




Introduction 

Abraham Lincoln famously quoted that “you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” (Quotes from Abraham Lincoln, 2022).  This statement has one clear meaning that the actions of today will impact tomorrow, the consequences of our actions cannot be avoided through ignorance. Now in the midst of a global environmental crisis, governments, businesses, and society all have a vital role in meeting the sustainable development goals and it will require a collaborative effort to secure a sustainable and bright future. Businesses can no longer afford to support an unethical and unsustainable business model . Human behaviour that effects climate change has been well documented, including loss of biodiversity, animal extinctions and devastating environmental damage. (Cavicchioli et al, 2019). Yet unethical operations within businesses continue. It is apparent that business as usual will not be a sustainable option.  Social entrepreneurs and social enterprises may be the way forward in tackling environmental issues, with the circular and sharing economy gaining more traction as a viable business model. For those businesses who do not comply with ethical practices, there will always be those who will be prepared to expose bad practices, demanding systemic change. There is a new and exciting opportunity for a fresh look at business, one that is innovative and aligns with the global goals and social responsibility.








Responsibility within society, business and government.

The negative impact on the planet during the mass production era and our consequent mass consumerism have been well documented throughout history. Encouraged by the opinion of Milton Freedman who in 1967 advocated profit maximisation as the sole social responsibility of business, though he did state that businesses should compete openly without deception or fraud. (Business Ethics, 2022). Although Freedman mentions social responsibility its meaning is limited solely to profit. Perhaps as this was in the 1960’s focus for businesses was largely on economic growth. This theory follows a deontological method of business with profit above ethical considerations. Though social responsibility is not a new concept, a component of social and corporate behaviour can be traced back to Roman times and during the Middle Ages when social enterprise was present within corporations such as municipal and academic institutions.  The English empire expanded in the following centuries and corporate law was exported to American colonies, where a social function had some presence. (Latapi Agudelo et al , 2019). Somewhere in the course of history this social responsibility was put aside, possibly in the race to boost the economy and increase revenue. Even during the nineteenth century workers were exploited and poverty had become a pressing issue. Although there were a few large organisations who were the early pioneers of corporate social responsibility in Britain , they include Unilever and Cadbury’s. The Cadbury family held the belief that all human beings should live in peace and be treated equally, improving social and working conditions for their employees. George Cadbury’s quaker faith contributed to his success both socially, economically, and spiritually, this was recognised by business associates, the wider community, and employees (Fincham, 2019).  
[bookmark: _Hlk92108963]The negative impacts of business were largely unknown and unseen for the majority of the population. Consumers were limited to the products available for sale and not everyone had started to question the methods of production or ethical validity of the products they purchased. However, one of the largest environmental movements Earth Day was gaining traction. On 22nd April 1970, 20 million protesters took to the streets throughout the United States. They were largely spurred on by witnessing the first photographs from space depicting the devastation of the Santa Barbara oil spill (Yeo, 2020). This shows the power of empathy when people are brought closer to the impact of environmental damage, evoking a sense of social responsibility and call to action. Indeed, people often viewed climate change as an event that will happen in the future and consequently were socially distanced, with the feeling that it was not an issue that an individual could solve. (APS, 2017). Economic growth globally was in direct conflict with the accelerated devastation it was causing ecologically, The World commission on Environment and Development set out to address these pressing issues. Our common future also known as the Brundtland report published in 1987 gave the first real definition of sustainable development, suggesting that “Humanity has the ability to make development sustainable to ensure that it meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. (The World Commission on Environment and Development : Our common future, 1987). This statement also introduced a notion of responsibility for our personal impact on future generations wellbeing. This is a notion that many had not considered before. Further developments in technology and social media assisted to bring exposure of the current global crisis and its subsequent devastating affect on humanity, social responsibility was no longer out of sight out of mind. Over the past few decades advances in technology have raised awareness of climate change. Moreover, studies have shown that there is a link between social media and the public’s climate change awareness, encouraging individuals increased positive environmental behaviour. (Mavrodieva et al , 2019)  
Sadly, there have been many voices throughout history that have been largely ignored until the problem has now become unsustainable and we must all act. Swedish teenager and climate campaigner Greta Thunberg, pictured in image 1, appeared to have success where many had failed to draw attention to the global crisis, calling humanity out for how she perceived it, our lack of responsibility to act. However, at COP26 she offered no advice on what action should be taken on cutting climate emissions stating, “that it is nothing to do with me” (Kraemer, 2021). Although perhaps it was her ability to be heard that inspired other young people to feel empowered, that they had a voice just like them, a role model of their own age. However, she was accused of inciting fear ,with her messages that we were all doomed and perhaps demotivated some individuals who believed there was nothing they could do. Thunberg came to the attention of the media after she protested in 2018 outside the Swedish parliament and has received one of three Nobel peace prize nominations. 
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Image 1 (Kraemer, 2021)

