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Executive Summary
Making decisions is part of everyday life, some decisions are easier to make than others and some decisions may have far reaching consequences for ourselves and others. In the context of a global corporate environment the decision-making process will have significant impact on a wide range of matters. There is a balance to be made between, people, the planet and profit but how these three are prioritised is very much in the hands of large corporations. Ethically speaking, the aim may be for the common good, but how that common good is arrived at raises many questions about Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). John Mackey the CEO of Whole Foods Market is quoted as saying ‘Business social responsibility should not be coerced; it is a voluntary decision that the entrepreneurial leadership of every company must make on its own.’ This statement provides a starting point for this essay and some of the ethical issues such an opinion raises will be explored  in the context of CSR.

Introduction
It is a broadly held belief by some that the purpose of business is to make profit. Whilst this may be true to a point, a business that sees profit as the only reason for its being could be embarking on a flawed business strategy. Contrary to this is the notion a  business that sets ethical boundaries in more likely to be successful in the long term (Frezza & Frezza, 2017).
An individual needs air to breath and live, but the air is only one of several essential components that make life possible. The purpose of business may stem from an essential need or demand for a service and an ambitious entrepreneur who exploits an opportunity to realise a dream (Freeman, 2014).  However, the exploitation of an opportunity and of natural or human resources are very different concepts.  The social responsibilities within the context of large corporations have at times been described as ‘vague’. It can be argued that a corporation is not an individual person who would be answerable for their actions therefore the social responsibilities of business lack clarity and consistency. Social responsibility in business and the policy’s that govern business ethics remain unclear as to whom or what they may or may not apply to (Friedman, 2007). 
This ‘vagueness’ and the rising global awareness of sustainable corporate responsibilities has given rise to a conflict of understanding between large corporations and governments. Both sides compete for influence by devising policies that incorporate their own particular interpretation into the concept of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) (Mebratu, 1998). 
The ‘rules of game’ may be open to interpretation, but markets depend heavily on trust. Those corporations who seek to conceal unethical practices and are exposed as doing so are likely to lose that trust. If this were to happen on a large scale it could see market conditions deteriorate and investors look to alternative ways to protect their money (Handy, 2002). Malpractice, mistreatment of employees and financial impropriety will eventually become  apparent and consequently could see the business fail quite spectacularly (Frezza & Frezza, 2017). However, it has been argued that social justice is not the responsibility of large corporations to address but is the responsibility of governments. 










The common good
It may be open to debate what ‘common good’ may mean. ‘common’ could be  shared, mutual  communal or even corporate,  to be ‘Good’ is to be decent, moral and perhaps even blameless. Put into the context of CSR, to operate for the common good translatse to ‘Blameless Corporation’. Emmanuel Kant used the term ‘unqualified goodness’ when he wrote about ‘goodness’ being a human constraint. (Baron, 2003) 
He argued that if happiness is a single motivator, but circumstances prevent the alignment of an individual’s duty to happiness, then the individual had not carried out their duty. This raises the question, if money makes one happy, then is it one’s duty to make money above anything else? According to the Greek philosopher Aristotle, ‘Wealth is evidently not the good we are seeking; for it is merely useful and for the sake of something else.’ (Ross, 1956) The acquisition of wealth seems far too simplistic to be an enabler for the common good.



Deontological theory
Deontological theory also referred to as ‘Kantianism’ could in general terms, be perceived to encompass organisations that submit accurate and voluntary CSR disclosures. A theory that is based on a natural law of morals founded on reason. It would be reasonable to assume that most global corporations and even smaller businesses would want their public perception to appeal to the basic human values of what is right and what is not. A theory that is universally understood and diversely applicable may seem unachievable and based on a notion of utopia. A concept that seeks to promote order, responsibility and harmony faces all the challenges of the human condition. It seems difficult to comprehend a society, culture or organisation which functions only on reason with disregard to any other factors affecting an outcome (Shockley, 2019). People change for many reasons, influence, wisdom, greed and spiritually. Conflicting moral values operating under general concepts may not be sustainable however best-intentioned mankind may eventually become.
Teleological theory
When consideration is given to the ethical theories of a teleological nature, it appears to be more aligned to the actual actions of people. Making decisions based on the eventual outcome is something that is done without much thought. Running from a car in the rain to shelter, the decision to get wet outweighs the resultant  arrival at shelter. This area of ethical judgment is however far more complex, (Baumane-Vitolinaa, Casla, & Sumiloa, 2015) particularly when applied to organisational CSR and global community.  If moral judgments are made based on the expected outcome of a singular action, then it is correct to consider a positive outcome resulting from a earlier decision is morally right. However, if that same decision resulted in a negative outcome then that action or decision would be considered morally wrong. There is evidence to suggest that the economic actions of individuals are generally universally principled, So much so that even in situations where there would be no punishment for unfair conduct (Baumane-Vitolinaa, Casla, & Sumiloa, 2015). Thus making the case for self-regulation quite robust. 



