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Sustainability has become one of the most pressing challenges facing organisations in the twenty-first century (Geissdoerfer et al., 2017). Rapid environmental degradation, climate change, resource scarcity, and increasing social inequalities have intensified expectations for businesses to operate responsibly and contribute to long-term global wellbeing (Ten Have and Gordijn, 2020). Traditionally, many organisations prioritised short-term profitability and shareholder value; however, this narrow focus has increasingly been criticised for overlooking the environmental and social consequences of business activities. As a result, businesses are now expected to adopt management approaches that balance economic performance with broader societal and environmental responsibilities (De Menezes, Escrig-Tena and Bou-Llusar, 2022).
Organisational responses to sustainability pressures can generally be categorised as either reactive or proactive (Weber and Chowdury, 2020). Reactive organisations typically respond to regulatory requirements or stakeholder pressure by implementing minimal compliance measures or symbolic sustainability initiatives. In contrast, proactive organisations seek to integrate sustainability into their strategic decision-making and organisational culture, recognising the long-term value of responsible business practices in support of Ellen MacArthur’s idea of sustainability (2012). For example, many retailers have begun developing Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) programmes in response to growing consumer awareness of sustainability issues (Elg, 2024). Consequently, organisational managers play a crucial role in driving sustainable transformation within businesses and industries, as sustainability is increasingly viewed as a strategic business imperative (Sajjad, Eweje and Raziq, 2024).
The growing recognition that business activities significantly influence environmental and societal outcomes has encouraged the development of management approaches such as Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), Stakeholder Theory, and the Triple Bottom Line (Boeske, 2023). Furthermore, Ellen MacArthur (2012) emphasises the importance of transitioning from traditional linear production models toward a circular economy in which resources are reused, waste is minimised, and economic systems are designed to be regenerative (Bressanelli, Perona and Saccani, 2019).
Therefore, this essay critically examines the actions organisational managers should take, and avoid, to meaningfully contribute to meeting global sustainability needs.
[bookmark: _Toc224208929]Understanding Sustainability in Business 
Understanding sustainability within a business context requires recognising that organisational activities have economic, social, and environmental consequences. Traditionally, businesses focused primarily on financial performance; however, growing environmental and societal challenges have forced organisations to reconsider their responsibilities. Several theoretical frameworks have emerged to guide managers in integrating sustainability into business decision-making in practice (Good and Thorpe, 2020).
One of the most influential frameworks is the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) developed by Elkington in 1997. This concept argues that organisations should measure success not only through financial gain but also through their impact on people, planet, and profit (Svensson et al., 2016). In practice, this means businesses must consider environmental protection, social wellbeing, and economic performance simultaneously (Osei, Asante-Darko and Quayson, 2024). Managers who adopt this perspective recognise that long-term organisational success depends on balancing these three dimensions rather than prioritising short-term financial gain (Hasu, Saunila and Ukko, 2025).
Another important framework is Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), which emphasises that businesses have ethical obligations toward society beyond legal compliance. According to Carroll (1991), CSR includes economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic responsibilities. This framework highlights that organisations should contribute positively to society through responsible labour practices, environmental protection, and community engagement (Rim and Dong, 2018). However, critics argue that some companies adopt CSR primarily as a reputational tool rather than implementing meaningful structural changes, raising concerns about superficial sustainability initiatives (Nguyen et al., 2023).
Additionally, Stakeholder Theory, developed by Freeman (1984), provides a broader perspective on organisational responsibility. This theory suggests that managers should consider the interests of multiple stakeholders, including employees, customers, suppliers, communities, governments, and the environment, rather than focusing solely on shareholders (Hörisch, Schaltegger and Freeman, 2020). By recognising the interconnected nature of business operations and society, managers are encouraged to adopt more inclusive and sustainable decision-making processes.
More recently, sustainability thinking has been influenced by the concept of the circular economy, promoted by Ellen MacArthur (2012). The circular economy challenges the transitioning from a linear “take-make-waste” production model by encouraging businesses to design systems where materials are reused, recycled, and regenerated (Bressanelli, Perona and Saccani, 2019). This approach aims to minimise waste, reduce environmental damage, and create long-term economic resilience (Romania et al., 2018).
Together, these frameworks demonstrate that sustainability requires a shift in managerial thinking. Instead of focusing exclusively on short-term profitability, managers must adopt strategies that support long-term environmental protection, social responsibility, and sustainable economic growth (Dey et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc224208930]Actions Managers Should Take to Contribute to Sustainability 
Organisational managers play a crucial role in addressing global sustainability challenges because their strategic decisions influence how businesses operate, produce, and interact with society (Junior et al., 2020). To meaningfully contribute to sustainability, managers must adopt practices that integrate environmental protection, social responsibility, and long-term economic value into organisational strategies. Several key actions are necessary to achieve this transformation (Tasleem, Khan and Nisar, 2019).
