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Wherever we turn, we are informed that the world is in crisis.  In April 2021, following the ‘Our Planet, Our Future’ Nobel Prize Summit, an urgent call to action was issued, declaring a planetary emergency (The National Academies of Science, Engineering and Medicine, 2021).  The statement, signed by 126 Nobel Laureates, concluded with, “Global sustainability offers the only viable path to human safety, equity, health, and progress.”  In December 2020, Antonio Guterres, UN Secretary-General, publicly urged every country in the world to declare a climate emergency (Harvey, 2020), advising that all countries must take immediate action and do more to hit net zero emissions.  The British Natural History Museum also declared a planetary emergency in 2020 in recognition of humanity’s failure to tackle climate change and our destructive impacts on other critical planetary boundaries (Pavid, 2020).  Currently, it is easy to find organisations, institutions, and notable people calling for immediate action to solve the world’s problems.  Indeed, it is rare to open a newspaper, news site or social media feed without seeing articles reminding us of the declining state of the planet, rising inequality, loss of biodiversity, and the threat (or existing impacts) of climate change.  

The frequency and urgency of news articles have intensified in recent years, but these environmental risks have been known for several decades. Nobel Laureate Svante Arrhenius first identified the science of global warming in 1896 (Graham, 2000).  In 1977, James Black, a Senior Scientist at ExxonMobil (then Exxon), wrote an internal report stating, “present thinking holds that man has a time window of five to 10 years before the need for hard decisions regarding changes in energy strategies might become critical.” (Hall, 2015).  Several prominent scientists have warned of environmental limits, from Garrett Hardin’s Tragedy of the Commons in 1968 (Hardin, 1968), to Johan Rockström’s Planetary Boundaries in 2009 (Rockström et al., 2009). Despite these warnings, progress in tackling these issues remains ‘painfully slow’ (George, 2021).  Even as recently as 2020, G7 nations were committing significantly more funding to fossil fuels than green energy, further compounding the world’s problems (Laville, 2021).

While there have been some important international agreements on sustainable development, such as the Paris Agreement (UNFCCC, 2016) and the UN Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations, 2015), it is clear that substantial and rapid action needs to be taken if we are to avert catastrophe (Reuters, 2021). Given our awareness of the risks, it is reasonable to wonder why national governments and supranational organisations have been so slow to respond. It is also reasonable to suggest that the approach to tackling the world’s problems could be vastly improved given the slow progress made. How can we ensure that any action we take will be more effective in the future?  How can our approach be changed to ensure we do not continue the same slow, ineffective trajectory?

One notable Nobel Laureate, Albert Einstein, offers a thought-provoking perspective in solving complex global challenges. He is often quoted as saying, “We cannot solve our problems with the thinking we used to create them.” While this quote is unsourced, it is thought to trace back to an article published in the New York Times in 1946 (Einstein, 1946).  The article reported on news of a telegram sent by Einstein to several prominent Americans, appealing for their urgent assistance to promote a ‘new type of thinking’. The telegram stated, “a new type of thinking is essential if mankind is to survive and move toward higher levels.” (Einstein, 1946).  The existential risk that prompted the telegram was the atomic bomb (Jha, 2017), and while fears of nuclear war no longer dominate the headlines, there are similar parallels today with the scientific advancements of the industrial age being used for harm or good. In this essay, I consider how the 20th-century wisdom and foresight of Albert Einstein can be used to solve the current world’s problems. 

Before managers can apply a new type of thinking, it is necessary that they first understand the true nature of the sustainability challenges facing the world and consider how an old type of thinking has allowed the problems to emerge, persist and escalate.  Developing a solid understanding of the critical sustainability challenges in the world requires looking outside of the organisation and gaining knowledge of the broader context in which the business operates.  This will enable managers to understand better the threats and potential opportunities that may arise from the current and future landscape.  Managers can use the PESTLE framework to help in the identification of these external aspects. PESTLE stands for Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Legal and Environmental (PESTLE Analysis, 2011).

