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Introduction
This essay aims to draw from, and interpret the statement made by John Mackey, the Whole Foods Market CEO; “Business social responsibility should not be coerced; it is a voluntary decision that the entrepreneurial leadership of every company must make on its own.” 
Drawing from a range of credible academic and contemporary sources, and examining the precedents set by various first world and developing countries we aim to explore the issue, and examine the question “should social responsibility be mandatory, or is it purely voluntary?”, using the literature available we will explore opposing views, before presenting conclusions.

What is Business?
The purpose of business is a topic that can be discussed endlessly, economist Milton Friedman stated that “The social responsibility of business is to increase its profits.” (Friedman, 2007) An acolyte of Freidman, one (infamous) Jefferey Skilling, is quoted as answering a question relating to how he would proceed if he knew a product that he was making was causing harm to his customer with the statement ““My job as a businessman is to be a profit centre and maximize returns to shareholders. It’s the government’s job to step in if a product is dangerous.” (Dolan, 2023) 
Peter Drucker, on the other hand, is quoted as saying “The purpose of business is to create and keep a customer.” (Peter Drucker on the Purpose of Business - Berkeley Haas, 2016) – For the purposes of this essay we will consider that consumers are increasingly concerned with the ethical and responsible nature of businesses, and consumer choice may be based on an ethical stance or the presence of a robust CSR policy. 
Business is defined as “an organization or enterprising entity engaged in commercial, industrial, or professional activities” (Hayes, 2024) and this includes for profit and not for profit organisations, and everything from sole traders to large multinational corporations, occupied in the buying, selling or providing of goods and services. 
It is important to note, that the vast majority of businesses have some impact on the environment, due to the fact that they consume resources, generate waste and produce emissions, some businesses will be in the ‘business’ of sustainability and environmental regeneration, but this is not to say that they do not have a negative impact, simply that their main business is in improvement, and thus there may be a counteracting of the negative that is not part of a CSR policy (Holder)

What is Corporate social responsibility?
Corporate Social Responsibility, or CSR is the idea that a company or business has a responsibility to measure and counteract its environmental and social impact, both locally and globally. The theory of CSR is widely accredited to Howard Bowen, an American Economist, who published a book titled “Social Responsibilities of the Businessman” in 1953 (ACCP, 2024) 

“In 2005, Environmental, Social & Governance (ESG) was first coined, and a few years later, “Sustainability” became a frequently used term in the field. The dot-com crash of the early 2000s and the financial crisis of 2008 “brought discussion on the social responsibility of business into the zeitgeist,” according to McKinsey.” (From There to Here: 50 Years of Thinking on the Social Responsibility of Business, 2020) 
‘Corporate purpose’ has evolved, from the profit driven position of the 1980s, to the more value driven strategy proposition as demonstrated by the many B Corporations (B Corps), social purpose corporations (SPCs), and low-profit limited liability companies (L3Cs) that have become present in the last decade. Professor Kanter, of Harvard Business School states that “more important than philanthropy is operating a business that brings value to the world.” And CEO Daniel Vasella is quoted as saying “businesses can best serve society by continuously bringing innovative and profitable products to market, instead of making philanthropic donations that no other entities can make.” This, in addition to that fact that large companies that were traditionally known as profit driven polluters are making public statements and attempting to counteract both their impact and reputation (“A 2020 Morningstar report cited Total, Shell, Equinor, and Repsol as leaders in protecting the environment through research, development, and the creation of green energy” (Ross, 2022)) demonstrates that public opinion and knowledge of the impact of commerce is driving a real change. 

Sustainability and Society
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The learning Flywheel, (Elkington)
Sustainability is now ‘big business’ – with consumers actively making choices based on the green credentials of companies.  Theorist Elkington coined the ‘Triple Bottom Line’; where social, environmental and economic factors are all given equal weight. (Giménez et al., 2012) The Diagram above, Elkingtons’ ‘learning flywheel’ demonstrates how changes enter consumer consciousness and behaviour and make lasting changes in consumer and corporate behaviour.
A survey commissioned by the World Economic Forum found that “66% of all respondents, and 75% of millennial respondents, said they consider sustainability when making a purchase”. And this is not limited to first world countries and economies, with the same survey finding “an increase of 24% in (concern) Indonesia, for example, and a phenomenal rise of 120% in Ecuador.” (WEForum: How Consumers Are Driving Sustainability, 2023)
The ethical stance of companies comes into question, when consumers are making choices and governments/authorities are choosing where to provide funding, and it appears crucial 

now for companies to present as ethical, transparent, and taking consideration for the planet and community around them. 

The case for mandatory CSR
In presenting a case for mandatory Corporate Social Responsibility, we must look at the examples available to us, and the literature that is currently available. Within the UK there is no compulsory CSR, although it is widely expected that company directors have an obligation to “to factor in the community and environmental impact of their actions when considering their wider duty to promote the success of their company” (Kati, 2023) and CSR and ESG policies are commonplace. An example of how this can be interpreted by companies is the ‘Energy Company Obligation’ scheme, or ECO, in which medium and large energy companies are required to promote measures that result in reduced energy costs for consumers that have a low income, poor health or are otherwise vulnerable or disadvantaged. (Energy Company Obligation (ECO), 2024) 
Some countries have introduced mandatory CSR in the form of Levies placed on all companies, Mauritius is considered a pioneer in enforcing mandatory CSR since their finance budget in 2009, where all companies must contribute 2% of profits towards CSR. The government report increased confidence by consumers and investors, and as Mauritius is relatively small market and economy, has ensured that businesses are funding improvement and education in the communities around them, this has led to increased foreign investment and avoided ‘ad hoc’ social investment, where companies were investing in linked enterprises or carrying out alleged CSR that actually benefited the company more than the recipient. 

