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Abstract: 

This paper questions why, despite the sustainable development concept having been prominent at 

the international level for well over 20 years, there is little to show by way of a transition to a 

sustainable world. Instead, in many ways, the situation is deteriorating. The paper critiques the 

mainstream sustainable development approach as advocated by business, and as is prominent in the 

political sphere, to consider if this is itself a key problem. The paper concludes that it is. Rather than 

helping society achieve needed change, this approach creates a false sense of progress that acts as a 

barrier to the more decisive action that is necessary to address the underlying drivers of humanity's 

unsustainable behaviours. Further, the paper proposes that the very act of pursuing mainstream 

sustainable development makes a sustainable world harder to achieve. A way forward for the 

business sector is proposed by it embracing a more Transformational sustainable world approach in 

both its internal activities and in its advocacy in the broader public and political space. 
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1. Introduction 

The need for humanity to live sustainably, that is, for there to be a sustainable world, has roots that 

date back thousands of years in concerns expressed at the environmental damage humans cause 

(Hughes 2001). Contemporary sustainable world discourse is often dated from the 1880s and the 

response to environmental damage that paralleled the emergence of the industrial revolution, and 

subsequent progression of environmental thought through to the advent of the modern day 

environmental movement in the 1960s (Estes 1993; Pezzoli 1997; Mebratu 1998). Following the 

release of the 1987 World Commission on Environment and Development's report "Our Common 

Future" (the Brundtland Report) (WCED 1987) and a series of follow-up international events 

including the 1992 Rio UN Conference on Environment and Development, and the 2002 

Johannesburg World Summit on Sustainable Development, the sustainable world concept, often 

expressed as sustainable development, has since gained prominence on the international stage 

(Speth & Haas 2006; Blewitt 2008). The concept is now well embedded in national and 
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international political circles, in the business sector, in the agendas of a broad range of NGOs, 

social groups, and research organisations, and in many academic and professional disciplines 

(Clifton & Amran 2010). 

 

Despite this, humanity is not living sustainably. Absolute and persistent poverty continues to affect 

hundreds of millions of people (Rees 2008; Bell 2009), the resource-use gap between the rich and 

the poor is increasing (Rees & Westra 2003; Bell 2009), the Earth's ecosystems continue to 

deteriorate (UNEP 2007; Brown 2008), atmospheric greenhouse gas loads continue to rise driving 

increased global warming and ocean acidification (UNEP 2009; IPCC 2010), and humanity's use of 

the Earth's renewable resource base continues to exceed its rate of regeneration, with this 

unsustainable rate of use accelerating (Rockström et al. 2009; Footprint Network 2010a). 

 

Why is this happening? The purpose of this paper is to consider whether the dominant sustainable 

development approach is itself the problem such that, regardless of how aggressively it is pursued, 

it is by its nature unable to, or is highly unlikely to, deliver its promised sustainable world 

outcomes. Although focusing on the business sector, the findings of this critique are equally 

relevant to other social actors in their pursuit of sustainable world outcomes, including 

governments, religious organisations, educational institutions, NGOs, communities, families, and 

individuals. 

 

The paper begins by considering what it means for there to be a sustainable world, and describes 

two main sustainable world approaches: a Reformist approach, which is consistent with mainstream 

sustainable development, and a Transformational approach. What it means for businesses to 

contribute to a sustainable world is then considered in terms of the sustaining corporation.  

 

Reformism, which is the approach advocated by the business sector, is then assessed in terms of: (a) 

Ecological Footprint Analysis (Footprint Analysis) in conjunction with I=PAT (I=PAT representing 

humanity's ecological impact (I) as a function of population (P), consumption/production per capita 

(A), and technologies used in the consumption/production process (T)), and (b) some of the key 

strategies advocated by business by which this sector proposes that it can make a contribution to a 

sustainable world, namely maximisation of renewable natural resource productivity, efficiency of 

resource use in production, and the uptake of more environmentally benign production and 

consumption practices. 

 

The analysis concludes that pursuing the mainstream Reformist sustainable development agenda is 

highly unlikely to progress humanity towards the achievement of a sustainable world. Further, 

rather than helping society achieve needed change, this paper argues that Reformism can instead 

create a false sense of progress that acts as a barrier to the more decisive action that is necessary to 

address the core underlying drivers of humanity's unsustainable behaviours. In addition, the very act 

of pursuing the Reformist approach can make the sustainable world goal harder to achieve. 
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2. Sustainable development and a sustainable world 

Sustainable development is a concept that forms part of a broader set of ideas focused on what it 

means for there to be a sustainable world. Despite agreement that a sustainable world is something 

we need (Wissenburg 2001; Osorio, Lobato & Castillo 2005; Gould & Lewis 2009), what is 

required to progress to such a world, and what it might look like when (and if) we get there, remains 

ambiguous, contested, and grounded in different value systems that defy efforts to find agreed 

common ground beyond mere generalised motherhood slogans (Jickling 1994; Barry 2003; Gibbs 

& Krueger 2005; Osorio, Lobato & Castillo 2005; Manderson 2006; Gould & Lewis 2009). Despite 

this, two main streams of sustainable world thought, which in this paper will be referred to as a 

Reformist approach (or Reformism) and a Transformational approach, are evident in the literature. 

