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The Great Acceleration
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Anthropocene? Capitalocene? Plantationocene?
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Planetary boundaries

Richardson et al. 2023
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What are planetary boundaries?
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•Planetary “tipping points” that would 
push the global environment into 
dangerous new territory, outside 
anything seen during human history

•Irreparable changes – move from 1 
‚steady state‘ into another one

•In the long run, could make human life
on Earth extremely difficult or
impossible
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Example: Global temperature
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We were here:
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Example: Global temperature
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Feedback effects
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The role of businesses in the Anthropocene

Who (in business) should be accountable to whom for what in the Anthropocene?
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– Accountability as boundary object that allows for inter-disciplinary dialogue

– Accountability discourses and practices themselves may shape the organizational 
view of the self and other (Black, 2008), and even shape the “normative conceptions 
of what it is to be an ‘actor’” in a system with specific responsibilities (Boström & 
Garsten, 2008)

– Changes how businesses should – and likely will – act in the future

Why talk about accountability?
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Typology of the dimensions of organizational accountability that are generally referred 
to in both popular and academic use (Koppel, 2005):

– Controllability: Did the organization do what the principal desired?

– Responsiveness: Did the organization fulfill the substantive expectation 
(demand/need)?

– Transparency: Did the organization reveal the facts of its performance?

– Responsibility: Did the organization follow the rules?

– Liability: Did the organization face consequences for its performance?

Conceptualizing organizational 
accountability
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– Critical review “presents, analyses and synthesizes material from diverse sources”, 
“includes a degree of analysis and conceptual innovation”, and presents as a result “a 
synthesis of existing models or schools of thought or […] a completely new 
interpretation of the existing data” (Grant & Booth 2009 p. 93). 

– Keyword searches concerning (business) accountability, the Anthropocene, and 
environmental and social (business) responsibility + snowballing approach 
(references, citations) + feedback from colleagues

– Literature in past decade (2012-2022), after original Planetary Boundaries framework 
(2009)

– Critical review as starting point for further evaluation, not an endpoint in itself

Critical review to uncover new lines of 
(re-)thinking business accountability
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1. A new purpose for business in the Anthropocene

2. Expanded but shared accountability for productive activities

3. Heightened collective and individual liability for past and future impacts

4. Recognizing businesses’ accountability for influencing consumption culture 
and political processes

Four lines of (re-thinking) business 
accountability in the Anthropocene
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1. A new purpose for business…
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“the purpose of business is to solve the 
problems of people and planet 

profitably, and not profit from causing 
problems” 

British Academy, 2019 “the purpose of the firm should be to 
support the flourishing of the society in 

which it is embedded” 

Henderson, 2021

“a renewed corporate purpose should 
be creating sustainable value  within the 
planetary boundaries while respecting 
the interests of its investors and other 

involved parties” 

Sjåfjell & Taylor, 2019
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1. … that reshapes corporate governance 
+ accountability relationships 
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From:

Corporation as nexus-of-contracts

To:

Revival of corporation as single 
legal entity with privileges and 

responsibilities

Shareholder primacy Primacy of objective (sustainable value 
creation within planetary boundaries)

Management accountability to 
owners

Management and owners’ 
accountability to societal stakeholders
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First (voluntary) examples of new 
business forms
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Benefit corporation 
(US, Italy, Colombia)

Community interest 
company (UK)

Low-profit limited liability 
company (US)

Flexible purpose 
corporation (US)

Employee 
ownership

Cooperatives
Etc.
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Business in the doughnut - Regenerative 
and distributive by design!
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2. Expanded but shared accountability 
for productive activities
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Supply chain accountability/liability Scope 3 emission reporting
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2. Expanded but shared accountability 
for productive activities
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Climate attribution science tracing GHG emissions to 90 ‘carbon majors’ 
(producers of oil, natural gas, coal, and cement) 

Heede et al. 2014
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2. Expanded but shared accountability 
for productive activities
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Market share liability in climate litigation: Accountability proportional to share of emissions

Accounts for economic power and resources that can be used to further or halt 
transformation

Particularly powerful argument if companies are acting in the knowledge that harms are likely 
to take place
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3. Heightened collective and individual 
liability for past and future impacts 
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Setzer and Higham (2021)
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3. Heightened collective and individual 
liability for past and future impacts 
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Setzer and Higham (2021)
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3. Heightened collective and individual 
liability for past and future impacts 
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As crimes against future generations are committed by individuals (such as 
state officials and corporate officers), rather than abstract entities (such as 

states and corporations), there is a need for individual accountability anchored 
in criminal law to ensure that individuals in corporations and governments are 
held accountable for their actions, and that others are deterred from acting in 

a similar fashion. (Jodoin and Saito 2011)
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4. Recognizing businesses’ accountability 
for shaping consumption culture…
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4. Recognizing businesses’ accountability 
for shaping consumption culture…

Business in Society
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4. …& recognizing businesses’ accountability 
for influencing political processes

Business in Society
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“Businesses should support, rather than 
oppose, public policies intended to 

effectively address climate change” – UN 
Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and 

the Environment
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– In an Anthropocene context, businesses – and particularly decision-makers within them such as 
managers and owners – should be accountable to society or humanity (as a whole), both in the 
present and with regard to future generations

•Progressively they may also be seen as accountable to nature

– Simultaneous broadening and diffusion of the scope of business accountability: 

• Broadening which moves from accountability for action to also being accountable for inaction

• Extends beyond the firm and productive process to include accountability for companies’ 
supply chains and business networks

• And introduces accountability for business involvement in political processes, via lobbying or 
otherwise, and to what extent these activities accelerate or hold back the necessary 
transformative processes

• Simultaneously, the recognition of diffusion accounts for the partial responsibility of 
businesses in innovative ways 

Who is accountable to whom for what?
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Normative, policy, and research implications
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– Growing sense that businesses have the duty to actively participate in the 
large-scale transformation necessary to keep within planetary boundaries, 
and will be held accountable otherwise

– This means that businesses should not only consider reducing their per-unit 
emissions, social and environmental impact, but also consider:

• What social needs they can meet with their products 

• Their product portfolio

• Their business model, ownership, and financing structures

• Their way of advertising

• and their corporate political activity

What does this mean for practice?
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We should be emboldened to ask new questions such as: 

– Who should be the principal of businesses in an Anthropocene context?

– What are new business models and changes in corporate governance law 
that generate novel controllability relations?

– Can we define a hierarchy of stakeholders and substantive expectations in 
line with planetary and societal health?

– How do we re-embed economic demands in this hierarchy of needs?

– How do we link organizations to planetary impacts, and what should be the 
scope of their responsibility and accountability?

–Should they report on other activities beyond their productive ones, e.g. 
involvement in politics?

What does this mean for research?
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We should be emboldened to ask new questions such as: 

– How can organizations make and achieve targets based on ecological limits?

– How can we design rules that shape business behavior in ways that respect 
planetary boundaries?

– Who in the organization should be bound by such rules?

– How can we design legal and social systems that prevent businesses from acting in 
ways that cross planetary boundaries?

– What consequences are sufficient to serve the needs of the planet and support the 
futures that we want?

What does this mean for research?
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Questions and discussion
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