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[bookmark: _Toc218004603]Introduction 
Considering the notion of responsibility and the relative roles of business, Abraham Lincoln’s statement “you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” resonates profoundly in the contemporary sustainability debate. His statement points out that if someone avoids their duties, they are only prolonging the challenges that comes with it, because tomorrows responsibilities do not disappear, they simply accumulate over time. Although, attributes to Abraham Lincoln, the origins of the statement remain uncertain, nevertheless its message resonates strongly with modern sustainability and governance challenges. However, attention to sustainability has increased in the 21st century organisation, making the definition challenging through responsibilities from businesses, governments and society in general for a more sustainable future (Bade et al., 2024). 
For sustainability to be incorporated into the overall business strategy, it is very important for businesses to change behaviours, culture and concerns as a core of business and to facilitate innovation (Cezarino et al., 2022). Within the contexts of this, the notion of responsibility extends beyond moral obligation to encompass their collective. In addition, according to Cezarino et al., (2022), to address the interdependency of the environmental, social, cultural, political and technological issues within the business global societal challenges, companies need to develop innovative solutions while simultaneously meeting the needs of stakeholders. Also, (Beske, Land and Seuring, 2014) identifies eight keys derived from existing literature-based capabilities to assume responsibility for sustainable development, which are; knowledge assessment, knowledge acquisition, capability development, selection and integration of partners, search, supply chain link foundation, product development, relationship management, and intuitive control. These capabilities can be used generally or to address specific challenges of sustainable production. 
However, sustainability is no longer a voluntary pursuit in today’s interconnected global economy, it is a fundamental requirement for a company’s survival and legitimacy (Schaltegger et al., 2022). Organisations are now expected to embed Environmental, Social and Governance (ESG) principles directly into all of their operational activities (Razak, Ibrahim and Ng, 2023). Simultaneously, government must establish, design and enforce robust policies, while all individuals are required to adopt behaviours that reflect social and ecological responsibility and accountability. The alignment of these actors which are the organisations, governments, and individuals will ultimately determine whether societies can achieve sustainable development or continues to experience current level of inequalities and environmental degradation (Umair, 2024a).
This essay uses Lincoln’s profound statement, “you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” as a lens to critically evaluate the necessity of shared responsibility in achieving a sustainable future. It is argued by Seshadri (2013) that the responsibility is borne across ethical leadership, transparent governance, and societal commitment as these are fundamental in building a sustainable future. It explores how each actor contributes their uniqueness to sustainability, meaning organisations through responsible innovation and ethical supply chains, governments through regulation, accountability, and incentives, and society through awareness and collective participation. In the UK, this responsibility is most clearly reflected in the frameworks such as the Modern Slavery Act (2015) which signals a formal commitment to address forced labour within global supply chains. However, despite growing awareness, the persistent gap between commitment and action continues to undermine progress. This disconnection raises concern that responsibility is being deferred rather than fulfilled, reinforcing Lincoln’s warning that failure to act decisively today exacerbates social and ethnical risks tomorrow. Consequently, this paper contends that the UK government should move beyond symbolic regulation towards robust enforcement and accountability, if sustainability commitments are to translate into meaningful and lasting change.  
[bookmark: _Toc218004604]Theoretical foundation
[bookmark: _Hlk218762946]According to Asif et al., (2011) the concept of sustainability has evolved from being mainly concerned with environmental issues but to a boarder perspective that includes economic, and social aspects.  Therefore, critically evaluating the responsibility and the relative roles of business, governments, and society in general, it is essential to understand the theoretical framework, which are Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), Stakeholder Theory (ST), and The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) that meets the economic, environmental and social needs of the present, without compromising the ability of the future. Hence, the CSR was most appropriately marked by the publication of Howard R. Bowen in 1953 for businesses. The early definitions of CSR were relatively broad in scope. For instance, during the 1960s, CSR was described as the obligation of businesses to give serious consideration to the social consequences of their actions (Carroll, 2016). Over time, CSR has come to be understood as the policies and practices organisations adopt to ensure that the interests of wider stakeholders beyond shareholders alone are recognised, safeguarded, and integrated as content specific organisational actions and policies and the TBL of economic, social and environmental performance in pursuit of a sustainable future (Eriksson and Svensson, 2016). The CSR is a serious business in sustainability. It has become widespread practice for corporations to behave responsibly towards both shareholders and stakeholders to ensure effective operations. CSR is an effort to improve the reputation and practice of organisations globally. The push for organisations to integrate CSR activities and communicate them publicly has directly contributed to the emergence of cause related marketing, which aims to raise awareness for a specific cause whilst simultaneously improving corporate performance (Walters, 2022). In addition, according to Carroll (2016) it is important to establish a four-part definition for CSR framework, stating that Corporate Social Responsibility involves the economic, legal, ethical and philanthropic expectations society places on an organisation globally. This four-part model provides a comprehensive foundation for clearly defining and characterising the nature of businesses’ responsibilities to the societal context. In practice, organisations tend to prioritise economic and legal responsibilities, while ethical and philanthropic commitments are often selectively implemented or framed through aspirational policies with limited operational impact. This disconnect indicates that, for many firms, Carroll’s framework functions more as a reputational or compliance-oriented exercise than as a deeply embedded governance mechanism guiding decision making and behaviour across global supply chains.
