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Introduction 
It was during the American Civil War of 1861 - 1865 that the then US President, Abraham Lincoln, wrote to his Secretary of War, Edward Stanton in 1864 citing the quote ‘you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today’. It has since been suggested that President Lincoln thought the issues he was dealing with at the time were so great that they surpassed any personal ambition (Raab Collection, 2021). 
This essay will look at the need to create a sustainable future, the notion of responsibility and the role that governments, business and society play. It will argue that President Lincoln’s quote is as relevant today as it was in 1864 and that the issues facing the world today – including economic, political and environmental – are also too great for any personal ambition and that in order to address these issues we need to think of responsibility as wider than an individual responsibility and start to look at the role business, society and governments have in creating a sustainable future. 
The importance of building a sustainable future 
Before we start to look at the role businesses, governments and society has in creating a more sustainable future, it is important to begin with some context and look at the world today and why sustainability has become so important. 
In 1800 the global population was estimated to be around 1 billion. By 2019 global population rates increased to 7.7 billion (Max Roser, Hannah Ritchie and Esteban Ortiz-Ospina, 2019). By 2050 the United Nations estimate that the global population will reach 9.8 billion (United Nations, 2017). 
Along with population growth, in recent generations we have seen huge changes to the way we produce goods and services. The industrial revolution of the nineteenth and twentieth century brought fundamental changes in the way goods are manufactured, paving the way for the factory model of the way we work today, and bringing in ‘new sources of power to the production process’ most notably with ‘motors powered by fossil fuels’ (Peter N. Stearns, 2007). 
Later, the post-war era saw rapid economic growth in western countries (Stephen A. Marglin and Juliet B. Schor, 1992) and increases in birth rates compared to the years before (ONS, 2018). 
There are many arguments around when human activity first started to cause irreversible damage to the planet. According to Paolo Gabrielli some argue that you can reference it back to the start of agriculture around 11,000 years ago. Others argue it began in 1945 at the beginning of the nuclear era whilst others argue it began during the industrial revolution (Paola Gabrielle, 2015).  
But all these events have had a huge impact on the way we use our planet – from meeting higher demand for food and water to the increasing use of fossil fuels (World Atlas, 2021). In August 2021 the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) issued a warning that climate change is ‘widespread, rapid, and intensifying, and some trends are now irreversible’ (IPCC, 2021). The UN Secretary-General António Guterres called it ‘a code red for humanity’ (Antonio Guterres, 2021).
The IPCC are not the only ones issuing a warning – in a recent documentary Sir David Attenborough talked of humanity at a ‘critical moment’ to save the planet’s ecosystem (Attenborough, 2020). 
But there is hope and the IPCC report shows that ‘strong and sustained reduction in emissions could in 20 to 30 years stabilise global temperatures’ (United Nations, 2021). But time is running out and according to the IPCC we only have eleven years left to save the planet (IPCC, 2019). 
Although most of the more recent discussions related to creating a sustainable future focus on climate change and our environmental impact, there are other, equally important and inter-connected, areas that need to be looked at when thinking about the role of business, governments and society in creating a more sustainable future. In 2021 more than 700 million people across the globe were living in extreme poverty (UN Global Compact, 2021), 11 per cent of primary-school-aged children and 20 per cent of lower-secondary-aged children were not in school (UNICEF, 2021) and one in four people did not have access to safe drinking water (Hannah Ritchie and Max Roser, 2021). Only by addressing these issues as well as climate change can we say we have created a sustainable future.  
Responsibility 
If you were to look up ‘responsibility’ in the dictionary you will find it is defined as ‘the state of position of being responsible; a person or thing for which one is responsible’ Collins English Dictionary). 
Within the boundaries of free will and an understanding of our moral obligations in determining our own actions, human beings are used to the notion of ‘responsibility’ and our ability to choose or refrain from a particular action (John Fischer, 2004). But being ‘responsible’ means being accountable for the actions that we take (J.R.Lucas, 1995). 
In most democratic societies Governments are held accountable for their actions through elections (UK Parliament, 2021) and whilst a government’s role in setting taxes, public spending and putting laws in place is clear, some view their role in tackling moral issues such as addressing poverty, tackling discrimination and access to healthcare more difficult to define (Camilla Maclean, Colin Crouch, 2011). Though this is rather a simplistic view of the role of governments and as J.R.Lucas argues, a government cannot ‘plead inability’ – they have a role in overseeing everything (J.R.Lucas, 1995). 
