









[bookmark: _Toc203991940]Executive Summary
This report critically examines the ethical, strategic, and operational responsibilities of multinational enterprises (MNEs) in addressing climate change, with Marks & Spencer (M&S) as the case study. It presents balanced arguments for and against MNE climate leadership, evaluating the roles of corporate governance, stakeholder engagement, and ethical decision-making. While M&S demonstrates strong initiatives through its Plan A strategy, challenges such as greenwashing and conflicting business pressures remain. The analysis concludes that effective climate leadership requires visionary governance, transparency, and alignment with stakeholder values to balance profit with long-term environmental sustainability.
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Climate change has emerged as the defining crisis of the 21st century, challenging global business leaders to move beyond profit-led models and toward sustainable responsibility. According to the World Bank (2023), multinational enterprises (MNEs) hold a paradoxical position while their global operations contribute significantly to environmental degradation. They also possess the scale, resources, and influence to lead meaningful climate change mitigation efforts. In this duality lies both opportunity and risk for businesses and society at large (Mullins, 2019; Pullan, 2022; Ramakrishnan, 2013).
MNEs operate complex global supply chains, influence international policy, and shape consumer behavior across markets, making their role in the climate transition especially critical. Their leadership, ethical responsibility, and engagement with sustainability initiatives are instrumental in meeting international frameworks like the Paris Agreement and the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Marks & Spencer (M&S), one of the UK’s leading retailers, offers a valuable case study for examining these issues. As part of the competitive department store sector, M&S has actively implemented a long-term climate and sustainability program, such as Plan A while navigating profitability and public scrutiny (IBISWorld, 2025). Recent reports show a 58% profit surge driven by strategic transformation, further positioning the company at the forefront of ethical retail leadership (Irish Times, 2024).
This report critically evaluates the responsibilities and roles of MNEs in addressing climate change, using M&S to present arguments both in favor of and against MNEs taking a leadership role, incorporating ethical perspectives, stakeholder relationships, and business motivations. The research also presents a critical review of academic literature, sustainability frameworks, and corporate disclosures. The analysis aims to provide a reasonable perspective on whether companies like M&S should act as climate leaders, and how leadership can be exercised ethically and effectively in global business contexts.
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[bookmark: _Toc203991943]2.1 Case for and Against MNE Leadership in Climate Action
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is a multinational enterprise (MNE) with large global networks and with value chains that can cross the continents in terms of control over its operations. This large shoving power puts them in a critical spot in either promoting or lessening the degeneration of the environment (Gunduz, 2025). The global sourcing approach of M&S links producers in third-world countries with markets in Europe and the UK. A report by Razzak (2023) indicated that these networks are quite productive but also cause a lot of Scope 3 emissions, including in the form of manufacturing, logistics, and post-consumer waste. Yet, through the reformation of the procurement and the process of green incentivizing the wider network of suppliers, MNEs have the opportunity to decrease these emissions on a large scale.
In contrast, FT Staff (2025) revealed that the Plan A program of M&S is a case example of the way through which sustainability can be integrated throughout the supply chain. The company has invested in a superior modern tracking system to track carbon emissions and the amount of waste as well as investing in low-emission logistics centers. The clauses within supply contracts arranged by it are associated with environmental compliance, where better partners are sought to use less water than wasted water and switch to renewable energy. Such initiatives are a component of the wider plan of M&S to achieve net zero by 2040, which speaks of the potential of corporate giants to influence industry-wide standards and incentivize climate action by others (Davey, 2024).
Besides international influence, business reasons exist to be the biggest climate leaders. The emergence of ESG investing has brought in new performance metrics that can reward companies that behave in an ethical and sustainable manner. Customers, particularly the younger populations, will now be buying products based on long-term sustainability of brands, and investors will be channeling funds more into a company they can actually hold to climate pledges. M&S has made direct gains with this trend as this was reported by Marketscreener (2024) to have increased the profits of the firm by 58% during the year 2024, and this was partly because of the operations but due to the regained consumer confidence in its ethical stance and transparency as regards environmental concerns. Other circular economic practices put in place by Plan A are also long-term saving practices. Financial Times (2025) informs us that M&S is at risk of having to pay as much as £40 million in the new recycling taxes, which also means that the company should actively invest in the realm of sustainable innovation.
A study by Onita (2025) stated that the strategic advantage of the early move into climate compliance is obvious. Early adopters of green infrastructure and digital reporting tools on the environment stand a better chance of adjusting to the impending legislative pressures, including the EU anti-fast fashion campaign and the UK's new Extended Producer Responsibility plans (Financial Times, 2025). In this regard, climate action turns not only into a reputational necessity but also into a crucial business protective strategy.
The core of M&S's climate strategy is leadership. Thoughtful and moral leadership has allowed businesses to integrate climate pledges into operation strategies instead of optional initiatives (Marks & Spencer Group Plc, 2025). However, Davey (2024) stated that M&S leaders have also been very critical in the development of supplier relationships. M&S does not perceive sustainability as a compliance issue; instead, it advises its partners on technical training and monitors their performance to ensure that they can achieve higher environmental standards. M&S shapes change both outside and inside its organizational boundaries by shaping collaborations with others, such as its Better Cotton Initiative or its own Food Waste Reduction roadmap (Reuters Video, 2025). This industry-broad type of leadership emphasizes the aspect that responsible leadership can give rise to sustainability spillover at industry and regional levels. Moreover, the two new tools discovered to be of necessity in leadership are transparency and communication with the stakeholders. Marks & Spencer Group Plc (2025) reports environmental progress on a regular basis by 7.1% annually through its investor relations channel, giving yearly environmental metrics, carbon reduction trends, and policy responses. Such disclosures assist investor assurance and enable clients to evaluate the ethical purity of the company (Marks & Spencer Group Plc, 2025). 
[bookmark: _Toc203776799]Table 1 Strategic Climate Leadership Factors at M&S
	Leadership & Strategy Area
	Climate Impact Summary

