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WHAT WE WANT THIS  
JOURNAL TO BE
OUR FIRST EDITORIAL ESSAY IN WHICH 
WE HOPE TO START A CONTINUING AND 
EVOLVING CONVERSATION ABOUT WHY WE 
ARE NOW CREATING THIS NEW JOURNAL AND 
WHAT WE WANT IT TO BECOME

JAMES A. F. STONER*1

Fordham University 
New York, New York, U.S.A. 
stoner@fordham.edu

Abstract. The primary purpose of this journal is to help all of us move more 
rapidly toward a sustainable and socially just world. We will seek to do so 
by providing a forum in which scholarship oriented toward sustainability and 
social justice, that is, toward building a better world for all, can be published 
and, we hope, influence all of us as scholars, managers, leaders, and 
citizens of the world to effect positive change. We, the editorial board, believe 
that this purpose is stable and we hope that our editors, contributors, and 
readers will be willing and eager to take risks, try out new ideas and types of 
analysis, insights, and approaches, learn from our experiences, and welcome 
changes in and evolution of the journal. It is clear that even the best informed 
and wisest among us has little certainty about how to manage for global 
sustainability. Humility thus is appropriate in all we write and do—but we 
seek to combine humility with intellectual rigour and professional boldness.

1*This essay was written in collaboration with the members of the Editorial Board of 
the Journal of Management for Global Sustainability and is offered to our readers with 
the Board’s concurrence.
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DEFINITION OF GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY

There are multiple dimensions to and definitions of sustainability, 
sustainable development, and global sustainability. We have chosen to use 
the term global sustainability. We approach the task of communicating 
what we mean by that term in two ways. One way involves offering a one 
sentence definition of the phrase. In one sentence, our definition is:

Global sustainability is the broad set of interconnected issues that encom-
pass, but are not limited to, achieving environmental conservation, social 
justice, poverty eradication, social entrepreneurship, desirable production 
and consumption patterns, species preservation, and spiritually rich lives.

The other way of communicating what we mean by the phrase global 
sustainability involves using the two sentence definition that follows. 
In two sentences, we define global sustainability as: 

… a process that meets the needs of the present generation while enhancing 
the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. Global sustain-
ability envisions a world that works for everyone with no one left out.

The two sentence definition offers separate statements to focus attention 
on two aspects of the concept of global sustainability. The first statement 
defines global sustainability as a process. The second statement looks 
at the concept as an aspiration. The first statement is a slight modifica-
tion of the definition of sustainable development of the United Nations 
World Commission on Environment and Development, widely referred 
to as the Brundtland Commission (United Nations, 1987). The modified 
version of the Brundtland definition is:

Global sustainability is a process that meets the needs of the present generation 
while enhancing the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

We use the word enhancing to emphasize the need for both a restorative 
mindset and for actions to undo the damage already done to the planet’s 
capacity to support our species and many others. 

Whereas that first phrasing speaks most clearly to the domain of 
inter-generational environmental and economic equity, the second 
phrasing of the concept calls attention more to social justice for present 
and future generations: 
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Global sustainability involves the creation and maintenance of a world that 
works for everyone with no one left out.

This aspect of the definition is intended to call attention to such prob-
lems as global poverty, world hunger, social injustice, and the fact that 
at present the world does not work for billions of individuals. The world 
many of us currently inhabit is unjust and in need of healing now. 

Hopefully, the term global sustainability reminds readers of the grow-
ing concern worldwide about species extinction, ocean acidification, 
fisheries exhaustion, aquifer, river, and ocean contamination, climate 
change, deforestation, and other aspects of a more and more likely im-
pending ecosystem collapse. Unless these are addressed, the world we 
leave to our grandchildren may well be uninhabitable.

A Commentary on the Use of the Word Global  
in the Phrase Global Sustainability

We add the word global to the word sustainability for three reasons.

First, many of us have found that the words sustainable and sustain-
ability are often interpreted in a narrow business context to be calling 
for continuing and unending business success, especially continuing 
business success in a business as usual (BAU) world, and sometimes as 
calling for sustainable competitive advantage. These framings represent 
neither the issues nor the intent we wish to address. We do recognize 
that commitments to global sustainability may well lead to continuing 
business survival and success in a world of not-business-as-usual (NBAU) 
and that such commitments may yield some substantive competitive 
advantages of greater or lesser duration. Both of these possibly desirable 
outcomes may accompany those commitments and they may be im-
portant reasons why some or many businesses make a commitment to 
global sustainability. They would, however, be fortunate by-products of 
the seeking of a much more important goal—the achieving of a socially 
just world that can enable our own and other species to thrive “forever” 
(in the sense John Ehrenfeld uses the word forever to imply “timeless-
ness” and an “everlasting condition” [Ehrenfeld, 2010]).

Second, the word global hints at the perspective that for true sustain-
ability to be achieved anywhere, it must be pretty well achieved every-
where. Some countries becoming completely sustainable in all they do, 
will not protect them and their citizens if others continue to pollute the 
planet and its atmosphere. In this endeavor, we all win together or we 
all lose together.
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Third, the word global also suggests the completeness with which 
we must align ourselves with the needs of a healthy planet and world 
society—global in the sense of everything we do: how we produce and 
consume, how we populate the earth, how we live our daily lives—global 
in the sense of whole and complete and everything, everywhere.

OUR NUMBER ONE CRITERION FOR PUBLISHING ARTICLES

In this framing, our number one criterion for acceptance of a submit-
ted manuscript is a positive answer to the question: might reading the 
article based on this manuscript assist me, the reader, and others in con-
tributing more effectively in moving toward a more sustainable world?

One way of thinking about how an article might provide this assis-
tance is to determine whether it increases awareness, passion, and poten-
tial action (Rimanoczy, 2010). Our published articles may do so by:

1.	 Increasing awareness of the globally unsustainable nature of 
our world at this time. Awareness might include the prob-
lems and opportunities that situation creates, as well as the 
exciting and valuable things others are doing to improve 
our situation.

2.	 Building passion for taking action in the reader—passion 
about the seriousness of the situation as well as passion that 
calls us to action. Passion might include caring for others, 
energy for action, and a belief that useful actions are possible 
and within the realm of human possibility.

3.	 Providing ideas for ways to take original actions not yet initi-
ated by others. Or an article might provide ideas for joining 
in on actions already being taken by others and/or building 
on those actions. For example, readers might use descrip-
tions of actions by others as models for their own initiatives. 
They might also contact article authors and offer to assist 
them in efforts to continue to move forward. 

Implementation of these Thoughts in Reviewing

One final question we will ask our reviewers before accepting a 
manuscript for publication is: Does the article answer the questions 1) 
“What’s so?” 2) “So what?” and 3) “Now what?” That is,
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What’s so?—does the article give the reader useful information 
about the situation we are in as that situation relates to some aspect of 
global unsustainability? Does it provide practical and accurate informa-
tion? Does it support that information with appropriate references and 
citations? Can readers go to the original sources for the information to 
see if they agree with the information provided and can use it in creat-
ing their own initiatives?

So what?—does the article help the reader see constructive ways to 
understand and or interpret the situation described? Are the implications 
of “what’s so” stated clearly? Does the article interpret the situation in a 
thoughtful and meaningful way? Of course, the editors may not agree 
with the interpretations and reasoning in the article, but would those 
interpretations and modes of reasoning be ones sensible readers would 
agree are logical and reasonable?

Now what?—does the article offer ideas about how the reader can 
take valuable and constructive action to improve the situation described/
interpreted/framed above? Are those ideas sensible and actionable? Are 
they described in enough detail that readers can, after adding their own 
creativity, actually do something potentially useful?

This final criterion, Now what?, may be the one that many authors 
will struggle with the most. Yet we believe that it may be the most valu-
able criterion.

A Few Words on the Tone of the Journal’s Voice

The mantra of this journal is to repeat the premise that doing nothing 
is not an option.

That said, it may be useful early in the journal’s life to admit to the 
following premises for the journal:

1.	 Many of us believe the situation “we” (our species, other 
living beings, and the ecosystems that support human civi-
lization) are in is very, very serious.

2.	 We are convinced that doing nothing is essentially an as-
sured path to a world in which we do not want and perhaps 
are unable to live.

3.	 It is often unclear what we should do.
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4.	 Despite this lack of clarity, action is necessary: we and oth-
ers must do a great many things that seem reasonable and 
appear to make sense.

5.	 In many cases, we need to acknowledge that we cannot be 
certain a seemingly reasonable action will not turn out to 
be harmful rather than helpful, and so 

6.	 when we do take action, we must accept that we will make 
mistakes. The uncertain nature of sustainability solutions 
means that all of us will make mistakes about what contrib-
utes to positive change.

7.	 Hopefully, in the full meaning of action-inquiry, we will all seek 
to learn from the successes and failures our actions yield.

REFERENCES
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SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY’S 
CONTRIBUTION TO A 
SUSTAINABLE FUTURE*1

DAVID G. MYERS
Hope College 
Holland, Michigan, U.S.A.
myers@hope.edu

John Houghton (2011), the past chair of the Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) scientific assessment committee, contends 
that global climate change is now “the greatest problem the world faces.” 
The IPCC conclusions—supported by the national science academies of 
the eleven most developed countries in the world—are undergirded by 
the most “thoroughly researched and reviewed” scientific effort in hu-
man history. The consensus facts are as follows:

•	 A warming greenhouse gas blanket is growing. 

•	 Sea and air temperatures are rising. 

•	 Various plant and animal species are migrating. 

•	 The polar sea ice is melting. 

•	 The seas are rising. 

•	 Extreme weather and related disaster losses are increasing. 

PSYCHOLOGY AND CLIMATE CHANGE

Throughout its history, social psychology has responded to human 
events—to the civil rights era with studies of stereotyping and prejudice, 
to civil unrest and crime with studies of aggression, to the women’s move-
ment with studies of gender development and gender-related attitudes. 
The looming threat of climate change is now prompting studies of 

*
1Abbreviated and updated, with permission, from Chapter 16: “Social Psychology 

and the Sustainable Future,” in Social Psychology, 11th Ed. New York: McGraw-Hill.
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•	 its effects on human behavior, 

•	 public opinion about climate change, and 

•	 ways to modify the human sources of climate change. 

Psychological Effects of Climate Change

It is a national security issue: terrorist bombs and climate change 
are weapons of mass destruction. “If we learned that Al Qaeda was 
secretly developing a new terrorist technique that could disrupt water 
supplies around the globe, force tens of millions from their homes and 
potentially endanger our entire planet, we would be aroused into a 
frenzy and deploy every possible asset to neutralize the threat,” noted 
Nicholas Kristof (2007). “Yet that is precisely the threat that we’re cre-
ating ourselves, with our greenhouse gases.” Consider the psychology-
relevant human consequences:

Displacement and Trauma. In 2010, 42 million people were 
forced by natural disasters to leave their homes—up from 17 million in 
2009. More than 90% of these displacements were caused by weather-
related hazards, making climate-related displacement “the defining 
challenge of our times,” according to Antonio Guerres, the U.N. High 
Commissioner for Refugees (Amland, 2011).

If temperatures increase by the expected 2° to 4°C this century, the 
resulting changes in water availability, agriculture, disaster risk, and sea 
level will necessitate massive resettlement (de Sherbinin et al., 2011). 
When drought or floods force people to leave their land, shelter, and 
work, as when sub-Saharan African farming and grazing lands become 
desert, the frequent result is increased poverty and hunger, earlier death, 
and loss of cultural identity. When an extreme weather event or climate 
change disrupts ties to one’s place and its people, the frequent result is 
grief, anxiety, and a sense of loss (Doherty & Clayton, 2011). For social 
and mental health, climate matters. 

Climate and Conflict. Got war? Blame the climate. Such is often 
the case, notes Jeffrey Sachs (2006). The deadly carnage in Darfur, for 
example, had its roots in drought and the competition for water, and so 
it has happened across history. Many human maladies—from economic 
downturns to wars—have been traced to climate fluctuations (Zhang et 
al., 2011). When climate changes, agriculture often suffers, leading to 
increased famine, epidemics, and overall misery. Poorer countries, with 
fewer resources, are especially vulnerable to climate-produced misery 
(Fischer & Van de Vliert, 2011), and when miserable, people become more 
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prone to anger with their governments and with each other, leading to 
war. For social stability, climate matters. 

Social psychological studies in both the laboratory and in everyday 
life reveal that heat also amplifies short-term aggression. On hot days, 
neighborhood violence, and even hit batters in baseball games, become 
more frequent. Violence is also more common in hotter seasons of the 
year, hotter summers, hotter years, hotter cities, and hotter regions (An-
derson & Delisi, 2010). Craig Anderson and his colleagues project that 
if a 4-degree-Fahrenheit (about 2°C) warming occurs, the United States 
will suffer at least 50,000 more serious assaults each year.

Public Opinion about Climate Change

Is the earth getting warmer? Are humans responsible? Will it matter 
to our grandchildren? Yes, yes, and yes, say published climate scientists—
97% of whom agree that climate change is occurring and is human-
caused (Anderegg, Prall, Harold, & Schneider, 2010). As one report in 
Science explained, “Almost all climate scientists are of one mind about 
the threat of global warming: It’s real, it’s dangerous, and the world needs 
to take action immediately” (Kerr, 2009).

In response, Europe, Australia, and India have all passed either a car-
bon tax on coal or a carbon emissions trading system, and even China 
now has a limited plan that will make polluters pay for excess pollution. 
In China, India, and South Korea, a 2010 Pew survey found more than 
70% of people willing to address climate change by paying more for 
energy—compared to only 38% in the United States (Rosenthal, 2011c). 
In 2011, only 38% of Americans likewise agreed that there is “solid evi-
dence” of human-caused global warming (Pew Research Center, 2011), 
and in the same year, their doubts supported a 240 to 184 U.S. House of 
Representatives’ vote defeating a resolution stating that “climate change 
is occurring, is caused largely by human activities, and poses significant 
risks for public health and welfare” (McKibben, 2011).

The enormous gulf between scientific and U.S. public understand-
ings of climate change intrigues social psychologists. Why the gap? Why 
is global warming not a hotter topic, and what might be done to align 
scientific and public understandings?

Personal Experience and the Availability Heuristic. It is a 
familiar lesson by now: vivid and recent experiences often overwhelm 
abstract statistics. Despite knowing the statistical rarity of shark attacks 
and plane crashes, vivid images of such—being readily available in mem-
ory—often hijack our emotions and distort our judgments. We make our 
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intuitive judgments under the influence of this “availability heuristic,” 
and thus we often fear the wrong things. If an airline misplaces our bag, 
we likely will overweight our immediate experience; ignoring data on the 
airline’s overall lost-bag rate, we belittle the airline. Our ancient brains 
come designed to attend to the immediate situation, not out-of-sight 
data and beyond-the-horizon dangers (Gifford, 2011).

Likewise, people will often scorn global warming in the face of a 
winter freeze. One climate skeptic declared a record East Coast blizzard 
“a coup de grace” for global warming (Breckler, 2010). In a May, 2011 
survey, 47% of Americans agreed that “the record snowstorms this winter 
in the eastern United States make me question whether global warming 
is occurring” (Leiserowitz, Maibach, Roser-Renouf, & Smith, 2011). But 
then after the ensuing blistering summer, 67% of Americans agreed that 
global warming worsened the “record high summer temperatures in 
the U.S. in 2011” (Leiserowitz, 2011). Much as the Newton, Connecticut 
child massacre altered public opinion about gun control, so the vivid 
reality of the summer drought of 2012 nudged American public opinion 
about climate change, with 67% (up from 57% in 2009 saying “there is 
solid evidence” the earth is warming [Pew Research Center, 2012]) and 
74% (up from 69% in March before the drought) agreeing that “global 
warming is affecting weather in the United States” (Leiserowitz, Maibach, 
Roser-Renouf, Feinberg, & Howe, 2012), and those Fall surveys were before 
the late October destruction wreaked by Hurricane Sandy.

Current weather also colors people’s beliefs about long-term climate. 
In studies in the U.S. and Australia, people have expressed more belief 
in global warming, and more willingness to donate to a global warm-
ing charity, on warmer-than-usual days than on cooler-than-usual days 
(Egan & Mullin, 2012; Li, Johnson, & Zaval, 2011). As in so many life 
realms, our local experience distorts our global judgments.

Persuasion. Persuasive messages must first be understood. Thanks 
in part to the media’s mixed messages—its framing of two opposing 
sides: those concerned about and those dismissive of climate change—
only 39% of Americans in 2011 believed that “most scientists think 
global warming is happening.” More perceived “a lot of disagreement 
among scientists” or did not know enough to say (Leiserowitz et al., 
2011). Perceiving uncertainty, and reassured by the natural human op-
timism bias, people discount the threat (Gifford, 2011).

People also exhibit a “system justification” tendency—a tendency to 
believe in and justify the way things are in their culture. When com-
fortable, we are not inclined to change the familiar status quo (Feygina, 
Jost, & Goldsmith, 2010). We tend to like our habitual ways of living—of 
traveling, of eating, and of heating and cooling our spaces.
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It helps to frame energy savings in attention-getting ways. An in-
formation sheet or store sign might say, “If you do not install CFL light 
bulbs, you will lose $____.” Use long time periods. Instead of saying, 
“This Energy Star refrigerator will save you $120 a year on your electric 
bills,” say it “will save you $2400 in wasted energy bills over the next 
20 years” (Hofmeister, 2010).

ENABLING SUSTAINABLE LIVING

What shall we do? Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow is doom? 
Behave as have so many participants in prisoners’ dilemma games by 
pursuing self-interest to our collective detriment (“Heck, on a global 
scale, my consumption is infinitesimal; it makes my life comfortable and 
costs the world practically nothing.”)? Wring our hands, dreading that 
fertility plus prosperity equals calamity, and vow never to bring children 
into a doomed world?

Those more optimistic about the future see two routes to sustain-
able lifestyles: a) increasing technological efficiency and agricultural 
productivity, and b) moderating consumption and population. Social 
psychology’s contribution is to the latter.

Unless we argue that today’s less-developed countries are somehow 
less deserving of an improved standard of living, we must anticipate that 
their consumption will increase. As it does, the United States and other 
developed countries must consume less.

Given that humans have already overshot the earth’s carrying capac-
ity (WWF, 2012), with population projected to grow from 7 to 9 billion 
by 2050 (Bureau of the Census, 2013), consumption must moderate. 
With our material appetites continually swelling—as more people seek 
personal computers, refrigeration, air-conditioning, jet travel, what can 
be done to curb consumption by those who can afford to over-consume? 
Given that most humans care more about their own immediate inter-
ests than their descendants’ futures, how might we increase concern for 
future generations?

Incentives. One way is through public policies that harness the mo-
tivating power of incentives. As a general rule, we get less of what we tax, 
and more of what we reward. Many cities are using tax monies to build 
bike lanes and subsidize improved mass transportation, thus encouraging 
alternatives to cars. On jammed highways, high-occupancy vehicle lanes 
reward carpooling and penalize driving solo. Gregg Easterbrook (2004) 
noted that if the United States had raised its gasoline tax by 50 cents a 
decade ago, the country would now have smaller, more fuel-efficient cars 
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(as do the Europeans, with their higher petrol taxes) and would therefore 
import less oil. This, in turn, would have led to lower oil consumption, 
less global warming, lower gas prices, less money flowing to petro-dicta-
tors, and a smaller trade deficit weighing down the economy.

Europe leads the way in incentivizing mass transit over personal 
vehicle use. In addition to the small vehicles incentivized by high fuel 
taxes, cities such as Vienna, Munich, Zurich, and Copenhagen have 
closed many city center streets to car traffic. London and Stockholm 
drivers pay congestion fees when entering the heart of the city. Amster-
dam is a bicycle haven. Dozens of German cities have “environmental 
zones” where only low CO2

 cars may enter (Rosenthal, 2011a). The Neth-
erlands has even experimented with a car meter that would tax drivers 
a fee for miles driven, rather like paying a phone fee for minutes talked 
(Rosenthal, 2011b).

Some free-market proponents object to use or carbon taxes because 
they are taxes. Others respond that carbon taxes are simply payment for 
external damage to today’s health and tomorrow’s environment. If not 
today’s CO2

 emitters, who should pay for the cost of tomorrow’s more 
intense floods, tornadoes, hurricanes, droughts, and sea rise? “Markets 
are truly free only when everyone pays the full price for his or her ac-
tions,” contends Environmental Defense Fund economist Gernot Wagner 
(2011). “Anything else is socialism.”

Feedback. Another way to encourage greener homes and businesses 
is to harness the power of immediate feedback by installing “smart me-
ters” that provide a continuous readout of electricity use and its cost. 
Turn off a computer monitor or the lights in an empty room, and the 
meter displays the decreased wattage. Turn on the air-conditioning, 
and the usage and cost are immediately known. In Britain, where smart 
meters are being installed in businesses, Conservative Party leader Da-
vid Cameron has supported a plan to have them installed in all homes. 
“Smart meters have the power to revolutionize people’s relationship with 
the energy they use,” he said to Parliament (Rosenthal, 2008).

In U.S. studies, sticking a “smiley” or “frowny” face on home energy 
bills when their energy use is less or more than the neighborhood aver-
age has led to energy reductions (Schultz, Nolan, Cialdini, Goldstein, 
& Griskevicius, 2007; Van Vugt, 2009). Sacramento’s Municipal Utility 
District has sent bills to randomly selected customers, rating their energy 
use compared with neighbors in similar-sized homes and with their most 
efficient neighbors, and giving suggestions for energy savings. By the 
second year, high consumption households were using nearly 3% less 
electricity (Provencher & Klos, 2010).
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Identity. In one survey, the top reason people gave for buying a 
Prius hybrid car was that it “makes a statement about me” (Clayton & 
Myers, 2009). Indeed, argue Tom Crompton and Tim Kasser (2010), our 
sense of who we are—our identity—has profound implications for our 
climate-related behaviors. Does our social identity, the ingroup that 
defines our circle of concern, include only those around us now? Or 
does it encompass vulnerable people in places unseen, our descendants 
and others in the future, and even the creatures in the planet’s natural 
environment?

Support for new energy policies will require a shift in public con-
sciousness not unlike that which occurred during the 1960s civil rights 
movement and the 1970s women’s movement. Yale University environ-
mental science dean James Gustave Speth (2008) called for an enlarged 
identity—a “new consciousness”—in which people

•	 see humanity as part of nature,

•	 see nature as having intrinsic value that we must 
steward,

•	 value the future and its inhabitants as well as our 
present,

•	 appreciate our human interdependence by thinking “we” 
and not just “me,”

•	 define quality of life in relational and spiritual rather than 
materialistic terms, and

•	 value equity, justice, and the human community. 

Is there any hope that human priorities might shift from accumu-
lating money to finding meaning, and from aggressive consumption to 
nurturing connections? The British government’s plan for achieving 
sustainable development includes an emphasis on promoting personal 
well-being and social health. Perhaps social psychology can help point 
the way to greater well-being by suggesting ways to reduce consumption—
and also by documenting materialism, by informing people that economic 
growth does not automatically improve human morale, by helping people 
understand why materialism and money fail to satisfy, and by encouraging 
alternative intrinsic values.

THE SOCIAL PSYCHOLOGY OF MATERIALISM AND WEALTH

Despite the recent economic recession, life for most people in West-
ern countries is good. Today the average North American enjoys luxuries 
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unknown even to royalty in centuries past: hot showers, flush toilets, 
central air-conditioning, microwave ovens, jet travel, wintertime fresh 
fruit, big-screen digital television, e-mail, and Post-it notes. Does mon-
ey—and such associated luxuries—buy happiness? Few of us would an-
swer yes. But ask a different question—“Would a little more money make 
you a little happier?”—and most of us will say yes. There is, we believe, 
a connection between wealth and well-being, and that belief feeds what 
Juliet Schor (1998) has called the “cycle of work and spend”—working 
more to buy more.

Increased Materialism

Although the earth asks that we live more lightly upon it, material-
ism has surged, most clearly in the United States. Think of it as today’s 
American dream: life, liberty, and the purchase of happiness.

