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[bookmark: _Toc33867177]“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
The world has seen global domination of businesses expanding at an unprecedented rate, being driven purely by profit and greed and according to economist Milton Friedman, this is a businesses’ sole purpose in terms of its shareholders. (Friedman, 1970). Although this growth has undoubtably bought about economic prosperity, unfortunately it has come at a price and because of this, businesses are shifting their focus from their original targets to more alternative strategies; taking a much more ethical stance in terms of doing what is right for society and its communities. The planet is facing a global environmental crisis and is struggling to sustain the effects of the increasing global population, climate change, the loss of biodiversity and resource scarcity which is driving businesses to take action. (Vignieri & Fahrenkamp-Uppenbrink, 2017). The response to this new way of thinking has seen businesses adopting a more strategic ethical approach in terms of their Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR). Organisations are drawing on both a deontological and teleological approach to ensure their actions are ethical in terms of their responsibility to the planet.
There is no one definitive definition of CSR although it began life as the voluntary philanthropic gestures/activities often undertaken by only large organisations. (Adriana & Justo, 2019). Through an emergent process, today, CSR is considered as much more. It is viewed as a management concept and an opportunity to for organisations to tackle social and environmental business operation concerns in terms of being accountable to their own stakeholders. (UNIDO, 2020). Simply put, CSR focuses on organisations taking responsibility for their actions and the impact they have on society which encompasses aspects relating to the economy, society in general and the environment. (B1G1, 2020). It is not enough for organisations to merely state that they have CSR ‘intentions’ within their strategy plans, consumers want to see action and hard evidence that they are doing what they say they will. A study of consumers in the UK and the USA in 2018 noted that 88% of them expect organisations to take responsibility for the impact they have on inequality in the workplace, climate change and pollution. (Ibid).  
If CSR is carried out and implemented correctly it will not only benefit the organisation itself in terms of organisational operations, decision making and risk management but will also benefit in the ability to obtain access to further capital and markets, increased profits and sales, enhanced reputation/brand image, meeting consumer expectations and gaining consumer loyalty as well as having a positive impact to society and the wider environment.   
Implemented in the right way, organisations ordinarily produce an annual Corporate Social Responsibility Report or a Sustainability Report which highlights and publicly shares their commitments and actions in areas related to the society and the environment. This allows for stakeholders to become fully aware of the organisation’s sustainability goals and operations over the long, medium and short term and also allows for the organisation itself to measure the impact their activities and operations have on the environment, society and the economy. (You Matter, 2020).  It is not yet mandatory for all organisations to undertake a CSR/Sustainability Report and there has been much ongoing debate as to whether CSR reporting should be mandatory or voluntary. By drawing on relevant theory on business ethics and highlighting contemporary examples, this essay will attempt to provide a critical analysis of John Mackey’s view that ‘business social responsibility should not be coerced; it is a voluntary decision that the entrepreneurial leadership of every company must make on its own.’
Position for Voluntary Reporting
Currently, CSR is considered a voluntary practice which goes above and beyond what is considered to be compliant with the law and what is required to achieve objectives directly linked to social and environmental issues that may be impacted as a result of an organisation’s business operations. (Lin, 2019). 
In terms of ethics, this approach can be considered as teleological, which in simple terms means the basic standards for actions that are morally right or wrong being dependent upon the good or bad generated and which focus on the consequences of a decision. (Business Jargons, 2020).
· Success Through Positive Recognition 
Today, there is a strong demand for organisations to be held accountable for their actions and the impact their operations have on the wider environment. Consumers are striving for change in business and will abandon brands who do not align with their values and beliefs of promoting diversity and being ethically responsible. Consumer power calls for businesses to commit to change. (Maguire, 2020). Undertaking voluntary CSR reporting can be an extremely rewarding and beneficial strategy in terms of enhancing brand reputation, loyalty, and appreciation in the eyes of the organisation’s consumers. (Landrum, 2017). A key factor in consumers shopping habits is based upon an organisation’s ethical and moral responsibilities which ultimately influences their decision to purchase a product from a particular brand. (Cominetti & Seele, 2016). In 2010 UN Global Compact-Accenture CEO Study stated that ‘Reputation’ was one of the main factors driving businesses to act (UN Global Compact, 2010) and this was highlighted again in terms of risk management within the Accenture 2019 study. (UN Global Compact, 2019).