For example, a manager might ask what is the political and economic situation in the countries in which they operate, and how might that affect the future of their business? (PESTLE Analysis, 2011). Many countries, particularly in western cultures, have operated under a neoliberal economic system since the 1980s. Stephen Metcalf in The Guardian calls this the ‘reigning ideology of our era’ (Metcalf, 2018). Typical characteristics of a neoliberal society include free trade, privatisation, globalisation, rising consumption, minimal state intervention (e.g., low taxes, reduction in state spending) and promotion of individual freedom over collective responsibility.  However, there is mounting speculation that this economic system is coming to an end (Cooper, 2020).  The taxpayers’ bailout of the banks following the 2008 financial crisis (Mor, 2018) and the COVID-19 pandemic has led to accusations that the system enables the socialisation of losses and privatisation of profits (Peters, 2008). One of the proposed benefits of neoliberalism is individual freedom, but even this was rebuked in an article published in Nature in 2018.  The author concluded that “neoliberalism’s rejection of the existence of the people (i.e., the collective) seriously harms individual private liberty and does not prevent the transformation of the majority of free individuals into servile persons.”  (Queiroz, 2018). For example, some economists and anthropologists such as Jason Hickel in 'Less is More' (Hickel, 2020), are calling for an end to capitalism altogether and a move to sustainable degrowth.  Sustainable degrowth is defined as a “downscaling of production and consumption that increases human well-being and enhances ecological conditions and equity on the planet.” (Whitehead, 2013).  A change in this current system may be imminent, but it is impossible to predict what economic system might replace it. 

Over the past 150 years, industrialisation and global economic growth have been instrumental in improving the quality of life and well-being of billions of people (DFID, 2008).  However, the relationship between economic growth and environmental harm is complex, and the negative impacts add further weight to the argument that neoliberalism cannot continue (Lukacs, 2018).  A recent assessment found that while economic growth brings gradual improvements to the efficiency of natural resource consumption, these improvements are insufficient to offset projected growth. In the case of climate change, the link with environmental harm is particularly important. The assessment found that "on the Carbon end, our results suggest emissions levels that could lead to the high radiative forcing scenario in IPCC 4.9 degree world are largely in line with business-as-usual development, in which developing countries follow in the footsteps of wealthier countries." (Andrée et al., 2019).  

The prevailing narrative within neoliberal societies is that growth is paramount and infinite.  It is also standard practice within organisations in these societies to measure and pursue year-on-year growth (Gordon and Rosenthal, 2003).  In a Harvard Business Review article by Chris Zook, former Head of Global Strategy Practice at Bain & Company, he notes that “A large, iconic multinational is now struggling to keep growing while being chased by leaner, more aggressive competitors. To find the next wave of growth, they were taking a hard look at their bureaucracy” (Zook, 2016). In Zook’s book, The Founders Mentality, he quotes a statistic from a Bain study, suggesting that 94% of executives state that their barriers to growth are internal (Wharton Business, 2016).  The book guides managers of organisations on how they can adjust their mentality and tackle their internal bureaucracy, with the primary objective of finding lasting, profitable growth. Many management magazines and books are permeated with the idea that growth is key to success and that solving internal problems is the answer. Even primetime television programmes such as Dragon’s Den advance the idea that growth and profit are the primary goals. Understandably then, the pursuit of growth is considered favourable.  On the face of it, it is reasonable to assume that managers within businesses continue with this old type of thinking that they should solve problems that drive their financial growth as a means of delivering higher profits.  However, whether this is socially or environmentally harmful is insufficiently questioned within organisations.  The costs of any potential harm are not legally required or typically captured in financial reporting (Roberts, 2013).

In an article in Harvard Business Review, Dwayne Spradlin asks, "Are you solving the right problem?" and suggests that most managers within organisations are not rigorous enough when defining the problem that needs solving (Spradlin, 2012). Einstein provided some further wisdom relating to problem-solving when he said, "If I were given one hour to save the planet, I would spend 59 minutes defining the problem and one minute resolving it".  Bearing in mind that growth and the associated increases in consumption can also have catastrophic consequences, managers could adopt a new type of thinking by questioning whether they are trying to solve the right problem in the first place.  For example, should lasting, profitable growth be the primary objective of an organisation?  Does maintaining pursuit of this objective help resolve the world's problems?  Could growth be achieved while also reducing consumption of natural resources, and if so, how?  How might the organisation respond to an economic degrowth scenario? What if the organisation needed to extract less and produce less ‘stuff’?

If managers can develop their understanding of the external factors that impact their business, this may further develop their ability to ask more appropriate questions and increase their opportunities to solve the world's problems. A holistic systems thinking approach is needed, rather than just looking at the problems within the organisation and its immediate supply chain.

