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Abstract:

This Agenda 2050 piece is a call to action for management scholars to follow the lead of
business associations, foundations, and businesses in studying and understanding the
transformative change needed to bring about a more equitable and flourishing world for all living
beings—including humans and other-than-humans. These entities advocate for a significant
paradigm shift in how business is practiced as a way of responding to ‘polycrisis’—the
interrelated set of civilization-threatening crises that includes climate change, social inequality,
and biodiversity loss. Yet, management scholars lag behind business discourse with issues of
sustainability and ecological flourishing, adapting to the type of leadership needed for the future,
and understanding the need for system change. We provide four keystone pathways to help
scholars shape future discourse in business scholarship, practice, and curricula: 1) structural
changes to management education, 2) piloting social impact, 3) development of regenerative
business models, and 4) moral, legal, and financial case for action.
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Introduction: Getting in Front of the Need for System Change

“The research-teaching-practice gap seems particularly noteworthy when it comes to global
sustainability. Relatively little attention is given by business researchers to the developments
coming from global natural science research agendas...or to the impact of business on the
resilience of planetary ecosystems. This is in spite of the ‘promising initiatives in the practice of
business’ (Winn & Pogutz, 2013, p. 203) that are currently being explored by some
corporations™ (Edwards et al., 2021, p. 45).

We propose a 2050 Agenda for management scholars to emulate business associations in shifting
systems of business practice toward greater sustainability and responsibility. The most powerful
transformational change lever is a paradigm shift (Meadows, 1999). Our proposition stems from
a professional development workshop (PDW) we conducted at the 2023 Academy of
Management (AOM) Annual Meeting. Business associations, foundations, and businesses argue
for this paradigm shift as a response to the polycrisis—the interrelated and civilization-
threatening crises including climate change, ecosystem collapse, social inequality, and
biodiversity loss (Homer-Dixon et al., 2021). Initiatives like Seafood Business for Ocean
Stewardship aim for a paradigm shift in the global system of seafood production and
consumption (SeaBOS, 2023). The World Economic Forum’s ‘The Great Reset’ intends to create
a new social contract honoring human dignity, refocusing global and business models, and
supporting entrepreneurial solutions that tackle climate change and advance sustainability (The
Great Reset, 2020). The World Bank promoted a paradigm shift in the relationship between
nature and businesses (World Bank Group, 2021a, 2021b). The World Business Council for
Sustainable Development updated its Vision 2050 to call for a ‘mindset shift to transform
everything’ (WBCSD, 2010) and collaborated with Forum for the Future on A Compass for Just
and Regenerative Business (Forum for the Future & World Business Council for Sustainable
Development, 2021). The MacArthur Foundation’s 2021 report The Nature Imperative: How the
Circular Economy Tackles Biodiversity Loss (Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2021)
complemented its longstanding advocacy of a shift from linear to circular economic systems
(Ellen MacArthur Foundation, 2013).

Efforts by business associations for a paradigm shift are complemented by policy makers
and business leaders who recognize the need for a ‘whole of society’ transformation across
industries, especially to mitigate the harmful effects of extractive, nature- and human-insensitive
business practices (Subsidiary Body for Scientific and Technological Advice & Subsidiary Body
for Implementation, 2023). The European Union created the European Green Deal. Finland, New
Zealand, Scotland, and Wales adopted Wellbeing Economy ideas and metrics. Intergovernmental
reports describe changes needed to address problems of climate change (IPCC, 2022; Masson-
Delmotte et al., 2021), biodiversity loss and species extinction (Diaz et al., 2020), the
unsustainable use of wild species (Fromentin & Al, 2022), and undervaluing nature’s
biodiversity and ecosystem services (Edwards et al., 2021; IPBES, 2019). Leaders of Unilever
and Ikea call for a paradigm shift for their firms toward regenerative and net positive business
models to put more back into society, the environment, and the global economy than they extract
(Cooperrider & Godwin, 2022; Cooperrider & Selian, 2021; Polman & Winston, 2021).