	Global Supply Chain
	Enables large-scale reduction in Scope 3 emissions through supplier engagement

	Circular Economy Innovation (Plan A)
	Minimizes waste, cuts material costs, and reduces carbon footprint

	ESG and Brand Reputation
	Enhances customer loyalty and investor interest drives ethical differentiation

	Board-Level Vision and Accountability
	Integrates climate goals into strategic planning and executive incentives

	Stakeholder Transparency and Communication
	Strengthens trust via detailed disclosures and real-time climate performance tracking
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According to Swissinfo (2024), Multinational Enterprises (MNEs) are under great criticism regarding exaggerating their environmental responsibilities despite the fact that they are capable of mitigating climate change. When a company is greenwashing, it is convincing the stakeholders about its environmental performance when it is not, which is a trend that is increasingly becoming a problem in the business sector (Shares Magazine, 2024). M&S, although much touted as a role model with its as per Yahoo News UK (2024), Plan A sustainability strategy, has not been spared of such claims. Although Plan A was initially launched as a transformative agenda, critics have claimed that its quantifiable effect has more often than not failed to live up to its undertaking, with changing targets and ambiguous goals also hurting its credibility. In contrast, Ulijn and Salamzadeh (2024) reported that the 2021 Plan A, as an example, recognized the improvement; however, it lacked third-party validation and lacked transparency of data on life cycles across the supply chain. Wild (2024) further reported that there exists the disconnection between the communication about the promotion and systemic change. M&S has been publicizing the eco-labelling, carbon-reduction claims, and wasting effort heavily on the digital and retailer fronts. According to reports from the outside media and analysts, other initiatives, though being on display, do little in the total overall environmental impact of M&S (Shares Magazine, 2024). There is a discrepancy in communication and disclosures, and this has cast doubt on the true effect of the retailer on its sustainability claims. 
The dynamic nature of the retail business, particularly the fashion segment, requires quick inventory turnover and cost-effectiveness, at which point sustainability is lost (Yang et al. 2024). Despite increasing its actual sourcing towards sustainability, M&S's apparel division continues to be deeply dependent on offshore production of goods in countries that have low labor and environmental standards. The reliance creates supply chain uncertainty and hinders attempts to track Scope 3 emissions (Financial Times, 2025). Cost-reduction measures to raise profit, like becoming lean and contracting or outsourcing logistical responsibilities, are likely to trim overheads but tend to externalize the social and environmental costs. In addition, shareholder primacy can create the instinct of pushing long-term climate investments to the side (Yang et al. 2024). 
The studies by Xu (2023) confirm this perspective, namely, that companies such as M&S also change their capital structure to reward short-term performance measures at the expense of long-term value-generating potential. External obstacles limiting the ability of MNEs to take a leadership role in climate change transgress internal tensions and are an important additional factor. The inconsistency in the regulations between different jurisdictions is one of the most remarkable drawbacks. M&S has business in more than 50 countries where the carbon pricing, environmental laws, and their implementation power are different. The fragmentation makes compliance difficult and tends to encourage such a low common denominator approach by companies that they only follow the local minimums and do not follow global sustainability standards that are uniformly applied to all companies.
The inconsistency in the regulations is furthermore pressing when one considers the fact that there are no binding international policies regarding Scope 3 emissions. Such emissions, which are indirect as they are created by the suppliers, distributors, and consumers, make up the greatest proportion of the carbon footprint of a retailer. According to Schleper et al. (2021), the global retail Scope 3 emissions tracking and reduction is an insufficient research area. M&S has attempted to quantify its indirect emissions, although due to supply chain opaqueness and fragmented reporting guidelines, it proves hard to enforce comprehensively. Spreading the use of voluntary disclosure and self-reporting reduces the credibility of climate reporting, and even good-intentioned programs may be confronted with skepticism. Moreover, the international finance environment usually encourages companies to make financial returns rather than ethical or environmental ones. According to Charles and Uford (2023), capital performance ratios rather than environmental integrity continue to drive the dynamics of the stock markets. And although ESG investing is gaining new traction, it can be seen as inconsistent and unequal in its implementation and effects. M&S might even have good ESG ratings, and yet those ratings do not fully reflect supply chain emissions or environmental damage outside direct operations. These structural issues are coupled with market volatility. Climate goals are risks when subjected to economic uncertainty or the disruption of supply. For instance, during the COVID-19 pandemic, many retailers scaled back their sustainability programs to ensure survival and maintain operational efficiency. Schleper et al. (2021) mention that the condition of the crisis has shown that sustainability governance has severe knowledge gaps and that climate programs are vulnerable to pressure. 
[bookmark: _Toc203776800]Table 2 Structural and Strategic Barriers to M&S Climate Leadership
	Barrier Type
	Description