Such materialism surged during the 1970s and 1980s. The most 
dramatic evidence comes from the UCLA/American Council on Edu-
cation annual survey of nearly a quarter million entering collegians. 
The proportion considering it “very important or essential” that they 
become “very well off financially” rose from 39% in 1970 to 81% in 
2012 (Figure 1). These proportions virtually flip-flopped with those who 
considered it very important to “develop a meaningful philosophy of 
life.” Materialism was up, spirituality was down.

What a change in values! Among 19 listed objectives, new American 
collegians in most recent years have ranked becoming “very well off 
financially” number 1. That outranks not only developing a life philoso-
phy but also “becoming an authority in my own field,” “helping others 
in difficulty,” and “raising a family.”

Wealth and Well-Being

Does sustainable consumption indeed enable “the good life?” Does 
being well-off produce—or at least correlate with—psychological well-
being? Would people be happier if they could exchange a simple life-
style for one with palatial surroundings, ski vacations in the Alps, and 
executive-class travel? Would you be happier if you won a sweepstakes 
and could choose from its suggested indulgences: a 40-foot yacht, deluxe 
motor home, designer wardrobe, luxury car, or private housekeeper? 
Social-psychological theory and evidence offer some answers.
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Figure 1. Changing values among entering American collegians (more than 
200,000 surveyed annually). Source: Dey, Astin, & Korn (1991) and subse-
quent American Freshman annual reports.

Are wealthy countries happier? We can observe the traffic be-
tween wealth and well-being by asking, first, if rich nations are happier 
places. There is, indeed, some correlation between national wealth and 
well-being (measured as self-reported happiness and life satisfaction). 
The Scandinavians have been mostly prosperous and satisfied; the Bul-
garians are neither. But once nations reached above $20,000 GDP per 
person, higher levels of national wealth are not predictive of increased 
life satisfaction (Di Tella & MacCullough, 2008).

Are wealthier individuals happier? We can ask, second, whether 
within any given nation, rich people are happier. Are people who drive 
their BMWs to work happier than those who take the bus? In poor 
countries—where low income threatens basic needs, being relatively 
well-off does predict greater well-being (Howell & Howell, 2008). In af-
fluent countries, where most can afford life’s necessities, affluence still 
matters—partly because people with more money perceive more con-
trol over their lives (Johnson & Krueger, 2006). But once a comfortable 
income level is reached, more and more money produces diminishing 
long-term returns—a point illustrated by economists who find a linear 
relationship between log (rather than real dollar) income and happiness 
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(Sacks, Stevenson, & Wolfers, 2012). In Gallup surveys of more than 
450,000 Americans during 2008 and 2009, daily positive feelings (the 
average of self-reported happiness, enjoyment, and frequent smiling and 
laughter) increased with income up to, but not beyond, $75,000 (Kah-
neman & Deaton, 2010). The same was true for the absence of negative 
feelings of worry and sadness. In worldwide Gallup surveys across 123 
countries, close relationships and feeling empowered and competent 
predict subjective well-being (Tay & Diener, 2011). When those basic 
needs are met, more money adds less.

Even the super-rich—the Forbes 100 wealthiest Americans—have 
reported only slightly greater happiness than average (Diener, Horwitz, 
& Emmons, 1985). Even winning a state lottery seems not to enduringly 
elevate well-being (Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978). Such jolts 
of joy have “a short half-life,” notes Richard Ryan (1999).

Is the wealthier 21st century happier? We can ask, third, whether 
a culture’s happiness rises with its affluence over time. Does our collec-
tive well-being float upward with a rising economic tide?

In 1957, as economist John Kenneth Galbraith was describing the 
United States as The Affluent Society (1998), Americans’ per-person in-
come was (in 2005 dollars) about $12,000. Today, as Figure 2 indicates, 
the United States is a doubly affluent society. Although this rising tide 
has lifted the yachts faster than the dinghies, nearly all boats have risen. 
With double the spending power, thanks partly to the surge in married 
women’s employment, we now own twice as many cars per person, eat 
out twice as often, and are supported by a whole new world of technol-
ogy. Since 1960, we have also seen the proportion of households with 
dishwashers rise from 7% to 60%, with clothes dryers rise from 20% to 
74%, and with air-conditioning rise from 15% to 86% (Bureau of the 
Census, 2009).

So, believing that it is “very important” to “be very well-off finan-
cially,” and having become better off financially, are today’s Americans 
happier? Are they happier with espresso coffee, caller ID, camera cell 
phones, and suitcases on wheels compared to before?

They are not. Since 1957, the number of Americans who say they are 
“very happy” has declined slightly: from 35% to 29%. Twice as rich and 
apparently no happier. The same has been true of many other countries as 
well (Easterlin, McVey, Switek, Sawangfa, & Zweig, 2010). After a decade of 
extraordinary economic growth in China, from few owning a phone and 
40% owning a color television to most people now having such things, 
Gallup surveys revealed a decreasing proportion of people satisfied “with 
the way things are going in your life today” (Burkholder, 2005).
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Figure 2. Economic growth and human morale. Source: Happiness data from 
General Social Surveys, National Opinion Research Center. Income data from 
Bureau of the Census (1975) and Economic Indicators.

The findings are startling because they challenge modern mate-
rialism: economic growth has provided no apparent boost to human 
growth. More than ever, we have big houses and broken homes, high 
incomes and modest happiness. We excel at making a living but often 
fail at making a life. We celebrate our prosperity but yearn for purpose. 
We cherish our freedoms but long for connection.

Materialism Fails to Satisfy

It is striking that economic growth in affluent countries has failed to 
satisfy. It is further striking that individuals who strive most for wealth 
tend to live with lower well-being. This finding “comes through very 
strongly in every culture I’ve looked at,” reported Richard Ryan (1999). 
Seek extrinsic goals—wealth, beauty, popularity, prestige, or anything 
else centered on external rewards or approval—and you may find anxi-
ety, depression, and psychosomatic ills (Eckersley, 2005; Sheldon, Ryan, 
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Deci, & Kasser, 2004). Those who instead strive for intrinsic goals such 
as “intimacy, personal growth, and contribution to the community” 
experience a higher quality of life, concludes Tim Kasser (2000, 2002). 
Intrinsic values, Kasser (2011) adds, promote personal and social well-
being and help immunize people against materialistic values. Those 
focused on close relationships, meaningful work, and concern for others 
enjoy inherent rewards that often prove elusive to those more focused 
on things or on their status and image.

Pause for a moment and think: What is the most personally satisfy-
ing event that you experienced in the last month? Kennon Sheldon and 
his colleagues (2001) put that question (and similar questions about the 
last week and semester) to samples of university students, and then asked 
them to rate the extent to which 10 different needs were met by the satis-
fying event. The students rated self-esteem, relatedness (feeling connected 
with others), and autonomy (feeling in control) as the emotional needs 
that most strongly accompanied the satisfying event, while money and 
luxury were at the bottom of the list of factors predicting satisfaction.

People who identify themselves with expensive possessions experience 
fewer positive moods, report Emily Solberg, Ed Diener, and Michael Robin-
son (2003). Such materialists tend to report a relatively large gap between 
what they want and what they have, and to enjoy fewer close, fulfilling 
relationships. Wealthier people also tend to savor life’s simpler pleasures 
less (Quoidbach, Dunn, Petrides, & Mikolajczak, 2010); sipping tea with a 
friend, savoring a chocolate, finishing a project, and discovering a waterfall 
while hiking may pale alongside the luxuries enabled by wealth.

People focused on extrinsic and material goals also “focus less on 
caring for the Earth,” reports Kasser (2011). “As materialistic values go up, 
concern for nature tends to go down …. When people strongly endorse 
money, image, and status, they are less likely to engage in ecologically 
beneficial activities like riding bikes, recycling, and re-using things in 
new ways.”

But why do yesterday’s luxuries such as air-conditioning and televi-
sion so quickly become today’s requirements? Two principles drive this 
psychology of consumption.

Our Human Capacity for Adaptation. The adaptation-level 
phenomenon is our tendency to judge our experience (for example, of 
sounds, temperatures, or income) relative to a neutral level defined by 
our prior experience. We adjust our neutral levels—the points at which 
sounds seem neither loud nor soft, temperatures neither hot nor cold, 
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events neither pleasant nor unpleasant—on the basis of our experience. 
We then notice and react to up or down changes from those levels.

Thus, as our achievements rise above past levels, we feel successful 
and satisfied. As our social prestige, income, or in-home technology im-
proves, we feel pleasure. Before long, however, we adapt. What once felt 
good comes to register as neutral, and what formerly was neutral now 
feels like deprivation.

Would it ever then be possible to create a social paradise? Donald 
Campbell (1975) answered no: if you woke up tomorrow to your utopia—
perhaps a world with no bills, no ills, and someone who loves you unre-
servedly, you would feel euphoric for a time. Yet before long, you would 
recalibrate your adaptation level and, once again, sometimes feel grati-
fied (when achievements surpass expectations), sometimes feel deprived 
(when they fall below), and sometimes feel neutral.

To be sure, adaptation to some events, such as the death of a spouse, 
may be incomplete as the sense of loss lingers (Diener, Lucas, & Scollon, 
2006), yet we generally underestimate our adaptive capacity. People have 
difficulty predicting the intensity and duration of their future positive 
and negative emotions (Wilson & Gilbert, 2003). The elation from get-
ting what we want—riches, top exam scores, the Chicago Cubs winning 
the World Series—evaporates more rapidly than we expect. 

We also sometimes “miswant.” When first-year university students 
predicted their satisfaction with various housing possibilities shortly 
before entering their school’s housing lottery, they focused on physical 
features. “I’ll be happiest in a beautiful and well-located dorm,” many 
students seemed to think. But they were wrong. When contacted a 
year later, it was the social features, such as a sense of community, that 
predicted happiness, report Elizabeth Dunn and her colleagues (2003). 
Likewise, Leaf Van Boven and Thomas Gilovich (2003) report from their 
surveys and experiments that positive experiences (often social experi-
ences) leave us happier. The best things in life are not things.

Our Wanting to Compare. Much of life revolves around social 
comparison, a point made by the old joke about two hikers who meet 
a bear. One reaches into his backpack and pulls out a pair of sneakers. 
“Why bother putting those on?” asks the other. “You can’t outrun a 
bear.” “I don’t have to outrun the bear,” answers the first. “I just have 
to outrun you.”

In similar fashion, happiness is relative to our comparisons with oth-
ers, especially those within our own groups (Lyubomirsky, 2001; Zagefka 
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& Brown, 2005). Whether we feel good or bad depends on whom we 
are comparing ourselves with. We are slow-witted or clumsy only when 
others are smart or agile. Let one professional athlete sign a new contract 
for $15 million a year and an $8-million-a-year teammate may now feel 
less satisfied. “Our poverty became a reality. Not because of our having 
less, but by our neighbors having more,” recalled Will Campbell (2000) 
in Brother to a Dragonfly (39).

Further feeding our luxury fever is the tendency to compare upward: 
as we climb the ladder of success or affluence, we mostly compare our-
selves with peers who are at or above our current level, not with those 
who have less. People living in communities where a few residents are 
very wealthy tend to feel envy and less satisfaction as they compare 
upward (Fiske, 2011).

In developed and emerging economies worldwide, inequality has 
grown in recent years. In the 34 Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD, 2011) countries, the richest 10% now average 
nine times the income of the poorest 10% (the gap is less in the Scan-
dinavian countries, and substantially greater in Israel, Turkey, the U.S., 
Mexico, and Chile). Countries with greater inequality not only have 
greater health and social problems, but also higher rates of mental illness 
(Pickett & Wilkinson, 2011). Likewise, American states with greater in-
equality have higher rates of depression (Messias, Eaton, & Grooms, 2011). 
Over time, years with more income inequality—and associated increases 
in perceived unfairness and lack of trust—correlate with less happiness 
among those with lower incomes (Oishi, Kesebir, & Diener, 2011).

Although people often prefer the economic policies in place, a na-
tional survey found that Americans overwhelmingly preferred an income 
distribution that just happened to be that of the United States’. Moreover, 
people preferred (in an ideal world) the top 20% income share ranging 
between 30 and 40% (rather than the actual 84%), with modest differ-
ences between Republicans and Democrats and between those making 
less than $50,000 and more than $100,000 (Norton & Ariely, 2011). 

Even in China, income inequality has grown. This helps explain why 
rising affluence has not produced increased happiness—there or else-
where. Rising income inequality, notes Michael Hagerty (2000), makes 
for more people who have rich neighbors. Television’s modeling of the 
lifestyles of the wealthy also serves to accentuate feelings of “relative 
deprivation” and desires for more (Schor, 1998).

The adaptation-level and social comparison phenomena give us 
pause. They imply that the quest for happiness through material achieve-
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ment requires continually expanding affluence. But the good news is that 
adaptation to simpler lives can also happen. If we shrink our consump-
tion by choice or by necessity, we will initially feel a pinch, but the pain 
will likely pass. “Weeping may tarry for the night, but joy comes with 
the morning,” reflected the Psalmist (Psalm 30: 5). Indeed, thanks to our 
capacity to adapt and to adjust comparisons, the emotional impact of sig-
nificant life events—losing a job or even a disabling accident—dissipates 
sooner than most people suppose (Gilbert, Pinel, Wilson, Blumberg, & 
Wheatley, 1998).

TOWARD SUSTAINABILITY AND SURVIVAL

As individuals and as a global society, we face difficult social and 
political issues. How might a democratic society induce people to adopt 
values that emphasize psychological well-being over materialism? How 
might a thriving market economy mix incentives for prosperity with re-
straints that preserve a habitable planet? To what extent can we depend on 
technological innovations, such as alternative energy sources, to reduce 
our ecological footprints? To what extent does the superordinate goal of 
preserving the earth for our grandchildren call us each to limit our own 
liberties—our freedom to drive, burn, and dump whatever we wish?

A shift to postmaterialist values will gain momentum as people, 
governments, and corporations take these steps:

•	 Face the implications of population and consumption 
growth for c l imate change and env ironmenta l 
destruction.

•	 Realize that extrinsic, materialist values make for less 
happy lives.

•	 Identify and promote the things in life that can enable 
sustainable human flourishing.

“If the world is to change for the better it must have a change in hu-
man consciousness,” said Czech poet-president Vaclav Havel (1990). We 
must discover “a deeper sense of responsibility toward the world, which 
means responsibility toward something higher than self.” If people were 
to believe that ever-bigger houses, closets full of seldom-worn clothes, 
and garages with luxury cars do not define the good life, then might a 
shift in consciousness become possible? Instead of being an indicator of 
social status, might conspicuous consumption become gauche? 
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Social psychology’s contribution to a sustainable, flourishing future 
will come partly through its consciousness-transforming insights into 
adaptation and comparison. These insights also come from experiments 
that lower people’s comparison standards and thereby cool luxury fever 
and renew contentment. In two such experiments, Marshall Dermer 
and his colleagues (1979) put university women through imaginative 
exercises in deprivation. After viewing depictions of the grimness of 
Milwaukee life in 1900, or after imagining and writing about being 
burned and disfigured, the women expressed greater satisfaction with 
their own lives.

In another experiment, Jennifer Crocker and Lisa Gallo (1985) found 
that people who five times completed the sentence “I’m glad I’m not a 
…” afterward felt less depressed and more satisfied with their lives than 
did those who completed sentences beginning with “I wish I were a ….” 
Realizing that others have it worse helps us count our blessings. “I cried 
because I had no shoes,” says a Persian proverb, “until I met a man who 
had no feet.” Downward social comparison facilitates contentment.

Downward comparison to a hypothetical worse-off self also enhances 
contentment. In one experiment, Minkyung Koo and her colleagues 
(2008) invited people to write about how they might never have met 
their romantic partner. Compared to others who wrote about meeting 
their partner, those who imagined not having the relationship expressed 
more satisfaction with it. Can you likewise imagine how some good 
things in your life might never have happened? 

Social psychology also contributes to a sustainable and survivable 
future through its explorations of the good life. If materialism does not 
enhance life quality, what does?

•	 Close, supportive relationships. Our deep “need to belong” is 
satisfied by close, supportive relationships. People who are 
supported by intimate friendships or a committed marriage 
are much more likely to declare themselves “very happy.”

•	 Faith communities and voluntary organizations are often a 
source of such connections, as well as of meaning and 
hope. This helps explain a finding from National Opinion 
Research Center surveys of nearly 50,000 Americans since 
1972: 26% of those rarely or never attending religious 
services declared themselves very happy, as did 48% of 
those attending multiple times weekly.
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•	 Positive thinking habits. Optimism, self-esteem, perceived 
control, and extraversion also mark happy experiences and 
happy lives. One analysis of 638 studies of 420,000+ people 
in 63 countries found that a sense of autonomy—feeling 
free and independent—consistently influences people’s 
sense of well-being more than does wealth (Fischer & Boer, 
2011).

•	 Experiencing nature. Carleton University students randomly 
assigned to a 17-minute nature walk near their campus 
ended up (to their and others’ surprise) much happier 
than students who took a similar-length walk through 
campus walking tunnels (Nisbet & Zelenski, 2011). 
Japanese researchers report that “forest bathing”—walks 
in the woods—also helps lower stress hormones and blood 
pressure (Phillips, 2011).

•	 Flow. Work and leisure experiences that engage one’s skills 
mark happy lives. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1990, 1999) 
notes that between the anxiety of being overwhelmed 
and stressed, and the apathy of being underwhelmed and 
bored, there lies a zone in which people experience flow. 
Flow is an optimal state in which, absorbed in an activity, 
we lose consciousness of self and time. When people’s 
experience is sampled using electronic pagers, they report 
greatest enjoyment not when mindlessly passive but when 
unself-consciously absorbed in a mindful challenge. In 
fact, the less expensive (and generally more involving) 
a leisure activity, the happier people are while doing it. 
Most people are happier gardening than power boating, 
or talking to friends than watching TV. Low-consumption 
recreations prove most satisfying. 

That is good news indeed. Those things that make for the genuinely 
good life—close relationships, social networks based on belief, positive 
thinking habits, engaging activity—are enduringly sustainable, and that 
is an idea close to the heart of Jigme Singye Wangchuck, former King of 
Bhutan. “Gross national happiness is more important than gross national 
product,” he said (Priesner, 1999). Writing from the Center of Bhutan Stud-
ies in Bhutan, Sander Tideman (2004) explained: “Gross National Happi-
ness … aims to promote real progress and sustainability by measuring the 
quality of life, rather than the mere sum of production and consumption.” 
Now other nations, too, are assessing national quality of life. 
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Abstract. Do our actions model a genuine commitment to global 
sustainability? Or do they belie that spoken commitment? These questions 
are addressed in this article, drawing on bodies of substantive research tying 
personal behavioral choices to global warming, fresh water scarcity, energy 
resource management, the absorptive capacity of the earth to sustain life, 
and a viable sharing of the earth’s resources to assure a basic level of social 
justice. A compelling case is made that our personal lifestyles are not in 
congruence with our avowed concerns for an environmentally sustainable 
earth and a just sharing of its bounties. The article treats environmental 
sustainability and social justice as co-imperatives, thereby offering a future 
scenario that demands lifestyle adjustments and shared sacrifices.

Keywords: social justice, climate change, global warming, sustainable 
lifestyles, environmental stewardship, energy conservation

A PROMISING NEW FORUM FOR ADDRESSING SUSTAINABILITY

Let me begin this discussion by congratulating the editors and re-
viewers of the Journal of Management for Global Sustainability for creating 
an academic forum to address the most pressing issue of our time: the 
survival of planet earth as an inhabitable ecosystem that “works for 
everyone with no one left out” (Stoner, 2013). I am honored to be in-

Journal of Management for Global Sustainability 1 (2013): 29–45
© 2013 International Association of Jesuit Business Schools



William L. Weis30

cluded in this inaugural issue and genuinely hope that my contribution 
is worthy of the noble and ambitious goals that the editors have set and, 
in my view, are certain to achieve.

In the spirit of the Journal’s mantra—“doing nothing is not an option” 
(Stoner, 2013)—I humbly offer a discussion that is provocative, uncom-
fortable, and, for some, offensive. I have shared earlier drafts of this ar-
ticle with colleagues and friends, as well as given a short presentation of 
its essence at the 2011 meeting of the International Association of Jesuit 
Business Schools (IAJBS) in Lima, Peru (Weis, 2011). Based on feedback 
from those who have read or heard the message you are about to read, 
there is a fair chance you will become uncomfortable with that message 
and, if hindsight is predictive, angry with the messenger.

But “doing nothing is not an option,” and recognizing and embracing 
reality is foundational “to help all of us move more rapidly toward a sustain-
able and socially just world” (Stoner, 2013). Knowing the raw truth about 
where we are today is not the enemy of change; it is the precondition 
for change.

We begin on a day not long ago when the vivid and recurring spec-
tacle of hypocrisy reached a tipping point in my life.

INTEGRITY ON THE PODIUM?

Two years ago, I attended a Seattle University-hosted forum called 
Working Collaboratively for Sustainability, which focused on global warm-
ing and sustainable business practices (Seattle University, 2009). At the 
risk of oversimplifying, the two primary concerns at this forum were: 1) 
taking concrete and substantive steps to reduce, and wishfully reverse, 
global warming, and 2) taking similarly concrete and substantive steps 
to modify our consumptive culture such that all human beings can 
survive and thrive in a world of scarce sustainable resources. Basically 
we could lump these two categories of issues under the banners of en-
vironmental sustainability and social justice—both familiar themes in 
Jesuit academies like Seattle University.

Predictably, both speakers and participants exuded high-minded 
commitments to promote sustainable business behaviors and to promote 
a socially just stewardship of global resources. In a word, we were all in 
solidarity over both the magnitude of threats we were facing and in our 
resolve to be at the forefront of the movement to ensure a survival of the 
human species and a fair sharing of the fruits of a sustainable planet.
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When it was all over, many attendees walked to the parking garage 
and drove away in single-occupancy vehicles—some even in sports-util-
ity vehicles (SUV’s). Many drove to free-standing houses, some located 
over 50 kilometers from campus, comprising over 300 square meters 
of living space and standing on 1000 square-meter lots. Some of those 
houses are heated by furnaces in the winter and cooled by air condition-
ers in the summer, despite the mild climate of the Pacific Northwest. 
And while I rarely ask about personal hygienic practices, I suspect that 
many of these colleagues take frequent showers whether they need them 
or not, some perhaps as often as daily. Many probably flush their toilets 
after even minimal usage (otherwise known as urinating). Some may 
even water their lawns, and yes, some, despite all we know today, may 
sit down to meals that include meat and dairy courses.

My guess is you know people—even colleagues and friends—who 
drive by themselves to work, some long distances, occupy free-standing, 
single-family homes, flush toilets after every use, routinely heat and air 
condition when it’s not necessary, consume meat and dairy products, and 
take daily showers, and you’ve probably been planning to have a little 
chat with them to let them know that none of these behaviors—except 
possibly the excess toilet flushing—is even bordering on sustainable.

This brings us to the basic contradiction and questions of this article. 
Can we credibly promote sustainable business practices and global-
warming sensitivity if our personal behaviors are profoundly unsustain-
able and contribute to the scourge of global warming? And who are we 
to preach social justice if we model lifestyles that are not replicable by 
the world’s population given global resource scarcities—that is, if we 
consume at levels that the earth could not support for everyone? Are we 
the chosen people who are entitled to lavish living standards that are not 
sharable by the unwashed and undeserved masses?

Being sensitive to my reading audience, I want to emphasize that I’m 
using the generic “we” in these questions in reference to our miscreant 
colleagues and acquaintances—certainly not to those who are reading 
this article. I’m confident that you, devoted readers of the Journal of 
Management for Global Sustainability, walk to work, live in multi-family 
residences, take all necessary precautions to conserve water (you certainly 
don’t shower daily, water your lawn, or flush after every pee!), eschew air 
conditioning in favor of acclimatizing when it gets a bit hot, eat only a 
plant-based diet, and use office lighting only when it becomes too dark 
to work under natural lighting.

But be honest here. You know you have friends and colleagues who 
stray from this commitment to truly sustainable and global-warming-
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neutral behaviors. Indeed, we all have colleagues who have yet to make 
those modest lifestyle adjustments that are requisite to modeling a seri-
ous concern for either environmental sustainability or social justice, and 
we must have that little chat with them soon!

