





The essay should be based on your interpretation of the following quotation:

[bookmark: _Hlk95722438]‘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.

Drawing from relevant theory on business ethics and using contemporary examples critically analyse the extent to which you agree with John Mackey’s viewpoint.

Introduction 

John Mackey the CEO for the Whole Foods Market made the seemingly broad title statement above, saying that businesses social responsibilities should not be forced upon companies; and that it is a choice decision that each company's entrepreneurial leadership must make on its own. 

Although, it is widely said that there is no single agreed definition for the term corporate social responsibility (CSR).For this essay, the definition of the World Business Council for Sustainable development will be adopted: “Corporate Social Responsibility is the continuing commitment by business to behave ethically and contribute to economic development while improving the quality of life of the workforce and their families, as well as of the local community and society at large” (Poonam, 2016). 

This definition refers to businesses operating ethically. Whilst there is a universal understanding that acting ethically in business means building the business around integrity, transparency, empathy, and trust. The term used in the context of the World Business Council for Sustainable development definition appears to adopt more of a deontological ethical approach. This is because the approach focuses on the best outcomes, such as giving continuing commitments to contribute to and improve the quality of life for workforce, local community, and wider society (Poonam, 2016). 


On the other hand, using the original example of Friedman (1970) philosophers, academics and business advisers have and some continue to refer to companies as legal entities with no feelings or emotions formed to make profit for its stakeholders (Amanawa, 2022). Henderson and Steen went one step further asking the question why companies had a purpose beyond making profit? (Steen, 2015). Raising the question as to whether CSR is or should be practiced by all businesses and organisations regardless of size or nature?

John Mackey then goes on to say that decision making around CSR should not be coerced but made voluntarily by the leadership of every business and this has become the focus of debate and discussion on a global level.

On deconstructing John Mackey`s original statement to gain improved clarity and shared understanding using recognised definitions. Followed by, scanning through the history of CSR using published academic journals, the question now is do I agree with the statement that business social decisions should not be coerced but a voluntary decision? 

Position for voluntary Reporting

Reporting through history

At this point it’s important to remember that CSR is not a new concept, Dinesh Ramdhony dates it back to the 20th century and goes so far as to report that companies have been sharing voluntarily many features of their social and environmental performance for over a century (Ramdhony, 2018). There has also been some historical based references and written word dating the principles of CSR even further back to the 1700`s (Kovačić, 2015). Kovačić, also cites a grand-scale buyer boycotting the 1790s in England, when people refused to buy sugar from the British West Indies as it was harvested by slave labour (Kovačić, 2015). 

Giving a moments reflection to the activists of 1790 England, their actions demonstrate the circle of the power of the consumer and the impact it can have on business, without mandatory reporting and legislation. 


Leading voluntarily lends to leading authentically 

To remain voluntary, CSR, (which is rapidly morphing into the term sustainability) must be led authentically and it is essential for the business to communicate a powerful case and provide genuine indicators and measurements for the business economy, environmental outcomes, and equity. (In laymen’s terms, health, wealth, and wellbeing). Justo writes in her paper that several consolidative hypotheses suggest that corporate management “should take into account social demands and integrate them in such a way that the business operates in accordance with social values” , Justo also indicates that ethical theories are of the view that as a business is part of society, their local or wider community that they should contribute to the “common good” (Justo, 2019).

Values based recruitment through transparency

From the first historical information paragraph, we can we infer that Voluntary reporting has been happening on varying levels for centuries and has often been viewed as an act of going above and beyond what is currently required of a business (Ramdhony, 2018). Perhaps an indication of a business operating in an open, honest, and transparent way, which can ultimately result in attracting the employees who share the values and respect the organisation for their transparency. Potentially strengthening the business and individuals’ reputation and brand. But also making profit for the stakeholders, 

Ethical champions and do they report?

In 2018 Greenhouse blogged that they had won the PRCA Ethical champions award for best small consultancy. Greenhouse are a B Corporation business. Their “mission” comes from their commitment and their values to make a difference to the environment. As a B Corporation business their form filling policies are all voluntary, but their independent certification confirm that their practices and policies are consistent with their claims, giving them a measurable and potentially consistent tool to measure their sustainability and environmental performance against whilst making a profit for stakeholder and the planet (greenhouse.agency, 2018).
 
