Introduction


The veracity of Einstein's claim that "we cannot fix the problems of today with the same thinking that caused those problems" is acknowledged by many business leaders. Business managers are starting to function from a new perspective, realising that they must address issues of social justice and the environment to remain competitive and relevant in the future.

What follows, is a consideration of several things business leaders should and should not do, to help solve the world’s sustainability problems, and move away from the same mistakes that have caused the issues that now need to be resolved.

Firstly, it is important to look at it from an economic point of view and understand that society now requires a system of commerce and production where activities are both restorative and sustainable. If business managers are to make the required adjustments for the planet to survive and prosper, it will be necessary to combine economic, biologic, and human systems. Business leaders must create a system where doing good for society is the norm, rather than the exception. (Shrivastava, 2000; UN 1999, 2004)

Before considering more productive and effective ways of doing things, it is important to set goals as to what business managers should focus on, and then analyse ways in which they can make the necessary adjustments to current practices and ways of thinking. 

According to Hull et al (2020) Businesses must reduce carbon emissions, which must account for 80% of their energy usage by 2030 and 80% of their use of natural resources by 2050.  Even at the height of the technological revolution, it is also crucial to provide meaningful and reliable employment. Contrary to the notion that working towards environmental restoration is economically risky, the current take-make-waste system is what has led to over one billion people being out of work. The best way to create jobs is to repair, secure, and protect the environment. (Jeanrenaud et al, 2017)

It is also important to keep in mind that, upholding market principles and displaying the true cost of production, eradicating poverty, and creating more jobs will make it possible for many more people to afford goods and services that have been produced with society and the environment in mind. The issue of affordability, which prevents many people from purchasing ethically manufactured, ecologically friendly goods, can be addressed by considering these sustainability-related factors. (OECD, 2015; Farrell, 2019)

Habitats, ecosystems, and society need to be restored. The world's resources can no longer be counted on to sustain the population over the next fifty years. A successful transformation must rewind the use of resources and focus on repairing harmed and failing social and biological systems. (Stephan et al, 2013; Visser, 2017) Communities, led by business, must behave like nature, emulating biodiversity and coexisting in harmony with the sun's and plants' natural ebb and flow of energy. This entails reevaluating and rebuilding every industrial, residential, and transportation activity to ensure that everything we consume effortlessly emanates from the earth and the sun and gently cycles back to it.(Eggars et al, 2013)

Natural Capital

The UK government has made the decision to respond to the crisis by creating a 25-year environment plan, outlining major targets, including gold standards in maintaining and expanding "natural capital," and is leading the globe in adopting this approach as a tool in decision-making. The government, along with many other factions in society argue that encouraging people to value the environment as a natural resource for the economy, will encourage them to safeguard it. However, the monetisation of nature is more of the same, attempting to solve issues through the same reasoning that created them in the first place. (Williams, 2020)

Some of the arguments against natural capital propose that it embodies weak sustainability, and that human/manufactured capital can fully replace natural capital. (NEF, 2012) For instance, even if mangroves are destroyed for shrimp farms, the negative effects of storms on the coast can still be mitigated by constructing sea walls. Strong sustainability, in contrast, maintains that the two cannot be substituted and that mangroves serve as fish nurseries instead of sea walls and defend the shoreline in addition to capturing carbon. (Williams, 2020; Sachs, 2017)

It is problematic to frame nature as both capital and services. It's so much more than that, and it's essential to our survival. Putting a price on anything doesn't always reflect its full value, and the future of the natural environment won't be decided by valuation alone. (Mckinsey, 2020) There is still little proof that ecosystem value influences decision-making, raising the question of whether this strategy even works at all. This was the conclusion of a recent European Commission research (2019)

Many believe that the natural capital strategy represents the same thinking that caused the sustainability problems we have in the first place. (Lovins et al, 1999) Economic self-interest and financial calculations are frequently utilised to build market-based processes, which transform the logic of conservation from an ethical duty or essential regulation. It has also been argued that if we do not consider natural capital in connection with distribution, democracy, and power, natural capital initiatives will not only fail to restore nature but further worsen inequality. Adding natural capital to GDP will not result in the transformation we need so that we can solve the sustainability problems we have today.(Williams, 2020; Lovins et al, 1999; Hull et al, 2020)

A Green New Deal

Many believe that a green new deal for nature would be a respectable substitute for the natural capital concept. Focusing on repairing and tying up terrestrial and coastal habitats will promote biodiversity and create jobs while removing carbon from the atmosphere. On a global scale, natural climate solutions could help remove up to 30% of the carbon needed to keep global warming below 1.5 degrees. A green new deal may reform and invest in a new energy system, provide a just transition, reduce inequality, reform finance, redefine success, and create green jobs. To transform business’ relationship with nature, leaders must work together and place a strong emphasis on social justice, equity, and the best possible restoration of nature. (Williams, 2020; Lovins et al, 1999; Hull et al, 2020)