In contrast to Greta Thunberg’s rise to celebrity, one young entrepreneur’s efforts to tackle plastic waste have not received as much publicity. In 2011 Boyan Slat a Dutch teenager was just 16 when he was diving in Greece, he was appalled at the amount of plastic waste in the ocean and was shocked to discover that there was no apparent solution. He looked into possible solutions and through research he discovered that most of the plastic waste is carried by currents to five gyres, the largest is the pacific garbage patch between California and Hawaii. His idea was to allow the currents to bring the waste to a range of barriers that would catch the debris. The plastic would then pass along the barriers to the platform where it would be extracted, there would be no nets and marine life would not be affected. This formed part of his school science project for which he was awarded Best Technical Design at Delft University of Technology (Venema, 2014). Image 2 displays Slat’s original idea.
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Image 2 (Venema, 2014)                      

In 2013 at the age of 18 he founded The Ocean Cleanup in the Netherlands. Following from the  success of the technology used for the ocean clean up, it was recognised that rivers account for 80% of the plastic flowing to the oceans, the interceptor designed to capture this plastic is displayed in image 3. It is 100% solar powered and can function autonomously (About: We are ocean Cleanup, 2022).
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Image 3 (About: We are ocean Cleanup, 2022)

Slat is a social entrepreneur and innovator; social entrepreneurs are agents of  systemic change with the change being much bigger than their own enterprise. This in turn addresses social and environmental problems that exist within communities. System change is not just about scale it is about changing attitudes. Innovative solutions are sought without the main driver being profit. Indeed, his organisation states that “The Ocean Cleanup, a non-profit organisation, is developing and scaling technologies to rid the world’s oceans of plastic. Our aim is to put ourselves out of business once the oceans are clean”. Slat took a problem that he was told could not be changed and found an effective solution. Where Greta Thunberg said that the action of tackling climate change was nothing to do with her, Slat took a problem that was not his and created an innovation to effectively assist in the climate change process. It could be suggested that social entrepreneurs such as Slat feel a stronger sense of responsibility (Schwab, 2017) suggests that“ They do not think in “us versus them” terms; rather, their interventions and services come from a place of empathy and respect for others’ identity, dignity, and rights to opportunity”. 
The public became aware of the dichotomy of Slat and Thunberg and felt a responsibility to highlight the inequality on social media platforms, shown in image 4 (Benjamin, 2019). This supports the theory that members of the public will be empowered to act if they feel passionately enough of a perceived inequality. Though caution should be sought in bringing negative views to climate change which is an issue that already faces many complex challenges.   It cannot be denied that Greta has achieved a greater awareness of the global environmental crisis and every contribution no matter it’s size should be celebrated, with the hope that it will add up to a large change collaboratively in meeting the SDG’s.
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Image 4. (Benjamin, 2019)

Social entrepreneurs and sustainable businesses are tackling tomorrow’s problems today, through circular business models and the sharing economy. There is an admirable quality in assuming responsibility voluntarily when others are evading accountability. Historically during the last forty years there has been large economic growth whilst failing to tackle the issues our planet faces, depleting finite resources at an unprecedented rate, and increasing climate change. With Businesses, governments and society all looking to blame each other and such a subjective view of responsibility, action needed to be taken. The global crisis had reached such a point where if we did not take immediate action the effect of climate change and global ethical issues could prove devastating both economically and environmentally. For example, agriculture would be significantly affected, the industry already contributes to 10% of greenhouse gases in the UK. Changes in temperature and rainfall all have an affect on crops and subsequent food production. Though developments in technology could make this sector more resilient to climate change (Plumpton & Wentworth, 2019).  Action in the form of one of the first frameworks for humanity came with the implementation by world leaders of the Millennium Development Goals in 2000. They were mainly targeted at assisting the developing world to achieve 8 goals, poverty, education, gender inequality, child mortality, maternal health, combating diseases, environment, and global partnership. Superseding the MDG’s are the ambitious Sustainable Development Goals, they were created by the United Nations to tackle some of the world’s most important issues. In 2015  UN member countries agreed to meet 17 goals and 169 targets by 2030, displayed in image 5. Today with ten years left, although progress is being made, it is not at the scale or speed required. Ambitious action will be needed to reach the goals by 2030. (The Sustainable Development Agenda, 2020)
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Image 5 (The Sustainable Development Agenda, 2020)

