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Introduction
[bookmark: _Int_fG5CFw6j]This essay will look further into the quote ‘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 quote was said by the Whole Foods Market CEO, John Mackey. For and against arguments will be researched and discussed and theory relating to business ethics will be used. Firstly, it is important to understand what Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is. CSR is the effort a company makes to accept accountability for its actions and take into account, as part of its business model, how those actions affect the environment and society (Morrison, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_BXQbqMbi]There are always roles that businesses play and whether CSR should be one of them or if this should be an independent decision for a business is still an unanswered question. The United Nations 17 Sustainable Development Goals will be mentioned and how their agenda of completion of these goals by 2030 will be soon approaching and whether or not we are any closer to reaching the goals mentioned and if it makes difference whether CSR is voluntary or mandatory in the journey to meeting these goals.
Overall, this essay will mainly discuss the benefits and limitations of both arguments drawing a conclusion at the end of which approach would be best, for who and why. It will take into account not just the business owners but also shareholders, consumers, employees, society and the wider environment.
Position for Voluntary Reporting (CSR SHOULD BE VOLUNTARY)
Confusion in frameworks and rules
There are many reasons why reporting should be a voluntary act. The first reason being that there is possibly confusion and conflict regarding the standards and frameworks around CSR. Leinaweaver, 2015 backs this up by saying “due to an overabundance of frameworks and standards, including Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), the International Integrated Reporting Council (IIRC), and the Sustainability Accounting Standards Board (SASB). Each of these frameworks and others have a different stance on how businesses materiality should be identified, reported, and evaluated” (Leinaweaver, 2015).
Cost of CSR as a limitation
Another reason for CSR being voluntary is the effect of cost on businesses, especially smaller, independent businesses. Leuz, C and Wysocki, P.D (2016) agree with this point by saying “The direct costs of introducing CSR are mainly straightforward, this includes the preparation, certification and publishing of accounting reports, however they can also be substantial”. Another source with this argument is Harappa Education, 2021, which says any level of investing in CSR might result in substantial prices and expenses. To account for this adjustment, businesses may need to restructure their financial operations. To train staff, start campaigns, and work with outside agencies to implement programmes, they need financing (Harappa.education, 2021).
Businesses should want to be responsible rather than forced to be responsible
[bookmark: _Int_N6e6NwAn][bookmark: _Int_Et0lrzmk][bookmark: _Int_gWAW00zq]CSR being voluntary rather than mandatory is a way for businesses to show their purpose and whether they really care about CSR, whereas if it was mandatory and every business had to do it then consumers, employees and stakeholder would not be able to tell whether a business actually cares about CSR or are just doing it because they must. This also drives competitiveness between businesses for example a business voluntary reporting CSR could gain more loyal customers than a business that does not if consumers prefer a company that reports on CSR. In 2010, Villamayor wrote that it should be a business's own choice whether or not to act responsibly and that a business will eventually understand the rewards of being responsible. He then goes onto say that he believes that socially conscious businesses will outperform those who are not socially conscious (Villamayor, 2010). Henderson and Van Den Steen, 2015 suggests that “motivation appears to be just as important as actions” and that “along with the pursuit of purpose, profits usually directly increase”. In this article it is also mentioned how the purpose of a business can create value by strengthening employee's identity and reputation and that businesses that acquire a purpose can actually be more profitable than those without purpose as their employees do not only put more effort into their job but are also willing to accept lower wages (Henderson and Van Den Steen, 2015). Research done by Stevenson, 2019, also agrees with this when he says “82% of Generation Z employees said that when choosing a job, CSR is a key consideration. Furthermore, 66% said they would accept lower pay to work for a business that priorities social responsibility” (Stevenson, 2019). This is further backed up by Dave, 2017, by saying that CSR should proposed rather than forced as it has strong ties to morals rather than the law and values cannot be imposed however, they can be encouraged, taught and awakened. She then goes onto question who would define what exactly CSR is and whether the government would be involved and makes a good point in saying that where there is law there is also fraud meaning that is people are forced to incorporate CSR then the laws are more likely to be broken (Dave, 2017).