The fundamental pillars are economic and legal compliance, which ensure financial viability and adherence to regulatory mandates. Conversely, the ethical and philanthropic components are instrumental in fostering moral integrity and contributing to social welfare (Carroll, 2016). Within the domain of sustainability, CSR mandates that enterprises transcend minimal compliance, proactively addressing critical issues such as environmental degradation, labour rights and community welfare. However, Banerjee (2014) critically assesses the structural constraints of CSR. He posits that the limitations of CSR are intrinsically linked to the underlying assumptions of the modern corporation and the political economy in which it is situated. Specifically, the extant structure and primary objective of the corporations to deliver shareholder value, restricting the capacity for the corporative to pursue broader societal objectives (Banerjee, 2014).
Building upon CSR, ST was put forward by Freeman in 1984 as a strategic proposal to manage organisations in the twentieth century. The ST draws on four key academic fields, which are sociology, economics, politics, and ethics  (Mainardes, Alves and Raposo, 2011). This theory redefined CSR by recognising that organisations must serve the interests of a diverse range of stakeholders, employees, customers, suppliers, local communities, and future generations. This framework aligns with Lincoln’s statement, which is a call for present accountability, also insisting decision making should balance competing interests to prevent long-term harm. In addition, according to Mu, Xu and Chen, (2024) the core idea of ST proposes that value creation is a collaborative effort in relationships, ideally benefitting the focal business and all its stakeholders as this  will build a better reputation. The presentation of the ST encourages organisations to expand their focus beyond traditional entities, such as shareholders, customers, employees, and supplier but also include a broader range of external stakeholders (Mu, Xu and Chen, 2024).  
[bookmark: _Hlk218684109]Furthermore, Abraham Lincoln’s warning that “you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” is particularly salient within the healthcare sector, where the consequences of short-term decision making are both immediate and long-lasting, for example healthcare organisations focus on cost cutting, understaffing, and productivity targets rather than staff wellbeing and long-term planning. The TBL formulated by John Elkington in 1994, seeks to address this challenge by encouraging organisations to extend accountability beyond financial performance to include social and environmental impacts (Abdulmaksoud, Alzaatreh and Beheiry, 2025). In healthcare, this approach is especially relevant given the sector’s dual responsibility to deliver care while also safeguarding the environmental and social conditions that determine population health. However, while the TBL promotes a more holistic understanding of sustainability, its application within healthcare remains uneven and often superficial. John Elkington argue that organisations may adopt TBL reporting as a symbolic exercise, prioritising reputational benefits over meaningful structural change. As a result, environmental degradation, workforce burnout, and social inequalities may persist, effectively deferring responsibility rather than confronting it (Vergunst et al., 2020). This reinforces Lincoln’s assertion that failing to address sustainability challenges today risks amplifying future health, financial, and ethical burdens, calling into question whether the TBL alone is sufficient to drive genuine accountability in high impact sectors such as healthcare according to Vergunst et al (2020).
