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Introduction 

‘Business social responsibility should not be coerced; it is a voluntary decision that the entrepreneurial leadership of every company must make on its own.’
John Mackey, Whole Foods Market CEO

John Mackey’s statement highlights that corporate social responsibility (CSR) is a decision taken by entrepreneurial leadership and is voluntary rather than something that should be imposed from outside. This viewpoint is consistent with research showing how important leadership is influencing sustainability and CSR initiatives. Entrepreneurial leaders who are creative, proactive, and opportunity driven tend to effectively integrate CSR into their organisations. This implies that CSR often becomes a strategic decision taken by leaders rather than being enforced from the outside (Rae, 2017) (Rana et al, 2025). 

[bookmark: _Int_Qabd7lkg]Corporate Social Responsibility means that businesses are required to contribute to society in addition to making a profit. In the modern workplace, where a company’s long-term profitability and public image are tied to their ability to act responsibly, this concept has grown in importance. CSR is now seen as an important part of how organisations expand and maintain a good reputation, (Barauskaite, & Streimikiene, 2021). Over time, the concept of CSR has evolved and is now often associated with good corporate governance. CSR is even seen in certain debates as an essential component of how businesses need to be managed. According to this viewpoint, CSR is related to a business’s larger responsibilities such as meeting ethical standards and meeting society’s expectations, (Althoff, 2021).

However, a key debate persists between those who agree with Mackey and argue that CSR should remain voluntary, and those who disagree and believe that mandatory regulation is necessary to ensure businesses are held accountable to their wider stakeholders. The findings of studies by Rajgopal & Tantri (2023) Deltas & Wen (2022) Gosselin & Berthelot (2023) and Hsieh et al (2022) support the idea that CSR should continue to be voluntary since mandatory requirements could discourage voluntary participation and weaken the perceived advantages of CSR. Voluntary CSR, on the other hand, is more likely to demonstrate motivational factors, strengthen organisational commitment, and improve a company’s reputation. On the other hand, literature by Jain et al (2021) Jadiyappa et al (2021) Liu & Tian (2021) and Fiechter et al (2022) supports mandatory CSR regulations with both theoretical justification and data, arguing that mandatory regulations can standardise CRS practices, enhance corporate value, enhance monitoring systems, and raise overall levels of CSR engagement. This offers a convincing argument against Mackey’s advocacy for voluntary CSR, suggesting that regulation would be more successful in ensuring consistent and responsible business practices.



2. Theoretical Foundations 
[bookmark: _Int_14YQy4EC]According to Friedman’s (1970) shareholder theory, an organisations main duty is to maximise profits for its shareholders (Cheffins & Williams, 2021) (Gilson, 2022). Although this is commonly seen as the basis for shareholder primacy theory, other academics argue that Friedman’s essay was not the only source of this change. In reality shareholder-first thinking became increasingly common in the mid 1980’s due to hostile takeovers and adjustments to executive compensation rather than only Friedman's theories (Cheffins & Williams, 2021). Based on Friedman’s shareholder theory, a company’s primary duty to society is to make a profit. But overtime , the theory has been widely challenged and reinterpreted, and there is continuous discussion over what it actually implies for how businesses should operate and how much responsibility they have to the larger community (Mejia & Bonaldi, 2025) (Cheffins & Williams, 2021) (Gilson, 2022) (Muldoon et al, 2023) (Enriques, 2022).

According to Freeman’s stakeholder theory, organisations should priorities' ethics in their operations and take into account the interests of everyone impacted by their decisions, not just shareholders. Nonetheless, the idea acknowledges that a company’s primary goal is still to make money, with shareholder and CSR concerns serving more as behavioral constraints than as a complete replacement, although the theory makes a significant contribution to discussions over business ethics, it has been criticised for being overly general and challenging to implement in real world situations (Roumeliotis, 2023) (Hargrave & Smith, 2026).

