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The challenge of “Meeting the needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs" (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987) makes sustainable management practices incontrovertibly critical to the success of long-term social progress. It requires both public and private sectors to redefine current economic systems to enable and incentivise sustainable practices. Yet, the rise of capitalism has engendered a culture of profit maximisation over sustainable development. Business, at large, has been celebrated for its economic growth, despite being responsible for producing unsustainable levels of pollution and waste, exploiting the Earth’s natural resources, increasing the poverty gap, and violating basic human rights. This globally accepted institutionalisation of unsustainable practices has propelled society into an era of unprecedented ecological crisis. 

Society’s awareness of these problems has greatly increased over the last 10-15 years due to the advancements and availability of information technology. The increased awareness of these growing social and ecological problems has shifted consumers, investors, and NGOs’ perceptions and expectations of business. The common perception that business is the root cause for many of these social and ecological problems has led to increasing pressure on business leaders to take more responsibility in addressing the world’s sustainability needs. 

Some business leaders have seen this shift as an opportunity to reconceive their entire value proposition by embedding social needs at the core of their business model. Not only do studies indicate that organisations with a socially focused purpose consistently outperform profit-focused organisations, but they are also gaining market share by creating new business opportunities. The success of these organisations is the start of an epochal shift towards socially integrated business—business that is part of the community, not separate to it.

For business to achieve this essential paradigm shift toward sustainable development, business leaders cannot simply react to change, they must act as an impetus for change: developing new and innovative management practices that challenge and reconceive how business operates. As Albert Einstein famously said, “We cannot solve our problems with the thinking we used to create them”. 
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During the 18th century, the Industrial Revolution radically accelerated economic growth through large-scale mechanisation of production. Mass production improved the quality of life for millions of people by reducing the cost of essential goods, expediting the evolution of medicine, and paving the way for other inventions key to social progress, such as electricity and railway transport.

The benefits of the Industrial Revolution have eventually been overshadowed by the fact that many of the world’s modern environmental problems stem from the “advances” made during that era (Rafferty, n.d.). Mass manufacturing requires huge amounts of energy, which has been primarily generated from natural resources, reducing the planet’s finite natural capital. Sourcing natural resources often results in widespread destruction of wildlife habitat, reducing biodiversity essential to the Earth’s self-regulating cycles. The natural resources used to fuel factories, such as coal, emit large amounts of greenhouse gasses that get trapped within the Earth’s atmosphere, gradually heating the planet, and causing extreme and disruptive weather patterns. The process of manufacturing goods often produces harmful substances that pollute water and air. Finally, many of the goods manufactured are non-biodegradable, causing them to systematically accumulate in nature. 

Although pollution and waste existed before the Industrial Revolution, the rapid growth in unsustainable practices exacerbated the problems to a point that have inhibited nature’s ability to effectively run regenerative cycles. As the climate crisis reaches a tipping point of no return, it is critical for business to look at its role within society and its responsibility in sustainable development. 

In 1970, Milton Friedman published an article stating that the only social responsibility of business is to maximise profit. Although many critique Friedman’s stance as the epitome of capitalist greed, I believe he had one thing right: business executives have an obligation to meet the needs of the shareholders. Over the five decades since Friedman published the article, the importance of social and environmental value has grown exponentially in the eyes of society. It has become clear that neglecting the desires of all stakeholders (customers, suppliers, employees, communities, and shareholders) is detrimental to business and in turn, harmful to economic growth (Deloitte, 2021). Therefore, to stay true to Friedman's maxim of increasing profit for its shareholders, it is imperative to meet the needs of all stakeholders.
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The disparity in legislation and regulatory enforcement around the world means that most business leaders are left, to a certain degree, to voluntarily determine their own policies and standards (World Justice Project, 2021). In the absence of robust global regulatory legislation, the level of effort and effectiveness of sustainable practices greatly vary. Some organisations have no, or inadequate, sustainability agendas, whereas others consistently meet or even exceed non-regulatory global standards set out by non-governmental agencies and industry groups. By conforming to the highest standards, organisations can implement a single standard across all its operations without worrying about the individual country or regions’ rules. A single standard across an organisation’s global or regional operations benefits from economies of scale and supply chain optimisation (Nidumolo, et al., 2009). In the 1990s, Hewlett Packard (HP) used the same approach to gain a competitive edge over its competition. Recognising that governments may one day ban the use of lead solders due to its toxicity, HP took the initiative to develop a non-toxic alternative. When the European Union eventually banned the use of lead solder in July 2006, HP were already compliant, avoiding any disruption to its operations (Nidumolo, et al., 2009). 

