Sustainability in a business context involves more than environmental stewardship; this is demonstrated by Elkington (1997) through the triple bottom line framework, which highlights that sustainability also encompasses social responsibility and economic success. This can be achieved through effective managerial practices that allow regular operations to be conducted while being underpinned by core sustainable goals. However, while such frameworks provide a strong foundation, their practical application particularly within small businesses remains constrained by financial, operational, and market pressures. This highlights that organisational managers should take a proactive role in enhancing ecosystems, rather than focusing solely on reducing environmental harm. In practice, this involves not only implementing biodiversity-friendly practices but also influencing client behaviour through education and communication. However, this is not always straightforward, as client preferences and budget constraints can limit what is achievable. This reinforces the idea that sustainability leadership requires negotiation and compromise, rather than the application of ideal solutions.
For context, I am the Managing Director of a landscaping, tree, and gardening services company (Coed Celtaidd, 2026). We are structured as a partnership, consisting of two partners, two employees, and several subcontractors. As Managing Director, I oversee all operations and the strategic direction of the company, determining its success and performance. This places me in a position to influence how sustainability is embedded within the business. There are clear sustainability-related challenges arising in the United Kingdom (UK). In the past month, fuel prices have increased by over 27% (RAC Foundation, 2026), demonstrating the vulnerability of businesses reliant on fossil fuels. This highlights instability in current business models due to dependence on finite resources. The cost-of-living crisis in the UK further reinforces these issues, with inflation remaining at approximately 3% (Office for National Statistics, 2026), and 7 million households lacking essential resources (Joseph Rowntree Foundation, 2026). These challenges suggest that the prevailing linear economic model is contributing to social and economic instability, alongside environmental degradation. MacArthur (2013) responds to these issues by advocating for the development of a circular economy at a business level. In addressing what organisational managers should both do and avoid; this essay draws on both theory and practical experience to critically evaluate sustainability leadership within a small business context.
Embedding sustainability into business strategy is a key action that organisational managers must take to meaningfully contribute to global sustainability challenges. For a business that interacts directly with the natural environment daily, such as a landscaping and tree service, strategic decisions around sourcing, suppliers, and partnerships can have a significant impact. Within my own business, one of the most practical ways this can be achieved is through sourcing materials locally. For example, using local sawmills and merchants reduces transport distances, which in turn lowers both environmental impact and fuel-related costs. This reflects broader sustainability principles around resource efficiency and reducing unnecessary supply chains. However, in practice, this is not always straightforward. Materials such as Canadian Lumber Standard (CLS) timber are often imported from Europe, despite the potential for domestic production (Beardsell, 2019). Similarly, ornamental plants are frequently grown overseas due to lower production costs, rather than within UK nurseries (Van der Ploeg, 2020).
From a sustainability perspective, reducing reliance on these extended supply chains is beneficial. However, the reality is more complex. Locally sourced materials are often more expensive, which increases overall project costs. From experience, this can directly affect whether a client proceeds with a job, as higher quotes reduce conversion rates. This creates a clear tension between environmental responsibility and economic viability. While sustainability frameworks such as the triple bottom line emphasise balancing these priorities (Elkington, 1997), achieving this balance in practice requires compromise. In addition to material sourcing, supplier choice also plays an important role. Tools and equipment are typically purchased from local dealerships, even when cheaper alternatives are available online. This decision is not purely environmental but reflects a broader commitment to supporting the local economy and promoting inclusive growth. This aligns with the United Nations (2015) Sustainable Development Goals, particularly those focused on decent work and economic growth. However, this again involves trade-offs, as supporting local suppliers can increase operational costs. Working collaboratively with both clients and suppliers is another important strategic action. In practice, I have found that building relationships allows for more open discussions around sustainable material choices and project design. While this does not always result in the most sustainable outcome, it creates opportunities to influence decisions over time. However, as a small business, the overall impact remains limited, and change tends to be incremental rather than transformative. Overall, embedding sustainability into strategy requires managers to make conscious decisions about sourcing, suppliers, and stakeholder relationships. While these actions can contribute positively to sustainability goals, they are often constrained by cost, scale, and market expectations, highlighting the complexity of sustainability leadership in practice.
In addition to strategic decisions, organisational managers must also focus on improving day-to-day operations to contribute meaningfully to sustainability. Operational practices are often where sustainability becomes most visible, as they directly affect resource use, waste, and environmental impact. Within my business, one of the most significant operational considerations is the use of equipment, particularly the balance between petrol and electric tools. At first glance, transitioning fully to electric equipment may appear to be a clear sustainable solution. However, from experience, this is not as straightforward as it seems. Electric tools require a significantly higher initial investment compared to petrol alternatives, and even when introduced gradually, they can place pressure on cash flow. In addition, petrol tools tend to retain resale value, whereas electric tools generally do not, which further affects their long-term economic viability. There are also practical limitations to consider. Electric tools can be less reliable in wet conditions, which is a significant factor in outdoor work within the UK, and they are often more difficult to maintain in-house. This can lead to increased servicing costs and operational downtime. Furthermore, the environmental impact of lithium extraction and disposal raises concerns about whether electric tools are a fully sustainable alternative (Ramasubramanian, 2024). As a result, the decision to continue using petrol tools reflects a balance between environmental considerations and operational practicality. This highlights how sustainability decisions are often complex and context-dependent, rather than clear-cut. Despite these challenges, there are areas where sustainable operational practices can be implemented more effectively. Waste management is a strong example within the business. Green waste, including woodchip and organic material, is reused wherever possible. Woodchip is either left on-site to improve soil quality or provided to members of the public for use in pathways and gardens. Organic waste is composted, either on client sites or within dedicated composting areas, with the resulting compost reused or sold at a low cost. This approach is effective because it operates within the business’s control and does not rely heavily on external factors. It also aligns with circular economy principles, where waste is treated as a resource rather than a by-product (MacArthur, 2013). However, it is important to recognise that this level of control is not always possible. For example, limited space or resources could restrict the ability to compost or reuse materials, demonstrating that operational sustainability is influenced by practical constraints. Overall, sustainable operations require managers to critically evaluate everyday practices and identify areas where improvements can be made. While some changes, such as waste reduction, can be implemented relatively easily, others involve significant trade-offs between environmental, economic, and practical considerations. This reinforces the idea that sustainability leadership is not about applying simple solutions, but about making informed decisions within real-world constraints.
