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Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has become a vital concept in the world of business. The significance of which has been reflected in its importance to the environment and society.
This paper will examine the importance of CSR and will critique the arguments for and against voluntary corporate responsibility as compared to mandatory corporate social responsibility. This subject will be examined, and the viewpoint of John Mackey, Whole Foods Market CEO, will be supported or rejected.
John Mackey suggests 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”.
This suggests that Mr Mackey feels that there should not be any legislation on the practice of CSR, that this should be a decision that is made within each individual company on a voluntary basis.

The definition of CSR will be explored, and the reasons for its existence within business.
The arguments for and against its implementation within a business will be examined and finally, the research will determine whether it should be voluntarily applied or whether it should be a compulsory legislation.


Research suggests that CSR is a responsibility of a business to act ethically towards social, environmental, cultural and economic issues. It further emphasises the importance of a business and its employees to promote the well-being of society and the environment. It has become important for businesses to conform to this way of operating as not only the community benefit but also the world we all live in (Stobierski, 2021).

Heyword,2020, agrees and suggests that "Social responsibility," in simple terms, means a business’s obligation to pursue achievable and good long-term goals for its people and the world at large. 

Research demonstrates how the use of ethics within the business is important, and how it helps businesses earn the trust of its stakeholders. These ethical standards can be used in decision making within the business and two frameworks are regularly used in this process.
The deontological ethics framework looks at the morals involved in an action and bases it on whether it is right or wrong, not considering the outcome of the action. The Teleological ethics framework looks at the end goal and the resulting outcome of an action. It then decides on whether this action is good or bad depending on this result (Bag et al., 2024).

There are differences between CSR and business ethics in that business ethics affects employees, shareholders, stakeholders and consumers of a business, whereas CSR not only affects the above but also the whole of society (Bartel, 2024).

When we explore CSR, and examine when and how it became part of our business responsibilities, we can see that although this practice is at the forefront of most businesses at this present time, it has been a concern as far back as the time of the Industrial revolution, where companies have given back to their communities and boosted their reputation in the process.
In the mid1800’s there was an emphasis on the social well-being of workers, and this resulted in the recognition of socially responsible behaviour.
By the late 1800’s philanthropy became popular with industrialists such as Andrew Carneige, a wealthy steel owner, donating money for the education of children (Thomas Publishing Company, 2019).


In 1953 Howard Bowen, an American economist, re-emphasised the idea of CSR and wrote in his publication of ‘Social Responsibilities of the Businessman” of the importance of people and the environment to any business. He became known as the ‘Father of CSR’ (Thomas Publishing Company, 2019)

In the 1970’s CSR became an important part of businesses, and the ‘social contract’ was introduced by the Committee for Economic Development (CED). This committee was introduced to forge a partnership between business and society. It reasoned that businesses exist because the public supports them, so they should then repay them by contributing to their social needs (ACCP, 2021).

 Today we can see that the world has changed, and our climate is at risk. Research suggests that this affects the environment we live in, causing the temperature of sea water to rise, drought, floods, rising temperature and much more. The consequence of this affects the things that we rely on to survive. Things such as water, energy, transportation, agriculture, ecosystems and our general health are all at risk (NOAA, 2024).
This globalisation has amplified the importance of CSR, it has increased the awareness of consumers and business owners alike. This has resulted in businesses having to look at not only their own financial position but also their position regarding their contributions to the social and environmental climate.

Research shows the importance of businesses practicing CSR, but the question remains as to how this can be managed. 
John Mackey suggests 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”.
 There are many who agree with John Mackey’s suggestion but there are also many who do not follow his reasoning for voluntary reporting and suggest that mandatory reporting is the future. 
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The reporting of CSR at present is completely voluntary, and there are many who suggest that this is how it should be done. There are many reasons for this opinion, one of which is flexibility.
 
Flexibility is one of the main reasons for a business to adopt voluntary reporting of CSR. Research suggests that this would allow a company to implement and report their CSR efforts in their timescale and under their financial constraints (Expertbells, 2023).



The choice to report CSR in a voluntary capacity takes the strain off managers and so allows them to work and integrate the changes into the workplace in a more relaxed way, which keeps the workforce happy and allows them to be more involved in the changes needed to comply.

CSR can give a business a competitive advantage, it helps encourage competition, and this allows businesses to boost their reputation. It can encourage consumer demand for ethical or socially accountable merchandise and can allow the business to demonstrate its support of CSR (Bartel, 2024b).

When an investor is exploring whether to fund a business or project, they are more likely to be attracted to companies that operate with a strong CSR. This would reflect a business that would be seen to care about its environment and not only the profit figures and demonstrate a strong brand loyalty and the retention of customers (Sweep, 2024).