 

Reformism sees the current dominant socio-economic system1 as fundamentally sound and well 

capable of delivering the key Reformist goal of continued human development or, more commonly, 

sustainable development. Under this approach, humanity's challenge is to pursue human 

development through continued economic growth and technology advance, but in ways that address 

the ecological and social harms that are currently being experienced (i.e., make them 'green-and-

just'). Other key features of this approach include: (a) continued economic growth as necessary to 

overcome problems of poverty and to promote general human wellbeing, (b) continuation of the 

current globalisation and free-trade agenda as necessary to underpin these economic goals, (c) 

technological advance as necessary to improve resource use efficiency, maximise natural resource 

productivity to meet human demands, and to develop less polluting production and consumption 

processes, and (d) the incorporation of full externality pricing and ecosystem values into the market 

pricing system as a key mechanism for ensuring sustainable natural resource use (Diesendorf 1997; 

Williams & Millington 2004; Clifton 2010a). 

 

The Transformational approach however sees the current dominant socio-economic system as a root 

cause of current unsustainable behaviours and, to progress a sustainable world, transformational 

change is needed. Key features of this approach include: (a) human wellbeing as best progressed 

through consumptive sufficiency and a focus on wellbeing through life experiences, (b) continued 

consumptive growth as unsustainable and a primary cause of both ecological problems and poverty, 

(c) poverty as best resolved through resource reallocation not more global-level resource-

throughput-growth, with a key role for the rich, especially the industrialised North, to cease the 

exploitation of resources from the politically and economically weak, and (d) constraints placed on 

                                                      
1 The dominant socio-economic system that is seen to either need reforming is that of an economic growth model encompassing free 
trade, globalisation, a key role for multi-national corporations, a focus on technological advance, and wellbeing through increased 
personal income and consumption. This paradigm goes under a number of tag-names in the literature including the 'technological 
social paradigm' or 'technocentrism' (Gladwin, Kennelly & Krause 1995; Bell 2009), and 'liberalism' (or neo-liberalism) in the sense 
of liberalism being "a view of order linked to material progress, endlessly stimulated through science, technology, and corporate 
innovation within the lax constraints of the marketplace" (Laferriere & Stoett 2006, p. 7). It also embraces ideas consistent with 
human exemptionalism (Bell 2009) and modernism (Gare 2000). In this sense, socio-economic system dominance can be seen in 
terms of the system that is currently dominant in the world by way of its economic and political power. 
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use of the Earth's natural resources such that it remains within ecosystem limits (Diesendorf 1997; 

Williams & Millington 2004; Clifton 2010a). 

 

Reformism is the current dominant sustainable world approach and is consistent with the 

sustainable development agenda promoted by the business sector, the UN and its related bodies, and 

by most, if not all, governments (Handmer & Dovers 1996; Gould & Lewis 2009; Clifton 2010a). A 

number of authors point out that not only does Reformism dominate, it is the only sustainability 

discourse that is granted legitimacy in political and commercial circles – to be heard politically or 

by business, any pathway forward for society to pursue sustainable world objectives needs to fit the 

Reformist model (Handmer & Dovers 1996; Gould, Pellow & Schnaiberg 2008). This has not 

prevented Transformational narratives from being aired in other ways, but they rarely, if ever, find 

acceptance within political and business domains as a genuine and credible sustainable world 

approach. 

 

Despite their differences, both the Reformist and Transformational approaches see a sustainable 

world as having to do with: 

"the flourishing of life on Earth, incorporating both human and ecological wellbeing, over 

an indefinite time frame. This wellbeing is grounded in principles of intra-generational and 

inter-generational justice, and in the maintaining of biological and human-cultural 

diversity" (Clifton 2010a).  

In this paper, these general principles will be termed the wellbeing+justice sustainable world 

principles. 

 

3. Sustainable world approaches and I=PAT 

Another way of looking at the Reformist and Transformational approaches is in terms of I=PAT 

(Holdren, Daily & Ehrlich 1995; Chertow 2000; York, Rosa & Dietz 2003), which presents human 

impact on the environment I, as a product of: 

P: population. 

A: affluence, represented in terms of consumption/production per capita, usually as per capita 

GDP. 

T: technology, in terms of the ecological impact per unit of consumption/production. 

