Introduction 
 
John Mackey, the CEO of Whole Foods Market from 1980 to 2022 (Goncalves, 2021), asserts that business social responsibility should not be coerced but instead remain a voluntary decision made by a company’s entrepreneurial leadership (Mackey, no date). This outlook is similar to libertarian and free market ideals, emphasising corporate autonomy. However, this raises the question of how much an organisation should be doing independently in fulfilling social responsibility. Drawing from ethical theories and contemporary business examples, this essay will explore to what extent there can be agreement with John Mackey’s viewpoint regarding corporate social responsibility. CSR refers to an organisation's commitment to operating in a sustainable, ethical, and socially responsible manner, which contributes to the well-being of the environment and society (Fernando, 2024). 
 
    
Corporate Social Responsibility has four key aspects: fair wages and workers' well-being; policies that include equity; diversity, and inclusion; working with communities, and fair labour and complying with human rights (NIBusinessInfo, 2019).  For organizations to focus on all four aspects, four key points can be used to have a long-term impact; technology that could help long-term with sustainability, strategies that could be put in place, social responsibilities, and withing with third parties to achieve all goals (Gigital Marketing Institute, 2024).  
    
 
 
Theoretical Perspectives on Business Ethics    
  
Two major ethical perspectives help provide insight into whether business social responsibility should be voluntary or enforced. The first ethical perspective is Friendman’s Shareholder Theory (The Beautiful Truth, 2021), which was created by Milton Friedman (1970). The theory argues that the primary responsibility of an organization is to maximize its shareholder value, with social responsibility initiatives only being valid if they contribute to long-term profitability (Barton, 2022); this means only if the organization with benefit from it, in the long run, This theory supports Mackey’s view, which suggests that organisations should only engage in social responsibility when it serves their interests, rather than succumbing to social pressures. Some may argue that this isn't ethical, as the reasoning behind the organization completing and following corporate social responsibility isn’t considerate. Theories that go with Friendman’s Shareholder Theory are Teleological and Deontological. Teleological Theory’s roots come from the ancient Greeks (Study Smarter, 2019), which evaluates actions based on their outcomes or consequences and focuses on the goal and outcome (Study Smarter, 2019). This means the nature of the action isn’t considered. Some may argue that this theory isn’t ethical as the only focus is the outcome, not the journey that’s been completed to achieve it. Deontological Theory is associated with philosopher Immanuel Kant in the 18th century (Britannica, 2014), which focuses on always being truthful throughout for it to be ethical (Britannica, 20214). An example of this is an organisation being truthful regarding where their stock is bought..  An example of an organisation that uses Friedman’s Shareholder Theory is GreenRoof, which is a small lawn care company that has only three investors, a client base of fifty households, and only ten employees (Indeed, 2024). The aim is to provide sustainable and affordable lawn care services (Indeed, 2024). This is done by using battery-powered and quiet lawnmowers, which have higher costs, as stakeholder theory is being used (Indeed, 2024). Despite this, the President of GreenRoof gains an increase in revenue due to it being more appealing to “environmentally conscious customers” (Indeed, 2024).  
    
  
  
Freeman's Stakeholder Theory was created by Edward Freeman in 1984 (University of Virginia, 2024).  Freeman proposed that organizations have a duty to several stakeholders, including customers, employees, and broader society (Freeman, Harrison, Zyglidopoulos, 2018), and emphasizes that organizations should contribute to creating value for all stakeholders (Freeman, Harrison, Zyglidopoulos, 2018).  This theory contradicts Friedman’s Shareholder Theory, as it suggests that corporate social responsibility should be integrated within an organization’s strategy, and may require external enforcement to ensure accountability. There are many key stakeholders highlighted; shareholders/stockholders, employees, customers, suppliers, communities, Government and regulatory bodies, friends and family, and competitors (Wright, 2023). All these would need to be considered for an organization to function correctly and effectively. There are many benefits of an organization using Stakeholder Theory: namely, enhanced reputation, risk management, sustainability and longevity, and informed decision-making (Wright, 2023).  
An example of this approach in practice could be the United Nations, as it plays a crucial role in promoting sustainability and engages with organizations through initiatives like the UN Global Compact (UN Global Compact, 2023).     
  
  
  
Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR (1991)  
  
Carroll’s Pyramid identified four layers of CSR; economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic (Anderson, 2023). Philanthropy is voluntary, however, ethical responsibilities go beyond compliance with laws and include acting in ways that could benefit society. According to Carroll, organizations should not view CSR  as an option, but as a great part of ethical organizational practice. (Anderson, 2023).  An example of an organization that uses Carroll’s Pyramid of CSR y is Lego, which is committed to sustainability. Lego has pledged to reduce its carbon footprint impact, and plans to use environmentally friendly materials by 2030 (Gavin, 2019). They have been contributing to reducing their footprint since 2013, which is when they shrunk their box sizes by 14 per cent, reducing the amount of cardboard by 7, 000  tons (Gavin, 2019).  Lego's use of Carroll’s Pyramid has allowed it to not only lessen its impact on the planet but also be more appealing to stakeholders and shareholders if they also share a commitment to sustainability. 
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(AQA, no date) 
  
  
  
Corporate Citizenship and Environmental, Social, and Governance  
  
  
Corporate Citizenship refers to the extent of the social responsibility an organization has for its actions, (European Commission, 2023), and any impacts their actions have on the environment, social aspects, and governance (ESG) (European Commission, 2023).  ESG is a framework that is used to measure the effect an organization has on any ethics and impacts (European Commission, 2023).  Governments and investors are increasingly expecting organizations to adopt CSR policies, making it less of a voluntary decision and more of a strategic imperative. An example of an organization that uses corporate citizenship is Microsoft, which uses CSR within its business model (Team Goodera, 2023). This is done through initiatives such as AI for Good, global skills initiative, and carbon neutrality, which all aim to promote economic opportunity and address global challenges (Team Goodera,, 2023).  
  
