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Introduction

It may seem that teaching sustainable business management to millennials is 
an easy task as they grew up with the challenges and societal changes that are 
affecting businesses and societies around the world. They have access to all news 
and facts online, giving them enough tools to understand the need for sustain-
able thinking and act accordingly. However, as the news is no longer filtered 
and all opinions and thoughts are considered to be facts today, it is surprising 
to see how ignorant young people are when it comes to their environment (in 
the broad sense) and to the changes and issues that are occurring in this envi-
ronment. After teaching a course on sustainability, the most heard comment is 
that they are happy that they finally understand the things they hear in the news 
and read on Facebook. 

This book is meant to do exactly that: creating awareness about sustainability in 
general and the challenges and solutions surrounding it in particular. As sustain-
able business management is a socio-economical topic, it is not an exact science. 
Therefore, all theories, concepts and solutions are meant as food for thought and 
should be reviewed and revised when applied in real cases. In sustainability, there 
is no one-size-fits-all solution, which is what makes it difficult to implement in 
all businesses. If at the end of the book, the reader has gained some insight into 
sustainability and the possible solutions and concepts that could be applied in 
businesses, the goal of the book has been reached. 

The book consists of two parts. In the first part, the challenges our businesses 
and societies are facing on an economic, social and environmental level are 
discussed. Besides these challenges, there will also be room to look into some 
theories and models, to be able to provide a framework for the second part of 
the book. This second part will look into some practical solutions, that might 
be an answer to the challenges defined in the first part. Some of the solutions 
are proven, while others are conceptual or in the early stages of being imple-
mented. As said before, sustainability is not an exact science and therefore the 
decisions and results can be influenced by many parameters. Only time will tell 
if the proposed solutions are workable.



6 7PA RT  1

PART 1

Chapter 1: Introduction to sustainable  
business development 17

DEFINITION 17

THE GLOBAL ETHICAL TRILEMMA 19
Economical 20
Social 21
Environmental 22
The trilemma - examples 24

Global social democracy 24
Eco-efficient capitalism 24
Red-green planetarism 25

CARROLL’S PYRAMID 26
Economic responsibilities 27
Legal responsibilities 27
Ethical responsibilities 27
Philanthropic responsibilities 28

SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS MANAGEMENT VS. BUSINESS  
ETHICS MANAGEMENT VS. CORPORATE GOVERNANCE 29

Business Ethics Management 29
Corporate governance 31

CASE: EXAMPLES OF SUSTAINABILITY 33
Global initiative: UN Sustainable Development Goals 33
Global Initiative: ISO26000 36
Local initiative: Sustainable Business Management in Flanders 38

Chapter 2: New economic paradigms 42

THE LIMITS TO ECONOMIC GROWTH 42
The traditional economic circular flow model 42

Definition 42
Shortcomings 44

GDP growth 47
Definition 47
Shortcomings 48

External effects 50

NEW ECONOMIC THEORIES 52
The doughnut economy 52

The embedded economy 52
The doughnut economy 56

Profit vs. Value 58
Ecosystems 60

CASE: BABY PIA 65
Baby Pia 65

Chapter 3: Business in society 68

BUSINESS-SOCIETY INTERACTION 68
Influence of business on society 68
Influence of society on business 69

SOCIAL TRENDS 69
Inequality 69

Income inequality 70
Wealth inequality 74
Health inequality 75
Other types of inequality 76
The consequences of inequality on society and business 77

7TA B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S
  

6



8 9PA RT  1

 

VUCA 78
Volatility 78
Uncertainty 79
Complexity 80
Ambiguity 80

Millennials 81
The pace of innovation 83

The future is no longer an extension of the past (Gerd Leonhard) 83
Jumping the next curve (Guy Kawasaki) 84
The ‘Why’ (Simon Sinek) 85

Privacy 86

IMPACT MEASUREMENT 88
Impact measurement (EY) 89

CASE: DISCOVERY 92

Chapter 4: The ecological footprint 93

THE CURRENT STATE OF THE PLANET 93
Introduction 93
The planetary boundaries 94
The sceptics 101

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT 104
IPAT equation 105

Population 105
Affluence 106
Throughput 106

Areas of environmental impact 107
Cities 107
Energy 107
Food 108
Planet 109
Population 109

POLICIES AND REGULATIONS 110
Local initiatives 110

Taxes and subsidies 110
Regulations and restrictions 112

International initiatives 113
History 113
The Paris Agreement 114

CASES: PLASTIC BAGS & CARBON DIVIDEND 116
Plastic bags 116
Carbon dividend 117

Chapter 5: Stakeholder management 119

STAKEHOLDER THEORY 119
Stakeholders? 119
Categories of stakeholders 121
From the ‘Age of Greed’ to the ‘Age of Responsibility’ 125

CREATING SHARED VALUE (PORTER) 126
Why should businesses solve economic, s 
ocial and environmental problems? 127
A new type of capitalism 129
Practical implementation of shared value creation 131
Critiques on the concept of shared value creation 134

CREATING INTEGRATED VALUE (VISSER) 136
The next step 137
The seven-step process of IVC 139

CASE: THE KELLOGG COMPANY 142

9TA B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S
  

8



10 11PA RT  1

PART 2

Chapter 6: Corporate Social Responsibility 147

INTRODUCTION 147
History 147
Definition 148
Advantages of CSR 150

DIMENSIONS OF CSR 152
Values 152 
Vision 154
Work (employees) 155
Governance 156
Relationships 157
Communication 159
Services 160

CRITIQUES ON CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 161
CSR is only a PR tool 161
The main responsibility of a business is economic 162
Competition is too fierce to spend money on CSR  163
CSR has gone too far 164