These efforts, calls, and reports signal an urgent need for a paradigm shift in business
practices to effectively address the polycrisis. They emphasize the leading role that business
associations are taking in detailing how to foster a paradigm shift, including through regenerative
practices in food and agriculture, moving value chains from linearity to circularity, and shifting
humans’ and businesses’ relationships with nature. Despite this attention to paradigm shifts, key
journals in the broad field of management (including the business in society field) seldom
discuss system change or transformation. (Exceptions include Colombo, 2023; Edwards et al.,
2021; Lucas et al., 2022; Sulamoyo, 2022; Winn & Pogutz, 2013). How can we management
scholars and teachers do more to accelerate the paradigm shift in business practice?

To answer this question, we organized the PDW at the 2023 AOM Annual Meeting titled,
“Making the Paradigm Shift Happen: Following the Lead of Business Associations” to provoke
and elicit feedback from AOM scholars. The session put management scholars’ analytical and
intellectual skills into action to understand how management education can contribute to the
paradigm shift called for by business associations. We identified four pathways for a paradigm
shift. We view these pathways as four ‘keystone’ pillars that can help shape future discourse in
business scholarship, practice, and teaching.

1) Structural changes to management education,

2) Piloting social impact,

3) Development of regenerative business models, and
4) Moral, legal, and financial case for action.

We engaged the international audience of the PDW in an interactive exercise and
dialogue on these topics. This paper presents the results of the exercise and, from those results,
describes the four pathways for how management scholarship can contribute to the much-needed
paradigm shift.

A Generative Conversation about Regenerative Business Practice, Economics, and
Management Education

The aim of the generative exercise with session attendees was to identify how to shift the
economic paradigm towards a more regenerative approach. We organized attendees into
roundtables and asked each table to generate ideas for realizing the paradigm shift. Participants
wrote each idea on a sticky note and placed each note in the center of the table, creating a
tangible, accumulating pile of contributions as the exercise progressed. Once the rate of idea
generation slowed, the notes were moved to one of the room walls, where participants silently
contemplated all contributions. Following this reflection, participants collaborated to organize
the notes into thematic categories, which was followed by a general discussion. These thematic
categories form the foundation of our paper’s recommendations.

Attendees expressed diverse views on what needs to change and how to achieve them.
For one, they recognized the need for experimenting with the idea of looking backward to move
forward, showcasing regenerative practices, learning from what is already known about
overcoming past crises, traditional knowledge systems, and working within the system.
Suggested strategies to taking ‘pluriversal’ approaches to stakeholder engagement include



changing values and mindsets with particular emphasis on rethinking/re-understanding humans
as part of (rather than separate from) nature, moving from circular to regenerative practices
transparently, and building political power for change. Participants also advocated for engaging
with stakeholders and communities to generate cultures of respect for other-than-humans and
nature as well as other people, and changing the moral foundation on which businesses rest.
Creating regenerative economies, using concepts like Raworth’s Doughnut Economics (Raworth,
2012), adopting well-being-focused metrics beyond gross domestic product (GDP), stopping
extractive practices and problematizing growth as a central economic goal were also key points.
Potential steps forward included governmental action, increasing the costs of problematic
practices, media strategies to increase public awareness, regenerative design, and shifting away
from profit as the sole incentive for businesses.

The broad-ranging conversation that followed the exercise emphasized a need for
management scholars to catalyze collaboration among different stakeholders and sectors as a key
aspect of undertaking needed transdisciplinary research. In addition, the idea of engaging more
fully with Indigenous perspectives and recognizing, acknowledging, and working collaboratively
with people with different worldviews is crucial to dealing with ecological and social challenges.
For example, the incorporation of more place-based or local solutions tailored to the unique
needs and challenges of different contexts may suggest moving beyond Western-centric dialogue
and ways of knowing, to be open to different ways of communicating, collaborating with, and
understanding various perspectives. Such an approach requires we overtly acknowledge the
ethical issues associated with these changes and adopt an openness to different ways that people
communicate and engage with knowledge, particularly around issues of system change,
regenerative practices, place-based approaches, and other-than-human beings. The conversation
also underscored the need for a shift in the economic system from growth and extractive
practices to resilience and wellbeing, necessitating changes in business education on all fronts
(Kennedy & Linnenluecke, 2022).