In terms of reputation building, this voluntary CSR reporting approach could potentially encourage organisations to undertake self-regulation for the wrong reasons as many still share Friedman’s outdated view that a businesses’ sole purpose in terms of its social responsibility is to increase profits. (Friedman, 1970). Some organisations are undertaking CSR purely from a profitability standpoint in terms of gaining consumer loyalty and securing investment. This amounts to very little, morally and/or ethically and does not actually reflect the organisations core values and beliefs. It must also be noted that social media plays an important role in consumer activism and outcry in terms of calling companies out for bad practices and those not implementing CSR correctly. (Boyd, et al., 2015). Those organisations who are outside of any social media platforms may believe that they are off the radar and do not need to implement CSR in the first place.      
· Morally and Ethically Right
The voluntary CSR reporting approach allows organisations to implement CSR because of their deep-rooted beliefs and values and not because they are compelled to do so. This approach would lead to proactive action to be undertaken by the organisation for personal satisfaction in line with their actual moral and ethical views rather than what is regulated by law and governance. 
By undertaking voluntary CSR reporting, an organisation highlights its desire to create value in terms of its core values and beliefs, not only for itself but for its stakeholders.  (Cominetti & Seele, 2016). This type of voluntary practice awards the organisation with enhanced credibility from a moral and ethical standpoint and the perceived view that their business model does not centre on profitability alone but focuses on ‘doing well by doing good’ (Mukherjee & Nunez, 2019).  
It can be noted that even though some organisations go to great lengths to be ethically responsible for their actions and implement strong CSR objectives within their business strategies, this does not mean that they are doing what they say they will. Organisations undertaking voluntary CSR raises questions in terms of the credibility and quality of the reporting itself. Without statutory and mandatory rules and regulations to adhere to, organisations are essentially left to their own devices. A good example of this CSR deception is clearly highlighted within the Volkswagen (VW) case. VW undertook a large marketing campaign in the US for their low emission diesel cars but in September 2015, the Environmental Protection Agency found out that these VW diesel cars had been fitted with software dubbed a ‘defeat device’ which could change their performance during testing, essentially cheating emission tests and improving results. VW has since admitted that circa 11 million cars all over the world were affected. (Hotten, 2015). It is quite clear that VW did not take their CSR seriously and used it merely as a marketing tool.   
· Flexibility and Response Time 
The action of undertaking CSR voluntarily allows for a more flexible and emergent process in terms of an organisation’s adaptability to changes within the wider environment with much quicker response times. This voluntary self-regulatory approach allows organisations to continually evolve and adapt in terms of operating in the best possible way to minimise compliance costs. (Cominetti & Seele, 2016). By allowing voluntary CSR reporting as a self-regulation process, this allows for a flexible approach that can evolve over time in response to changes within the marketplace and/or society. (Castro, 2011). Due to a lack of mandatory enforcement of CSR standards and procedures, organisations therefore have complete freedom and flexibility regarding how they undertake their business operations in terms of meeting their objectives and targets. This ultimately gives them the freedom to only undertake actions which they consider to be most important to the organisation itself. (Cominetti & Seele, 2016). 
The nature of voluntary CSR reporting benefits the economy by way of allowing a more flexible and adaptable environment for self-regulatory procedures in terms of innovation and development. Mandatory reporting of CSR would focus on rigid and inflexible rules where regulators potentially could seek to protect already established interests which would limit the ability for organisations to innovate. (Castro, 2011).  
Without government guidelines and restrictions to adhere to, organisations are able to adjust their CSR strategies to suit their stakeholders best interests which would make it easier for stakeholders to apply pressure on firms to address issues of important and implement change. (Christensen et al., 2019). 
With CSR guidelines that are subject to frequent change and are not regulated, this flexible approach risks interpretation and manipulation by other decision makers within the organisation itself which could prove a costly exercise. 
Position Against Voluntary Reporting
Voluntary CSR reporting has some benefits, as highlighted above, although there are certainly some limitations to this approach which has encouraged governments to look at ways of enforcing CSR in terms of becoming a mandatory practice. 
There is increasing demand for organisations to be held accountable for their actions and the impact their operations have on the planet. The UN Sustainable Development Goals (Global Goals) by the United Nations Global Compact and Accenture Strategy highlight the importance for organisations to align their strategies and operations in terms of operating through responsible corporate practices (UN Global Compact, 2019) but is it enough to merely ask organisations to do this in the hopes that they take action voluntarily? 
According to the Encyclopedia of Philosophy, in terms of ethics, this mandatory approach to CSR can be considered as deontological, which in simple terms refers to ethical choices that are morally required and/or forbidden. (Stanford, 2020).  This approach focuses more on the decision itself.  