Although it is not mandatory for the private sector to disclose any kind of sustainability and ESG (Environment, Social, and Governance) data, there are many benefits for organisations to self-disclose this information. The increasingly volatile market is constantly creating new risks and opportunities. Providing full transparency on how an organisation manages risk and opportunities provides stakeholders with the necessary information to make decisions, building trust and resilience (Inouye, 2021). Building credibility improves the likelihood of attracting investors and developing a loyal customer base. However, many leading CEOs agree that with only a minority of organisations attempting to go above and beyond their limited legal obligation and failing to disclose sustainability and ESG performance, business is making insufficient progress against the Global Goals (Accenture, 2019). 

Given the complex and multi-faceted nature of sustainable development, it is unlikely that, without government support, business will be able to stimulate the large-scale, transformational paradigm shift required for business to become both profit-making and an agent of social change. A system-level change of this proportion requires global partnerships across governments, non-government organisations (NGOs), the private sector, and intergovernmental organisations, such as the United Nations (UN). While the UN does not have the authority to create binding laws governing the private sector, it can strongly influence its member countries’ policies and frameworks.
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As the primary generator of wealth, business has the necessary resources to meet the needs of all stakeholders and affect social progress on a global scale. As most of its wealth is generated at the expense of society, it also has a moral obligation to contribute to societal needs. The notion of business contributing to the well-being of society—commonly known as "Corporate Social Responsibility” (CSR)—has been around since the 1800s but only started to gain real traction in the 1970s when the Committee for Economic Development declared the concept of a “social contract” (Association of Corporate Citizenship Professionals, n.d.). In principle, a social contract determines that business’s dependency on society obligates it to meet the needs of society more than just through the sale of its products and services. Traditionally, this has been achieved by donating a percentage of profit to social causes. The conventional thinking behind this concept separates CSR from the core function of the business—increasing shareholder value—and views it as a purely philanthropic overhead with no financial return (Porter, 2013). For instance, the “1% for the Planet” initiative represents a global network of businesses and individuals, who commit to donating 1% of gross sales to support environmental non-profit organisations to “create a healthier planet” (1% for the Planet, n.d.). 

Yet, there is a clear connection between business success and social development, offering a plethora of opportunities to create social and economic value concurrently. This concept is known as “Creating Shared Value” (CSV). Unlike CSR, CSV aims to create economic value through meeting the needs of society. For example, a CSR approach to fair trade would aim to improve the livelihood of a low-income farmer by increasing the farmer’s share of revenue without increasing the quantity or quality of produce. Whereas a CSV approach might focus on investing in better agricultural training for the farmer to assist them in producing superior (volume and quality) yields. Thus, generating more economic value, that both the famer and company would benefit from. 

Anglo-American’s fight against HIV/AIDS in Southern Africa is another great example of creating value through meeting the needs of employees and personnel throughout its value chain. In the 1990s, the mining giant recognised that HIV/AIDS epidemic was a major problem impacting the region and communities within its value chain. Staying true to their purpose of “Re-imagining mining to improve people’s lives”, Anglo-American launched a workplace HIV/AIDS programme in 2002. The programme focused its efforts on counselling and testing; prevention through better education and awareness; treatment; and developing a support network through local partnerships (United Nations Global Impact, n.d.). Between 2002 and 2012, Anglo-American had tested and counselled around 95,000 employees and individuals throughout its supply chain and provided free antiretroviral treatment for around 45% of HIV-positive workers (United Nations Global Impact, n.d.). The programme not only increased the life expectancy of people living with HIV but achieved cost savings due to a sharp decline in employee absenteeism.

Practicing the axiom of “what is good for society is good for business” is not only economically beneficial, but it also helps foster a positive public image that builds consumer trust. Additionally, socially responsible organisations have a significant advantage when it comes to attracting and retaining talent critical to business success (Taylor, 2016). 
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The current linear economic model of “take, make, dispose” negatively impacts society by exhausting the planet’s finite resources and generating unsustainable levels of pollution and waste (Het Groen Brein, n.d.). Therefore, it is imperative that business reconceives the current economic model so that generating economic value does not come at the expense of society. An emerging concept known as the “circular economy” designs out waste, pollution, and the exploitation of finite natural resource by reusing, refurbishing, and recycling products and components. Resembling the living world’s cyclical model, the circular economy closes the loop by utilising the waste its produces as a fuel or material to produce more capital (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, n.d.).

A key business model driving the circular economy is “products-as-a-service”. By adopting a customer-centric mindset, organisations can identify services that can replace consumer-owned products. When replacing ownership-based models with usage-based services, manufacturers will aim to design out obsolescence and design in longevity to reduce manufacturing costs. Manufacturers would also have an added incentive to eco-design products to allow for components and raw materials to be easily reused or recycled. Reducing dependency on the supply of raw materials will help build resilience as cost and availability grows increasingly more volatile (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, n.d.).

Adidas’s “Made to be Remade” project is a great example of the circular economy in effect. The project sells high-performance running shoes, which are returned to Adidas at the end of their life. By designing the shoes using a single material—thermoplastic polyurethane (TPU)—the shoes can easily be washed, ground into pellets, and melted, ready for use as components for new pairs of shoes (Adidas, 2021).