Working in an open, transparent, and sustainable way is the ethical deontological way of “doing well by doing good” (Steen, 2015). Bob Willard may be right when he says that doing what’s right “must be embedded” in the culture of the company and the purpose of the business (Willard, 2021).

Are we really reporting voluntarily?

But in 2020 “CSR changed from being a “nice thing to do” to a “should do” and ultimately a “must do” philosophy as the global pandemic covid 19 took hold” (Amanawa, 2022).With the outbreak of the pandemic, businesses had to make confident decisions to keep their employees safe first and foremost, both at work and through policies that encourage safe working and living circumstances, putting this essential CSR principle at the front of all decisions. However, there are corporate governance requirements that companies must abide by and additionally, there is legislation which guides businesses on social and environmental responsibilities such as Employment act 2002, Health and Safety at Work Act 1974, Companies Act (2006) to name only two. 

Public reprisal of voluntary reporting

In the UK CSR is a voluntary initiative, with exposure of any wrongdoing being made public and globally reaching with the aid of social media platforms, shaming businesses. A great example was in 2007 when a Greenpeace report called “cooking the Climate” showed how major food industry companies such as Nestle, Unilever and Kraft were destroying the Indonesian rain forests and swamps. The Greenpeace report referred to them as “climate Vandals” (Marketing week, 2007).
 
For the right reasons? 

In 2010, the UN Global Compact Accenture CEO published its study reporting that at that time 93% of Chief executive officers viewed sustainability as important to their company’s success hypothetically reinforcing the ideas that voluntary reporting and sharing of CSR information was contributing to this success, although this was not substantiated. 







 Position against voluntary Reporting 

Lack of transparency and confidence 

Justo suggests that people no longer believe that CSR should be voluntary, and a mandatory reporting system should be put in place. The voluntary approach has been chastised for making it impossible to discipline damaging behaviours and for the lack of transparency and confidence in CSR reporting. There is a view that businesses are given too much freedom by taking the voluntary method with no consistent benchmarking for best practice (Justo, 2019). 
 
Black and white forgetting the shades of grey

Justo, says that there are “calls” for CSR to be made enforceable and legally binding, as well as harsh penalties available for issue in events of noncompliance (Justo, 2019). Whilst Bob Willard has proposed that businesses have expressed dissatisfaction with the lack of standardised reporting requirements for non-financial (natural, human, and social capitals) elements. 
His report suggested that businesses and key stakeholders are working to reach an agreement on how to measure and report non-financial performance giving all business a level playing field to position themselves on (Willard, 2021).  From the papers accessed with the defence arguments for a mandatory approach to CSR reporting, some would claim that a mandatory approach would raise a more widespread awareness of CSR policies and commitments and “ease the establishment of regulated CSR indicators”  (Justo, 2019). 

Friedman wrote in the 1970s "Of course, in practice the doctrine of social responsibility is frequently a cloak for actions that are justified on other grounds rather than a reason for those actions (Friedman, 2005). Interpreted this could be understood to suggest that CSR was not committed to out of genuine dedication to the meaning and essence of CSR but for purpose of meeting the needs of the individual or business, which is a strong case for mandating CSR to minimise misuse of the true CSR intentions and to expose those businesses who potentially prefer to avoid transparency and attention to their working practices, if monitored and regulated to such a degree with the volume of businesses across the UK?

Can the World Leaders continue with their eyes wide shut?

There is an underlying cause for the climate crisis: The permissiveness of previous and current systems that tolerate pollution, ecosystem destruction, and social injustice in the name of "progress," while obscenely enriching a few to the detriment of everyone else. This would certainly seem to have been a key motivator during the industrial period and still in the 1970s when industry was taking the finite resources that the landscape had to offer without any future thought (Shumacher, 1974).
 
Is Wales ahead of the game in the UK?

The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (2015) is about improving the social, economic, environmental, and cultural well-being of the people of Wales. Although this Act is not about CSR specifically, it does embrace the three pillars of sustainability namely social, economic, and environmental (Pieroni, 2019) which appears to be superseding the term CSR. 