A shareholder's purpose is profits
CSR can be expensive, even for larger businesses. An executive's obligation to shareholders is to maximize profits and CSR does the opposite when a business might have to put more money into introducing CSR than they can afford and may not even make a profit on. This is a disadvantage to shareholders and business owners, a manager who prioritizes CSR over profitable gain could possibly lose his job to someone who puts money as their main purpose. Essentially, business owners could eventually end up losing shareholders if the shareholders they already have do not wish to get on board with bringing a CSR approach into the business and might take their shares and financial help elsewhere that coincides more with what they are looking for from a business (Kielmas, M, 2019).
Greenwashing
Another reason that CSR should be voluntary is the risk of greenwashing. If businesses, feel like they can make their own decisions around CSR then they will not feel like they must ‘greenwash’ and essentially lie about the efforts to factor CSR into their business. Medium.com, 2021 stated that “CSR can be viewed as a strategy that might be ineffective, with the possibility that it might lead to greenwashing” the source then goes onto that shareholders or investors primary focus is revenue and profits which may entice them to make and advertise a plan based on CSR but never actually act concerning said plan (medium.com, 2021).
Position against Voluntary Reporting (CSR SHOULD BE MANDATORY)
Businesses should assess their purpose
There may be many reasons why reporting should be voluntary but there are just as many reasons why it should be mandatory. Starting with the fact that businesses do not only have a duty to the owners or shareholders but also to the community in which it operates, therefore making CSR strategies mandatory can push businesses to assess their social and environmental effect, along with their profits (Lee, 2022). Dixon, 2019, also states that conflicts between businesses and society are eliminated when businesses are held fully accountable. It turns full responsibility into the best course of action for maximizing profits (Dixon, 2019).

Business Reputation and cost benefit.
Another reason that reporting should be a mandatory action for businesses is that it would benefit them somehow in regard to their reputation, which would in turn increase their profits. A business's ability to establish a reputation as a trustworthy company though CSR investment may give them a competitive advantage. Due to the potential impact on how their clients view them, businesses frequently choose suppliers who adhere to ethical standards (nibusnessinfo.co.uk, no date). Along with the positive reputation that mandatory CSR gives business it also gives them a cost benefit, reduced resource use, waste, and pollution not only benefits the environment, but a business's financial situation as well. A business might be able to reduce their utility costs and save money for the company by taking a few straightforward actions (nibusnessinfo.co.uk, no date). Impactree.com, 2021, backs this up by saying that a study showed “up to 20% more sales were generated, productivity rose 13%, and staff turnover was halved. Even if these outcomes represent the best-case scenario, they show the strength that CSR can offer to a socially conscious company” (Impactree.com, 2021). A business can start their journey towards becoming socially responsible with small steps and even small steps can have an impact on society.
Time is running out
A report written by Lacy et al, 2010, states that 93% of CEOs believe that sustainability concerns will be crucial to the future success of their company and 72% of CEOs see “brand, trust, and reputation” as one of the top three factors motivating them to act on CSR issues with 44% saying cost reduction and revenue growth come in second. These are quite surprising statistics from 2010 as we are now in 2023 and not all businesses are on board with CSR and most of those that are, are only incorporating parts of CSR. The United Nations (UN) have set out 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): -
[image: ]
The target year for these 17 goals is set to be 2030 sdgs.un.org, no date, said “We reaffirm our dedication to seeing this Agenda through to completion and making the most of it to improve the state of the world by the year 2030” and stated that they pledge to put in a never-ending effort to see that the agenda is fully implemented by 2030. Seeing as we are now in 2023, the deadline of the UNs SDGs is only a short seven years away meaning that time is running out.
UN.org released a statement in 2020 describing how the Covid-19 pandemic caused a decrease in the progress that had already been made towards the SDGs, the statement reads “by the end of 2019, the 15-year worldwide initiative to make life better for everyone by achieving all SDGs by 2030 was already lagging. According to another report by the UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs, the COVID-19 pandemic unleashed an unprecedented crisis that further disturbed the progress of the SDGs” (Un.org, 2020). This means that with it already being so close to the deadline of these targets, everyone is already even further behind. Making CSR mandatory to businesses would speed up this process and, maybe reaching the target of 2030 for the UNs SDGs might be possible.
