equality), 8 (Decent work
and Economic Growth), 9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure), 12 (Responsible
Consumption and Production), 13 (Climate Action), 16 (Life on Land) and 17 (Partnership
for the Goals). Merck is committed to integrating sustainability into all their value chains by
2030, especially contributing to SDGs 3 (Good Health and Well-Being), 8 (Decent work
and Economic Growth), 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure), 12 (Responsible
Consumption and Production) and 17 (Partnership for the Goals). Henkel GmbH defined
that each new product needs to contribute to sustainability.

Regarding the code of conduct or ethics policy, most of the companies analysed are
signatories of the UN Global Compact, one of the prominent initiatives for encouraging
responsible corporate management and reporting on their implementation. It includes 10
principles that are to be met by the organisations engaged (Figure 4).

VOL. 20 NO. 5 2024



Figure 4 The ten principles of the UN Global Compact

Businesses should
work against
corruption in all its
forms, including
extortion and

Businesses should -

encourage the
development and
diffusion of
environmentally
friendly
technologies

Businesses should Businesses should
undertake initiatives uphold the freedom of
to promote greater association and the
environmental effective recognition of
responsibility the right to collective
bargaining

Businesses should

St Businesses should
D Id th
precautionary elinl:iprz,tion o‘: all
approach to
Siisiomables forms of forced and
challenges - ot
Businesses should Businesses should
uphold the elimination uphold the
° of discrimination in effective abolition
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and occupation

Source: Based on the UN Global Compact (2022)

Based on the ten principles of the UN Global Compact and their own ethics policies, the
main topics addressed by the companies analysed in their ethics reports are
responsibility for compliance, responsibility as a member of society, responsibility as a
business partner, and responsibility in the workplace. These topics involve the
protection of human rights and children’s rights; equal opportunity and treatment;
product conformity and product safety; environmental protection; donations;
sponsorships; charity, communication and marketing by using honest and lawful
means; political lobbying centrally and in line with the principles of openness,
accountability and responsibility; respect for the personal interests and the private lives
of colleagues; prohibition of corruption; prohibition of money laundering and terrorism
financing; fair and free competition; occupational safety and health care; data
protection; accurate accounting and financial reporting; integrity; and compliance with
laws.

Nestlé implemented the CARE audit programme as a tool to monitor internal
compliance. In 2021, it launched the channel “Speak Up”, for non-compliance
concerns and questions. The company is committed to being transparent with people
about how it processes its data and avoids using data and technology in ways that are
unethical or could lead to discrimination, exploitation or cause harm. Instead, it uses
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technology to support sustainability in the supply chain. It manages vast amounts of
information on where its raw materials are sourced from and uses this to help drive
supply chain improvements. The company also uses data from satellite monitoring
to evaluate forest areas at risk, with the aim to prevent deforestation before it
happens.

Some of the companies analysed present a suppliers’ code of conduct, which shows their
concern for business partners and third parties with whom they do business. Volkswagen
affirms a careful selection of suppliers and service providers based on objective criteria.
Lufthansa cooperates only with suppliers who place as much value on sustainability as it
does. For that, the company establishes certain minimum standards to be followed.
Moreover, it avoids the use of raw materials in its products, which directly or indirectly
finance armed groups that violate human rights.

Another outstanding aspect of the companies’ codes of conduct is the employees’
occupational safety and health-care approach. Daimler declares that it offers its
employees prevention programmes for their health and creates conditions that
support a work-life balance. Danone claims to provide a safe working environment
where there is respect and equal opportunity for all, fair remuneration and a healthy
work-life balance. For Airbus, the health and safety of employees are a top priority.
Therefore, all employees are required to undergo a minimum amount of compliance
training via e-learning. Furthermore, data protection seems to be a common concern
for the companies analysed in this study. For instance, at Danone, all employees are
required to protect Danone’s confidential information and intellectual property, as
well as to protect the consumers’, customers’ and business partners’ confidential
information and any of their intellectual property that the company may have
access to.

However, declarations about ethics and CSR do not necessarily have to go in pairs with
practice. This is why one needs to be careful and critical in reading and analysing company
documents. Moreover, it is important to crosscheck with other types of information and
reports. In this regard, Figure 5 shows some examples of unethical behaviours and
corporate social irresponsibility in the corporate practices of the previously analysed
companies.

5. General discussion

As previously highlighted, companies are increasingly required to perform their business
models based on ethical and sustainable practices. Rincon-Roldan and Lopez-Cabrales
(2021) claim the need for greater interconnection between such subjects. In the context
mentioned above, this research had two objectives:

1. to carry out a bibliometric analysis of the literature with the support of VOSviewer
software to understand better the structure that underlies the theme; and

2. to analyse a sample of case studies on companies considered to be “benchmarks” to
establish guidelines for other companies that wish to adopt management models
based on ethics and sustainability.