Research suggests that businesses that report CSR voluntarily are usually ahead with compliance rules. This is because they are confident in keeping records and have a protocol to follow to achieve the fastest, most efficient data recording processes (Christensen, Hail and Leuz, 2021).

When we explore how stakeholder involvement in CSR can benefit a business, we can agree with Khuong, Truong an and Thanh Hang, 2021 when they suggest that voluntary reporting of CSR allows good communication between a company and its stakeholders. By building this trusting relationship, the shareholders, employees, and consumers engage effectively with the business.
Voluntary CSR reporting very often aligns with the company’s strategic objectives. This allows the company to work towards its strengths and so report on the positive areas of its long-term strategy (Sergeeva and Kapetanaki, 2022).
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Research suggests that it could be better for businesses if the reporting of CSR was mandatory. There is a need to explore the benefits of this way of reporting and complying with rules for the business (Subhi Hamed, Khalil Al-Shattarat and Khalil Al-Shattarat, 2021).

Deep, 2023, suggests that one of the benefits of mandatory reporting CSR of a business is that it shows the transparency of the business. This is important for the stakeholders, the customers, workforce and investors to see how the business is performing not only financially but also showing its social responsibilities. This is essential in an age where consumers are demanding transparency and holding businesses accountable for their CSR 

Juniarti, 2020, agrees and suggests that if CSR became mandatory, it would set a benchmark for every business to work towards the same goals. It would allow them to be measured and held accountable for their efforts.
In a study conducted on the Indonesian stock exchange, where CSR was implemented and used for six years. A study group was chosen and the results showed that mandated CSR protected the long-term shareholder value, and that there was a definite correlation between CSR and sustainable shareholder value (Juniarti, 2020).

In countries where a business neglects the needs of the local communities and takes all the profits for themselves, research suggests that it is essential to implement mandatory CSR. This would hold businesses accountable for the welfare of their community and workforce, and not only geared to make a profit (Carroll and Shabana, 2010).

The mandatory recording of a business's CSR efforts would result in a standardised practice across all industries. This would curb the practice of ‘greenwashing’, where companies give the appearance that they are adhering to sustainable practices, and they are not (Dempere, Alamash and Mattos, 2024).

Stobierski, 2021, suggests that by enforcing CSR, a business can help make its future more sustainable. It can do this by gaining a better reputation and becoming more attractive to the consumer. It can also result in a happy workforce that feels valued in the work they do. This ultimately results in the business producing a better financial performance.
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The discussion as to whether CSR reporting should be compulsory or voluntary is a complex one. There are many advantages and disadvantages to both methods of reporting, but there are also good points for each.

Rauter, 2020, suggests that businesses who are forced to adhere to mandatory CSR reporting might decide to take their business to another country, so they are not under the pressure of producing a report every year. This emphasises the different perspectives on mandatory or voluntary reporting. 
This example can be interpreted in two ways, one which says the business doesn’t want to pressure staff to produce a report each year and is thinking of the welfare of its workforce. The other way of assessing this point is that it could be that the company is not operating within the principles of CSR in its agenda and so moves the business to avoid having to comply.

Some mandatory reporting of CSR has been made compulsory by incorporating them into legal requirements of a business, such as ‘anti-bribery’ laws, or those under the ‘Companies Act’ of 2006. This type of reporting is adhered to as it is the law and carries penalties if not complied with. 
Brown, 2024, suggests that voluntary CSR is driven by stakeholders’ expectations and the desire to create long-term value for the business.

There are businesses adopting this hybrid approach. Unilever, a global British-Dutch multinational consumer goods company, operate in countries where they have mandatory CSR and must comply; they have responded proactively by using this same approach in other countries where CSR reporting is voluntary. This dual approach enhances their global reputation, where they are seen to go above and beyond to meet the social and environmental needs of that country.

Adriana and Justo, 2019, agree and suggest that although this question has been debated over many years, it is now apparent that both voluntary and mandatory CSR can complement each other. The role they both play is intertwined, and today’s businesses must explore better frameworks which incorporate both approaches.
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Conclusion

This paper has examined CSR and explored the advantages and disadvantages of how best to report on it. This has been done with a view to John Mackay’s quote 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”.
Through examining recent research, it can be shown that there are many positives of voluntary reporting, but there are also many positives of mandatory reporting. 
It can be concluded, therefore, that perhaps there should be a benchmark where a business must report on its actions regarding CSR. But they could be in tiers where the most reporting criteria should be from the larger businesses, and the smaller businesses should disclose basic reports, not as in-depth as their larger counterparts. This would be sensible as some criteria wouldn’t apply to smaller businesses, but all the most important data would be recorded and with an easy structure that most businesses would find less time-consuming and therefore be more likely to comply.
To conclude, this paper does not agree or disagree with John Mackay’s quote but suggests a hybrid way of reporting that involves both a mandatory section in part of the report, with an extra voluntary contribution should the business deem necessary.
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