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What could managers of organisations do and/or not do to help solve the world’s sustainability needs? 
Since the 19th century, the movement of goods, assets and ideas across borders has fundamentally changed our economic system (Fitzgerald, 2015). Access to new products and materials and the ability to transport goods across the world (Vanham, 2019) saw the starting point of the globalisation of trade (Medina, 2020). And although there are many differing views of when consumerism began in the Western world (see Miles, 1998), it is this rise in consumption that has led to a record high of $28.5 trillion in global trade in 2021 (UNCTAD, 2022). Over 69 per cent of the largest economies in the world are now global corporations (World Bank, 2016, quoted in Clarke and O’Brien, 2019). 
But this growth has come at a cost (Lovins, Hunter Lovins and Hawken, 2010). The industrial revolution may have marked the beginning of new ways of manufacturing and trading goods, but the transformation of our industrial processes and the growth of fossil fuel combustion also resulted in a dramatic rise in CO2 emissions (Tiseo, 2021). Furthermore, CO2 emissions have continued to rise ever since, totalling 34.81 billion metric tonnes in 2020 (Tiseo, 2021). The impacts of rising emissions can be seen today through extreme weather events, flooding, water shortages, erosion of soils and the extinction of species (Global Futures, 2022). 
Nature has the ability to deliver one third of the solutions to climate change (Munoz, G, 2021), but nature itself is under threat (see Lovins, Hunter Luvins, and Hawken, 2010) and as one of the drivers of the first industrial revolution, business leaders have a role to play in driving the new green industrial revolution. Yet despite this many businesses still believe that the introduction of environmental initiatives will mean extra cost burdens and ultimately mean they are less competitive (Nidumolu, Prahalad, and Rangaswami, 2009). However, becoming more environmentally friendly can actually lower costs and the production of better products can open up new business opportunities, markets and customers (Nidumolu, Prahalad, and Rangaswami, 2009). But there are even more stark warnings about why a business should take sustainability more seriously. 
Our current economic system is designed to maximise manufactured capital and income, and that means that natural resources have often suffered as a result of our drive for economic growth (Ekins et al. 2008). Yet according to research carried out by the Global Futures Initiative (2020) trillions of dollars will be wiped off the world’s economies unless nature loss is reversed. The impacts of this will be further global disruption to supply chains and food supply, potentially impacting millions of lives across the world (Global Futures Initiative, 2022). 
The World Economic Forum estimate that around $44 trillion of economic value is dependent on nature (Russo, 2020). Costanza et al (1997) also carried out research to identify nature’s economic value and although their findings highlighted a comparable figure of around $33 trillion dollars annually what is notable is their recognition that the word’s economies would potentially ‘grind to a halt without the services of ecological life-support systems’ and that therefore you could argue that nature’s value to the economy is ‘infinite’ and this will only increase as natural resources become even more scarce (Costanza et al. 1997). Over extraction of renewable natural resources can affect nature’s ability to renew itself (Costanza and Daly, 1992) so it is therefore in the interests of companies across the world to safeguard the future of this vital resource (Nature Conservancy and Dow Collaboration, 2012). 
One of the reasons we have failed to recognise nature’s critical role in our economic system is because we have failed to account for it (Lovins, Hunter Lovins and Hawken, 2010). Our current industrial system places values on human capital, financial capital and manufactured capital, but Lovins, Hunter Luvins, and Hawken (2010) argue that economies need to factor in natural capital if they are to function accurately. Continued strain on the planet will soon mean our economic prosperity will have to be determined by natural capital rather than the industrial methods of the past (Lovins, Hunter Lovins and Hawken, 2010) and by accounting for natural capital - water, trees, fish, soil and living systems such as rainforests and wetlands (Lovins, Hunter Lovins and Hawken, 2010) – we can show not only the contribution that nature makes to our economy, but also the effect that our current economic system has on our natural world (European Commission, 2017). 
According to the European Commission, accounting for natural capital means measuring the changes in the stock of natural capital and integrating the value of our ecosystem into accounting and reporting systems (European Commission, 2017). They define the definition as going beyond just the commodities we source from nature (wood, water or minerals) and suggest it should include the whole ecosystem and the services they provide (European Commission, 2017). Although, it should be noted that some argue that is not easy to place an economic value on all natural capital. For example, air, water, soil, and climate all have an intrinsic value but not one that Constanza et al (1997) argue can be easily translated into an economic value.
