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‘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



Introduction

"Corporate social responsibility is a hard-edged business decision. Not because it is a nice thing to do or because people are forcing us to do it... because it is good for our business" (Fizgerald, 2019 ).
 Business social responsibility can be interpreted in different ways by different business. 

A business can operate in a responsible manner for the benefit of society and the environment; to make a positive change in the world.  
A business can operate in a responsible manner for the benefit of the business; they will have a strong positive reputation that can benefit their profits. 
Some businesses though are not socially responsible. 
The argument of whether an organisation could be coerced into operating responsibly is a highly controversial topic in modern society. 

This essay will initiate the discussion of the importance of business social responsibility and discuss the matter of businesses being coerced into demonstrating social responsibility or them undertaking it on a voluntary basis. This discussion will be supported by a variety of academic references namely; books, articles, websites and statistics. Once pertinent points are complete a conclusion will then be drawn based on the available evidence. 
























Main Body

An understanding on Business Social Responsibility and its importance.

Business social responsibility is a principal moulded from environmental preservation, society protection and sustainability (Sims, 2003). Environmental awareness has been increasing at the fore-front of modern society in the last decade and pleas for businesses to operate in more sustainable manner are dominating press worldwide (Earth911, 2019). It is also becoming increasingly more important for business to operate in ethical manner in the modern day working environment. While ethics is such a broad term for what it is inclusive of, more and more ethical considerations must be taken into account, to guide a business in their success whether this be external factors like environmental issues or internal factors such as diversity and equality (Macdonald, 2015).

The principle of business social responsibility has become increasingly more prominent in the last decade as research into climate change also has become more developed. There is understanding currently that within the next ten years, if no changes are undertaken into how the earth operates then there will be countries without water and deadly heat as well has many other impacts (McFall-Johnson, 2019). The impact of businesses on climate change is so dominant in modern society since they are large organisations and conglomerates that make larger impacts than individuals alone.
	Large co-operations should make a positive change in their actions to assist climate change; there then may be a hope for improvement and to undo some of the damage caused in previous decades. 
	With reference to John Mackey’s statement, the information available to businesses now surrounding the topic of environmental sustainability is that there is public desire and therefore perceived coercion for organisations to develop a social responsibility so that they are seen in the best light by their stakeholders and potential wide pool of customers. 
























Legality of Business Social Responsibility

Although there is a desperate calling for environmental improvements in modern society, in current legal standing there is no act that governs businesses to operate social responsibility. 
	However, all business ensure that they adhere to the laws which impact their operations i.e;
· Health and Safety Act 1974 which ensures business care for their employees and stakeholders by operating a safe working environment (Health and Safety Executive, 1974) and 
· the Equality Act 2010 which governs a business to not discriminate against any group when providing a service or hiring prospects (Government Legislation, 2010).

Referring back to John Mackey’s statement; the lack of legislature in this topic suggests agreement that business social responsibility should not be co-coerced. If it were to be coerced, for some business they would lose their brand value and competitive edge. 
Skincare brand, Burt’s Bees, operates on a platform of social responsibility on a global scale and have launched a make-up foundation which raises awareness on the decline of bees and have initiatives in place to help tackle the issue (Burts Bees, 2019). If every business were to operate in this manner then Burt’s Bees exclusivity would lose its competitive advantage, which could then in turn impact the economy they operate in. 





























What are normative ethics and how do they aid social responsibility

For any responsible businesses, morality is one of the underlying principles of all decisions made. Normative ethics are concerned with good and virtuous aspects of morality in both teleological form focusing on the consequences of a decision and deontological form focusing on the decision itself (H.J.MacCloskey, 1969). Normative ethical theory can do a lot for evaluating whether or not business social responsibility should be a voluntary decision or one that is coerced, as it unearths the reasoning behind business decisions and allows insight to whether a business is operating for the good of themselves or for the good of others (environment, stakeholders). 

