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Abstract

This paper summarizes the arguments and counterarguments within the scientific discussion on the issue of
stakeholders, the drivers of business ethics and corporate social responsibility for companies nowadays. The
main purpose of the research is to comprehend how integrating corporate social responsibility in the core of
business may contribute to the creation of a positive organization image among stakeholders. Systematization
literary sources and approaches for establishing ethical business indicate that integrating corporate social
responsibility in the business strategy may ethically influence stakeholders' perception. The relevance of the
decision of this scientific problem is that companies worldwide are facing a challenging period as the interests,
expectations and needs of individuals are changing. Firms should embrace and adapt to the new reality to
survive and function properly. For instance, besides economic objectives, organizations should strive to
achieve social goals. Hence, companies should act based on fairness, responsibility, honesty, equity and
morality. Investigation of the topic stakeholders, the drivers of business ethics and corporate social
responsibility for companies nowadays in the paper is carried out in the following logical sequence: firstly, the
theoretical concepts have been defined (ethics, business ethics, stakeholder theory, corporate social
responsibility). Then the interdependency between business ethics and corporate social responsibility has been
presented briefly. The methodological research was based on a quantitative method: the investigation and
analysis of secondary data from 2016-2021. The paper presents the results of an empirical study focused on
identifying how companies might create and maintain relationships with parties of interest in a responsible
manner, which showed that in the initial phase of the process, corporate social responsibility should be
integrated into the core of the business. The research empirically confirms and theoretically proves that an
organization that develops positive relationships with its internal and external environment may benefit from
credibility among stakeholders and a positive company image. The results of the research can be useful for
practitioners or researchers interested in the responsible management of businesses.
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Introduction

During the last decades, the terms of business ethics and corporate social responsibility (CSR) have benefited
from growing attention among researchers and practitioners due to their recognized contribution to building a
responsible business environment (Toma, 2006; Toma, 2008; Toma et al., 2011a; Toma & Hudea, 2012; Rossi
et al., 2021). Companies worldwide face a challenging period as individuals' interests, expectations, and needs
are changing (De Silva et al., 2021). Firms should embrace and adapt to the new reality to survive and function
properly. For instance, besides economic objectives, business organizations should strive to achieve social
objectives (Toma & Marinescu, 2012). Hence, companies should act based on values such as fairness,
responsibility, honesty, equity and morality.
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Even though more and more companies have become aware of the importance of integrating business ethics
and CSR in their strategy, there are yet to present some negative examples of large-scale violations, with
meaningful results on a global scale (O’Connor et al., 2020). Fortunately, this type of organizational behavior
is sanctioned by the authorities and by stakeholders. Legitimate parties of interest represent an essential
component associated with successful firms (Devalle et al., 2021). Therefore, an increasing number of firms
put effort into building and maintaining strong relationships with their vital stakeholders. Several studies
sustain, that stakeholders, especially consumers, have become more preoccupied by ethical and conscious
matters (Hassan & Rahman, 2021). The emerging queries considering the former affirmation are as follows:
what do ethics mean, and the actions companies can take to be perceived by stakeholders as ethically?

This study aims to address the above questions by outlining what each ascending concept represents and why
these should be accommodated in the core structure of firms. Furthermore, a model based on CSR principles
has been developed to understand better the relationships formed between a company and its internal and
external environment and how these connections may influence stakeholders’ perception of the firm. This
paper is structured as follows. The upcoming section presents the literature review (2nd section), divided into
three parts: defining ethics and business ethics, stakeholders considered as the drivers of business ethics for
the current business environment and the interdependency between business ethics and corporate social
responsibility. Subsequently, the research methodology is detailed (3rd section). The fourth section presents
the results of the study (4th section), followed by the closing section, respectively, the conclusions.