The Reformist and Transformational approaches, summarised in I=PAT terms, are shown as Figure 

1. 
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Figure 1: Reformist and Transformational approaches in I=PAT terms 

IPAT 
element 

Reformist Transformational 

I 

Reduce renewable natural use to sustainable 
levels by focusing on T and using (mostly) 
market pricing systems that internalise all 
social and ecological externalities2. 

Set limits on renewable natural resource use to be 
well within regenerative limits. 
All of PAT are addressed to ensure limits are not 
breached. 

P 

Orientation to maximising the human 
population that can be supported within 
sustainable world criteria. 
Contain very high population growth rates in 
some (mostly developing) countries. 
Prevent population decline in some (mostly 
developed) countries. 
Otherwise allow population to settle to a 
'natural' level. 

Current human population is too high and 
unsustainable, and is an issue for all countries to 
address. 
A long term population reduction strategy is required 
through collective non-coercive and non-
discriminatory choice. 
 

A 

Continued global GDP growth is necessary 
to progress human wellbeing and overcome 
poverty. 
Reducing consumption is, for the most, not a 
viable option and will harm society and fail 
to help the poor. 

Increased consumption is needed for some where 
basic needs are not being met but this is achieved 
through more equitable distribution, not more global 
GDP growth. 
Overall, and especially in the developed world and 
for the wealthy in developing nations, resource 
consumption needs to be reduced. 

T 

Technological progress to overcome the 
impacts of P+A is the key to living 
sustainably and to reducing I to be within 
ecologically sustainable limits. 

Technology is an important part of the overall 
sustainability solution but on its own it will not 
achieve the needed change. 
Technology needs to be progressed with caution. 

Source: Clifton (2010b). 

I will return to the I=PAT formulation shortly when considering Reformism's merits. 

 

4. Business and a sustainable world 

Both the Reformist and Transformational approaches see the business sector as a (or the) major 

cause of ecological harms at local, regional and global scales and, as a consequence, this sector 

needs to play a key role in solving these problems (WCED 1987; Welford 1997; Bruno & Karliner 

2002). Much has been written on what the business sector and individual corporations within it need 

to do to progress a sustainable world outcome, including reducing pollution, increasing efficiency 

of resource use, investing in new 'cleaner' technologies, redesigning and re-engineering products 

and services to make them more environmentally friendly, engaging with various social actors to 

improve firm performance in meeting social expectations, transferring modern technologies to 

poorer nations, and so on (WCED 1987; McDonough & Braungart 2002; Hart, S & Milstein 2003; 

Hart, SL 2007; UN 2008; WBCSD 2008; Esty & Winston 2009). What is important for the current 

discussion however is the ends to which these actions are directed and in this respect, the phases 

model of Dunphy, Griffiths & Benn (2003) can be instructive. 

                                                      
2 This does not mean that Reformism ignores policy limits on renewable natural resource use  – cap and trade systems 

(e.g. for carbon emissions) or quota limits (e.g. for fisheries) are examples of such policies. The focus for Reformism 
however is more towards market pricing mechanisms than the strong scale-limiting strategies of the 
Transformational approach. 

 



 
Page 6 

 

 

The phases model provides a framework whereby a corporation's (or more broadly, an 

organisation's) approach to a sustainable world can be assessed depending on how it slots into 

various sustainability phases based on human and environmental practices and performance. The 

ideal phase, and where Dunphy et al see a need for all corporations to position themselves in order 

to progress a sustainable world outcome, is in what they term the sustaining corporation phase that 

is, where a corporation: 

"[provides] an excellent return to investors….[but where its] fundamental commitment is to 

facilitate the emergence of a society that supports the ecological viability of the planet and 

its species and contribute to just, equitable social practices and human fulfilment" (p. 16).  

 

For Dunphy et al, a sustaining corporation is not only committed to making a positive contribution 

to human and ecological wellbeing in its own internal operations, but also actively advocates for 

change in the broader social context. The sustaining corporation is therefore one that also seeks to: 

"exert influence on the key participants in the industry and in society in general to pursue 

human welfare, equitable and just social practices and the fulfilment of human potential of 

all.…[It] tries to assist society to be ecologically sustainable and uses its entire range of 

products and services to this end,….[and] is prepared to use its influence to promote 

positive sustainability policies on the part of governments, the restructuring of markets and 

the development of community values to facilitate the emergence of a sustainable society" 

(p. 26).  

 

A sustaining corporation is then committed to progressing the wellbeing+justice sustainable world 

criteria, both within its internal operations and in the broader social context, and it is these ends to 

which its various activities are directed.  

