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1 Introduction 

The fallout from the global economic crisis and other ‘events’ have re-intensified 
the spotlight on the role of business in society (O’Riordan, 2013), leading to a 

growing emphasis on Corporate Responsibility1 (CR) and Sustainable Devel-
opment (SD). This has re-sparked an increasing awareness and concern 
among many people that major unintended changes are occurring on our planet 
which are influenced by and influence an ever-growing human population and 
their natural ‘habitat’ (e.g. Jonker, 2012; Hawken, 1993; Brundtland Report, 
1987). This negative trend is happening at an accelerating speed despite some 
positive undertones over the past decades driven by some influential change 
agents (such as Clinton, Ban Ki Moon, Gore, Mandela and many others). Ulti-
mately, these events are related to the way in which power is distributed among 
groups and institutions within the diverse publics, systems and stakeholders in 
the macro-environment of a pluralist but inter-connected society (Carroll and 
Buchholz, 2009:8).  

Against this backdrop, a growing concern can be observed in society at large 
regarding inequalities in the distribution of the wealth that is created by business 
(see for example Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). This has led to a swarm of 
commercial responsibility and sustainable responses (such as reporting initia-
tives, eco-labels and organisational initiatives), which indicate a modest start in 
the quest for improved efficiency in the use of commodities and resources to 
create economic wealth. However, these responses are often the result of reflex 
(re)actions fuelled by an undefined collective ‘mindset’ of (mis)understandings 
with respect to the sustainable opportunities inherent in business solutions. 
Possibly due to the range of perspectives and the multitude of interests in-
volved, it is not surprising that CR academics and management practitioners 
observing these developments over the past ten if not 25 years since the semi-
nal report “Our Common Future” (Brundtland, 1987) have compared the current 
scenario facing decision-makers with that of attempting to navigate in a maze in 

                                                      
1  Although CSR (Corporate Social Responsibility) is typically the most common label 

employed in Europe, in this paper the word ‘social’ has been deliberately omitted 
from this term in order to reflect the fact that not only social, but also ecological, 
moral, financial and other key responsibilities are implied in this acronym of which 
‘social’ matters are merely one (albeit highly salient) component. 
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which the exploration and construction of a new compass – guiding in a moral, 
political and business sense - is part of the solution. In the collective quest for 
integrating sustainable CR and SD solutions to address some of the key chal-
lenges of our time, this raises the question: where did we get lost? In hindsight, 
it appears as if the ‘clockwork of society’ has become split into an almost infinite 
number of fragmented domains acting without synergy or connection. 

Central to the predicament inherent in the on-going debate on CR and SD is a 
growing awareness that something is ‘missing’ in the approach in which our 
institutions and citizens produce and consume products and services. This con-
cern is triggered by evidence of past ineffectiveness with respect to the em-
ployment of resources (land, capital, and labour) to build sustainable liveli-
hoods. Such ineffectiveness appears to be at odds with alleged ‘rational’ behav-
iour which recognises that addressing environmental and other social concerns 
could sustain livelihoods, and hence, makes citizens better off in a more mean-
ingful sense (Harford, 2007). This realisation is significant because by suggest-
ing a weakness in the powerful role of business as a catalyst to ensure the ef-
fective conversion of the resources it invests into products and services that 
serve mankind, it calls into question the legitimate role of business in society 
(see for example O’Riordan and Fairbrass, 2013). Most importantly, this recog-
nition highlights potential incompatibilities in the synergic interplay between 
economic and financial growth as well as social development, which simultane-
ously protects the environment and the ecosystems this planet depends on. 
These inconsistencies indicate that as a society, we might be currently function-
ing in a vacuum due to a profound ‘disconnection’ between our economic sys-
tem (including by definition our business strategies and models) and our social 
system (driven by a sense of responsibility as human beings).  This is the ‘miss-
ing link’ we elaborate in this essay. 

The missing link has three key components. These include: 1.1 Separation of 
ownership and responsibility, 1.2 Emphasis on monetary transaction value and 
1.3 Lack of transparency. Each of these components is now briefly explained 
below in greater detail. 
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1.1 Separation of ownership and responsibility  

This first component is linked to Return On Investment (ROI) as a capitalist 
economic principle of the way we do business. Possibly due to what Freeman 
(1994) calls the ‘separation fallacy’ the current ‘mindset’ often considers the 
field of ‘business’ and ‘ethics’ as ‘separate’ rather than as ‘productive partners’ 
(Nash, 2000). This mental construct in which companies have almost exclusive-
ly pursued the interests of their shareholders has driven managerial capitalism 
through the 20th century and still remains the prevailing narrative of business 
today (Freeman, Harrison and Wicks, 2007; Rappaport, 1998). This fallacy has 
influenced not only the strategies, operating tools and the measurement tech-
niques adopted by business, but has also set the tone for business education 
on a global scale.  

1.2 Emphasis on the monetary transaction value  

 As a consequence of the previous point, money has come to be perceived as 
the most rational method to measure value and value creation. Accordingly, 
virtually all business activity is transacted and its value calculated via a straight-
forward cost - turnover equation. The underlying profit equation focuses on 
striving to maximise ROI by maximising sales and minimising costs as its main 
aim. Within this approach, human behaviour and performance is measured 
almost exclusively in monetary (cost) terms. In this regard however, it is too 
simplistic to diagnose the cause of the current challenges to lie in the greed of 
individual business executives. Instead, the role of markets and business in 
society needs to be reconsidered (Sandel, 2012:7). Significantly, within the con-
text of these economic developments, market values now play a greater role in 
social life. It could even be reasoned that the collective impact of political and 
economic forces have caused an expansion of markets and market values into 
spheres of life where they do not belong (O‘Riordan, 2013). As a result, money 
seems to have become the key transaction value used to estimate profit and 
loss on business and societal balance sheets. This has led to what could be 
considered an obscure perception of how resources are valued in the corporate 
conversion process on monetary and social markets’ (Heyman and Ariely, 
2004). Consequently, it appears as if markets with an emphasis on money 
seem to disregard the fact that there is much more to life than what gets meas-
ured in accounts (Harford, 2007).  
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1.3 Lack of transparency  

Transparency is a frequently misused term that means more than the ability to 
‘see’ and appropriately judge the actions of an organisation. Crucially, ‘trans-
parency’ demonstrates how a complex set of organizational variables (e.g. pro-
cesses, decisions, material flows, human capital etc.) are systemically linked 
(Berggren and Bernshteyn, 2007).  