As well as reconsidering its business models, business will also need to rethink the design of its products, processes, and systems to be more sustainable and suitable for a circular economy. Technology advancements have helped drive many efficiencies over the years, but business is by and large still inherently wasteful and degenerative (Raworth, 2018). Over billions of years, the natural living world has designed a highly efficient world that is regenerative and conducive for life. Taking inspiration or mimicking nature’s functionality—known as “biomimicry”—creates many opportunities for business to address society’s challenges through nature-inspired, sustainable innovations.  For example, Zimbabwean architect, Mick Pearce took inspiration from the cooling chimneys found in termite mounds to design and build a passively cooled shopping mall in Zimbabwe. By utilising nature-inspired passive and energy-efficient mechanisms of climate control, the building is cooled with little very little carbon emissions (Livin Spaces, 2018).

In addition to borrowing nature’s designs, business can also learn to be more sustainable by adopting the same strategies that have allowed nature to thrive for billions of years. Biomimicry expert, Janine Benyus has grouped these strategies or patterns into six guiding principles: evolve to survive, adapt to changing conditions, be locally attuned and responsive, integrate development with growth, be resource efficient (material and energy), and use life-friendly chemistry (Biomimicry 3.8, 2013). Embracing a similar ethos will also enable business leaders to adapt and evolve in an increasing volatile world. 

Biomimicry is an exciting and emerging practice, which will help society find solutions for a more sustainable future. Studying and mimicking nature will also start to reconnect humanity with the ecosystem it relies on (Fecheyr, n.d.). Business has only started to scratch the surface of biomimicry; it will require much more research and development to fully understand biomimicry’s potential in creating a circular economy.

The circular economy is the future of sustainable business. Switching to usage-based models will stimulate new business opportunities, such as maintenance and repairs, training, and consulting, which is estimated to generate $4.5 trillion additional economic output by 2030 (Accenture, 2015). The transition will also enable companies to provide services that meet society’s fundamental human needs without negative environmental and social impact from excessive mass production (e.g. pollution, exhausting finite resources, hazardous working conditions, etc.). However, shifting to a circular economy will not be a simple transition. Major transformation requiring consumers to change their habits will inevitably face resistance. Communication and education will be key in ensuring consumers understand the purpose and value of the changes they face. Additionally, much of the local regulation, waste treatment infrastructure, and recycling technology is not in place to operate a circular economy, requiring a deep and complex collaborative effort between the public and private sectors (Stanislaus, 2018). 
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Another key practice for conserving the planet’s essential natural resources is Natural Capital Accounting (NCA). Even within a circular economy, most organisations will still require some natural capital—renewable and non-renewable natural resources, such as plants, water, soils, minerals, and animals—to operate. Quantifying and valuating natural capital will help highlight nature’s value in society and its importance to the economy—people need access to clean air, freshwater, and food to survive, and business requires resources to generate profit. 

Monetisation and accounting of natural capital helps business better measure its direct and indirect impact and dependencies on nature. This information can be utilised to develop better decision-making frameworks that allow organisations to navigate environmental risks to generate sustainable profit in an era of resource scarcity (Capitals Coalition, 2021). Through analysing impact and dependencies on nature, business leaders can identify action and investment priorities. For example, using NCA, Nestlé identified that their operations had the largest impact on climate change, water, and land use. As freshwater is vital to their operations, it highlighted the importance of investing in better water management practices to effectively manage freshwater scarcity within their value chain (Nestlé, 2016).

While NCA helps elevate the social and economic benefits of nature and provide a more pragmatic way to analyse and manage the impact of business, it is important to consider its limitations and risks. Pursuit of economic growth is considered a root cause for the degradation of the natural world (Russell, 2020), and by monetising nature we risk continuing along the same trend by perpetuating the notion that economic value is of greater importance than nature. Monetisation also diminishes nature’s true value and encourages society to treat it as a commodity, which is there to be traded or destroyed at will (Combes, 2014). Instead, business has a duty to educate society on the deeper importance and value of nature, far beyond is proposed economic value.

[bookmark: _Toc105341547]Conclusion
There are positive signs that a business transformation is starting to take place with several business leaders already benefiting from new and progressive management practices, such as the circular economy, biomimicry, and natural capital accounting. While it is positive that many organisations are recognising the need for action, many are trying to address the problems with business-as-usual practices including just a few incremental changes. As the climate crisis reaches a critical point of no return, business leaders must completely rethink their purpose and value proposition. Business must shift its focus from profit maximisation to addressing social needs, addressing the problems it is largely responsible for. With socially focused organisations consistently outperforming their competitors, business leaders failing to adopt this paradigm shift will quickly face obsolescence. Business leaders must take this opportunity to bridge the gap between business and the communities it serves, creating a more opportunities to simultaneously create social and economic value.
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