 

But there is more to it than this. Humanity has no choice but to live sustainably and, from an 

intergenerational justice perspective, we are morally bound to do so. Living sustainably must take 

priority over everything else including corporate survival – the sustaining corporation is then the 

proviso for corporate survival. For a sustainable world to come about we need, amongst other 

things, to transition to a socio-economic system that reliably eliminates any corporation (or any 

organisation for that matter) that fails to positively contribute to a sustainable world, regardless of 

its financial performance. Currently the socio-economic system only reliably eliminates 

corporations that consistently fail financially. It is this sustainable world comes first message that, 

as a starting point, we need to hear come from the business sector, actively supported by genuine 

action to progress this social system transition. 

 

5. Reformist or Transformational approach? 

So if the business sector has an important role in progressing a sustainable world agenda, what 

approach should it be advocating? This is a challenging and controversial issue but one that needs to 
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be confronted. We do not really have a second chance to live sustainably – we either transition to a 

sustainable world in an orderly way or face some form of imposed correction with consequences 

that may be far from desirable. One way to consider this 'which-approach?' question is to use 

Footprint Analysis coupled with I=PAT, a task to which this paper now turns its attention. 

 

The characteristics of Footprint Analysis are well documented and these details will not be 

reproduced here (for examples see Wackernagel et al (2004), Kitzes et al. (2007), Footprint 

Network (2008). In brief however, Footprint Analysis involves:  

(a) Calculation of an Ecological Footprint measure of human appropriation of the Earth renewable 

natural resources, usually expressed in terms of a standardised measure of global hectares per capita 

(ghpc). 

(b) Calculating a measure of available Biocapacity, that is, the regenerative capacity of the Earth's 

renewable natural resource base (also as ghpc). 

(c) A comparison of these two measures to determine if humans are living in ecological credit or 

ecological deficit.  

As such, Footprint Analysis seeks to determine a sustainability bottom-line, that being the extent to 

which humans are living within the reproductive capacity of the Earth's renewable natural resource 

base as opposed to depleting the resource base. 

 

The current global-level Footprint Analysis data is shown as Figure 2. In summary, humans have an 

average Ecological footprint of about 2.7 ghpc compared to available Biocapacity of about 1.8 

ghpc. This means that humans are using renewable natural resources faster than nature can 

replenish it – we are drawing down on these resources at a rate of some 150% of its regenerative 

capacity.  

 

Figure 2: Current Footprint Analysis data 

Item Value 

Global average Ecological Footprint. 2.7 ghpc 

Global average Biocapacity. 1.8 ghpc 

Ecological Footprint as a % of Biocapacity. 150% 

Data source: Footprint Network (2010b) 

 

So what is the Reformist answer to this problem? Well, if we take I in I=PAT to equate to the 

Ecological Footprint measure, we can assess the Reformist solution by plugging in the data shown 

in Figure 3 to take us through to the year 2050 and observing what T needs to achieve: 
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Figure 3: Projecting the Ecological footprint – I=PAT inputs for the Reformist approach 

Factor Reformist modelling inputs 

I=PAT element: I 
(Ecological footprint) 

 Current global average Ecological footprint = 2.7 ghpc (see Figure 2) 
 Projected 2050 Biocapacity based on projected 2050 population and holding all 

else constant = 1.3 ghpc. 

I=PAT element: P  Current human population = (approx) 7.0 billion (U.S. Census Bureau 2011). 
 Mid-range UN projection to 2050 = 9 billion (UN 2007). 

I=PAT element: A  Assume real global average per capita GDP growth of 1.5% pa3. 

Decoupling rate between 
P+A and changes in I 

 Assume that I grows at 75% of changes in P+A4. 

 

The results of this I=PAT projection are shown in Figure 4. Based on the Figure 3 inputs we end up 

with a projected 2050 global average Ecological footprint of about 4.1 ghpc as compared to total 

Biocapacity of about 1.3 ghpc. But this 1.3 ghpc of Biocapacity is not all available for human use – 

some of it needs to be set aside for other species, some to ensure ecosystems remain resilient, and 

some to allow for the conservative nature of the Footprint Analysis data. How much should be set 

aside as not available for human use is a debated issue but something in the order of 50% or more 

may well be needed (for a detailed discussion on this issue, see Clifton (2010b)). Using this 50% 

value, available Biocapacity for human use by 2050 is more in the order of 0.7 ghpc, not the 1.3 

ghpc shown. 

 

Figure 4: Footprint Analysis data projected to 2050 

Item Value 

Ecological footprint projected to 2050 – average per person for all of humanity. 4.1 ghpc 

Biocapacity projected to 2050 – average per person for all of humanity. 1.3 ghpc 

Ecological footprint as a percentage of Biocapacity. (approx) 300% 

 

So what does all of this mean? Put simply, the Reformist agenda proposes that for humans to live 

within the Earth's Biocapacity limits by 2050 (if this time frame was adopted as a worthy target), 

we would need to rely on T to reduce the impact of P+A to pull the projected 2050 global average 

Ecological Footprint of about 4.1 ghpc down to about 0.7 ghpc, more than a 5-fold (over 80%) 

reduction. To put the magnitude of this challenge into perspective, of the 152 nations listed in the 

most recent set of Footprint Analysis accounts (Footprint Network 2010b), only 6 have an 

Ecological Footprint value of 0.7 ghpc or less, all of which are in the category of least developed 

nations. Only 23 have a current Ecological Footprint of 1 ghpc or less. In comparison, on average, 

the developed nations have a current Ecological Footprint of about 6.1 ghpc. 