MY EMPLOYER’S OFFICIAL COMMITMENT TO  
SOCIAL JUSTICE AND GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY

I happen to teach management at a Jesuit university. As such, I am 
called upon by the decrees and conclusions of General Congregation 35 

of the Society of Jesus to embrace both environmental sustainability and 
social justice. Those conclusions specifically note that “environmental 
concerns have challenged our traditional boundaries and have enhanced 
our awareness that we bear a common responsibility for the welfare of 
the entire world and its development in a sustainable and living-giving 
way.” Furthermore, we are warned that “the drive to access and exploit 
sources of energy and other natural resources is very rapidly widening 
the damage to earth, air, water, and our whole environment, to the point 
that the future of our planet is threatened. Poisoned water, polluted air, 
massive deforestation, deposits of atomic and toxic waste are causing 
death and untold suffering, particularly to the poor” (Society of Jesus 
in the United States, 2008).

The International Association of Jesuit Business Schools (IAJBS), 
to which my employer belongs, is inspired by its Sustainability Task 
Force which formally defines global sustainability as “the broad set of 
interconnected issues that encompass, but are not limited to, achieving 
environmental preservation, poverty eradication, social justice, desir-
able production and consumption patterns, species preservation, and 
spiritually rich lives at this time in our species’ history on this planet. 
To realize or achieve global sustainability we need to create socially just 
and spiritually-whole ways for our species (and all other species) to thrive 
‘forever’” (IAJBS, 2010).

Maybe we need to take a few steps back to get us focused on what 
these commitments require—and perhaps what they preclude. I cannot 
claim to be an advocate of social justice and behave in ways that the 
world could not support if we all were to emulate my behaviors. I cannot 
argue credibly for social justice as long as I still eat meat, knowing that 
it’s not possible for everyone to eat meat and humankind to survive. I 
cannot be a chosen people social justice advocate—one who wants every-
one to live a bit better than they do if they are at the subsistence level, 
but not so well that it would curtail my living standards—and that, in 
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a nutshell, is where most of my colleagues are at this moment in time. 
They want to wave the banner of social justice, but haven’t yet made 
the commitment to change their personal lifestyles to enable a more 
just and humane world. Make no mistake about it—eating meat, driving 
cars, living in single-family homes, and wasting water are the actions of 
the chosen people who want to pretend to care about social justice, but 
who really haven’t faced the realities of the earth’s limited capacity to 
deliver that lifestyle to even a minority of the world’s seven billion hu-
man inhabitants (ABC News, 2011).

SOCIAL JUSTICE, GLOBAL SUSTAINABILITY— 
AND IMPLICIT CLASSISM

Social justice and environmental sustainability are mutually con-
joined. We cannot address justice in isolation from resource scarcity 
and environmental stewardship. Although there are “limits to growth” 
(Meadows, Randers, & Meadows, 2004) apart from concerns about social 
justice, the reality of our limits becomes amplified when we impose any 
concept of a just sharing of the benefits of growth. It is imaginable to see 
a distant horizon for growth if we assume that only five percent of the 
world’s population can enjoy its bounties, while 95% passively subsist 
on poverty rations. But that horizon gets very close if we impose any 
rational theory of justice on the sharing of those bounties of growth, and 
this is really the sticking point for many. The developed nations are by 
no means the only class-layered cultures on earth. Indeed, acceptance 
of disparate class-layered lifestyles is the norm in every country served 
by the reach of this journal.

Let me bring this closer to home. In the midst of a recent conver-
sation with one of my colleagues who is promoting the Sustainability 
Specialization in our MBA program, he responded to my line of inquiry 
with a dismissive “to be honest, whether I drive to work today, or eat 
meat tonight, will have absolutely no impact on social justice or global 
warming”—and he was right. His eating only plant-based foods today 
will not feed a hungry peasant tomorrow.

However, if we think critically about this truth, we begin to see the 
class assumptions implicit in this belief. Without saying it or even think-
ing it, our casual apathy assumes a steady-state disparate division among 
economic and social classes such that our personal behaviors may be 
rendered irrelevant to the big picture of global survival and social justice. 
But no coherent theory of social justice subsumes a disparate human 
class system (DeBerri & Hug, 2010). Despite that, we can simultaneously 
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hold these two diametrically opposing beliefs without being conscious 
of the incongruity. Even in the most exhaustive exploration of varying 
theories of justice (Rawls, 1971), layers of cultural classes are not super-
imposed on a model and regarded separately, as if we could apply one 
coherent theory of justice to the upper class, another to the middle class, 
and yet another to the poor, destitute and starving classes. No coherent 
commentary on justice does this—and yet the existence of (and expected 
continuation of) disparate classes is inherent in our own truths when we 
wrestle with choices around personal behavior.

But before we address if and when our behaviors should change, let’s 
look at the key behavioral issues that call into question our integrity 
and credibility. The basic question is: how must we live if all humans 
on earth could live at that same level? In other words, are we engaging 
in behaviors and lifestyles that, if all other humans on earth were to 
emulate these same behaviors and lifestyles, the earth would be able to 
sustain for everyone? After all, as proffered in the mission statement of 
this journal, “Global sustainability involves the creation and mainte-
nance of a world that works for everyone with no one left out” (Stoner, 
2013). Let’s break this down to specific questions that relate to the “tip-
ping point” scenario that opened this discussion.

LIFESTYLE QUESTIONS—AND CHOICES

Could Everyone on Earth Drive a Single-Occupancy Vehicle to Work?

No. Our earth has neither the energy resources nor the environmen-
tal absorptive capacity to support this behavior for everyone. We clearly 
must stop driving to work if we are truly concerned about social justice 
and environmental sustainability.

The issue of sustainable transportation “is becoming acute in the 
developed countries of the world that are already feeling the negative 
consequences of transportation use, and it will intensify soon in devel-
oping countries as they acquire the resources to build and expand their 
transportation systems” (Richardson, 1999).

The Environmental Defense Fund (EDF) estimates that the number of 
vehicles on the earth’s streets and roads will increase from one billion today 
to two billion by 2020, thereby doubling in one decade. The transportation 
sector already causes 27% of greenhouse gas emissions in the United States 
and accounts for 70% of the country’s oil consumption—half of which is 
used to fuel cars and trucks (Environmental Defense Fund, 2010).



Hypocrisy at the Lectern 35

The social and environmental consequences of our dependence on 
automotive transportation are legion. Social consequences include “se-
vere air and water pollution, accelerating land consumption, worsening 
traffic congestion, record expenditures of public funds for road projects 
and far-flung development, isolation of senior citizens and others who 
cannot drive, lack of access to jobs for low income individuals, deterio-
rating older suburban and urban areas, and threats to national security 
due to dependence on imported oil” (Pollard, 2001–2002). The envi-
ronmental consequences are similarly foreboding, and affect virtually 
every environmental problem, including air and water pollution, habitat 
destruction, loss of wetlands, global climate change, and water disposal 
(Benfield, Raimi, & Chen, 1999). In the United States, on-road vehicles 
emit 56% of total carbon monoxide, 32% of nitrogen oxides, and 29% 
of volatile organic compounds (U.S. EPA, 2000).

Finally, lest you wonder how I missed the exciting trend toward low-
emission and even zero-emission electric-powered vehicles, all substan-
tive analyses dispel the promise of these advances as they are more than 
offset by the exploding growth in driving worldwide (Ewing, 1995; U.S. 
DOT Bureau of Transportation Statistics, 2001), or were we thinking, 
from the chosen people perspective, that one or two billion vehicles would 
be a sustainable limit in a world that now has seven billion inhabitants 
and is targeting over nine billion by year 2050 (USA Today, 2011)? After 
all, why would we expect that the seven billion “lower classes” in year 
2050 would want to join us on the road?

Could Everyone Live in a Free-Standing, Single-Family Residence?

No. For many of the same reasons that we cannot all commute to 
and from work in single-occupancy vehicles, the earth cannot support 
a universal lifestyle that includes living in a free-standing, single-family 
house. Sustainable urban planning demands both housing and transpor-
tation solutions that dramatically reduce energy consumption, particu-
late contamination, and land waste; indeed, sustainable transportation 
and housing solutions are interdependent (Newman & Kenworthy, 1999). 
When it comes to environmental stewardship and social justice, popu-
lation density is not the problem; it is a significant part of the solution 
(Weis & Arnesen, 2011).

Population density means multiple-family residential buildings, 
clustered in a planned milieu that integrates with public transportation 
options. In other words, we must aspire to living in energy efficient, 
space-economic buildings that accommodate multiple families—even if 
this spectacle may seem like something our ancestors once faced before 



William L. Weis36

the era of prosperity. “The traditional urban pattern was a cluster of 
activities that people do together (city downtowns and neighborhood 
centers) surrounded by residences in a density gradient. That remains the 
most sustainable pattern” (Shore, 2005). The problem is especially acute 
in the United States, where post-World War II infatuation with the auto-
mobile gave ready access to inexpensive, expansive building lots located 
far from city centers, creating the ensuing suburban and rural blight that 
now pockmarks the American landscape (Benfield et al., 1999). “Most 
other countries resisted the spread and scattered pattern, though without 
complete success; the US has only begun to recentralize” (Shore, 2005).

“The pattern of urban and rural development that has fostered the 
growth of single-family houses strongly affects sustainability—energy 
and water use, food production, waste generation and disposal, biodiver-
sity and equal opportunity” (Shore, 2005). Single-family houses consume 
exponentially more energy to provide comfortable living-space tempera-
tures, as well as to transport residents to ever-more-distant suburban and 
rural housing developments (Benfield et al., 1999). Water consumption 
is greater for single-family homes, owing to lawn maintenance require-
ments and the demands of more spacious living spaces (Postel, 2005). 
Finally, looked upon from a global perspective, the spread of low-density, 
single-family homes throughout the world subverts all efforts to provide 
a sustainable source of food to feed the nine billion people who may in-
habit the globe by year 2050—even if all nine billion were vegetarians.

Instead of thinking about the issues of sustainability and social 
justice from the veranda of a 500-square-meter mansion, sitting on a 
2000-square-meter estate, imagine contemplating the earth’s and its 
inhabitants’ survival from a cozy, three-room apartment.

Could Everyone Take a Shower Every Day?

No. Scarcity of fresh water is already affecting over one third of the 
world’s population and this number is expected to double by 2025. The 
United Nations labels countries as moderate or high stress areas if water 
consumption exceeds ten percent of renewable fresh water resources. 
By the year 2000, over 80 countries were already considered water stress 
areas (Gleick, 2003). A large portion of the earth’s surface is covered by 
water, but only about 2.5% of it is freshwater and about 66% of that is in 
the form of ice and frozen glaciers (Postel, 2005). If natural watersheds 
are not well managed, human over-consumption will lead to serious or 
irreversible damage to the local ecosystems such that food production 
and water for basic human needs are not adequate to sustain life (Gleick 
& Palaniappan, 2010).
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Indeed, the lack of potable water is already a global crisis. Clean, safe 
water is the exception, not the rule. We do not have sufficient clean water 
today to sustain healthy populations. We obviously cannot waste water on 
over-washing our bodies and preach social justice with straight faces.

Could Everyone in the World Consume a Diet Comprising Animal Products?

Again, the answer is unarguably “no.” The arable land of the world 
can only sustain human life if it produces vegetables, fruits and grains 
for direct human consumption. It cannot support the production of 
grain to feed enough livestock to provide meat and diary products for 
even a minority of the earth’s population. If we all choose to eat meat 
and dairy—or all try to—we will perish and perish quickly. An animal 
product-based diet is absolutely unsustainable (Carus, 2010).

The world’s population recently eclipsed seven billion people (USA 
Today, 2011). Currently two billion of our global neighbors eat a meat-
based diet while the other five billion are living on a plant-based diet 
(UN News Centre, 2006). Current shortages of energy, cropland, and 
available water are already severely limiting our capacity to expand, or 
even maintain, meat and dairy production. The World Wildlife Fund 
(WWF) estimates that the average Italian diet (touted as a healthier and 
more plant-centered alternative to the typical western diet) provides 21% 
of calories from meat and dairy, and predicts that by 2050 we would need 
two earths to feed the population if everyone were to eat like Italians. 
Even if everyone were to eat like Malaysians, with just twelve percent 
of calories from meat and dairy, the WWF predicts we would need 1.3 
earths by 2050 to feed everyone (Duncan, 2010).  No one who is eating 
an animal product-based diet—which includes fish, poultry, beef, pork, 
and lamb, in addition to eggs, milk, cheese, butter, cream and yogurt—
can still claim to care about social justice (Soares, 2009).

Finally, an animal product-based diet is the primary contributor to 
greenhouse gases and global warming, causing even more oil consump-
tion and destructive vehicle emissions than are caused by human trans-
portation choices (Hickman, 2009). Most of the arable land in cultures 
that favor the consumption of meat and dairy is used to produce grain 
to feed cows, pigs, chickens, and other livestock. Growing grain to feed 
large animals is energy-inefficient, as are the subsequent processes for 
rendering livestock and transporting meat and dairy products to market. 
Indeed, it bears repeating that the prevalence of meat and dairy diets 
constitutes a more deleterious threat to global warming than transporta-
tion choices (Eshel & Martin, 2006; Goodland & Anhang, 2009). Either 
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we all eat lower on the food chain, or most of us will go hungry—which 
is the current state of global nutrition.

WHEN IS IT TIME TO CHANGE?  
OR ARE WE THE CHOSEN PEOPLE?

What about my colleague’s assertion that his eating meat and driving 
to work, on this very day, has no significant impact on either the just 
distribution of scarce resources or on the longevity of earth as an inhabit-
able planet? To that we must offer another uncomfortable question: when 
will it be time for him, and for me, to start behaving sustainably? At what 
stage in the critical mass of globally changing norms do we decide to get 
on board? At what point does it make a difference? Going back to our 
discussion on disparate classes, the answer may be in our willingness to 
bring into clear focus our implicit assumptions around class distinction 
and disparity. The “when” might be in the moment we acknowledge that 
any concept of social justice is empty if it presupposes the permanence 
of class disparity. For me to argue that my personal choices, in this and 
in every moment, are irrelevant under the law of insignificance, is to, in 
essence, argue that I am among God’s chosen people and that social justice 
can adhere to a world where I am entitled to more than others. None of 
us admits to this conclusion openly, and perhaps not even consciously, 
yet that is where we stand while we are waiting for the right time to 
begin behaving sustainably and justly.

By now the word hypocrite may be rattling around in the recesses of 
your consciousness. You know who I’m talking about. That colleague 
who wants “sustainable” placed in every clause of your mission state-
ments. The one who decries the seemingly irreversible and inevitable 
climate change that is melting the glaciers and ice caps, raising the water 
levels, and promising an end to life on earth in another generation or 
two. Yes, that one—who also commutes alone in her SUV, drinks cafe 
lattes, eats meat, showers daily (at least!), turns over her wardrobe every 
two months, and is comfortable in a sleeveless outfit because she heats 
her living space to a constant 22 degrees Celsius.

Indeed, it may not be enough to openly advocate for slightly better 
lives for those who currently live at subsistence, while we continue to 
enjoy lifestyles that are indefensibly wasteful, conspicuously affluent, 
and, yes, unarguably unsustainable. On a positive note, by beginning to 
engage in shared sacrifice, we have an opportunity to gain insights and 
perhaps a more compassionate connection with the earth’s marginal-
ized populations.
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A CALL TO DISARM

I will guess that some of you reading this article, despite your avowed 
commitment to social justice and global sustainability, will flush the toi-
let after your next pee. Some of you will commute in a single-occupancy 
vehicle on your next work day. Some will eat meat at your next meal. 
Some will get out of bed tomorrow morning and start the day with a 
shower—and may even follow that up with a trip to the gym later in 
the day and another shower. Some will work in temperature-controlled 
offices, choosing to waste energy rather than acclimatize. Some will 
reflexively turn on their office lights in broad daylight in the midst of 
ample natural lighting. Maybe none of this is true for you, but you know 
it is for many of your colleagues. I can attest that in the Albers School 
of Business and Economics at Seattle University, we still have colleagues 
who live every bit as unsustainably and every bit as indifferent to social 
justice as all of these aforementioned behaviors represent.

In a recent survey of my own Albers School business faculty col-
leagues, over 84% live in free-standing houses, one forth occupying over 
300 square meters of floor space. Nineteen percent live over 30 kilometers 
from the Seattle University campus, and 63% commute by single-occu-
pancy vehicles. Nearly 80% shower or bathe daily; 16% do so more than 
once a day. Sixty percent flush their toilets after every use, and over 90% 
of my colleagues eat meat and/or dairy products; 75% do so daily. Despite 
these self-reported behavioral profiles, an inexplicable 27% believe that 
their lifestyles are sustainable, and despite this level of denial around un-
sustainable personal behaviors, we are offering a Sustainability Specializa-
tion in our MBA program that commenced in the summer of 2011 (Seattle 
University, 2011a). Let’s hope that those teaching in the new program are 
not among the 27% who are so delusional, or are in such abject denial, 
that they truly believe their personal lifestyles are sustainable!

Modeling and practicing sustainable and socially just behaviors are 
not heroic acts. They are baby-steps toward demonstrating a true con-
cern for social justice and environmental sustainability. If we do not, 
at this bare minimum, model our alleged commitment to these values, 
then perhaps we should stop pretending to be part of a community that 
concerns itself with social justice and global stewardship.

Let’s begin with personal integrity, and let’s recognize and accept 
what is true with who we are. Are we champions of social justice? Are 
we devotees of a sustainable earth? Are we living in ways that all others 
could live within the known limitations of scarce resources and envi-
ronmental preservation? Or are we merely hypocrites preaching values 
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we do not embrace, while comfortably observing the stage of human 
misery and environmental degradation from our box seats?

NOW WHAT?

So where do we go from here? Every person who has commented on 
earlier drafts of this article told me there needs to be a positive “call to 
action,” and this journal’s review criteria includes the admonition that 
the article “offer ideas about how the reader can take valuable and con-
structive action to improve the situation” (Stoner, 2013). 

I teach a highly experiential course on emotional intelligence that 
treats “self awareness” as the obligatory foundation for positive changes 
in human behavior (Weis & Arnesen, 2007). We spend days on self-
awareness building exercises because we cannot move forward authenti-
cally and effectively without that foundation, and it is not easy. We are 
called upon to give a Stanislavskian-level effort to study who we really 
are before we can show up authentically, as our true selves, in relation-
ship (Weis, Hanson, & Arnesen, 2009)—so it is with our behaviors and 
their relationship to global sustainability. Awareness is foundational.

My point is this: becoming aware of our behaviors and their congru-
ence with a commitment to a sustainable, just future is foundational. We 
first must acknowledge what is and accept that fully. To initiate change 
demands that we know where we are—to know where we are coming 
from. Truth is not the enemy of change; truth is the essential precursor 
to positive change.

Acknowledging that we may fall far short of living sustainably does 
not mean that tomorrow we must sell all of our personal possessions and 
join a self-sufficient vegan commune. It does mean that we are aware of 
and accept where we are, and begin a process of self-reflection that will 
gradually move us toward “useful and constructive action to improve 
the situation” (Stoner, 2013). Awareness leads to change. Knowing that 
the earth cannot support meat production to feed seven billion mouths 
begins a reflective process that eventually leads to dietary change. Know-
ing that seven billion people cannot reside in single-family homes begins 
a reflective process that changes one’s orientation to housing. Knowing 
that seven billion people cannot move about in automobiles begins a 
reflective process that ultimately considers alternative transportation 
options. But first, acknowledge that what is, is. Then we move forward.
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The personal lifestyle changes suggested in this article are each emi-
nently doable by everyone reading this journal. None of the changes re-
quires an outlay of scarce personal resources; on the contrary, they each 
entail a savings of resources currently consumed supporting lifestyles 
that are not sustainable. Eating lower on the food chain, living in smaller 
spaces contained in multi-family buildings, using less water, using less 
energy for transportation—these are changes that all of us can afford 
because they are lower-cost behaviors. What is missing are not personal 
resources. What is missing are personal resolve, personal commitment, 
and perhaps a personal proclivity for contemplating a simpler, more sus-
tainable lifestyle that many see as less comfortable and less desirable.

A HINT OF OPTIMISM?

In a brief digression from the Eeyore voice (the dour donkey of Win-
nie-the-Pooh fame) that has dominated this discussion, I admit happily 
to being surprised, impressed, and grateful at some of today’s university 
campus initiatives to raise awareness around the challenges of global 
sustainability. Several years ago, my own campus implemented a six-week 
Sustainability Challenge involving self-selected teams that competed on 
weekly behavioral criteria. We earned team and individual points for 
members going a week without using throw-away packaging, for using 
only non-motorized or mass transportation options, for eating only a 
plant-based diet, for avoiding the use of disposable containers and non-
renewable bags for beverages, groceries, and other chattels, and so on. 
I remember eagerly joining the challenge, knowing that this was one 
competition I would surely win. But I was pleasantly wrong. A number 
of undergraduate teams fielded players that left me in the dust. This was 
my first and only experience feeling like a sustainability novice, even 
beginner, in my workplace.

Today a master plan awaits full implementation that may, if followed 
to the letter, make my personal lifestyle look normal (Schlessman & 
Bain, 2008; Seattle University, 2011b). However—if I may reclaim my 
Eeyore voice (Milne, 1926)—I worry that we may find ourselves doing a 
lot of little things that are relatively inconsequential in the big picture 
of global sustainability. The worst case scenario is that these small ges-
tures may act as a palliative, as drugs inducing a sense of unwarranted 
accomplishment that is far disproportionate to the major changes that 
we must make. Eschewing plastic bottles and plastic bags, paper coffee 
cups, and unnecessary packaging, while recycling everything that we 
touch, are all admirable gestures that demonstrate sensitivity to sustain-
ability issues. They do not, however, individually or in total, approach 
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the impact made by transportation, housing and dietary choices. I fear 
we may be swatting at gnats and letting the elephants pass through.

But, I must admit, I am reluctantly impressed by the multitude of 
campus initiatives being launched today, in my own country and in 
others, especially in the area of transportation (Balsas, 2003)—and re-
luctantly optimistic, at least as optimistic as Eeyore can be, in the face 
of these daunting challenges.

FINAL WORDS

I know this discussion will land on some as exaggerated, offensive, 
and opinionated. Indeed, one thoughtful reviewer of an early draft of 
this article suggested that it only be published as an opinion piece, not 
as a legitimate article, and his reasons were thoughtful, serious, sensitive, 
and compelling.

But I disagree. Yes—the tone of my discussion is provocative. But the 
fact that the essential points of the article sound like opinions dramatizes 
the wide expanse separating our behaviors from our words, because …

Seven billion people cannot live in single family homes.

Seven billion people cannot use automobiles for their basic means 
of transportation.

Seven billion people cannot eat at the top of the food chain.

Seven billion people cannot greet each day with a five-minute shower.

These are not my opinions. These are truths—inconvenient truths, 
perhaps, but truths nonetheless.

There is a reasonable chance that you, the reader, live in ways that are 
“more unsustainable” than the way I live. I walk to work, live in a small 
apartment, eat only vegetation, eschew heating and air conditioning, and 
use water very sparingly. Yet my ways are, at best, “less unsustainable” 
than yours.

So, when I am tempted to enter into the volley of enthusiasm for all 
we are saying and doing at Seattle University to promote global sustain-
ability, I usually hold back. When I weaken and join the chorus, my 
mind’s eye sees a mirror upon which is not the visage of a responsible 
global citizen, living in ways that are globally sustainable and socially 
just. I see the face of a hypocrite.
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Finally, I have made repeated references in this article to a recent 
milestone—the population of Earth eclipsing seven billion inhabitants 
in October of 2011. In 1927, 84 years ago, when my father was ten years 
old, the earth’s population reached two billion (Gomez & Sullivan, 2011). 
In one lifetime the population of planet Earth increased by 350%! Need-
less to say, that cannot happen again over the next 84 years—or maybe 
my colleague was right. Maybe it doesn’t matter what he eats or what he 
drives or where he lives. Nothing we do will support a world population 
of 24.5 billion people, no matter how we choose to live.