Businesses can change for the better for everyone
[bookmark: _Int_6NSYKzUV]There are many positive effects of mandatory CSR, not just for society but everyone else included. Mandatory CSR would ensure that companies minimize damaging operations and provide real social and environmental benefits as CSR reporting puts pressure on businesses to make these changes. Stakeholders can use CSR data to put real pressure on companies to make positive changes, they can do this by forgoing purchases from these businesses, cutting ties with the business, selling their stock or launching campaigns to persuade the business to make changes that benefit society and the environment. As well as this, investors may direct their investments towards businesses that share their social and environmental morals by, for example, giving businesses incentives to strengthen their CSR approach and a similar thing can be said for consumers as CSR activities can build bonds and trust within a business (Kilfoyle, 2022). Businesses can also gain from CSR regarding their employees, encouraging and maybe even requiring employees to participate in community events, like charity runs or volunteer days, can have a positive effect. CSR may also help employers attract higher-quality workers and boost productivity (Dizik, 2018).11, 2
Wales also has two similar plans in place called the ‘Net Zero Wales Carbon Budget 2’ and the ‘Well-Being of Future Generations Act 2015’. For the ‘Net Zero Wales Carbon Budget 2’, the Welsh Government stated “Our journey to net zero and a greener, more powerful, and more equitable Wales begins with this plan. While keeping our second carbon budget in mind (2021-2025), it also starts to lay the groundwork for our third carbon budget, our 2030 target, and net zero emissions by 2050.” so this plan also has a time frame that we are all working towards (Welsh Government, 2021).
As for the ‘Well-Being of Future Generations Act 2015’, Howe, the Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2021 says “The new 10-year Wales infrastructure investment plan for a zero-carbon economy makes steps to level the playing field in an industry where non-white persons of color are underrepresented, for instance.” she also says “The Wales we want will be made feasible by working towards a 30% remote work aim, pushing forward with the target of having 45% of trips taken by sustainable modes by 2040, starting a basic income pilot programme, and increasing public green spaces in town centers.”. These statements also put a timeframe on the ‘Well-Being of Future Generations Act 2015’ with the first deadline being 10 years from 2021 meaning we are already 2 years into this plan (Howe, 2021).
Discussion
Both arguments present compelling points for and against voluntary reporting. However, it seems quite obvious that the argument against voluntary reporting is stronger, essentially proving that CSR reporting should be a mandatory requirement for businesses. There are many reasons for this as stated in the section above, but an additional reason is based on reported evidence from 2020 involving the company Boohoo, “the company had been accused that Leicester-based suppliers were paying employees below the minimum wage and forcing them to work through the lockdown. Along with this, a Sunday tabloid said that an undercover reporter spent two days working in a factory where he was instructed to expect £3.50 an hour.” (Pegden, 2020). Even after this, Butler, 2021, updated that “campaign groups claimed they had discovered little proof that Boohoo had altered its commercial purchasing processes to safeguard employees in its Leicester supply chain”.
This scandal is not the only one to take place that highlights the lack of CSR actions within business, there was a scandal surrounding Primark in which it was discovered that one of their UK suppliers hired illegal immigrants and paid employees less than the minimum wage. The company then had to defend itself before the Ethical Trading Initiative (ETI) which it joined in 2006. Only a few months prior to this, it was discovered that child labour was being used in Indian factories producing Primark clothing (Russell, 2009).
[bookmark: _Int_p23NJXF2]The ETI was founded in 1998 by a small group of enthusiasts who believed in the ability of group action to improve the lives of employees in firms' supply chains and now in 2023 there are thousands of members of the ETI (McAllister, no date). Even though we have this initiative why are companies still not doing better? For example, Primark signed up for this initiative themselves in 2006 but in 2009 were still found to be using child labour. This could be due to the fact that it is choice to sign up to said initiative and not law but even so, a little bit of an approach towards CSR is still better than no approach. However, making CSR a mandatory requirement for businesses could solve these issues altogether and many more issues at the same time and might be the only option. As discussed earlier regarding the UN 17 SDGs the target year for the completion of the goals is 2030 and we are now in 2023 with seven years left to achieve this so something needs to be done and sooner rather than later.
Conclusion
In conclusion, it is understandable why voluntary reporting is beneficial especially for smaller, independent business but on the other hand after research and gathering evidence the position against voluntary reporting seems to appear stronger due to many factors but mainly how it affects the environment and society. Voluntary reporting, as is the case now, means that businesses do not have to take any action at all to protect the environment around them and society including their consumers and employees but with a target year of 2030 fast approaching, more businesses need to get on board with CSR to enable this to be achieved or the only option left may be to make CSR standards a necessity for businesses in order to everyone to move forward in a positive direction where every person and business is on the same page and all working towards the same goals with the same laws.
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