 

                                                      
3 The global GDP per capita growth rate from 1961-2006 = 1.9% pa (WRI 2010). The Brundtland Report calls for annual economic 
growth of 3%-4% in the North and 5%-6% in the South. 
4 The relationship between I and changes in P and A is not well researched. For a detailed analysis of this issue see Clifton (2010b). 
The 75% relationship used here is consistent with that observed in the European Union over the period 1971-2008 (WWF 2007). 
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We can of course spend time debating whether the Footprint Analysis numbers are plus or minus 

some level of error margin, by how much I goes up based on changes in P+A, and how much 

Biocapacity should be set aside for other species, but this is more a distraction than an issue of 

substance – the numbers are big and challenging even allowing for uncertainty in the actual values 

quoted. It is also true that humans living within the Earth's Biocapacity limits is only one of the 

broader set of issues needed in order for a sustainable world to be realised, but it is nonetheless a 

necessary condition (Nijkamp, Rossi & Vindigni 2004; Footprint Network 2006; Giljum et al. 2007; 

Wilson, J, Tyedmers & Pelot 2007). The harsh reality is that despite sustainable development 

having been prominent on the world stage for over 20 years since the publication of the Brundtland 

Report, natural resource use is increasing, the global aggregate Ecological footprint is increasing, 

and ecological degradation continues at an alarming pace. Yet we continue to beat the Reformist 

sustainable development drum in the hope that a series of technology breakthroughs will somehow 

transport us to a sustainable world. 

 

But would we tolerate this approach in business? Imagine you were a board member of a broadly 

held public corporation. The firm has plenty of capital, and is a hive of activity with new staff being 

added, employees well paid, and production strong. The problem is that the business is burning 

capital – costs exceed revenues, the gap is increasing, and there is no end to this in sight. The board 

quizzes the CEO on a strategy to address this problem. The CEO's answer is 'have faith in our R&D 

department – I'm convinced, as is the entire management team, that we will find the technology 

breakthrough to give us a winning product'. You protest and ask for a restructure to reduce costs, 

wind back staff numbers, and pull costs within revenue limits, and do so in a clear and rapid time 

frame. The CEO responds by accusing you of being a pessimist, lacking imagination, failing to 

show faith and confidence in the management team, and rejects your view as being worthy of 

discussion. What would you do? I would think the first step would be to sack the CEO and make 

the needed structural change. But without stretching the analogy too far, this scenario is basically 

what is happening in the sustainable world space – we are burning renewable natural capital, 

continuing to push the underlying drivers of resource consumption that are causing the problem, 

living in hope of human creativity solutions through technology advance, and dismissing as nay-

saying pessimists or extremists those who stand up and say the current Reformist sustainable 

development approach is unrealistic, highly risky, and showing no meaningful signs of working. 

 

Before moving on, one last comment on the growth agenda that is a key plank of Reformist 

sustainable development is helpful for this current discussion. It is well known and documented that 

GDP growth and consumption of material goods is limited in its ability to improve human 

wellbeing. Above a certain level of personal income, and a level which the industrialised world has 

long since exceeded, rising incomes have little impact on improved human wellbeing and can 

instead detract from it (Daly, H & Farley 2004; Daly, HE 2005; de Graff, Wann & Naylor 2005; 

Marsden & Smith 2005; Cato 2009; TAI 2009). The point here is that regardless of the challenges 

in addressing the impacts of P+A via a focus on T, the pursuit of more A is itself limited in its 

ability to deliver continued improvement in human wellbeing. 
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The message here is a simple one. The Reformist approach presents a road map that is challenging 

to accept as able to deliver on a key and necessary condition for a sustainable world, that being for 

humans to live within the Earth's Biocapacity limits. Further, the Reformist approach is far removed 

from the behaviour we would accept in how our own businesses are managed and, in addition, it is 

based on an economic growth premise that has been shown to fail to deliver the continued gains in 

human wellbeing that it otherwise professes to do. Despite these contradictions, the business sector 

still currently advocates the Reformist approach as the way forward to achieve a sustainable world. 

But surely we must start to openly question the merits of this stance. 