The same simplistic view can be said of businesses who can often be accused of stepping outside of their remit and instead should ‘stick to making profits and not get involved in ethical questions’ (Camilla Maclean, Colin Crouch, 2011). However, as Maclean and Crouch further argue the ‘cynically amoral state or corporation are both chilling prospects’ (Camilla Maclean, Colin Crouch, 2011). 
And whilst they go onto argue that we ‘cannot be sure where the limits on ethical engagement by large, powerful organisations should be drawn’ (Camilla Maclean, Colin Crouch, 2011), it is becoming increasingly clear that tackling the issues that the world faces today – including climate change, reducing poverty and ensuring people have access to clean water and sanitation – needs a global effort and this involves businesses, governments and society working together (Simon Henry, 2007). 

The role of business, governments and society 
At the beginning of the new millennium, the United Nations, an international community made up of 193 member states, recognised the need to address poverty, improve access to education and halt the spreading of diseases and in 2000 they published the Millennium Development Goals – a set of eight goals agreed by all the countries of the world with the aim of meeting the needs of the world’s poorest by 2015 (United Nations, 2013). 
In 2013 the Heads of State met to reaffirm their commitment to the Millennium Goals noting that even though progress had been made there would need to be an accelerated effort to reach the goals by the agreed deadline (United Nations General Assembly, 2013). 
By 2015, although the Millennium Goals were not met fully, the United Nations claimed that millions of lives had been saved and conditions improved for many more. This was achieved they said by ‘the concerted global, regional, national and local efforts’ however they did acknowledge ‘uneven achievements and shortfalls in many areas’ (United Nations, 2015). 
In 2015 the United Nations created a new set of 17 goals – the Sustainable Development Goals – with the aim of ‘ending poverty, protecting the planet and improving the lives and prospects of everyone, everywhere’ (United Nations, 2015) this time with a deadline of fifteen years. In July of 2021 the Unite Nations Secretary-General stated that the world was ‘tremendously off-track’ to meet the goals by 2050 (António Guterres, 2021). 
Whilst evidence shows that many western, especially Scandinavian, countries are on their way to meeting the goals, it is likely to be of no surprise that many sub-Saharan African countries - countries that face the most difficult of challenges such as access to clean water, modern energy systems, access to healthcare and sanitation - are nearer the bottom of the ranking (Andrea Willige, 2021). 
In November 2021 world leaders came together in Glasgow for COP26 – an opportunity to show the world that they take their responsibility in reducing the impacts of climate change seriously. And whilst there were many positive outcomes agreed – a commitment on deforestation, the phasing down of fossil fuel use and funding for adaptation initiatives – it is becoming increasingly clear that governments alone cannot provide the interventions needed to address growing global problems (Nicholls, 2007). 
Nor in fact does it appear that a growing number of people trust governments to solve the problems facing the world. According to the 2021 Edelman Trust Barometer business is now more trusted in 18 out of 27 countries. In addition, not only is business becoming the only trusted institution, but society leaders are no longer trusted to do what is right (Edelman, 2021). 
But do companies have a responsibility to be leading on ethical issues instead of just profits? In 2018 the Deloitte Human Capital Trends report highlighted that businesses are now being judged by their impact on society, rather than just financial performance alone (Deloitte, 2018). And the 2021 Edelman Trust Barometer stated that the issues that respondents were expecting CEOs to speak out on included: the impact of the pandemic; job automation; societal issues and local community issues (Edelman, 2021). 
And there is growing evidence that the role of business within our society is in fact changing to meet this expectation. 
In 1799 Robert Owen bought his father-in-Law’s mill business in the town of New Larnark, near Glasgow. It was here that Owen brought in a wide range of ‘workplace, social and educational reforms’ that not only improved the efficiency of the mills but the lives of his employees and their families through initiatives such as nurseries for small children, ensuring access to a doctor and introducing a sickness fund (New Larnark, 2021). His company was viewed as one of the earliest forms of a social enterprise and since the New Larnack project in 1799 there are now reported to be over 100,000 social enterprises operating in the UK (Social Enterprise UK, 2021). 
But what is a social enterprise and what makes it responsible? According to Social Enterprise UK a social enterprise aims to make a profit, just like a traditional business, but what it does with that profit is what sets it apart from other businesses. A social enterprise ‘tackle social problems, improve people’s life chances, provide training and employment opportunities for those furthest from the market, support communities and help the environment’ by reinvesting their profits into the business or the local community (Social Enterprise UK, 2021). 
