



As sustainability challenges intensify across environmental, social, and economic domains, the role of organisational managers becomes increasingly pivotal. This essay examines the actions that managers should adopt, as well as those they should avoid, to meaningfully support global sustainability efforts, considering how leadership decisions shape long‑term organisational and societal outcomes.
The world at present faces a global sustainability challenge; the imbalance between humanities development and the earth’s resources. This is a challenge faced throughout history but one which has been exacerbated by advances in technology allowing for increasing manufacturing and supply chains spanning the globe (Gold, Seuring and Beske, 2010., Jayal et al., 2010). The idea of sustainability can be traced to Hans Carl von Carlowitz in 1713 who suggested that harvesting wood should be managed so as to not exceed new growth (Ulrich Grober and Cunningham, 2012). It wasn’t until Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring (1962) that awareness grew around human actions as causing ecological damage (Priscilla Coit Murphy, 2007). In 1987 the Brundtland Report (United Nations, 2025), commissioned by the United Nations, defined sustainability as “Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 1987) a definition which is more commonly  associated with sustainability currently. 
The term manager has had many different definitions. In 1916, Fayol suggested the role of a manager is to plan, organise, co-ordinate, command and control (Pryor and Taneja, 2010). In contrast, Drucker (1954) argued that a manager’s role was simply to motivate, set targets, measure output, and monitor staff development. More recently definitions of management can also be seen to include terms such as; leadership capability, strategic management and organisational goal setting (Daft and Marcic, 2023., Robbins and Coulter, 2020). These definitions have clearly evolved over time from the basic manager role of being in charge to leading people to successful outcomes. 
Sustainability leadership has also experienced an evolution in its definition. Ferdig (2007) suggests that sustainability leaders give opportunities for people to collaborate to address sustainability challenges. Maak, Pless and Voegtlin, (2015) and Stahl and Sully de Luque, (2014) begin to integrate Environmental Social Governance (ESG’s), Stakeholder Value and global responsibility into their definitions moving away from purely environmental concerns to adding social and economic. There now seems to be an even greater evolution of sustainability leadership to one of regenerative sustainability leadership (Hutchins and Storm, 2019). Instead of leaders and managers using Sustainability Development Goals’s (SDG) and the pillars of sustainability with an aim to reduce negative impacts, regenerative leaders argue that prevention and limiting harm is no longer enough. Regenerative leadership embodies the concept of becoming more life centred, repairing environmental rather than limiting its harm, so business makes positive impacts that allow for the world to flourish (Wahl, 2016), (Gibbons, 2020., Konietzko, Das and Bocken, 2023).
To understand what an organisational managers role is, an understanding of the purpose of business is required. There are two opposing views of the responsibility of business and its managers. Friedman (1970) proposed that business has one responsibility which is to satisfy its shareholders or owners demands, usually in the form of monetary profits while staying within the rules of the game, a concept coined as The Shareholder Primacy Model (Kinni, 2022).  They argued that managers are merely agents for the shareholders and that any attempt to introduce sustainable initiatives through the business are spending the shareholder’s money. Freidman was highly influential throughout the 1980’s and onward with many world leaders adopting his ideas into their country’s monetary policies (Meltzer, 2003) and (Cord and J Daniel Hammond, 2016). Many businesses also adopted this model, specifically the company General Electric (GE) and their CEO Jack Welch (Kinni, 2022). Using the idea that increased profit and share price was his only responsibility, Welch transformed GE into the most valuable company in the world. Many other businesses, particularly Wall Street financial and UK banking institutions, followed this short-term profit maximisation model with many blaming this strategy on the 2008 financial crisis (Clarke, 2020) and (Lipton, 2020) as there was no consideration for long-term value creation. 
In contrast to Shareholder Primacy, Freeman (1984) proposed an alternative Stakeholder Theory, suggesting that the responsibility of business is not only to maximise profit for owners and shareholders but to provide value to all stakeholders connected to the business. Whereas Friedman argued for financial profit at all costs, this new model of business suggest value for customers, community, suppliers etc. This strategy of long-term value creation has been adopted by Walmart and Costco, with Costco having a simple code of ethics “Obey the Law, take care of our members, take care of our employees and respect our suppliers” (Costco, 2023). When considering their code of ethics, Costco are still following Friedman’s concept of ‘obeying the law’ but also demonstrate that they embody Freeman’s theory by considering numerous stakeholders. This is evident as nowhere in their code of ethics do they mention shareholders. 
