What could managers of organisations do and/or not do to help to solve the world’s sustainability needs?

The role of Businesses in addressing the world’s sustainability needs is one that seems obvious; however, it has proven to be a contentious issue which has been hotly debated for many decades. 

In his famous 1970 New York Times essay, American economist Milton Friedman strongly questioned the businessmen who claimed that “that business is not concerned "merely" with profit but also with promoting desirable "social" ends; that business has a "social conscience" and takes seriously its responsibilities for providing employment, eliminating discrimination, avoiding pollution and whatever else may be the catchwords of the contemporary crop of reformers.” In his view, in an ideal and free market system, businesses are free to pursue the goals or profits that they see fit and should not be coerced into addressing social needs; but should only do this voluntarily. He summed this up succinctly in his book Capitalism and Freedom, where he says, “there is one and only one social responsibility of business--to use its resources and engage in activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition without deception or fraud” (Friedman 1970).

The issue is only further compounded when attempts are made to label and distinguish between businesses that are purely entrepreneurships or whether they are or should be social entrepreneurships. This was the question under examination by Peredo and McLean in their paper titled “Social entrepreneurship: A critical review of the concept.” This distinction they say, is important for the following reasons: “social entrepreneurship may call for quite different standards of evaluation when compared with standard forms of entrepreneurship. Second, if there is reason to believe that social entrepreneurship is a promising instrument for addressing social needs, it may call for added support in the form of legislation and other sorts of social policy and third, it may well be that the mix of managerial competencies appropriate to the successful pursuit of social entrepreneurship differs in significant ways from the mix relevant to success in entrepreneurship without the social component ” (Peredo and MacLean 2006).    

What these points of view tell us is that the concept of businesses addressing the world’s sustainability needs, is not as accepted nor as clear cut as one would expect it to be. However, where agreement can be found is that businesses (particularly “big business”) are among the world’s largest consumers of the world’s resources. Based on a 2019 United Nations Environment report on global resource outlook, the doubling of the global population and the global gross domestic product (GDP) “have required large amounts of natural resources to fuel economic development and attendant increase in human well-being.” The report also states that “global resource extraction has grown rapidly in that time, with extraction reaching 92 billion tons in 2017, compared with 27 billion tons in 1970.” While the world has benefitted greatly from global economic growth, driven largely by businesses, the cost to the environment and the simultaneous social welfare issues simply cannot be ignored. The World Resource Institute puts it well when we consider the role of business in addressing the world’s sustainability needs when they said, “the private sector can be a force for good, innovating and scaling solutions to the world’s toughest challenges. Or it can perpetuate systems that profit off outdated practices and threaten our collective future.” Paolo Taticchi, former teaching fellow in Management and Sustainability at Imperial College Business School in an article titled “Business must face facts: natural resources are running out” said that “Companies are part of the problem, and therefore part of the solution.” 
The 2019 United Nations Global compact CEO study on sustainability found that CEOs believe that business execution is not measuring up to either the size of the challenge of the global sustainable development goals, with on 48% implementing sustainability into their operations. The CEOs who contributed to the study were blunt about the situation and called for “business to step up or risk a lost decade ahead for the global goals without the urgent and required business contribution” (UN Global Compact, 2019). This call for action they say are that businesses are to start at home: raising ambition and impact in their own companies and for their industries, collaborate with more honesty about the challenges and real impact and defining responsible leadership to pinpoint what is needed from this generation of leaders. This paper will put forward the argument that managers of organisations can address the world’s sustainability needs by seeing themselves as sustainable leaders, striving to create sustainable value, being active participants in and adopting a circular economy business model, with the aid of partnership and collaboration. 