Ethical theory however does not identify as to why a business desires or does not desire to be socially responsible. Some businesses will only become socially responsible since they feel that it will improve their image in the eye of their customers; whereas to other businesses it isn’t of importance or cannot be realistically implemented.  
	A working example is the NHS. While one of their priorities is commitment to quality of care, their work in itself is very wasteful (NHS, 2019). Their resources are mainly single use only, since sterilization and hygiene is critical. This will have a detrimental impact on the environment but that doesn’t compute that they are not responsible in other aspects. Organisations like this defend the argument that business social responsibility should not be coerced as realistically it would not be fulfilled.





























Teleological Ethics- Utilitarianism

When a business adopts a utilitarian approach they are of the understanding that any business decisions which deliver the most positive outcomes for the greatest amount for people are the actions that are morally right (Bentham, 2018). Utilitarianism is the most common ethical theory used in business. For example, once a business has different potential courses of action, such as them identifying the stakeholders impacted by an action and then ranked those stakeholders happiness after the action, they can then decide which course of action is best. Therefore, they can justify business decisions for the most positive outcome for society (Marques, 2015). 
A working example of utilitarianism is with healthcare companies. 
A product that alleviates the feeling of cold and flu, however does have a variety of possible side effects e.g drowsiness and nausea. Deciding the best course of action would be decided between the maximum amount of people that would feel better after using the product versus the maximum amount of people that would experience the side effects.
A business is more likely to be socially responsible if they adopt a utilitarian approach to how they operate as they care more for the impacts of their actions on society and the environment so businesses like this are more likely to not have to be coerced in to operating responsibly.


Deontological Ethics- Kantianism

When a business adopts a Kantian approach they are of the understanding that any business decisions which focus on the rightness of the action on themselves is the most moral, regardless of whether the consequences are more harm than good (Follesdal & Maliks , 2014). The topic of euthanasia is a highly debated topic in ethical theory and using the Kantianism approach, law enforcement would have to prosecute anyone who played a part in the assisted death even if the person dying was terminally ill and in constant pain as to kill is morally wrong (Lacewing, 2019). Kantian methodology of ethics is more difficult to apply to business social responsibility, as it is not the priority of the method so businesses under this approach would be more likely to resist becoming socially responsibility. 


















The Triple Bottom Line

It is very difficult for any business to keep themselves completely socially responsible. It is a fact of reality that a business can be more responsible in some areas more than others. Business social responsibility to businesses is about added value in one aspect or another (Davis, 2014).

Many businesses operate under the framework of the triple bottom line approach recommending for businesses to focus their investments on the environment and social value as well as profitable gain  (Pivo & Hammer, 2016). This focuses on both the internal and external impacts of decisions on society, the environment and the economy to gain value for the business (Elkington, 1998 ). Businesses that operate with a triple bottom line are deemed the more responsible businesses as they take into account the impacts of their actions in the external environment so the need to be coerced for business social responsibility simply is not needed. If a business can decide themselves to be responsible for their actions then it betters their reputation more than if they are coerced into it. 

The triple bottom line however is only as good as the outcomes it provides, the strongest environmental management system may be implemented however it may produce the weakest results deeming it useless (Henriques & Richardson, 2004). Also, when a business operates in this manner, even though their outcomes may be positive on society and the environment, the reasoning behind their choice to act this way can be selfish. A positive brand reputation will work wonders for a business and the effective manner in which they can show they care about everyone involved in the business and the environment around them. So if a business is operating selfishly then their ethical values must be questioned. 


























Value Creation

Responsible businesses aims are to add value to society, the environment and themselves. In doing this however it can be very difficult to achieve success in all avenues. A business in its attempts to improve society can detrimentally impact the environment. A working example of this problem can be seen in Primark. Primark aims to produce high quality goods for the cheapest possible price for customers (Primark, 2019). By Primark selling goods for such low prices they are adding value to the lives of people who may not have been able to afford a variety of items that are available elsewhere; they are improving the quality of life for some families. In doing this however they are creating issues in their supply chain. Primark do not own their own factories where their goods are created so they cannot be singularly to blame for the working conditions in them, however when there is more of a demand for the goods they sell, the harder the workers in the factories are working in below standard working conditions. In 2014, Primark paid out £6m to the victims of a factory collapse in Bangladesh where more than 1,000 workers lost their lives (Butler, 2014). While the collapse wasn’t the fault of Primark directly, the use of these kinds of manufacturers will only encourage the continuous use of these factories. 