· Rules of the Game 
As there is no clear, definitive definition of CSR and what is encompasses, it is very much open to interpretation by organisations. Organisations are under pressure to make ethical decisions based on their business operations and are expected to behave in a manner that coincides with tackling social and environmental concerns through their activities. (Fordham & Robinson, 2018). Giving organisations the freedom to choose whether they want to implement CSR reporting as part of their strategic plans raises concerns since the world has already seen the devasting consequences of this incompliance. In 2013 the Rana Plaza building collapse saw 1137 clothing factory workers die due purely to negligence and failings in corporate responsibility. This is just one example over a 20-year period which has seen a total of 22,000 deaths due to similar failings. What is concerning is that the popular, well-known companies buying clothing from this factory has still not paid into the workers compensation fund. (Ross, 2015). Given the choice, Rana Plaza chose to ignore its moral and ethical responsibility to protect its workers and instead was driven purely by profitability and greed, forcing, and blackmailing their workers back into a building and leading them to their deaths. 
Mandatory CSR reporting would set out governed, unified rules and guidelines for all organisations to follow which would ensure compliancy across the board and allow them to understand exactly what is expected from them.  
It can be noted however that because CSR focuses on ethical values rather than laws, it may be difficult to force these onto organisations who may not believe in them and it may be that these organisations choose to undertake fraudulent activities in relation to their CSR reporting. (Dave, 2017).
· Value to Stakeholders
CSR initiatives have become expected within organisations and these are quite often under intense scrutiny from their investors, employees, customers, suppliers etc. Stakeholders want evidence of the CSR activities and the initiatives the organisation supports, and they want to see this in terms of real action. 
Mandatory CSR reporting would provide complete transparency to stakeholders who have a vested interest in the organisation’s activities such as investors, employees, consumers, and the wider community. (Christensen et al., 2019). With government guidelines and regulations to adhere to, combined with the fact that all CSR activities would become public knowledge with complete disclosure, it would make it much easier for stakeholders to apply pressure to organisations to engage in further CSR activities. (Chen et al., 2017). 
Without engaging stakeholders fully in CSR activities this could impact negatively on stakeholder interest and confidence in the organisation. It could lower businesses reputation, losing all focus from the intended CSR strategy and in turn, lose money. (SustaiNet Software International Inc, 2020).
By allowing mandatory CSR activities to become so transparent, stakeholders could easily take advantage in terms of applying pressure to the organisation to back certain initiatives and forcing them to feel compelled to do so. This could potentially lead to disinterest and see a decrease in organisation performance. (Ibid). 

· Investor Potential 
Mandatory CSR reporting would allow for complete transparency in relation to an organisation’s corporate and social activities and provide investors with enough information to ensure they were investing in the right company. It would also provide legal certainty for those investors which would reduce the risk of unexpected future expenditure. (Kyriakou, 2018).
More investors than ever are becoming aware to social and environmental issues and today and green investment is more popular than ever before. Organisations seen to be investing in green initiatives such as wind power, solar power, biodegradable packaging etc. are much more likely to obtain backing from green investment which is extremely important in terms of sustainable long-term value. (Ibid). Sustainability is driving change in business and investors from this sector will only invest in organisations seen to be doing their part to support this movement. Anand Mahindra, Chairman of the Mahindra Group believes that the future lies with businesses doing good while doing well at the same time and there will be some companies that get it and some companies that don’t. (WWF, 2019). 
Conclusion 
Based on the evidence presented, the argument as to whether CSR reporting should be voluntary, or mandatory is an extremely difficult question to answer based on the fact that there is no one true definitive definition of CSR and the reason it encompasses so many aspects into its ethos. CSR began life as philanthropic gestures undertaken voluntarily by only large organisations but today it encompasses so much more and aims to tackle issues concerning all social and environmental aspects as well as sustainability while holding organisations accountable for their business actions. Being a voluntary practice, it is often subject to much interpretation and can vary from organisation to organisation. 
Currently considered as a voluntary practice, countries including China, India and Indonesia have already taken a step towards incorporating CSR into corporate law. Within China’s 2006 Company Law it states that ‘in the course of doing business, a company shall comply with laws and administrative regulations, conform to social morality and business ethics, act in good faith, subject itself to the government and the public supervision, and undertake social responsibility.’ (Lin, 2019). 
There is no doubt that voluntary CSR reporting is failing. It does not work. Organisations are being left to their own devices and are merely reporting on what they deem as being relevant and it is purely not enough. Organisations are undertaking CSR for the wrong reasons and companies such as Volkswagen have used it as a marketing stunt, which is completely unethical and morally wrong. 
Mandatory CSR reporting would allow government regulation with set guidelines that all organisations could follow, this would not only provide a consistent approach across the board but would be highly beneficial in terms of understanding exactly what was required to meet the necessary regulations. This would allow all communities to benefit on a worldwide scale, not just the small few. 
The only way to make a difference is for all organisations to follow the same approach and work together to create a more sustainable future for generations to come. 
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