The distribution of responsibility between business, governments and society in general needs to be assessed as there are limiting factors to each driver for change (Caney, 2010). Sustainability in the context of the above statement is the measurement of the responsibility taken by the parties listed. To fully evaluate the statement given, first understanding what responsibility is important. Responsibility can be an individual’s accountability for a set of actions, and this accountability can come in many forms, for example legal, personal circumstances or results.  Adding to this you can also have institutional responsibility which then is not the accountability of one person but a collective of people which is often perceived as a separate entity in and of itself (Negru and Dolfsma, 2022). The indication given by Lincoln is that there will be a price to pay for our actions and there is no getting around this fact. This is supported by Newton's (NASA, 2023) third Law of Motion, “Every action has an equal and opposite reaction". This is to say that if we act in a certain way we will receive back what we have put in, thus being held accountable be the very thing we have created and being made to take responsibility in the end either way. Also, this is a foundational law of physics which aligns with this quote giving support to the notion that escaping accountability and responsibility for our actions is impossible because it is a universal law. This is also echoed in the commonly used phrase “you reap what you sow” (Cambridge Dictionary, 2026). The logical solution to this problem is to take responsibility now and become sustainable to create a better future. A key guide to doing this is paying attention to the personal or institutional morals and ethics that are used to guide our actions to create good results (Thompson, 2010). Sustainability is the tool that individuals and institutions can use to measure whether they are taking effective social responsibility (Wangchuk Chungyalpa, 2019). This can be seen with the example of the United Nations Development Programme’s sustainable development goals (UNDP (2026) which are all about tackling social, economic and environmental issues in a balanced way. 
Sustainability is often split into environmental, social and economic sectors, (Torelli, 2021). Social responsibility is often shown as intergenerational responsibility and is the argument that there is a non-negotiable moral duty due to the notion that our actions today will affect future generations. This gives these generations a moral claim upon us to make sustainable decisions (Dobson & Barry, 2001; Campos, 2018).  Businesses are often creating externalities which can have a large impact on sustainability across sectors. To deal with this companies are using corporate social responsibility allowing them to create infrastructure to mitigate negative effects (Johnston, 2012). Businesses can either choose to make profit at any cost, or they can take a moral and ethical path, which means considering those around them, how they affect the environment, and the impacts their business has on the economy (Bowie, 2017). Governments can create policy and regulations to co-create corporate social responsibility and in this way accomplish greater sustainability (Sarabdeen, 2024). Davis (1976) argues that taking social responsibility is inevitable due to being attached to a social system that creates accountability causing the necessary action to mitigate this. Taking all of this into account Lincon suggests that every group is in the end accountable.  However, there is one flaw to this which involves the moral aspirations of each individual because they make up each group, and if there is no morality, why would they care about the future of some generation they don’t know?
Governments have a lot of control in how regulatory norms are adopted. They use the public relations companies have with consumers to do a soft implementation of practices as this will be followed because the consumers control the profitability of a company or organisation. (Higham, 2024). Christensen, Hail & Leuz (2021) suggest that making mandatory the reporting of sustainability and corporate social responsibility could increase the positive environmental and economic impact that companies could have on the global future. This shows the high relative weight governments have when taking responsibility for a sustainable future. To obtain a better level of responsibility nationally and internationally, there must be a stronger connection between policy makers and private companies (Fona, et al., 2025). 
A limiting factor to governments taking responsibility is that there needs to be a level of cooperation and transparency from the private sector to allow policy makers to guide outcomes in sustainable sectors, without this data they are shooting in the dark (Jones & Millar, 2010). However, if policymakers are able to put in place methods such as sanctions, to create a culture of judicial prosecution, thereby making the private sector accountable for unethical practices, this can in turn foster a culture of self-discipline within companies that creates accountability (Wang, Zhang & Huang, 2025). Governments and businesses can try to take responsibility by undertaking to implement sustainable initiatives. However, due to the short electoral cycle, misinformation and fluctuating public opinion the practical realties of governments creating sustainable change do not often garner the desired results, no matter the intention (Alm, et al., 2024). Another limiting factor for governments taking responsibility is the timing of the accountability because it is not always an instant consequence when policy is made in an irresponsible way and therefore leads to governments discounting the need to take sustainable action (Gardiner, 2011). Particularly for governments this is true because if their term of office finishes, they are essentially off the hook, leaving a sustainability mess for a future cabinet or administration to remedy. This type of behaviour is due to governments putting off taking responsibility based on  short-term incentives and the potential long term perceived results (Nordhaus, 2013). This undermines Lincon’s statement in that even through the statement is still true, it does not affect a government due to this electoral loophole. This being said, governments do sometimes take steps to become responsible. A practical example of governments taking responsibility is The European Commission’s 7th Framework Programme that helped to fund social innovation projects focusing on improving health, energy, environment and information technology (Anheier, Krlev & Mildenberger, 2018). A further example of this which involves my personal business is The Flexible Skills Programme which is an initiative put forward by the Welsh government to build a stronger workforce by offering funding for training courses in several sectors (GOV.WALES, 2026).