THE FUTURE OF CORPORATE SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 166

CASE: JOHNSON & JOHNSON BENELUX 168

Chapter 7: Social Entrepreneurship 170

INTRODUCTION 170
Definition of a social enterprise 170
Social enterprises vs. NGO vs. CSR 172
Race to the bottom vs. race to fairness 173
Challenges of social entrepreneurship 175

SOCIAL INNOVATION 178

HOW TO START A SOCIAL ENTERPRISE? 180

BUSINESS MODELS 184
Social business design 185
Business models of social enterprises  186

CASES: RIGHT2SCORE, BILLIE CUP & OH!RGANIC 189
Right2Score 189
Billie Cup 190
Oh!rganic 191

Chapter 8: Digital Economy 192

THE IMPACT OF DIGITALISATION ON OUR ECONOMY 192
History 192
The impact of digitalisation on business 195
Disruption? 201

THE FUTURE OF DIGITALISATION 203
Innovation 203
A look into the future 206

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE 209
Machine learning 211
Conversational AI 212
Augmented Intelligence 212
Human-level AI 213

THE LINK BETWEEN SUSTAINABILITY AND DIGITALISATION 214

CASE: SELF-DRIVING CARS 217

11TA B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S
  

10



13PA RT  1

Chapter 9: Circular Economy 219

INTRODUCTION 219
The case for a circular economy 219
Definition of circular economy 222

Circular economy vs. linear economy 222
Cradle-to-grave vs. Cradle-to-cradle 225
The principles of a circular economy 226
Transformation from linear to circular? 227

THE TRUE POTENTIAL OF CIRCULAR ECONOMY 229

CIRCULAR SOLUTIONS 232
Circular frameworks 232
Designing circular buildings 234
The circular potential of biowaste 236
Data-driven circularity 237
Circular strategies for packaging 238
Business models for the circular economy 239

CASE: CHEP 247

Chapter 10: Sustainable Energy Management 251

INTRODUCTION 251
Definition 251
Use of sustainable energy sources today (2020) 253

TYPES OF SUSTAINABLE ENERGY SOURCES 256
Solar 259
Wind 260
Geothermal 261
Hydro/Ocean 261
Biomass 261

CLEAN ENERGY STRATEGIES 262
European Energy Union 263

Targets 263
Solutions 264

Corporate energy strategies 265
Traditional instruments 265
Sustainable energy strategies 267

CLEAN ENERGY SOLUTIONS 271
Smart energy systems 271
Waste-to-Energy plant Amager Bakke Copenhagen 272
District energy 274

CASE: COPENHAGEN 2025 276
Energy consumption 276
Energy production 277

Chapter 11: The future of sustainable business 
management 279

FUTURE SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS MANAGEMENT 279
Predicting the future 279
Trends in sustainable business management 280

Government engagement will increase 280
Customers will become fully integrated into the value chain 281
Innovation and technology will further drive the green transition 282
Sustainability awareness will change into sustainability action plans 283
Competition will change into competitive collaboration 283

INTEGRATION OF SOLUTIONS 284

IMPACT OF COVID-19 ON SUSTAINABILITY 284
 
CONCLUSION 289

LIST OF ABREVIATIONS 291

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 293

REFERENCES 295

13TA B L E  O F  C O N T E N T S
  

12



15

The goal of this book is to offer students an overview of what sustaina-
bility is today, which theories and frameworks exist, and which solu-

tions are already implemented in the current business environment. In the 
first part of this book, we will explore the domain of sustainable business 
management and look at the frameworks and challenges in the three main 
areas that can be defined: economic, social and environmental. Traditionally, 
sustainability is linked with environmental theories and challenges, but as 
we will explain in chapter 1, true sustainable business management also aims 
at creating economic and social value. 

We will clearly define what sustainable business management is and discuss 
which theories have been defined for each of the three areas in chapter two 
to four. In these chapters, we will also identify the different challenges that 
businesses, society and humanity are facing today, so it becomes clear why 
sustainable business management is needed and where the focus needs to 
be for the solutions that we will define in the second part of the book. We 
believe this first part is necessary to create the correct mindset to understand 
and evaluate the second part of the book, in which we collect and summarise 
a lot of information that is available online but is sometimes difficult to put 
into perspective when it’s not accompanied by the correct framework.

1Part
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Chapter 1:  
Introduction to  
sustainable business  
development

DEFINITION
When we talk about sustainability, it is not easy to find a common definition. 
When you google ‘an easy definition of sustainability’, the first hit is the following 
quote on Wikipedia:

‘Sustainability means that a process or state can be maintained at a certain level for as long as 
is wanted. ... The Brundtland Commission defined sustainable development as development 
that ‘meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to meet their own needs.’ (Wikipedia, n.d.)

Wikipedia is usually not considered a valuable source but the definition stated here 
is not too far from what it should be. In the media and at most companies, sustain-
ability is considered an environmental topic, solely focusing on resources, waste, 
pollution and CO2-emissions. These topics are, of course, to be considered a huge 
part of sustainability efforts, but governments, society and companies should not 
limit their efforts to the environment alone. If we consider the environment to be 
the greater environment in which businesses operate these days, we see that these 
businesses are no longer only affected by environmental issues, but also by social 
and economic issues. The world is changing rapidly around us and businesses have 
to adjust all the time to keep up with these changes. In the last decades, thanks to 
globalisation and the rising of social media, clients and consumers are expecting 
businesses to pay attention to the challenges of the environment and are watching 
closely how businesses respond to these challenges. 

