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Abraham Lincoln once said, “you cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today.” This statement has never been more true than in the context of sustainable development; immediate and significant change is vital to securing a healthy, equitable, and sustainable future for planet and people. The unconscionable absence of action today will be to the inevitable detriment of humanity’s tomorrow.
Despite increased efforts from intergovernmental organisations (IGOs), governments, and the private sector to improve social equity and reduce climate change, studies show that most countries are still far from achieving sustainable development: “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (Bruntland Commission Report, 1987). The complex and multi-faceted nature of sustainable development requires system-level innovation of unprecedented proportions, involving IGOs, governments, business, non-government organisations (NGOs), and society at large. Everyone capable of free will has a role to play in shaping the future for our people and planet, and with so much at stake for present and future generations, it is vital that we understand who is responsible for what and why they bear that responsibility.
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Before discussing who is responsible, it is important to clearly define the notion of “responsibility” especially in the context of this essay. Professor Hans Lenk defines responsibility as “a relational system of attribution in terms of an expectation of an action or its result” (Lenk, 2006). More simply put, responsibility is a concept whereby someone (or a group) is answerable to someone else, or to themselves, for an act or omission in accordance with their moral or legal obligations. The latter is defined by Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy as “legal requirements with which law's subjects are bound to conform” (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2003).  A moral obligation, however, is not as easily defined with many different interpretations and theories over the years. 
The various versions of moral ethics can be categorised into two broad groups: deontological and teleological theories. The former, made famous by philosopher Immanuel Kant, focuses on the inherent rightness in establishing standards. Therefore, to act ethically, one must follow categorical rules, principles, or duties, regardless of the consequences. For example, stealing a loaf of bread to feed one’s starving family would be considered unethical under deontological, or Kantian, ethics as “thou shall not steal” is a divine commandment and therefore a categorical rule that should not be broken under any circumstances. Conversely, teleological theories, also known as consequentialist ethics, derives morality through the consequences of an action. Meaning, from a teleological perspective, an act is still considered ethical, even if breaking a categorical rule, providing the act was intended to result in a positive consequence. For example, murder is illegal and considered unethical within social norms, however, killing one person to prevent that person from killing 100 people would be considered ethical when applying teleological theory. Both types of ethical theory are adopted in decision making in society today (Tanner, et al., 2007), and therefore, both will be considered when discussing moral obligations. 
For this essay, “responsibility” will refer to an obligation, moral or legal, in line with regulatory requirements, ethical standards, and other norms.  The responsibility of sustainable development is held by society as a whole but most importantly IGOs, governments, and businesses. These three entities hold the most authority and obligation when it comes to creating an environment that is conducive to integrating ecological, social, and economic development for today as well as tomorrow.
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Intergovernmental organisations play a key role in the responsibility of sustainable development across the globe. Arguably, the first IGO was the League of Nations, created in 1920 to maintain world peace after the first world war. In the wake of the Second World War, it became clear to world leaders that all nations must learn to live in peace to avoid the reoccurrence of another world war. With this moral imperative and the vision of peace and prosperity for people and planet, 51 countries formed an IGO known as the United Nations (UN). The UN’s purpose is “maintaining international peace and security, developing friendly relations among nations and promoting social progress, better living standards and human rights.” (The United Nations, n.d.)