As noted above, there is speculation that the political and economic system may change significantly. However, managers should also consider that it may not change.  Governments have not taken sufficient action to date, and the regulation and systems change needed have not been forthcoming. It is typical that organisations wait for regulation before taking action to achieve compliance, and perhaps, in this case, many still believe that governments will come along and save us. What if they don’t? It is quite possible that this won’t happen, or not to a sufficient degree. Managers can adjust their old type of thinking by no longer waiting for regulation to protect the planet, themselves, and their organisation.  Managers can also influence policy by voting carefully for politicians with policies that tackle environmental and social harm.

For managers to help resolve the world’s problems, as stated above, it is important that they understand the root causes and the potential impacts if these problems are not resolved.  However, a growing awareness of the consequences of industrialisation and overconsumption can also bring psychological impacts, such as guilt and eco-anxiety (Carter and Ruegg, 2020).   In recent years managers have had to upskill and handle a variety of transformational changes, such as digital transformation and the banking sector’s response to large scale regulatory change.  While these business changes can be stressful and demanding, the consequences of inaction are less severe than those of not addressing sustainability challenges. Managers and sustainability professionals are only human, and some of the information can be worrying, distressing, and overwhelming.  Professor Steve Running from the University of Montana noted several emotional reactions from his students during his lectures on the impacts of climate change, such as an increase in wildfires, sea-level rise, melting glaciers and increasing hurricane intensity. Reactions ranged from denial and anger to depression, leading him to write about the 5 Stages of Climate Grief (Running, n.d.).  Running proposes that people go through stages before reaching a position of productive acceptance, where an individual is able to acknowledge the facts and explore solutions.  An article in Nature Climate Change in 2018 argued that ecologically driven grief is a ‘natural and legitimate response’ and may become more common as the effects of climate change and biodiversity loss become more apparent (Cunsolo and Ellis, 2018).  

There is a proliferation of information available online relating to the world’s problems and deciphering what is relevant and honest can be challenging.  Entering ‘Climate Change’ today (3 June 2021) into Google returns 784 million results.  The information available has various characteristics, ranging from accurate and helpful to alarmist and terrifying to deliberately misleading or false.  A 23-country survey conducted as recently as 2019 found that the US was a “hotbed of climate science denial’ with 13% of respondents agreeing with the statement that the climate is changing “but human activity is not responsible at all.” (Milman and Harvey, 2019). Indonesia and Saudi Arabia both polled over 15% with the same question (notably, both are extreme neoliberal capitalist societies).  Managers need to be intellectually rigorous when reviewing any information, carefully considering the credibility of their sources.  This can be a complex task.  For example, Dr Jem Bendell is a professor of sustainability leadership and founder of the Institute for Leadership and Sustainability at Cumbria University.  He has written extensively on the topic of ‘Deep Adaptation’ (Bendell, 2018) which invites people to prepare for imminent societal collapse based on inevitable catastrophic climate change.  The BBC has described Bendell’s Deep Adaptation academic article as the ‘closest thing to a manifesto of self-described climate doomers’. (Hunter, 2020).  Shortly after Professor Bendell’s (self-published) publication, several scientists suggested that the paper is based on pseudoscience, leading to harmful and inaccurate conclusions and delayed action. Managers must remember that there are degrees of possibility, and there is evidence available that supports a variety of perspectives on what needs to happen next and how society should respond and change.  In his book ‘The New War on Climate’, Michael Mann argues that ‘doomers’ are as unhelpful as climate deniers in causing a delay in climate action (Mann, 2021). Considering the lack of government progress, we need managers that will drive organisational sustainability, rather than joining the camp that believes we should accept our fate.

It may become increasingly important for managers to research and develop strategies for managing their own mental health and emotional reactions caused by this heightened awareness (Maskell, 2019).  Business change is often fraught with resistance, and managers will need to find a new type of resilience to be effective. A new type of thinking in organisations’ approach to mental health would be beneficial with wider consideration for all employees. All employees will be impacted in the future, to some degree.

Managers can adopt a mindset of purpose and actively promote and exhibit this in the workplace. In 2019, a global study found that 66% of employees felt more fulfilled at work if they perceived that their manager had a purpose mindset, as opposed to only 28% of those without (Imperative, 2019).  Einstein summarised this when he said, “Try not to become a man of success, but a man of value.”  

The above provides a critical foundation that can enable managers to think systemically and approach their organisation differently.  As managers become equipped with this knowledge on a personal level, they can also adopt a number of practical strategies to help their organisation move to a position of sustainability, thereby contributing to solving the world’s problems.