In the first part of this book, the three social domains in which these challenges 
occur will be discussed: economical, social and environmental. In each of the 
domains, the current views will be discussed as well as the changes that are hap-
pening as we speak. In the second part, some possible solutions will be explored. 

C h A p T E r  1 :  I N T rO d u C T I O N  TO   S u S TA I N A B L E  B u S I N E S S   d E v E L O p m E N T
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Keep in mind that these solutions are not yet proven solutions, but mere ideas 
on how businesses could address the challenges raised in the first part. The book 
will contain facts and figures, but most of the ideas will be models of thought, 
that have to prove itself in the coming years. The goal of the book is not to 
inform you of what is, but to get you thinking about what could be. It should 
allow you to get a broader view on doing business in today’s society and should 
invite you to think critically about these ideas and how they can be adjusted and 
implemented to solve the biggest challenges business has ever faced. 

It is clear that the current definition of sustainability is usually too narrow. If 
the environment is considered to be the broad environment in which a business 
operates, we need to adjust the definition as well to reflect this broader view. A 
broader definition will also create an opportunity for business owners to extend 
their sustainability efforts into more than just avoiding plastic cups or replacing 
fuel cars by electric cars. It should encourage them to become a part of society, 
not only taking resources but also giving value back. In Africa, this philosophy 
is known as the principle of Ubuntu, which means the ability to be human and 
valuing the good of the community above self-interest. In smaller communities, 
businesses are driven by this principle where a business can only thrive when 
it is part of society and is giving back to society. In a heavy individualistic and 
industrialised western world, we have forgotten about these core values, but 
changes in our environment might force us back to what they still remember in 
the South. Sadly, the concept of Ubuntu has even been taken over by the western 
world. When you google ‘Ubuntu’ today, the results are dominated by links to 
an open-source software system…

For this book, and to a larger extent also for sustainable business, the following 
definition of sustainable business management is proposed:

Sustainable business management is making business decisions with the purpose of 

creating value for society so that future generations can meet their own needs, on 

an economical, social and environmental level. 

Before further exploring these different domains, the next paragraph will go 
deeper into the area of tension between the different domains and why it is so 
difficult to address all domains equally.
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THE GLOBAL ETHICAL TRILEMMA
In the definition of sustainable business management, we addressed the three 
domains in which businesses can take actions to create value instead of merely 
profit. In the classical economic theory, the welfare of a region is measured by 
the economic growth that is realised in this region. In chapter 2, a short recap 
will be given of the classical economic theory and the shortcomings of the eco-
nomic growth model as the criterium of welfare. 

If we take all three domains into account, we could argue that measuring the 
economic growth together with social equality and the health of our planet 
would give us a more complete view on welfare. In his paper on the global ethical 
trilemma, Jan Otto Andersson (2020) stated that over the last decades, a huge 
gap was growing between the prosperity of the global population on the one 
side and the ecological deterioration and rising inequality on the other side. He 
observed that this gap was increasing at a fast pace and advised decision-mak-
ers to look at the ecological and social aspects of business decisions as well. At 
the same time, he remarked that making decisions that valued two of the three 
aspects were quite common, but that it seemed to be a problem to balance all 
three aspects, hence the idea of the global ethical trilemma. 

Figure 1.1: The global ethical trilemma

MASS 
CONSUMPTION 

PROSPERITY

GLOBAL JUSTICE ECOLOGICAL 
SUSTAINABILITY

Eco-eff ic ient 
Capital ism

Red-green Planetarism

Global  Social-
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ECONOMICAL

The awareness that other factors should be taken into account when measuring 
welfare and making business decisions first came up at the end of the 60s, 
beginning of the 70s. In 1968, the Club of Rome was founded. ‘The Club of 
Rome was created to address the multiple crises facing humanity and the planet. 
Drawing on the unique, collective know-how of our 100 members – notable 
scientists, economists, business leaders and former politicians – we seek to 
define comprehensive solutions to the complex, interconnected challenges of 
our world.’ (Club of Rome, 2020) This group of scientists and leaders published 
a report in 1972, Limits to Growth, which already stated that the population 
growth and mass consumption of that time would undoubtedly lead to an 
ecological catastrophe in the next century. They proposed a radical approach 
to slow down both industrialisation and population growth, especially in the 
southern countries. Unfortunately, the leaders of these countries countered 
these insights, saying that industrialisation was the only answer to the growing 
crisis in other parts of the world, for example in Latin America. At that time, 
the ecological consequences of the industrialisation were not as visible yet as 
they are today and the growing inequality between the North and the South 
encouraged the southern leaders to pursue a strategy of growth as well. This 
was a first example of the global ethical trilemma, where the ecological aspect 
was ignored in favour of growth (economical) and solving inequality (social). 

In the 80s and 90s, the rise of technology only fuelled the belief that prosperity 
was measured through growth. In these relatively quiet years, efficiency became 
the main driver for businesses and technology was used everywhere to produce 
in a faster and bigger way. Globalisation added to that ideology by bringing 
products from all over the world to the consumer’s doorstep, hugely increasing 
the options of choice and fuelling the desire to consume even more. By using 
cheap materials to create products, replacing products became usually cheaper 
than repairing products. Creating a new product often required only technology, 
while repairing meant that a consumer had to pay for an expensive person to 
come and repair the product. Moreover, smart marketing meant that new models 
and options became available at an ever-increasing pace, leaving the customer 
with no other option than buying the newest product available. 

