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Corporate Social Responsibility, or CSR, a term increasingly highlighted by the impact of decisions by organisation on society, however, CSR is in essence a voluntary self-regulation (Kati, 2023), therefore is of little surprise that the EU have legislated mandatory reporting of CSR practices (IBM, 2023). This essay debates whether such a practice should be coerced, or if ethical and sustainable practices should evolve within an organisation on its own terms to be effective (Mackey & Sisodia, 2013). After exploration by examination of both viewpoints through a theoretical framework, there concludes the finding that there is a need for a degree of CSR, which must be clearly reported in a standardised way, thus promoting understanding of its link to organisational sustainability, and allows for voluntary additional evolution and adoption.
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This essay seeks to explore, through interpretation and analysis, with a view to establish the agreeable extent of Mackey’ provided quotation:
‘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
This statement is a continuation of a view stated in his co-authored book, Conscious Capitalism, that, where a business has a conscious, it does not need to be compelled to be socially responsible as it is self-aware of its ethical duties (Mackey & Sisodia, 2013).
There are, within Mackey’s provided quotation, multiple facets to understand before exploring any contrasts of theory adoption. The purpose of business, in terms of social responsibility, as per Freidman’s 1970 article in The New York Times stated that “there is one and only one social responsibility of business—to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits” (1970). This, at the time, was viewed as the popular rhetoric for business, reinforced by Rodgers, who’s view of Mackey’s theory suggested re-naming it to "How Business and Profit-Making Fit Into My Overarching Philosophy of Altruism." (2005), however, Friedman included a caveat, that sustainable business is conditional on ethical business practices. This caveat view evolved, illustrated by Handy, who explained that business is governed by “rules and laws” built on “truth and trust” (2002), suggesting conceptual success of an organisation is dependent on responsibility to stakeholders’, and therefore societal value alignment and ethics. Contemporary views such as Hyken’, who emphasises that a company’s purpose is not for profit (2020), demonstrates the evolution of business purpose further, building his views on the currently accepted approaches, such as Freeman’ stake holder theory, who further adds that Profits follow delivery of an organisations primary purpose, creating value for all stakeholders (2014).
Originating from philosophical greats such as Plato and Aristotle, Normative ethics are concerned with right or wrong (University of Birmingham, n.d.), which can be broken down further to Teleological, which focusses on the consequence of the decision, and Deontological, which focusses on the decision itself (Broad, 1930). An example of a teleological decision failure would be the recent Volkswagen emissions scandal, where, according to BBC news reporter Hotten, VW decided to include software within diesel engine vehicles that “cheated emissions tests”,  (Hotten, 2015). This resulted in broken consumer trust, a misalignment of societal values and ethics, misrepresented their contribution to pollution, and broke a few laws, resulting in an initial 50% drop in share prices (La Monica, 2015), demonstrating the power of ethical decisions societies trust in business, the importance of the decision itself, as well as the current societal values on environment.
Corporate Social Responsibility, CSR, although originally attributed to Bowen in 1953, has evolved from its original narrow scope according to Schoff, to a theoretical stakeholder approach and an integral part of business practice (2024). Current popular theory includes “the triple bottom line theory”, often referred to as the three P’s, considering People, Planet and Prosperity (Miller, 2020). Particularly relevant aspects of recent times are unarguably that of people and the planet, and to that extent, the University of Oxford held a “responsible Business Debate”, finding that corporate sustainability reporting should be mandated and standardised by legislation (2018). This contrast to Mackey’s original quoted view is the essence of this essay, and as such will be examined through arguments for and against implementation below, applying the three P’s framework above.
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John Mackey, Whole Foods Market CEO, as per the quotation above, is against forced reporting, stating that a business, in order to be successful for all its stakeholders, should be self-aware of its social responsibilities, that CSR would develop naturally, generating a profit as a byproduct of this process (Friedman, Mackey, & Rodgers, 2005).