Today, with 193 member states, the UN assumes the role of executive agents of an international community. Addressing a wide range of fundamentals, the UN is the world’s most powerful IGO and integral to the success of global sustainable development. It has achieved various goals and missions, spanning from humanitarian relief to political stability. One of its four goals is to achieve peace and prosperity for people and planet by being “a centre for harmonizing the actions of nations” (The United Nations, n.d.); global sustainable development is an international problem with far-reaching environmental, social, and economic consequences that requires a concerted and cohesive effort from every member of society. Understanding the importance of strategically shaping social development, the UN has rallied to galvanise its member states into taking responsibility for shaping our future in a more sustainable way. In 2000, the UN created eight goals focused on human capital, infrastructure, and human rights (social, economic, and political). The eight goals—the “Millennium Development Goals” (MDGs)—were agreed upon by all 191 member states and at least 22 international organisations and were comprised of 21 targets to be completed by 2015  (Wikipedia, n.d.). Building on the accomplishments of the MDGs, the UN developed 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015 as an urgent call to action for all UN members to address the pressing environmental, social, and economic issues. Far more comprehensive and aspirational than the MDGs, the SDGs also incorporated goals for addressing the climate crisis. The SDGs, also known as the “Global Goals” are just that: goals that need to be achieved globally to be successful. The need for global alignment among governments, non-government organisations, and the private sector underlines the importance of IGOs. While the UN does not have the authority to make binding laws that impact the private sector, its members are obliged to assume the responsibility of the decisions made, guiding the development and implementation of national policies and frameworks driving sustainable development. 
Setting achievable yet ambitious targets has been a political dilemma that IGOs have been trying to resolve for many years. Issues such as the context of richer countries historically emitting more greenhouse gasses than developing countries causes contention among nations when setting targets. While being the principal contributors to climate change, developed countries have a moral obligation to not only go above and beyond reducing their emissions but to also use the wealth they have accrued, while harming the environment and excessively consuming finite resources, to support countries that do not have resources and infrastructure to develop in a socially and environmentally sustainable way. This produces a conundrum of difficulties for developed nations that seek to continue and improve their country’s economic advantage or prosperity. To overcome the challenge of setting these targets fairly, the 2015 Paris Agreement determined that every country within the treaty would share the same set of overarching goals, however, each country would set their own targets based on what they felt was reasonable. Without regulatory compliance to mandate the targets, each nation is faced with a moral duty to set their targets with veracity and integrity.
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Although the UN, among other IGOs, is critical to facilitating global alliances through international political systems and global governance, it is still the responsibility of each separate state to ensure national frameworks and policies are a catalyst for sustainable development. Traced back as far as ancient Greece and ancient Rome, the very earliest forms of government were created to protect people from conflicts and to provide law and order (Oldest.Org, n.d.). The latter also intended for the protection of society (Cronus Law, PLLC, 2019). And almost all modern-day governments are built on the same fundamentals as founding governments. Each government will define its purpose differently, but most will be based on one ideal: governments regulate, and make decisions on behalf of, society to meet social and economic goals. Dr. Harold Damerow, a professor of government and history, describes government as “the steering mechanism for a given society” (Anon., n.d.). As a country’s highest authority, it is the government’s moral duty to act in the interest of those it is governing.
The way in which governments are funded is another significant reason why governments must regard sustainable development as a top priority. In most developed countries, the majority of government spending comes from taxation—funds levied from the citizens or residents of a country for the purpose of running government. And, as the purpose of government is to achieve social and economic development, the act of taxation therefore makes the government answerable, or responsible, to taxpayers for the progress against social and economic goals. The redistribution of income and wealth through social mechanisms, such as education, welfare and public services, is essential to creating an equitable society (Pessino & Alaimo, n.d.). 
With financial resources and power (political and social authority), governments are well-positioned for affecting change. Governments hold the unique position of passing laws to make sustainable development a legal obligation. An increase in, and reform of, existing laws regulating economic, social, and environmental factors would ensure companies that disproportionately prioritise profit-maximisation over creating social value would have a mandatory obligation to benefit the planet and all stakeholders as opposed to just shareholders. Equally, legislation that rewards those that already meet or exceed their moral obligation of creating social value would incentivise companies to prioritise social value over profit-maximisation. Studies have shown for decades that tourism contributes to climate change, deforestation, displacement of indigenous people, and exhausts natural resources, yet many countries disregard its negative social and ecological impacts to reap the economic benefits (Nopiyani & Wirawan, 2021). The preservation of local nature, culture, and heritage through proper policy and legislation (sustainable tourism management) is not only ethical but improves the long-term viability of its tourism industry (Khan, et al., 2021). While governments hold the responsibility to regulate industries, it is important that policies still promote development: social and economic. 