Issues similar to that of Primark, I believe, are critical in the understanding of John Mackey’s statement. In the public eye, consumers are fairly aware that Primark is not the most ethical brand as a result of news stories and word of mouth. Primark however deem themselves a responsible business.  They have recently begun an initiative to improve sustainable credentials in training cotton farmers to allow them to produce clothes with only 100% sustainable cotton (Donlan, 2019). This is alongside their already standing initiative of using 100% recyclable bags in store and donating unsold clothes to charities (Primark, Our Planet , 2019). The importance on how this relates to John Mackey’s statement is that even if a business is coerced into being a socially responsible business, it doesn’t necessarily mean that every part of their business will help society, the environment or sustainability. Primark’s actions almost counteract each other, just because they want to create sustainably made clothes doesn’t mean they’ll stop using the same dangerous factories to produce them.  





















The Future of Business Social Responsibility 

With the ever-advancing technology in artificial intelligence, the impact it has on business social responsibility can be benefitting in some aspects but dangerous in others. Artificial intelligence applications in the agricultural industry are preserving natural eco-systems, seawater quality, as well as many other natural resources. AI’s impact on the agriculture industry has decreased the sectors emissions by 20% (Gupta, 2019). AI is continuously developing more efficient ways for agricultural business to produce the highest quality crops since technology can identify defective crops and implement resources to improve them. This will obviously have a positive impact on the consumers of these crops since they will be consuming the best quality foods. 

AI can have positive impacts on business social responsibility, it identifies issues in the arguments of whether business social responsibility should be coerced or not. As AI can develop more efficient ways for business to be socially responsible, it begs the question for if they were coerced, how would smaller scale businesses afford to be socially responsible? AI can be a very expensive process which smaller business would not be able to fund so it would be impossible for them to continue operating. Also, with the potential for artificial intelligence to be replacing certain jobs for more efficient methods, where it may benefit the environment it will detrimentally impact society since jobs will be lost causing a decline in worker numbers which would then subsequently lead to less money being spent in the economy as people would not have the same disposable income if their job is taken. This would then lead back to the Government as people could potentially then be in the position to sign on for benefits which would contradict the idea of coercing business social responsibility. Ethically, if this were to be coerced it would fulfil deontological methodology as the idea of being socially responsible is morally correct, however the impact of making the decision to enforce it could have dire impacts for the businesses, societies and the environment. 


It must also be noted that the benefits of artificial intelligence is an unknown quantity. It is a fairly new process and therefore the potential for unknown impacts currently; such as negative impacts on society, environment and sustainability. There is emerging evidence that AI is an energy intensive process with one AI process having the equivalent carbon dioxide emissions of five average cars (Strubell, MCallum, & Ganesh, 2019). This, as a repeated process, will have a detrimental impact on the environment so until there is more research undertaken into AI, it must be questioned, or at least queried, whether or not it be appropriate to be considered to aid in business social responsibility.
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Conclusion

The above essay has provided an evaluative argument on whether to coerce business social responsibility or whether it should be a voluntary decision. While considering the evidence, theoretically the decision to coerce business social responsibility would benefit the environment, society and sustainability since everyone would be working responsibly to generate a positive outcome; however, in practice this is not achievable. 

If business social responsibility was coerced it would remove jobs, eradicate businesses that couldn’t adhere to it and potentially cause harmful impacts on the environment through the use of artificial intelligence. 

There is no perfect method to achieving business social responsibility since whichever way a business attempts to become responsible, something else could potentially become jeopardised. If Primark ceased producing clothes cheaply in overseas factories and switched to more local sustainable methods of production, their prices would rise and then potentially consumers would not be able to afford the clothes and subsequently poverty would rise in society. 

Therefore in conclusion, whilst business social responsibility in theory is a productive way to help safeguard the future of society, and the environment, coercing all businesses into it is not practical and would have more negative impacts than positive. Government encouragement is a more reasonable approach since businesses could then voluntarily make personalised changes to their business that would have the most positive impact on society, sustainability and the environment. 
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