One of the main global issues is that the divide between rich and poor has become unacceptable and unsustainable, new solutions are needed to tackle these challenges. (Hassoun , 2021) states that “ One of the major issues preventing significant progress toward social development is the disparity in target achievement between richer and poorer regions”. This is significantly affecting the chances of reaching the targets set by 2030. Additionally, (Gupta & Vegelin, 2016)  suggests that trade-offs  favouring economic growth are taking precedence over environmental viability and social wellbeing. Accomplishing strong sustainability without these trade-offs is rare. The SDG’s along with the Paris agreement are not enforceable and countries set their own targets, there are no penalties if they are not met. It appears that this lack of enforcement undermines the principle of responsibility as an option and causes inequality to continue. Although, there are many who feel the SDGs are achievable if creatively and diligently pursued, this can increase innovation and tackle pressing issues. For example, the controlling of malaria, tuberculosis, and HIV since 2001 in some of the poorest and most conflicted areas. The development in innovation to test and treat came with the collaboration of many partners who achieved a shared goal. Many experts did not believe that it was feasible at the time (Sachs et al, 2020). History has shown that targets that are perceived to be impossible can be achieved through innovation and collaboration.
 Governments are facing complex challenges that have hindered the  implementation of  policies and strategies. The United Kingdom has developed and implemented frameworks that support the global goals. In 2019 they reported a voluntary progress review, recognising how Wales is contributing to the SDGs through the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act 2015 (Government, 2019). The act recognises 7 goals that are specific to the future of Wales. The first act of its kind it makes public bodies accountable to reach set targets. The United Nations plans to adopt the same approach which will assist further in reaching the global goals. The future generations commissioner stated that “I am calling on governments to adopt future generations legislation to ensure decisions taken today meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Howe, 2021). This statement echo’s the original made by the Brundtland report some thirty-four years earlier.


During the past century governments have formed partnerships with non-profit organisations to deliver a range of services. Enhancing quality of life and social wellbeing whilst filling the gaps in market failure (Weerawardena & Sullivan Mort, 2003). Where NPOs relied heavily on public and government support, social enterprises generate their own financial sustainability, funding available through the government and in the form of charitable grants is limited. Social entrepreneurship though rewarding is not always easy to implement with one in four people looking to start a social enterprise, there are many considerations including a sustainable revenue stream. Emily Matheson set up homeware business Aerende in 2016 and did not realise that it would become a social enterprise. Her products are made by individuals who have faced social hardship. Wanting to make a different she then realised that she had fell into the category of a social enterprise. She states her uncertainty that the business model may not be sustainable in the long term “My commitment to ethics makes everything more expensive and much more time-consuming. My margins are smaller … and a lot of routes to funding are closed to me,”  (Sheppard, 2018).  Although, the United Kingdom has a growing social enterprise sector which contributes an estimated 60 billion. Evidence suggests that social enterprises economically outperform traditional businesses, this is a powerful sector that the government can utilise to make the UK  economy more inclusive and competitive  (Andrew , 2022). Evidence that social enterprises are not only ethical they are also profitable, doing good may be the new business in support of the SDG’s.
The Co-op group is an example of a successful social enterprise. The organisation originated in Rochdale Lancashire when the Rochdale pioneer’s society began in 1844, with the ethos of ethical trading. They believed that members should receive a part of the profits according to their purchases, this practice still continues today. The organisation is the fifth biggest food retailer and the largest shared business in the UK, owned by millions of its customers. (Co-op legal services, 2021) The organisation states that “Like all businesses, we aim to be commercially successful, but what we do with that success is what makes us different. Our Co-op, for example, is working toward building stronger communities in the UK and around the world. So, a stronger Co-op means stronger communities too” (Gill, 2018). The organisation supports many of the SDG’s including sustainability reporting, sustainable sourcing, climate change, supporting communities, ethical trade, and human rights. Image 6 displays the CEO of the organisation outside a Co-op store in Glasgow after attending COP26, note the innovative marketing.
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Image 6 (Gill, 2018)