Literature Review

1. Defining Ethics and Business Ethics. First, the concept of ethics is most often associated with an
individual (when referring to someone’s morality, attitude or characteristics) or firms (when concerning with
the set of moral rules and norms that aim to control the behavior of economic agents and their economic activity
at individual and collective level) (Lillie, 1955). Nowadays, the latest represents a topic of interest for
researchers and practitioners of the academic and business environment (Imhanzenobe, 2021). Even though
the term “ethics” has several definitions, a globally accepted definition does not yet exist (Duncan, 2021). For
instance, ethics can be characterized as the deliberate reflection on qualities and standards: their substance and
changes, and their significance, avocation, and assurance (Lewis, 1985). Or it may be perceived as a good or
bad behavior with individually and/or collectively consequences (Brennan et al., 2021).

Therefore, neither business ethics represent a specific domain in which ethical matters are expected to be
applied. The point of start for business ethics investigation is represented by the 1950s, which marked the
laborers struggle to benefit their rights (Mladenovic et al., 2019). Nowadays, due to globalization, ethics in the
organizational context involves the progressive incorporation of morality and social obligation assumptions
(Imhanzenobe, 2021). Bussines ethics can be defined as a social arrangement, based on encompassed shared
values; techniques for moral investigation; distinctive and personalized policies regarding employees and
business activity overall, based on honesty, equality, integrity and equity, developed to obtain economic
objectives by identifying and capitalizing the market requirements and opportunities (van Luijk, 1997).
Therefore, ethics can be explained as the moral compass, the given directions that one (individuals, companies,
or institutions) should follow or create based on certain principles, and the activities and decision made and
meant to build and consolidate strong relationships (Klopotan et al., 2020).

2. Stakeholders, the Drivers of Business Ethics. Stakeholder theory illustrates the necessity of businesses
nowadays. There is a pressuring need for comprehension regarding the managing approaches companies
should follow, considering several dimensions such as ethics, responsibility, sustainability, and value creation
to obtain economic objectives (Harrison et al., 2019). The term “stakeholder” has been presented as the ones
(individuals or others) that can be affected by an organization’s activity (Freeman et al., 2010). Furthermore,
the stakeholder evaluation implies that a manager is required to consider all the parties who will be affected or
who affect an important decision (Fryzel, 2011). An economic entity’s environment represents the combination
of two factors, namely the internal and external extent. The internal environment includes the relationships
between workers and the managers, departments/compartments/services/ company offices, and the leadership
approaches.

However, the external environment of a firm includes the microenvironment (for instance, suppliers, clients,
competitors, public organizations, service providers), and macro environment (for example, the demographic,
economic, legislative, technological, cultural, natural, and public environment) (Toma, 2013). Several typologies
of stakeholders have been developed, starting from understanding an organization’s environment. The most
often referenced classification of these parties of interest comprises the following dimensions: internal and
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external. Internal stakeholders encompass: “employees, shareholders and managers/owners” (Voiculescu &
Neagu, 2016: 114). Additionally, external stakeholders incorporate “suppliers, business partners, customers,
markets, local communities, non-governmental organizations and associations, national and international
institutions and governments” (Voiculescu & Neagu, 2016: 115) (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. The Stakeholders of a Company
Source: Voiculescu and Neagu, 2016

The business represents a set of value-creating relationships among groups that have a legitimate interest in
the actions and results of the economic entity and upon whom the firm depends on achieving its goals (Harrison
et al., 2019: 3). Therefore, these parties of interest may be perceived as important factors that ensure a firm's
functionality. Stakeholders supply valuable means for economic entities (Freeman & McVea, 2001).
Consequently, organizations strive to build and maintain long-lasting relationships with their legitimate parties
of interests (Carroll, 2004). Beneficial connections are based, among others, on expectations that need to be
met and mutual ethical behavior (Brennan et al., 2021). The current business environment acknowledges the
importance of doing well by doing right mindset (Eabrasu, 2012). However, the issue, so far, remains the
uncertainty regarding the methods or principles that can be used to create valuable relationships between an
organization and its legitimate stakeholders (Rajablu et al., 2017). A firm that incorporates ethically thinking
in the process of decision making, business strategy and core values might benefit from credibility among
stakeholders (Langtry, 1994). Nevertheless, how can a company become ethical, or which steps should a firm
follow to be perceived as ethical by stakeholders?