Everybody crowds round so in this Forest. There’s no Space. I never saw a 
more Spreading lot of animals in my life, and in all the wrong places.

—Eeyore the Donkey, The House at Pooh Corner (Milne, 1928)

The exponential phase of the industrial growth which has dominated hu-
man activities during the last couple of centuries is now drawing to a close. 
Yet during the last two centuries of unbroken industrial growth we have 
evolved what amounts to an exponential-growth culture.
—M. King Hubbert, Testimony to the United States Congress, 4 June 1974
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Abstract. This article reviews the problematic surrounding the concept 
of future generations, which is intertwined with questions concerning 
intergenerational justice, weak sustainability, non-existence, non-identity, 
and motivation. It also claims that business ethics should deal with 
intergenerational issues but cannot ignore the philosophical challenges 
involved. Based on the distinction between future generations and overlapping 
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former, and to facilitate the connection with organizational concerns. The 
distinction between overlapping and future generations relies on the notions 
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obligations toward overlapping generations can be included in the framework 
of stakeholder theory.
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The environmental crisis in its different forms (loss of biodiversity, 
global warming, water shortages, soil erosion, toxic chemical products, 
inter alia) is one of humanity’s major concerns. It is also a major con-
cern for businesses insofar as they are dependent on and intertwined 
with ecological systems, being the intermediaries that transform natural 
resources into usable products (Jennings & Zandbergen, 1995; Shrivas-
tava, 1995). At the same time, businesses, seen as today’s most powerful 
institutions, are often considered the most capable of promoting the 
necessary changes for sustainability (Hart, 2007). If we leave aside the 
potential business benefits of sustainable strategies and if we do not en-
ter into the interesting question of whether nature has inherent value 
(the position known as eco-centrism),1 the most common theoretical 
approach to tackle the question of why individuals, organizations, or 
societies should care about sustainability focuses on the question of 
intergenerational obligations. Yet, except for some rare exceptions (e.g., 
Jeurissen & Keijzers, 2004), this question is surprisingly absent in the 
business ethics literature. A few academic articles analyse issues of child 
labour, child obesity, and child consumerism, but even in those cases, 
only very few papers discuss what type of stakeholder children are (ex-
cept Crane & Kazmi, 2010). 

In this article, we first review the main theoretical difficulties sur-
rounding the concept of future generations; in particular, the questions 
of intergenerational justice, weak sustainability, non-existence, non-
identity, and motivation. We suggest that to escape these difficulties a 
distinction should be made between future generations and overlapping 
generations. This distinction matches a distinction between two types of 
morality—thin and thick, giving rise to two types of obligations which 
may sometimes come into tension and sometimes be complementary.

1Although there are nuances between different versions of eco-centrism, it can be 
understood generally as any outlook that attributes an intrinsic value to nature. Typically, 
eco-centrism criticizes “environmental management,” “corporate environmentalism,” 
“eco-efficiency,” and “reformist environmentalism” because these inevitably lower the 
bar of environmental aims, end up subordinating environmental concerns to economic 
concerns, or foster unrealistic win-win expectations regarding the benefits of green 
strategies for both the environment and the company (Ehrenfeld, 1998; Newton, 
2005; Prasad & Elmes, 2005). Some representatives of this view call for a change 
in the prevailing type of rationality, shifting from being instrumental to ecological 
(O’Riordan, 1995; Prasad & Elmes, 2005; Stead & Stead, 2000). Beyond questions 
concerning feasibility, some scholars warn that adhering to eco-centrism could lead 
to compromising other important values such as democracy or individual freedom, 
reaching positions that have been labelled as eco-fascist (Hopwood, Mellor, & O’Brien, 
2005). Be that as it may, it would also be a mistake to hastily dismiss eco-centrism as 
simply irrational and marginal.
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In the final section, we ask whether stakeholder theory—one of the 
most commonly used theories in the realms of business ethics and cor-
porate social responsibility—may entail obligations toward overlapping 
generations, even though we acknowledge that it does not seem able to 
justify a thin duty toward abstract, distant future generations.

In other words, our aim is to show that even if the conceptual tools 
of business ethics are still insufficient to deal with an “ethics of long-
range responsibility” (following Hans Jonas’s expression [Jonas, 1984]), 
they might do much more than they are doing now for the middle-
range responsibility represented by our obligations to children and the 
next overlapping generations. Offering some preliminary insights into 
the claim that firms need to be conceived as having some obligations 
toward their stakeholders’ children is not a magic formula for decision 
making, but can add conceptual clarity, help us reformulate the question, 
and encourage further research in an area which, in our view, should 
occupy a much larger space in the business ethics and corporate social 
responsibility literature.2

Intergenerational Justice and Weak Sustainability

The most common strategy to justify caring for environmental 
sustainability is to consider it a question of justice between different 
generations. This approach motivates the well-known definition of 
sustainable development given in the Brundtland Commission Report, 
which includes the imperative of “not compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs” (Brundtland, 1987).3 It is 
also supported by Principle 1 of the Stockholm Declaration which states 
that “Man has the fundamental right to freedom, equality and adequate 
conditions of life, in an environment of a quality that permits a life of 
dignity and well-being, and he bears a solemn responsibility to protect 

2In this article, we leave aside questions concerning whether companies are 
actually taking these duties into account or why they are not doing so, or what factors 
would make it more likely that they would do so. We merely intend to contribute to the 
discussion about the way company actions should be conceived and thought through.

3A similar view is defended in the 1997 UNESCO declaration about the duties present 
generations have toward future generations, according to which “present generations 
have the responsibility of ensuring that the needs and interests of present and future 
generations are fully safeguarded.” It includes, inter alia, the duty of bequeathing a 
planet with no irremediable damage whilst also enabling future generations to choose 
their social, political, and economic structures freely, respecting human rights and 
cultural diversity and safeguarding historical heritage. See http://portal.unesco.org/en/
ev.php-URL_ID=13178&URL_DO=DO_TOPIC&URL_SECTION=201.html (accessed 
March 13, 2013).
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and improve the environment for present and future generations” (UN 
Conference on the Human Environment, 1972), though it is unclear to 
what extent international law recognizes this right (Rodriguez-Rivera, 
2001). Furthermore, this approach is present in Hans Jonas’ imperative 
of responsibility: “Act so that the effects of your action are compatible 
with the permanence of genuine human life” (Jonas, 1984: 11).

The abovementioned declarations and imperatives are grounded on 
the rejection of the fundamental unfairness that arises when group A 
(the present generation) requires group B (future generations) to pay for 
the costs of benefits group A has secured for itself without the consent of 
group B (Arnold & Bustos, 2005). To ground such an approach on solid 
theoretical basis, some authors rely on Rawls’ first principle of justice, 
otherwise known as the principle of greatest equal liberty, and on the 
safe assumption that generations of the future, even if we do not know all 
their needs and preferences, will need and want to have a quantity and 
quality of natural capital to lead genuine lives and exercise their freedom 
(Jeurissen & Keijzers, 2004). Thus, in Rawls’ original position, behind the 
veil of ignorance, all contractors would agree on a “just savings principle” 
to neutralize the generational factor (Rawls, 1999: 251–258).

Yet the field of business ethics should not neglect some philosophical 
puzzles that cast a shadow over the concept of future generations and the 
idea of duties toward them. We will review the main ones in this section.

The first problem, and one of the most frequent criticisms of the 
definition of sustainability in the Brundtland Report, is about defining 
or specifying what is to be safeguarded. This problem and criticism leads 
to the distinction between strong and weak sustainability. To summarize 
it crudely, the strong interpretation of the concept of sustainability (Daly 
& Cobb, 1989; Haughton & Hunter, 1994) claims that to ensure for future 
generations a quality of life and opportunities at least similar to those of 
today’s generation, humanity has a duty to safeguard a given volume of 
natural capital resources—including virgin spaces, biodiversity, minerals, 
water, among others—and it cannot replace them with economic, tech-
nological, or social capital. By contrast, the weak version of sustainability, 
which dominates most political and economic circles, accepts the possibil-
ity or convenience of some replacement, and takes into account the total 
amount of capital that is handed down to future generations, regardless 
of the proportions between natural, economic, and technological.

Weak sustainability assumes that future generations will not mind 
the substitution between types of capital as long as the total amount is 
higher. Perhaps some individuals would agree to a deal which puts eco-
nomic legacy over natural legacy; however, one cannot assume that all 
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will (Arnold & Bustos, 2005). On the contrary, even if future generations 
can have different life styles and preferences, we can assume that a stable 
climate, biodiversity, air quality, or water resources will be as valuable, 
if not more, in fifty or a hundred years as they are today. This concern, 
however, does not have to mean that the opposite deal is always uncon-
ditionally better, since some cultural and man-made goods might be 
considered more valuable for the well-being of future people than some 
natural ones (one could argue, for example, about the need to preserve 
some art objects, museums, and architectural works). This possibility 
poses the question about the degree to which we should commit to the 
principle of non-substitutability of all natural resources (Gosseries, 2001), 
which would mean that those defending strong sustainability need to 
reformulate their arguments. There is also the added difficulty of popu-
lation growth: it would seem unfair to expect the current generation 
to leave a fixed amount of natural resources per capita if the size of the 
population grows in two or three generations; i.e., beyond the control 
of the present generation (Barry, 1997). As we can see, there are difficul-
ties in conceptualizing what the notions of intergenerational justice and 
sustainability commit us to safeguard.

In addition to the debate on weak and strong sustainability based on 
substitutability, there is also the economic notion that a social discount 
rate should be applied to what the present generation bequeaths to future 
generations. One reason for doing so is that, in general, costs and benefits 
are usually considered less important if they come in the future (Cowen 
& Parfit, 1992). Another reason is that “it is better to receive a benefit 
earlier since this benefit can then be used to produce further benefits” 
(Cowen & Parfit, 1992). For example, according to this principle, it could 
be argued that while environmental degradation benefits the present 
generation insofar as it allows its increasing level of consumption and 
standard of living, it also allows the present generation to reinvest some 
of these benefits in ways which produce technological and economic 
progress which, in turn, will bring benefits for future generations, as 
well as offering the means to offset the adverse effects of environmen-
tal degradation. A common criticism of this view is that it is virtually 
impossible to calculate the probability of finding these technological 
solutions (for example, to palliate the effects of global warming, water 
scarcity, and soil erosion, among others). Therefore, it has been said that 
this argument is ultimately based on an act of faith (Cowen & Parfit, 
1992); namely, a faith in progress. Put differently, the discount rate is 
based on the unproven belief that future generations will live better than 
we and that it is already an advantage to be born in a later generation 
rather than in an earlier one because of the economic, technological, 
cultural, and moral progress that will occur. This view assumes that the 
possible problems transferred to future generations are always smaller 
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than the overall opportunities with which they are provided. This typi-
cally modern view, however, is increasingly being called into question. 
Among other considerations, it seems that up to date, even if there is 
some progress in clean technologies, it is relatively little in comparison 
with the use of technologies based on the “take, make, waste” logic 
which considers natural resources and sinks as free and infinite (Senge, 
Smith, Kruschwitz, Laur, & Schley, 2008). We also know now that, apart 
from ecological costs, these trends will also provoke heavy economic 
costs (Stern et al., 2006).

Apart from general doubts concerning whether future generations in 
general will necessarily live better than the present one, there is also the 
concern about unequal conditions within future generations. Everything 
indicates that “the impacts of future climate changes will most likely be 
disproportionately borne by the world’s poor” (Arnold & Bustos, 2005: 
106) and that the different environmental crises affect “the long-term 
prospects of the least favored extending over future generations” (Rawls, 
1999: 252). Hence, issues concerning intergenerational relations depend 
also on our views of a just society and on what type of society we want 
to bequeath to future generations. However, the extent to which many 
people in future generations will find themselves in situations below an 
adequate minimum to lead a life with dignity depends heavily on deci-
sions taken by people today who have more than an adequate minimum. 
In the global dialogue concerning the type of society we want for the 
future, the voice of the poor and powerless of today and of tomorrow is 
not sufficiently heard.

Continuing with the themes of environmental degradation and 
inequality, other authors have observed that, since obligations to future 
generations amount to restraining or deferring the present generation’s 
capacity to use resources, such obligations put “pressure on the ability 
of each generation to redistribute what is available to help the poorest” 
of its generation (Jeurissen & Keijzers, 2004). Thus, generations seem 
to face a tradeoff between caring for today’s poor and for tomorrow’s 
poor; i.e., between intra- and intergenerational solidarity. This argument, 
however, does not seem to take into account that tomorrow’s poor are 
not unrelated to today’s poor; they usually are their direct descendants. 
Addressing severe inequalities today could contribute to, rather than 
hinder, efforts to mitigate intergenerational inequality.

In addition to conceptual puzzles, there are many practical uncer-
tainties regarding how one can ensure that the interests of future genera-
tions (or at least the interests we can legitimately assume that they will 
have) are heard and taken into consideration when making decisions in 
the present. As Hans Jonas writes, “the non-existent has no lobby, and 
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the unborn are powerless” (Jonas, 1984: 22). Apart from the possible role 
played by government regulations and civil society pressure, business 
ethicists and experts on corporate social responsibility would also like to 
see companies and organizations incorporate an inner voice, so to speak, 
that takes future generations into account in decisions about budgets, 
service and product design, investment in human capital, and the en-
largement or upkeep of facilities. In fact, some authors have proposed 
a council of future affairs as part of the corporate governance structure 
of every major company (White, 2007). Such a council could consist of 
independent experts, scientists and members of civil society who are 
able to look beyond present-day prejudices and interests, and be expressly 
responsible for safeguarding the interests of future generations. The task 
of thinking through the details of how this goal would be achieved in 
practice is obviously enormous and has extremely important political, 
economic, and social repercussions.4 At any rate, in a situation with so 
many uncertainties and with the stakes being extraordinarily high, a 
strategy that is sometimes advised is “a heuristics of fear” (Jonas, 1984) 
which takes into account the worst possible scenarios and enjoins us to 
act with precaution.

Non-existence, Non-identity, and Motivation

Leaving aside the problems seen above, provoked by the notions of 
weak and strong sustainability, natural capital, and discount rate, other 
philosophical challenges related to our obligations toward future genera-
tions include non-existence, non-identity and motivation problems. The 
problem of non-existence results from granting rights to individuals who 
do not exist, especially when it is not certain that they will exist and 
when their circumstances, interests, and preferences are unknown. As a 
response to this challenge, Jeurissen and Keijzers argue that, rather than 
to future individuals, the present generation has an obligation to a “future 
position” in which we localize an imaginary person and that the present 
generation has a responsibility to guarantee that the “places” to be filled 
by future people are acceptable in terms of human welfare (Jeurissen & 
Keijzers, 2004). Yet many will find it awkward to think of obligations to-
ward “places” rather than toward people. To avoid this awkwardness, it is 

4Despite the difficulties involved, incipient examples of this type of approach 
are already emerging at the present time in companies that adopt a long-term view. 
One such case is MASISA, the Chilean forestry firm controlled by the Grupo Nueva. 
Although it does not yet have a committee for future generations, each facet of its 
management, such as the decision to build a factory, takes into account geophysical, 
geomorphological, and meteorological considerations and the biodiversity on the site, 
in addition to variables related to society and human geography such as nearby towns, 
regional income, job creation possibilities, and services in the area.
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worth exploring other ways of thinking about obligations toward future 
generations without relying on the rights of future generations.

Connected with the challenge above is the non-identity problem 
which essentially emanates from the fact that different choices today lead 
to different people being born in the future. In other words, since future 
generations are inseparable outcomes of choices made today, future gen-
erations will have no right to complain about any of the conditions they 
inherit: the alternative for them would in fact be never to have existed. A 
different chain of events might have led to better natural conditions, but 
would also lead to different individuals coming into existence. The con-
clusion of this line of argument would be that since existence is gener-
ally considered preferable to non-existence, the present generation could 
not be blamed for doing any harm to particular individuals of future 
generations. Many philosophers agree with Parfit (1982) in considering 
that this perplexing conclusion conflicts with our fundamental moral 
intuitions, and in labeling it a “repugnant conclusion.”

Perhaps the most obvious problem for intergenerational decision-
making has to do with motivation. Although each generation has a 
vested interest in inheriting a planet in healthy conditions, it has no 
definitive incentive to show concern for the next generation. Thus, 
each generation receives advantages from its predecessors while pos-
sibly depriving benefits from its successors. Some philosophers have 
analyzed the similarities and differences between the structure of in-
tergenerational relationships and the prisoner’s dilemma, i.e., whether 
there is an intergenerational version of the “tragedy of the commons” 
(Gardiner, 2001). This situation is aggravated by the power asymmetry 
that exists between generations, since each generation does not have 
the opportunity to reciprocate the behavior or actions of previous ones 
(Wade-Benzoni, 2002). Lack of immediacy of future consequences has 
also been cited as one reason why people often do not act on the behalf 
of future generations (Care, 1982). Because of the distance in time, the 
consequences often seem decoupled from the decisions or actions with 
which they are associated (Wade-Benzoni, 2002) and they escalate over 
time in ways that are difficult to calculate and anticipate. The problem 
provoked by time distance is increased when there is no interpersonal 
affinity and identification between those making the decisions and those 
suffering the negative consequences.

In short, if future generations are defined as people who will be born 
after the present generation is dead (and hence will never be known by 
the present generation), as the common definition has it (Hubin, 1976), 
then duties toward future generations face both the philosophical chal-
lenges of their non-existence and non-identity, and the problem of a lack 
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of motivation. This combination is a serious obstacle to the advancement 
of theoretical and practical efforts on business obligations toward future 
generations. In the remainder of this article, we suggest that many of 
these problems are not associated with the concept of overlapping genera-
tions, and that this concept is a better entry point for business ethics into 
the debate on intergenerational duties. Overlapping generations co-exist 
with the present one or, even if not co-existing, they can easily be part 
of the imagination of the present generation and form part of a chain as, 
for example, in the case of the children of one’s grandchildren.

It is true that the prospect of a miserable future for humanity in the 
long-term or, in the extreme case, the extinction of humanity does not 
present itself to us as an attractive prospect, even if we have no relation-
ship to particular people living in that future. There might be ways to 
awaken or educate our moral instinct and develop motivation to do 
something to avoid this scenario, which seems abstract and remote. The 
concern for overlapping generations might be a good first step for this 
education. Furthermore, care for the next overlapping generation should 
be understood as including a concern for the next generation’s obliga-
tions toward the one that will follow it afterwards; in other words, this 
care includes trying to avoid transferring an inheritance that hinders the 
next generation in fulfilling its obligations toward the one afterwards. 
Thus, a type of “zipper argument” leads to care for generations beyond 
the next one (Gosseries, 2001).

From the standpoint of organizations and institutions, talking about 
concrete overlapping generations, even if already a daunting task, may 
be more compelling than talking about abstract future generations. 
For example, organizations are challenged to promote collaboration in 
intergenerational successions at the workplace or in management teams 
to ensure continuity over time. When outgoing employees or business 
leaders leave their positions in the company, they can act as free riders 
with respect to those who remain and come afterwards. An important 
challenge for organizations is to prevent an internal atmosphere resem-
bling the prisoner’s dilemma, which would discourage collaboration 
among the same generation of employees as well as continuity over 
generations. It is not surprising, then, that when management scholars 
refer to future generations, they usually have in mind overlapping gen-
erations (Wade-Benzoni, 2002).

The Iroquois Example

Apart from the challenges uncovered and examined by some recent 
philosophers, most Western ethical and political thought has neglected 
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the question of future generations. Ethical issues have usually been 
conceived as taking place within a relatively bounded period of time 
and also within a specific city, nation, or society. This neglect offers 
an opportunity to look for references in other traditions. Perhaps the 
best known example is the concept of the “seventh generation” posited 
in the Great Law of the confederation of the North American Indian 
tribes known as the Iroquois, which calls on all members to take the 
seventh generation into account when making decisions.5 But does 
referring to the seventh generation make the generic future-generation 
concept more specific? It still does seem to be a very long time: if we 
count our generation as the first, we would be talking about the great-
grandchildren of our great-grandchildren, i.e., about 150 to 180 years 
from now, depending on how the generations are counted. Yet even if 
it is difficult for us to imagine what life will be like so far in the future 
and to feel some strong link with those living then, it is probable that 
the Iroquois tradition appealed to the seventh generation because it is 
the last one we can imagine as somehow related to us. Even if it is not 
easy, we can still visualize what it would be like having and caring for 
great-grandchildren (or our friends and neighbours doing so), and we 
can imagine these great-grandchildren caring about their children, 
grandchildren, and great-grandchildren. Furthermore, this act of imagi-
nation might have been easier for communities such as the Iroquois, 
who could understand their life as varying little from one generation to 
the next, relied on stable rituals and traditions, and had not very large 
populations. In addition, external threats (by other tribes, the “white 
man,” or natural harshness) might strengthen the desire to protect a way 
of life by forming a stronger bond across generations. In other words, 
circumstances about lifestyle and social systems like the ones hinted at 

5The history of the Iroquois, or Haudenosaunee in their own language, has been 
passed down by word of mouth. There are several versions of the Great Law, none of 
which can be said to be the true version (Snow, 1994). Not all of them refer explicitly 
to a seventh generation, but a “seventh-generation knowledge” may be said to exist 
(Snow, 1994: 109). One of the best-known versions of the Great Law says that the “Five 
Nations shall labour, legislate and council together for the interest of future generations” 
and advises that

in all of your deliberations in the Confederate Council, in your efforts at law 
making, in all your official acts, self interest shall be cast into oblivion. Cast 
not over your shoulder behind you the warnings of the nephews and nieces 
should they chide you for any error or wrong you may do, but return to the 
way of the Great Law which is just and right. Look and listen for the welfare 
of the whole people and have always in view not only the present but also the 
coming generations, even those whose faces are yet beneath the surface of 
the ground—the unborn of the future Nation. (http://www.indigenouspeople.
net/iroqcon.htm, accessed March 20, 2013)
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by these reflections might play a role in the capacity of individuals to 
identify, and feel attached to, future generations.

In sum, different cultural traditions might help us to pose new ques-
tions on the topic of intergenerational obligations, insofar as some of 
those traditions seem to have a longer-range ethical view compared to 
ours. This ethical view seems to rely on the concept of overlapping gen-
erations, and imagination, attachment, and sense of community seem to 
play an important part in it. By contrast, as seen above, an inherent prob-
lem of the future-generation concept is its abstractness and remoteness.

Thick and Thin Morality

To distinguish the types of obligations we hold to future generations 
and to overlapping generations, we suggest relying on the notions of 
thick and thin morality (Walzer, 1994). Even though it has not been ap-
plied to this particular question, Donaldson and Dunfee have resorted to 
a similar type of distinction in their comprehensive theory of business 
ethics when they advocate for a moral minimum embodied in a series 
of (thin) hypernorms while also underlining the thick character of busi-
ness life. They claim that business life is “institutionally thick in a way 
that many other human institutions are not” (Donaldson & Dunfee, 
1999: 14). In their view, it is this thick character that “raises Herculean 
problems for the institutionally ‘thin’ theories of ethics” (Donaldson & 
Dunfee, 1999: 14).

To review the distinction: whereas thin morality is impartial, agent-
neutral, abstract, and can be global or universal, thick morality is partial 
and agent-relative (Walzer, 1994). Whereas thin morality is based on 
generic concepts such as human being—or, in the case under discussion 
in this paper, future generations, thick morality focuses on the relation-
ships between people who are particularly attached or closely related to 
each other, and would use concepts such as spouse, friend, colleague, and 
neighbour—or, in our case, one’s direct descendants. As a result, thin 
morality has to be minimalist; it needs to limit itself to a few precepts and 
agreements, while thick morality can be maximalist (Walzer, 1994). Con-
cerning the relationship between the two types, Michael Walzer grants 
phenomenological priority to thick morality: “morality is thick from the 
beginning, culturally integrated, fully resonant, and it reveals itself only 
thinly on special occasions” (Walzer, 1994). In other words, moral mini-
malism is not “free-standing” (Walzer, 1994: 10); it depends on maximal-
ism: “it simply designates some reiterated features of particular thick or 
maximal moralities.” Thin morality is “embedded” in thick morality and 
can be abstracted from it, but only temporarily (Walzer, 1994: 11).
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Other philosophers using a similar distinction have claimed that 
following the precepts of thick morality and exhibiting some forms of 
partiality are not always necessarily illegitimate from the minimalist 
point of view (Margalit, 2002). Furthermore, one can argue that, even if 
partiality is considered reprehensible in some cases, a world completely 
devoid of any type of favouritism is not the type of world we would want 
to live in (Donaldson, 1990). Since partiality toward family members 
or friends is not primarily derived from deontological commitments 
such as promises, from socially structured duties and contracts, or from 
consequentialist concerns, it can be considered primitive rather than 
derivative (Donaldson, 1990). However, at the same time, a society (or an 
individual) that does not allow for minimalist considerations would be 
unable to respond to the pain and oppression of anonymous, unknown 
people, and would be considered a deficient society (or a deficient indi-
vidual). There can also be cases of “radical evil” (Margalit, 2002) which 
bring to the surface a thin, universalist morality.