Four Pathways to Paradigm Shift
Structural Changes to Management Education

One principal topic that emerged from discussion was that existing management
education is not capable of achieving the needed paradigm shift. Management education was
developed within an era of unfettered fossil fuel use. But halting climate change and its
associated social and environmental harms requires the world to stop burning fossil fuels,
reorganize our transportation systems, change land use and management, innovate new ways of
making steel, cement, and other industrial products, and change other management practices
(Project Drawdown, 2023).

Transitioning business practice to activities that do not cause additional global warming
is a significant management challenge. Is management education useful for understanding
organizations and organizing in a world without fossil fuels? Do strategic management courses
teach how to successfully compete and survive against firms that use fossil fuels and other
destructive business practices? Do international business courses teach how to manage foreign



direct investment and global supply chains without using fossil fuels? Scholarship suggests the
answers to these questions might be no (Higham & Font, 2020; Yu et al., 2023).

Instead, management scholars seem confident that innovations will allow unsustainable
practices to continue, requiring little change in the teaching or practice of management. There is
strong enthusiasm that sustainable aviation fuel, carbon capture and storage, carbon offsets, and
solar geoengineering will solve climate change without ending the use of fossil fuel-based
management practices. This optimism resembles what Gifford (2011) called an ideology of
technosalvation: we do not need changes today because innovations will save us tomorrow. The
truth is there is little evidence that technologies like sustainable aviation fuel, carbon capture and
storage, carbon offsets, and solar geoengineering can scale up to solve the climate challenge.
Guarding against a misplaced faith in technology innovation requires management scholars to
develop conceptual and curricular innovations that teach how to organize and manage
economically sustainable firms and industries in environmentally and socially sustainable ways.

Concerted, accelerated effort from business school administration and faculty is probably
required to shift management theory into a paradigm useful in a world without carbon emissions.
Emerging curricular paradigms like sustainability management (Baudoin et al., 2022) and
sustainability competencies (Brundiers et al., 2021; Wiek et al., 2011) offer initial movements
toward climate friendly management education, but past attempts to advance new paradigms like
ecocentric management (Shrivastava, 1995) and sustaincentrism (Gladwin et al., 1995) have so
far failed. A practical first step to show success is for business schools to demonstrate that they
can operate without using fossil fuels. This shift would require reorganizing business schools to
no longer use airplane travel, faculty, staff, and student commuting, and building heating and
cooling that burn fossil fuels. These efforts would generate invaluable theory about how
organizations can be managed without fossil fuels while remaining viable against competitors. If
such change sounds infeasible, that simply demonstrates that we lack theory explaining how to
manage organizations without contributing to global warming, reinforcing the need for a
paradigm shift in management education.

Piloting Social Impact

Another theme that emerged from the exercise was a need to understand whether
corporate social responsibility efforts lead to a better society. Are CSR initiatives providing the
societal good they promise? A mapping and analysis of 6,254 articles addressing CSR
performance published in the last 50 years suggests that although the massive CSR literature has
progressed beyond its long-standing focus on firm financial performance, it has failed to provide
insight into how effectively CSR initiatives fulfill their promise to society (Barnett et al., 2020).
Without such information, how can scholars address the grand challenges faced by society?
There is a need to reorient management research towards an exploratory, experimental design
approach guided by what works. In the field of development economics, Esther Duflo (2017)
likens economists to ‘plumbers’ as opposed to a scientist or engineer. Whereas scientists analyze
policies and engineers design policies, ‘[t]he plumber goes one step further than the engineer:
she installs the machine in the real world, carefully watches what happens, and then tinkers as
needed’ (Duflo, 2017, p. 5). Field experiment is essential in development economics (Duflo,



2020) for designing, implementing, and evaluating solutions. Unfortunately, there is currently no
arena in which CSR interventions can be piloted and assessed.