Ethics are a subjective area personally, they are defined and shaped through many life experiences, upbringing, culture, and beliefs. Human beings are complex and are driven by many different factors. What one person may consider acceptable behaviour. another may not. This continues in the working environment in the form of organisational culture. Businesses have an ethical responsibility to their customers, stakeholders, employees, and the wider communities in which their products are created. Ethical violations can not only damage reputation they can also prove financially costly to businesses. Malpractice within businesses has gained more attention during the past decade. Economic and societal consequences through scientific evidence have assisted the growing awareness of violations committed by organisations  (Peeters , Denkers , & Huisman, 2019). In turn this motivates organisations to implement robust corporate social responsibility policies and transparency on social responsibility. 
Deontological ethics have been followed in traditional business though this is changing, teleological ethics fit well within a circular and sustainable model of business, shaping how value is created for all. It is not just businesses that are responsible for ethics, consumers equally have a responsibility to question how their products are created. Consumers expect more and an organisations performance must align with their purpose and values. People will likely call out organisations that they feel are not practising what they preach. Consumers are becoming more powerful with the ability to bring failure or success to organisations. Social media has given them a voice and the power to express their positive and negative experiences, as seen in the case of Starbucks. The organisation was taken to task in 2018 for the perceived unfair treatment of two black male customers. They responded by launching a day’s racial bias training (Schaverien, 2018). This example appears to show that customers have the ability to introduce transformative change within an organisation. It can be difficult for customers to trace the ethical footprint of products and services particularly with organisations who false report and practice SD washing. Goods and services are often created in other countries who do not share the same laws and legislations. A universal standard is required so that consumers can take full responsibility in the products that they purchase, this in turn will drive change as consumers will support those businesses that align with their own ethics. Businesses will strive to compete for that business by increasing their ethics and brand reputation. 

There are many businesses still practising an unethical and unsustainable model, with employees starting to challenge and expose unethical practices that cause harm, The practice of whistleblowing though controversial, appears to show a burden of responsibility from an employee to its service users and consumers. For those individuals still employed by organisations there is no personal gain for the employee, who will most likely lose their job. Moreover, it could be considered as a display of ethics and integrity that drives individuals to act. Facebook has come under scrutiny when a former employee, Frances Haugen uncovered documents that showed the companies unwillingness to tackle its known flaws and accept its potential harm to its service users (Wall Street Journal, 2021). One of the current issues is that corporate social responsibility reporting is not mandatory. There are still companies treating their employees unfairly, exploiting finite resources whilst reporting that they are meeting the global goals. This has been evident during the covid-19 pandemic, when the effect on humanities wellbeing was profound, businesses were not following ethical standards. The clothing retailer Asos was the subject of a boycott when concern grew for the welfare of their staff. Ninety eight percent of staff who took part in a GMB union survey stated that they were scared to go to work despite the introduction of safety measures. Concerns were over the lack of PPE and social distancing, staff felt they had to come in despite being ill as they could only claim statutory sick pay. The general secretary of the GMB Tim Roache stated that “Conditions at Asos are scarcely believable – workers we’ve spoken to describe it as a ‘cradle of disease’. It’s absolutely horrifying, a real catalogue of shame.” (Butler, 2020). In 2021 ethical violations are still present within businesses but it appears that the tide is turning.  Now over thirty years on from Our Common Future some businesses are still not considering the future of individuals ability to meet their own needs. Perhaps taxation or further legislation may be the way forward, moving to a socially responsible business model may be equally beneficial.  

Conclusion 

Responsibility is a difficult topic to measure and can be very complex, though it is a burden we must all shoulder if we are to have any hope in tackling the global goals. Governments, society, and individuals must work in collaboration sharing knowledge and working towards a common goal.   Profit was once the only measure of a successful business, ignoring the consequences of unethical behaviour for mankind. It appears that change is apparent, with social integrity having an increased value and currency for businesses. Positive change does not always require a financial sacrifice and implementing CSR and sustainability can increase profitability and brand confidence, whilst bringing a strong reputation and supporting the SDG’s. There are opportunities for social enterprises, social entrepreneurs and sustainable businesses that function in a way that moves away from a linear production model and supports the global goals. This is a thriving sector that challenges the way business has always been done. Solving social issues and environmental problems may be the new business. There will certainly be those who will challenge the way traditional business is done through evangelism and whistleblowing. Working in collaboration can be the only way to secure a healthy and prosperous future, changing the story of business for the wellbeing of future generations.
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