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A New Perspective on Sustainable Enterprise

Moving from Coercion (External compliance models) and Cooperation (Internal compliance models) to Compulsion (Desirable self-serving/regulating models)

Society recognized the need to regulate our commercial and industrial activities over 35 years ago, as our increasing industrial activities began to yield unintended consequences that threatened environmental integrity, social stability and, ultimately, economic viability. Starting with external compliance models, focused on pollution prevention and based on coercion, democratic societies have evolved to include internal compliance models, focused on Corporate Social Responsibility and Sustainability, and based on cooperation.

Economic expansion on a global scale has exceeded expectations and diminished the effects of oversight, and control developed in the industrialized world.

Enterprise in the developing world is largely replicating the economically linear model of commercial and industrial growth that buoyed the economies of Europe and the US in the middle of the Twentieth Century. 

Coercive oversight and cooperative initiatives to comply with standards and reduce the negative environmental and societal impacts of enterprise have yielded benefits. However these efforts have required considerable and continual engagement by non-corrupt governments and third party stakeholders - representatives of a civil society - who are competent, not complacent, beyond culpability and independent to economic and social pressure to accommodate the subject of their oversight. The supply of these representatives is limited and strained by the demands of expansion and globalization, while their support and funding to independently engage often depends on the economic success and “strategic philanthropy” of those they watch.

Coercive and cooperative strategies to comply with regulations and conventions typically result in an addition to the operational mechanism of an enterprise, requiring additional time, effort and funding; a reality that further threatens their long-term viability. They may be perceived as a layer on the existing enterprise paradigm that can influence operations and its products, but not fundamentally change it. Coercive and cooperative strategies, as such, may not be sustainable strategies.

The author is exploring and discusses an approach that is focused on the creation of enterprise models that are compelled toward sustainability as a desired outcome. The approach assesses the merits of existing enterprise and employs a format that attempts to equitably realign the needs of community (society), ecology and economy. The ideas that feed the innovation are based on ideals of sustainability from the onset. The ideals are integrated into the model and are therefore a necessary part of the model’s success. 

In the end, if we can meet the challenge to develop innovative enterprise models that balance the three pillars of sustainability and yield returns that enhance them equitably, those models will be replicated.
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