To address this, business scholars, businesses, and practitioners can work together to
create CSR sandboxes, in which organizations assess the social impacts of CSR initiatives. A
sandbox is a controlled, supervised environment that simulates a real-life context where
businesses can experiment with new products or services (Clarke, 2017). The concept, applied to
sustainability, facilitates the re-thinking of what sustainability is and should be (Godelnik, 2019).
Companies should apply this concept to CSR to test initiatives, assess their success or failure,
and redesign them for more widespread implementation (Aronson & Henriques, 2022).
Organizations can use a CSR sandbox to safely try out new ideas and evaluate their effectiveness
before committing significant resources to them at a larger scale.

There are five important properties of a CSR sandbox: 1) isolation and control, 2)
experimentation, 3) collaboration, 4) monitoring and evaluation, and 5) flexibility and learning
(Hitt et al., 1998). Isolation and control relate to an organization’s ability to separate the CSR
sandbox from main operations so that the interventions can be independently controlled and
assessed. Experimentation is a process of trial and error in which continuous and iterative tests
are conducted (Thomke, 1998) until the organization has enough data and related insights to
indicate the likelihood of success of the intervention (Aronson & Henriques, 2022).
Collaboration with stakeholders, including employees, customers, scientists, NGOs, and
communities, can be an important part of a CSR sandbox to not only ensure that interventions
are effective and positively received, but also provide more diverse perspectives and ideas for
addressing social and environmental challenges. A CSR sandbox must also have systems in place
to monitor the progress and impact of interventions whereby multiple actors can pool their
resources, knowledge, and expertise to achieve a greater impact. Finally, a CSR sandbox should
be flexible and open to learning and modification as needed, based on the results of the
experiments (Hitt et al., 1998). The outcome of such an approach will go a long way in
addressing the research-teaching-practice gap.

Development of Regenerative Business Models

Participants also noted that a change of how businesses operate on a daily basis,
especially to move away from linear and extractive business models towards circular and
regenerative approaches, is needed (Gualandris et al., 2024; Konietzko et al., 2023). The 20"
century saw an unprecedented rise in fossil fuel use and adoption of a destructive ‘take-make-
dispose’ linear business model. Resources are extracted to produce goods and services, which are
then discarded as waste (Bocken & Short, 2021). This model leads to valuable resources ending
up in landfills, rivers, and oceans (Stahel, 2016), and has produced a host of negative impacts —
from social inequalities to environmental degradation — which remain unaccounted for
(Alexander et al., 2023; Hochschild, 2018).

Participants agreed that we need a paradigm shift away from a linear model and towards
a regenerative model of business practice (Wright & Nyberg, 2017). This would shift business
practice away from the idea of doing less harm — which is what corporate sustainability and CSR
approaches are mostly focused on — towards business practices that contribute positively to



restoring and maintaining social and ecological systems (Velenturf & Purnell, 2021). This shift
requires holistic systems thinking that goes beyond profit and loss, shareholder value, GDP
growth, and other economic indicators. A regenerative business paradigm considers the
interconnectedness of ecological, social, and economic systems, and understands that whatever is
done in one domain creates ripple effects across the entire system (Waddock, 2020b). There is an
urgent need to restore and repair systems damaged or destroyed by linear business paradigms
through regenerative practices. These include rewilding, reforestation, regenerative agriculture,
and regenerative water management, all based on adopting a different perspective on the
relationship between business and ecological and social systems (Navarro & Pereira, 2015).

Regeneration also includes a social dimension. It would be problematic to exclude people
from large areas of land to use them for carbon sequestration or rewilding projects (Franco &
Borras Jr, 2019). In addition to emphasizing ecological systems, regenerative business includes
the wellbeing of communities and individuals, social justice, employee welfare, fair labor
practices, and inclusive community development (Bennett et al., 2021).