Further to this the Business Round Table, an association of more than 200 CEOs of leading companies in America (Business Roundtable, 2019), changed their ‘Statement on the Purpose of a Corporation’ to explicitly align themselves with stakeholder theory. This was signed by CEOs from 181 businesses including Johnson & Johnson and JP Morgan Chase and CO (Business Roundtable, 2019) and (McCance, 2024). This shows that more businesses are making the change from Friedman’s way of thinking to Freeman’s concept.
In the UK the change to stakeholder theory appears to have been more governance driven. The Companies Act 2006 Section 172 sets out a statutory duty of company directors to promote success for all members of the business. As part of this they also must publish a statement explaining how this duty was managed and fulfilled (Legislation.gov.uk, 2006., Fang, 2023). This level of reporting and governance enforces further responsibilities for sustainability on organisations that may not consider this. 
Whether organisations and managers embed sustainability through governance enforcement or through ethical choices, there are a number of vital actions that must be taken to meet the worlds sustainability needs.
Firstly, managers need to redefine value creation, they need to change how the business sees value. A shift is needed towards seeing value as something created with and for the businesses stakeholders instead of using these groups as a resource to take profit from. There are several actions managers can take to achieve this, but a key driver will be moving from short term profit goals to long term resilience, allowing for time to invest in further changes (Barton and Wiseman, 2014., Keay, 2012). As aforementioned short-term goals often lead to increased profits but reduced long term resilience. By shifting the focus to include all stakeholders, organisational managers can increase horizon scanning from every aspect of the business. Not only this but stakeholders are more engaged with the business which in turn develops an increased level of commitment and interaction between stakeholders. The International Integrated Reporting Council (2013) created a framework for businesses to report how they create value using 6 capitals, financial, manufactured, intellectual, human, social and relationship, and natural. Every activity of the business influences each capital so managers can observe the value change of each stakeholder, either reduce, preserved or increased, An example could be waste pollution may increase capital value but decrease natural, human, and social and relationship (Eccles and Krzus, 2015) This reporting shows value as multidimensional and not one-dimensional profit driven (ACCA, n.d.). This shifts the focus from profit only to economic, social and environmental, the 3 pillars of sustainability.
Responding to key sustainability drivers is another crucial action for organisational managers. Key drivers can include regulation, climate risk, resource scarcity and consumer expectations. Response to these drivers not only negates negative impacts such as exposure to regulatory risk and financial performance (Department for Business, Energy & Industrial Strategy (BEIS) 2023) (Ketterling, 2026) but can provide opportunities for positive impact in innovation, organisational resilience and stakeholder trust (Sagar, 2023) (Chen and Pietrzak, 2025) (Liu and Yin, 2020). For these reactions to be sustainable and worthwhile they need to be proactive rather than reactive. Due to the unpredictability of environmental events and governmental reforms, unplanned reactions can be inevitable. Organisational managers that embrace sustainability with it at the core of their strategies can anticipate and adapt to unplanned change quickly and using their proactive strategies have already built resilience into the business (Zorita et al., 2025). Albrecht, Dalton and Kavadas (2024) suggest that employees working in a proactive sustainable culture develop stronger engagement and can innovate and develop stronger proactive frameworks to support resilience through unplanned events. 
Alongside planning for sustainability driver changes and building resilience in the business, organisational managers can see sustainability drivers as opportunities. ISS Insights, (2025) suggest that businesses with sustainability resilience gain a competitive edge over competitors through investment, profits and innovation. Organisational managers can use these drivers to encourage innovation throughout the business, fostering a culture that allows for new ideas and experimentation while having the resilient framework to support this (Kareem and Kummitha, 2025) (Fazli et al., 2023).
As previously discussed, a shift from a Shareholder Primacy Model to Stakeholder Theory presents organisational managers with opportunities to strengthen engagement and management of all stakeholders involved with the business such as employees, customers, communities and supply chains. Employees are a critical part of any business and organisational managers should engage and empower them to actively participate and contribute to sustainability goals within the business. Targeting employee wellbeing can have significant long term impacts on business, a study by Google, Project Aristotle, found that psychological safety was the number one factor in innovation success (McCausland, 2023), similar studies by The World Health Organisation (2024), Oswald, Proto and Sgroi (2015) and Harter, Schmidt and Keyes (2003) all found that employee wellbeing had positive impacts on absence due to sickness and mental health, retention and productivity. 
