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Should Businesses’ Social Responsibility be Voluntary?
‘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. 
       Business ethics need to constantly adapt to an evolving world. This presents a challenge as  businesses find themselves outdated if they do not react promptly to changes in society and it’s values. This paper will present theories and examples of ethical decision making within the business context and examine whether business social responsibility should be voluntary.
      Normative ethics is the study of ethical actions and decision making and is concerned with the standards of what is deemed right and wrong. It sets out to create general principles of how we all should behave (Driver. (2007).
       Deontology is a theory that judges moral decisions based on rules, often learnt within the family structure (Frezza (2017). It focuses on ethical duty over consequence and is concerned with the decision of doing the right thing over the outcomes of a decision (BBC. (2019). Deontological theorists are interested with moral rules and duty-based ethics. 
      In contrast, Teleological theory is concerned with the consequences of actions. If the action leads to positive outcome it can be deemed moral even if the action itself is considered immoral.
This means that the exact same action viewed under these two different ethical theories could be deemed moral in one but immoral in the other. This illustrates the complexity of moral decision making and how deciding if something is right or wrong is subjective and open to interpretation.
       Immanuel Kant developed the Kantian theory of ethics which is a form of Deontology (Bowie, N. (2017). Kantianism has two key motivations for a moral judgement. Hypothetical imperative is when a moral decision is made to meet a specific goal e.g. a person may exercise an hour a day to lose weight. The second motivation is categorical imperative where a decision is made from the individuals’ principles on what is morally right for society for example helping an stranger across the road (Waluchow. (2008). Kant believed that if a decision is made with the correct intention, even if it has negative results, it would still be moral. A business example was when ‘Organic Melt’ was developed to create an organic solution to snow blocks on the roads. The company used 25% beet juice within the salt solution to make the process more environmentally friendly. However, a study by the American Physiology Society (2018), found that the beet juice additive had a more detrimental effect on wildlife in the area (especially insects) than the traditional method. The motivation for including beet juice in the formulation was based on sound moral principles i.e. less harmful to the environment so would meet with Kantian approval. This would not be the case if the change was only a cost saving exercise. 
          Utilitarianism is a form of Teleology where morality is based on the’ greatest amount of good for the greatest amount of people.’ Good is defined as the fullest satisfaction of subjective desires of individuals (Rothbard., & Hoppe. (2015). If a train was heading towards five workers on the tracks. The person in the control tower has the power to switch the tracks so that just one worker is killed whilst the other four can be spared. Most people would use utilitarian thinking and choose the option with the least loss of life i.e. pull the switch so one person dies rather than four. Tax is a form of government utilitarianism because people who can afford to pay more through taxes support services that benefit everyone such as hospitals, schools and roads.
       A limitation of Utilitarianism is that it can be hard to achieve within the workplace when many organisations focus on individualism and self-improvement. Work appraisals are usually based on individual rather than group performance. This is a characteristic of the capitalist model where there is a focus on self-fulfilment rather than the greater good. This is particularly apparent in western societies such as America and the United Kingdom. In other cultures ,such as Japan ,the ethos is on creating collective good which leads to greater efficiency in the workplace but possibly a loss of individual creativity and satisfaction (Oyserman., Coon., & Kemmelmeier. (2002).
       Kidder (2009) describes ethical dilemmas as being when two values come under conflict. Individuals may have to compromise their morals to adhere to company policies. In a study by Regoli (2014) conducted in the Middle East, 55% of participants had been asked to do something against their moral code within the workplace and 30% thought success was not possible without compromising on their morals and values. This highlights the ruthless and competitive nature of some businesses.
       Milton Friedman was an American economist (1912-2006) and statistician famous for his strong belief in free market capitalism ,"there is one and only one social responsibility of business–to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition without deception or fraud." Horrigan. (2010).  This is the basis of modern day capitalism and is still a popular view with economists today. 
        T.J. Rodgers founder of Cupress Semiconductor argues that companies can give more to society by maximising long term shareholder value rather than by giving time or money to charitable causes. John Mackey co-founder of Whole Foods disagrees, writing of ‘enlightened’ corporations who create value not just to shareholder but to all it constitutes (Friedman., Mackey., & Rodgers. (2005).  

[bookmark: _Hlk25747316]      
          Corporate Social Responsibility is a business philosophy which emphasises the need to behave in a responsible way with reference to a wider context. This would include employee rights, fair business practice, socio-cultural and environmental issues. Corporate social responsibility involves organisations playing a responsible role in society including fundraising for worthy causes. Corporate social responsibility is usually considered as the actions taken by businesses that go above what is considered mandatory by law and ethical standards as stated by regulators and environmental associations.
          CSR also has the potential to boost profits. “CSR should not be viewed as a necessary distraction from a profit motive, but rather as an important part of profit maximization similar to other non-pecuniary incentives.” Hedblom., Hickman., & List. (2019). Chicago and Queens university lecturers Hedblom and Hickman conducted a study to look at the effect of CSR on business operations. Two identical businesses were created but only one advertised its support for a non-profit cause. There was a 26% increase in interest for the company that advertised its non-profit activity and the candidates taken on were more productive than the control business (Hedblom, D., Hickman, & List. (2019). Interestingly in this study the CSR affected male and female workers differently. Women were 40% more productive whereas men were no more productive but produced better quality work. This shows that individuals act differently to the same environment based on characteristics such as gender and there are many factors influencing the work environment which need careful management and consideration.