Alternatives to the linear and extractive management are available but undervalued by
management scholarship and teaching. Land management practices by Indigenous groups like
the Bajau and Puruvesi, for example, have provided stewardship of nature for hundreds, and in
some cases thousands, of years (Bohm et al., 2014; De la Cadena, 2015). In contrast, business
and policy cycles of 3-5 years struggle to maintain regenerative and resilient business systems. It
is time to unlearn old business paradigms to establish deep understandings of systems change
and regenerative approaches to life (Morgan et al., 2023). As is evident, the paradigm shift in
business requires a society-wide effort of re-imagining our future (Gimusay & Reinecke, 2022).
It is an effort of cross-sectoral activism (Bohm et al., 2023; Skoglund & Béhm, 2022) that is
focused on co-creation and collaboration, rather than only competition. We cannot solve many of
today’s ecological and social challenges without collective efforts that include diverse
perspectives from around the world (Antonacopoulou, 2022). This reality is one reason why
business associations, rather than individual businesses, are so active in calling for paradigm
shift.

The Moral, Legal, and Financial Case for Action

Businesses are confronted with a moral imperative to address environmental and social
degradation. This obligation, which is rooted in the principles of ethical responsibility and
intergenerational stewardship, resonates throughout the sustainability and ethics literatures,
fueling sporadic instances of proactive action within corporate spheres. The paradigm shift of
these moral convictions in business practice has not yet occurred, partly because of structural and
behavioral barriers in management scholarship and education (Linnenluecke & Smith, 2019).

While companies are still grappling with doing ‘what’s best’ for society, the development
of international agreements on climate change has further accentuated the push for climate
action. Global agreements such as the Paris Agreement, the UN’s 17 Sustainable Development
Goals, and the Kunming Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework signal a growing momentum
for transformative action on climate change and ecosystem issues. Despite these endeavors, most
countries worldwide still lack comprehensive policies to combat climate change (and its negative



impacts on issues such as ocean acidification and biodiversity loss) or inequity effectively and to
move towards net zero targets. This policy gap constrains businesses from taking substantial
action as they grapple with uncertain regulatory environments (Waddock, 2020a). The
overarching challenge continues to lie in creating comprehensive and consistent policy
frameworks that drive both corporate and collective climate action.

Sustainable business has become a battleground in culture wars, reflecting a dynamic
clash between growing public pressures to act and growing amounts of misinformation. Climate
strikes and legal actions amplify public demand for responsible corporate behavior. But the
propagation of misinformation and unsubstantiated science simultaneously muddles the
discourse. Nonetheless, climate lawsuits are on the rise and underscore the imperative for
businesses to align with broader societal goals for sustainable business practice. Despite initial
setbacks in the early 2000s (unsuccessful attempts to bring North American oil, gas, and electric
companies to court), a renewed surge of strategic lawsuits and inquiries against corporations has
arisen, which aim to seek redress for climate change-induced harm. Augmented by
advancements in climate attribution science, these cases seek to hold these significant carbon
emitters accountable for their contribution to climate impacts and disruptions, indicating a
convergence between litigation, research, and corporate accountability. It is still unclear if
lawsuits might drive more substantial business action in the future, but they are nonetheless
raising awareness (Setzer & Higham, 2023).

The financial incentives for climate-conscious practices are becoming increasingly
prominent (OECD, 2021). Companies recognize the financial advantages inherent in renewable
energy and climate-oriented ventures. This shift is underpinned by technological advancements
and a realization that the transition to a net-zero future can be synonymous with profitability.
This trend toward ‘climate capitalism’, however, raises ethical questions about the prioritization
of profitable endeavors over holistic sustainability, potentially sidelining other vital societal
concerns. Initiatives such as the Task Force for Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD)
are reshaping corporate reporting paradigms. This shift has steered attention toward the
evaluation of climate risks to the global economy. While this financial-centric approach drives
companies to consider economic stability, it might not comprehensively address the broader
climate-related societal risks. Thus, the challenge remains to strike a balance between financial
considerations and a more encompassing understanding of climate risk, acknowledging the
interconnectedness of corporate actions and societal well-being.