	Greenwashing Risk
	Mismatch between messaging and verified climate outcomes; inconsistent disclosure practices

	Shareholder Value Pressure
	Profit expectations delay or dilute long-term climate investment

	Global Regulatory Fragmentation
	Disparate laws make uniform sustainability enforcement difficult

	Scope 3 Emissions Complexity
	Indirect emissions remain difficult to measure, track, and mitigate effectively

	Capital Market Incentives
	Financial systems favor short-term returns over ethical or environmental strategies
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There are two major models of approaching climate-related choices, utilitarianism and deontological ethics, that have conflicting solutions to the problem as shown in table 3. Utilitarianism tends to favor the greatest good for the greatest number of people; hence, it is applicable in cost-benefit environmental policies. Contradicting, deontological ethics demands that people perform their moral obligations, which can proceed whether it is financially advantageous or not, including emissions reductions. In both approaches, leaders will have to contend with the balance of environmental effects on both monetary and societal as well as generational levels. This moral duty is at the center of the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), which presents climate action as an ethical duty rather than a branding project. The long-term wellbeing of the stakeholders is placed over the short-term returns to stockholders of firms by CSR. As part of its Plan A strategy, M&S is contended to connect this ethical obligation by investing in ethical sourcing, decarbonization, and clear stakeholders. Ethical credibility holds, however, not on what is stated but on results that can be measured and recorded as consistent.

[bookmark: _Toc203776801]Table 3 Ethical Frameworks in Climate Leadership
	Framework
	Core Principle
	Climate Leadership Implication

	Utilitarianism
	Maximize overall benefit
	Prioritize scalable sustainability solutions for wide impact

	Deontological
	Act on moral obligations regardless of outcome
	Commit to emissions reduction even when costly

	SR
	Responsibility to society and environment
	Embed climate goals within business mission and strategy



Corporate values may be established at a board level, but the departmental heads of an organization are major players in ensuring these values are turned into practice. Individual leaders like Archie Norman and Stuart Machin of M&S have been personal advocates of sustainability, as the net-zero climate goals have been incorporated into the strategic agendas of this retailer. However, powerful leadership alone cannot do wonders in the absence of facilitating institutional culture. As Paavola and Cuthbertson (2022) posit, organizational adaptability and performance are based on how strategic intent is aligned to operational behaviors. This orientation is important where ethical imperatives like Plan A have to be implemented in various departments and locations.