Governmental social responsibility is becoming normalised due to the growing scrutiny from citizens. This is creating high standards towards their governments on whether they are fulfilling their sustainable responsibilities (Anholt, 2010). Although this could be perceived as a positive it can also be seen as a limitation because often a problem with this kind of forced or publicly driven responsibility because when it comes to getting re-elected a lot of this ethical and moral accountability changes into a shrewd marketing campaign to please voting constituents (Anholt, 2010). Then once the election is over many of the promises that were made are forgotten. This shows how again governments avoid responsibility through this politicking of good intentions for sustainability. Showing that governments don’t get held accountable because once they are in power, they can do what they want regardless of the promises made. There is still a push however, for countries and governments to now have a social responsibility image. Due to this increased pressure governments are now pushing businesses towards offering qualifications in sustainability sectors and underpinning business practices with sustainable values, thereby boosting companies’ perception by consumers giving an economical boost (Frig & Sorsa, 2020). 

Business has a high sustainable obligation and therefore responsibility due to the large impact companies have on resource consumption and how we use the environment. Adding to this Bowie (2017) highlights that an impactful way to foster sustainability is in how companies treat their employees by empowering them through their day to day work. Each employee then can take this positive foundation from their job and be able to contribute more to society creating a better sustainable future. One current brand that is known for this is John Lewis who is consistently ranked high for its good treatment of its employees (Warham, 2020). John Lewis make all their employees shareholders, thereby increasing their sense of belonging and commitment to the company. Businesses have the ability to undertake projects that improve the socio-economic situation or natural environment is social entrepreneurship, this gives often a way in which individuals, organisations or institutions can create change. This is given the title of social entrepreneurship which uses a key societal change as a guiding principle for  motivation for their policies and practices. Social enterprises can be  not for profit, that is just for giving back to society, or a for profit business that has a strong guiding mission statement creating change whilst at the same time making money (Peris-Ortiz, Teulon and Bonet-Fernadez, 2017). Social innovation projects can come in many forms by creating initiatives leading to change within communities, such as reducing homelessness or poverty (Gali, et al., 2020). It can also influence policy change by creating change in social perception of certain topics, thereby pressuring ministers to take action (Peredo and McLean, 2006). A limitation that social entrepreneurs can have is that, due to the inherent or perceived positivity that their project has, popular support is gained which gives social entrepreneurs a moral and ethical challenge. They can be tempted into using the popularity as a way to gain customers and by this money (Chell, et al., 2014). On the surface these projects could be construed as taking responsibility but in reality, it is a good marketing tactic to make profit. This shows the ineffectiveness of the Lincoln’s statement because companies can use cunning to avoid their share of accountability, in this case using consumer perception to make quick money. This comes back to a short-term gain, which in this case is the money gained by companies, leading them to be discouraged to take sustainable action because they disregard the long-term implications for the seemingly positive result. This argument is supported by Gardiner (2011) who shows that due to this delayed accountability, businesses only see the short-term gain and do not care for the long-term burdens. This again plays out with corporate social responsibility as it has been shown to be beneficial for customer loyalty. When a company shows that it is engaging in sustainable practices, it builds a good brand  reputation for being responsible. This in turn boosts profits due to this consumer retention and the attracting of new potential customers (Martínez & Rodríguez del Bosque, 2013). 

When looking at business in terms of sustainability there is differing levels from small to big business. Large organisations have a lot more constraints than a small business as they are more heavily affected by government policy, societal viewpoints, their very size and the implication of the supply chain this creates. Therefore, there are further limitations when looking at the level of sustainable action and therefore responsibility, as in practice, taking accountability is not so straight forward as it is in theory (George, et al., 2016).  Economists’ behaviour can also be changed and maintained with a core list of principles, the limiting factor to this is if these practices are prescribed too (Negru and Dolfsma, 2022).