Regarding the bibliometric analysis, the studies in the area present a wide range of
subtopics, which demonstrates at the same time the relevance of the subject and the
multiple variables open to debate on ethics and sustainability in companies. The results
highlighted sub-themes related to social responsibility, environmental management and
climate change (red cluster), the importance of stakeholders and education (blue cluster),
human resources and leadership (yellow cluster), the definition of codes of ethics and
human rights (green cluster) and philanthropy and investments (cyan cluster), among other
subjects.
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Figure 5 Case studies on accusations of unethical behaviours and corporate social
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While being sued for fake emission reports, as Volkswagen did,
Mercedes used the ‘Nature or nothing’ slogan to market its electric
vehicles. Mercedes argued it was only a local marketing campaign
and was not approved for global use (Truths in Advertising, 2022).

Volkswagen has been called a ‘Failure of Corporate Social
Responsibility” due to its ‘rejection of any ethical standards in
engineering’ by falsifying emission test results (Dans, 2015). While
the company advertised its low emissions, due to the fake emission
reports, Energy Tracker Asia (Koons, 2022) listed Volkswagen as
number 3 in the top 10 Greenwashing Companies.

Nestlé was accused of the use of child labour in cocoa production
(Andrei, 2021). In the past, the company was accused of a long history
of unethical marketing practices (Dutta, 2004). O'Callaghan (2019)
argued that by conducting unethical business practices such as taking
clean drinking water in areas that sorely need it, participating in
human trafficking and child labour, and exploiting uneducated
mothers in developing countries, Nestl¢ is quite possibly one of the
world’s most corrupt corporations.

Danone has been accused of causing deforestation by using palm oil
and not fulfilling its promise to finish this (Palm Oil Directives,
2021).

BASF has been accused of using greenwashing strategies in its
marketing (Augustine et al., 2022).

While using ‘green’ labels, Henkel has been accused of using tricks
to create the impression that they use less plastic, or mentioning that
plastic is 100% recyclable, when this issue depends on the system of
eco-logistics and consumer behaviour (Knuth, 2021).

While no direct information on Merck’s unethical practices was
found, greenwashing practices are also an issue here (Gordon &
Zuegge, 2020).

While no direct information on BioNTech’s unethical practices was
found, greenwashing practices are also an issue here (Gordon &
Zuegge, 2020).

A Greenpeace report argues that airline groups are doing too little to
fulfil their climate claims and goals (Greenpeace, 2022).

A Greenpeace report argues that airline groups are doing too little to
fulfil their climate claims and goals (Greenpeace, 2022).

Source: Prepared by the authors

Considering the case studies analysed, some guidelines can be highlighted:

Information from the UN Global Compact can significantly contribute to guiding
companies’ initiatives.

Ethics and sustainability initiatives may be expanded to the entire supply chain.

The connection between the practices performed by the company and the UN SDGs
should be evidenced (considering the companies analysed, the most evidenced SDGs
were 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), 9 (Industry, Innovation, and Infrastructure),
11 (Sustainable Cities and Communities), 12 (Responsible Consumption and Production)
and 13 (Climate Action).

In sustainability reports, companies may take into account their responsibilities
regarding the workplace, compliance, as a member of society and as business

partners.
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In addition to that, this study also shows that unethical behaviour, or corporate social
irresponsibility, is a serious issue that requires deeper analysis. In particular, Volkswagen as
a representative of the automotive industry as well as Nestlé from the food industry are
examples of where not only the reputation of the companies was damaged. Their unethical
practices may lead to the discrediting of the whole idea of CSR due to their market power,
their global spread, and their importance for the national economy of their origin country. In
general, identifying unethical practices enables stakeholders to direct their actions to the
company in question to reduce unethical and irresponsible practices.

5.1 Practical implications

In terms of elements that can be used as possible corporate indicators for a wider
implementation of sustainability and ethics objectives in enterprises, mention may be made
to labour standards, diversity and environmental protection, as these relate to economic,
environmental and social performance. Then, the practical implications of this paper are
three-fold. Firstly, the findings suggest that using an ethics perspective can be a valuable
tool in improving the accuracy and correctness of business decision-making. Secondly, the
results indicate that sustainability standards can be used to improve customer satisfaction
as many important issues are addressed. Finally, the paper highlights the importance of
ethical considerations when designing and implementing sustainability standards at
enterprises and the need for regulatory guidance in this regard.

5.2 Limitations

This study has some limitations. The first is the fact that bibliometric analysis focused on
Scopus. Despite its relevance in the academic area, using other databases could lead to
different results. Secondly, the software used, and the specific analysis parameters have
influenced the results, which can also be considered another limitation. Regarding the case
studies, ten companies were chosen, but choosing other companies and even other
sectors could lead to different results. Despite these limitations, the paper provides a
welcome addition to the literature in the sense that it sheds some light on the relationships
between sustainability and ethics among enterprises, some of which are large ones.

5.3 Future studies

In respect of future research, it is recommended to carry out case studies in companies
from other sectors, to conduct a survey with specialists in the subject, and to prepare
models to ensure ethical and sustainable corporate practices.
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