Many contractualist views of morality used in the business ethics 
field have a conception of morality based on reciprocity. These are usu-
ally thin versions of morality and tend to be insensitive to attachment 
and affection, as well as to the obligations that arise from attachment 
and affection. Even if we might feel attachment toward overlapping 
generations and might feel that we owe something to them, these ap-
proaches usually disregard such feelings because the next generations 
have no reciprocal duties toward us (Raz, 2001). Since the logic of reci-
procity fails, these approaches would also refrain from bestowing rights 
to future generations. However, as we will see later, there might be a 
different view about reciprocity that might allow us to circumvent this 
problem to some extent.

Recognizing that it is impossible and undesirable to fully eliminate 
legitimate partiality leads to refuting the idea of uniting the thin and 
thick moral perspectives, and to upholding pluralism, complexity, and 
tension in morality as an unavoidable fact (as done by other authors, 
such as Nagel [1986]). Individuals, societies, and organizations can face 
on occasion a tension between obligations toward anonymous people 
experiencing pain and toward friends and relatives undergoing the same. 
Similarly, there can be a tension between obligations toward future gen-
erations as a form of thin morality and obligations toward overlapping 
generations as a form of thick morality. Yet, despite the distinction, thin 
and thick do not need to be considered as being always in conflict or as 
necessarily contradicting each other. If, as mentioned, thin morality can 
be understood as embedded in thick morality, the concrete experience 
of our thick relationships with overlapping generations can be a way 
to educate the instincts or impulses for intergenerational caring in the 
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abstract. In other words, it might be possible to make a transition from 
the concrete type of care to universal, impartial care; the former can be 
a springboard for the latter.

We suggest that a promising and relatively unexplored path for busi-
ness ethicists is the thick view of morality that builds on the notion of 
obligations toward overlapping generations, rather than focusing on thin 
approaches as has usually been the case so far among the few scholars 
addressing these issues in business ethics. The concept of overlapping 
generations does not present the theoretical challenges seen above and 
can be a better starting point to talk about intergenerational obligations. 
One of the problems with thin obligations toward abstract future genera-
tions, if they could be grounded on solid arguments, is that they would 
consist of a few universal precepts and come to the surface in exceptional 
cases in which these precepts were clearly violated. This alternative is 
problematic because the harm being done to future generations—in 
the form of global warming, water shortages, loss of farmland, and bio-
diversity (with all the social consequences derived from them)—is not 
immediately visible and is often caused by minor, non-deliberate actions, 
rather than by the manifest, face-to-face cruelty of present generations. 
The situation is different in the case of overlapping generations, which 
are visible, near, or easily imaginable to us. Furthermore, concentrating 
first on overlapping generations is already a step in the right direction 
regarding these issues, since many of the most pressing environmental 
challenges are not in the very far future; their consequences are just a 
generation away, and the preservation of favourable and healthy living 
conditions for children and grandchildren are also likely to improve the 
conditions of their own children and grandchildren, and the likelihood 
that they can honour their own obligations toward them.

Parallelism with the Ethics of Memory

Ethical concerns about how we relate to the past may provide further 
insight into how we should relate to the future, and might help us un-
derstand better the two types of morality explained above. The ethics of 
memory deals with a variety of questions such as: Should we blame an in-
dividual who fails to remember important events and people in her past? 
How important should the dead be in the lives of the living? Not only 
individuals, but also societies that have gone through regime changes had 
to deal, or are dealing, with their relationship with the past, from South 
Africa and Germany to Chile and Spain. If we devote a great deal of effort 
to remembering, are we fostering melancholy or bitterness instead of the 
trust and reconciliation needed to move ahead, or do we prevent trust 
and reconciliation precisely when we try to suppress memory?
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Questions about the past are important for organisations as well. Or-
ganisations wonder what type of efforts should be done to preserve and 
transmit accumulated knowledge and a common culture. In other words, 
organisations wonder whether and how recollections of their origin and 
history should be sustained, including the memory of their founders, of 
their most important successes, and of their most controversial mistakes 
and key turning points.

Imagining others and identifying with them are difficult exercises 
when looking back through long periods of time, as it is when look-
ing forward toward the future. The relationship we can have with our 
grandparents is clearly not the same as the one we can have with those 
who lived in our cities or countries five or seven generations ago. What 
would we tell the generations from 150 years ago if we could commu-
nicate with them? We would probably show our gratefulness for many 
great works and inventions: for example, Madame Bovary, The Origin of 
the Species, the opening of the Suez Canal, and Meucci’s first telephone. 
Most of us would also be critical of European colonialism in Africa and 
Asia, the persistence of slavery in the United States, and the introduction 
of rabbits into Australia, which went on to become a veritable plague. 
But what would we say to them about the first modern oil wells in Penn-
sylvania, which were the beginning of great technological possibilities 
and great economic progress as well as, as it turned out later, of severe 
environmental problems? Other examples like this one could be brought 
about to show that adopting a moral standpoint about intergenerational 
relations is as complex when looking toward the past as it is when look-
ing toward the future.

A more helpful approach to our relationships with the past and the 
duty to remember people and collective events is the one proposed by 
Avishai Margalit (Margalit, 2002), who makes an analogy between our 
ethical relationship with the past and a medical obligation. If one wants 
to be healthy, one must exercise, avoid fatty food, and stop smoking. 
Likewise, if one wants to establish or maintain an ethical relationship (a 
thick relationship according to the distinction seen above) with some-
one or with a group of people, one must remember the past one has in 
common with that person or with that group. But just as keeping oneself 
healthy is not an unqualified obligation, there is no absolute obligation 
to have thick, ethical relationships. Now, it is not possible to have this 
type of relationship if one does not cultivate a shared memory. We could 
say that a thick, ethical relationship cannot tolerate amnesia. The people 
with whom one has this type of relationship are those whom one keeps 
shared memories with. It is true that, as Donaldson observes when he 
talks about “morally privileged relationships” such as friendship, it might 
be misleading to talk about “duty” in these cases: “Indeed, as duty begins 
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to substitute for spontaneous concern in a friendship, it is a symptomatic 
of friendship’s decline” (Donaldson, 1990: 9). Since the term duty is often 
used in contractual ethics or in Kantian moral philosophy as finding out 
rationally what one should do after a reflective process, it is certainly inap-
propriate in the context of thick morality. It is more fitting to talk about a 
condition—that of being a friend, a father, or a member of a community. 
This condition includes a concern for keeping memories together.

If we apply these insights to the realm of organisations, we might 
ask whether organisations are places where thick relationships between 
different members and groups are fostered or whether they are just a 
nexus of contracts (thin relationships). If the first alternative were true, it 
would mean, among other things, that there is a shared past that remains 
alive. Morally thick organizations would not suffer amnesia. Now, one 
could certainly debate whether organisations need to occupy themselves 
with encouraging morally thick relationships and preserving a common 
memory. Nonetheless, leaving this debate aside, organizations should 
probably be aware that the individuals who work in them develop such 
spontaneous feelings of care and are immersed in thick relationships, 
both inside and outside the organization, to which they attach great 
value. As we shall see later, this idea can have other applications as well 
in future research on overlapping generations and stakeholder theory.

In our view, just as a morally thick relationship implies a community 
(of at least two) that preserves a common past, it also entails looking to-
gether toward the future. The people whom one has thick relationships 
with are those with whom one imagines a common future or a shared 
project, or are those whose future concerns us. This can be extended to 
our overlapping generations. We suggest, therefore, that caring about the 
prospects of overlapping generations is also an essential part of morally 
thick relationships, just as memory is in the case of our immediate ances-
tors. Our relationship towards overlapping generations can be assumed 
to usually present this characteristic, which might be absent in the case 
of abstract future generations.

The question still remains whether individuals have some type of 
duty to remember and care about the future of other individuals whom 
they have no thick relationships with. According to Margalit’s views 
on memory, in some exceptional cases there may be a moral duty of 
remembrance which concerns all human beings. They are instances 
that affect the very concept of humanity, including paradigmatic acts 
of humiliation and cruelty against human beings: the gulags, Nazi con-
centration camps, Hiroshima, the slave trade, deportations, and mass 
exterminations. There would be something morally wrong if, intention-
ally or unintentionally, mankind as a whole let these episodes of radical 
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evil fall into oblivion. Now, returning to future generations: Are there 
exceptional examples of radical evil perpetrated against abstract and 
remote future generations? Given the problematic nature of the concept 
of future generations seen above, and the imperceptible, accumulative 
character of most environmental damage, these extreme examples are 
much more difficult to establish. That type of duty, for which one would 
still need to find solid theoretical grounds, would surface in cases that 
inflict clear unnecessary pain to future generations, such as, for example, 
setting up a nuclear bomb that will explode in one hundred years.

Intergenerational Reciprocity

Before moving to the implications of our discussion for business eth-
ics, we propose to return to the notion of reciprocity, the lack of which 
was, as mentioned earlier, one of the obstacles in conceiving duties 
toward future generations, and which has been a very influential way 
historically—though not the only one—to conceive morality. This idea is 
expressed already, as a maxim, in the popular Golden Rule (“treat others 
as you would like them to treat you in a similar situation”). In the case 
of overlapping generations, the Golden Rule could take the following 
form: “the present generation should treat future generations as they 
would like to have been treated themselves by the preceding generation” 
(Rawls, 1999; Richards, 1983). Yet, it is not clear that there is reciprocity 
at all in this case, since reciprocity is usually based on “mutual reinforce-
ment by two parties of each other’s actions,” which is sometimes called 
quid-pro-quo or “restricted exchange” (Wade-Benzoni, 2002). Reciprocity 
seems to require closeness in a circumscribed temporal frame. This view 
of reciprocity could lead us to treat the case of concern for future genera-
tions as purely altruistic or an act of beneficence. Some might even see 
altruism as a more pure form or a more autonomous type of morality 
(Larmore, 2008). But the plural view of morality, which we have sketched 
above, would cast doubts about there being a more pure morality, as well 
as about there being only one moral voice.

Other views about reciprocity could assist us here. Anthropologists 
have studied that reciprocity also applies “to situations in which people 
feel obligated to reciprocate others’ actions, not by directly rewarding 
their benefactors, but by benefiting other actors implicated in a social 
exchange situation that includes the benefactors and themselves” (Wade-
Benzoni, 2002: 1014). This generalized exchange or indirect reciprocity 
can be taking place in intergenerational relationships in which there is 
a lack of one-to-one correspondence. People reciprocate the good and 
evil left to them by previous generations by behaving similarly toward 
the next generation (Wade-Benzoni, 2002). In other words, people’s 
perception of what previous generations did for them influences their 
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behaviour toward future generations. According to the idea of general-
ized reciprocity, individuals might act in a certain way not because they 
will benefit directly in exchange but because they benefit from a gen-
eral system. In the intergenerational version of generalized reciprocity, 
you act in a certain way because you wish to uphold a system in which 
people act in a certain way, and which will benefit also your children 
and grandchildren.

One possible alternative, therefore, to overcome the problem of theo-
rizing intergenerational duties, a problem often attributed to the absence 
of “traditional bonds of reciprocity” (Care, 1982), is through the notion 
of generalized or indirect reciprocity. Now, once again, this insight ap-
plies much better to situations in which overlapping generations come 
into play, rather than to the abstract concept of future generations. 
Further explorations in the field of business ethics should start studying 
obligations of indirect reciprocity with the immediately preceding and 
immediately succeeding generations.

Implications for Business Ethics

To recapitulate, we suggest that the concept of future generations 
poses tremendous theoretical challenges which cannot be neglected by 
business ethicists, and yet, given the centrality of the question of sustain-
ability for society and for business, intergenerational issues need to be in-
corporated much more in the discussions of the business ethics field than 
they are now. The concept of overlapping generations could, in our view, 
be a good starting point to theorize about these issues insofar as it is less 
problematic and yet can strengthen a future-oriented ethics. Expecting 
individuals to show a constant interest in the wellbeing of every member 
of the human race in future generations and assume the role of their 
caretakers might be to place too high a demand, and leads to theoretical 
puzzles that are difficult to disentangle. To expect a serious concern for 
the prospects of children, grandchildren, nieces and nephews (or one’s 
friends’ and neighbours’ children) is a more modest, less controversial, 
and more solid basis. As seen in the preceding sections and summarized 
in Table 1, overlapping generations are concrete, existent, and known (or 
at least, easily imaginable); people have for their overlapping generations 
a type of concern or care which is limited in scope, partial, and belongs 
to the realm of thick morality. There is a type of reciprocity, sometimes 
called indirect or generalized, that can be applied to this case of inter-
generational relationships. More importantly, overlapping generations 
can have much more organizational relevance. 
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Overlapping  
Generations

Future  
Generations

Scope Limited, concrete Universal, abstract

Individuals Existent, known Non-existent, unknown

Type of morality Thick, maximalist, 
partial

Thin, minimalist, 
impartial

Reciprocity Extended, indirect None

Type of condition/ 
obligation

Care, “special 
concern” Beneficence

Organizational 
relevance High Low

Table 1. Comparing the concepts of overlapping and future generations

At the same time, a concern for overlapping generations is not in 
conflict with a concern for future generations, just as, as mentioned 
earlier, one does not need to think of thin and thick morality as neces-
sarily contradicting each other, even if there might be some tensions. In 
fact, if thin morality is embedded in thick morality, it is worth exploring 
whether emphasizing care for concrete overlapping generations is a good 
first step for educating the instincts or impulses to care for future genera-
tions in the abstract. Through a “zipper argument,” bequeathing good 
living conditions for children and grandchildren is likely to improve the 
chances for their own children and grand-children.

Incorporating the notion of overlapping generations in business 
ethics discussions requires tackling the relationship of this notion with 
stakeholder theory, which has become the most widely used theoretical 
framework in this field. Since it addresses the nature of the relationship 
that a company must have with the different groups associated with 
it, the two main questions this theory must answer are: Who are the 
stakeholders toward whom the company has obligations? Why does the 
company have obligations toward them?

One can talk about a broad and a narrow answer to the question of 
who the stakeholders of a firm are. According to a broad interpretation of 
the term, “stakeholder” includes anybody that could affect or be affected 
by a company’s business (Freeman, 1984; Donaldson & Preston, 1995). If 
one adopted such a view, one could try to argue that children and over-
lapping generations are indeed stakeholders of business organizations in 
cases wherein they can be affected by firm activities. But the problem 
with the broad definition is that it makes virtually everyone, either di-
rectly or indirectly, a potential stakeholder of a given company. Apart 
from giving little guidance to managers, this broad view puts groups 
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with different types of “stakes” at the same level. If this definition were 
the one accepted, the relationships between the firm and its stakeholders 
could be characterized as thin, rather than thick, ones. There would be 
no prioritizing and no partiality. This broad view would also erase any 
distinction between overlapping and remote future generations. In this 
case, one could talk about universal, minimal obligations, such as the 
ones that come to play in obvious cases of radical evil; that is, obvious, 
clear attacks on the dignity of human beings. Yet, while it is important 
to keep this dimension in mind, we do not think it is the most promising 
path by which to incorporate intergenerational concerns into business 
ethics because, among other things, it does not capture the peculiarities 
of the relationships established by business organizations.

Many have advocated for a narrower definition of the term “stake-
holder,” claiming that “legitimate stakeholders are identified by the ex-
istence of a contract, expressed or implied, between them and the firm” 
(Donaldson & Preston, 1995: 85), or more concretely, that stakeholders are 
only those with whom there is “some form of cooperation that produces 
mutual benefits” and who freely accept such benefits (Phillips & Reichart, 
2000). In these cases, certain obligations are indeed generated between 
stakeholders. According to this definition, duties are always between spe-
cific people or groups, and arise from a relationship entered into willingly 
by both parties. If one takes such an approach, nature itself would obvi-
ously not be a stakeholder, despite the claims made by certain authors to 
defend this premise (Starik, 1995), and neither would future generations 
be such, although there have been some praiseworthy attempts to argue 
the opposite (Jeurissen & Keijzers, 2004) since there is no possibility for 
them to refuse being affected by the activity of the company.

We suggest nonetheless that this narrow approach to stakeholder 
theory can offer ways to incorporate intergenerational concerns. Let 
us sketch the argument: if companies can be said to have some kind of 
contract with their stakeholders (as defended in the narrow approach 
to stakeholder theory), then the company would be violating the con-
tract when its actions go against the interests of these stakeholders. 
Being based on a contract, the type of morality present in the narrow 
approach would also fall into what we have earlier categorized as thin 
morality. Now, even if it is not explicitly stated in the contract, one 
could ask whether there are certain conditions stakeholders could never 
be assumed to freely give up or accept. One could also ask whether one 
should take into account that stakeholders, in addition to being contrac-
tors, are often persons immersed in thick relationships which include 
their irreducible attachment for their overlapping generations. In other 
words, could one assume that many stakeholders, as concrete individu-
als, are so strongly interested in, and attached to, their own children 
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and grandchildren that they see the latter’s wellbeing as essential to 
their own?6 If one makes this psychological assumption, the interests of 
those in the next overlapping generation can be treated as interests of 
the present generation (Hubin, 1976). The implication of this assump-
tion for the field of business ethics is that employees, customers, suppli-
ers, investors, neighbours in local communities, and other stakeholders 
cannot be assumed to freely accept the benefits of being associated with 
the company when the company’s activities have adverse consequences 
for their own children (and possibly grandchildren), even when they 
are unaware of these consequences. Pursuing this line of argument 
could lead us to conceive the explicit or implicit hypothetical contract 
of companies with their stakeholders as including the interests of these 
stakeholders’ immediate overlapping generations, with the understand-
ing that the obligations are toward present stakeholders, not the future 
ones. A different way to summarize this provisional suggestion is the 
following: companies would be breaking the contract or causing an 
injustice to their stakeholders if they treat the earth’s environment in 
a way that it deprives their stakeholders’ children of a decent life. In 
other words, stakeholder theory needs to accommodate the idea that 
companies and their stakeholders “agree” on a contract that takes into 
account the stakeholders’ overlapping generations.

Based on taking stakeholders as imbedded in irreducibly thick rela-
tionships, the line of argument that we propose raises some questions, 
even if it seems more fruitful than relying on the abstract notion of fu-
ture generations. For example, companies would be morally justified in 
giving its stakeholders’ direct descendants priority over others. Further-
more, it tells us nothing about the problems of trade-offs between the 
descendants of different groups of stakeholders. All these questions and 
similar ones need to be explored in further inquiries. Yet, in our view, 
the outcome of our proposal is compatible with Donaldson and Dunfee’s 
integrative social contracts theory (Donaldson & Dunfee, 1999), which 
can be seen, in fact, as an attempt to combine thick morality with the 
universalism of thin morality.

To conclude, this article has reviewed some of the theoretical chal-
lenges posed by the concept of future generations, while reminding us 
that this concept is central to the notion of global sustainability. Our 
proposal to take into account the distinction between future and over-

6One reason for thinking this, as Donaldson says, is that the family (as well as 
friendship) is a “value-intrinsic” institution, i.e., an institution whose ends cannot be 
logically attainable without the existence of that institution itself. “We cannot imagine 
the ends (or, alternatively, the value) of friendship and the family being met without 
friendships and families” (Donaldson, 1990: 11).
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lapping generations has been based on the distinction between thick 
and thin morality. We have also relied on a parallelism with the ethics 
of memory to clarify the notions of thin and thick relationships and 
the different types of obligations related to them. We have proposed to 
focus our theoretical efforts on the notion of overlapping generations, 
which can be associated with the notions of thick relationships and 
obligations as well as of indirect reciprocity, rather than on the notion 
of abstract future generations, as is usually done. Finally, we have asked 
whether stakeholder theory can admit in any way obligations toward 
overlapping generations, and have suggested that admitting such ob-
ligations is possible if stakeholders are understood to be immersed in 
thick relationships that they cannot be assumed to freely renounce, as 
in the case of their attachment toward their immediate descendants. 
The argument that we propose, which we have only sketched here in 
a provisional way, can facilitate the acknowledgement of a place for 
overlapping generations in the contract between companies and their 
stakeholders. Despite its modesty, an argument such as this one could 
have important consequences in the way we look at and judge company 
actions. Given the accumulative nature of most environmental problems 
and the immediacy of many of these consequences, such an approach 
would also be a significant start.
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INTRODUCTION

Concerns regarding the role of business in society have long existed 
(Flanders, 1945), but have been voiced with increased urgency in recent 
years following numerous business scandals, the global financial crisis, 
and an increasingly unsustainable focus on market growth. Central to 
these concerns is the notion that a business has responsibilities to society 
beyond maximizing profit (Shum & Yam, 2011), including responsibili-
ties for controlling the company’s environmental impact, contributing 
in a positive manner to societal and economic development, and con-
sidering the various stakeholders’ needs in the decision-making process 
(Dahlsrud, 2008). Handy (2002) emphasized that “[t]he purpose of a 
business is to make a profit so that the business can do something more 
or better,” describing this obligation as “a moral issue” (51). These con-
cerns are echoed in recent management education initiatives, including 
the Principles for Responsible Management Education (Principles for Re-
sponsible Management Education, n.d.), and special issues on the role of 
sustainability in management education (Rusinko & Sama, 2009; Starik, 
Rands, Marcus, & Clark, 2010).

Recommendations for incorporating sustainability in management 
education include both curricular and co-curricular activities, and single 
discipline and cross-disciplinary approaches (Rusinko, 2010). According 
to Shrivastava (2010), most of these approaches rely on the traditional 
analytical tools that are part of a business school’s curriculum rather 
than on a change in students’ behavior. He advocates for an integrative 
pedagogical approach that engages students emotionally and spiritu-
ally so they begin to develop a passion for sustainability. How we define 
sustainability is also important. By defining global sustainability as 
“achieving environmental conservation, social justice, poverty eradica-
tion, social entrepreneurship, desirable production and consumption 
patterns, species preservation, and spiritually rich lives,” Stoner (2013: 
1) emphasizes the connection between our physical and spiritual expe-
riences. To be true to this point of view, our pedagogical approaches to 
sustainability in management education should help students develop a 
mindset where they are able to make the connections between spiritual-
ity and sustainable practices.

This article introduces the Economy of Communion (EoC) as a prac-
tical and spirituality-grounded approach to business that provides a “real 
world” example for addressing sustainability. First, we briefly examine 
how sustainability is commonly addressed in management education. 
Second, we review the relationship between spirituality and leadership 
and its relevance for integrating sustainability in management education 
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curricula. We then introduce the EoC model, the Catholic social teach-
ing principles on which it is founded, and its spirituality-based approach 
to sustainability. In the final section, we review the contribution of EoC 
principles for developing pedagogy in management education that inte-
grates spiritual leadership, sustainability, and social justice.

SUSTAINABILITY AND MANAGEMENT EDUCATION

The role of business schools in developing ethical future business 
leaders has come under increased scrutiny in recent years. Critics cite a 
pedagogical overemphasis on the scientific approach and on analytical 
skills at the expense of integration, holistic thinking, and norms of eth-
ics (e.g., Bennis & O’Toole, 2005; Hawawini, 2005; Mintzberg & Gosling, 
2002; Pfeffer & Fong, 2002).