          Gillette’s ‘We Believe in the Best of Men” television advertisement is an example of a socially responsible marketing campaign that backfired. The message behind the advertisement was to draw light on misogynistic behaviour and ‘toxic masculinity’. The reaction from the public was overwhelmingly negative with YouTube comments on the advertisement being negative ten to one (Taylor. (2019). The persuasion knowledge model by Peter Wright and Marian Friestad (1994) suggests that people believe the motive of advertising is to increase profit. This may be one of the reasons the Gillette campaign was badly received because customers were sceptical of the motives and disliked being preached to in such a bold way.
        In 2008 the finance industry was thrown into crisis with an unprecedented crash of the global market due to unethical lending practices by major firms (Lewis., Kay., Kelso., & Larson. (2010). The third biggest investment bank in America, Lehman Brothers went bankrupt and this was shown on the news with employees walking out carrying boxes, having lost their jobs. This colossal failure sparked a general public mistrust in corporations and ineffective regulators. Rushworth Kidder (2009) reported that the public started to become more interested in the decisions that led to the crash and language switched from political and economic to moral questions such as ‘what’s right?’. In Britain many of the banks during the crash had to be bailed out by the government. Shareholders lost their savings whilst the bankers continued to pay themselves huge salaries and bonuses. Public perception of banking was at a low, especially when some senior directors were given new jobs advising governments on how to prevent similar economic disasters (Boddy. (2011). The country was plunged in to a period of austerity whilst bankers retained their lifestyles with no obvious impunity. This still causes resentment today.
      Clive Boddy, (2011) notes that these directors show characteristics of being a psychopath by operating for self-gain with no conscience or empathy for others. Pech & Slade (2007) agrees that these ‘corporate psychopaths’ exist and excel in large capitalist firms because of their influence and ruthlessness. This could be considered a form of Egoism which is an ethical theory that focuses on pursuing personal short and long term goals (Sidgwick. (1874). Boddy concludes that whilst these kinds of people continue to operate within the system, there is the risk of another financial crash. 
      The 1980s in particular was the era of excessive consumerism with emphasis on individual achievements and profit. The film ‘Wall Street’ 1987 portrayed the ruthlessness of this approach with the main character’s famous line ‘Greed is good’. The Wolf of Wall Street is another film on the same theme ,based on the life of Jon Belfort who went to prison in connection with stock market manipulation and scams (Leuz, Meyer., Muhn., Soltes., & Hackethal. (2017). 
       John Vickers, former member of the policy committee for the Bank of England still thinks that not enough is being done via government regulations to prevent banks and institutions repeating a similar cycle (Wetzer. (2018). 
       Implementing ethical principles without legislation can be difficult when time and money are key drivers within business (Frezza. (2017). However consumers have become more ethically aware ,especially Millennials ,who are more likely to give credit to brands with strong CSR principles (Taylor. (2019). The general public and non-governmental organisations have the ability to put pressure on firms by boycotting products and creating smear campaigns which can destroy a firm’s reputation and can have serious effects on their bottom line (Gwendolyn. (2014).      
[bookmark: _Toc25587603]     The Indian Government has come the closest to making levels of social responsibility mandatory. In 2013, changes to Company Act legislation meant every business with a turnover of ₹1,000 crore (£109,000) and above must spend 2% of profits on corporate social responsibility. This was a brave initiative by the government who not only recommended the amounts to be spent but also suggested avenues of expenditure (Mehta., & Aggarwal. (2015).
       A 2016 study of the businesses affected by the legislation showed that there was no significant impact on sales performance and there were increases in CSR activity in the firms. Businesses who were initially spending less than 2% on CSR prior to the legislation increased their activity, whilst companies who initially spent more than 2% actually reduced their activity (Dharmapala., & Khanna. (2016).  This shows that companies who are generally more socially responsible may drop their activity to meet imposed standards. This is an unintended consequence of the legislation.
[bookmark: _Hlk25754304]       India’s Corporate Affairs Minister Sachin Pilo states, "CSR should be viewed as something that you are doing – whether through cash or kind, or man-hours, or anything else – to bring smiles to the people's faces and not for your EBITDA (Earnings Before Interest, Taxes, Depreciation and Amortisation)."- Mehta., & Aggarwal. (2015). 
       In 2019, the Indian Government changed the penalty for noncompliance from a fine to jailtime (Sikarwar. (2019). This was then challenged by a report conducted by the Corporate Affairs Secretary arguing that non-compliance should be de-criminalised. The report stated; “CSR is a means to partner corporates for social development and such penal provisions are not in harmony with the spirit of CSR,” The Hindu. (2019). The new legislation was then revoked following the release of the report.  
       India still has  high levels of poverty and so CSR could be an effective way of reaching people who are not getting state support and a means of re-distributing wealth. 
     
Conclusion. 
       The question of whether business’ social responsibility should be voluntary is complex because of the diversity of ethical approaches and the challenge of imposing values on a varied sector with differing goals. The banking industry was left to regulate itself with disastrous results. The moral decision making of individuals can become impaired by large personal gains. Regulations are therefore necessary in areas of business that have the potential to impact the general population. Robust systems are required to assess compliance and to give penalties for breaches. 
        A more difficult question is assessing the moral values within business which are more subjective and open to interpretation. Ethical theories have demonstrated that there can be varied perspectives on values and some diversity needs to be accepted.         
      Voluntary social responsibility would be the most desirable way for businesses to make a positive difference. This is because the motivation is intrinsic and not imposed by an external forces. It is more likely to be a core value of the company and therefore to create lasting value for the community. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]         Governments do need to impose a level of social responsibility on large businesses to protect the interests of the public but a measured approach is required with respect to individuality and free speech. 
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