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The term "Corporate Social Responsibility" (CSR) describes a business's dedication to conducting business morally while making beneficial contributions to the economy, society, and environment. It incorporates ethical governance, fair labour standards, community involvement, and environmental sustainability in addition to profit-making. CSR is important in today's business world because employees, investors, and customers demand that companies behave ethically. Effective CSR fosters long-term corporate success by managing risks, attracting talent, improving brand reputation, and fostering trust, (Fatima & Elbanna, 2023).
John Mackey, co-founder of Whole Foods Market, argues that corporate social responsibility should be voluntary and guided by business leaders rather than imposed by government regulation, (Mackey, 2005). In his view, truly responsible companies act ethically because they believe it is the right thing to do, not because they are forced. Put simply, Mackey is saying that CSR works best when it comes from leadership values and company culture when executives genuinely care about stakeholders such as employees, customers, communities, and the environment. This approach encourages innovation and authentic responsibility, instead of companies merely doing the minimum required by law.
Mackey’s position reflects a strong free-market orientation, rooted in classical open-minded economic thought, which emphasises managerial autonomy, market competition, and limited state intervention, (Bejaković, Lulić, & Luburić, 2023). His rejection of coercion aligns partially with Friedman’s (1970) argument that the primary responsibility of business is to maximise profits, and that social objectives should not be externally imposed on corporations. However, unlike Friedman’s strict shareholder primacy model, (Smith, 2025). Mackey’s perspective also incorporates elements of stakeholder theory. Stakeholder theory argues that firms have responsibilities to a broad range of stakeholders, including employees, customers, suppliers, communities, and the environment, (Freeman,1984). Mackey embraces this broader conception of responsibility but maintains that such obligations should be adopted voluntarily by business leaders because they are morally and strategically beneficial, his viewpoint represents a hybrid position, it acknowledges expanded corporate responsibilities consistent with stakeholder theory yet insists these responsibilities should arise organically from market forces and entrepreneurial leadership rather than regulatory coercion, (Mackey, 2005).
The purpose of this essay is to critically examine whether Mackey's suggestion that corporate social responsibility, (CSR) could be viewed as an obligation that needs to be enforced by regulations or as a voluntary commitment motivated by entrepreneurial leadership. Based on ethical principles, such as stakeholder and shareholder theory, the discussion assesses whether market processes by themselves are sufficient to guarantee ethical business practices.
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Conceptual Framework: CSR and Business Ethics Theory
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) refers to a firm’s voluntary integration of social and environmental concerns into its business operations and stakeholder interactions, (Miller, & Akdere, 2019). The idea of shareholder primacy, most notably articulated by Milton Friedman in his 1970 essay “The Social Responsibility of Business Is to Increase Its Profits,” significantly influenced the development of CSR debates, (Friedman, 2007).  Friedman argued that, as long as a company abides by the “rules of the game” including compliance with the law and basic ethical standards its primary and only social responsibility is to maximise shareholder profits, (Friedman, 2007).
Agency theory further supports this view, holding that corporate managers have a trust responsibility to maximise returns on behalf of shareholders, (Wiseman, Cuevas-Rodríguez, & Gomez-Mejia, 2012). Friedman maintained that any shift in company resources toward social or environmental objectives, unless related to profitability, constituted an improper use of shareholder capital, (Freeman et al., 2017). According to Friedman, business leaders who pursue social objectives are effectively imposing an undemocratic “tax” on customers, shareholders, or employees. He argued that responsibility for improving society should rest with government, rather than private industry, (Friedman, 2007).
This viewpoint had a significant impact on corporate governance, especially in late 20th century economies. Short term financial indicators took priority over strategic decision making, big investors gained power and executive compensation became strongly linked to stock price performance. Maximising shareholder value became the accepted standard for business success, (Freeman, et al., 2012).
Archie Carroll's CSR Pyramid conceptualises corporate responsibility as a multi-layered framework that includes economic, legal, ethical, and charitable concerns, in opposition to shareholder primacy, (Carroll, 2016). Profitability is still the foundation, but businesses are also required to operate legally, uphold moral standards above and beyond compliance, and make constructive contributions to society. By integrating moral responsibility into business purpose, this broader interpretation of CSR challenges the traditional view that firms should focus solely on profit maximisation. Similar to this, R. Edward Freeman's Stakeholder Theory (Freeman,1984), contends that companies generate value through their interactions with a variety of stakeholders, such as workers, clients, suppliers, communities, and the environment. Instead of putting shareholders' interests first, managers have an obligation to balance the interests of conflicting stakeholders. According to this viewpoint, corporate social responsibility (CSR) is essential to management and not just optional or strategic, (Freeman et al., 2010).
Building on this, the Triple Bottom Line paradigm developed by John Elkington suggests that three factors profit, planet, and people, (Elkington,1997) should be used to evaluate a company's success. According to this method, performance evaluation needs to be fundamentally integrated with CSR. As a result, CSR can be viewed as either ethical, based on normative obligation that goes beyond economic considerations, or strategic, based on financial performance. This differentiation draws attention to the argument between ethical and strategic corporate social responsibility. Since social and environmental actions are only implemented when they enhance competitive advantage, lower risks, or increase long term profitability strategic CSR closely relates to shareholder theory, (Colombo, & Gazzola, 2014).
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John Mackey believes that rather than being required by law, business social responsibility should continue to be optional. Mackey’s approach is consistent with a market-based philosophy that permits companies to engage in social and environmental initiatives without being forced to do so by law, (Mackey, & Friedman, & Rodgers, 2005 ).This viewpoint is in line with Milton Friedman’s shareholder theory, which argues that within the limits of the law, maximising shareholder value is the core duty of business, (McAleer, 2003).  According to this perspective, corporate social responsibility (CSR) is only justified when it enhances long term profitability, brand reputation, or competitive advantage.