A concern with traditional pedagogy is the tendency to overly em-
phasize analytical skills when addressing ethical situations, leading to 
a legalistic approach to ethical decision making. Cheffers and Pakaluk 
(2011) observed that the problem with legalism (i.e., a strict adherence to 
the letter of the law) is that rules are not sufficient because they are incom-
plete. In unanticipated circumstances, they may allow a business to act 
unethically while ascribing to the letter of the law. Ultimately, the content 
of business curricula has important implications for developing future 
business leaders and managers who are aware of how their actions either 
help or hinder sustainability. As Brennan, a finance scholar, noted,

... if we go on hammering into our students the mistaken notion that ra-
tionality is identical with self-interest, we shall gradually make our agency 
models come true, but at the cost of producing a society that will not func-
tion. (Brennan, 1994: 39, cited in Donaldson, 2002).

Ghoshal (2005) lamented that “by propagating ideologically inspired 
amoral theories, business schools have actively freed their students 
from any sense of moral responsibility” and connects the pedagogy to 
improper corporate practices (76). The failure to question concepts based 
on classical economic liberalism, such as self-interest, market growth, 
and wealth maximization, affects how business managers, students, and 
educators address sustainability. For example, the teaching of agency 
theory in management courses can result in selfish actions by future 
managers (Donaldson, 2002; Ghoshal, 2005). Because these types of 
actions are short-term oriented, they discourage an analysis of the long-
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term implications not just for a business but also for the society in which 
that business operates.

More importantly, these theories and pedagogical approaches can 
also lead to excluding discussions on issues of social justice and the 
common good (Cima & Schubeck, 2001) that are essential for global 
sustainability as defined by Stoner (2013). Globalization makes these 
concerns even more pressing, because the strategic actions of multina-
tional companies are typically based on a profit and shareholder wealth 
maximization model. Although these entities contribute to the economic 
growth of the developing countries in which they operate, the social 
and economic consequences for these countries are mixed (Fosu, 2011; 
Lenagala & Ram, 2010; Huang, Teng, & Tsai, 2010). Moreover, the corpo-
rate emphasis on profit and wealth maximization in a global economy 
exacerbates the problems of the poor in developing countries that lack 
adequate legal and governance structures to protect the most vulner-
able (Bardy, Drew, & Kennedy, 2012; Chakraborty et al., 2004). Indeed, 
although studies show that trade and income growth generally improve 
environmental quality in developed countries, the effect is the opposite 
in developing countries (Baek, Cho, & Koo, 2009). Thus, the role that 
businesses play in shaping local communities accentuates the need for 
a more integrative approach toward how these issues are addressed in 
management education.

According to Waddock and McIntosh (2009: 298), the social contract 
between business and society is “badly broken” and calls for manage-
ment education that “goes beyond the usual recipes for corporate (social) 
responsibility.” They emphasize that “a mind, body, heart, and soul 
approach is key to developing leaders who are whole people and who 
respond to leadership situations with their whole person rather than as 
homo economis or just with an analytic frame” (316). Reflecting on the 
inadequacy of addressing sustainability from an economic perspective 
alone, while drawing on their Christian beliefs, Sandelands and Hoffman 
(2008: 136–137) remind us that 

[a]gainst the bend of modern thinking, which catastrophically sunders the 
natural from the spiritual and the secular from the sacred, the idea of sus-
tainability confronts us with the presence of God in the world. Economic 
calls to sustainability fail because they do not speak to that part of our being 
that is fully human, to that part of us beyond nature, to that part of us that 
hungers for meaning, and for the transcendent absolute.
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Taking this point of view when addressing sustainability in manage-
ment education requires a more holistic perspective—one that includes 
spirituality and its relationship to leadership.

SPIRITUALITY AND SPIRITUALITY-BASED LEADERSHIP

Interest in scholarly articles on spirituality in the workplace has in-
creased significantly, particularly since the turn of the century (Oswick, 
2009). Although scholars vary in their definitions of spirituality, they 
usually recognize both secular and sacred values as a source for spiri-
tuality (Delbecq, 2009; Epstein, 2002; Harlos, 2000). In reviewing the 
conceptualization of spirituality in different professional fields, Rovers 
and Kocum (2010) emphasize three facets of spirituality: faith (acknowl-
edgment of a higher power), hope (a search for meaning in one’s life), 
and love (a relationship with God, others, community, and nature). All 
three facets of spirituality are important in the development of future 
business leaders who are able to transcend a focus on self-interest and a 
narrow view of business goals.

Rejecting agency theory because it ignores a transcendent view of 
human beings and places shareholders at a higher level than other 
stakeholders, Daniels, Franz, and Wong (2000: 543) call for a focus on 
transcendence in defining business goals so that leaders “serve broader 
goals than mere profit.” They seek to offer students a transcendent 
perspective where “the core purpose of commercial activity is to serve 
people, not vice versa” (Daniels, Franz, & Wong, 2000: 543). Importantly, 
Smith and Rayment (2008) regard spirituality as essential for fostering a 
sense of connection with others in response to urgent global issues, so 
that business may take part in offering a solution to global challenges 
rather than exacerbating them. Spirituality, then, can inform how lead-
ers envision their role and their impact on others.

While several leadership models—including authentic leadership, 
servant leadership, and spiritual leadership—address the moral dimen-
sions of leadership (Reed, Vidaver-Cohen, & Colwell, 2011: 415), the 
spiritual leadership model explicitly links spiritual values, the needs of 
others, and organizational outcomes (Fry, 2003; Fry & Slocum, 2008; Fry, 
Matherly, & Quimet, 2010). Recognizing the importance of spirituality 
in the workplace, Fry (2003) notes the need for leaders who can respond 
to the spiritual well being of their followers and who are attuned to the 
universal spiritual values of humility, charity, and veracity. His spiritual 
leadership model focuses on developing leaders who are intrinsically 
motivated to create a vision for the organization where members feel 
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that their lives have meaning. It also fosters an organizational culture 
founded on altruistic love, that is, “a sense of wholeness, harmony, and 
well-being produced through care, concern, and appreciation for both 
self and others” (Fry, 2003: 912). Fry (2003) sees hope (an expectation 
of fulfillment) and faith (a trust that what is desired and expected will 
happen) as providing the foundation for an organizational culture based 
on altruistic love.

Because altruistic love is the basis for overcoming fear, Fry (2003) 
sees it as a key component for developing a sense of well-being among 
an organization’s members. This helps create an environment of trust. 
As a result, organizational members “experience meaning in their lives, 
have a sense of making a difference, and feel understood and appreci-
ated” (Fry, Vitucci, & Cedillo, 2005: 836), and this, in turn, can have 
direct implications for positive organizational outcomes. The spiritual 
leadership model, therefore, can provide a path that leads to the triple 
bottom line of “People, Planet, and Profit” (a term coined by Elkington, 
1997) which advocates treating the ecological and social dimensions of 
a business on equal footing with its economic dimension.

The EoC model exemplifies the spiritual foundation of this leader-
ship model and its emphasis on positive organizational goals that address 
the long-term needs of communities. In the next section, we review the 
EoC model, its spirituality-based approach to leadership, and its commit-
ment to sustainable practices with a focus on the common good, social 
justice and poverty eradication.

THE EOC MODEL

Chiara Lubich, the founder of the ecumenical, inter-religious Foco-
lare Movement (Gallagher, 1997; Zambonini, 1991), initiated the EoC 
project in 1991 after witnessing abject poverty in Brazil (Gold, 2004). 
Lubich (1991: 9) cited various papal encyclicals as inspiration for extend-
ing the Catholic Church’s teachings into the realm of the EoC businesses. 
Fundamental to these teachings are the “social” encyclicals, beginning 
with Rerum Novarum (Leo XIII, 1891) which addressed the role of work 
and the worker in response to the effects of the Industrial Revolution 
on both individuals and communities. During the Great Depression, 
the issuance of Quadragesimo Anno (Pius XI, 1931) commemorated the 
fortieth anniversary of Rerum Novarum and called for relationships be-
tween capital and labor to be characterized by cooperation. The notion 
of subsidiarity, the network of relationships and the participation of 
the worker in decision-making, was introduced in this encyclical, and 
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would become a fundamental element of the Church’s social doctrine. 
From 1961 to 1981, the social encyclicals addressed issues ranging from 
decolonization (John XXIII, 1961) to relationships between peoples and 
governments (John XXIII, 1963) and the plight of those seeking to escape 
poverty (Paul VI, 1967). 

In 1981, however, the Church’s social doctrine was sharply focused 
upon the spirituality and ethic of human work with Laborem Exercens 
(John Paul II, 1981), and its emphasis on work as a place of dignity 
where a person may find the fulfillment of a vocation. John Paul II’s 
later encyclical, Centesimus Annus (1991), marked the centennial of Re-
rum Novarum, and addressed the dignity and rights of workers and the 
purpose of material goods. While emphasizing the right to and use 
of private property, the encyclical advocates its use in an economy of 
service to mankind and examines the proper role of profits. Expressing 
an appreciation for a free economy, it offers the vision of a business en-
terprise as a community of solidarity—a “society of persons,” not just 
of capital—which must contribute to the common good (John Paul II, 
1991). The fundamentals of Catholic social doctrine, as found in the 
various encyclicals, include notions of human dignity, concern for the 
common good, subsidiarity (participation in decision making), justice 
in distribution of goods, stewardship of resources, and solidarity with 
the poor. These fundamentals and their linkage with EoC principles will 
be discussed in a later portion of this article and illustrated in Table 2; 
however, it is from these convictions that the EoC was formed, with its 
emphasis on private property ownership as a fundamental human right 
and a means to acquire goods so that “all people and all nations have 
their share of the world’s goods” (Araujo, 1991: 16).

This focus on the common good, while respecting the right to pri-
vate property, has attracted scrutiny as well as acknowledgment of the 
EoC model’s conformity with Catholic social teaching. Zamagni (2007), 
whose work emphasizes the role of values in the economic sphere (with 
particular focus on the common good), participated on the task force 
that assisted Benedict XVI with the formulation of the most recent social 
encyclical on business and economics, an encyclical that recognizes the 
contribution made by the EoC model (Benedict XVI, 2009). 

Benedict XVI noted in Caritas in Veritate that the “economic sphere 
is neither ethically neutral, nor inherently inhuman and opposed to 
society” and stated that “[s]pace also needs to be created within the 
market for economic activity carried out by subjects who freely choose 
to act according to principles other than those of pure profit, without 
sacrificing the production of economic value in the process” (Benedict 
XVI, 2009). He describes “[t]oday’s international economic scene, marked 
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by grave deviations and failures,” as requiring “a profoundly new way of 
understanding business enterprise,” and goes on to cite the EoC model as 
“a broad new composite reality embracing the private and public spheres, 
one which does not exclude profit, but instead considers it a means for 
achieving human and social ends” (par. 46). 

The EoC project currently reflects the diversity and unity of the lay 
movement from which it emerged, which includes not only members 
from various Christian denominations but also Buddhists, Jews, Muslims, 
and others who have no particular religious conviction but share a desire 
for unity and dialogue with others (Gold, 1996). The EoC principles are 
very similar to the key components of hope/faith, vision, and altruistic 
love in Fry’s spiritual leadership model and its link to intrinsic motivation 
(Fry, 2003). The EoC model reflects not only the hope that persons in 
need may be helped through the formation of businesses, but rejects the 
idea that the individual exists in isolation from others, embracing the idea 
that human beings are “persons in community” (Gold, 2010: 57). The in-
fluence of the EoC’s culture may be found in a closer examination of the 
principles, practices, and challenges of the approximately 800 EoC busi-
nesses and other organizations that have chosen to adopt EoC principles 
and practices. For purposes of simplicity, the composite of EoC principles 
and practices will henceforth be referred to as the “EoC model.”

The EoC model focuses on promoting communion and reciprocity 
among the various stakeholders (management, employees, customers, 
competitors, and the broader community), placing value on relationships 
and the happiness of others (Bruni & Uelmen, 2006). Ferrucci (1998: 27) 
describes this as “a capital of relationships” within and among the EoC 
businesses “which cannot be measured in dollars and cents.” The guiding 
principles of the EoC model are summarized in Table 1.

Principle 1:  
Business Leaders 

and Workers

A participative environment is encouraged.

Capital investment decisions favor  
job creation initiatives.

The human person, not capital, remains at the 
center of the business.

Employees are provided competitive benefits 
packages and help in times of hardship.
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Principle 2:  
Relationship with 

customers,  
suppliers,  

the public, and 
others outside the 

company

The most modern means available are used  
in order to offer customers  

useful quality goods and services at fair prices.

Relationships with suppliers, customers, and 
public administrators are based on  

mutual respect and trust.

The true value of one’s goods and services are  
presented without negative portrayals  

of the competition. 

“Relationship capital” is regarded as important 
for stable and resilient economic growth.

Principle 3:  
Ethics

An ethical business atmosphere promotes:

•	Personal growth.

•	Compliance with laws and  
ethical dealings with tax authorities,  
regulators and labor unions.

•	Legal and ethical behavior  
toward employees.

The well being of intended customers is  
considered when establishing  
quality standards of products.

Principle 4: 
Quality of Life & 

Production

The quality of interpersonal relationships  
within the organization is important;  

the goal is to become community.

Difficulties are resolved together.

Health and well-being are important—provi-
sions are made for those with special needs.

Working conditions are appropriate  
for the type of business.

Excessive hours/days of work are avoided;  
vacations are provided.

Safe and environmentally friendly  
products are produced.

Energy and natural resources are conserved  
in operations and in product and service design.
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Principle 5:  
Harmony in the  

Working  
Environment

Mutual respect and trust are promoted.

Teamwork and personal development  
are fostered.

Clean, orderly environments are maintained.

Principle 6:  
Training and  

Education

Personnel selection criteria and professional  
development programs foster mutual support 

and the sharing of talents and ideas.

Opportunities are provided for continuous 
learning to enable individuals to achieve  

personal and corporate objectives.

Principle 7:  
Communications

Open and honest communications  
are fostered; input is valued.

“Culture of giving” principles are shared.

Communication among EoC participants is 
maintained at local and international levels.

Table 1. EoC Principles (adapted from New Humanity, Inc., 2004)

These principles reflect the mission and vision of EoC businesses 
which developed from a lived spirituality. Their genesis is congruent 
with the element of the spiritual leadership model that describes those 
who “embody a vision for their own lives that has meaning, makes a 
difference, and that incorporates the values and attitudes of altruistic 
love in social interaction with others to ‘do what it takes’ to get the job 
done” (Fry, 2003: 720). The concern for all stakeholders and the sharing 
of power by those in authority, evident in EoC principles, are congruent 
with the spiritual leadership model (Fry, 2003). EoC principles conform 
with Catholic social teaching, with its focus on human dignity, the 
common good, subsidiarity, justice, stewardship, and solidarity with the 
poor—elements that have been identified as critical to “any organization 
claiming to be authentically human” (John A. Ryan Institute for Catholic 
Social Thought, 2008) and that resonate with a view of sustainability that 
addresses social justice, poverty eradication, and spiritually rich lives. 
Table 2 summarizes the key elements of spiritual leadership and Catholic 
social teaching, and describes how they relate to the EoC project. 
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Spiritual 
Leadership 
(Fry, 2003; 
Fry et al., 

2010)

Altruistic Love: considering the other person to be as 
important as one’s self

Catholic 
Social 

Teaching

Human Dignity: the intrinsic worth of  
each human being

EoC 
Principle

EoC businesses place the human person at their center, 
building reciprocal relationships where each person is a 
gift to the other. EoC guidelines call for the behavior of 
owners and managers to “express their desire to respect 
and value, at all times, the dignity of every human person 
both within and outside their businesses.”

Spiritual 
Leadership

Leadership, Membership & Calling: leaders influence 
others through vision, values and loving relationships 
rather than through fear, legitimate power, and control; 
members are understood and appreciated;  
work has meaning as a “calling”

Catholic 
Social 

Teaching

Common Good: helping each member of the  
community to reach his or her full potential  
which then makes the community stronger

EoC 
Principle

EoC businesses are grounded in the “golden rule” where 
each stakeholder (within and outside the business) is 
treated as a decision maker would like to be treated. EoC 
businesses evaluate the impact of their products  
and services based on the “well-being of intended 
customers,” fair competition, and other aspects of 
“relationship capital.”

Spiritual 
Leadership

Empowerment: providing employees with information 
to the organization, power to make consequential 
decisions, and necessary resources to do their jobs; diverse, 
self-directed, and empowered teams

Catholic 
Social 

Teaching

Subsidiarity: participation in decision making and 
encouragement of creativity

EoC 
Principle

EoC businesses strive to “actively encourage innovation, 
creativity, responsibility, and planning in a participative 
environment.”
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Spiritual 
Leadership

Culture: forms the basis for intrinsic rewards in addition 
to appropriate extrinsic rewards

Catholic 
Social 

Teaching

Justice: just distribution of goods that meets needs and 
rewards contributions

EoC 
Principle

EoC businesses strive to provide “a competitive benefits 
package including specific measures intended to help 
employees and their families in times of hardship.” EoC 
businesses are committed to a “spirit of fraternity” that 
emphasizes “justice toward one’s employees” (Sorgi, 1991: 
12). These concepts are closely related to the Catholic 
social tradition view of employees as stakeholders who 
should share in the profits of the company, have a voice in 
its direction, and participate as active shareholders.

Spiritual 
Leadership

Vision/Mission: vision or journey based on service 
to others; hopeful striving through faith in a vision 
grounded in the values of altruistic love; organizational 
definition of destination and journey in order to “make a 
difference”; high ideals with establishment of a standard 
of excellence

Catholic 
Social 

Teaching

Stewardship: effective use of resources, care for the 
environment, and sustainability 

EoC 
Principle

EoC businesses strive to focus on ethical issues, quality 
standards and the impact of services or products 
on their intended users, the production of safe and 
environmentally friendly products, and the conservation 
of natural resources.

Spiritual 
Leadership

Encouragement of Hope and Faith: hope and faith in 
a transcendent vision of service to key stakeholders; care, 
concern and appreciation for both self and others

Catholic 
Social 

Teaching

Solidarity with the poor: to promote dignity and 
provide opportunities through “solidarity” rather than 
simply through philanthropy

EoC 
Principle

EoC businesses voluntarily share a portion of their profits 
with those in need “in an atmosphere of mutual support 
and trust,” promoting a “culture of giving.”

Table 2. Spiritual Leadership, Catholic Social Teaching and EoC Business Principles

The EoC model is novel in that it includes a voluntary sharing of 
profits beyond the corporate entity, so that the profits are “shared not 
only within the company but also outside of it … between companies 
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and, even more importantly, with those in need” (Sorgi, 1991: 12). One 
critical component of a company’s profits is reserved for reinvestment 
in the business to provide for sustainability and continued growth. A 
second allocation is made for the support of educational programs. 
Concern for those in need results in a third allocation of profits to help 
with such basic necessities as food, clothing, medicine, and jobs. This 
third allocation is viewed not as a charitable endeavor but as an aspect 
of the relationships of the many stakeholders of the business—placing 
the human person at the center of the business, with the beneficiary 
also assuming the role of benefactor (Gold, 2010: 89). The voluntary 
distribution of profits does not contemplate a literal division into equal 
amounts allocated to each need, but is a “reference point that has to be 
adapted to the concrete economic situations in which the businesses find 
themselves” (Molteni, 2002: 94).

EoC businesses “compete freely with non-EoC business on equal 
terms, and so have to be as profitable as any other business” (Gold, 1996: 
15). However, EoC businesses are concerned not only with the produc-
tion of wealth, but also with its distribution (Molteni, 2002: 91). As the 
EoC model developed during its first twenty years, EoC management 
principles were adopted by business leaders who are able to share profits 
(Mundell & Associates, n.d.) as well as by business leaders who are en-
gaged in leadership positions in non-EoC businesses (Netuitive, n.d.) and 
are unable to share profits, but are otherwise committed to their ultimate 
goal of building relationships that transform the “business space” (Gold, 
2010: 135–160). By engaging in business practices that lead to sustain-
ability and address the common good, EoC businesses (and EoC-inspired 
businesses) operate within the social contract between business and 
society that Waddock and McIntosh (2009) viewed as broken.

The accountability of EoC business leaders comes from their sense of 
“calling” which provides an intrinsic motivation and from the reciprocal 
nature of their relationships with other EoC business leaders and stake-
holders. Ultimately, EoC business leaders are “convinced that it is neces-
sary to let the values [they] believe in shape every aspect of social life, and 
therefore also economic life, so that it too can become a field of human 
and spiritual development” (Lubich, 2007 [1999]: 276). In this regard, the 
EoC model conforms with the elements described by Fry (2003: 719) as 
essential to a model of spiritual leadership—the encouragement of hope/
faith, the establishment of a standard of excellence, and the sense of 
“calling” that ultimately benefits people and planet as well as profits. Ulti-
mately, the primary benefit of introducing the EoC model in management 
education is that its principles reflect a business model where sustainability 
and spiritual leadership are integral components of a business.
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CONTRIBUTIONS TO PEDAGOGY IN MANAGEMENT EDUCATION

As noted earlier, the technical orientation and economic assumptions 
of courses can create barriers to a holistic consideration of sustainability. 
In a background paper for an international conference on mission-driven 
Catholic business schools, Naughton, et al. (2008) addressed this chal-
lenge by suggesting four distinct yet overlapping integrating dimensions 
viewed as critical for developing a distinctive Catholic vision of business 
education: integration of 1) virtue and technique, 2) faith and reason, 3) 
faith and work, and 4) business and the needs of the poor. The introduc-
tion of the spiritual leadership model with the EoC project as part of 
a management curriculum offers one approach for further integrating 
these dimensions with the principles of sustainability in a Catholic busi-
ness school, and can also be applied to other programs.

Integration of virtue and technique focuses on “the integration of moral 
ends with the proper means of the business” (Naughton, Bausch, Fon-
tana, & Pierucci, 2008: 8). This type of integration goes beyond learning 
business techniques to learning how to recognize the goals (including 
sustainability) that are worth pursuing and the best means for achieving 
those goals. Fry (2003: 696) notes that “leaders must get in touch with 
their core values, and communicate them to followers through vision, 
values, and personal actions.” The EoC approach to business is useful 
for providing students with examples of business leaders who integrate 
both economic and spiritual reasoning in their decisions and actions—
ranging from capital decision making to support for the community and 
its sustainable development.

Integration of faith and reason reflects the Catholic tradition of viewing 
business education as an extension of the liberal arts. From this perspec-
tive, the concern is not just with the “instrumental rationality of how to 
get things done,” but, more importantly, with the habits of the mind that 
lead students to “questions of ultimacy and of faith” (Naughton et al., 
2008: 10). The integration of faith and reason engages business students 
in fundamental philosophical questions, such as questions regarding the 
meaning of the human person within the context of business (Naughton 
et al., 2008). With its goal of “transform[ing] from within [the] usual 
business structures … establishing all relationships inside and outside 
the business in the light of a lifestyle of communion” (Lubich, 2007 
[1999]: 276), the EoC model offers opportunities to integrate faith and 
reason, particularly with respect to issues involving people and planet 
as well as profits.

Integration of faith and work addresses the “divided life.” Naughton, 
et al. (2008: 13) believe that “[w]e live in an age where our categories 
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are no longer distinctions but separations or walls: public/private, faith/
work, church/state, spirituality/religion, reason/revelation.” The recent 
questionable behaviors of some business executives reflect this compart-
mentalization. A core element of the spiritual leadership model is having 
“a clear, compelling vision [that] produces a sense of calling … a sense 
of making a difference and therefore that one’s life has meaning” (Fry, 
2003: 714). EoC business persons strive “to make this [business] aspect 
of their life consistent with everything else they do,” that their values 
“shape every aspect of social life, and therefore also economic life, so that 
it too can become a field of human and spiritual development” (Lubich, 
2007 [1999]: 276). This emphasis upon holistic thinking and behavior 
can help students to integrate sustainability principles and practices 
with their personal and future business decisions, potentially making a 
positive contribution toward global sustainability.