However, despite any limitations that may exist, there are many organisations that are creating the necessary frameworks to enable companies to measure, account for and manage risk on the planet’s natural resources. 
In 2016 the Natural Capital Coalition launched the Natural Capital Protocol – an internationally, standardised framework that helps ‘organisations to identify, measure and value their direct and indirect impacts and dependencies on natural capital’ (Natural Capital Coalition, 2016). The World Bank’s Global Programme on Sustainability uses data and analysis to help governments, the private sector and financial institutions make better informed decisions (World Bank, 2019). And although accounting for natural capital is still in its infancy (EU, 2021), there are also companies that have started to adopt their own system. In the UK, the national transmission service, National Grid, has worked on a system to determine the financial value of twelve ecosystems, including water, grasslands, mountains and floodplains. They use this information to ‘inform better decisions, highlight potential trade-offs and opportunities, and to initiate engagement with stakeholders and wider beneficiaries’ (National Grid, 2020). Other companies taking on a natural capital approach include Unilever (Unilever, 2022), L’Oreal (L’Oreal, 2022) and Forestry England (Forestry England, 2020). 
There is a compelling argument to account for the services that nature provides, but this alone won’t solve the problems facing the world as nature not only provides us with the resources we need to produce goods and services, nature also acts as a ‘sink’ for our waste (Geissdoerfer et al, 2016). Tackling the growing problem of what to do with our waste is fundamental to answering the sustainability question.  
We now produce more waste than ever before and although recycling rates have improved, many items are still ending up in landfill (Tiseo, 2020). Overall, the United States is the largest producer of waste at around 260 million tonnes a year with the UK producing around 31million tonnes of waste each year (Tiseo, 2020). Items being thrown away include things such as household appliances, clothing and plastic packaging (Tiseo, 2020) - in fact, by 2019 the volume of electronic waste produced worldwide had risen to 53.6 million tonnes (Tiseo, 2021). 
Our current economic system is based on a linear approach – a take, make, dispose throughput model where companies take resources and make products which are sold onto the consumer. At this point the responsibility for the item and its disposal when used it are passed to the consumer and the producer has no further part to play in the lifecycle of the product (Stahel, 2017). Around 80 per cent of what we now produce is thrown away after use (Planing, 2015) and according to the European Commission (2017) we are now dumping waste faster than it can be absorbed by the planet. 
Adapting to a circular economy – a closed loop system based on reusing, refurbishment or remanufacturing (Korhonen et al, 2018) - minimises the amount of waste ending up in landfill and maximises the time that resources are in the value chain (Korhonen et al, 2018). It is based on a principal where products are designed to be taken apart and reused at the end of their life, the energy used to produce the product is renewable and the consumer is replaced by the user where products are leased whenever possible - the performance or service economy (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013). 
However, the move to a circular economy is not without its critics. Kovacic, Strand, and Völker (2020) argue that defining a circular economy is ongoing and point to several issues related to identifying what exactly is regulated and how within a circular economy. They highlight areas where there is a danger of good intentions resulting in contradictory policies - such as the burning of waste through incineration which they claim could provide incentives for non-recycling or the different degrees of recycling available in certain products such as paper and textiles (Kovacic, Strand, Völker, 2020).   
Yet despite its critics, there is a growing awareness that with the natural resources available being placed under continuous strain, the current linear approach to manufacturing goods is unsustainable (Frosch and Gallopoulos, 1989, quoted in Korhonen, Honkasalo and Seppala, 2018). The World Economic Forum (2022) claim that the number of businesses, governments and consumers who recognise the challenges with the current take, make, dispose business model is increasing.
A circular economy framework separates economic activity from the consumption of finite resources and tackles some of the growing global challenges such as climate change, biodiversity loss and waste and pollution (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2017). Stahel (2016) points to research that highlights how shifting to a circular economy has the potential to reduce a European country’s greenhouse gas emissions by up to 70 per cent. And the OECD report that the use of raw materials through recycling can reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 90% and remanufacturing products at the end of their life reduces the extraction of raw materials and the production of waste by 80% (OECD, 2018). 