The last two decades, the awareness of the disadvantages of mass production 
and consumption has gradually increased due to environmental issues such as 
climate change and microplastics, and due to social problems, such as poverty 
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and hunger. However, old habits die slowly and the majority of the decision-
makers worldwide were still educated in the classical ideas of economic growth 
and efficiency. It also turns out that most policymakers are willing to change 
things when campaigning for political office but tend to forget the amount of 
money that is needed to execute these measures. Solving the global ethical 
trilemma is not a cheap action to take and will require a significant effort from 
those who earn a lot of money today by mass-producing and selling goods. 
Usually, these are also the sources of financial support for the policymakers and 
so the status quo remains. 

We can conclude that even in this era of awareness, economic growth is still 
the global standard for success. To counter this rather pessimistic view, it must 
be said that new economical paradigms are emerging and that new schools 
of thought are added to the education of young people. Some of these new 
paradigms will be discussed in chapter 2.

SOCIAL

The second aspect of business decision-making is the social aspect and, more 
precisely, the concept of social justice. Social justice is defined as the ability 
to live a worthy life and the concept had already been adopted by the United 
Nations in 1948 when the Human Rights Declaration was created. The core 
belief is that social justice should be achieved and maintained globally, inde-
pendent of race, nationality or gender. The main criterium to measure social 
justice is the level of inequality. Inequality exists in many forms (these will be 
discussed in chapter 3), but the most common form is the inequality of income. 
As money is still seen as the main driver of our economy and society, access to 
many goods and services is directly linked to income. The distribution of income 
is, therefore, the most common indicator of global justice, measuring how much 
of the income is attributed to which part of the population. 

The perception of injustice and distribution of income may be quite optimistic 
when living in a western or northern European country but the truth is that 5% 
of the global population receives as much income as 80% of the population. In 
other words, the gap between rich and poor is not only still very present, data 
shows that it is growing every year. The world we live in today is not equal.
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ENVIRONMENTAL

The third aspect that needs our attention in business decision-making is the eco-
logical aspect. Although we have seen a tremendous rise in awareness concerning 
climate change, waste problems, resource depletion and CO2-emission, it is 
important to note that this awareness has mainly grown in industrialised coun-
tries. This could be explained by considering Kuznets’ curve for environmental 
degradation which states that growing economies (and growing industrialisa-
tion) would initially lead to environmental degradation until the basic needs of 
the population are fulfilled. After this point, most of the people have time and 
resources to dedicate to other issues and start thinking and acting more ‘green’. 

Figure 1.2 The Kuznets curve: Ecological degradation

A second explanation can be found in the types of businesses that are usually 
to be found in a post-industrial economy. In these economies, there is usually a 
shift from heavy industries to service-oriented industries which will lead to an 
improvement of the environment. 

The growing awareness and the green movement that is happening today, do 
not imply that our planet is in a good state. In chapter 2 and 4, the planetary 
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boundaries will be discussed, which are indicators of the shape our planet is 
in. The results of these indicators do not paint an optimistic future. For most 
of them, we have already overstepped the boundaries and for some, we might 
already have reached the point of no return. The more optimistic experts state 
that the actions we take in the next ten years will determine if we can still make 
up for the past. The figure below (Global Footprint Network, 2009) shows us 
that we are using more resources yearly than the earth can replenish in the same 
period. This means that we are depleting the earth’s resources fast, while also 
adding more and more waste. The use of resources has exponentially grown 
since the era of industrialisation and has increased even more during the age 
of efficiency at the end of the last century. Although it does not look like a very 
bright future, the graph still tells us an optimistic message: if we start acting 
now, we can still change our future. If we keep mass-producing and consuming 
at the same pace as today, in 30 years we will use 3 Earths every year. Needless 
to say, there will be a shortage of basically every resource very fast. Chapter 9 
will go more into detail about resource depletion and waste control, when we 
will talk about the circular economy. 

Figure 1.3: Ecological footprint
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THE TRILEMMA - EXAMPLES

G L O B A L  S O C I A L  d E m O C r A C Y

The German Development Institute is currently executing a project called ‘fair 
globalisation’. (Fair Globalisation, 2020) This project wants to answer the following 
research question: ‘How do we create a global economic order that contributes 
to achieving the objectives of the 2030 Agenda and thereby ensures a fairer and 
more inclusive globalisation? The 2030 Agenda – if properly operationalised – 
can provide a framework for conceptualising a fairer globalisation, which leads to 
substantive as well as institutional reforms of the Global Economic Governance 
with a view to improving the global common good.’ 

In this example, we can see that both the economical aspect as well as the 
social aspect is addressed. It looks at the global economic order policy and 
globalisation, while it also wants to make sure that this new economic order 
improves the greater good and therefore increases social justice. The project, 
however, does not mention any emphasis on creating a global economic order 
that is also ecological. When research or policymaking is executed with only 
taking into account the economic and social aspect, we say it puts forward a 
‘global social democracy’.

E C O - E F F I C I E N T  C A p I TA L I S m

Over the past years, many Belgian cities implemented a low emission zone, 
prohibiting older vehicles (mainly diesel cars) to enter the city centre. 