Integration of business and the needs of the poor reflects the view that 
“[b]usiness is an inherently social enterprise constantly impacting fam-
ilies, communities, nations and the global community” (Naughton 
et al., 2008: 15). Although the main goal of businesses is not to solve 
social problems, businesses contribute to the common good by provid-
ing important services to society and should consider their impact on 
both internal and external stakeholders. The responsibility of business 
programs includes forming students in a way so that they can “see the 
‘expanding chain of solidarity’ in which business operates …. Not to take 
this ‘expanding chain of solidarity’ into consideration can have devastat-
ing consequences, especially for the poor” (Naughton et al., 2008: 15). 
A fundamental value of the spiritual leadership model is the concept 
of altruistic love. With its genesis in the slums of Brazil and its goal of 
forming reciprocal relationships between those in need and those with 
means of assistance, the EoC provides a model of solidarity between busi-
nesses and all stakeholders—within the business, outside the business, 
and within the broader community. Students introduced to the notion 
of solidarity through the EoC model have a concrete example of how it 
can be accomplished and of the contribution that can be made even by 
small entrepreneurships toward the goal of global sustainability. 

Because the EoC model reflects the centrality of the human person 
and promotes the notion of business not as an end in itself but as a 
means for the eradication of poverty and the promotion of sustain-
able development, its usefulness need not be limited to mission-driven 
Catholic business programs. It is also compatible with the UN Bruntland 
Commission’s focus on “sustainable development” which includes social, 
economic, and environmental aspects. The Bruntland Report ultimately 
concluded that “[i]n its broadest sense, the strategy for sustainable devel-
opment aims to promote harmony among human beings and between 
humanity and nature” (World Commission on Environment and Devel-



Katherine J. Lopez, Zaida L. Martínez, & Linda B. Specht86

opment, 1991). This call for action reflects many of the same concerns 
that find resonance in contributions from the principles of spiritual 
leadership and the EoC model. Hence, Burckart (2002) has put forth the 
EoC model as one that is responsive to the Bruntland Report, and has 
generated a useful comparison between “sustainable development” and 
the “culture of giving” proposed by the EoC model (78).

One important element in the introduction of new curricula or 
pedagogy is the availability of teaching materials. There are a number 
of EoC resources available that can be combined with the extant litera-
ture on spiritual leadership to develop a transcendent view of the role of 
business. These resources include descriptive, case-based, and technical 
articles (Buckeye, Gallagher, & Garlow, 2011; Bruni & Uelmen, 2006; 
Linard, 2003; Ruggiu, 2008), and other resources available online (http://
www.edc-online.org/uk/testi.htm). Additional resources include over 
one hundred masters’ theses and doctoral dissertations, and a number 
of other publications (Bruni, 2002; Gold, 2004; Gold, 2010). A more 
in-depth study of the EoC businesses themselves would also provide a 
living laboratory for examination of the EoC model in the context of its 
potential contribution toward global sustainability.

CONCLUSION

The EoC model offers management education an example of a “real 
world” business model that promotes sustainability through its incor-
poration of spiritual leadership principles and Catholic social teaching. 
Its emphasis on conservation of resources, job creation, and sustainable 
profitability as a means for individual and community development 
has the potential to take it beyond the imbalances promoted by agency 
theory and the single-minded focus on shareholder value, to a consid-
eration of “people, planet, and profit.”

It would be naïve to suggest that only the EoC model provides an 
answer to the challenges facing both educators and society; nonetheless, 
it does offer a fresh perspective. It is also a model that has emerged and 
flourished in a time of global economic upheaval. It is in this context 
that it is offered as a resource reflecting a greater openness to the role of 
spirituality in the development of sustainable business practices and in 
management education.
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Abstract. Making a difference in the pursuit of a more sustainable world 
increasingly requires the ability to contend successfully with the wicked 
problem that is sustainability, and this shift needs to happen at the societal 
as well as the organizational level. Dealing successfully with issues of 
sustainability means creating greater system resilience and using resources 
more wisely, which means working successfully across boundaries, be they 
sector, organizational, policy, or functional ones. Wicked problems are poorly 
formulated, confusing, and have many different constituents or stakeholders 
with conflicting values. This article argues that developing wicked (good) 
leadership that is collaboratively oriented and wicked (good) solutions that 
enhance system resilience are two potential strategies for creating change 
to reduce systemic problems associated with sustainability. Although these 
approaches do not deal with the problem of resource overuse, they may provide 
a basis for generating more sustainable approaches to resource use.

In the late 1960s, Churchman, citing his colleague (Rittel & Webber, 
1973), defined wicked problems as “that class of social system problems 
[that] are ill-formulated, where the information is confusing, where 
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there are many clients and decision makers with conflicting values, and 
where the ramifications in the whole system are thoroughly confusing” 
(Churchman, 1967). Systems theorist Ackoff further noted that wicked 
problems are inherent in systems where every problem is linked to and in-
extricably interacts with others. Ackoff, who called such systems “messes,” 
noted that they are too complex or difficult to be resolved by single enti-
ties (Ackoff, 1974). Within any mess are any number of wicked problems, 
which themselves are complex, intractable, and difficult to resolve.

If ever there was a wicked problem, the sustainability—or, more 
accurately, unsustainability—of the current world system is one. This 
article argues that coping with the wicked problem of sustainability in 
the current system requires wicked good solutions, which involve gener-
ating greater system resilience along with reduced ecological pressures, 
and wicked good leadership, which means different types of leadership 
skills at the societal, in addition to the organizational, level than are 
now common. These shifts arise because collapsing boundaries among 
sectors and institutions mean that collaborative approaches are increas-
ingly needed in order to find new ways forward in dealing with the 
sustainability crisis (Gilding, 2011; Hart, 2007, 2006; McKibben, 2010, 
2012; Senge, Smith, Kruschwitz, Laur, & Schley, 2008). 

SUSTAINABILITY AS WICKED PROBLEM

Consider for a moment the complexities surrounding today’s sustain-
ability crisis. Climate change, disturbed weather patterns, collapsing eco-
systems, species extinction, pollution from industrial farming practices, 
deforestation, desertification, huge oceanic dead zones, and numerous 
other ecological issues only begin to describe the challenges embedded in 
creating a more sustainable civilizational strategy for humanity (Brown, 
Brown, Plan B 3.0, & Earth Policy Institute, 2009; Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change, 2007; McKibben, 2010; Waddock, 2011). Com-
plicate this ecological scenario with a global financial market that could 
be characterized as nothing less than a gambling casino run amuck, for 
which regulation is limited or failing, and that operates across national, 
organizational, and institutional boundaries. Add in social problems, 
such as a disastrous housing market fraught with fraud in many devel-
oped nations, a growing gap between rich and poor around the globe, 
including in developed nations like the U.S., and too many people seek-
ing work in economies with too few jobs, among many other issues. Com-
bine all of these elements with the inherently unsustainable economic/
business imperative of constant growth, consumption, and materialism 
in a world of limited resources (Ehrenfeld, 2008; Jackson, 2012). Finally, 
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complicate things even further by recognizing the emerging reality that 
organizational, societal, and institutional boundaries seem to be rap-
idly diminishing, creating difficulties in communicating and managing 
change across entities that are increasingly interlinked and yet have dif-
ferent norms, standards, and practices (Durant & Legge, 2006).

The sustainability problem in all of its manifestations is, by nature, 
a wicked problem. Wicked problems in the classic definition by Rittel 
and Webber have the following characteristics:

•	 There is no definitive formulation as each problem can 
be conceived as a symptom of other problems (and 
yet the process of solving the problem is identical to 
understanding it).

•	 There are multiple possible solutions and no stopping rule 
(i.e., there are no specific criteria to use to determine when 
“a” or “the” solution is found).

•	 Solutions are not true-or-false but good-or-bad (or better or 
worse, or good enough), and there is no definitive solution 
or end to the problem, hence …

•	 there is no immediate and no ultimate test of a solution 
(waves of consequences follow over an unbounded time 
period from any attempted solution, sometimes with un-
intended consequences).

•	 Since each problem is essentially unique, every solution 
is a “one shot operation” with no chance to learn by trial 
and error; therefore, every effort counts significantly and 
the planner has “no right to be wrong” (because solutions 
leave “traces” that cannot always readily be undone).

•	 There are numerous stakeholders, social complexities, and 
differing points of view, and solutions frequently require 
system reform and changed behavior (Rittel & Webber, 
1973).

A simpler formulation of wicked problems is that they are unstruc-
tured, cross-cutting, and relentless (Weber & Khademian, 2008). Sus-
tainability, considered broadly, involves ecological sustainability, and it 
also encompasses the long-term viability of organizations and societies 
and, in particular, human civilization (c.f., Batie, 2000). The focus of 
the present discussion is at the societal level, where significant changes 
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in leaders’ mindset, orientation of institutions toward growth, and in 
the ecology are clearly needed. The situation is complicated by dissolv-
ing sector, organizational, disciplinary, and institutional boundaries 
that exacerbate the problems the world is facing and make them more 
complex and intractable—that is, more wicked. In such contexts, leader-
ship capabilities, practices, and behaviors (Ferlie, Fitzgerald, McGivern, 
Dopson, & Bennett, 2011; Levin, Cashore, Bernstein, & Auld, 2012) that 
are more attuned to collaborative strategies across and, of course, within 
institutions and organizations will be important because working across 
boundaries of all sorts is increasingly necessary. Similarly, understand-
ing a core concept related to enhancing system diversity—and hence 
resilience—at the ecological and societal level, rather than diminishing 
it as is currently happening, may be a key to dealing with the type of 
wicked problems that the sustainability crisis presents to societies.

The consequence of collapsing boundaries and increasing complex-
ity generates what Levin, Cashore, Berstein & Auld (2012) call a “super 
wicked problem,” with four key features that all apply to the sustain-
ability crisis. One such feature is short time horizon for resolution, i.e., 
climate change is here and getting worse; action is needed sooner rather 
than later. The second feature of super wicked problems is that there is 
no central decision-making authority, which is certainly true of sustain-
ability because governments, multilateral organizations and institutions, 
businesses, NGOs, and citizens are all involved in various ways. The third 
characteristic is that the problem creators are the same as the problem 
solvers, and from the list in the previous sentence, it is apparent that 
this is the case for sustainability. The fourth characteristic is that actors 
irrationally discount the future, i.e., little consideration is given to the 
needs of the future, despite their centrality in the Brundtland Com-
mission’s definition of sustainability (Brundtland Commission, 1987). 
Indeed, Levin et al. characterize the sustainability crisis as a super-wicked 
tragedy because existing governance mechanisms and policies are almost 
wholly inadequate to cope with them (Levin et al., 2012).

Wicked problems are obviously not new—they have always existed. 
Most social problems, for example, are wicked. But the complexities 
posed by the sustainability crisis within societies as a whole challenge 
humanity in new ways because of the scale and scope of the problems. 
Moreover, while the global connectedness of the world, the immediacy 
and visibility of that connectivity, the expansion of problems across 
boundaries, and the scale of many social-ecological issues means that 
there is increasing awareness of these wicked problems, their scope and 
intensity are also increasing. Leaders in business, government, and civil 
society are struggling to figure out how to cope. In response to this, the 
boundary quandary provides a useful context for elaborating ways in 
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which system resilience and leadership can be used in the face of the 
sustainability crisis. 

THE BOUNDARY QUANDARIES OF WICKED PROBLEMS

In today’s world, the complexity of managing across sector bound-
aries in collaborative initiatives has increased because sector, organiza-
tional, disciplinary, and institutional boundaries that once seemed clear 
are now rapidly dissolving. For any given enterprise, such boundary-less 
(or boundary-reduced) conditions increasingly exist externally in relation 
to other enterprises and other types of institutions, as well as internally 
across functions.

Evidence for the diminishment of boundaries abounds. For one 
thing, companies are increasingly taking on explicit social or public pur-
poses (Matten, Crane, & Chapple, 2003; Matten & Crane, 2005; Moon, 
Crane, & Matten, 2005) even while they continue profit maximization 
strategies. For example, Google states its purpose as “to organize the 
world’s information and make it universally accessible and useful.”1 Cer-
tainly, a clear assessment of the role that Google has played in changing 
the world would suggest that its provision of access to information could 
be defined as a public good, albeit with an underlying profit motive. 
Similarly, Facebook’s mission “is to give people the power to share and 
make the world more open and connected.”2

It is not just that some large public companies have taken on what 
might be viewed as a social agenda in their mission statements, but also 
that many of them have also initiated social enterprises that attempt to 
create what Emerson (2003) calls “blended value,” Porter and Kramer call 
shared value (2011), and Austin and Seitanidi (2011) call creating shared 
value, that is, making a profit while simultaneously doing good (Van 
Tulder & de Rosa, 2011). Group Danone, for example, has partnered with 
Grameen Bank to create Grameen Danone, an entity that has developed a 
special fortified yogurt product to supplement very poor children’s diets. 
Consumer products giant Unilever has created a social enterprise called 
Project Shakti, which provides micro-credit and training for Indian wom-
en who then sell some of the company’s products locally. Notably, there 
has also been an incursion of multinational and other large for-profit 
enterprises into domains once considered sacrosanct to the public sector, 

1Google website, Company Information, http://www.google.com/about/corporate/
company/ (accessed Sept. 6, 2011).

2Facebook, https://www.facebook.com/facebook?v=infom (accessed Sept. 6, 2011).
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including education, health care, and environmental arenas, as part of 
what is often called corporate citizenship (Matten et al., 2003; Matten & 
Crane, 2005; Moon et al., 2005). New types of enterprise are also arising 
in the form of B Corporations or for-benefit enterprises, which explicitly 
and deliberately blend social and economic value with sustainability 
values into their core purposes (Austin & Seitanidi, 2011; Emerson, 2003; 
Emerson, 1999). Enterprises like EcoScraps3 and Freelancers Insurance4 are 
examples of such for-profit enterprises with a social (or blended) mission. 
So popular have such blended value enterprises become that Bloomberg 
BusinessWeek now profiles the top 25 annually. Other evidence for blur-
ring (or collapsing) boundaries comes in the form of what has been called 
SEE Change (Waddock & McIntosh, 2011)—change to a sustainable en-
terprise economy, emerging out of the process of what economist Joseph 
Schumpeter called creative destruction (Schumpeter, 1962).

From the civil society and governmental perspectives, there has 
also been a burgeoning of social enterprises started specifically as such, 
particularly since the publication of Prahalad and Hart’s concept of 
the bottom of the pyramid (Hart, 2007; Prahalad & Hammond, 2002; 
Prahalad, 2005). An emerging type of multi-sector and explicitly col-
laborative activity at the societal and global levels is the Global Action 
Network or GAN (Waddell, 2003, 2009). GANs are networks that include 
actors from different sectors with multiple perspectives coming together 
around wicked societal-level problems like sustainability, and frequently 
deal with problems that governments have failed to or cannot readily 
address, sometimes because they cross geographical or national bound-
aries. Issues of forest or marine stewardship, education, global corporate 
citizenship, and non-financial reporting have all been tackled by GANs, 
which produce public goods by taking action and building new relation-
ships, processes, and tools through global, multi-level networks. The 
key is that the issues GANs contend with often fall within the domain 
of public policy but are not necessarily being dealt with in the GAN by 
governmental entities, though governments are not necessarily excluded 
from GANs either. GAN members typically come from a variety of set-
tings and sectors and work collaboratively on creating systemic change, 
e.g., as the Forest Stewardship Council did by establishing standards for 
forest companies, or as the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) has done 
by establishing globally accepted environmental, social, and governance 
(ESG) reporting standards (Waddell, 2009).

3For a description, see http://images.businessweek.com/slideshows/20110621/
america-s-most-promising-social-entrepreneurs-2011/slides/9 (accessed March 23, 2012).

4For information, see http://images.businessweek.com/slideshows/20110621/america-
s-most-promising-social-entrepreneurs-2011/slides/12 (accessed March 23, 2012).
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All of these activities, and more that could be named, highlight the 
blurring of boundaries that provides a context in which issues of sustain-
ability and leadership at the societal level are rising up. In this context, 
a collaborative orientation becomes increasingly important. This article 
argues that to effectively deal with this superwicked problem of sustain-
ability created in part by the global trend towards collapsing boundaries, 
“wicked good” leadership and collaboration are needed.

COLLABORATION IN THE CONTEXT OF WICKED PROBLEMS

In any situation where there are wicked problems, there is no single 
solution that is feasible or considered to be the best way to go. Indeed, 
Rittel and Webber (1973) argue that scientific and possibly even rational-
seeming solutions are unlikely with wicked problems in the social policy 
arena, as solutions almost by definition must be negotiated by different 
parties in a context of multiple possible paths going forward. Further-
more, each stakeholder group interested in the problem is likely to have 
a different perspective on both what the best outcome and what the 
best solution should be (van Bueren, Klijn, & Koppenjan, 2003; Weber & 
Khademian, 2008). As Ackoff (1974) pointed out, no single organization 
or entity can resolve messes or wicked problems. Solutions can come 
only from the interaction and engagement of multiple stakeholders, i.e., 
collaboration in trying to find a path forward.

Overall, dealing with wicked problems is more complex and difficult 
than dealing with more tractable single-issue problems. In fact, wicked 
problems may never be solved—but approaches can be taken collabora-
tively to bring about better outcomes. This article argues that dealing 
with the wicked problem of sustainability requires two core elements: 
creating greater system resilience for the natural environment and for 
humanity within the environment, and, as a consequence, rethinking 
leadership so that it is better suited to dealing with the complexities of 
collaborative approaches (Avery & Hughes, 2012).

Wicked (Good) Solution 1: Enhance System Resilience

The collapsing of boundaries at the global and national levels, com-
bined with the global reach of many multinational corporations, has 
created at least the appearance of one world, almost necessitating col-
laborative approaches for both large and smaller-scale initiatives. Digital 
technologies enhance interconnectedness, creating economies tightly 
linked to one another, as the meltdown of the global financial system 
in 2007–2008 aptly demonstrated. Industrial agriculture uses vast tracts 
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of land to grow one crop—monocultures of corn and soybeans that find 
themselves in virtually all mass-produced food products today (Pollan, 
2007). These crops also lend themselves to being wiped out or collapsing 
should soil overuse, disease, drought, or other devastating natural events 
hit (Diamond, 2005). Soil is depleted due to the overuse of pesticides and 
fertilizers, which in turn pollute local rivers, streams, and lakes, eventu-
ally running off into and further polluting the oceans. Multiple systems 
use these inputs for manufactured “food products,” some of which have 
little nutritional value. The list goes on in connected systems that affect 
the health, wellbeing, and status of all.

Tightly interconnected systems that are linked with large-scale opera-
tions of various sorts are rigid in the sense that when one element fails, 
that failure has the potential to bring down the whole system. The threat-
ened collapse of AIG during the 2008 global financial crisis demonstrated 
this in the economic sphere. In the sustainability sphere, one can reflect 
on the potential for a pest or disease to wipe out whole crops because only 
one variety is typically used, the impact of deforestation as an approach 
to tree harvesting on a region’s response to various ecological events such 
as drought or flooding, or the capacity of reduced genetic biodiversity for 
creating robust species that can survive various blights because there is 
sufficient variety. Such systems fundamentally lack the resilience neces-
sary to survive new stressors or systemic disruptions, creating a broad-
based sustainability crisis with many different manifestations.

Monoculture, like AIG, represents a tightly interconnected system 
that fosters a reduction in biodiversity along with an increase in the scale 
and scope of human-created systems, and thus a consequent increase in 
system rigidity. The problem is that societally and ecologically, there are 
many such systems today as species extinction increases and biodiversity 
declines (McKibben, 2010, 2012). There is also an increase in system 
vulnerability to what during the financial collapse of 2008 was called 
systemic risk, that is, the risk of system failure. Each of these issues is 
itself a wicked problem because all of the subsystems are interlinked. For 
example, food supply and growing systems are connected to multiple 
other systems: the use of land resources, fertilizers (and consequent 
pollution), distribution, sales, marketing, pricing, and a huge range of 
other systems and stakeholders involving just about everyone. The larger 
and more central any given actors within such systems are, the more 
dependent the system is on the health of those actors and their ability to 
rebound when something goes awry. On the other hand, when there are 
numerous smaller actors, complexity increases but system vulnerability 
to systemic risk decreases because there is sufficient variety such that no 
single element can affect the overall health of the system if it fails.
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Many industrial practices that affect the ecosystem—and hence 
sustainability—today have emphasized scale and scope, along with 
efficiency, which typically means reducing complexity—and thereby 
increasing vulnerability. There are many stakeholders in these systems—
because change is itself a wicked problem and because growth in size 
and scale has seemed like a good thing that will enhance profitability, 
an emphasis on constant growth has seemed reasonable up to now in 
most industries. Combined with efficiency motives, however, the result 
is a seeming reduction in complexity that greatly increases the system’s 
potential to collapse (Diamond, 2005). For one industrial/ecological 
example, think of the impact of the purportedly efficient technique of 
large-scale ocean trawling, which not only scoops up desired species but 
any others in the way as well, and leaves huge swaths of the ocean bot-
tom devastated. Not only does such a practice risk depleting particular 
species and causing the collapse of fisheries, it also causes other signifi-
cant ecological damage. 

A new approach to ensuring planetary (and also local) system health 
is clearly needed, both ecologically and socially. Perhaps, however, what 
is needed is not a “super” solution to the superwicked problem of sus-
tainability but rather numerous local and diverse small scale solutions to 
create better system resilience, as will be argued below. Size, scale, scope, 
and even efficiency are problematic for system resilience and diversity 
because of unavoidable interconnections that are seldom recognized in 
the management literature, but which have become more recognizable 
as formerly clear boundaries have begun evaporating. Improving system 
resilience by improving diversity and reducing the scale and scope of 
large entities so that none are “too big to fail” can also enhance system 
adaptability (Avery & Hughes, 2012). Such solutions are not necessarily 
easy to attain because of the complexity involved, and because large-scale 
social change is difficult and creates the need to be open to multiple 
perspectives and compromise, nor, as Levin and colleagues (Levin et al., 
2012) note, are one-shot resolutions likely to be effective (Rittel & Web-
ber, 1973), particularly when developing future-facing policies.

If the problem is really one of scope and scale, then arguably one ap-
proach to dealing with the problem of boundary-reduced connectedness 
is enhancing system resilience. More system resilience necessarily then 
means developing and supporting the existence of numerous smaller 
and more diverse entities rather than fostering ever-larger and more 
dominant entities, whether organizational, institutional, or ecological. 
Resilience in social-ecological systems has been defined by Holling as 
“the persistence of relationships within a system and [as] a measure of 
the ability of these systems to absorb changes of state variables, driv-
ing variables, and parameters, and still persist” (Holling, 1973). That is, 
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resilience is the ability of a social or ecological ecosystem to respond to 
changes without harm and with an ability to quickly improve or return 
to its usual state (even if that state is one of flux) (see Holling, 1973). 
Following up on this early thinking on resilience, Walker, Holling, Car-
penter & Kinzig (2004) identify three characteristics of optimal social-
ecological systems: 1) resilience, 2) adaptability (how actors in a system 
influence it), and 3) transformability (the capability to fundamentally 
transform when necessary).

Managing for resilience essentially emphasizes creating adaptability 
and diversity, or, as Holling (1973) originally put it, keeping options open. 
At the same time, leaders dealing with wicked problems need to keep 
an eye on the reality that because future events cannot necessarily be 
predicted, the whole system cannot be reliant on any single given system 
or so stressed that it collapses when a new stressor is added (cf. Diamond, 
2005; Holling, 1973). In a resilient ecological or economic system, smaller 
and more diverse entities exist with differing agendas and can thus deal 
with various aspects of the problem. Since single entities are unlikely to 
provide acceptable solutions to a wicked problem, collaboration across or-
ganizations becomes an imperative if the system as a whole is to improve, 
even though collaboration requires significant adaptation by all partners 
(Kolk, Van Tulder, & Kostwinder, 2008; Seitanidi, 2008; Van Tulder & de 
Rosa, 2011). By creating more diversity and smaller scale systems, differ-
ent enterprises can potentially deal with different aspects of the problem, 
although it may be harder to get at holistic systemic solutions. On the 
other hand, greater diversity and resilience means that is more difficult 
for any one event to upend the entire system, even when boundaries are 
diminished and entities remain tightly interconnected.