Beyond focusing solely on the needs of its immediate society—its citizens and residents—governments have an obligation to think about society at large—all global citizens—and the mutual benefits those policies and actions can produce. The provision of foreign aid (development or humanitarian) to those that are poorest is not only ethical, but beneficial to the economy (Rouleau, 2009). Developmental aid is often criticised for being ineffective, but this is largely due to insufficient and inadequate policies between donor and recipient governments, not the distribution of wealth to developing nations per se (McGillivray, n.d.). A substantial investment—trillions of dollars— will be required from both developed and developing countries to implement the policies and frameworks necessary to achieve the SDGs (The United Nations, n.d.). However, given the historical context of inequality across nations, it would not be reasonable to apply the same rules to all UN member states equally. 
While all (legal) business is regulated, the level and efficiency of these regulations varies widely, depending on the country of operations’ legal and regulatory competence. Many developing countries with inadequate environmental and social regulations, such as CO2 emissions or labour rights, are the leading manufacturing countries in the world (Mahmood, n.d.). As we have already established, it is the governments’ role to ensure legislation is there to prevent companies from causing social or environmental harm. It is unrealistic to expect all governments to be equally effective or motivated to imbed such regulations. Several factors must be considered when considering a country’s regulatory decisions, such as does the country’s economy rely on the depletion of sustainable resources? Or will making revenue-generating processes more sustainable slow or even prevent further economic development? Individual governments best know their country’s needs and capabilities and must be truthful and responsible for the regulations and legislation they put in place. Leading responsibly has long-term benefits for citizens—local and global.
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Every business relies on the environment in which it interacts; business utilises multiple resources such as manpower, money, machinery, and raw materials to convert into goods or services to be sold to segments of society. Thus, a business organisation cannot exist without raw materials and a society to produce and consume products. Therefore, business not only has a moral obligation to act in a way that preserves and benefits the welfare of people and planet, but it also cannot operate without it. 69 out of the 100 largest economic entities are corporations, not countries. This gives some indication of how significant of a role business plays in shaping society’s future. With environmental change accelerating at an unprecedented pace, it is more important now more than ever for business to lead the way to a more sustainable and hopeful future. For decades there has been sufficient incontrovertible evidence on the environmental impact caused by corporations in the pursuit of growth. There is a direct correlation between economic activity and resource use and economic activity and environmental damage. This pattern of damage is hardwired into the capitalist global economic system. It is essential for business to embrace a fundamentally different paradigm of development, one where progress is no longer measured on GDP alone but also considers social and environmental value (the triple bottom line). Again, business relies on the people and the planet; it must operate to protect both to sustain its own growth and profitability.
The 20th Century saw rise to globalisation and internationalisation of production—capital, labour, technology, raw materials, and distribution all coming from various sources around the world—which had a profound effect on business and the economy, causing executives to rethink corporate strategies (Hatzichronoglou, 1996). For many consumers, globalisation has resulted in access to a wider range of goods, more affordable prices due to competition with local monopolies, and access to increased and diverse food supplies (Osland, et al., n.d.). However, the introduction of new actors from every market brings unprecedented strengthening of world competition for business. While the presence of global competition has encouraged many executives to operate more efficiently, it has also encouraged them to favour a strategy of maximising profits (Hatzichronoglou, 1996). In 1996 Milton Friedman reinforced this approach with his essay “The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits”. Friedman argued that the sole purpose of business was to maximise profits. However, this theory has been largely contested over the years. During his TEDx Talk, R. Edward Freeman agrees that profit is essential for business but argues that it is not the purpose; profit is merely a byproduct of creating value, not the end goal (Freeman, 2013). Freeman goes on to point out that creating value will inevitably result in profit. Meaning, a business that can create value in the environment in which it operates can generate profit in a sustainable way.