The pressure organisations and companies face comes from a range of groups such as stakeholders, consumers and governments. This leads business to develop strategies to deal with these pressures such as engaging with government backed training schemes, changing stakeholder messaging and overall marketing strategy to the public, which can often be seen as corporate social responsibility (Dahlsrud, 2006). This shows an alignment with Lincon’s statement because there is not a forced accountability from these groups. However, a common tactic to evade this is to use strategies such as greenwashing to create a good public perception and brand image. Avoiding really acting can be seen as a deception of responsibility and trying to cover this up by good marketing so consumers are fooled into thinking that this company is responsible (Pope and Wæraas, 2016). An example for this can be seen in the scandal with Volkswagen who was accused of falsifying emission tests, tricking consumers into thinking that their cars were contributing less carbon dioxide than the cars were creating (Hotten, 2015). On the surface it seemed that Volkswagen was being environmentally sustainable but in truth this was not the case. This is a good example of evasion which goes against the statement laid out by Lincoln. Arguing against this, however, is that more companies are being forced to be what they are saying they are doing. Consumers are changing the culture within companies, rather than doing a stunt for public relations, there is a forced systematic change starting from the board down to the simplest level of employee (Anholt, 2010). Another example of this is the now common cancel culture or boycotting, this highlights the consumers power but also the need for the private sector to master their corporate social responsibility marketing (Brantley, 2025). Consumers can control a whole supply change depending on the perception they have and the effect this has on their spending habits (Osman & Nelson, 2019). To increase the accountability of corporations, stronger corporate governance frameworks need to be put into place, to effect better ethical sustainability. A limitation for businesses taking responsibility is that consumers can choose not to support certain companies because of pack stigma creating barriers for change (Osei, Zhu, & Agyemang, 2025). 
The key limiting factor to corporate social responsibility is that it has been shown above that a lot of the time the catalyst for change is coming from an external source so if this is avoided there will be no accountability. 

The choices of society have a large influence on how we act and what level of sustainability that reflects. This then shows the responsibility we take as a whole, and this is reflected in the future we create. Society makes sustainable choices based on how they chose to interact with companies and governments, essentially the power comes from the consumer. The consumer or voter can apply pressure to governments and businesses, if there was a real aspiration for change logically society would be able to pressure these organisations to change. This can be seen through the growing trend that businesses coming under more scrutiny for their sustainable practices and likewise governments are experiencing this change as well (Öberseder, Schlegelmilch & Murphy, 2013). This shows that relatively, society as a collective has an opportunity to take sustainable action through consumerism, to take responsibility for a better tomorrow. The power of the consumer can be shown in how shifting to a more sustainable purchase can disrupt main shareholders and supply chains (Chaudhuri, et al., 2025). This shows how buying power can change the course of large companies, making consumers accountable for their spending habits because it is demonstrated here that they could take responsibly and create more sustainability in all sectors. The capitalist elements of society are still here, which show that social expectations are that business holds a pivotal role in the social invasion of different sectors within society (Svensson & Wood, 2008). Young (2006) argues that there is a collective accountability to injustices in sustainability and to take our fair share of past issues. This is a good theory however, consumers do face some challenges and limitations in how they can effect sustainable change to the level of responsibility they take, due to lack of information and income constraints (Caney, 2010). A key to starting to address sustainability issues is that the individual needs to have the aspiration to want to change. Without this the framework could not begin (George, et al., 2016). Therefore, this creates a large limitation due to individuals because if they do not want to change then they will not take responsibility, regardless of the side effects. On a societal level, and more importantly an individual level, having an aspiration to be more sustainable and to increase your level of responsibility is the first step needed. This shows a clear limitation to Lincoln’s statement because if an individual person does not have the aspiration to be more sustainable and does not have the relevant moral compass or personal ethics then they will know not care about the consequences of their actions. Although this does not make Lincoln’s statement factually incorrect, it does not force any individual to change their aspirations. 
To conclude, it has been shown that businesses, governments and society can take responsibility for a sustainable future. However, each group has limitations that hinder the potential responsibly that could be taken. Businesses have a large impact on the economy, environment and society. This shows that there is a high relative responsibility. This, however, is curtailed by wanting to make money which can lead businesses to go as far to hide or greenwash their practices to deceive consumers. This shows that Lincoln’s theory when applied to businesses does not have the practical implications due to the evasion of accountability on the part of businesses. Governments also have a relatively high level of responsibility for a sustainable future because they are able to put pressure on to businesses by swaying public perception, regulations and policy changes. This means that they have the ability to control the whole sustainability sphere. However, on closer analysis some limitations can be found such as electoral periods, deceiving the public for votes and overall aspirations for change if there is a short-term loss. Lastly society was shown to be able to force both governments and businesses to act responsibility showing a good capacity for creating sustainable changes. On the other hand, society as a group has some barriers to this, such as personal aspiration, income and relevant information on important topics to make informed decisions. It has been shown that all three sectors have the potential to take responsibility for a better sustainable future. Also, Lincoln’s statement is not disproven. The crux of the matter probably comes down to a matter of individual choice and whether individuals who are a part of business, government or society in general want to make a short term sacrifice for a long-term benefit that they might never see because it is for a future generation. 
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