BMSP7001 Assignment 2
It is proposed that Abraham Lincoln once said, “You cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by evading it today”, this suggests that any actions that are taken today have consequences for the future and just as importantly any actions not taken today also have consequences for the future. In terms of sustainability this aligns with the Brundtland Report (1987) which said when defining sustainable development, “Development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.”. This also links to intergenerational equity, where each generation has the right to access the same diversity in resources as previous generations, economical, natural and cultural (Summers and Smith, 2014). 
“The traditional shareholder primacy model, as enshrined in section 172 of the Companies Act 2006, focuses on promoting the success of the company for the benefit of its shareholders, which can lead to prioritizing financial gain over long-term sustainability and social responsibility. The intergenerational equity approach calls for a broader understanding of corporate purpose that balances the interests of current and future generations, as well as other stakeholders. This approach recognizes companies as social institutions with a responsibility to contribute to the long-term well-being of society and ensure their activities do not undermine the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (Cheong, 2025, p.14).
So what is meant by responsibility in terms of sustainability; governments, businesses and individuals all have the choice of making responsible decisions regarding sustainability, Reynolds et al, (2019) suggest individuals should make sustainable choices around food use, De Wilde, Fuller and Sturgess (2025) argue that Universities should embed sustainability and responsible behaviour into higher education, Laasch and Conway (2015) suggest responsibility and sustainability should be a core principle in management, and Evans, Welch and Swaffield (2017) argue that sustainability is a responsibility of Government and should be part of UK policy. The issue of sustainability and making responsible choices often depends on the pressures applied by stakeholders on the entity making the choices. 
This writing will aim to explore what the roles and responsibilities are for businesses, governments, and society in creating as more sustainable future while also highlighting the challenges faced by each when trying to change behaviours and cultures and what this future looks like.
Elkington (1997) introduced the theory of the Triple Bottom Line, suggesting businesses should move away from profit as their number one driver and include social and environmental responsibilities into their decision making, while adapting profit to economic responsibility.
For businesses to make responsible decisions, leaders within the organisation need to have sustainability entrenched in their mindset. Leadership in business is usually seen as the owners or board of directors, these leaders must comply with many UK ESG (environmental, social and governance) laws, policies and principles aimed at ensuring sustainability within environmental, social and economic parameters. According to section 172 of the Companies Act 2006, “A director of a company must act in the way he considers, in good faith, would be most likely to promote the success of the company for the benefit of its members as a whole”, part of their decision making must include fore thought of employees, environment, customers and the community and how they are affected in the long term. Section 172 forms part of the UK governments corporate governance framework and is legally enforceable, with all public companies and large private companies being required to publish a section 172 statement showing how they have complied with regard to; long-term consequences of decisions, interests of employees, relationships with suppliers, customers, and others, impact on community and environment, reputation for high standards of business conduct, and fairness between members (Legislation.gov.uk, 2006). At this leadership level decisions made influence the entire business, with all impacts affecting stakeholders accounted for. Now these decisions aren’t necessarily made with sustainability in mind, often they are made based on a need to be compliant with law or standards and so it is difficult to determine if these leaders have sustainability and future responsibility at the heart of their decisions (Hellringer and Skinner, 2025; Kuntz, 2024).

For business to create an environment where sustainability models can succeed, whether for policy or responsibility purposes, employee engagement is key, Exter (2013) and Haski-Leventhal, Roza and Brammer (2020) suggesting that without employee engagement business sustainability models have little chance of success. For employees to engage with any policy they need to feel that their efforts are rewarded and recognised with Manzoor et al (2021) arguing that intrinsic rewards significantly improve performance, while Rajesh (2024) suggesting that extrinsic rewards drive performance. In the 1950’s and 1960’s Skinners Operant Conditioning Theory (Skinner, 1953), Vrooms Expectancy Theory (Vroom, 1964) and Adams’ Equity Theory (Adams, 1965) all suggested that any policy change or behavioural adaptation in the workplace required extrinsic rewards such as monetary or promotional, to succeed. However, researchers in the 1990’s began suggesting that extrinsic rewards only worked in the short term (Kohn, 1993., Frey, 1997., Deci and Ryan, 2000.) When discussing rewarding sustainability, much like business leaders complying with regulation to avoid penalties, extrinsic rewards often produce compliance in employees which can provide the business with short term success but fails to engage commitment long term (Figueiredo et al, 2025., Samatra, 2025.). 
Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943) is often used to by businesses to plan their reward and recognition structures. This hierarchy was developed by Maslow as a psychological theory of human motivation from having basic needs met to tasks and work giving your life meaning (Maslow, 1943). Extrinsic rewards meet the lover levels of the hierarchy but for motivation to reach the higher levels intrinsic rewards are required and when employees reach the higher order of psychological needs their behaviours become more sustainable (Johnstone and Beusch, 2025; Thibault Landry and Whillans, 2019). For employee’s higher order psychological needs to be met they need to feel that their actions become part of the sustainability framework. A culture needs to be developed in the business that the employees as well as leadership all have an as important role in the development of sustainability ideas and projects. This in turn leads to employees feeling empowered in their role, they are making a difference, and this can then fuse into their personal lives (Johnstone and Beusch, 2025). 
The Brundtland Report (1987), official title Our Common Future, was commissioned by the United Nations due to the growing concerns regarding the lack of long-term strategy to “meet the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.” (Imperatives, 1987).  The report highlighted many failings by the worlds governments, short term focus, fragmented policies, weak enforcement, inadequate public engagement and poor integration of science (WCED, 1987). The United Nations (2023) reports that most countries are unlikely to hit sustainability goals by 2030, suggesting that the highlighted government failings are still present almost 40 years since the Brundtland report was published.
Countries with a government that exercise authority such as the United Kingdom and the United States of America usually have political cycles of 3 to 5 years, so political parties have short terms in power (Norris, 2004). This short term of power and opportunity for policy change often leads to decision making aimed at short term, voter pleasing projects, designed to boost economic growth that can lead to forfeiting sustainability at environmental, social and economic levels (MacKenzie, 2016). A recent example of this was the UK governments decision in 2022 to expand its North Sea oil and gas drilling licenses which placed a higher emphasis on fossil fuels rather than the change to renewable energy which could contradict its net zero by 2050 commitment (Muttitt, Green and Pye, 2025).
The Brundtland report suggested that policy making in government is fragmented, meaning that departments making policies often have differing aims and objectives and so can be at conflict with each other (Elliott et al., 2021). The UK government contains 24 ministerial departments, each with their own objectives such as the Department for Business and Trades objective to promote trade and investment for economic prosperity (Department for Business and Trade, 2025) and the Department for Energy Security and Net Zeros objective of leading the country’s transition to net zero emissions (Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, 2025). As suggested earlier these departments have very little time to design and implement policies to achieve these objectives, so it could be suggested that politicians and ministers may be more inclined to prioritise the success of their own department than that of others (Johnstone and Walton (2021). 
This fragmentation and the short term aims of departments leading to efforts to enforce sustainability policies and future responsibilities marginalised, sustainability initiatives used as greenwashing, insufficient investment of people and finances leading to failings in sustainability policies and minimal departmental collaboration (Russel, 2022., Cairney, 2019., Carter and Clements, 2022.).
The Bruntland Report found failings in governments ability to integrate science into its decision making (Bruntland, 1987) and this is still evident today. The UK Parliament Office of Science and Technology has highlighted that UK government reacts to scientific information rather than using scientific reports and experts to make proactive responsible decisions (Smith and Wentworth, 2022). This again supports that argument that short termism is the major factor in decision and policy making by governments, hindering departmental collaboration and sustainability enforcement.
Public engagement was also highlighted as a key area for governments to develop, with the Brundtland Report suggesting that the public did not understand the science behind sustainability and it is the responsibility of governments to bridge this knowledge gap (Brundtland, 1987). It is also suggested that participation and engagement by the general population in policy making leads to improved outcomes in sustainability initiatives (Jones and Russo, 2024., UK Energy Research Centre, 2023).