Discussion and Implications

Few management scholars seem to have responded actively to Winn and Pogutz’s 2013
call to action for researching and better understanding the ways in which (business)
organizations need to intersect with the natural environment to bring about the regenerative,
ecologically flourishing natural environment needed to support human civilization (Buckton et
al., 2023). Perhaps that is because such approaches mean dealing with the complex-wickedness
of real socioecological systems and the transformative processes that need to be engaged. Some
may view that task as daunting. As one scholar in a recent conference stated openly: it is just too
hard for scholars, or perhaps whole fields, to do. Complexity, wicked problems, and systems-



based concepts can facilitate understanding the need for a paradigm shift and how to overcome
the challenges to achieving it.

The actions of business associations, foundations, and businesses show that management
scholarship around a paradigm shift in business practice lags behind what businesses are calling
for and doing. There are growing literatures on system transformation in fields outside
management (Abson et al., 2017; Bentz et al., 2022; Chapin et al., 2011; Dorninger, 2020; Fazey
& Leicester, 2022; Geels, 2011). Fields where this conversation is active include geography,
ecological, wellbeing, and other heterodox economics, Indigenous scholarship, systems change
and transformation literature, ecology, and other biophysical scientific fields that recognize the
need for transformative change, such as marine science, sustainability, and agroecology
(Dasgupta, 2021; IPBES, 2019; IPCC, 2022). Management scholars can draw on this existing
work to grapple with the ways in which businesses, business leaders, and, indeed, business
schools themselves can understand the paradigm shift needed to respond to the polycrisis.

We encourage management scholars and teachers to courageously engage with difficult,
complexly wicked topics. Neglect of issues of sustainability, never mind systemic change
(Edwards et al., 2021; Winn & Pogutz, 2013), is bad enough that in 2022 a group of early-career
scholars published a call to action for imagining a place for sustainability in business schools and
business scholarship (Baudoin et al., 2022), and widely-read practitioner outlets publish calls by
established scholars for integrating sustainability into core MBA programs (Delmas & Sparks,
2024).

We acknowledge that the paradigm shift described in this paper increases the
expectations on business practitioners to move from reducing harm to contributing proactively to
regenerative outcomes. Competitive realities can present significant barriers to adopting
regenerative practices, especially if those practices raise costs over competitors that continue to
use practices limited to harm reduction, such as increased resource use efficiency or even
destructive practices. These realities are one reason that business associations feature
prominently in calls for a paradigm shift: if all businesses in an industry shift practices
simultaneously, no business faces competitive disadvantages of adopting what is usually a higher
cost structure associated with regenerative rather than destructive practices that externalize costs
to society and nature. Concepts like pre-competitive partnerships and Sustainable Development
Goal #17: Partnerships for the Goals acknowledge this tension and provide ways to resolve it
through coordination and cooperation among competitors to shift whole systems of production
and consumption, rather than the practices of individual firms (Altshuler et al., 2010; Ospina,
2022).

Conclusions

The paradigm shift described in this paper argues for a transformative change in our
scholarship, our journals, and how we view our work, so we as management scholars can begin
to catch up with business associations, businesses, and other academic disciplines already
pushing forward to realize the paradigm shift. Ideally, we might eventually lead in addressing
these issues so we can understand and inform management practices with prospective or future-
oriented theories (Laszlo, 2021; Pavez et al., 2021).



We in management scholarship need to close the gap, to start thinking systemically. We
need to understand the problematic nature of many existing management theories and practices,
including their business-centric orientation in an ecologically constrained world. The imperative
is to adopt innovative and new approaches to understanding and studying businesses in their
societal and ecological contexts, much as business associations are already beginning to do. As
scholars, we are now poised on the edge of a potential paradigm shift that incorporates system
thinking, dynamics, big picture understanding, and the need for transformational change in our
work, in the focus of research, and in the academy itself. This paradigm shift threatens to
decenter business schools and management scholarship from a central place of relevance. In our
2023 AOM session, we began this conversation and forward it here—not just with early career
scholars but with anyone willing to take the risks, and outline pathways forward that retain our
excellence as scholars while enabling us to do work that really matters. It is long past time we
shifted the conversation towards systemic issues and dealing with the complexity that it brings.
For our environment, and for the continued sustainability of business systems.
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