‘A low emission zone (LEZ) is a defined area which certain types of vehicles are 
not allowed to enter, except under specific conditions, because they emit too 
many noxious substances. If you enter a LEZ with an unauthorised vehicle, or 
without a complementary authorisation, a fine can be levied.’ (Low Emission 
Zones, 2020)

The main idea is to promote the use of clean cars to improve the air quality in 
cities. Over the last years, many inhabitants of these cities had to exchange their 
car for a newer model to ensure access to their homes or workplace. Initially, 
the government claimed that the goal also was to reduce the number of cars 
in the city centres but research has shown that this is not really the case. This 
decision also had the secondary effect that people with a lower income could 
not afford to sell their old car and had to adjust to a life without a car or had to 
pay the fine when they entered the city to deliver heavy things to their doorstep. 
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Moreover, these people were not able to get any money for their old car, as the 
old models decreased heavily in value. We cannot help but notice that these 
measures put forward a new way of consuming (buying cleaner cars) while 
creating a greener environment. However, the side-effect of these measures 
seems to be more inequality for those people who cannot afford to comply with 
the new measures. This is a classic example of ‘eco-efficient’ capitalism.

r E d - G r E E N  p L A N E TA r I S m

The final approach to the global ethical trilemma is a very hot item. Driven by 
the green movement, a lot of social thinkers are speaking up and proposing a 
new way of producing and consuming. These people suggest that we move from 
an age of greed to an age of need, where production is enough to fulfil the needs 
of everyone but does not exceed this basic need. By doing so, we ensure that 
every individual has enough to live on (social justice) and that the resources 
of the earth are not depleted at a faster pace than what the earth can replenish. 
This way of thinking implies the acceptance of very limited economic growth. 
Today’s industrialised economies are fuelled by mass consumption and the rapid 
production of many goods and services. Reducing these numbers would also 
mean that the current business models of the big companies are no longer valid. 
This kind of proposals consider social justice and ecological sustainability but 
do not ensure any economic progress. In this case, we can say that these thinkers 
are proposing a ‘red-green planetarism’. 

We have already argued that economic growth cannot be used as the single 
criterium for welfare but minimal growth is required to ensure innovation and 
progress. Although it seems very difficult to balance all three of the decision-
making aspects, some solutions seem to have found an equilibrium that should 
make it possible in the near future to come up with social and green solutions 
that also benefit the economy and ensure progress and innovation in companies. 
In the second part of the book, we will discuss a few of these solutions. 

In this paragraph, the three aspects of policymaking and business decisions 
were discussed. When we look at sustainable business management, economic 
growth can no longer be the only driver for decision-making and a business 
needs to take into account social justice and the environment as well. In the 
next part, we will briefly discuss the prerequisites for a business to be able to 
make sustainable decisions. It can be argued that not every business is mature 
or secure enough to make sustainable decisions. To explain this further, the 
concept of Carroll’s pyramid is used. 
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CARROLL’S PYRAMID
The definition of sustainable business management states that every business 
should make decisions in a way that ensures that future generations can fulfil 
their own needs. Although many big businesses should have the required 
resources (human and other) to be able to make these kinds of decisions, it 
can also be argued that not all businesses have the necessary level of maturity 
to occupy themselves with this level of decision-making. Imagine the carpen-
ter, working by himself in his little woodshop, struggling to finish the orders 
while making new offers, invoices and throwing some innovation in the process. 
Yes, he could buy his wood from an ecologically friendly company that ensures 
correct wages for the choppers, but he will most likely try to buy good quality 
wood for a decent price so he can pay his bills and make some profit at the end 
of each month. This example shows that, although sustainable business man-
agement should be a part of every business, it is not easy for every business to 
take it into account. So, what are the prerequisites for being able to practice 
sustainable business management? One possible answer can be found by using 
Carroll’s pyramid of business responsibilities as a framework. 

Figure 1.4 Carroll’s pyramid
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ECONOMIC RESPONSIBILITIES

The priority of a business will always be to provide goods and services that are 
wanted by society and to sell these with a (minimal) profit. For most business 
owners, their business is a way to provide for themselves and to create an income. 
It goes without saying that a business that is not yet profitable will not be prior-
itising sustainable business decisions unless this is part of their strategic plan. A 
social enterprise, for example, will have the goal to create value for society and 
therefore will always keep sustainability in mind when making decisions. (Social 
enterprises will be covered in chapter 7). However, most companies will make 
sure that they are profitable first and try to cover their economic responsibilities: 
creating an income, paying their employees, paying their suppliers and providing 
goods and services for their customers.

LEGAL RESPONSIBILITIES

The legal responsibility of a company is to run its business and create economic 
value within the boundaries of the law. Although this seems an evident part of 
doing business in developed countries, in many parts of the world it is not. In 
countries where corruption is widespread and governments are too weak to take 
appropriate measures, legal compliance becomes voluntary. It can be argued that 
sustainable business management is largely enforced in developed countries, by 
governments imposing measures and fines for companies that emit too much 
CO2, for example. However, this might be the case for the environmental aspect, 
but not so much for other aspects of sustainability. Therefore, legal compliance 
is not sustainable business management. 

ETHICAL RESPONSIBILITIES 

Ethical responsibilities are the actions that companies take that are not deter-
mined by economical calculations or legal compliance. The ethical responsibility 
of a company means that the company is doing the right thing when making 
business decisions. These actions and decisions could, for example, mean that 
the company refuses to work with child labour, only works with sustainable 
suppliers or invests in green technology. These kinds of actions are the actions 
society expects a business to take even if it means that the profit will be lower. 

PHILANTHROPIC 
RESPONSIBILITIES

Be a good cit izen

ETHICAL 
RESPONSIBILITIES
Make the r ight  decision

LEGAL 
RESPONSIBILITIES

Obey the law

ECONOMIC 
RESPONSIBILITIES

Be prof i table
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It can be argued that the ethical responsibility depends on different factors. 
Using child labour in a country like Bangladesh is a common practice and part 
of the households’ support system is depending on the children to work as well. 
If all businesses would refuse to use child labour, poverty would rise even more. 
Some companies choose to accept this and put a support system in place to 
improve the working conditions of these children. For example, Levi’s supports 
their minor workers with paid education and a guaranteed contract after their 
education. These actions do not eliminate child labour but ensure a better life for 
these children. So, the ethical responsibility is maybe not fully covered but the 
philanthropic responsibility will cover part of this gap (see next paragraph). It is 
obvious that child labour should be avoided in any situation but in the current 
unequal world we are living in, ethical decisions are not as straightforward as 
we could expect.