One of the most important actions managers should take is integrating sustainability into core business strategy rather than treating it as a separate corporate initiative (Walker et al., 2022). Sustainability must become embedded within organisational goals, performance indicators, and decision-making processes. Porter and Kramer, (2011); and Bosch-Badia, et al., (2015) argue that businesses can create “shared value” by aligning economic success with social progress. By integrating sustainability into strategy, managers can identify opportunities to reduce costs through energy efficiency, minimise environmental risks, and develop innovative products that meet growing consumer demand for sustainable solutions. For example, many organisations have adopted carbon reduction targets and renewable energy investments as part of their long-term strategic planning (Chhetri, Vidhya and Machanuru, 2024).
Another important action managers should take is adopting circular economy practices, as promoted by Ellen MacArthur (2012). Traditional economic systems follow a linear model of “take, make, and waste,” which contributes to resource depletion and environmental degradation. In contrast, the circular economy encourages organisations to design products and processes that minimise waste, reuse materials, and extend product life cycles (Elhaj et al., 2025) . Managers can contribute to sustainability by redesigning supply chains to prioritise recycling, product repair, and resource efficiency. Companies such as IKEA have introduced circular initiatives by encouraging product recycling, repairing damaged products, and reducing waste within their production systems (The IKEA Sustainability Strategy,  2025). These approaches demonstrate how circular thinking can simultaneously reduce environmental impact while maintaining economic viability. However, the effectiveness of such initiatives can be limited in practice. According to Lehner et al., (2020) highlights that consumer participation in circular practices is influenced by factors such as convenience, cost, infrastructure, and individual attitudes. The study shows that many consumers continue to store or discard textiles rather than actively engage in reuse or recycling systems. This suggests that IKEA’s circular economy model may be overly dependent on consumer behaviour, which is often inconsistent. Therefore, while IKEA’s initiatives align with circular economy principles, their impact may be constrained by the gap between theoretical sustainability models and real-world consumer practices.
Managers must also ensure sustainable and ethical supply chains. Global supply chains are often complex and involve multiple suppliers across different countries, which increases the risk of labour exploitation, environmental harm, and unethical business practices (Agyabeng-Mensah et al., 2022). Organisational managers therefore have a responsibility to implement strong monitoring systems, conduct supplier audits, and promote transparency within supply networks. In the UK, legislation such as the Modern Slavery Act (2015) requires companies to report on actions taken to prevent forced labour in supply chains. Managers who prioritise ethical sourcing not only protect vulnerable workers but also safeguard organisational reputation and stakeholder trust (New, 2015)
Investing in sustainable innovation and technology is another key action managers should take. Innovation plays a significant role in addressing environmental challenges by improving resource efficiency and reducing emissions as emphasised by Ellen MacArthur (2012). Managers can support sustainability by investing in renewable energy, energy efficient production technologies, and environmentally friendly product design. Technological advancements such as digital monitoring systems and sustainable materials enable organisations to reduce waste and improve environmental performance. Moreover, innovation can create new business opportunities by responding to consumer demand for greener products and services (Ravikumar et al., 2024)
In addition to strategic and operational changes, managers must also promote a sustainability oriented organisational culture. Employees play an important role in implementing sustainability initiatives, and their engagement can significantly influence organisational success. Managers should therefore encourage employee participation through training programmes, sustainability policies, and incentives that reward responsible behaviour. Creating a culture that values sustainability can foster innovation, improve employee motivation, and strengthen organisational commitment to long-term sustainability goals (Precious, 2025).
Finally, managers should actively engage with stakeholders to address sustainability challenges collaboratively (Gupta et al., 2019) Stakeholder engagement involves communicating transparently with customers, investors, governments, and communities about sustainability goals and progress. By working with stakeholders, organisations can better understand social expectations, identify emerging risks, and develop solutions that benefit both businesses and society This approach aligns with Stakeholder Theory, which emphasises that organisations must consider the interests of multiple groups rather than focusing solely on shareholder returns  (Gupta et al., 2019).
Overall, organisational managers have the capacity to drive meaningful sustainability transformation through strategic leadership, innovation, ethical governance, and stakeholder engagement (Kobayashi, Eweje and Tappin, 2024). By embedding sustainability into core organisational practices, managers can contribute to addressing global environmental and social challenges while also strengthening long-term organisational resilience and competitiveness. 

[bookmark: _Toc224208931]Actions Managers Should Avoid in Promoting Sustainability 
While organisational managers have the ability to drive sustainability initiatives, they must also avoid certain practices that undermine meaningful progress. Some traditional management approaches prioritise short-term financial gains at the expense of environmental protection and social responsibility (Kumar and Gupta, 2022). Avoiding these practices is essential if organisations are to contribute effectively to global sustainability goals.
One major practice manager should avoid is short-term profit maximisation at the expense of long-term sustainability. Friedman (1998) famously argued that the primary responsibility of businesses is to increase profits for shareholders (Dočekalová et al., 2022). Although this perspective dominated corporate thinking for decades, critics argue that it neglects the environmental and social consequences of business activities. Managers who prioritise short-term financial returns may overlook long-term risks such as climate change, resource scarcity, and reputational damage. Sustainable management requires a broader perspective that balances profitability with environmental stewardship and social wellbeing.