A good starting point at which managers can act to address the world’s sustainability needs is to examine themselves and their leadership when it comes to sustainability. While not agreeing with companies feeling compelled to address social needs, Friedman alluded to the fact that businesses do not have responsibilities, rather it is the people in the business who have responsibilities.  This is an interesting point that Friedman makes when one considers that managers of businesses and organisations have the power to lead their businesses in whichever direction they choose; and this certainly includes the path to sustainability. Thus, managers ought to evaluate their sustainability leadership against the vast areas of needs that exist. The University of Cambridge Institute for Sustainability Leadership (CISL) (2011) defines sustainability leaders as “individuals who are compelled to make a difference by deepening their awareness of themselves in relation to the world around them. In doing so, they adopt new ways of seeing, thinking and interacting that result in innovative, sustainable solutions.” By this definition, we clearly see that if managers care deeply about issues of sustainability, they would feel compelled to act, resulting in the adoption of a sustainability mindset and actions. The CISL considered the notion of Sustainability Leadership in theory and in practice and in their paper presented a sustainability leadership model that highlights the elements necessary to successful sustainability management.  In their model, sustainability leadership is evaluated in terms of the individual leader, leadership context and leadership action. They recognised the importance of the context in which businesses operate and state that “context is broadly divided into the context that is external to their institution and over which they may have a lesser degree of influence (e.g. ecological, economic, political, cultural and community contexts), and internal to their institution or sector, over which they are generally assumed to have higher levels of influence (e.g. the organizational culture, governance structure or role of leadership)” (CISL 2011). In addressing sustainability needs, managers would need to recognise the context in which they operate and assess how their business can best be positioned to contribute to these needs. Based on their model, such leaders must have knowledge of things such as global challenges/dilemmas, changing dynamics and diverse stakeholder views. This is in addition to them being morally driven, systematic thinkers, self-aware and visionary, among others. Once managers possess these qualities; the CISL opine that those managers will be able to take informed decisions, strategise, create sustainable products/services, raise sustainability awareness and empower people, particularly their employees to act sustainably. The CISL states that the model they put forward is “is geared towards bringing about profound change, whether in our political and economic systems, our business models and practices, or in the broad social contract with stakeholders and society” (CISL 2011). A great example of a manager thinking deeply about sustainability and what their company needed to do to address the world’s sustainability needs is the case of Ray Anderson and his company Interface. In his TED talk in 2009, Anderson asserted that “the biggest culprit in this massive mistreatment of the earth by humankind and the resulting decline of the biosphere – that culprit is business and industry.” In his 52 years of business, he achieved great success in his entrepreneurial endeavours; however, Anderson realised that this came at a cost and labelled himself as a “plunderer of the earth.” Interface was a petroleum intensive company, which invariably caused significant harm to the biosphere. Anderson stated that the “Extractive: taking raw materials from the earth, Linear: take, make, waste powered by fossil fuel-derived energy. Wasteful: abusive and focused on labour productivity must all be changed.” This resulted in significant benefits to the environment such as net greenhouse gas emissions down 82%, fossil fuel usage down 60% per unit of production, water usage 75%, with an increase in the use of renewable materials. This represents a great example of a manager who cares about sustainability leading his organisation to change the core of its operation in addressing the world’s sustainability needs. 

When managers see themselves as leaders in the quest for sustainability and act accordingly, addressing the world’s sustainability needs will be doable and achievable for businesses. This will require managers and organisations to redirect their focus and efforts at creating sustainable value. Business should no longer be about profits at all costs; it should be one that is purposeful and about doing its part in helping the world become more sustainable. Hart and Milstein’s (2003) definition of sustainable value in their paper on creating sustainable value encapsulates well the question this paper addresses. They define the creation of sustainable value as when “global challenges associated with sustainable development, viewed through the appropriate set of business lenses, can help to identify strategies and practices that contribute to a more sustainable world while simultaneously driving shareholder value.” They assert that such businesses are able to prioritise economic, social and environmental needs. It must be stated that this is easier said than done. Research shows has shown that “businesses initially saw environmental obligations as an “added cost,” and were very reluctant to go “beyond compliance” while often actively campaigning to minimize environmental regulation” (Bell, 2002).  This belief unfortunately still holds true in many organisations. However, studies have shown time and time again that the business case for sustainability is one that managers and companies should seriously consider. The Sustainable Hospitality Alliance in their March 2020 report presented six reasons for the business case for sustainability. These include boosting profit margins through utility savings, increasing revenue through satisfying consumer preference and reducing reputational risk, future proofing investment strategies, safeguarding against regulatory risk and benefit from incentives, increase value and validation through certification and ensuring a long-term energy supply. Thus, if business capitalise on these potential benefits, it means that sustainable value can be created, which in turn contributes to addressing the world’s sustainable needs. This is so because businesses do not operate in isolation. Their products, services, operations and actions affect a myriad of stakeholders. Therefore, in addressing the world’s sustainability needs, the approach of businesses needs to be one that is multi-dimensional. Following the steps of Nidumolu, Prahalad and Rangaswami (2009), a business that is doing its part to address the world’s sustainable needs can follow the following steps: 

1. Businesses should comply with environmental and legal regulations as opportunity to ensure that their operations meet sustainability standards. 

2. Make every effort to ensure their supply chains are sustainable. This will require that they work with suppliers to find the most sustainable and efficient materials and products. 

3. Design sustainable products and services. This will require them to be innovative and creative in creating products that contribute to sustainability rather than threaten it. 

4. Develop new business models that challenge the status quo which has contributed to unsustainability over the years. 

5. Also create next practice platforms which are simply products and services which are the direct result of addressing sustainability needs.