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Before Friedman’s famed 1970 quotation, Drucker acknowledged that organisations are made of people, for people, and as such their wellbeing and development comes first (2011), re-enforced by approaches such as Freemans Stakeholder theory, stating the intersection of stakeholder, peoples, interests are the key to sustainability (2010). These interactions include actions, decisions made about how to conduct business, how the business interacts with people within its environment, are influenced by our ethical values, and it is the managers duty, according to Reckmann’ interpretation of Drucker, to build and sustain this environment (2023).
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A work culture promoting ethical values, creating optimism about its relationship to success, has a positive impact on job satisfaction according to Vitell and Davis (1990), Farrell also tells us that elevated job satisfaction and decreased stress result from workplace encouraged ethical behaviours (2023), and that although complex, if appropriately applied, job satisfaction can be a motivator for better performance (Dugguh & Ayaga, 2014). It can be deduced that this would apply if the promotion of relatable ethical values is being voluntarily adopted by management and that they are relevant to the stakeholder.
[bookmark: _Toc161585258]Planet
In a mere 200,000 years of the planet Earths 4.5-billion-year existence, Humans, as the most “influential species on the planet” have had a potentially irreversible detrimental impact on it according to Pavid (n.d.), the planets systems have been fundamentally altered through environmental damage and pollution, and as such threatens the future of our own securities as people, and our resources. We as people have a responsibility to our own societal needs, and through business, there is a necessity to use our influence to protect our wider environment, the planet.
Environmental or green practices are commonplace in contemporary business as this is at the forefront of contemporary societal concerns, where, one widely recognised business example would be Patagonia, originally Chouinard, when their business practices changed in 1970 due to the realisation that their products damage to the environment was directly linked to their companies level of success (patagonia, n.d.), spawning their voluntary partnership with the planet and society through CSR, and led to international renown and success. However, although a visibly responsible organisation can gain success, voluntary implementation of CSR is vital importance to its efficacy, where Legislation or laws to reduce unethical behaviours creates innovative alternatives to the same unethical behaviour (Breznitz & Palermo, 2013) (Hong, Drakeford, & Zhang, 2020).
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The condition of thriving, flourishing or successfulness, prosperity can be measured in multiple ways. Of relevance here is, firstly, Economy. Economics is the study of choice, which is dependent, according to Griffith, on resources and information (Griffith, 2019). In order to prosper, the correct choices need to be made based on this, with organisations practices and consumer actions constituting as choices, the information about resources and the organisations ethical economical approach to their use or protection can conceivably affect their prosperity. This is re-enforced by Evans et al. who’s study finds a shared sense of responsibility to these economics (2017), telling us that legislation will not address all stakeholders. The planet resources, according to Watts, are being used at an exponential rate, where a date has been deduced at which the planet reaches a rate of unsustainable consumption of current resources (Watts, 2018), this date elapsed 5 years ago. Necessity dictates that future prosperity depends on better economic choices of resources, that the resources used and chosen are sustainable, and that, reflected by the likes of Greta Thunberg’s Climate book to inform others (Thunberg, 2024), information is the key to making these choices not legislation.
The second aspect of prosperity of note is philanthropic, where a philanthropic organisation would otherwise be known as a charity. It can be argued that those with high ethical morals, and are well informed, seek to promote the welfare of others. Examples of this, other than the Thunberg’s book above, include such businesses as Clean air task force, and Carbon180, who both voluntarily operate for the greater good over profits (Samuel & DuRose, 2023).
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There is an apt proverb that represents people in this argument; you can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make him drink without will (Heywood, 2018). Free will cannot be overturned by guidance alone, that, contextually, if an individual or organisation does not will the act of reporting, then it cannot be led to it suggesting the need for firmer intervention, however, too firm an intervention could cause the horse to refuse to drink or bolt. People have free will to make their own choices based on their own needs, and according to Johnston, mostly look to others together with rules and regulations when making decisions (2024), therefore, if influential ‘others’ embrace organisations forced reporting as a positive measure, positive decisions will follow.
Without enforced social reporting and responsibility, people suffer at the hands of profit centres organisations. An example would be the working conditions of those in less developed countries, where those with means in pursuit of profit take advantage of those without. Nike was outed in 1996 by an article in Life magazine through their use of sweatshops and their working conditions and pay (Schanberg, 1996), although this was a clear violation of ethics, according to Wazir, this practice is unchanged, however, the success of Nike continues (2001).