Another harmful practice managers must avoid is greenwashing. Greenwashing occurs when organisations promote misleading claims about their environmental performance to create the impression of sustainability without implementing meaningful changes (Battisti et al., 2025). Companies may advertise eco-friendly initiatives while continuing unsustainable production practices. This behaviour can mislead consumers and damage public trust. Managers should ensure that sustainability commitments are supported by transparent reporting, measurable targets, and genuine organisational change rather than superficial marketing strategies (Boiral et al., 2025).
Managers should also avoid ignoring stakeholder interests when making business decisions. According to Stakeholder Theory, organisations must consider the needs and expectations of a wide range of groups, including employees, customers, communities, and the environment (Moon and Lee, 2021). When managers focus exclusively on shareholder returns, they risk neglecting these important stakeholders. Ignoring stakeholder concerns can lead to reputational damage, loss of consumer trust, and social conflict. Engaging with stakeholders helps organisations identify sustainability risks and opportunities while strengthening long-term relationships (Fobbe, Niss and Hilletofth, 2024).
Another critical issue managers must avoid is unsustainable resource consumption and wasteful production practices. Many traditional production systems rely heavily on fossil fuels, excessive packaging, and inefficient use of raw materials (Bocken and Short, 2021). These practices contribute significantly to environmental degradation, pollution, and climate change. Managers must recognise that continued reliance on unsustainable production models is incompatible with global sustainability objectives. Instead, organisations should transition toward resource efficient systems that minimise waste and prioritise renewable energy sources.
Finally, managers should avoid treating sustainability as a secondary or optional activity within organisations. When sustainability initiatives are separated from core business operations, they often lack the resources and leadership support necessary for long-term success. Managers must integrate sustainability into strategic planning and decision-making processes to ensure that environmental and social considerations are embedded throughout the organisation (Bahizire, Sun and Chen, 2024).
Overall, avoiding these harmful practices is essential for organisations seeking to contribute positively to global sustainability. Managers who move beyond short-term profit thinking, reject greenwashing, respect stakeholder interests, and promote responsible resource use, can help organisations develop more ethical and sustainable business models (Annosi et al., 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc224208932]Challenges Managers Face in Implementing Sustainability 
Despite growing awareness of sustainability issues, organisational managers often face significant challenges when attempting to implement sustainable practices. One major barrier is the pressure to deliver short-term financial performance (Bressanelli, Perona and Saccani, 2019). Many organisations operate within competitive markets where investors and shareholders expect immediate financial returns. As a result, managers may hesitate to invest in sustainability initiatives that require substantial upfront costs or whose benefits are realised only in the long term.
Another challenge involves organisational resistance to change. Sustainability often requires significant transformations in production processes, supply chains, and corporate culture. Employees and managers who are accustomed to traditional business practices may resist these changes due to uncertainty, lack of knowledge, or concerns about increased workload. Successfully implementing sustainability initiatives therefore requires strong leadership, effective communication, and training programmes that help employees understand the importance of sustainable practices.
Managers must also deal with the complexity of global supply chains. Many organisations rely on suppliers located in different countries where regulatory standards, labour protections, and environmental policies vary significantly. Ensuring ethical and sustainable practices across these supply chains can be difficult, as companies may have limited control over suppliers’ operations. Monitoring supplier behaviour, conducting audits, and maintaining transparency require significant time and resources.
Additionally, regulatory uncertainty and inconsistent policies can create challenges for organisations seeking to adopt sustainability strategies. In some cases, governments may introduce environmental regulations that change frequently or differ across regions (Ofori, 2023) This uncertainty can make it difficult for managers to plan long-term investments in sustainable technologies and infrastructure.
Despite these challenges, sustainability is increasingly recognised as essential for long-term organisational success. Managers who adopt proactive approaches as emphasises by Ellen MacArthur (2012) to strengthen resilience, improve stakeholder trust, and create competitive advantages in rapidly changing markets  (Bressanelli, Perona and Saccani, 2019).



[bookmark: _Toc224208933]Conclusion 
In conclusion, organisational managers play a critical role in addressing global sustainability challenges. As environmental degradation, climate change, and social inequalities intensify, businesses are increasingly expected to contribute positively to sustainable development. This essay has argued that managers must take proactive actions to embed sustainability within organisational strategies, supply chains, and corporate cultures in order to support long-term environmental and social wellbeing.
Key actions managers should take include integrating sustainability into core business strategy, adopting circular economy practices, promoting ethical supply chains, investing in sustainable innovation, and fostering a sustainability-oriented organisational culture. These actions enable organisations to reduce environmental impact, improve social outcomes, and enhance long-term economic resilience. At the same time, managers must avoid practices that undermine sustainability, including short-term profit maximisation, greenwashing, ignoring stakeholder interests, and unsustainable resource consumption.
Although managers face several challenges when implementing sustainability initiatives, including financial pressures, organisational resistance, and supply chain complexity, these obstacles should not prevent meaningful action. Sustainable management requires long-term thinking, collaboration with stakeholders, and commitment to continuous improvement.
Ultimately, organisational managers have the power to shape how businesses interact with society and the environment. By adopting responsible leadership and integrating sustainability into decision-making processes, managers can contribute significantly to meeting global sustainability needs while ensuring the long-term success and resilience of their organisations.
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