In their 2019 report, CAPITALISM IN CRISIS? Transforming our economy for people and planet, Social Enterprise UK highlight the main objectives for social enterprises as: ‘improving a particular community (23%), supporting vulnerable people (19%), addressing a social exclusion (18%), improving physical health and wellbeing (17%). Protecting the environment came in at fourth place with 17% (Social Enterprise UK, 2021). 
Lord Victor Adebowale CBE, Chair of Social Enterprise UK, says that his hope is that within the next twelve years not only will he not have to explain what a social enterprise is, but that it will be seen as the natural way of doing business (Lord Victor Adebowale, 2021). 
Peredo and McLean argue that there are four different categories of social enterprise and within their research they include organisations that are involved in ‘complementary social entrepreneurship’ which is what they state is where ‘an enterprise, which does not itself produce social benefits, supports other activity’ within this they list ‘cause branding’ as an area of social entrepreneurship (Peredo and McLean, 2005). 
However, many would argue against that definition of a social entrepreneurship as cause branding is often viewed as discretionary and companies that engage in Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) or cause branding initiatives are not classed as businesses that are ethical or moral (Kotler, Philip. 2005). And as one of my fellow students identified, it is hard to view companies such as Amazon and Shell as a social enterprise (Jenny Lloyd Davies, 2021) and this would be a view supported by Fitzhugh and Stevenson who argue that to define a business as a social enterprise means that their reason for operating is to deliver on a social mission (Fitzhugh and Stevenson, 2015).  
However, for the context of this essay, the author argues that it should not mean that companies that have a primary goal of making a profit for their shareholders cannot act responsibly and achieve their goals in a responsible way. Ioannis Ioannou notes that most companies are facing pressure from their shareholders and stakeholders to act ethically and responsibly. He argues that out of the world’s largest economies 69 were companies, and with ‘great power comes great responsibility (Ioannis Ioannou, 2018). In an interview with the Telegraph in 2018 Rob Cameron stated that the original idea behind CSR was in fact to encourage companies to think about their responsibilities (Rob Cameron, 2018). 
Social Enterprise UK highlight in their 2021 report that most social enterprises tend to be smaller businesses, with almost a third operating under £50,000. So, if social enterprises are predominantly small enterprises, then clearly there is a role for large corporations to be responsible for creating a more sustainable future. 
Even though Camilla Maclean and Colin Crouch state that they cannot be sure where the limits of organisations should be drawn on ethical considerations, they also argue that the role or purpose of a corporation changes over time (Camilla Maclean, Colin Crouch, 2011). This is a view supported by Jonathan Border who argues that many large multinational companies are now adopting sustainability initiatives into the company’s purpose and are creating a new kind of business that is not focussed solely on profits (Broder, 2020). 
In 2010 global consumer goods brand Unilever launched their Sustainable Living Plan. This wasn’t just a plan to launch CSR initiatives, this was a plan to ‘transform the business across the whole value chain’ (Marmot, Rebecca. 2020) and covered a wide range of issues such as reducing water usage, delivering health and hygiene initiatives and reducing their greenhouse gas impacts (Unilever, 2020). 
Paul Polman, Unilever’s CEO at the time of launching the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan said that 
“Business can in fact be a tremendous force for good and make a huge contribution to solving the biggest problems facing our people and planet. Actually, this is the only way for business to be accepted in society and it should always strive to have a net positive impact.”
Paul Polman, 2020
When launching their Timpson Foundation following a visit to a UK prison in 2002, CEO James Timpson stated that with a successful business comes great responsibility (James Timpson, 2021). The Timpson Foundation recognises the contribution that former ex-offenders can make to society and believes that ‘it is madness to throw such a large section of society on the employment scrapheap’ (The Timpson Foundation, 2021).  
When asked in 2018 whether he agreed with the Milton Friedman quote on business’s sole purpose being to generate profit for shareholders, the former CEO of Merck, Kenneth Frazier, said that ‘While a fundamental responsibility of business leaders is to create value for shareholders, I think businesses also exist to deliver value to society (Frazier, 2018). 
What all these companies have in common is that none were set up as a social enterprise. Each of these businesses were originally set up with the aim of making a profit for their owners/shareholders, but each are now delivering social initiatives to benefit their local communities, the planet or disadvantaged groups. Whether you would argue as to whether these businesses could now be classed as a social enterprise is down to interpretation of the definition of a social enterprise, but what is clear is that even though as noted by Rob Cameron, businesses thinking about their role in society is not new (Rob Cameron, 2018) what has changed is that the number of businesses that are moving towards corporate sustainability has definitely increased (Rob Waugh, 2018). 