    
 





 
 
Voluntary Corporate Social Responsibility     
    
John Mackey argues that organisations should be free to determine their level of corporate social responsibility without any government interference. Voluntary CSR allows organisations to tailor efforts to their specific values, industry, and stakeholders. Many organisations choose to do so and have become extremely successful in the process. An example of this is Patagonia, which is an American company that was founded in 1973 by Yvon Chouinard (Weavabel, 2023). It designs, manufactures, and sells technical and high-quality outdoor gear and clothing for activities such as skiing, hiking, and surfing (Veavabel, 2023).  They have taken it upon themselves to use ethically sourced and recycled materials and actively campaign for environmental protection (Yahoo, 2025). 1% of their sales are also donated to environmental causes and have been since 1985 (Patagonia, 2024). Patagonia’s CSR efforts aren't legally mandated but are driven by its leadership’s ethical vision, which shows how voluntary CSR can easily be affected when it works alongside corporate values.     
    
Whole Foods Market is another example of voluntary CSR being implemented, which was implemented by John Mackey. Examples of these include fair-trade sources, sustainable practices, higher wages for employees, food waste reduction, ethical sourcing, and community engagement (Ferguson, 2015).  His approach may suggest that organizations with ethical leadership, such as Patagonia and Whole Foods Market, can drive positive change without coercion. This supports John Mackey’s viewpoint.    
    
    
    
    
    
Regulatory Enforcement    
Despite there being successfully proven uses of voluntary CSR with ethical leadership, many are concerned leaving social responsibility to organizations themselves may not be successful or beneficial, which may lead to neglect and inconsistencies. Industries, where profit motives conflict with ethical concerns, are the main concern of voluntary CSR. Due to this, one may argue that Government regulation or external oversight may be necessary in many organizations to ensure they do not engage in environmentally harmful practices.     
    
There are many examples of disasters that have happened across the world that could have been avoided if there were Government regulations. The first example is The Rana Plaza Disaster that happened on the 24th of April 2013 (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2024). The eight-story commercial building in Saver, Bangladesh, which held many garment factories, shops and a bank, collapsed (Amnesty International, 2024).  Warnings were issued that the building was going to collapse as cracks were appearing within the building (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2024). The bank and shops on the lower floors were evacuated, but warnings were ignored and workers were forced to continue working on the upper floors where the garment factories were located (Clean Clothes Campaign, 2024). This resulted in 1,100 deaths and thousands more injuries, that could have been avoided if CSR were to be a Government regulation, as the organisation owners weren’t ethical.   
    
Environmental regulations may need to be enforced by the Government, as many industries, such as gas and oil, have resulted in environmental responsibility in the past. Some regulations have been created in the past that ensure that companies from these industries contribute to sustainability rather than prioritising short-term profits over environmental well-being. An example of this is the Paris Agreement (2015), which was created to reduce the impacts and risks of climate change (Denchak, 2019). The goal is to limit the global average temperature rise within the century to less than two degrees Celsius, and also limit the rise in temperature to less than 1.5 degrees  (Denchak, 2019).  Regulations are meant to ensure that organisations take steps to benefit workers and support sustainability globally.  
  
  
  
Balancing Voluntarism and Coercion  
  
A Balanced approach may be more effective rather than relying on either voluntary or enforced CSR. Governments could set minimum ethical and environmental standards while allowing organizations flexibility. This would allow organizations to create policies that best fit them and their sector, meaning that organizations could even surpass expectations and achieve more regarding CSR.  An example of this is the European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (2023), which mandates large organizations must report their social, environmental, and governance impact (IMB, 2023). This ensures more transparency and standardizes sustainability (IMB, 2023). Measures like this help hold organizations accountable while preserving autonomy.   
  
  
Critical Analysis  
  
Mackey’s viewpoint shows the idea that organizations should independently decide their own level of corporate social responsibility, the realities of modern organizations clearly show that CSR is heavily influenced by market pressure, regulations, and stakeholder expectations. Ethical organisation conduct requires more than only voluntary action, but also necessitates a balance between social good and profit.   
 
Without a regulatory framework, it is unlikely there would be corporate social responsibility because many businesses will by nature be driven by profit and the will of their shareholders. Having a regulatory framework ensures that businesses are compelled to think about the benefits they bring to society as a whole, which is positive, and should ensure they retain their profits. Without the framework, it is unlikely that businesses will place sufficient importance on CSR, or, as you say, it would be a more patchy picture, with some businesses signing up to it and others not at all. 
 
  
  
Conclusion  
  
After looking at both supporting information and improvement, some may determine that CSR should not be entirely coerced. This could be due to genuine CSR stemming from corporate values and leadership decisions. However, relying on voluntary initiatives may lead to inconsistent ethical standards. A combination of the regulatory framework, ethical leadership, and stakeholder engagement could ensure that organisations contribute positively to society while maintaining profitability. It also allows organisations to follow corporate social responsibility that best suits their sector, but by also making it mandatory to a certain level, it would ensure that all organisations are doing their part in regards to sustainability and society, but also maintaining profitability. 
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