In addition to developing a personal sense of purpose, managers should work with their employees and leadership team to develop a new mission statement for the organisation. Amazon launched in 1995 with this consumption focused mission statement “To be Earth’s most customer-centric company, where customers can find and discover anything they might want to buy online, and endeavors to offer its customers the lowest possible prices.” (Cuofano, 2019).  Contrast this with Phillips’s mission statement, “At Philips, we strive to make the world healthier and more sustainable through innovation. Our goal is to improve the lives of 3 billion people a year by 2030. Our EcoVision program is a main driver to realize this company vision.” (Philips, n.d.). All organisations are different in what they provide, but managers should consider what the purpose of their product is. What problem does it solve?  An appropriate mission statement should align with how the organisation can improve and add value to society and reduce or prevent environmental harm rather than promote unnecessary consumption to drive growth and profitability.  Employee and management incentives could be changed to align with the new mission, where rewards for social and environmental good are given more weight than profits and growth. Like all incentives, managers should be wary of unintended consequences (Burchman, 2018).

At the moment, financial reporting regulations do not require organisations to measure or capture negative externalities. Others bear the externalities. For example, a study found that air pollution released by vehicle exhausts resulted in 385,000 deaths in 2015 (ICCT, 2019).  In the UK alone, air pollution costs £20 billion per year to business and the NHS (Marzouk, 2017). None of these costs are borne by the vehicle manufacturers and petrol providers that benefit from the sale and operation of the vehicles.  There is continued debate and calls for organisations to account for their externalities (Johnston et al., 2019), and this measure may highlight that products and services are no longer economically viable.  Depending on the nature of the products or services that the company provides, managers could measure and understand their impact on society and the environment and begin to prepare to integrate into their financial reports.  The topic of integrated reporting has been the subject of debate over recent years, and last year, five independent standard-setters committed wot working together to develop a comprehensive system of standardised ESG reporting (Murray, 2021). If organisations were to find their products were no longer economically viable, this could drive innovation to make less harmful products.

When managers are able to measure their impacts, they could set ambitious, ‘Science-Based Targets’, enabling the organisation to credibly claim that they are making progress (Rickard, 2018).  The FT has described the SBTi scheme as the gold standard for judging climate pledges (Clark, 2021).

Michael Porter argues that capitalism can be used to create shared value by understanding that there are many opportunities for organisations to make a profit while also addressing the problems in society and the environment (Porter and Kramer, 2011).  When considering the true cost of their products and services on society and the environment, there are many innovations that managers can adopt to reduce harm. For example, Industrial Ecology is a field of study focused on the production processes of goods and services. There is a saying, ‘one man’s waste is another man’s treasure’, and in the Netherlands, Smart Delta Resources is an industrial Symbiosis platform, where organisations reduce their environmental footprint by identifying, communicating, and matching where residual waste products are available, and which are needed (Smart Delta Resources, 2017). Waste CO2 from one organisation is a valuable feedstock for another organisation, reducing emissions into the atmosphere and reducing costs for all through collaboration.  

A further example that managers can consider is the circular economy concept. Today, most products are made using the linear waste model, where we extract resources from the ground, make products, consumers purchase and use, and then send them to landfill. The circular economy concept is aimed at eliminating waste by ensuring the design of products enables the reuse of all materials (or materials are biodegradable). This may involve moving from a sales business model to a service-based business model, where products are leased and returned to the organisation when consumers have finished with them, enabling the organisation to repurpose them for further use. The benefits include preventing waste from going to landfill, less need for extraction of raw materials, and potential cost savings for organisations (Ellen Macarthur Foundation, 2017).

Managers can proactively seek out collaborations with government, third sector organisations and industry bodies to look for opportunities for shared value creation, innovation and partnerships and even available green funding.

The world’s problems are complex, multi-faceted and can appear overwhelming, but they are not insurmountable.  Failing to face the problems will only result in compounding them.  As demonstrated above, what is important is that managers understand the challenge and identify organisational barriers, ensure they are emotionally prepared and supported, and can identify and deploy the wide range of practical strategies that are already available.  

Einstein is reported to have said, “The world is a dangerous place to live; not because of the people who are evil, but because of the people who don't do anything about it.”  He also said, “Capitalism, as it exists today, is, in my opinion, the real source of evils. I am convinced there is only one way to eliminate these grave evils, namely through the establishment of a socialist economy, accompanied by an educational system which would be oriented toward social goals.”  Perhaps careful consideration of this quote in the light of modern sustainability challenges and our historical experience of socialism could be a good starting point.
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