 

6. Unpacking T 

But despite the concerns discussed above, does a focus on T offer a meaningful pathway to a 

sustainable world regardless of the magnitude of the challenge? There are a number of themes that 

can be identified in unpacking T's component parts to help answer this question, however the three 

that will be considered here are: 

(a) Improving renewable natural resource productivity. 

(b) Improving resource use efficiency in the production process. 

(c) Adopting less harmful behaviours in the production and consumption process. 

 

6.1. Improving renewable natural resource productivity 

Applying new technologies to increase the productivity of the Earth's renewable natural resources is 

an important part of the Reformist agenda and includes things such as the use of modern 

industrialised agricultural practices, genetic engineering of plant and animal species, and so on. 

Debates continue as to whether these technologies genuinely have increased resource productivity 

in a sustainable way. Some claim that this is clearly true while others are far from convinced and 

propose that this is only apparent if all negative externalities (use of fossil fuels, chemical and 

fertiliser pollution, long term soil degradation, biodiversity loss, destruction of cultures, etc) are 

excluded from the analysis. (For an example of these pros and cons arguments, see Shiva (2005)). 

But beyond this debate is the issue of ecosystem resilience. 

 

Resilience is mostly talk of in two main ways in the literature, namely: (a) engineering resilience, 

which has to do with the ability of a system to bounce back to its pre-disturbance state following 

some from of disturbance – such as a personal illness and our ability to overcome it and get back to 

normal health, and (b) socio-ecological resilience, which has to do with the ability of a system to 

continue to function despite exposure to disturbance, with this form of resilience enhanced through 

a range of factors including diversity within a system, maintaining of spare capacity and keeping 

well away from system tipping points, and the ability of a system to adapt to change, evolve, and to 

self organise (Holling 1996; Walker & Salt 2006; Gunderson, Allen & Holliday 2010). It is socio-

ecological resilience that is of key importance for a sustainable world, and has to do with continuing 

to meet the wellbeing+justice sustainable world criteria regardless of what changes might occur to 
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ecological and social systems over time. In this sense, the concepts of a sustainable world and 

socio-ecological resilience are inseparable (Handmer & Dovers 1996; Walker & Salt 2006; Adger 

2007).  

 

The key point to be made here is that in the sustainable world context, an approach that seeks to 

maximise renewable natural resource productivity to underpin a quest for continued economic 

growth as a means of achieving human wellbeing (and the wellbeing of as many people as can 

optimistically be accommodated on the Earth) undermines the resilience of the very system on 

which it depends – the very pursuit of the goal is its own undoing. This occurs for many reasons 

including: (a) the removal of spare capacity as all natural resources are pulled into the field of 

production maximisation, (b) the imposition of change at a faster rate than ecosystem feedback 

mechanisms can provide information concerning the consequences of this change, and (c) in 

general, pushing ecosystems close to or beyond tipping points without society necessarily even 

knowing this may be happening and with, more often than not, very undesirable consequences 

(Meadows, Randers & Meadows 2004; Walker & Salt 2006).  

 

6.2. Improving resource use efficiency in the production process 

One of the main business-case arguments for corporations to pursue a sustainability agenda is the 

claimed win-win that can come from more efficient use of resource inputs in the production 

process. This is a more-from-less argument where the environment wins through less pressure on 

resource use, and the firm wins by an improvement to the bottom line (Hargroves & Smith 2006). 

But if we assume a win for the firm, is there really a corresponding win for the environment and for 

a sustainable world? 

 

Efficiency gains have long been recognised as a key means by which firms improve productivity, 

reduce costs, and increase wealth (Princen 2005; Gould, Pellow & Schnaiberg 2008). In fact, this is 

why efficiency gains are so greatly prized by business. It is also well known that production-based 

gains in resource efficiency can, and often do, lead to an increase in output and consumption that 

negate some or all of the resource use gains (rebound), or result in greater overall resource use 

(backfire) (Polimeni et al. 2009). The extent of rebound or backfire varies from case to case and 

certainly could benefit from greater research, however it is nonetheless a well understood and 

recognised phenomenon (Polimeni et al. 2009).  

 

This does not mean that using resources efficiently in the production process is not important – it 

clearly is and is something that all businesses need to aggressively pursue if we are to transition to a 

sustainable world. The problem is that unless this is coupled with a means to prevent efficiency 

gains being spent on more resource-consuming production and consumption that negates the gains 

achieved, then we are deluding ourselves into thinking that progress is being made. This has major 

implications for I=PAT in that if an important component of T is efficiency gains, then the more 

this is pursued in the absence of some mechanism to control how the gains are spent, the more it 
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will drive increases in A, putting further pressure on I (the Ecological Footprint), and making the 

needed offsetting impact of T even harder to achieve. 