3. Business Ethics and CSR. Business ethics have been linked with various other terms. For instance, CSR
has received growing attention among practitioners and researchers (Halkos & Nomikos, 2021). More and
more companies included CSR practices in their business strategy, having a clearly defined scope behind them
to develop mutually beneficial relationships with legitimate parties of interest (Lokuwaduge & De Silva, 2019).
The conceptual framework of CSR is known as Caroll’s pyramid, and it includes four types of responsibility
as follows: “economical, legal, ethical and philanthropic” (Carroll & Beiler, 1975: 593) (Fig. 1). The first
responsibility of a company refers to profitability. To survive, firms need to earn more than they must spend
to sustain their business activity. The following two responsibilities reveal how organizations should achieve
profits, namely complying with existing laws and regulations and in an ethical manner (decisions and actions
taken should be based on principles such as fairness, consideration, responsibility, and honesty).
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Figure 2. The Pyramid of Corporate Social Responsibility
Source: Carroll & Beiler, 1975

Subsequently, the following responsibility concentrates on fulfilling the necessities of the community,
environment, and society. Hence, CSR can be defined as a useful tool that organizations can use to build, in a
responsible manner, a strong relationship with legitimate parties of interest (Feder & Weillenberger, 2018). As
a multidimensional concept, it aims to efficiently balance the interests of the business organization and its
stakeholders (Toma et al., 2011b; Imbrisca & Toma, 2020). CSR may lead to social entrepreneurship, and
therefore, contribute to the improvement of the quality of life (Zainea et al., 2020).

Corporate social responsibility and business ethics can be perceived as “interdependent” terms (Klopotan et
al., 2020: 3). Ethics represents a significant component of CSR (Eabrasu, 2012). Hence, a company perceived
as ethical by individuals can or cannot be considered an organization based on corporate social responsibility
practices (CSR implies the existence of four types of responsibilities that economic entities should consider,
the ethical one). Therefore, a company that is perceived as socially responsible is, also ethical.

Methodology and Research Methods

The present study was conducted following a quantitative approach, namely investigating and analyzing
relevant secondary data for the chosen topic (scientific articles and existing books relevant to the subject).
Starting from the established objective, respectively, understanding how integrating CSR in the core of
business represents a possible solution to address the need for clarification regarding the actions companies
can take to be perceived by stakeholders as ethically, a model has been developed in this scope. Therefore,
several theoretical concepts have been used in this process (business ethics, stakeholder theory, the company’s
environment, and corporate social responsibility). As a practice identified in the existing literature, the analysis
began with the presentation and understanding of the utilized terms that have been later on amalgamated in
contemplation of achieving the stated goals of the research. This perspective regarding the development of the
structure is complementary with other conducted studies such as Klopotan, Aleksi¢, and Vinkovi¢ (2020) and
Rossi, Festa, Chouaibi, S., and Fait.

Results

In the organizational context, the stakeholders represent the common ground for CSR and business ethics. Both
concepts benefit from growing attention due to the possible contribution these can have in establishing the
wellbeing in the relationships with legitimate parties of interest. Certainly, this is not the only reason (for
instance, corporate social responsibility and ethics have been frequently associated with individuals' personal
traits from top management positions). Still, it may be perceived as one of the most important drivers for
motivating firms to integrate CSR or business ethics into their strategy. Due to the current business
environment, creating beneficial and mutual connections between firms and their stakeholders is necessary.
Results outline the utility of CSR and business ethics concepts in companies' strategy. Hence, these might
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serve as possible solutions to address the need for clarification regarding the actions companies can take to be
perceived by stakeholders as ethically. Hence, a model has been developed in this scope, illustrating the
corporate social responsibility process that organizations can follow to benefit from a positive image
(responsible firm, implicitly ethically) among stakeholders (Fig. 3).