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The planet and its systems are being harmed by traditional industry and human consumption. Pollution is acknowledged as a problem, one such pollution according to McClure, that is particularly profit led is of single use plastics, where the cheaper to produce ‘use once and throw away’ plastic was introduced as ‘safer’ to convince the consumer of its uptake in a cost saving exercise, these plastics do not biodegrade, and end up being burnt, causing multitudes of detrimental effects (2021). The UK government recognised this problem, and in alignment with the UN resolution, legislated to phase out its use by 2042 (HM Government, 2018), demonstrating the need for intervention.
The world is also facing two additional challenges, of biodiversity loss and climate change according gov.uk’s quotations of Jupiter, who considers a recent law bound environment act as a practical momentum providing tool enabling recovery and protection of our natural habitats (Gov.uk, 2021), however critics, the open space society, state that this act does not go far enough, where they believe not enough law binding regulations have been introduced (OSS, 2021). This demonstrates the frustrations by those morally driven to protect our planet who believe that legislation does not go far enough, that there is a need for coerced participation for openness and clear action.
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Voluntary corporate social responsibility enables profit led organisations to establish their own degree of participation and standards often at the cost of societal prosperity. This approach has demonstrated as unsuccessful in the past with production and consumption of destructive products and industries, such as tobacco, coal, gambling, and fatty foods. Tobacco in particular, according to ASH, through smoking, although, in the UK, introduced in high numbers in the 19th century, it was not until the mid-20th that scientists first saw a link between smoking and lung cancer, presumably masked by coals link, even then, it wasn’t until 1998 that the government stepped in due to cost to society and the upward trajectory of cigarettes popularity, introducing a comprehensive strategy to protect the health of population (n.d.). With increasing laws to follow, and a current government plan to phase out tobacco completely by 2040 (Lacobucci, 2023), this is an example of successful government intervention through legislation to ensure societal property through health and quality of life.
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The evidence gathered above demonstrates a need for corporate social responsibility, but there are compelling reasons for both answers to the question, should CSR reporting be voluntary, or should it be coerced. Organisations are dependent on their individual societal environments view of their ethical actions, where society and organisations alike depend on our planets finite resources, which suggests that one policy does not fit all, and it is the managers duty to aptly conduct business relative to their unique environments ethics, however when profit centred organisations are left to self-govern their responsibilities, even the largest of global organisations can be found to be frugal with the truth or dishonest at the detriment to society as a whole. There is strong evidence that legislation has had great effect in tackling such issues as smoking and drinking, and, although limited in governance, popular and informative laws have been introduced in order to adjust practices, which align with the greater UN directives, and allow society to prosper by forcing considered economical decisions, unfortunately, there remains, as demonstrated by Volkswagen and single use plastics, an ease of misrepresentation. This demonstrates a clear need for legislated and governed standard reporting on CSR approaches, however, as found, the approach cannot be too stringent, for, in terms of Heywood’s proverb as an analogy, if you lead the horse to water then force it to drink without will, it may push back, not drink, or find easier ways of drinking without governance, alternatively, if the horse can clearly see the safety and clarity of the waters, and understand that your intentions are to its benefit through a clear standardised format, then there will be no need to enforce the act of drinking, for that will follow voluntarily.
The total efforts a business undertakes for CSR should not be coerced, however, there is a requirement for corporations to make minimally responsible efforts, a bar set to work above, and report them in a standardised open format, where it should remain the managers duty to implement the voluntary additional CSR efforts required to ensure the sustainability of the organisation.
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Following arguments presented for and against the involuntary implementation of CSR and understanding its contributing factors of the triple bottom line, people, planet, and prosperity, it is found that there are organisations that represent arguments for each side, that there is a clear responsibility to society, and by extension our environment. There is a need for a degree of CSR in all businesses, to ensure that the business is not to the detriment of society, for its clear standardised reporting, to promote clarity for stakeholders and understanding by managers, that sustainable business depends on the voluntary implementation of additional socially responsible behaviours and practices.