 

6.3. Less harmful behaviours in the production and consumption process 

Less harmful behaviours in the production and consumption process can cover a multitude of issues 

including less harmful ways of extracting recourses (e.g. fishing practices that reduce by-catch and 

the killing of non-target species), less polluting technologies, products manufactured for ease of 

recycling, and so on. All of these practices are again important for business and society to 

aggressively pursue. The business sector in particular has a key role to play as for the most, it is 

business that determines, amongst other things, which resource extraction technologies are used, 

what the product design and manufacturing technologies are, what set of options the public has to 

select from in its consumption decisions, what information members of the public have in relation 

to the impacts of their consumptive choices, and whether consumptive waste can be recycled in a 

meaningful way (Bruno & Karliner 2002; Gould, Pellow & Schnaiberg 2008). But do we have a 

similar problem here as for resource use efficiency? 

 

In some respects, yes. One reason is that the more we feel our activities are less harmful (less 

polluting, less resource intensive, and so on), the more we may feel inclined to consume, or be 

convinced by marketing departments that we can consume, and to believe we can do so sustainably. 

One way to explore this issue is to look at the idea of green consumerism, something that is actively 

promoted in the business sector as one aspect of the business sustainability agenda. 

 

Green consumerism refers to the development, packaging, and marketing of products claimed to be 

'environmentally friendly' (in an absolute or relative sense). The marketing message of this 

approach is simple – you can save the world through your consumption choices, and can consume 

with a clear conscience (Beder 2002; Bell 2009). The business message is that green products and 

green marketing can provide opportunities to increase sales and profits. All up so the claim goes, 

everyone wins – business, the consumer, and the environment. 

 

But this strategy is not difficult to see through. For one thing, green consumerism continues to push 

humanity down the resource consumption path which has been shown earlier in this paper to be 

currently running at unsustainable rates – consuming more is not going to solve this problem 

regardless of the 'green' nature of what is consumed (Beder 2002). In addition, green consumerism 

simply continues the business-as-usual marketing strategies of need creation through the deliberate 

engineering of feelings of dissatisfaction and deprivation in people's lives, offering the solution to 

this dissatisfaction through consuming a particular product (in this case, a 'green' product), and 

cycling the whole dissatisfaction-consume-dissatisfaction-consume routine indefinitely to drive 

continued consumptive demand and economic growth. This entire need-creating-and-consuming 

process is however ecologically damaging, undermines human wellbeing, and offers no durable 

wellbeing solution (Brown 1995; Raiklin & Uyar 1996; Hamilton & Denniss 2005; Cato 2009). 
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Another stream of thought connected to this issue relates to the claimed shift in production and 

consumption activities within economies as they continue to industrialise – the further down the 

industrialisation path we move, the greater the proportion of the economy that is dedicated to less 

resource intensive service and information industries. In this respect, so the claim goes, increased 

industrialisation moves a society to becoming less resource intensive and hence contributes to the 

delivery of less harmful production and consumption behaviours. But is this really something of any 

significance in addressing sustainable world problems? 

 

The claim that the service sector becomes an increasing part of the economic system of 

industrialised nations is not as clear cut as it may seem (for a discussion on this issue, see Victor 

(2008) and Douthwaite (1999)), however, one way to look at this issue is to go back to the Footprint 

Analysis data. An important strength of the Ecological Footprint calculation is that it is 

consumption based – what matters is a person's Ecological Footprint, or collectively a nation's 

overall Ecological FFootprint, based on what is consumed regardless of where in the world those 

goods or services are produced (Wackernagel et al. 2006; Kitzes 2007; Footprint Network 2008). 

Figure 5 shows the Footprint Analysis data by high, middle and low income nation groups. What 

these data show is that the high-income countries (comprising countries of the industrialised West, 

plus Japan and a few other highly industrialised nations) run by far the highest Ecological footprint, 

and one that is well above the global average. So in this sense the services transition argument 

comes up as meaningless. The industrialised countries that presumably have transitioned to a higher 

proportion of service industries in their economic mix have per capita Ecological footprint measures 

well above what is sustainable on a global level. 

 

Figure 5: Ecological footprint by national income 

 Population: 

% of global total 

Actual Ecological 
Footprint: % of global 

total 

Ecological Footprint 
per capita 

World 100% 100% 2.7 ghpc 

High-income nations 15% 38% 6.1 ghpc 

Middle-income nations 65% 52% 2.0 ghpc 

Low-income nations 20% 10% 1.2 ghpc 

Data source: Footprint Network (2010b) 

 

7. Discussion and conclusion 

The critique presented in this paper, although only scratching the surface of a few themes by which 

mainstream Reformist-based sustainable development can be assessed, suggests that despite its 

dominance, it is challenging to believe as a viable pathway forward for humanity. Instead, 
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Reformism is structured around population, economic, and consumption strategies that place 

increased pressures on already over-taxed ecological systems, and places a level of faith in human 

technological advance to overcome the impacts of these pressures that is, to say the least, 

challenging to believe. Further, some advocated technology strategies, although very important for 

business to pursue (resource use efficiency at the production level, less polluting products and so 

on) can, when coupled with the broader Reformist agenda, actively work against the very human 

and ecological wellbeing objectives Reformism seeks to achieve. 