Maintaining living systems without further damaging them is the goal of sustainable business practises and a green new deal. (Googins, 2018) By utilising biomimicry, carbon capture technologies, and nature-based solutions, businesses are moving towards new-zero emissions and assisting in the recovery of biodiversity, and this shows promising strides towards a more sustainable planet. (Hull et al, 2020; Barlow, 2017)


Shared Value

Companies that adopt regenerative practices, aim to restore and enhance the world we live in. In terms of social issues, businesses have traditionally dealt with them through charitable giving and CSR initiatives, but they have recently started to move towards shared value. 

Porter and Karmer (2006) made the case for shared value, arguing that businesses should align their philanthropy with the interests of stakeholders and their brand to identify business opportunities in social and environmental issues and create business models that are profitable for both the company and society (Barlow, 2017; Bonini et al, 2009). This is what the Harvard Business Review called the "next evolution of capitalism," a step that corporations must take to assist in addressing global environmental issues. (Harvard Business Review, 2011)

In What Matters Most: How a Small Group of Pioneers is Teaching Social Responsibility to Big Business, and Why Big Business is Listening, the founder of Seventh Generation, Jeffrey Hollender, introduced this idea of shared value and social responsibility. (Hollender, 2006)


Arguments against the concept of shared value suggest that focusing on this ideology means that a business can only care about society when it serves its own interests, and that it falls short of what is required to repair the broken relationship between business and society and to restore the trust that has been lost because of years of unethical commercial practices. (Elkington, 2020; Townsend, 2023)


Circular Economy

Our global economy is so inefficient, according to Hunter Lovins, co-author of Natural Capitalism (Hawken et al, 1999), that less than 1% of all the resources we take are utilised in products and are still there six months after sale, this is so terribly unsustainable and incredibly inefficient. However; hope in the form of businesses such as Elle Carberry's China Greentech Initiative and Zhang Yin's paper recycling demonstrate that there are solutions that only the circular economy model can bring. 

Companies' sustainability experts are moving away from 'adding value' through the adoption of circular economy ideas and towards cost control through product lifecycle management. Ocean plastics are being converted into fabrics for clothing and furniture, old tyres are recycled into recipes for floor mats and shoe soles, wastewater is recycled into fertiliser, and carbon is removed from smokestacks and added to cement. Agribusiness and food corporations all over the world are assisting farmers in reviving the soil and restoring natural ecosystems.(Eggars et al, 2013; Townsed, 2023)

Government attention to social issues has decreased in many countries, and the charity sector lacks the resources and scale necessary to make a substantial difference. The severity of social and environmental problems has increased in the meantime. Leading NGOs have stepped up to fill this void by moving away from criticising businesses and industries and towards collaboration to protect human rights and natural resource stocks, promote sustainable farming and trade in dairy products, and narrow the wealth gap.(Uren, 2019; Senge et al, 2008) Multi-business and multi-sector initiatives are in place to address climate change (alliances for carbon trading and energy conservation), natural resources (partnerships around sustainable fish, water, and agricultural practises), and poverty.

Regenerative capitalism is the upcoming big thing. The goal is to create what John Elkington refers to as system value. In his book Green Swans, he says that we are transitioning from an era of corporate accountability to a period when "resilience will be on everyone's lips."(Elkington, 2020)

No matter what strategies or methods business managers use, it has become increasingly clear that they will need to go as far away as they can from their aggressive, competitive impulses as possible, if they want to change the way they think and solve the world's sustainability issues. They will need to develop their social skills and learn to care more about the opinions and wellness of all their stakeholders, which is something that is lacking in typical corporate shareholder thinking. (Porter and Kramer, 2011)

The essential adjustment involves a complicated system that includes components of economics, society, culture, and even ethics. Bob Dooplet (2012) compared resistance to change to chasing an iceberg. It serves no purpose to keep hammering away at things like rules, policies, and processes that are out of our immediate sight and control. The key to bringing about change is to modify the volume and weight of what is hidden beneath the surface—our habits, attitudes, and beliefs.(Visser, 2017)


Some claim that the concept of sustainability has now devolved into a cliché, and it is easy to see how this has happened. Corporate social responsibility and sustainable development programmes have advanced for business managers to survive in the era of sustainability, passing through defensive, philanthropic, promotional, and strategic stages. These CSR and "triple bottom line" efforts have been roundly criticised as little more than window dressing and corporate spin, and largely ineffective in addressing our most pressing social and environmental crises, especially in the face of mounting pressure to prioritise their duty towards shareholders. (Bloomberg & Pope, 2017; Visser, 2017)
  