[bookmark: _Toc218004605]Organisation responsibility 
[bookmark: _Hlk217674120][bookmark: _Hlk216987190]Businesses occupy a central role in the sustainability debate, as they hold both the capacity and the obligation to drive meaningful change through their operations, supply chains, and corporate cultures (Chell et al., 2016). In the context of Lincoln’s assertion that “you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” organisations must recognise that ethical and sustainable conduct is no longer optional but essential to their long-term survival and legitimacy (Asif et al., 2013). Organisations must first build the capability to manage competing demands effectively, often described as organisational ambidexterity, by balancing environmental and social objectives alongside digital transformation before prioritising profitability (Seelent et al., 2025). Drawing on insights from the paradox literature, scholars (Smith and Lewis, 2011), Schad et al., (2016) identify practical strategies that organisations can adopt to navigate tensions between performance and sustainability. These approaches offer actionable pathways for reconciling competing priorities while strengthening organisational resilience and long-term performance. For example, integrating customer feedback into automated manufacturing systems enables organisations to respond more effectively to stakeholder concerns, leading to measurable environmental benefits. However, this is not the case many organisations focus more on the financial impact of the CSR and its mechanisms, paying limited attention to the social outcomes of the CSR and its underlying mechanisms, which needs to be addressed for practical purposes (Wang, Gibson and Zander, 2020). Empirical evidence suggests that closer customer organisation integration can enhance waste and resource efficiency, reduce environmental pollution, and support the transition towards renewable energy use. Research within circular economy and green supply chain management further demonstrates that incorporating customer perspectives into digitally enabled manufacturing practices can significantly improve environmental performance (Seelent et al., 2025). 
[bookmark: _Hlk216957855]Therefore, Corporate responsibility has evolved beyond philanthropy or compliance to encompass a holistic commitment to ESG performance that directly influences brand reputation, stakeholder trust and financial resilience (Razak, Ibrahim and Ng, 2023). Corporate responsibility in practice is to modern corporations which increasingly embed sustainability within their business strategies as part of a long-term vision. According to (Heikkurinen and Bonnedahl, 2013), corporate responsibility for sustainability extends beyond compliance with ethical codes or the pursuit of economic value and requires an active commitment to environmental stewardship and social well-being. In the UK context, this responsibility is increasingly framed through government led initiatives, regulatory expectations, and reporting requirements, such as the Modern Slavery Act and ESG-related disclosures. However, while policy frameworks encourage responsible business conduct, gaps remain between regulatory intent and practical enforcement. In Denner, Koch and Dahlke (2025) which critically examines both the capabilities and limitations of corporate responsibility, it becomes evident that voluntary action alone is insufficient to achieve true sustainability over time and space. This is because it often prioritises economic factors and assumes natural capital can be substituted by human made capital.  Stronger state oversight, clearer accountability mechanisms, and supportive institutional frameworks are necessary to drive meaningful reform within the UK business sector. Without coordinated intervention between government and industry, sustainability risks being reduced to a compliance exercise rather than a transformative agenda capable of delivering long-term social and environmental outcomes. 
[bookmark: _Hlk217979957]Another key issue is the absence of binding global standards for corporate accountability. Hence, framework such as Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) is to promote transparency in corporate accountability for a sustainable future, and it remains largely voluntary according to Wang, Gibson and Zander (2020). This is for thousands of organisations globally, to selectively disclose data that paints a favourable picture, obscuring real impacts (Wang, Gibson and Zander, 2020). Therefore, for effective corporate responsibility, it requires regulatory oversight that ensure companies are held accountable for both direct and indirect consequences in their activities. To embody Lincoln’s statement of responsibility, organisations must transform sustainability from a public relations goal into a core strategic principle. A voluntary commitment to sustainable development where organisations pursue profitability while prioritising the welfare of all stakeholders, including staff, investors, the community, and the environment (Chouaibi and Zouari, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc218004606]Government responsibility 
[bookmark: _Hlk218688569][bookmark: _Hlk218688724]Governments occupy a pivotal role in ensuring that sustainability and ethical responsibility are not merely aspirations but enforceable realities. While organisations and individuals have moral responsibility, the state holds the legal and structural power to create the framework that define and regulate responsible behaviour (Jackson et al., 2023). In the context of Lincoln’s assertion that “you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” government inactivity represents one of the greatest risks in sustainability development. Deferring responsibility or adopting short term policies, states risk amplifying social inequities, accelerating environmental degradation, and underestimating public trust according to (Wang, Van Wart and Lebredo, 2014). Government has long been regarded as a key driver of Corporate Social Responsibility through policy development, regulatory oversight, and public awareness initiatives (Wang, Van Wart and Lebredo, 2014). In the UK, this role is particularly evident in efforts to address modern slavery; however, despite legislative measures such as reporting requirements, enforcement remains inconsistent. This gap highlights a broader challenge within CSR frameworks, where compliance often prioritises disclosure over substantive action, allowing modern slavery risks to persist within supply chains. Government regulation plays a significant role in shaping organisational strategy and performance, particularly through its influence on risk management practices. Evidence from  Fahmi et al., (2025) suggests that organisations operating under stronger regulatory frameworks tend to demonstrate more robust governance and compliance mechanisms, which can enhance overall performance (Fahmi et al., 2025). In the UK government plays a central role in shaping corporate behaviour through legislation such as the Modern Slavery Act 2015, which places a legal duty on organisations to disclose actions taken to prevent forced labour within their supply chains. This reflects the regulatory dimension of CSR by formalising expectations around ethical conduct. However, the Act’s reliance on transparency rather than enforcement has limited its effectiveness, allowing some firms to treat compliance as a reporting exercise rather than a catalyst for meaningful change (Villadsen et al., 2023). This highlights a gap between legislative intent and practical accountability.