Advocates of Mackey’s perspective believe that voluntary CSR upholds property rights and managerial liberty. This view is further supported by agency theory, which holds that managers have a duty of care to behave in the best interests of shareholders rather than their own moral agendas. Business will naturally undertake CSR activities if they are viable due to market incentives, such as investor interest in sustainable businesses or customer demand for ethical products.
Mackey's opinion is also supported by a second argument that focuses on strategic flexibility and innovation. Businesses can create initiatives that are specific to their industry, size, and stakeholder context when corporate social responsibility is voluntary. According to strategic CSR literature, social responsibility works best when it is included into competitive strategy as opposed to being viewed as only a matter of complying with regulations, (Porter, & Kramer, 2006).
Standard regulation runs the potential of encouraging "tick-box" behaviour, in which businesses complete requirements without seeking significant change. On the other hand, voluntary CSR promotes innovation, experimentation, and the creation of sustainable practices that complement core competencies. Because of this adaptability, businesses can react quickly to changing environmental and social issues. Lastly, market-based rewards are supporting volunteer CSR more and more. According to research, customers are more inclined to support companies that they believe to be socially conscious, rewarding moral business practices with their purchases, (Vogel, 2005). All things considered, these reasons imply that voluntary CSR maintains management independence, encourages innovation, and makes use of market discipline, thereby tying moral behaviour to long-term value generation, rather than legal requirements. Voluntary CSR also raises worries about greenwashing. David Vogel (2005) emphasises that financial incentives alone may be insufficient to achieve wide corporate social responsibility adoption. Furthermore, from a perspective of stakeholder theory, excessive focus on shareholder profit may marginalise non-financial stakeholders such as communities and the environment.
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Although voluntary corporate social responsibility (CSR) encourages managerial independence and creativity, critics argue that depending solely on market forces may not ensure moral business practices. One significant drawback is the constant tension between maximising profits and upholding moral principles. According to John Mackey’s voluntary CSR model, which places a premium on market-based incentives, companies will behave ethically when sustainability and financial success are in line, (Mackey, & Sisodia, 2013). Milton Friedman argued that this assumption might be over optimistic because businesses in highly competitive marketplaces might put short term profitability ahead of long term environmental or social considerations, (Friedman, 2007). Businesses may scale back social responsibility initiatives when ethical practices results in lower immediate financial rewards, exposing the underlying conflict between moral obligation and economic goals, (Wang, & Zhu, 2024). The potential risk of symbolic CSR and greenwashing is another important concern. On the absence of regulatory supervision, businesses could adopt weak sustainability initiatives more to boost their reputation than to make a significant difference on the environment or society, (De Freitas Netto et al., 2020). According to corporate ethics research, optional CSR frameworks might promote Self-presentation, in which companies express ethical conduct without making significant operational adjustments, (Hamza, & Jarboui, 2021). According to stakeholder governance, this reduces public confidence and lowers CSR's efficacy as a social change tool. Archie Carroll's CSR Pyramid highlights the importance of philanthropic and ethical obligations in business conduct, arguing that accountability should not be left up to the individual, (Awa et al., 2024). In addition, market-based CSR might not address systemic externalities. Numerous environmental and social issues, such as pollution and labour exploitation, are collective problems that may be difficult for individual businesses to actively address,(Johnston et al., 2019). Although markets can promote ethical behaviour Vogel (2005) believes that they are frequently insufficient to guarantee that sustainability standards are widely adopted across industries. Businesses that prioritise corporate social responsibility maybe at a competitive disadvantage compared to less ethical rivals in industries where ethical production raises operating costs, which might discourage sustainable business practices. Furthermore, voluntary CSR could result in inconsistent ethical standards among organisations. CSR implementation varies greatly based on company leadership, cultural values, and financial resources in the absence of governmental enforcement. Smaller businesses might not have the funds to support sustainability projects, which would lead to uneven industry participation in CSR. The overall efficacy of voluntary CSR as a global governance tool is weakened by this inconsistency. 
Communities, employment, and environments are examples of non-financial stakeholders that may be marginalised by an over-reliance on shareholder value, according to stakeholder theory. The voluntary CSR model is contested by R. Edward Freeman's Stakeholder Theory, which contends that as companies are a part of larger social structures, they have moral duties that go beyond financial gain, (Freeman, et al., 2010). 
Voluntary CSR fosters innovation and market efficiency, but also has drawbacks such as profit-ethics conflicts, the potential for greenwashing, disregard for externalities, and uneven ethical application. These worries imply that, in the absence of additional regulatory or governance structures, just voluntary CSR may not be enough to guarantee sustainable and equitable company behaviour.
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In conclusion, the debate over whether corporate social responsibility should remain voluntary reflects a deeper disagreement about the purpose of the corporation. John Mackey’s market-based approach argues that CSR is most effective when it emerges organically from managerial values, strategic alignment, and market incentives. This viewpoint argues that voluntary CSR protects management independence, fosters innovation, and enables businesses to incorporate social efforts into competitive strategy rather than viewing them as legal requirements. Advocates argue that companies are becoming more compelled to operate ethically without need for coercive involvement due to investors and customer demand for sustainability. This essay argues that depending only on voluntarism is not enough, even though voluntary CSR can promote innovation, genuine ethical leadership, and long-term shareholder values. Effective corporate responsibility instead requires a combination strategy whereby voluntary efforts allow businesses to purposely embed ethical ideals and go beyond compliance, while regulatory frameworks set minimal criteria of accountability.
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