The steps also bode well for the principle of shared value. Shared value is defined as “creating economic value in a way that also creates value for society by addressing its needs and challenges” (Porter and Kramer 2011). Porter and Kramer believe that business success must be aligned with social progress and suggest that creating shared value is not social responsibility or philanthropy but rather it is a way of achieving economic success that it is at the heart of business, which may lead to the “next major transformation in business thinking.” A company which reflects well the difference that the creation of sustainable value can have on the world is Nike. In the 1990s, Nike became defined by the term ‘sweatshop labour’ because of the devastating impact the outsourcing of the production of it shoes was having on children in poor societies. Phil Knight, one of the company’s cofounders even admitted that “the Nike product has become synonymous with slave wages, forced overtime and arbitrary abuse” (Flagship, N.D). This according to Nike’s Chief Sustainability Officer forced the company to “understand what our environmental and social impact is” and to now be focused on innovation and transforming the way Nike does business” (Jones, 2012). A look at Nike’s 2021 Impact Report will show that since then, the company has made sustainability a priority by addressing many areas of sustainable development. These include People through inclusive culture and engagement, business diversity and inclusion and occupational health and safety; and the Planet through carbon, waster, water and chemistry. The company also has prioritised offering a line of sustainable products, contributing the circular economy and drawing a line from the sports market directly to the planet “because protecting the future of sport means doing our part to protect the planet. Nike is also taking climate action through Move to Zero, our journey towards a zero carbon, zero waste future” (Purpose.Nike.com). 

Switching from a linear model of economy to a circular one has recently attracted increased attention from major global companies such as Google, Unilever and policymakers due to the huge financial, social and environmental benefits (Lewandowski, 2016). This is another action managers in business can take in addressing the world’s sustainability needs. This model was popularised by the Ellen MacArthur foundation and is defined as “as a regenerative system in which resource input and waste, emission, and energy leakage are minimised by slowing, closing, and narrowing material and energy loops. This can be achieved through long-lasting design, maintenance, repair, reuse, remanufacturing, refurbishing, and recycling” (Geissdoerfer, Savaget, Bocken, Jan Hultink, 2016). The main principles of this approach include designing products for reuse at their end of life, the reliance on the use of renewable energy and the fact that waste resulting from production should be food for something else. These principles in addition to others can address the sustainability issues such as resource depletion, and excessive land use are increasingly jeopardising the earth's life-support systems (Geissdoerfer, Savaget, Bocken, Jan Hultink, 2016).   This model has long been praised for its contributions but has still been met with some resistance among corporate managers. These include for example increasingly volatile commodity prices have fuelled the need to safeguard the resource supply for manufacturing corporations, information technology enables new business models which weren’t thinkable a few years ago and we are in the beginning of a pervasive shift in consumer behaviour which increasingly leads to a performance over ownership mentality (Planing, 2015). Added to this, “existing business models for the circular economy have limited transferability and there is no comprehensive framework supporting every kind of company in designing a circular business model (Lewandowski, 2016). This may be especially true for businesses in lesser developed countries. However, this can be overcome by the fostering of partnerships and collaboration, which managers can utilise in addressing the world’s sustainability needs. Businesses would therefore need to tap into partnerships with other stakeholders working to achieve the same goals. Under Goal 17 of the SDGs which focuses on revitalising the global partnership for sustainable development. Thus Global Partnership must be “complemented by multi-stakeholder partnerships that mobilize and share knowledge, expertise, technology and financial resources, to support the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals in all countries, in particular developing countries” (UNGA 2015, p.27). An example of this is the partnership by the Government of St. Vincent and the Grenadines with local recycling plant All Islands Recycling (AIR) to deal with the influx of plastic water bottles to the country following the eruption of the La Soufriere volcano in April, 2021. The AIR helps to address one of the world’s sustainable needs, which is that of waste, which is also addressed under the circular economy. Waste plastic bottles collected by the plant are shredded and shipped to countries like India and Pakistan for use in the creation of other materials and products. This is in addition to other benefits such as the  persons who collect these bottles can earn an income, with the CEO of the plant stating that  “60 per cent of harvesters in plastic bottles are women, who sometimes earn up to $3000 on a monthly basis” and added that “the increased amount of plastic bottles in the country has brought awareness to the overall concept of waste management, as people are beginning to realise the potential problem if nothing is done about it” (Hillocks, Searchlight, 2011). 

In conclusion, businesses have arguably the biggest part to play in addressing the world’s sustainability needs. This paper showed that managers of organization can do so by seeing themselves as sustainable leaders and act accordingly, striving to create sustainable value and by adopting the circular economy business model with the aid of partnerships and collaboration.
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