[bookmark: _Hlk218342120]In the context of CSR and modern slavery, effective regulation has the potential to move firms beyond symbolic compliance towards more substantive action. 
Within a CSR perspective, organisations are expected to go beyond legal compliance by embedding ethical responsibility into governance, risk management, and supply chain practices (Prakash and Potoski, 2016). While many organisations publicly commit to ethical sourcing and human rights protection, evidence from Prakash and Potoski, (2016) suggests that such commitments are often inconsistently implemented. In addition, ethical leadership within organisations has gained increasing prominence, particularly in the context of corporate social responsibility and sustainability, as it is widely viewed as a critical mechanism for improving organisational effectiveness and ethical governance (Zahari et al., 2024). In relation to modern slavery, ethical leadership is essential in translating CSR commitments into meaningful action, ensuring that organisations move beyond symbolic compliance towards genuine accountability in addressing human rights risks across supply chains. This is especially relevant within the UK context, where government frameworks such as the Modern Slavery Act place expectations on leadership to embed ethical responsibility into organisational strategy, decision-making, and operational practice rather than treating it as a reporting obligation alone. Weak regulatory oversight enables superficial adoption of CSR frameworks, reinforcing concerns that CSR can function as reputational management rather than genuine ethical practice, particularly in addressing modern slavery risks.
Effective eradication of modern slavery requires shared responsibility across government, business, and society. The UK government’s role extends beyond regulation to include education, monitoring, and collaboration with civil society to raise awareness and support victims. In practice, however, governments increasingly rely on digital reporting technologies to monitor corporate compliance, particularly under frameworks such as the Modern Slavery Act. While these systems may enhance transparency, without robust enforcement and human oversight they risk enabling procedural compliance rather than substantive accountability. Moreover, without societal pressure and informed stakeholder engagement, regulatory and corporate efforts risk stagnation, allowing exploitative labour practices to persist beneath formal disclosures rather than being meaningfully addressed.
In line with Lincoln’s assertion that responsibility cannot be deferred without consequence, the failure to translate awareness into coordinated action perpetuates systemic exploitation. Sustainability governance also depends on ethical leadership within the public sector; this is because ethical leadership positively impact circular economy practices. Ethical governance ensures decisions are made transparently, equitably, and with long term societal welfare in mind (Agyabeng-Mensah et al., 2023). Accountability represents a central pillar of sustainable governance, requiring governments not only to legislate standards but also to demonstrate transparency and ethical conduct within their own operations. However, persistent deficiencies in the transparency, accuracy, and credibility of sustainability reporting have undermined stakeholder trust, prompting increased reliance on external assurance mechanisms. Existing research indicates that stakeholders’ confidence in sustainability disclosures is closely linked to the level and quality of independent assurance provided, highlighting the limitations of self-reported compliance and the need for more robust accountability frameworks (Hamrouni et al., 2023). Despite notable progress in the development of sustainability and human rights policies, the UK government continues to be criticised for adopting a largely reactive approach to enforcement rather than proactive prevention (Umair, Waqas, and Mrugalska 2023). Lincoln’s warning that responsibility cannot be deferred without consequence is particularly relevant in the context of modern slavery governance, where delayed action, weak enforcement, and reliance on voluntary corporate disclosure risk allowing exploitative labour practices to persist. While legislation such as the UK Modern Slavery Act signals commitment, the gap between policy intent and practical accountability highlights the limits of compliance-led CSR. Consequently, organisations are increasingly expected not merely to comply with minimum legal standards, but to proactively embed ethical labour practices, transparent supply chains, and robust due diligence as core elements of corporate responsibility and stakeholder accountability (Umair, 2024b).