Should CSR reporting be voluntary? 
In this section the case for CSR reporting to be voluntary will be made.
Compliance
Mandatory reporting is more likely to be subjected to meticulous auditing to ensure compliance with  ‘hard’ requirements. Such regulation could restrict opportunities, stifle growth and limit profits. Despite the absence of a standard measurement applied to corporate CSR activities;  insights can be achieved by means of results analysis. Voluntary reporting  is process focused and  has ‘soft’ requirements  which are published by standard setting organisations such as ISO, GRI, WBCSD and Global compact (Arevelo & Aravind, 2017). 
Such requirements are more structured and  achievable creating a positive perception of an organisations CSR.
Corruption
Corrupt practices may never be eliminated in business, it could be argued that many corporate goals and achievements have been attained through illegal or dishonest practices. The level of corruption may come at a cost to human life, wildlife and the natural environment. In the context of CSR, it cannot be overlooked  that there may exist opportunities to be exploited under the guise of philanthropy if reporting is mandatory. Ultimately this could see rise to the unintended consequences of financial aid being misdirected into unethical practices and away from deserving projects.
Reputation
The Spanish model for voluntary disclosures is known as the ‘ Corporate Reputation Monitor’ (CRM). Administered  by Merco the CRM has achieved global recognition for it standard of reviews. An annual assessment is carried out on over 700 organisations with only 100 being listed in top rankings. Each organisation is assessed on several area’s including their CSR strategy (Arevelo & Aravind, 2017). The process is subject to an independent review which is registered and reported through ISA E3000. This then becomes a public record for which the model has received a reputation as a world leader in the field of standards reviews. Such global recognition for corporate voluntary disclosure cannot be dismissed. The Spanish model has set the standard and has established voluntary disclosures as part of the competitive strategy of corporations to raise the reputation of their brand and consequently drive growth and profit.

Stakeholder employees
Voluntary CSR has a wide range of historical evidence to account for corporations investing in ethical projects over the last fifty years. Much of this has involved the rise of the corporate philanthropist and generous donations to community projects. The building and supporting of communities has become well established especially in circumstances where employees are the primary stakeholders (Farooq, Liu, Fu, & Hao, 2020).



Should CSR reporting be mandatory?
In this section the case for mandatory reporting is made.
Results Orientated
Organisations listed by indexes such as FTSE4Good, the Dow Jones Sustainability Index and the top 100 most sustainable companies are results orientated. This provides clear data on how an organisation is managing its CSR (Arevelo & Aravind, 2017) Reporting that is voluntary can be manipulated depending on the type of organisation it’s size and interests may significantly affect the amount of CSR disclosure made. (Gamerschlag, Moller, & Vertbeeten, 2011)
.
Inconsistencies
A study of the voluntary disclosure practice drivers of companies in Italy and in the United States. found that apart from satisfying the information needs of investors additional 
factors influence the quality and detail of voluntary disclosures. Such factors include an organisations approach to stakeholder management, the complexity of the market and the relevance of intangible assets (Boesso & Kumer, 2007). Such influential factors may cause inconsistencies in reporting. Market conditions and the variations in stakeholder power and interest could ultimately be the drivers of the quality of data content of voluntary disclosures
Competitive edge
A formulated CSR based strategy which results in an organisations competencies to be perceived as unique, valuable and incomparable would also have a clear advantage over its competitors (Barney, 1991). Such strategies could give organisations a globally competitive edge. An organisations CSR strategy has in some industries, become the competitive edge that sets one organisation above another.
Supply chain
The political will amongst world leaders and the impact governments can lever towards large corporations forms the foundation of how a global CSR structure may develop.
CSR as a competitive business strategy which incorporates a cost benefit analysis into its strategic plan for improving and promoting it’s CSR behaviours may be a favourable option for consumers particularly if the supply chain of the organisation is rigorously analysed and conditions are set and regulated (Arevelo & Aravind, 2017). 
The Companies Act of 1956 India
In 2013 India revised their Companies Act of 1956. The new act made CSR mandatory and requires companies of which met the criteria to commit 2 % of their annual net profits to CSR projects. Although the law was not enforced, organisations audited or penalised for not complying, India’s spending on CSR increased significantly (Panchali, 2020).


CSR as a strategy
CSR as a competitive business strategy has been widely accepted as providing corporations with a sustainable competitive edge. In the context of the ‘common good’ an organisation which incorporates a cost benefit analysis into its strategic plan for improving and promoting it’s CSR behaviours may be a favourable option for consumers particularly if the supply chain of the organisation was rigorously analysed and conditions were set and regulated (Arevelo & Aravind, 2017). As a marketing strategy the challenge for business will be to convince their customer base that sustainable and responsible trading will eventually benefit the wider population. Fair trading and evidence-based CSR performance needs to capture the public and global imagination. The absolute need for changing our behaviours must align to our aim to survive (Dodescu, 2013). Only when this alignment takes place will the ‘common good’ prevail.

 
Performance
It is believed that voluntary CSR disclosures contribute to a reduction of irregularities between stakeholders and organisations (Dhaliwal, Zhen, Tsang, & Yang, 2011). Theory suggests that high performing organisations use voluntary disclosures to distinguish them against a backdrop of lower performing organisations who may disclose less (Michaels & Gruning, 2018). It could be perceived that lower performing organisations will experience more challenging market conditions making it difficult to compete. Whereas larger, better performing CSR disclosing organisations can raise significantly more capital (Dhaliwal, et al, 2011). Whilst having this advantage will provide a clear incentive to voluntary disclose it is evident that disclosures may not provide an accurate representation of an organisations CSR activities.
Conclusion

Corporate Social Responsibility is heading in the right direction. Large corporations are beginning to reap the benefits of acting in a globally responsible way. The incentives of profit and market advantage remain the same which is a healthy trajectory to be on. In terms of CSR disclosure, the case for it to remain voluntary seems evident as it has become a competitive characteristic of  modern corporations. The seismic shift is yet to happen, but the tectonic plates of change seem to be shifting.  It is something of a paradox to suggest that ethical behaviours should be imposed on individuals and corporations. For one party to instruct another to behave in a certain way could in itself be unethical. The human condition continues to evolve bringing with its boundless possibilities for innovation and advancement, anything that may seek to restrict that growth could be ‘slaying the goose that lays the golden egg’. In this case and as an uncomfortable truth as it may be John Mackey could be right.
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