[bookmark: _Toc203776802]Table 4 Influence of Leadership on Climate Ethics
	Leadership Level
	Action Example
	Impact on Ethical Culture

	Individual Leaders
	Personal involvement in climate agenda
	Sets tone at the top and inspires trust

	Institutional Systems
	Integration of ESG into KPIs and governance
	Reinforces ethical behavior across all business units

	Stakeholder Dialogue
	Regular consultations with suppliers, NGOs, and regulators
	Promote transparency and accountability



Uddin et al. (2023) contended that the sustainability of the supply chain is not only based on executive orders but also on organizational culture within the mid-level management. Gillai et al. (2024) further state that global firms need to institutionalize the ethics to guarantee its long-term compliance and environmental proficiency. Leadership culture is more and more associated with stakeholder-based reporting and climate-related disclosure at M&S (Moussa et al., 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc203991946]2.4 Stakeholder Relationships and Climate Accountability
Engagement of internal stakeholders is essential to engrave the values of sustainability within an organization (Patrucco et al. 2025). This cultural convergence is propagated at Marks & Spencer (M&S) by leadership communication, employee education, and incorporation of climate-related core performance measures (Razzak, 2023). These mechanisms replace the top-down sustainability requirements with invitations to participate in the management of environmental performance when employees are directly involved in recycling initiatives, supply chain audits, and carbon tracking systems. This kind of participation not only helps with the alignment of behavior but also in building resilience and competitive advantages in organizations using leverage of internal capabilities effectively.
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	Stakeholder Group
	Climate Influence

	Employees
	Drive implementation through operational behavior

	Management
	Shapes strategy and reporting frameworks

	Customers
	Influence product innovation and packaging choices

	Investors
	Drive ESG integration and risk disclosure

	Suppliers
	Impact Scope 3 emissions through compliance

	Regulators
	Set mandatory climate reporting and waste targets



M&S externally has a complicated landscape of relationships with its stakeholders, whose expectations can have a large impact on its climate policy (Razzak, 2023). Consumers are also demanding greener products and fresh supply chains, and investors are pressing WonderMasks with ESG investment principles, which demand transparency and a clear risk-mitigation strategy. Acts of regulation like that of UK and EU actors through regulatory bodies have introduced panel standards of accountability like Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR), through which conformance becomes solidified. This external dynamic is reflected in the works by Patrucco et al. (2025) and Thien and Hung (2023) who put a heavy stake on the aspect of institutional innovation, which enhances a better sense of accountability with environmental matters for the people and corporate entities. 
[bookmark: _Toc203776804]Table 6 Mendelow Power-Interest Matrix for M&S Climate Strategy 
	Stakeholder
	Power
	Interest
	Positioning Strategy

	Investors
	High
	High
	Manage closely

	Regulators
	High
	Medium
	Keep satisfied

	Employees
	Medium
	High
	Keep informed

	Customers
	Medium
	High
	Engage and consult regularly

	Suppliers
	Low
	Medium
	Monitor and support compliance


M&S has turned to the use of transparent reporting, regular consultations, and disclosures in line with SDG as part of the methods of ensuring these stakeholder expectations are met. Its communication plan consists of such initiatives as printing emissions reporting, waste audits, and supply chain reports as well as boosting credibility and sending a signal about being ready to follow the regulations. Such a practice will capture the significance of dynamic capabilities, as defined by Dejardin et al. (2023), in terms of external change responsiveness and in enhancing the ethical maturity of corporate governance.
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	Benefit Area
	Strategic Outcome

	Brand Differentiation
	Builds trust and loyalty, especially among Gen Z consumers

	Risk Mitigation
	Enhances resilience to supply chain shocks and regulatory pressures

	Green Financing Access
	Attracts ESG investors and sustainability-linked funding opportunities



