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Corporate social responsibility has changed definitions over the last seventy years; earlier definitions were vague and focussed on individual businessmen centred on broad social obligations. Later definitions became more corporate focused, more standardised and influenced by regulation, globalisation and internet visibility, indicating that corporate social responsibility is now a responsibility not a personal moral choice, (Homer, S. T., & Gill, C. M. H. D. 2022). Shribman, M.  (2024), suggests that corporate social responsibility is a company's responsibility to contribute positively to society through ethical behaviour, environmental impact, social well-being and transparency and accountability. 

This essay will explore the ongoing debate by critically examining John Mackey’s, (2005), claim, “Business social responsibility should not be coerced; it is a voluntary decision that entrepreneurial leadership of every company must make on its own”. With alternative perspective’s drawing on contemporary examples and evaluating whether voluntary Corporate social responsibility is sufficient to ensure responsible business or whether regulatory intervention is necessary to prevent harm and protect stakeholders. 

The debate around corporate social responsibility has centred around whether companies should be forced to pursue social good or should do so voluntarily. Cheer, Z, (2011), outlines two sides of the debate through Friedman, who believes businesses should focus solely on profit and Carroll and Freeman who present the argument that business has a broader social responsibility.
 
[bookmark: _Int_UEPJc0kW]John Mackey’s stance is based on conscious capitalism theory, which views companies as moral agents that can act morally because they choose to rather than compelled to. Sisodia, R, S, (2009), claims conscious capitalism as a contemporary tool used in response to growing social demands and global issues. A case is made business should adopt a higher purpose, a stakeholder focused mindset, and conscious, service-oriented leadership in place of maximising profits. The argument is made that corporate social responsibility is focused on image rather than embedding a company's behaviour implying it enables businesses to project a sense of responsibility without integrating it into main goals. 

ConsciousLeadership.Org. (2020). Presents John Mackey as a pioneering advocate of conscious capitalism showing how he built Whole Foods around four pillars of belief, employee’s, customers, suppliers and community with each being treated as empowered partners rather than resources. “Nourishing people and the planet” were used as the higher purpose with heavy investment in local producers, strict quality standards and shared internal information with autonomy and authenticity. Mackey’s conviction that trusts and empowerment drive both social impact and commercial success is reflected through this. 

Mackey’s conscious capitalism can be understood as a real-world expression of Freeman’s stakeholders' theory, illustrating how a business that prioritises the interests of its employees' suppliers and wider community can achieve both ethical integrity and commercial success. Mahajan, R., et al (2023), argues that Freeman's stakeholder theory provides the foundation of Mackey’s conscious capitalism with both suggesting that business creates the most value when they prioritise the wellbeing and needs of stakeholders rather than focusing solely on shareholders. However, Awa, H. O., et al, (2024) argues that Freeman’s stakeholder theory provides the ethical foundation that firms must engage all stakeholders in responsible value creation, while Mackey’s conscious capitalism shows how this approach can be put into practice through purpose driven business leadership. Taborda, C. A., et al, (2025), argue that conscious capitalism is a “paradigm shift” leading to adoption of conscious practices can increase competitiveness while creating stakeholder value, going as far as saying its “necessity for survival and prosperity. 

Banerjee, J. (2025), suggests that voluntary corporate social responsibility allows companies to choose how to act on their own, with this freedom it allows them to exceed legal requirements and contribute more meaningfully to society. Martins, K. F., et al, (2023), supports voluntary standards give companies a way to respond to social and environmental expectations without being forced can exceed by adopting higher standards. However, they argue that it can show genuine commitment, improve transparency, reduce accusations of greenwashing and respond to customer demand. While voluntary corporate social responsibility relies on businesses acting ethically to benefit reputation and stakeholder trust greenwashing shows how easily exploiting this expectation by presenting a misleading image without making substantive changes, (Gatti, L., et al, 2019). Mu, H., & Lee, Y. (2023), argues that greenwashing is difficult to prevent without regulations, suggesting a combination of voluntary and mandatory approach to prevent further accusations. 

Griffin, G. W. (2026), argues that today's world, shaped by climate change, recourse depletion, inequality and the rise of AI requires a shift in how capitalism works. Traditional focus on capitalism is outdated with conscious capitalism presented as a more adequate model, with the balancing of profit with long term social and environmental responsibility. Patagonia 
Is said to be real world example of the model in practice. 

Patagonia is a practical example of Mackey's conscious capitalism theory, with company treating workers and communities as key partners. With reinvestment of earnings in ecological restoration and environmental conservations through its one percent for the planet. Yvon Chouinard, decided that Patagonia shouldn't exist to enrich owners or investors, instead he transferred ownership to the Patagonia Purpose Trust ensuring that it would always follow its environmental mission, (Trelstad, B., et al, 2023). It is said to be one of the most radical governances in modern business. This is consistent with Mackey's approach to go beyond maximising profits, although many argue that high costs of products restrict accessibility it is still a strong example of conscious capitalism, (Reill, T, 2022; Stanley, V, 2022).   