From a personal perspective, the primary aim of the business is to provide a sustainable income that supports a good quality of life, rather than pursuing excessive profit. However, many organisations prioritise profit maximisation, which can lead to sustainable practices being overlooked when they do not deliver immediate financial returns. It is important to recognise that sustainability can contribute to long-term value creation, even if benefits are not immediately financial. This aligns with the work of the Ellen MacArthur Foundation (2019) and Porter and Kramer (2011), who emphasise the importance of aligning economic success with wider societal value. Sustainable leaders should avoid greenwashing, as it creates a false perception of environmental responsibility. While this practice may increase revenue in the short term (Chiang, 2021), it does not address underlying sustainability issues and can undermine consumer trust (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). This creates pressure to remain competitive, particularly when other businesses adopt less ethical practices. Managers should also avoid prioritising short-term profit over long-term sustainability. While such decisions may generate immediate financial gains, they often create instability and risk, as demonstrated through the challenges associated with financed equipment. This reflects wider critiques of short-termism in business (Elkington, 1997). Additionally, managers should avoid delivering unsustainable services, even where demand exists. Requests for artificial lawns or unnecessary tree removal highlight ethical dilemmas, particularly when refusing work may reduce income. Similarly, ignoring supply chain impacts such as peat use or imported materials can undermine sustainability goals (United Nations, 2015). These examples demonstrate that while avoiding unsustainable practices is essential, managers must operate within real-world constraints, reinforcing the complexity of sustainability leadership. From a circular economy perspective, this also raises questions about product longevity and resource use. Stahel (2016) emphasises the importance of extending product life cycles and reducing unnecessary throughput of materials. In the context of landscaping, this could involve prioritising durable, locally sourced materials that require less replacement over time. However, in practice, clients often prioritise cost over longevity, which can limit the ability to fully implement these principles. This again highlights the tension between theoretical sustainability models and real-world business decision-making.
As Managing Director, I can influence both strategic direction and daily operations, enabling sustainability principles to be embedded within the business. However, this influence is limited by financial constraints, client expectations, and market competition. This reflects the stakeholder perspective proposed by Freeman (1984), where managers must balance the interests of multiple stakeholders rather than pursue a single objective. This complexity is further reinforced by Carroll (1991), who highlights that businesses must address economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities simultaneously. A key tension identified throughout this analysis is the balance between environmental sustainability and economic viability. While practices such as sourcing local materials or transitioning to electric tools may offer environmental benefits, they often come at a higher cost, reducing competitiveness. Similarly, client preferences for low-maintenance landscapes frequently conflict with ecological goals, creating ethical challenges. This supports Elkington’s (1997) argument that balancing environmental, social, and economic priorities is inherently difficult. It also reflects the concept of shared value proposed by Porter and Kramer (2011), where economic and societal goals must be aligned, although this is not always achievable in practice. This reflection demonstrates that sustainability leadership is not about implementing ideal solutions, but about making informed compromises within real-world constraints. Meaningful contributions are often incremental rather than transformative, particularly within small businesses with limited resources. This aligns with circular economy thinking (MacArthur, 2013) and the need for practical sustainability approaches (Winston, 2014). Looking forward, opportunities exist to strengthen sustainability practices through increased use of local suppliers, improved client communication, and gradual adoption of new technologies. This reflects the need for continuous adaptation, as emphasised by the United Nations (2015). Sustainability should therefore be viewed as an ongoing process rather than a fixed outcome.
To conclude, this essay has discussed the organisational role that managers play in addressing global sustainability challenges in the actions they take and avoid. I have drawn on theory and practical experience to show how leadership requires integrating environmental, social and economic considerations in everyday decision-making, in line with global priorities (United Nations, 2015). Key actions include embedding sustainability into strategy, improving operations, and enhancing ecosystems. In contrast, managers must avoid greenwashing, short-term decision-making, and unsustainable service delivery. These behaviours undermine long-term sustainability and increase organisational risk. However, sustainability leadership remains complex, particularly within small businesses where constraints limit the extent of change. As such, sustainability is not a fixed goal but an ongoing process of balancing competing priorities (Winston, 2014). Ultimately, meaningful contributions to sustainability depend not on perfection, but on managers making informed, responsible decisions that prioritise long-term value over short-term gain.
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