In theory, voluntary corporate social responsibility (CSR) takes place when a business decides to act responsibly towards society on its own terms without being compelled by law to do so. The company’s ethical value serve as a guide for these decisions, which are driven by a variety of variables, including the need to preserve strong relationships with stakeholders can customers, safeguard the company’s reputation, and foster a positive corporate culture, (Rasche & Waddock, 2021) (Barauskaite & Streimikiene, 2021) (Hsieh et al, 2022).

Mandatory CSR refers to legal measures that force businesses to comply with and report on their social responsibilities. These policies are designed to increase the transparency and accountability of organisations. However, making sure businesses contribute to social and environmental goals rather than just checking boxes to comply with the law is a significant challenge, (Prasetio et al, 2021) (Jain et al, 2021) (Kulkarni & Aggarwal, 2024) (Windari & Dewi, 2024) (Tamvada & Osuji, 2025).

Friedman’s shareholder theory takes a narrow perspective, concentrating only on financial gains for shareholders, while Freeman’s stakeholder theory expands this by arguing that companies have obligations to a far larger range of individuals. Based on this perspective, Macky’s assertion implies that simply discussing corporate social responsibility (CSR) may no longer be sustainable instead, companies may need to embrace a deeper sense of moral responsibility that accurately represents their extensive responsibilities to society (Cheffins & Williams, 2021) (Hess, 2025) (Barney & Mackey, 2021) (Danielson et al, 2024).
 
3. Arguments Supporting Mackey (Voluntary CSR) 

When business leaders demonstrate genuine ethical commitment, it encourages employees to engage more fully with CSR and signals to external stakeholders that the organisation’s responsibility efforts are sincere rather than merely symbolic. Over time, this contributes to the development of an ethical organisational culture that reinforces and sustains CSR initiatives. However, this effect is only achieved when leadership values are authentic and are consistently supported by the broader organisational environment (Nejati et al, 2021) (Choden et al, 2025) (Ogunfowora et al, 2023) (Ullah et al, 2022).
A great example of an effective voluntary CSR is Patagonia. The company has built its entire brand around environmental and social responsibility. Staying true to these values even during difficult periods such as the Covid-19 pandemic. This strategy has improved Patagonia’s financial performance rather than negatively impacting its commercial performance. It has also encouraged the fashion industry to adopt more sustainable practices, proving that voluntary CSR can align with both business goals and stakeholder expectations (Maximilian et al, 2022).
Patagonia demonstrates how voluntary CSR can be effectively incorporated into a company’s marketing strategy and how it is governed, allowing it to pursue sustainability goals without compromising commercial viability. The company’s strategy also shows how voluntary CSR can impact broader industry standards and contribute to wider environmental and social change (Maximilian et al, 2022) (Corporate Knights, 2022) (John et al, 2023).
According to research, voluntary CSR has a positive impact on innovation within businesses. Organisations with enhanced CSR performance were more likely to engage in continuous innovation, evidence from to a study of companies in China shows that businesses with stronger CSR performance are more likely to pursue sustained innovation, with the effect being particularly pronounced among those that voluntarily adopt greater transparency in their reporting. This implies that when organisations engage in CSR by choice rather than obligation, it can actively stimulate higher levels of innovation (Bai & Wang, 2022). By increasing transparency, fostering creative capacities, and aligning with strategic business aspects, voluntary CSR tends to promote greater innovation. These results highlight how voluntary CSR may support ongoing, green innovation within companies (Bai & Wang, 2022) (Sun & Rahman, 2025) (Prokhorova Vikoriia & Sorokin Stanislav, 2025) (Alauddin, 2023).
Voluntary CSR initiatives, particularly when embedded within organisational structures and connected to innovation and employee motivation, can contribute to a sustained competitive advantage. This is achieved through building stakeholder trust, promoting innovation, and strengthening both corporate reputation and overall economic performance (Zhang et al, 2025) (Fuchsova, 2022) (Hsieh et al, 2022) (Yang et al, 2023).
 