The topic of ethics raises a further question: is sustainable business management 
the same as business ethics management? Although there are definitely some 
similarities between both fields, for the purpose of this book we see them as dif-
ferent areas in business management. The biggest difference is that business ethics 
management is not about decisions, it is about making the right choices. When 
talking about sustainable business management, a business has to make decisions 
that make society a better place and ensure future generations to be able to meet 
their needs, but not making these decisions is not fundamentally wrong. The differ-
ence between business ethics management, corporate governance and sustainable 
business management is further discussed later in this chapter. 

PHILANTHROPIC RESPONSIBILITIES

Philanthropic responsibilities are the actions a business takes to give something 
back to the world through charity, donations, volunteering, etc. Many big com-
panies spend part of their resources to this kind of actions. Mark Zuckerberg 
announced that he will donate 99% of his shares to charity over his lifetime. 
Wallmart spends $100 million to advance economic mobility for retail workers, 
and KPN and Janssen Pharmaceutica engage employees to work as volunteers. 
The philanthropic actions can usually be defined as CSR activities, a topic which 
will be discussed in detail in chapter 6. This kind of actions is usually taken by 
the bigger companies, whose business model is all about making profit. The 
philanthropic activities are a way for these businesses to meet the expectations 
of the customers that every company should also give back to society. 
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It is clear that companies first need to make sure that their economic and legal 
responsibilities are covered before they can start thinking about making sustain-
able business decisions. Once the base of the pyramid is covered, companies 
will also start thinking about doing the right thing for society and ultimately 
give back to society as well. It can be argued that sustainable business manage-
ment and the decisions made in this field, can be found in both the definition 
of ethical responsibilities and philanthropic responsibilities. Although there is 
a difference between ethics and sustainability, as we will explain later, the defi-
nition of the ethical responsibilities in Carroll’s pyramid is a bit too broad to 
exclude sustainable decisions here. However, the pyramid gives us a good idea 
on the prerequisites for businesses to be able to make sustainable decisions. A 
company that is not yet mature enough and is still dealing with economic and 
legal issues, will usually not have the time nor the resources to be sustainable. 

SUSTAINABLE BUSINESS  
MANAGEMENT VS. BUSINESS  
ETHICS MANAGEMENT VS.  
CORPORATE GOVERNANCE

When talking about sustainable business management, there are a lot of areas 
that seem to be related and can be seen as a part of, or as a replacement for, this 
domain. In the previous paragraph, we already briefly talked about ethics and the 
way ethical decision-making can also lead to more sustainable decisions. In this 
paragraph, we will try to explain the differences and similarities between sustaina-
ble business management, business ethics management and corporate governance. 

BUSINESS ETHICS MANAGEMENT

Business Ethics management refers to the management of ethical issues or prob-

lems a business and its employees can encounter and the set of values, policies and 

practices that a company possesses to do this. 
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In other words, any business will sooner or later be confronted with ethical 
questions: When working as an auditor, can you decide to buy/sell shares based 
on inside information you have from auditing a company? When you have to 
decide on a big supplier contract, can you allow yourself to be influenced by 
fancy dinners or a nice gift? Although businesses have run for centuries based 
on this kind of ‘relationships’, the last few decades the common mindset moved 
to a more ethical one, where nobody should make decisions in their own favour 
when this means harming others in the process. A series of scandals at the end of 
the last century leading to the bankruptcy of many businesses further changed 
the public opinion on ethics in the workplace. 

Today, especially in big companies, a lot of attention is paid to business ethics. 
All employees must follow ethics training and the management is audited reg-
ularly. The ‘four eyes’-principle became a common practice in most businesses, 
stating that no big decisions can be made by one person only. There are always 
two people needed (four eyes) to make important decisions concerning budget, 
resources, sales and purchases. Besides more measures taken by the companies 
themselves, we also see an increase in employees that are willing to speak up 
when a company is showing non-ethical behaviour. An example of this so-called 
whistleblowing was the case in 2012 leading to the Luxembourg Leaks. Antoine 
Deltour, an employee of Price Waterhouse Coopers (one of the biggest audit 
and tax companies in the world) leaked 28.000 pages of confidential documents 
revealing how multinational companies routed funds to lower corporate tax bills. 
Although these actions were not illegal under Luxembourg law, it was argued 
that routing funds to avoid taxes showed unethical behaviour. 

With the rise of the digital era and the decline of data privacy that came along 
with it, a whole new domain of ethical decision-making has been created. Due 
to digitalisation, it is possible to know virtually everything about a person, going 
from financial details to whereabouts, friends and preferred products. The com-
panies that have access to this data, could use this knowledge to their own advan-
tage. As this field is relatively new to businesses, the ethical questions that could 
arise in terms of data privacy are less obvious. To ensure the correct use of data 
and the knowledge that comes with the ownership of data, many governments 
have created a legal framework to support the ethical one. In Europe, the creation 
of GDPR (General Data Protection Regulation) legislation is a clear example 
of this. Although there are rules and regulations put in place, the subject is still 
a difficult one, with a lot of possible interpretations of the rules. 