[bookmark: _Toc218004607]Societal responsibility 
[bookmark: _Hlk218606389]Although, governments and corporations possess the institutional authority to launch major sustainability initiatives, the success of these strategies depends heavily on the active participation of society. Citizens, communities, and civil society organisations form the social foundation that sustains political legitimacy and market demand for ethical behaviour. Lincoln’s assertion that “you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” applies directly to individual and collective moral agency. If societies remain passive or disengaged, sustainability policies risk becoming superficial exercises rather than transformative movements for justice and equity. Individuals and organisational leaders play a pivotal role in shifting companies away from a business as usual model by embedding sustainability within corporate strategy and operations, a transition that is central to meaningful CSR. Within the UK context, this responsibility is particularly salient in addressing modern slavery, where ethical leadership and robust governance are required to move beyond symbolic compliance towards substantive action. Strong sustainability reinforces the principle that natural and human capital are not interchangeable and must be protected through responsible business practices (Buhr and Weissbrod, 2026). This aligns with the UK government’s sustainability and modern slavery agenda, which emphasises due diligence, transparency, and accountability within supply chains. However, persistent reliance on voluntary reporting mechanisms under CSR frameworks risks normalising minimal compliance rather than driving systemic change. Consequently, effective CSR must be underpinned by enforceable regulation and active leadership to ensure that commitments to sustainability translate into tangible protections for vulnerable workers and long-term social and environmental value (Buhr and Weissbrod, 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc218004608]Integrating responsibility for a sustainable future
Responsibility for sustainability must be understood as inherently forward-looking, extending beyond immediate compliance or short-term reputational concerns. Decisions taken by governments, corporations, and society today shape the social, environmental, and ethical conditions inherited by future generations. While organisations contribute significantly to economic growth and employment, failures in corporate responsibility can generate profound social and environmental harm, particularly where exploitative labour practices persist within global supply chains (Fallah Shayan et al., 2022). CSR has increasingly been positioned as a mechanism through which businesses demonstrate ethical commitment and accountability (Szőke and Lakosy, 2025). However, in the UK context, such initiatives often remain voluntary and unevenly enforced, raising concerns that corporate engagement prioritises reputation management over substantive change. Although organisations are encouraged to align with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (2015) and domestic sustainability agendas, the continued prevalence of modern slavery highlights a persistent gap between policy ambition and operational reality. This underscores the need for stronger regulatory oversight, meaningful enforcement, and shared responsibility across government, business, and society (Leena et al., 2023). While governments regulate and businesses are expected to exercise due diligence and ethical conduct through frameworks such as CSR, ST, and TBL, society also bears responsibility through consumption choices, civic engagement, and demands for transparency (Almaqtari et al., 2024). Without enforceable mechanisms and sustained societal pressure, commitments risk remaining aspirational. True responsibility for future sustainability therefore requires coordinated present day action that prioritises human dignity, long-term resilience, and preventative governance over reactive or symbolic responses (Lee, 2025).

[bookmark: _Toc218004609]Conclusion 
In conclusion, Lincoln’s assertion that “you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today” provides a powerful lens through which to assess the effectiveness of sustainability governance in the UK. Although attributed to Abraham Lincoln, its message remains highly relevant. Postponing responsibility does not eliminate future consequences but instead magnifies them. This is particularly evident in the context of modern slavery, where delayed action and weak enforcement allow exploitative practices to persist within global supply chains.
While UK legislation such as the Modern Slavery Act (2015) demonstrates formal recognition of corporate responsibility, its reliance on transparency rather than enforceable accountability has limited its transformative impact. Similarly, CSR frameworks have raised awareness but frequently fall short of driving substantive organisational change, allowing ethical responsibility to be reduced to reporting and reputational management. Governments, organisations, and society therefore remain collectively implicated in sustaining gaps between intention and implementation. Governments must strengthen enforcement and move beyond symbolic regulation; organisations must embed ethical leadership and due diligence into core strategy; and society must actively challenge unethical practices through informed consumption and civic engagement. Without this coordinated commitment, responsibility is merely deferred rather than fulfilled. Ultimately, the sustainability of future generations depends on whether responsibility is acted upon today, because a shift from passive awareness to active accountability ensuring that today’s decisions genuinely protect the social and ethical foundations of tomorrow.
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