The Act has set 7 key goals to achieve sustainability now and for future generations, the goals being 1. A globally responsible Wales, 2. A prosperous Wales, 3. A healthier Wales, 4. An Equal Wales, 5. A Wales of cohesive communities, 6. A Wales of culture and Thriving Welsh Language and 7. A resilient Wales (Welsh Assembly Government, 2015). Laws for the public bodies of Wales to work cohesively to achieve longer term sustainability for the country, with all 7 goals applicable and relevant to most if not all businesses in Wales. 

Discussion

Poonam`s definition of CSR focuses on a continuous commitment of business to behave in an ethical way and continue to operate in a way which benefits economy, society, and the communities in which they live (Poonam, 2016). History would suggest that business has always in some way voluntarily reported on these matters, potentially losing focus on one of the key messages of the most accepted definition of sustainability, “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs” (Philip Sloan, 2009). 

Economist and environmentalist E F Schumacher’s ideas in the 1970s centred on the basis that economics should meet the needs of people and society as opposed to the other way around (Shumacher, 1974), conflicting with Friedmans view that business should only focus on was to make profit for the stakeholders (Friedman, 2005). 

Whilst I initially viewed Friedman`s principles as outdated on reflection, it could also be argued that to enable business to meet the needs of society, that their own profit margins needed to be met first to promote longevity of the business, to continue to operate in their local communities and as such indirectly meet the needs of society with the infrastructure of employment and wages which arguably met the basic needs of society. 

Discussion for voluntary and mandatory reporting, based on the ideas and theories presented in this essay. Leads me to believe that the driving factor for mandatory reporting, is the perceived lack of a “level playing field” on which to benchmark or position individual businesses, coupled with the lack of trust in organisations who appear to resist the application of transparency in their commitment to achieving and maintaining sustainability. 

In terms of what seems like resistance to working in a transparent way, does not necessarily suggest any wrongdoing and this is reflected by Bob Willard`s list of hindrances towards sustainability. Willard cites factors such as internal politics, culture, and lack of understanding of the principles of CSR as areas which potentially delay or obstruct voluntary reporting (Willard, 2021). Willard’s same report also suggests that with stakeholders now driving business from the “bottom up”, (Willard, 2021) using a business iceberg analogy to visualise stakeholders’ strength in the filed of sustainability and corporate social responsibility. 

Schumacher, in his book “small is beautiful” said that “the problem comes down to our natures- we are greedy and envious and stop at nothing to ensure our materialistic growth. Our desires are at odds with our finite natural environment” (Shumacher, 1974). At one time, I would have believed this to be a reasonable and balanced comment when reviewing historical industry and large conglomerate organisations, however on using the materials cited in this essay and reflecting on my own experience in the business of service provision, I would agree with Justo (2019) and say that CSR and sustainability actions and reporting must be values based, be led authentically and that it is essential for the business to communicate a powerful case and provide genuine indicators and measurements for the business economy, environmental outcomes, and equity. 

Reuters report says that half of the world’s population is now under the age of 30 and that their biggest concerns are climate change, conflict, and inequality all of which are the emerging strategies for the Wales Future Generations Act (2015). Suggesting that working in collaboration and with the accurate voluntary sharing of transparent information potentially, combined with upward consumer driven values with consumers making their own decisions strongly based on authenticity and their own deontological values CSR reporting could justifiably remain voluntary. any concerns of businesses not committing to CSR and the principles of sustainability reported or non-reported are likely to be put out of business along the way for not acting in a responsible manner in the eyes of their consumers.  

Conclusion

The UK and in fact the world are changing at a rapid rate and with that change, is evidence of changes in the values and beliefs of consumers and entrepreneurs. Freeman said that business is about purpose and that entrepreneurs open business for a purpose and to make business better (Freeman, 2014). Whether CSR becomes mandatory or stays voluntary Government has a role and can stimulate voluntary CSR using alternative Acts, subsidies, or regulations. On this occasion and the findings within the essay strongly point to voluntary reporting being something that comes from inside the business teamed with an authentic desire to change things and create value, as such I agree with John Mackey and his opening statement 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.’ Schumacher recognised “Any intelligent fool can make things bigger and more complex…it takes a touch of genius and a lot of courage to move in the opposite direction” (Shumacher, 1974).
The decision-making process I have applied to the discussion and conclusion is that a socially responsible business, can be measured by the outcome being that an authentic value driven business will be more competitive and valued by consumers and stake holders than a business which is not. 
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