However, moving to a circular economy comes with its own set of challenges that need overcoming. Lewandowski (2015) argues that moving to a circular economy involves a complete change in a company’s business model from the current linear model, which is driven by a business model based on producing as many goods as possible and selling fast (Stahel, 2016), to new business models based around circular inputs, the extension of the life of a product, the recovery of resources and the adoption of sharing platforms and products as a service which change the relationship between the producer and the consumer (Lacy, Long, and Spindler, 2020). Planing (2015) also argues that the role of the consumer changes within a circular economy and that more consumers are now looking for performance over ownership but that moving to a circular economy will involve a fundamental shift in consumer habits, especially in reducing excessive amounts of waste. 
Larsson (2018) claims that no other project has ever had to transform business models on this scale and moving to a circular economy will lead to extensive changes to many businesses (Larrson, 2018). He argues that the transition to a circular economy will involve a gradual change from the current linear process and will inevitably involve several steps that need to be taken along the way.
But if these challenges can be overcome many believe, including Lewandowski (2016), that moving to a circular economy makes economic sense and can increase a company’s competitive advantage and help it to manage future risks. As identified earlier, the natural resources that businesses need to produce goods and services are becoming ever scarcer, with this comes rising prices (Planing, 2015) and potential disruptions in the supply chain (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013). Therefore, the more time a natural resource spends in the value chain the more it benefits the economy (Korhonen et al, 2018). The Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2013) claims that the net annual cost savings of a circular economy could reach up to $630bn in the EU manufacturing industry alone. 
Despite the view that the circular economy has been slow to develop (Stahel, 2017), Jenson (2022) states that the circular economy is likely to become dominant by the 2030s and businesses that are not adapting are likely to be left behind.  Some leading companies are taking on the challenge. 
HYLA Mobile has partnered with some of the leading phone companies to provide a solution to the growing number of discarded mobile phones by offering a way of repurposing or reusing the phone or its components (Thornton, 2019). Yet further advances in the reuse and remanufacturing of mobile phones could be achieved if the phones were made to be easier to take apart and whereby consumers were incentivised to return them at the end of their life (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013). TonerPlas, an Australian based business, uses a take-back, recovery and reuse model for ink and toner which is then transformed into road surface materials (TonerPlas, 2022). Unilever recognises the concerns around its use of plastic packaging and is working with partners, suppliers and governments to support the producer responsibility policies where they collect and process used packaging (Unilever, 2022). And IKEA has committed to become a circular business by 2030. 
The implementation of a natural capital and circular economy approach identified here are just two ways in which managers can help deliver a sustainable future and although there are challenges to overcome, businesses are increasingly committing to developing new products and services using sustainable materials and circular design (UN Global Compact, 2021). 
But today’s business leaders operate in a global world and although the private sector will be the driver behind new business models, many initiatives will only ultimately be achievable with the support of governments and the right policy frameworks (Ellen MacArthur, 2013). Research by Geissdoerfer et al (2017) highlight that sustainability and a circular economy rely on regulation and the design of incentive structures if they are to be achieved. This is an argument also supported by Lewandowski (2015) who argued that the decisions of policy makers are as important as the role of business in moving to a circular economy. Yet only 18% of CEOs believe governments have put in place the right policy (United National Global Compact, 2021). 
However, there are some examples where governments have introduced policies that aim to build a more sustainable world. In 2009 the Chinese Government introduced the Circular Economy Promotion Law (Zhao, 2020). The European Commission adopted its first circular economy action plan in 2015 (European Commission, 2015). A deposit return scheme will go live in Scotland in 2023 (Scottish Government, 2022). And in 2021 the UK Government published the Economics of Biodiversity – a report setting out an approach to valuing natural capital (UK Government, 2021). 
However, despite these and other policy frameworks being put in place by governments or any action by businesses, the 2022 Circularity Gap Report (Circle Economy, 2022) claimed that in the five years following the Paris Agreement in 2015, over half a trillion tonnes of virgin materials had been consumed and only 8.6 per cent is based on a circular economy (Circle Economy, 2022). 
Neither business leaders or governments can achieve change alone (Larsson, 2018) a truly sustainable future will only be achieved with governments and businesses working in partnership (Kim, 2020). But as the COP26 president said in a speech delivered in 2021, ‘215 of the world’s biggest companies have almost $1 trillion at risk from climate impacts. Yet, those same companies have the potential to gain double that amount from the move to green economies’ (Sharma, 2021). 
The opportunities for business leaders to build a more sustainable world are there and a natural capital and circular economy approach are just two of the initiatives that business leaders can adopt to help solve the world’s sustainability problems. 
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