Voluntary Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives can often move faster and generate more innovative solutions than government policy, as firms are free to experiment without waiting for regulatory change, (Zou, H. F. 2024). However, mandatory regulations can lead to a tick box exercise where focus on meeting requirements becomes more important than pursuing meaningful social and environmental impact, (Christensen, H. B., et al, 2021). Collectively there is a risk of greenwashing, as companies can feel pressured to appear compliant rather than genuinely committed to sustainability. In contrast strong ethical leadership can make voluntary corporate social responsibility a source of competitive advantage. These patterns align with several ethical frameworks such as Kantian ethics, virtue ethics and stakeholder capitalism. Vignini, S., & Rusconi, G. (2023), suggests that Kantian ethics provides a valuable framework for distinguishing authentic moral behaviour from box ticking exercise. Caniglia, G., et al, (2023), suggests that virtue ethics can offer a lens of understanding authentic corporate social responsibility due to the focus of the moral character and intentions. From this perspective corporate social responsibility is ethical only when it reflects virtues such as honesty, and integrity. This approach emphasises that long-term ethical behaviour depends on cultivating virtuous leadership and organisational culture making corporate social responsibility a reflection of who the company is not just what it does. 

Freeman’s theory aligns closely with both virtue and Kantian ethics due to all three frameworks emphases on moral responsibility that extends beyond shareholders. Mackey’s conscious capitalism builds on these principles by arguing that ethical leadership and purpose driven decision making can create long term value for employee’s, communities and the environment.

While voluntary corporate social responsibility can generate innovation and moral leadership, there is a substantial body of evidence suggests many companies will not act responsibly if not forced to do so. Friedman’s, (1970), shareholders primacy model supports this point, if firms are focused on maximising profit, any voluntary spending on social causes will always be at risk when financial pressure mounts. Friedman argued that a company has no social responsibility to the public or society its only responsibility is to its shareholders, justified on the basis that a corporate executive is an employee of the business owners and is directly responsible to them. Smith, (2024) however argued that Friedman's criticism of corporate social responsibility was not a defence of profit maximisation but part of a concern between entanglement of business and governments, being deeply suspicious of corporate power. 

Carrolls’s, (1991), pyramid of corporate social responsibility offers a bridge between Friedman’s shareholder theory and Freeman’s stakeholder theory. Carroll’s pyramid outlines four layers of corporate responsibility, economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic. These form a hierarchy in which probability provides the foundation of meeting legal obligations, acting ethically and engaging in voluntary social contributions, (Martens, A., & Kleinfeld, A. 2022). Mackey's philosophy of Conscious Capitalism both complements and challenges Carroll's influential CSR Pyramid. Carroll conceptualises corporate responsibility as a four-layer hierarchy arguing that profitability forms the essential foundation upon which all other responsibilities rest, with ethical and philanthropic duties positioned as higher-order expectations to be met once economic and legal obligations are satisfied, (Carroll, A. B. (1991). Mackey, however, rejects this hierarchical structure by placing purpose, rather than profit, at the centre of the firm. Mackey argues that businesses exist to create value for all stakeholders, employees, customers, communities, suppliers, and the environment with profit emerging as a natural by-product of fulfilling this higher purpose, (Ferreira, A., & Costa, M. 2025) This directly contrasts with Carroll's model, where economic responsibility is foundational and philanthropic responsibility remains discretionary. Mackey effectively collapses Carroll's upper layers, treating ethical and philanthropic action not as optional extras but as integral components of a firm's identity and strategy, (Fyke, J. P., & Buzzanell, P. M. 2013).Although both frameworks recognise that businesses owe more than profit to society, Mackey's conscious capitalism arguably depends on exceptional leadership rather than systemic change. 

Conscious capitalism presents one of the strongest cases for voluntary corporate social responsibility, by arguing that the pursuit for a higher purpose to benefit all stakeholders whilst still achieving profitability. Ethical leadership, strong values, and a clear sense of purpose imbedded into the core values can make voluntary corporate social responsibility effective in empowerment, innovation, surpassing legalities making social responsibility who they are. However, these strengths can also expose limitations with reliance on goodwill, vison and moral commitment of individuals making it unreliable cross different industries. Intense competition, high environmental costs, business size and social risks can lead to cutting corners and greenwashing can make voluntary approaches insufficient at a universal level. Therefore, mandatory corporate social responsibility can play a crucial role in establishing minimum standards and protecting stakeholders. However, regulations alone can encourage a tick box exercise and have a detrimental effect on smaller businesses. 

Mackey’s “Business social responsibility should not be coerced; it is a voluntary decision that entrepreneurial leadership of every company must make on its own” although rings thru, the most effective approach seems to be a combination of all theories discussed, combining minimum regulatory and voluntary ambition. A clear regulatory baseline ensures no firm can gain competitive advantage through ethical shortcuts, while purpose-driven initiatives such as those championed by conscious capitalism create space for companies to surpass compliance and pursue genuinely transformative social impact. 
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