Freeman also claims that the perception of “greedy” executives is hurting the profitability of business. A growing divide between business and society, as the legitimacy of business is increasingly under scrutiny, indicates that Freeman’s postulations were correct. Creating social value and economic value are not mutually exclusive strategies; studies find that creating shared value (CSV)—both economic and social value—for all stakeholders, not just shareholders, makes business sense. London Business School Professor of Finance, Alex Edmans, states that investing in societal responsibility increases firm value. Edmans’ research shows that the “100 Best Companies to Work for in America” deliver stock returns that beat their peers by 2-3% per year, supporting the theory that companies that focus on social responsibility perform better (Edmans, 2015).  Even where profit is prioritised above all, business can fall short of its goals when it fails to support (at the very least) the social development of its workforce.
Besides increased global competition, globalisation has presented business with other new challenges such as managing globally dispersed supply chains. In a local market it is relatively simple to know where the components of products come from; how and where they are assembled; and which laws regulate suppliers. Globalisation has enabled cost and production efficiencies through vast and complex global supply chains. From raw material to final product, multinational corporations (MNC) contract suppliers from various countries and continents around the world. However, the disparity between how countries regulate business means that even if a company selects and manages their direct suppliers (first-tier) based on sustainable criteria, their suppliers’ suppliers (second-tier) may be involved in unethical practices. Managing a complex international supply chain is fraught with challenges but still makes up the segments of society that drives value for business and therefore businesses have a moral obligation to ensure that value is created for every society throughout the supply chain.
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Society in general also has a role to play in forging a better future, particularly those benefitting from living in richer countries that, on average, produce more carbon emissions per person than developing countries. This is especially true as climate change caused by emissions disproportionately effects developing countries (Paddison, 2021). When considering who is responsible for sustainable development, it must be done so within the context of power to affect change. Society is part of a bigger system, which not everyone can influence equally. For example, it would not be fair to hold someone responsible for driving a petrol engine car to get to work if they can only afford to live in a part of town where there is no access to public transportation. Socioeconomic considerations must be considered for the whole of a society even though each member holds a responsibility to create and/or influence change.
However, those with less power can still affect change. Society must demand change from those with exponentially greater power (governments and corporations). In the era of information, the internet and social media have generated more awareness and importance on issues effecting society. Breaking down international barriers and connecting people from around the world to fight a shared cause have given groups of individuals a collective voice and real power to influence policy at the highest level (Nguyen, 2021). While the ratio of contribution amongst differently advantaged peoples is complex and nuanced, a simple onus to contribute to sustainability is anything but. 
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Creating a more sustainable future is a deeply complex and multi-faceted duty that weighs heavily on the shoulders of society today. As we face a critical turning point in climate change, action can no longer be postponed or simply ignored. IGOs, governments, business, and society at large are all responsible for shaping mankind’s future but will each contribute differently and to varying extents. IGOs, such as the UN, hold a unique position of leading an international community, comprised of almost every world leader. This enables the UN to agree and establish standards and goals for sustainable development at a global level. Governments, who are responsible for meeting these standards and goals, are by design, obliged to serve society. With extensive resources and authority, governments are key in implementing frameworks and policy, supported by legislation, to stimulate much-needed change. However, countries are not all equally responsible for contributing to sustainable development: historic roles in climate change or international inequality; bountiful or lack of available resources; or different national priorities that determine how much a given country should, or is able to, contribute. But all governments are responsible for regulating the principle contributors of social and environmental injustices: corporations. Indebted to society and the earth’s natural resources for its very existence, business has a moral obligation to use its vast resources to give back to the society it so heavily relies upon. Corporations that do not feel a sense of duty should still do their part even if only in the interest of self-preservation. The disparity in legislation regulating business from country-to-country also means that corporations must assume a moral obligation to act ethically as there will not always be a legal obligation to do so. Society at large may not have the same resources or authority as IGOs, governments, or corporations, but still bear some responsibility. To varying degrees, every member of society contributes to climate change and will be effected by the climate crisis and thus, have a moral obligation to be part of the solution. It is the responsibility of society to insist on change from those that can control it. When people unite, they can influence even the greatest of powers. To quote Abraham Lincoln again: “Public sentiment is everything. With public sentiment, nothing can fail; without it nothing can succeed.”
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