Most big companies have an ethics committee, which will occupy itself with 
ethical questions that might arise while making business decisions or doing 
business. The focus of the committee should be to decide whether a certain 
action is the right action and if others get harmed in the process of taking that 
action. In that sense, sustainable business management is also partly an ethical 
discipline. When a company needs to decide on investing in new technology, 
it will probably cause less harm to society when they choose green technology 
over traditional technology. On the other hand, investing in green technology 
which will lead to less energy consumption, will also lower the energy bill and 
therefore lead to more profit. We can decide that sustainable business manage-
ment is influenced by ethics, but making sustainable decisions requires a broader 
mindset than only an ethical one. 

CORPORATE GOVERNANCE

Corporate governance is the system of rules, practices and processes by which a 

company is directed and controlled. Corporate governance essentially involves bal-

ancing the interests of a company’s many stakeholders, such as shareholders, senior 

management executives, customers, suppliers, financiers, the government and the 

community. (Corporate Governance, 2020)

In other words, corporate governance is the framework for making decisions in 
a company. It will ensure that all stakeholders are taken into account and that 
the decisions will lead to a result that is satisfying for all concerned parties. 
Corporate governance is more than business ethics management, as it will not 
only look at the fact whether a decision is right or wrong and whether it will 
cause any harm to others but also how it will contribute to the company’s objec-
tives while balancing the expectations of all stakeholders. In that sense, sustain-
able business management is a part of any good corporate governance. Ideally, 
sustainability is part of a company’s core strategy and therefore also part of the 
corporate governance structure. At KBC (a Belgian bank) for example, 20% 
of the management’s objectives is linked to sustainability. Moreover, the bank 
decided a couple of years ago to cease all investment activities in coal mining 
businesses, as they do not believe coal to be the sustainable energy solution for 
the future. By including sustainability in their strategy, the corporate govern-
ance structure of KBC will also incorporate sustainable business management. 
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However, corporate governance will balance the interests of all stakeholders, 
which means that it is perfectly possible to make decisions which will be in 
favour of profit and shareholders, while there could be a more sustainable deci-
sion possible. Balancing interests will most likely mean that a business will look 
for compromises so that most stakeholders will be satisfied. 

When looking at the definitions of business ethics management and corporate 
governance, we can conclude that sustainable business management is more 
than just ethical decision-making. It will go beyond looking for what is right 
or wrong today, also taking into account the interests of future generations. 
On the other hand, when sustainability is a part of the strategy of a company, 
sustainable business management is also part of corporate governance. It means 
that the decisions that are made to support the company’s objectives, will take 
into account all stakeholders while ensuring that the interests of society and the 
future generations are also taken into account in the decision-making process. 

CASE: 
EXAMPLES OF SUSTAINABILITY

GLOBAL INITIATIVE: UN SUSTAINABLE 
DEVELOPMENT GOALS

‘The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, adopted by all United Nations Member 
States in 2015, provides a shared blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, 
now and into the future. At its heart are the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), 
which are an urgent call for action by all countries - developed and developing - in a global 
partnership.’ (Sustainable Development Goals, n.d.)

The first example, which is the most widely spread example of sustainable 
development, is the example of the UN Sustainable Development Goals. In 
2015, the United Nations presented a list of 17 goals on sustainability, aiming to 
provide the world with a sustainability framework that would help businesses, 
organisations and governments to launch their own initiatives on sustainabil-
ity. The sustainable development goals (or SDGs) have since been adopted by 
thousands of initiatives and are used all over the world to show the relevance 
of these initiatives. 

Figure 1.5 Sustainable development Goals

Sustainable 
development 
goals
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The sustainable development goals are also seen from a broader definition of 
sustainability than just environmental issues. With areas such as decent work 
and economic growth (8), reduced inequalities (9) and peace and strong insti-
tutions (16), we can see that not only the environmental aspects are considered 
but that economic and social aspects are also taken into account. By adopting 
this broad definition of sustainability, the UN has created a greater awareness of 
sustainability in the world, thus ensuring that new initiatives are being launched 
in new areas. 

For each goal, there is a set of concrete targets defined which should be reached 
by 2030. When we look at goal number seven, affordable and clean energy, the 
following targets are defined:

Figure 1.6 Targets and Figures for an SdG

Targets Indicators

7.1
By 2030, ensure universal access to 
affordable, reliable and modern energy 
services.

7.1.1 Proportion of population with access to 
electricity

7.1.2 Proportion of population with primary 
reliance on clean fuels and technology

7.2
By 2030, increase substantially the share 
of renewable energy in the global energy 
mix.

7.2.1 Renewable energy share in the total final 
energy consumption

7.3 By 2030, double the global rate of 
improvement in energy efficiency. 7.3.1 Energy intensity measured in terms of 

primary energy and GDP

7.A

By 2030, enhance international coopera-
tion to facilitate access to clean energy 
research and technology, including 
renewable energy, energy efficiency 
and advanced and cleaner fossil-fuel 
technology, and promote investment in 
energy infrastructure and clean energy 
technology.

7.A.1

International financial flows to develop-
ing countries in support of clean energy 
research and development and renewable 
energy production, including in hybrid 
systems

7.B

By 2030, expand infrastructure and 
upgrade technology for supplying modern 
and sustainable energy services for all 
in developing countries, in particular 
least developed countries, small island 
developing states, and land-locked devel-
oping countries, in accordance with their 
respective programme of support.