India and Indonesia both apply mandatory CSR selectively, with only companies that exceed a certain turnover/profit, and companies involved in extracting minerals and fuels being required to comply with a mandatory CSR scheme, In India “it is mandatory for the companies covered under section 135(1) of the Companies Act, 2013 to spend 2% of their net profit over the preceding three years as per the CSR policy (Acharya, 2023.)
It could be argued that mandatory CSR, either for companies that exceed profit/turnover benchmarks, or for all companies would be beneficial for multiple reasons, Guidelines could prescribe that CSR funds must be allocated to priority areas, and therefore tally with local or national strategies. Without regulation it if far more difficult to channel the resources in an effective manner and ensure that companies are balancing the impact that they have on ecology and society. 
Mandatory CSR could also improve reputation and confidence in investment, as well as increased company longevity and employee retainment, as research shows that values are a key reason why an individual will choose to remain with, or leave an organisation 9965rcx (Engaged Employees Are Asking Their Leaders to Take Climate Action, 2023).
‘Public interest theory’ is an important factor in the argument for mandatory CSR, Public Interest Theory suggests that regulation would  protect ‘the public interest and society who will be better off with regulation than otherwise’ (Godfrey et al. [11] ). This theory assumes that the regulator (the government) must have an independent stance in development of regulation and must not let governmental self- interest be considered in the process of designing and implementing policy (Deegan [12] ). 
In addition, CSR legislation would allow governments to create a “regulated financial reporting environment to ensure that firms provide accurate accounting information to the market”. This would be expected to improve investor confidence and overall market efficiency (Omran and El-Galfy [13] ).
“increased transparency, to the extent that it is achieved through mandatory reporting laws and regulations, could discipline companies and motivate them to do better along socio-environmental dimensions of performance” (Ioannou & Serafeim, 2011) should also be an important factor, allowing consumers to make choices based on clear information and statistics and using that motivation to ensure companies ‘do better’ and potentially increase profits in excess of any levy or mandatory CSR contribution that is applied by legislation.

The Case against Mandatory CSR 
It could be argued that by forcing companies to comply with a mandatory CSR contribution, (using the example of Mauritius this could stand at 2%) this cuts profit margins, and does not allow any scope for ‘spontaneous donation’ which is usually made in the case of natural disasters or other urgent fundraisers, as all current and prospective CSR dotation would already be earmarked for scheduled donation.
 
Compulsory CSR, in the form of a levy is considered by many to be nothing more than an additional tax, which is shown to cause companies to move out of countries or territories and into geographical areas where taxation is less stringent (Aldrick, 2021.) If a company chooses to relocate their operations due to additional costs, this not only does not create any increase in CSR contributions but 
has an additional detrimental effect on communities and workforces who have relied on the company/business (Smith et al., 2024.)
It could also be considered than compulsory CSR can create Competitive Disadvantage- both between companies operating in different territories but involved in the same business, and in the case of selective mandatory CSR I this impacts only companies involved in certain activities or those that meet certain financial criteria, commentators suggest that this will cause companies to move away from certain industries or to increase prices in order to combat the levy, passing on the cost to the consumer. It is interesting to note, that the decision to selectively apply compulsory CSR was challenged in India on the basis that while companies operating in the natural resources sector would be affected equally, an advantage would be created for companies in other sectors. The Constitutional Court found that the law was not discriminatory as it considers that CSR is a preventive effort to negate the negative consequences on resources and the lives of people (Waagstein)
Small and micro businesses are likely to be negatively impacted by a compulsory CSR, with a potential lack of resources and funds to comply with regulation, while small and micro businesses are generally seen to prioritise CSR, in order to build local relationships and increase their customer base, this is usually self-driven and targeted according to the companies’ priorities (Zou et al., 2021) 



Discussion & Conclusion 
The arguments as placed above all have strengths and weaknesses, it is valid that some of the arguments, such as that of drawing or repelling foreign investors can be seen from both sides, it is also worth note that all of the arguments acknowledge the importance of CSR in some form, with the question being of compulsory or voluntary CSR. It would be a rare company that refuses to acknowledge the importance of planet and community in an age where sustainability is at the heart of many consumer choices. This is course increases the possibility of greenwashing, and the potential for companies to selectively apply CSR to meet their own needs. 
In drawing conclusions, both propositions were examined, with the examples of Mauritius and India, and the impact of their compulsory and Selective CSR policies on the communities and planet. Companies have been choosing to use CSR to build competitive advantage for a long time, and this can be seen in the cases of companies such as Volvo, who chose to ‘give away’ their groundbreaking safety technology rather than patent and protect it, this provided Volvo with a reputation of safety, and caused market share to increase. (Bigouette, 2019) – in contrast, as of 2022 reports had shown that 100 companies are responsible for 71% of the world’s greenhouse gas emissions. (Vitasek, 2022)
My conclusion is that India, with selectively applied CSR is the best proposition. Applying mandatory CSR to all companies would impact small and micro business disproportionately, and choosing to apply the levy to companies involved in the fossil fuels industry, as well as those that have profits about a certain amount, would ensure that companies are forced to change their attitude, creating lasting change and incorporating the idea of protecting the environment and embracing CSR, rather than simply focusing on profit making. 
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