4. Arguments Against Mackey 
 
Research suggests that voluntary CSR reporting does not always result in improved company performance or more reliable data. Research from Taiwan revealed that a company’s performance could not be improved by simply choosing to have CSR reports verified, unless the verification was done to a high standard. This implies that without thorough and rigorous inspections to guarantee the information being disclosed is genuine and accurate, suggesting that voluntary CSR initiatives are insufficient on their own (Kuo et al, 2022).
Voluntary CSR reports are not always trustworthy, according to research on Canadian businesses, instead of offering truly transparent information, some companies may manipulate what they publish to control how stakeholders, view them. This raises serious doubts about Mackey’s voluntary approach, implying that without exturnal oversight, companies may use CSR reporting as a means of projecting a favorable image rather than an accurate representation of their social and environmental impact (Barauskaite & Streimikiene, 2021).
Greenwashing is one of the ways Voluntary CSR fails. Nike’s greenwashing has been discussed in conversation about sustainability in the fashion and sportswear sector. On one hand Nike has taken initiatives to encourage the use of renewable energy, such as solar and wind power in areas where it is harder to access, indicating some genuine concerns for sustainability. In contrast other companies such as Lululemon, have come under more direct criticism for relying on polluting energy sources in their supply chains’ (Chua,2024). However, Nike has been linked to the concept of “femwashing” where businesses promote messages of gender equality or woman’s empowerment in their marketing without implementing any meaningful changes within the organisation itself. Analysis of Nike’s sport marketing campaigns indicates that some of their public commitments in this area may be driven more by image management then genuine organisational transformation. This parallels the concept of greenwashing, highlighting a possible disconnect between the company’s stated values and its practices, raising concerns about the authenticity of their social commitments (Seve, 2025).

Companies often prioritise profit over social responsibility, which makes voluntary CSR ineffective. This profit driven mentality may cause businesses to pick and choose what they report, only requesting comfirmation when it is convenient for them, and restricting their willingness to go above and beyond the bare minimum required by law. As a result, voluntary CSR initiatives end up being more about controlling public opinions and reputation than about improving society (Bansal, 2022) (Kuo et al, 2022) (Hsieh et al, 2022) (Gosselin & Berthelot, 2023) (Hui & Wu, 2026).

The way CSR is regulated varies significantly from country to country, with differences in how legally binding the requirements are, how strictly they are enforced, and how well they connect with wider corporate and environmental law. These differences reflect each country’s own priorities, legal traditions, and stage of regulatory development. This suggests that no single approach works universally, and that the most effective way to ensure genuine corporate accountability may be to combine legally binding minimum standards with voluntary ethical commitments and meaningful engagement with stakeholders (Sharma & Vats, 2024) (Halkos & Nomikos, 2021) (Jumde & Plessis, 2022) (Anggusti et al, 2025) (Srivastava & Ajay Kumar, 2025).

 
5. Conclusion 
 Using Friedman's shareholder theory, Freeman’s stakeholder theory, and a variety of recent academic literature, this essay has critically analysed John Mackey’s claim that CSR should remain voluntary. Although Mackey’s argument has some value, as demonstrated by Patagonia’s ability to achieve major enviromental and social change through value driven leadership, the data points to voluntary CSR is an inadequate and unreliable means of ensuring consistent corporate accountability.
There are strong arguments against a model that is entirely voluntary. Greenwashing, selective reporting and profit driven decision making all demonstrate that without external accountability structures, many businesses with prioritise reputation management over true social responsibility. The difference in CSR regulations across the world highlights that voluntary approaches have inconsistent results, particularly in high-risk industries with weaker regulations.

This essay therefore reaches a balanced judgement, partially supporting Mackey’s view. While authentic, leadership driven CSR is likely to generate the most meaningful and impactful outcomes, enforced compliance risks reducing CSR to a superficial, box-ticking exercise. However, minimum regulatory standards are essential to ensure a baseline level of accountability that voluntary action alone fail to deliver. Ultimately the most effective approach is a hybrid approach, combining mandatory requirements with the flexibility for entrepreneurial leadership to exceed them, thereby reflecting both Freeman’s stakeholder perspective and the ethical principles advocated by Mackey.
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