Clean and green technology investment is rising because of the push for a circular economy. Technology innovation is not only booming, but it is also quickly moving towards sustainable solutions. For instance, many of the top ten most promising technologies identified by the WEForum (2021) have a clear environmental and social focus, including organic electronics, photovoltaics, enhanced nutrition to promote health at the molecular level, carbon dioxide (CO2) conversion, and precise drug delivery via nanoscale engineering. (WEForum, 2021)

According to research by McKinsey (2011), increases in resource productivity in the areas of energy, land, water, and materials, based on better application of cutting-edge technologies already available, could satisfy up to 30% of global demand in 2030, with 70% to 85% of these opportunities occurring in emerging nations. Saving $2.9 trillion by maximising resource productivity potential is possible by the year 2030.

Collaboration for change

The complexity of the sustainability concerns facing company managers and the lack of a clear answer necessitate novel and creative ways of thinking, working with others, and planning. (Williams et al, 2017; Wright & Nyberg, 2017) Both the IPCC's 2018 report and the framework for the UN's Sustainable Development Goals emphasise the necessity of multi-level and cross-sectoral mitigation and adaptation solutions to advance sustainable development. (United Nations, 2019; Scheyvens et al., 2016) 

Environmentalist, novelist, and businessman Adam Werbach stated that neither persuading other environmentalists of the need for change nor asking consumers to make significant sacrifices will result in change. In his 2008 speech, "The birth of blue," he advocated for a shift in mindset, calling for the replacement of negative talk about "limits" with positive talk about "possibilities" and the role of consumer activism as a potent force for pressing businesses around the world to produce more environmentally friendly goods, services, and practises. (Jeanrenaud et al, 2017; Werbach, 2008)

Werbach (2012) recognised that marketing sustainability as something customers would prefer to the unsustainable alternative was the only way to bring about change on the scale required. The international corporate community, leading environmental NGOs, and well-known environmental campaigners increasingly seem to share the liberalist market-oriented ethos, no doubt due to their shared impatience with governments' ongoing delay of environmental regulation. (Jeanrenaud, 2017; Googins, 2018)

A truly sustainable business asks more fundamental questions. Sustainable business leaders consider issues like "How can business use its resources, competencies, and experiences in such a way as to make them useful for contributing to solve some of the big economic, social, or environmental challenges societies are confronted with’ such as climate change; migration; corruption; water shortage; poverty; pandemics, and youth employment" (Jeanrenaud, 2017; Felber, 2019)

A sustainable business manager makes 'business sense' of societal and environmental issues by converting sustainability challenges into business opportunities. This is in line with Peter Drucker's philosophy, which was expressed in response to the business problem of sustainability: "Every single social and global issue of our day is a business opportunity in disguise." (Heinberg, 2010; Korngold, 2014)


Conclusion

Peter Bakker, president of the World Business Council for Sustainable Development from 2012, opines that business has the capacity and duty to respond to and address societal and planetary sustainability issues. But this won't happen until business starts to realise its potential by making sustainable use of its vast resources. This could eventually evolve to a society in which business is praised for its positive social impact and is no longer vilified for obtaining economic success at the expense of society.(Bakker, 2012)

Truly sustainable business will not only need to adapt to a changing world, but they will need to take part in changing the rules of the game to open new opportunities for economic and sustainable solutions and scale up the effects. Business cannot alone address major sustainability concerns like climate change, water shortages, and biodiversity loss. Additionally, businesses that adopt serious sustainability strategies frequently face backlash from the financial and consumer markets, as are many businesses in the solar energy sector now, or soft drink manufacturers looking into alternatives to address the serious and very real problem of obesity. If the rules of the game remain the same, these corporations will be unable to address the real sustainability concerns they are facing. (Weybrecht, 2013)

It has certainly become more obvious that the old thought processes and systems of take-make-waste are no longer viable for the planet. Corporate social responsibility has become a dirty word in some circles, and is often linked with the idea that business can do some good to compensate for bad deeds. 

A green new deal, social values, circular economy; innovation; social entrepreneurship and biodiversity, are all effective strategies and models which go against the ineffective and degenerative practices causing unsustainability on the planet. Business leaders must look to collaborate with other actors in society to change the game. By doing good, taking care of the planet and the people in it, and making that the focus, they will be able to move away from the destructive thinking that caused the planet’s problems, and towards a sustainable future.
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