7.B.1

Investments in energy efficiency as a 
percentage of GDP and the amount of foreign 
direct investment in financial transfer for 
infrastructure and technology to sustainable 
development services

For each of the targets, one or more indicators have been defined as well, so 
the outcome and progress of the targets can be measured. On the website of 
the UN sustainability goals, a progress report is created every year reporting on 
the progress of each goal. For 2019, the UN reported the following concerning 
SDG number seven:

‘Access to electricity in the poorest countries has begun to accelerate, energy efficiency con-
tinues to improve and renewable energy is making gains in the electricity sector. Despite this 
progress, some 800 million people remain without electricity while access to clean cooking 
fuels and technologies needs dedicated attention. In addition, if Sustainable Development 
Goals 7, 13 and related Goals are to be met, much higher levels of ambition are required with 
regard to renewable energy, including transportation and heating’ (Sustainable Development 
Goals, n.d.)

It clearly states that efforts have been made in the field of renewable energy, 
but that additional efforts will be required if the targets set for this goal are to 
be met in 2030. 

All across the world, businesses, organisations and governments have adopted 
these goals and use the logos on their communication and websites. In Belgium, 
we also see various initiatives launched, both in the private and public sector:

• Colruyt Group has adopted the SDGs in its sustainability agenda. They have 
linked all their actions and initiatives to a sustainable development goal on 
the consumer website of Colruyt, and the corresponding goal logo has been 
added to create awareness among the customers as well. 

• The city of Ghent turned the spotlight on 17 bottom-up sustainability initia-
tives by linking them to a specific sustainable development goal and using the 
logos of the goals in their communication and on the website.

• The Royal Belgian Football Association has launched different initiatives such 
as Footballforall2020, which aims at reducing inequality claiming that every-
one can join a (football) team. The RBFA used sustainable development goal 
number ten to link the initiative to and is using the logo on their website as 
well.
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GLOBAL INITIATIVE: ISO26000

‘It provides guidance to those who recognise that respect for society and environment is a 
critical success factor. As well as being the ‘right thing’ to do, application of ISO26000 is 
increasingly viewed as a way of assessing an organisation’s commitment to sustainability and 
its overall performance.’ (ISO26000, 2020)

The ISO26000 is not a certification like many other ISO standards, but it will 
offer a guideline to all companies that want to be more sustainable on how they 
can adjust their decision-making process. The ISO26000 offers guidance on 
seven core subjects linked to sustainable business management. 

Figure 1.7 ISO26000: The seven core subjects

The seven core subjects will be explained in detail in the course of this book but 
will be described here briefly:

1. Organisational governance: business leaders should practice and promote ethical 
behaviour, accountability and transparency.

2. Human rights: businesses should identify members of vulnerable groups among 
their stakeholders and avoid taking part in abusing others or benefit directly 
from abuses committed by someone else. 

3. Labour practices: all employees should earn a fair wage through fairly chosen 
work that they can execute under favourable conditions, at the businesses’ own 
workplace and in workplaces that can be linked to the business (suppliers). 

4. The environment: businesses should take actions to prevent harm to the 
environment and improve the environment where possible.

5. Fair operating practices: businesses should show ethical behaviour in their 
working practices, respecting honesty, property rights, fair wages and payment 
terms to ensure that their relationships can also fulfil their social responsibilities.

6. Consumer issues: businesses should protect their customers’ health and safety, 
ensure minimal waste, limit the harmful effect of production and consumption 
and pay attention to the needs of vulnerable members of society.

7. Community involvement and development: a business’ core business model 
should integrate community benefits such as job creation, skills development, 
provision of health and welfare, etc.
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LOCAL INITIATIVE: SUSTAINABLE 
BUSINESS MANAGEMENT IN FLANDERS

In the last paragraph of this chapter, the current state of sustainable business 
management in Belgium is presented. In 2018, ING and Antwerp Management 
School conducted a study, looking at the sustainability efforts in Belgian com-
panies, both from a practical side and a motivational side (ING, n.d.) The study 
showed that most companies (90%) are aware of the need to incorporate sustain-
ability in their daily processes and strategies but not all companies are already at 
the same stage when it comes to implementing concrete initiatives. Moreover, 
the study showed that most companies are dealing with sustainability from an 
ecological perspective, using the narrow definition of sustainability. 

Figure 1.8 Sustainability in Belgian companies

When we look at the motivational side of the sustainability initiatives that these 
companies are taking, we see that Belgian companies see sustainability often 
as an ethical choice. They choose to start sustainability initiatives because it is 
the right thing to do. Secondly, we observe the ecological motivation towards 
sustainability: initiatives are launched because it saves energy. This argument is 
usually not only an ecological one, saving energy usually means a lower cost as 
well and will, therefore, increase profit. In third place, we notice the businesses’ 
ambitions to become more future-proof. As discussed earlier, sustainable busi-
ness management is about ensuring that the future generations will be able to 
fulfil their needs, so this motivation seems to be inspired by this as well. 

Figure 1.9 motivations for sustainability

To conclude, it is also interesting to see what kind of initiatives the companies 
are taking today. In the study, the researchers focused on the ecological and 
social aspect of sustainability which led to the following results. 
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Figure 1.10 Activities on the ecological dimension

Figure 1.11 Activities on the social dimension

The activities on the ecological dimension are primarily centered around energy 
reduction, waste reduction and circular economy. These solutions are also dis-
cussed in the second part of this book as these are areas within sustainable busi-
ness management that offer concrete and promising solutions to ensure that we 
will reduce our impact on the planet. The activities on the social dimension are 
primarily focused on employee well-being. Although this is an important part 
of sustainability as well, businesses should dare to look beyond their company 
borders and look for initiatives to enhance the life of all stakeholders. We will 
talk about this more comprehensively in chapter 5 when we discuss stakeholder 
management and in chapter 6 and 7, when we talk about CSR and social entre-
preneurship as possible sustainability initiatives. 
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