But how much of this drive to be a more sustainable or responsible business is being driven by the consumer? And do we, as consumers have a role to play?
Gaurav Lahiri and Erica Volini believe that organisations are increasingly being judged on areas other than financial performance – areas such as relationships with workers, the communities around them and their impact on society (Lahiri G and Volini E, 2018). Asha Owen-Adams also supported this view and argued that conscious consumers are looking to businesses to act responsibly (Asha Owen-Adams, 2016). 
In his 2018 letter to CEOs, Larry Fink Chairman of Blackrock, stated that ‘society increasingly is turning to the private sector and asking that companies respond to broader societal challenges. Indeed, the public expectations of your company have never been greater. Society is demanding that companies, both public and private, serve a social purpose’ (Larry Fink, 2018). A few years later, in his 2021 letter he goes on to highlight how purposeful business have outperformed their peers (Larry Fink, 2021). 
Whilst this essay argued earlier that government alone cannot create a sustainable future, it should also be acknowledged that this also applies to business, and they also cannot solve all the world’s problems alone. There is also a question to answer in terms of how much of the sustainability agenda should be the responsibility of business and how much remains with governments. 
For change to happen it will depend on both business and governments - a view highlighted by Fitzhugh and Stevenson who discuss governments and businesses working together in previous policy areas such as the Big Society of 2010, the Third Way goals of the 1997 Labour Government or the Co-operative Development Agencies of the 1980s Conservative Government (Fitzhugh and Stevenson, 2015). 
But while governments can lead the way - for example in setting regulatory and legal frameworks – it will be business that delivers the change (Sowers, 2020). Broder argues that many businesses are now working with governments to deliver sustainability initiatives and are in fact ‘crying out for government policies’ (Jonathan Broder, 2020). 
But can governments and businesses act as moral agents and should they be held responsible for their actions? 
Elaine Sternberg argues that organisations are not moral agents, however, they can become ethical by the actions of people within the organisation (Sternberg, 2011). This view could be supported by looking at existing corporations – for example, Unilever wasn’t known for their sustainability credentials until Paul Polman took on the challenge. The Timpson group didn’t employ ex-offenders until James Timpson visited a UK Prison (The Timpson Foundation, 2021). 
Florian Wettstein adds to the debate by arguing that that moral responsibility can be attributed to moral actors and therefore for a business to be acting morally responsible requires us to think of them as moral agents. Wettstein goes on further to argue that while some hold the view that corporations cannot be moral agents, such as Sternberg, and only individuals can be morally responsible, corporations should be seen as moral actors and have social responsibilities (Wettstein, 2018). 	
However, if we are to believe in the view that businesses and governments can act as moral agents, then we need to be able to hold them to account for their actions too. A view supported by Francis J. Schweigert who states that there needs to be a new vision for business ethics that with public accountability. He goes on further to argue that a market that supports welfare must be intentional and effective governments and businesses depend on being accountable (Francis J. Schweigert, 2016).
But whether you agree that corporations or the individuals leading them have a responsibility to create a more sustainable future, one thing that cannot be argued is that sustainability is becoming more and more important for businesses across the globe and this trend is likely to continue as consumers demand further action from governments and businesses in the future (Knut Haanaes, 2016). 
Conclusion:
While there is clearly still some ambiguity around the role of businesses and governments in creating a more sustainable future and defining businesses as social enterprises or ethically responsible, what is clear is that there is a growing expectation from stakeholders for both business and government, but especially business, to take on more responsibility for social issues. 
The issues facing the world are global and they need a global response – they cannot be solved by business or government alone. Businesses and governments working together across the world have a role to play in delivering a more sustainable future.  
And there is growing evidence that businesses are in fact taking on this challenge, as Asha Owen-Adams argued back in 2016 - there is an increasing emphasis on a company’s Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) initiatives as there is in how much of a profit they make (Asha Owen-Adams, 2016). 
And as more and more people choose to support ethically or morally responsible organisations the author believes that more and more businesses will in future be looking at incorporating sustainable initiatives into their company’s purpose. 
This essay began with a quote from Abraham Lincoln, and it is fitting to end with another of his famous quotes, which should be viewed as a call to action for governments, businesses and society in creating that sustainable future: ‘A child is a person who is going to carry on what you have started ... the fate of humanity is in his hands’. 
ENDS 
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