Based on a company’s environment, two types of relationships can be formed, respectively internal and
external. Internal connections represent the foundation of an organization. The mindset, actions, and decisions
made within a firm should consider responsibility, wellbeing, fairness, and honesty. This ideal organizational
culture should start as the top management team, owners, or shareholders implicated in the business activity.
Being empowered, the leadership team can share and be implemented in their company values and beliefs
based on CSR practices. These values and ideas can be passed to employees or used when recruiting workers
to find individuals who are driven or, at least, familiar with such concepts. If the formed core of the firm has a
common vision based on CSR, then the relationships built within the organization will be stronger and positive
internal behavior will be developed. The latest will influence the external behavior representing the results of
the connections established between the external environment (micro and macro environments) and the firm.
Based on how a company interacts with its external and internal environment, the organization’s image is
developed and perceived by stakeholders (legitimate or not). Consequently, if an economic entity has
incorporated terms such as CSR or business ethics in its strategy, then there is a high possibility that parties of
interest will engage with the organization.
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Figure 3. Building a Positive Image for Companies Based on CSR
Source: Author’s own contribution based on literature review analysis
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Conclusions

Nowadays, several companies have begun to change their way of doing business by endorsing corporate social
responsibility practices and business ethics approaches due to the pressuring expectations of stakeholders.
Firms can no longer operate properly, focusing only on achieving economic objectives. Therefore, for the
current business environment integrating the social component in business strategy has become necessary.
Considering the variety of economic agents and available products and services, organizations need to step up
and strive for creating long-lasting relationships with legitimate parties of interests. Corporate social
responsibility and business ethics represent the foundation for companies to operate. Being perceived as an
honest and fair player in the market will contribute significantly to the performance of an organization.
Considering Maslow’s pyramid, the necessities of individuals can be grouped into five categories, respectively
physiological, safety, love and belonging, esteem, and self-actualization. The first level is based on the
requirements of the standard functionality of the human body. Therefore, this stage incorporates necessities
such as proper alimentation and relaxation. The physiological need is exploited, hence, satisfied, for instance,
by commercialized products in this scope. The following component of the pyramid refers to security. This
necessity may be fulfilled, also, by the acquisition of products from companies (for instance, a house).

On the other hand, the love, and a belonging level mark the transition to group affiliation. Firms also manage
to satisfy this need (for instance, through the social media platforms created to eliminate distance and unify
individuals). The fourth category emphasizes on the concepts of confidence and validation, while the last level
exploits the potential. Organizations manage to cover even these needs by commercializing products or
services (for instance, therapy to overcome a particularly traumatic event may be perceived as a service created
for such circumstances). Thus, nowadays, companies can capitalize on all these opportunities from necessities.
Corporate social responsibility and business ethics appeared as a need of self-actualization and self-esteem.
These concepts are related to the individual and society simultaneously. Hence, firms that can improve their
business activity by considering these principles may attract and build relationships based on the higher levels
of the pyramid. Consequently, these connections which are formed on a stronger base may become, also, long-
lasting and long-term beneficial for both parties, respectively individuals and organizations.

This study outlines that responsible building business is not a straightforward process. It requires a significant
effort, and individuals in top management positions have to ensure that they have the necessary tools to
implement such practices. Certainly, a company that operates on values and beliefs based on responsibility,
morality, equity, honesty and fairness would survive, prosper and grow. As individuals, a firms’ functionality
relays on the relationships they manage to build and maintain. The outcome of this study concurred with
another theoretical approach on business ethics, stakeholder theory, and corporate social responsibility, such
as Klopotan, Aleksi¢, and Vinkovi¢ (2020). Moreover, this article proposed a model that illustrates how CSR
can be integrated into the core of a business to create a positive image for the organization (responsible firm,
implicitly ethically) among stakeholders. The scope of this paper is to sustain the importance of business ethics
and corporate social responsibility concepts in managing relationships with legitimate parties of interest. The
proposed model may be further analyzed and improved by other researchers to clarify why responsible business
represents an important part of future business and the expected management approach.
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