A fundamental tragedy of our time is that we no longer understand or feel how 
we as human beings are connected to the system. Because we cannot ‘see’ the 
connections, our behavior often takes place in a ‘vacuum’ and is disconnected 
from what matters. So lack of connectivity and lack of transparency function like 
a pair (negatively) reinforcing each other. A key complication in this lack of con-
nectivity is that because we are hardly aware of the inherent disconnections 
involved, we frequently fail to identify ways to ‘connect’ in order to address this 
‘missing link’. Like fish that have forgotten that they live in water, we are deplet-
ing the resources we share by acting independently and showing preference for 
immediate profits over benefits that would serve our self-interest over the 
long(er) term. This happens despite the clear intuitive understanding that dimin-
ishing the common resource is contrary to the group's long-term best interests. 
A further related complication of this disconnection is that we are unable to ‘see’ 
the connection between meta-level social, economic and ecological matters and 
our daily lives and actions. This is confounded by a lack of sufficiently reliable, 
accessible, user-friendly, actionable data for those attempting to recognise and 
address these missing links.  
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2 The significance of connecting 

The three ‘missing link’ inconsistencies elaborated above imply a profound ‘dis-
connection’ between our economic and our social system.  Consequently, the 
quest for identifying and developing more effective ways of regulating the use of 
common resources without resorting to either private property rights or govern-
ment intervention is a theme that stands central in debates aiming at connecting 
the dots. This urges a revision of our social contract that takes into account the 
ecological and natural ‘rights and duties’ of those who have a voice (such as 
those to nobody is listening e.g. minorities and vulnerable groups often in de-
veloping regions), and those that do not have the ability to speak (such as ani-
mals, plants and trees). 

Essentially, this essay asserts that a key solution for the “missing link” requires 
that individuals in society ‘feel’ responsible, encouraged, and inspired to ad-
dress the sustainability challenges which we face. Ultimately, such a transfor-
mation could potentially lead to more effective (business) solutions, which could 
in turn enhance the creation of welfare for human beings and nature, and there-
by achieve a fairer distribution of the wealth generated by the corporate conver-
sion process (Jonker, O’Riordan, Marsh, 2013). 

Following this reasoning through to its logical conclusion highlights that the cur-
rent system lacks effective mechanisms and measures which enable a basic 
connection of people with an operational ‘sense of responsibility’. The conse-
quence of this observation is that individual actions are not connected to - and 
do not have an impact on - what matters collectively.  

Ominously however, despite some advances, a recent report by the Intergov-
ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2013) concluded that the collective 
negative impact of previous economic, political and social forces continues to 
directly affect the quality of life of every person on this planet. Given the need 
for transition, these concerns call for concrete strategic long-term political pro-
posals to address these alarming trends. This challenge that we face as a soci-
ety requires a critical examination of the effectiveness of the systems and struc-
tures which we have created to achieve the outcomes so urgently needed by 
the planet (O’Riordan, 2013).  
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3 Exploring a way forward 

How to connect? There is a clear and urgent need to identify successful strate-
gies to address the negative impacts which humankind has caused to achieve a 
more sustainable future. Progress on these matters is inherently dependent on 
the shared conviction that it is possible to build a future that is more prosperous, 
more just and more secure for all (e.g. Brundtland, 1987). This requires sustain-
ing and expanding the basis for development by connecting economic interests 
with social and ecological welfare (Jonker, O’Riordan and Marsh, 2013) in line 
with the triple bottom line principles (e.g. Elkington, 1997) combined with a more 
long-term focus (e.g. Lozano, 2008). This could involve stronger collaborations 
between governments, the private sector and non-profit organisations to enable, 
encourage and activate the many instances of positive energy inherent at the 
‘grass-root’ level of ‘ordinary’ society.  
 

This calls for a new generation of (business) strategies and business models 
enabling the use of various transaction values.  It in turn opens up the possibility 
to develop business proposals contributing to solving social problems. This 
approach is what Clinton calls ‘mobilising for impact’ which he reasons ‘… em-
powers people faster, more effectively and at lower cost than other alternatives’ 
(2013). Significantly, similarly imaginative (often ‘unusual’) initiatives of an 
equally long-term, large-scale, ambitious nature drive Google’s penchant for 
‘new horizons’ which have catapulted the company into one of the most suc-
cessful global players in the business world today. One could call this organis-
ing with social transition in mind. 

This essay concludes that despite the negative impact of mankind on the planet 
and notwithstanding the arguable separation-fallacies in mind, it is the respon-
sibility of business, governments and citizens to consider such examples in the 
search for inventive ways to address the “missing link” challenges relevant to 
their own scope of influence and action. In this endeavor, the responsibility ra-
tionale is simple: if we as the human beings on this planet who have everything 
to lose from the devastating developments of our time do not employ our re-
sources to recognise and respond to these challenges, how else are they going 
to do be addressed and over time resolved? Crucially in this regard, if we as a 
society place value in an adequate response from business, the ‘link’ between 
markets and morals needs to be re-considered and more wisely ‘connected’. 
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