While businesses and governments have an important role in acting responsibly and for making decisions that affect the future and not just the present, society as a whole must be an active participant in the development of sustainable practices and cultures. As discussed earlier, businesses require engagement from employees and governments require engagement from the general population for sustainability policies and initiatives to not only be adhered to but to become rooted in the culture of the business or nation, it is the same across society. Individuals and communities need to engage and collaborate with all stakeholders for long standing change to occur (Hewitt, 2008., Blackburn, 2015).
For sustainability to become part of the culture of a society there are several key elements that require engagement; environmental, economic, social and Cultural. The first three, environmental, economic and social responsibilities are widely accepted as the three pillars of sustainability or Triple Bottom Line (Elkington, 1997) and the fourth, cultural responsibility is emerging as an important part of sustainability (Hawkes, 2001). These elements of sustainability each suggest that all stakeholders in a society have responsibilities to embed sustainability into their culture. Environmental responsibilities such as reducing waste and energy consumption are highlighted by Blewitt (2017) as vital for conservation of the natural world. 
Firstly, individuals in society can make conscious efforts to change their behaviours in an attempt to support sustainability, conscious consumption, efficient use of water and energy, education and leadership, and accountability are all ways individuals can make a difference today. Conscious consumption is the act of making choices before the use of products based on the implications of using that product has (Kevany, 2019., JNCC, 2025). There are many ways individuals can make conscious choices such as buying local, avoiding single use plastics, supporting sustainable brands etc but there are barriers to making these choices. Deloitte (2024) suggests that 47% of UK consumers believe that they are unable to make a difference to sustainability by their actions, and more worryingly 61% are losing interest in sustainability.  This rising disinterest and lack of perceived individual success may cause individuals in society to opt out of sustainable practices unless they are re-engagement in meaningful ways. Consumers also have the decision of who to buy from, A Which? report found that 62% of UK products don’t adhere to the UK governments Competition and Markets Authority Green Claims Code (Chan, 2025). The Green Claims Code is a set of 6 key points products and business must adhere to when making environmental claims (Competition and Markets Authority, 2025). Information provided by reputable sources can instil a lack of trust in consumers again fuelling the narrative that there is little an individual can do. If consumers are able to engage and trust businesses, they still need to be able access and afford sustainable products with many individuals choosing cheaper over sustainable options (Smith and Goodman, 2023., Deloitte, 2024) and many not being able to access sustainable initiatives in rural areas (energy Saving Trust, 2023). 
The UK government has been encouraging society to reduce energy consumption for over 50 years, initially this was a reactionary measure due to the energy crisis in the 1970’s, to a more sustainability agenda from the 1990’s onwards with their ‘Wasting Energy Costs the Earth’ campaign (UK Government, 1974., Department of Environment, 1994). The UK government and agencies regularly provide advice to society on how to reduce energy and water consumption with suggestions such as upgrading home insulation and heating devices, using smart energy meters, fixing leaks and collecting rain water (OFGEM, 2025., OFWAT, 2025), however when discussing motivation and Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs it becomes clear that these suggestions are aimed at reducing individuals energy and water costs which may increase societal adoption with these initiatives in the short term but it lacks the higher order motivation and engagement to change cultures needed for sustainability (Energy Saving Trust (2025). Often suggestions on how to make upgrades to homes involve technological advancements, e.g. solar panels, heat source pumps, which require initial investment which may be too costly for many in society. The government has implemented grants to try to offset this initial cost, but application and acceptance requirements can be complicated and unachievable by for many in society (Lamb and Elmes, 2024., Ellison, 2024.)