Customers values are changing with sustainability and ethics being an important part of their purchasing considerations (Tiwari et al., 2024). This leads to customers requiring transparency of the sustainability policies of a business, organisational managers can use this customer desire to reinforce the value of their own sustainable goals to build brand trust and loyalty. Allowing customers to see into the businesses behaviours gives the customer access which many feel they are entitled to before making purchasing decisions (Freeman et al., 2010).  Organisational manager using global sustainability issues to promote their products and services need to be aware of greenwashing and the negative impact this can have. (Koch and Denner, 2025) suggest businesses convey themselves to be more sustainable than they are by misleading stakeholders with claims regarding environmental practices and performance. If greenwashing is discovered there may be a negative impact on a business’s reputation and stakeholder loyalty (Forliano et al., 2025).
It is important for businesses and organisations to see themselves as part of their communities and that their actions can affect both positively and negatively the people and environment around them. Organisational managers who can engage the local community benefit from gaining local support and acceptance of changes in the business (Masum et al., 2020), building long term relationships with customers and the community (Al-Qaimari and Khan, 2025), and stronger workforce loyalty and improving manager – employee relationships (FU, 2022).
Organisational managers who are committed to contributing to global sustainability goals must look at the businesses production and consumption models. The traditional linear model, now seen as unsustainable (Macarthur, 2013), applies a take, make, dispose model. Transitioning to a circular or service model allows businesses to become viable long term in a sustainable way. The circular economy aims to keep materials in a system until they are of no viable use through reuse, repair and recycle thus reducing the amount of natural materials needed and waste produced (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2023). The service economy looks to provide customers with access and service rather than ownership, such as leasing and pay-per-use. This encourages businesses to consider the longevity and quality of their products as they require them to last longer (Denning, 2014).
Both circular and service models offer organisational managers the opportunity to change their resource usage and waste production. Innovation and collaboration are key to this. Businesses need to innovate new product designs that use fewer natural resources and allow for material reclamation at the end of use all while producing less waste in the production process (Buddhika Hapuwatte et al., 2024). Traditionally businesses are siloed in their respective industries, however organisational managers who wish to transition to a circular economy need to collaborate with their stakeholders across supply, manufacturing and waste management chains, creating meaningful joint ventures with businesses in differing industries (Danvers, Robertson and Zutshi, 2023)(Bryson and Daniels, 2007). An example of this is Cwm Environmental, a commercial and household waste management company, who are creating a hub for circular economy manufacturing. Using their expertise in waste recycling they are collaborating with construction, textiles and design industries to create building and design materials from household waste. Along with this they have created a re-use village for the local community to buy items traditionally sent to landfill (Taylor-Peter and Taylor-Peter, 2025)
Organisational managers have the responsibility of creating long term value for their business while achieving positive impacts on global sustainability challenges. To do this they must embed theories into their long-term strategies that provide value to all their stakeholders. This is challenging as not all stakeholders can mutually benefit all the time. If the manager wishes to sincerely address global sustainability goals there are three strong theories to include in their long-term thinking. 
Planetary boundaries theory (Rockström, 2009) suggests that businesses are part of the natural earths systems and their activities affects these systems.  It proposes that humans have a safe operating space within ecological limits. If these limits are breached, then systems can destabilise. To a business this can mean impacts to supply chains and resources. This way of thinking allows business to look wider than the usual carbon impact to try to reduce exposures to system collapses (Rockström, 2009). A second useful theory when contemplating long term value creation is Regenerative leadership which aims to move businesses from sustainability to regenerating systems in the environment and community. This requires businesses to change from material extraction to restoration practices which can provide increased stakeholder engagement and loyalty (Hutchins and Storm, 2019).
Finally, Doughnut Economics Theory suggests that although businesses need to recognise the environmental ceilings, they also need to be aware of the minimum standards required for human wellbeing. This requires managers to look at equitable systems which demand balance across all stakeholders. This theory provides businesses with opportunities to work towards environmental goals while providing employees and community stakeholders with reassurance that their needs are also being met (Raworth, 2017). By integrating one of these theories, organisational managers can begin to create greater impact on global sustainability challenges. 
In conclusion, the global sustainability challenge requires organisational managers to rethink traditional assumptions about value creation, leadership, and the purpose of business. As demonstrated throughout this discussion, modern management must evolve beyond narrow financial objectives to embrace long‑term resilience, stakeholder wellbeing, and ecological responsibility. Integrating frameworks such as Planetary Boundaries, Regenerative Leadership, and Doughnut Economics provides managers with pathways to understand environmental limits, actively restore social and ecological systems, and balance human needs within a safe and just operating space. By embedding these theories into strategic decision‑making, organisational managers are better equipped to navigate uncertainty, foster innovation, strengthen stakeholder relationships, and contribute meaningfully to global sustainability goals. Ultimately, businesses that align financial performance with environmental and social stewardship are more likely to thrive in an increasingly complex and interconnected world.
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