As per table 7, Marks & Spencer’s climate leadership provides multifaceted business advantages. Proactive sustainability enhances brand credibility, particularly with Gen Z audiences who prioritize ethical consumption. It also strengthens supply chain agility and ensures preparedness for evolving environmental regulations, reducing operational risk (Yawson and Yamoah, 2022). Furthermore, it opens access to green capital, with investors favoring ESG-aligned firms. These dynamic capabilities, including strategic adaptation and stakeholder alignment, position M&S to remain resilient and competitive (Dejardin et al., 2023; Minz et al., 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc203991947]3.0 Conclusion
The findings reflect that multinational companies like Marks & Spencer should take climate responsibility not only as an ethical requirement but also as a business necessity. Even though issues of greenwashing, regulatory fragmentation and profitability pressures still exist, M&S shows that profitability can be harmonized with sustainability as the company maintains ethos leadership, engages stakeholders and innovates. The response of the company to its environmental objectives, integrating them into governance and operations, signals the coming-of-age stance regarding its global responsibility. Leadership needs to be visionary, responsible, and long-term-orientated, considering the wellbeing of the society and the planet to facilitate climate actions by MNEs to make a sustainable change.
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[bookmark: _Toc203991950]Appendix 1: Cultural Factors and Sustainability Strategy
	Cultural Factor
	Impact on Sustainability Strategy
	Source

	Communication Style
	Influences internal messaging on climate goals
	Abrahams and Morgan (2017)

	Leadership Norms
	Shapes top-down vs bottom-up initiative adoption
	Abrahams and Morgan (2017)

	Power Distance
	Affects stakeholder inclusion in decisions
	Mullins (2019)

	Time Orientation
	Determines urgency of climate investment
	Ramakrishnan (2013)



[bookmark: _Toc203991951]Appendix 2: Stakeholder Roles in Climate Strategy
	Stakeholder
	Climate Role
	Power-Interest Level

	Employees
	Implement and influence internal practices
	Medium–High

	Customers
	Demand sustainability and ethical sourcing
	Medium–High

	Investors
	Push ESG compliance and disclosures
	High–High

	Suppliers
	Delivery on Scope 3 emissions reductions
	Low–Medium

	Regulators
	Enforce standards like Extended Producer Responsibility
	High–Medium



[bookmark: _Toc203991952]Appendix 3: ESG Factors and M&S Responses
	ESG Factor
	M&S Response
	Related Source

	Environmental
	Net-zero targets, packaging reform, Plan A
	Marks & Spencer Group Plc (2025)

	Social
	Fair trade sourcing, employee wellbeing
	Liddle (2021)

	Governance
	Board-level ESG integration, transparency
	Pullan (2022)





[bookmark: _Toc203991953]Appendix 4: M&S Profit Performance Over Time
	Year
	Annual Profit (£ million)
	Reported Improvement Factor

	2021
	187
	Post-COVID recovery

	2023
	267
	Sustainability-linked transformation

	2025
	421
	Plan A & digital logistics strategy


Sources: Irish Examiner (2024); Marketscreener (2024); M&S Annual Reports (2021, 2023, 2025)
[bookmark: _Toc203991954]Appendix 5: Supply Chain Climate Risks and Interventions
	Supply Chain Area
	Risk Level
	Climate Intervention

	Garment Sourcing
	High
	Fair trade and emissions targets

	Packaging
	Medium
	Recyclable, minimalist packaging

	Logistics
	Medium
	Route optimization and EV fleet trials

	Returns/Reverse Logistics
	High
	Circular economy reuse pilots







[bookmark: _Toc203991955]Appendix 6: Dynamic Capabilities Supporting Climate Strategy
	Capability
	Definition
	Supporting Study

	Adaptability
	Pivoting to meet regulatory or market shifts
	Dejardin et al. (2023)

	Stakeholder Responsiveness
	Addressing multi-level stakeholder expectations
	Minz et al. (2024)

	Sustainable Innovation
	Creating green solutions aligned with long-term strategy
	Yawson and Yamoah (2022)


[bookmark: _Toc203991956]Appendix 7: M&S Communication Channels for Climate Action
	Communication Channel
	Purpose
	Frequency

	Sustainability Reports
	Public accountability and metrics
	Annual

	Investor Presentations
	Financial transparency and ESG briefings
	Quarterly

	Staff Training Platforms
	Internal alignment and behavioral consistency
	Ongoing

	Social Media
	Customer engagement and ethical branding
	Weekly/Daily


[bookmark: _Toc203991957]Appendix 8: Theoretical Frameworks Supporting Leadership & Change
	Theoretical Lens
	Key Insight
	Academic Source

	Transformational Culture
	Inclusive leadership builds ethical, resilient cultures
	Liddle (2021)

	Organisational Behaviour
	Motivation, group norms and systems shape sustainable behavior
	Mullins (2019)

	Global Strategy
	Local-global alignment drives long-term market and climate success
	Morrison (2016)

	Virtual Leadership
	Human-centered digital leadership sustains strategic clarity
	Pullan (2022)