The education of sustainability in society can be seen as the one of the key drivers in engaging the population and changing behaviours and cultures, UNESCO (2025) suggesting that education is needed to give all of society the skills needed for the world to hit its sustainability goals. The UK government in 2023 stated its ambition for education in the UK to be the world’s leader in sustainability climate education (Department for Education, 2023). If started early, sustainability education with hands on experiences can foster connections between children and their environment. If this engagement can be continued through education, educators can begin to develop children’s higher order thinking skills, which as Maslow (1943) suggested, will give the opportunity for behavioural and cultural changes when adulthood begins (O’Flaherty and Liddy, 2017). Providing children with an appetite for sustainability at an early age and throughout school will hopefully encourage more school leavers to desire higher education that supports their interest in sustainability. The World Economic Forum (2023) in its Future of Jobs Report suggested that sustainability experts were high on the fastest growing jobs list, and Burnett (2025) looks at an increasing trend of universities add green and sustainability modules into non geography specialties. Several universities taking further steps by offering sustainability undergraduate and postgraduate courses with the University of St Andrews and University of Wales Trinity St David offering the most courses (Deacon, 2024), the oldest universities in Wales and Scotland pioneering the education of sustainable school leavers. Local community groups are able to tackle the education of individuals not in school, college or university, the coming together of sustainability conscious individuals from society to discuss ideas and initiatives that effect their local area can encourage the behaviours of others around them (WWF-UK, 2008). This from of peer learning and collaboration has been used by theorists and educators to develop education for decades through experts like Dewey (1938) and Vygotsky (1978) suggesting that learner’s cognitive development and levels of understanding are greatly increased when individuals come together to share experiences and problem solve. These community groups are able to target local concerns and issues, fostering empowerment in local people that they are able to make a difference to sustainability through hands on projects. Once individuals see change being made this then drives engagement and motivation so leading to advocacy for sustainability and passing the message on to others with real life examples of the work that can be done. Examples of this can be seen in Lammas Ecovillage, on off grid settlement, where they approach environmental land management as stewards for future generations and offer education to schools and community groups (Lammas Ecovillage, 2025). The Climate Action Fund Learning and Support Partnership is a new partnership of over 130 community climate projects who will come together to share stories, ideas and innovations to support grassroots climate action, so providing an enormous amount of peer support to local communities to encourage cultural change (National Lottery Community Fund, 2025).
Governments, businesses and society all have responsibilities towards creating a more sustainable future and most recognise this responsibility (Office for National Statistics, 2024) but still there are failings across all areas. At present there is no single entity in UK government responsible for sustainability in the UK, but accountability is shared among several departments and agencies making enforcement of policies difficult. This combined with short termism (Garri, 2010) of government cycles leads to blame shifting between government parties and regular policy shifts aimed at gaining votes means sustainability at government level rarely meets targets (World Economic Forum, 2025). In Business the Environmental, Social and Governance Frameworks is enabling businesses to make changes and PwC UK (2024) reporting that 69% of FTSE 350 companies regard sustainability as a strategic pillar. However, it can be argued that although ESG reporting has increased visibility and transparency of sustainability in businesses systemic change is not being delivered and the impact on measurable sustainable outcomes are limited (Bebbington and Uneman, 2018., Gray, 2020). Societal awareness of sustainability is increasing with Ipsos MORI (2024) stating over 70% of UK adults have concerns over sustainability issues however the same research showed only 30% make sustainable lifestyle choices (Ipsos MORI, 2024). This shows that awareness will not always result in change, with factors such as cost, access, habitual behaviours and trust affecting the decisions made by individuals.
There are positives going forward, awareness of our responsibility for a sustainable future is growing, governments are making policy changes to embed sustainability national law, businesses see sustainability as a key pillar of long-term growth, communities are coming together to change behaviours to support each other and the environment. Business models such as the circular economy are changing the way we use materials (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2019), just under a quarter of all UK fashion transactions are now second hand sales (Briggs, 2025), applicants with green skills are outperforming those without in the job market (World Economic Forum, 2025) and universities are now entwining sustainability into non environmental degrees (Burnett, 2025).
Creating a sustainable future is a shared responsibility of governments, businesses and societies, each having roles that actioned independently of each other can have impacts but fail to make lasting behavioural and cultural change. For a sustainable future collaborations between all stakeholders, from individuals to nations governments need to be forged, gaining and supporting engagement through education, transparency and trust so fostering a belief that changes made for the right reasons with intrinsic morals at the heart of decisions then the sustainability responsibility of tomorrow can be met today.
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