Smaller initiatives and enterprises mean that no one system becomes, 
as the logic went in the 2008 global financial crisis when numerous large 
financial institutions were bailed out, “too big to fail.” Since smaller 
entities are locally rooted, the issues of sustainability potentially be-
come less of a wicked problem: fewer resources are commanded by any 
one smaller entity compared to huge ones, and resource demands can 
be lessened through locality and rootedness, which make leaders more 
sensitive to local conditions and constraints. A diversity of responses that 
attempt to build resilience can be found in the emergence of relatively 
new initiatives like “local living economies,”5 regionalization vs. glo-
balization (Korten & New Economy Working Group, 2010), “slow food” 
vs. mass-produced, highly processed “food products,” organic farming 
vs. monocultural industrial farming (Pollan, 2007), and the fostering of 

5BALLE, the Business Alliance for Local Living Economies, http://www.
livingeconomies.org/ (accessed Sept. 15, 2011).
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plenitude (Schor, 2010) or wellbeing (Waddock & McIntosh, 2011) vs. 
financial wealth alone.

Enhancing system resilience improves the overall health of a system 
and its ability to rebound from stressors. Simultaneously, it increases 
overall system complexity, escalating the need for coordination, under-
standing, and leadership innovation across various types of enterprises 
and organizations—that is, wicked good leadership. System resilience 
also creates more manageability of the system because each enterprise 
is dealing with a smaller element of the problem and has a relatively 
smaller impact (whether it succeeds or fails). Because it increases com-
plexity, however, it also increases the need for collaboration across what 
boundaries do exist and for coordination of the whole, and puts new and 
quite different demands on leaders in all types of entities. That is, this 
approach attempts to reduce the scope and scale of boundary-less wicked 
problems by creating a far more diverse array of smaller enterprises to 
deal with them. This reduced scope and scale, and perhaps increased 
speed, enhance the adaptability of various elements of the system to 
change, thus generating more resilience.

Arguably, collaboration across what used to be societal/ecological 
boundaries can create new and emergent understandings of differences 
and potential solutions that might exist, particularly as societies begin 
to better understand the nature of the “too big to fail” problem created 
by mass scale industrialization and globalization practices. Such collab-
orative efforts require new ways of understanding and the generation 
of different types of knowledge than are typically used in one-sector 
settings, e.g., broad knowledge bases with knowledge that can be put to 
work in a different setting than that which is normally applied, along 
with on-going and continuous learning (Weber & Khademian, 2008), 
much as happens in quality management programs, albeit in a consider-
ably more complex context. Smaller scale solutions, even to superwicked 
problems, are by their nature easier to achieve than global solutions, yet 
a common vision and set of values around the need for sustainability 
is necessary even at that level. Developing such solutions locally may 
well create a fertile field for the development of the types of “wicked 
good” collaboratively oriented leaders that will be needed as local ef-
forts scale to regional and global levels in the effort to achieve overall 
sustainability.

Wicked (Good) Solution 2: Wicked (Good) Leaders

Since wicked problems are complex, ambiguous, indeterminate, and 
boundary-less, and since enhancing system resilience calls for greater 
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diversity and hence complexity, leadership and action approaches in-
herently more collaborative than is considered typical today will be 
needed. In dealing with unbounded systems or more diverse and re-
silient systems, top down, authoritarian leadership is considerably less 
likely to be effective than more open, inquiry-based, and collaborative 
styles of leadership that engage multiple stakeholders (Beinecke, 2009; 
Grint, 2005; Marshak, 2009; Roberts, 2000). In general, leaders in the 21st 
century need skills that go way beyond the traditional “heroic” view of 
leadership (Raelin, 2003) which many people still hold. Beinecke (2009) 
summarizes the work of numerous scholars articulating many of these 
skills, which include entrepreneurial ability, priority setting, conceptual-
izing, surfacing assumptions, and facilitating action rather than dictating 
it, all helpful in dealing with wicked problems. Beinecke also notes that 
several skill sets are particularly important when dealing with wicked 
problems in the policy sector, including personal skills and knowledge 
(emotional intelligence, values, reflection), interpersonal skills (people 
skills), transactional skills (execution), transformational skills (e.g., vi-
sioning), and program knowledge (Beinecke, 2009).

Roberts (2000) argues that wicked problems, which she calls Type 3 
problems, can be approached using three different types of strategies: 1) 
authoritative, 2) competitive, and 3) collaborative. She further argues that 
such problems are difficult to resolve without collaborative approaches 
because of the many different stakeholders and points of view that 
need to be brought to some degree of agreement before an approach to 
resolution can be generated. Authoritative strategies place the problem 
in a few hands that have the authority to make a decision, but doing so 
can create problems when expertise fails to deal with the fundamental 
reasons for the problem’s existence.

Competitive or win/lose strategies use a zero-sum approach to deter-
mine who has the right/authority and, ultimately, the power to define 
the issue and attempt a resolution (i.e., through war). In a business con-
text, competition can generate innovation, but also a degree of violence 
or moral problems related to the use and abuse of power (Roberts, 2000). 
Roberts (2000: 12) argues, however, that “people have to fail into collabo-
ration,” ultimately learning that other approaches will not work—and 
thus be willing to take the time and difficult steps necessary in order 
to collaborate. Senge (1990) further noted that dealing with such issues 
requires “getting the whole system in the room” (also Roberts, 2000: 13), 
which means bringing together stakeholders with multiple perspectives. 
This task is magnified in more diverse and resilient systems since there 
are likely to be many more stakeholders with competing perspectives, 
particularly around wicked problems. It also requires taking a longer- 
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rather than a short-term perspective and having a future-orientation, or 
what Levin et al. (2012) call applied forward reasoning.

Grint (2005) provides a framework around leadership for dealing 
with different types of problems, ranging from critical (urgent and im-
portant), to “tame” or tractable problems with answers (see also Rittel & 
Webber [1973], who coined this term), to wicked problems. Grint further 
argues that leadership styles necessarily move from the use of so-called 
hard power to using soft power (Keohane & Nye, 1998) as leaders move 
through this continuum, which moves from more authoritarian unilat-
eral approaches to demanding, as Roberts (2000) has pointed out, more 
collaborative solutions (Grint, 2005). While leaders using hard power 
provide answers, leaders using a mix of hard and soft power focus on 
designing processes.

Leaders using soft power ask questions or make inquiries (e.g., Torbert 
and associates, 2004) rather than give commands or directions. Hard 
power implies the ability to use coercion to get others to do what you 
want, while soft power rests on a leader’s capacity to convince others that 
what she/he wants is also what they want, or to “achieve goals through 
attraction rather than coercion” (Keohane & Nye, 1998). Creating the 
attractor has become more instantaneous and complex in the digital 
age of information overload, transparency, and immediacy, where cred-
ibility is crucially important yet more difficult to come by (Keohane & 
Nye, 1998).

One approach to wicked problems is to re-frame and re-vision the 
problem in ways that stakeholders identify with. A possible strategy is 
to move up at least one level of analysis, i.e., from organizational to 
societal, as this article attempts to do, and develop an understanding 
of the systemic issues at play. One set of leadership skills that is needed, 
therefore, in the diminished boundary world of wicked problems is 
excellence in systems thinking, which encompasses a capacity to deal 
with complexity and understand the system and its interrelationships 
and interconnections as a whole.

Systems thinking is a basis for a good diagnosis of systemic issues. 
It needs to be combined with an excellent ability to listen, synthesize, 
and make connections across ideas, people, and approaches, and an 
understanding of how change happens in organizations, society, and 
systems in general, which fundamentally means developing skills in 
working collaboratively. The need to “get the system into the room” 
(Roberts, 2000; cf. Marshak, 2009) to effect change also means that mul-
tiple perspectives will be present in any successful collaborative effort 
and thus need to be integrated or coalesced in some way for action to 
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take place. Networks of different types of actors and perspectives are by 
definition involved in dealing with wicked problems (Levin et al., 2012; 
Sørensen & Torfing, 2009; Weber & Khademian, 2008), which means 
that the ability to contend with differences in approaches, opinions, 
and ideas is necessary. Furthermore, how a given problem is framed is 
an important element in determining what approaches will eventually 
be used to try to deal with it.

The “irreversibility” of starting along a given path when dealing 
with wicked problems (Rittel & Webber, 1973) means that the stakes are 
always high when solutions are being developed and framing is being 
done, and so once a system diagnosis for dealing with a wicked problem 
is achieved, someone needs to frame both the issue and the proposed 
way forward in an understandable, compelling, and generative way 
which allows others to feel that they have been heard and thus to buy 
into the framing. This skill is essentially that of applying an aesthetic or 
design sensibility to the wicked problem which helps shape and define 
it, while providing some degree of boundedness to the problem which 
makes it appear approachable.

The ability to create a positive or constructive vision of the way 
forward draws in and attracts participations to the solution. Vision rises 
above the level and type of thinking that generated the current problem 
in order to find more holistic, integrative, creative, innovative, and new 
ways of framing it and of envisioning new paths forward. As Einstein 
famously stated, “You can’t solve a problem from the same level of think-
ing that created it.” Sometimes this vision can be achieved collectively, 
although doing so requires the ability to effectively integrate others’ 
points of view into a coherent vision. 

Conflict resolution skills are also important. The boundary-less na-
ture of wicked problems, especially in more resilient systems, means that 
different stakeholders will bring their own perspectives and their own 
diagnoses to the situation, so there will likely be multiple points of view 
on what is wrong and what the best solution is. Various diagnoses also 
mean that there is likely to be at least implicit conflict in getting to a so-
lution, even when collaborative methods like Future Search, Appreciative 
Inquiry, World Café, scenario analysis, or mind mapping are employed; 
thus, leaders dealing with wicked problems collaboratively need to have 
high emotional intelligence and sound conflict resolution skills, and a 
willingness to be open to others’ perspectives and incorporate them into 
what Buddhists call “third way thinking” (Senge, 1990). Furthermore, 
there needs to be a capacity and willingness to initiate action once the 
framing and input from multiple perspectives has been done.
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Despite the complexity and lack of apparent efficiency associated 
with their use, collaborative strategies are the preferred means of cop-
ing with ill-bounded wicked problems (Roberts, 2000), necessitating 
what some call a collaborative mindset (Weber & Khademian, 2008). 
Collaboration produces better and more considered outcomes that par-
ticipants with differing perspectives agree to, allows for risk-sharing and 
co-creation of solutions, spreads the burden among participants, and 
can point to redundancies that need to be eliminated (Roberts, 2000; 
Batie, 2008).

Since wicked problems pose questions about “what ought to be” 
rather than “what is” (Batie, 2008), they either explicitly or implicitly 
raise issues around values—and whose values will take precedent—as 
stakeholders grapple with them. The ability to cope with and integrate 
contested values—finding what is common among them—thus becomes 
an important leadership skill in dealing collaboratively with wicked 
problems. This capacity assumes a high degree of what Werhane (1999, 
2002, 2008) calls moral imagination, that is, an awareness of and sen-
sitivity to the moral and values-related issues inherent in any decisions 
around a wicked problem.

Collaborative approaches can also be both self-organizing and co-
evolutionary (Roberts, 2000), but most people are either not familiar 
or comfortable with such approaches as they require patience and a 
willingness not to be in control all the time. Roberts points out that in 
collaboratively dealing with wicked problems, leaders have to learn to 
“trust the process,” experiment, and make necessary (adaptive) changes 
along the way (Roberts, 2000: 15), and such an assessment is certainly 
true for a system attempting to achieve resilience. Wicked good leaders, 
then, need to function effectively in collaboration, particularly when 
the issue is the long-term viability of human civilization due to sustain-
ability issues. From a developmental perspective, these capabilities imply 
a post-conventional level of cognitive (and probably moral) development 
in which systems thinking and perspective-taking is a given (Beck & 
Cowan, 2005; Gilligan, 1982; Kohlberg, 1976; Wilber, 2000, 2001).

CONCLUSION

What makes the wicked problem of sustainability so difficult to deal 
with, in addition to population growth, are two crucial imperatives that 
currently drive the economic system. The first is the premise of constant 
growth, e.g., in consumption of material goods and financial wealth, as 
well as in size and efficiency, which ecologists tell us is impossible in a 
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resource-constrained world (Ehrenfeld, 2008). The second is the reality 
that the world’s economic and political systems are driven by short term 
considerations revolving largely around the “now,” while ecological and 
systemic considerations are long-term in nature. Generating greater sys-
tem resilience means shifting these seeming imperatives significantly—
an exceedingly difficult task. Since most ecologists and climate change 
scientists believe that time is of the essence in shifting the system toward 
less growth, then perhaps it is time to engage more completely with busi-
ness schools, public policy programs, and other educational institutions 
on the nature of the leadership that will be required in the future. Major 
funding institutions such as governments, multilateral institutions, aid 
organizations, and foundations can be encouraged to create or fund 
programs that develop leaders with these new skills, as, for example, the 
group 50+20 is trying to do with business schools, and the Centre for 
Responsible Leadership is attempting to do in Africa at the University 
of Pretoria. Collaborative problem solving suffers from the disadvantage 
of increased transaction costs, e.g., time, efficiency, complexity, as well 
as the potential for conflict surfacing among participants. It is more 
complicated and necessarily takes longer to effect a proposed collabora-
tive solution than it would take for an individual to make a decision. 
Emerging leaders need to understand these dynamics and be equipped 
with the skills necessary to successfully contend with them.

Sustainability, as noted above, demands greater system resilience in 
a whole spectrum of systems, as well as a shift of mindset away from 
growth at all costs, better understanding of resource constraints, and 
a whole spectrum of other issues. While governmental policies could 
conceivably foster greater resilience by limiting huge enterprises and 
institutions, thereby creating more numerous and more diverse entities 
that enhance system resilience and, as a by-product, reduce resource use 
(Ehrenfeld, 2008; McKibben, 2010), it will take foresight and courage 
to do so in the face of a financial/industrial system resistant to change, 
however much it claims to be moving toward sustainability. Supporting 
smaller, socially-oriented enterprises and encouraging them to work lo-
cally or regionally in connected networks that are loosely rather than 
tightly coupled (Weick, 1976) may help with the organizational resilience 
issue, although the ecological issue of diversity and species loss is more 
problematic. Smaller enterprises that use more eco-friendly policies, 
however, such as the organic farming approaches discussed by Pollan 
(Chevat & Pollan, 2009; Pollan, 2007), the leasing rather than selling 
policies (Hawken, 1993; Hawken, Lovins, & Lovins, 1999) discussed 
in the Ecology of Commerce, or deliberately employed servicization and 
dematerialization strategies (Waddock & McIntosh, 2011), may have 
approaches that place less ecological stress on the natural environment 
and thereby help enhance ecological resilience. 
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One approach is for policy makers, company strategists, and civil soci-
ety enterprises to simply start doing something that can potentially effect 
change, i.e., encourage entrepreneurship and innovation at a reasonable 
or small scale organizationally. Leaders who are more collaborative can 
encourage insights and input from a far wider variety of sources—and 
thereby have the potential to incorporate much better ideas that are 
“crowd sourced” into their planning (Surowiecki, 2005). If supported by 
governmental policies that encourage job growth and local sustainability, 
which is actually where the needs are, rather than simply size or financial 
growth, small and medium-scale enterprises (SMEs) could be encouraged 
over massive enterprises via tax and other policies.

For leaders to cope effectively with sustainability and create greater 
system resilience, they need to act with wisdom. Wisdom integrates three 
main attributes: 1) systems understanding (the true), 2) moral imagina-
tion (the good), and 3) aesthetic sensibility (the beautiful) (Waddock, 
2010). To illustrate these linkages, the increased diversity associated 
with organic farming (Pollan, 2007) results in greater resilience of the 
land, a healthier and less abusive lifestyle for animals, and better food. 
This combination of effects is an aesthetically pleasing design solution 
to the problem of industrial farming, even though it may create more 
work for the farmer (although given the global scarcity of productive 
jobs, it is not clear that the more-work aspect is a bad outcome). Further-
more, monoculture agriculture depletes soils, creates the possibility of 
crop decimation because of disease, pollutes rivers, streams, and lakes 
from runoff, and produces crops of increasingly less nutritional value. 
Industrial animal production, as documented in Fast Food Nation and 
elsewhere (Pollan, 2007; Schlosser, 2001), is harmful to the animals, 
requires extensive use of antibiotics to prevent disease, and has huge 
ecological consequences associated with waste. Organic farming, on the 
other hand, creates a more diverse and productive environment, i.e., a 
healthier and more resilient farm, where the notion of “waste equals 
food” is approached (Hawken, 1993).

Collaborative solutions are difficult to manage because of their com-
plexity, at least as compared to authoritative solutions where one person 
or entity presumably has “the” answer (Roberts, 2000). As must be clear 
from the complexity of the sustainability crisis, however, there is no one 
good solution. There are, and must be, numerous solutions that potentially 
enhance system resilience, inputs that are allowed for by collaborative 
approaches. Overall, the social-ecological situation looks bleak unless 
leaders can (relatively quickly) develop more collaborative approaches 
that bring together people and organizations that once thought they 
could resolve issues single-handedly.
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None of these suggestions, or any other that might be generated, 
will be easy because a massive shift in the orientation of economic and 
political systems is necessary in order to deal with the complexity of the 
sustainability crisis. It is clear that the sustainability problems faced by 
humanity today are so difficult and complex, so wicked and messy, that 
neither single entities nor single solutions are likely to resolve them—
they are indeed wicked problems. But, as Marshak (2009) points out, 
the word “wicked” also has the modern connotation of excellence. Hu-
manity can thus benefit from that sense of excellence by focusing on 
the need for wicked (good) solutions in the context of creating system 
change and resilience in order to cope with wicked problems, and wicked 
(good) leadership in order to cope with the boundary-less conditions 
now rampant in the world. 
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RESÚMENES

¿Qué queremos que sea esta revista? Nuestro primer ensayo 
editorial en el que esperamos iniciar una continua conversación 
acerca de porqué estamos creando esta nueva revista y qué 
queremos que Ilegue a ser.

JAMES A. F. STONER
Fordham University 
New York, New York, U.S.A. 
stoner@fordham.edu

Resumen. El propósito principal de esta revista es ayudar a movemos más 
rápido hacia un mundo sostenible y socialmente justo. Vamos a tratar de 
hacerlo proporcionando un foro en el que el conocimiento sea orientado a 
Ia sostenibilidad y Ia justicia social, que pueda ser publicado y que espe-
ramos influya en todos nosotros como investigadores, gerentes, líderes y 
ciudadanos del mundo para lograr un cambio positivo. En el comité editorial 
creemos que este propósito es sólido y esperamos que nuestros editores, 
colaboradores y lectores estén dispuestos y con ganas de asumir riesgos 
al probar nuevas ideas y tipos de análisis, puntos de vista y enfoques, así 
como de aprender de nuestras experiencias, y dar Ia bienvenida a los cam-
bios y Ia evolución que tenga Ia revista. Es evidente que incluso el mejor 
informado y el más sabio entre nosotros tiene poca certeza acerca de cómo 
administrar Ia sostenibilidad global. La humildad es lo apropiado en todo lo 
que escribimos y hacemos, pero buscaremos combinar Ia humildad con el 
rigor intelectual y Ia audacia profesional.

La hipocresía en el atril: ¿Nuestra elección de estilo de 
vida refleja lo que hablo sobre nuestro compromiso con Ia 
sostenibilidad global?

WILLIAM L. WEIS
Seattle University 
Seattle, Washington, U.S.A. 
billweis@seattleu.edu
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Resumen. ¿Es nuestro modelo de acciones un verdadero compromiso 
con Ia sostenibilidad global? ¿O es que estas acciones desmienten el 
compromiso declarado? Estas cuestiones se abordan en este artículo, 
aprovechando los cuerpos de investigación que relacionan las opciones 
personales de comportamiento sobre el calentamiento global, Ia escasez 
de agua potable, Ia gestión de los recursos energéticos, Ia capacidad de 
absorción de Ia tierra para sostener Ia vida, y el reparto viable de los re-
cursos del planeta para asegurar un nivel básico de Ia justicia social. Un 
argumento convincente es que nuestros estilos de vida personales no están 
en consonancia con nuestros intereses declarados para un mundo ambien-
talmente sostenible. El articulo trata sobre Ia sostenibilidad ambiental y Ia 
justicia social como co-imperativos, ofreciendo así un escenario futuro que 
exige ajustes de estilo de vida y sacrificios compartidos.

El reto de las generaciones futuras para la ética empresarial

DANIEL ARENAS 
ESADE-Ramon Llull University 
Barcelona, Spain 
daniel.arenas@esade.edu

PABLO RODRIGO 
Universidad Adolfo Ibáñez 
Viña del Mar, Chile 
prodrigo@uai.cl

Resumen. Este artículo analiza Ia problemática que envuelve el concepto de 
generaciones futuras, que está indisolublemente ligado a cuestiones sobre 
justicia intergeneracional, sostenibilidad débil, no-existencia, no-identidad 
y motivación. El artículo reivindica que Ia ética empresarial debe tratar los 
temas intergeneracionales, pero advierte que no puede ignorar los retos 
filosóficos que conllevan. Basándonos en Ia distinción entre generaciones 
futuras y generaciones solapadas, proponemos centrarnos en las segundas 
para evitar las dificultades de las primeras, y para facilitar Ia conexión con Ia 
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que puede concernir a las organizaciones. La distinción entre generaciones 
solapadas y futuras se apoya en las nociones de moralidad densa y 
moralidad tenue, y es ilustrada mediante un paralelismo con Ia ética de Ia 
memoria y Ia idea de reciprocidad indirecta. Por último, indagamos cómo las 
obligaciones hacia generaciones solapadas pueden incluirse en el marco 
de Ia teoría de los stakeholders.

La economía del modelo de Ia comunión: Una perspectiva 
basada en Ia espiritualidad de Ia sostenibilidad global y su 
aplicación a Ia educación gerencial

KATHERINE J. LOPEZ
St. Edwards University 
Austin, Texas, U.S.A. 
kathl@stedwards.edu

ZAIDA L. MARTÍNEZ
St. Mary’s University 
San Antonio, Texas, U.S.A. 
zmartinez@stmarytx.edu

LINDA B. SPECHT
Trinity University 
San Antonio, Texas, USA 
lspecht@trinity.edu

Resumen. En este trabajo se describe Ia reciente preocupación sobre 
Ia educación gerencial y se presenta el modelo de Ia Economía de Ia 
Comunión (EdC) como un ejemplo que puede ser utilizado en los programas 
de educación gerencial para ilustrar una espiritualidad basada en el enfoque 
de Ia sostenibilidad. Con su base en Ia enseñanza social católica, el modelo 
EdC da prioridad al desarrollo de las relaciones entre grupos de interés 
internos y externos, con ganancias basadas en el resultado de prácticas 
sostenibles que respetan tanto a las personas y el planeta.
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Los problemas de Ia sostenibilidad global necesitan buenos 
líderes y buenas soluciones colaborativas

SANDRA WADDOCK
Boston College 
Chestnut Hill, Massachusetts, U.S.A. 
waddock@bc.edu

Resumen. Hacer Ia diferencia en Ia búsqueda de un mundo cada vez más 
sostenible requiere Ia capacidad de enfrentar con éxito el problema que 
presenta Ia sostenibilidad, y este camblo tiene que suceder al nivel de Ia 
sociedad y Ia organización. Enfrentar con éxito Ia sostenibilidad significa 
Ia creación de un gran sistema de recuperación y el mejor uso de los 
recursos, lo que significa trabajar con éxito a través de las fronteras, ya 
sean del sector, Ia organización, Ia política o los límites funcionales. Hay 
que tener en cuenta que los problemas están formulados pobremente, 
de manera confusa y tienen grupos de interés con conflictos de valores. 
Este trabajo sostiene que el desarrollo de un buen liderazgo orientado a 
Ia colaboración y las buenas soluciones que mejoran Ia recuperación del 
sistema son dos estrategias posibles para crear un camblo que reduzca 
los problemas sistémicos relacionados con Ia sostenibilidad. Aunque estos 
métodos no tratan el problema de Ia sobreexplotación de los recursos, 
pueden servir de base para Ia generación de enfoques más sostenibles 
para el uso de recursos.

<END - NOTHING FOLLOWS>
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