 

The purpose of this paper has been to present the major streams of sustainable world thought 

(Reformist and Transformational) and to offer some arguments that call into question the credibility 

of the mainstream Reformist view, particularly as it is played out in the business sector. A detailed 

review of what we now do with this information and how the business sector (and governments, 

universities, NGOs, and society in general for that matter) should respond, although beyond the 

scope of this current discussion, certainly needs continued effort. The following comments may 

however prove helpful in this endeavour. 

 

One response for business to the issues presented in this paper is to say 'well, pursuing mainstream 

sustainable development will probably not work in transitioning society to a sustainable world so 

why bother – let's just give up on sustainability altogether, get on with life, and hope that something 

will sort itself out in the future'. This is not an acceptable option. We owe it to those of the current 

generation on whom our business activities impact, and to generations that follow, to solve our 

sustainable world problems. 

 

Alternately, the business sector could continue to push, internally and publically, the mainstream 

sustainable development Reformist line in the hope that, despite its problems, it will somehow still 

get us into sustainable world territory. But this something-is-better-than-nothing approach is not 

necessarily a helpful strategy. As two authors have put it, an approach to a sustainable world that is 

based on Reformist type changes: 

" [is] likely to simply put off the needed changes to a time when options will have 

narrowed…[it] is possibly the most dangerous path: a relief valve that gives the appearance 

of change and alleviates symptoms for a time" (Handmer & Dovers 1996, pp. 505-506). 

In other words, Reformist based sustainable development not only gives a false appearance of 

positive action, but can also block the more decisive action that is needed to address core 

underlying drivers of humanity's unsustainable behaviours. 

 

So should business adopt the Transformational approach and pursue this as a pathway forward? The 

claim of this paper is 'yes' and a few concluding comments may help to further support this view 

beyond what has already been presented. First is that the Transformational approach offers a way 

forward that goes beyond the technical fix solutions of Reformism and the problems this creates, 

some of which have been identified in this paper. It instead places on the table alternatives that 
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Reformism is otherwise unwilling to entertain, such as Reformism's unwillingness to pursue 

strategies that challenge the core tenets of the current dominant socio-economic system. In this 

respect, the Transformational approach offers society broader options and freedoms to pursue 

sustainable world pathways rather than, as does the Reformist view, expect that sustainability 

actions can be engineered to fit a pre-existing socio-economic ideology. But the Transformational 

approach is still no guarantee of sustainable world success. The challenges ahead remain substantial 

and many of the questions of how to transition society to one that is living sustainably have yet to 

be identified let alone answered. Transformational advocates however do not pretend to have all of 

the answers nor is there a one-size-fits-all sustainability solution on offer. To try and create such a 

model misses the whole point of the social and cultural context in which sustainability initiatives 

need to be developed and enacted. 

 

Next is that business alone cannot solve all of our sustainable world problems. All of society needs 

to be on-board including governments, supra-national organisations, religious organisations, NGOs, 

communities, families and individuals. The point to be made here though is that the business sector 

has substantial power and influence, possibly more so than any other social institution, to drive 

needed change (Bruno & Karliner 2002; Hart, SL 2007; Speth 2008). In this respect, the business 

sector needs to take the lead in breaking free of Reformist constraints and, in keeping with the 

sustaining corporation concept discussed earlier, it needs to actively engage in the more creative 

solutions that the Transformational approach presents, and do so in both internal business 

operations and in the sector's public sphere engagement. 

 

Lastly, and expanding on this point of business sector advocacy for broader social change, is the 

issue of social capacity to change. Robinson (2004), discusses the need for a society that is facing 

fundamental change to have "an alternative to the existing order that is viable and that is seen as 

viable and preferable by a majority of society" (p. 172). The point here is that Reformist-based 

sustainable development, the one which the business sector is currently advocating, not only 

dominates current sustainable world discourse but, as mentioned above, is the only sustainability 

discourse that is granted legitimacy in the political and commercial realm. The effect is that society 

is being consistently groomed by business and government to have no credible and accepted 

alternate to Reformism – humanity's future is being wagered on a single sustainability model that is 

itself challenging to accept as likely to ever deliver needed outcomes. Here lies a key role for 

business, that being for the business sector to itself grant legitimacy to Transformational approaches 

to a sustainable world, and encourage others in the broad public sphere – government included – to 

do the same. Perhaps then society can meaningfully direct its energies to more creative solutions to 

the sustainability problems we are facing and be more open and accepting of needed change. 
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