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Abstract 

The word "sustainable" is on everyone's lips and every publication; 

however, it is over-and misused as a trend for marketing and profit purposes, 

sometimes unethically for "greenwashing". This distortion creates an obstacle 

in creating a more sustainable world and leads authors to describe sustainable 

development and economic growth as oxymorons. This paper describes the 

relationship between sustainable development and economic growth and 

explains how sustainability reporting, particularly management, governance 

and social disclosures (GRI 100), could effectively stimulate economic 

growth. However, to reach a sustainable model, the paper recommends a 

mental and theoretical transformation in economic growth's perception to 

move from profit maximisation to optimisation. Finally, the manuscript calls 

to intensify research in this direction for a sustainable transformation of our 

society.
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Introduction 

1.  Sustainable Development and Economic Growth 

Sustainability has been conceived as a development model to ensure 

generations' constant economic growth (Eisenmenger et al. 2020). The 

Bruntland Commission first defined It in 1987 as "development that meets the 
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needs of the present generations without compromising the ability of future 

generations to meet their own needs" (UN General Assembly 1987). The 

definition has conceptualised the three-dimensional model with the pillars 

(Figure 1), where sustainability balances economic growth, social well-being 

and environmental protection. 

Albeit somewhat vague, this concept has been widely adopted at high 

institutional levels to maintain economic advancement and progress while 

respecting high ethical standards, growing collective social responsibility, and 

protecting the environment's long-term value. Further, the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) has retained sustainable development 

fundamental for adapting our sectors to climate change uncertainty (IPCC 

2001). 

In another way, Adam Smith has founded his "free market" theory on 

moral behaviour and judgment for society's best interest (The theory of moral 

sentiments). However, capitalism lacked moral responsibility in practice, and 

decision-making exclusively sought profit maximisation at the expense of 

society's interests. Therefore, instead of profit maximisation, the sustainability 

model suggests an optimisation model to generate growth, internalising social 

well-being and environmental benefits to adding this missing ethical 

dimension, missing in the classical economic theory. Consequently, and 

according to the sustainability model, economic growth is intrinsically 

embedded in the sustainable development of organisations, but it also seeks to 

upsurge social and ecological ethics. This manuscript will describe the 

relationship between sustainable development and economic growth. The 

following section will represent the tools available for the sustainable model 

to create value and growth that reporting systems disclose as indicators for 

reporting. 
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Figure 1: The sustainability model with the three-dimensional pillars. 

 

2.  Tools for Sustainable Growth 

In practice, given the global interest in sustainability, the scientific 

community has proposed several sustainable decision-making, monitoring and 

evaluation tools. Indeed, several sustainability frameworks and standards 

recognised internationally, based on a set of three-dimensional indicators 

(economic, social and environmental), help quantify business progress 

achieved in terms of sustainability. These tools also contribute to the United 

Nations Sustainable Development Goals (UN-SDGs) by integrating common 

indicators. In particular, SDG 8, decent work and economic growth, promotes 

sustained, inclusive and sustainable economic growth, full and productive 

employment and decent work for all. 

Sustainable decision-making and monitoring and evaluation tools are 

formally disclosed transparently in the non-financial reporting to inspire 

companies to develop a responsible business approach. The major non-

financial reporting guidelines include: 

• Global Reporting Initiative (GRI Sustainability Reporting Standards); 

• The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development 

(OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises); 

• UN Global Compact (Communication on Progress); 

• International Organisation for Standardisation: Guidance on social 

responsibility (ISO 26000); 

• The IIRC International Framework (International Integrated Reporting 

Council). 
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According to the United Nations, 89% of chief executives believe 

these tools are fundamental for companies' economic growth, and 90% feel 

personal responsibility (United Nations Global Compact; Accenture Strategy 

2016). However, various studies have highlighted the existence of a social or 

environmental "legitimacy seeking" strategy behind this ethical responsibility 

(Christmann and Taylor 2006). 

Despite the dominance of profit-seeking and legitimacy-seeking of 

corporate sustainability strategies (Schaltegger and Hörisch 2017), 

sustainability reporting includes valuable tools to build up companies' 

resilience to market uncertainties and the impacts of climate change. The 

dominant sets of disclosures include social and environmental disclosures and 

governance and management, which will be discussed in the following 

sections. 

 

2.1.  Environmental Management 

The classical economic theory has recognised the trade-offs between 

economic growth and the environment and their correlation. Since the 1980s, 

many authors have raised the importance of environmental management for 

economic growth, especially for rural areas that intensively depend on natural 

resources for survival and development (Warford and Schramm 1987). 

Further, environmental assets contribute directly and indirectly in supporting 

economic activities (e.g. risk management, services provided, etc.). More 

recently, authors have addressed the importance of managing the environment 

and natural resources for growth and sustainable development (Costa 2021; 

Goosen 2012).  

However, achieving sustainable economic growth requires the 

internalisation of negative externalities, which has been shown to reduce 

environmental and social impacts (Folkens et al. 2020; Eidelwein et al. 2018; 

García-Gusano et al. 2018). According to the literature, a complete decoupling 

of productive systems from environmental impacts by adopting innovative 

solutions to increase resources efficiency (Costa and Matias 2020; Everett et 

al. 2010). 

 

2.2.  Human Resources Management  

A growing number of scientific evidence reveals an association 

between the human resources management approach adopted and any entity's 

high commitment and performance outcomes (Buller and McEvoy 2012; 

Guest 1997). The integration of sustainability in an entity's management 

model increases social responsibility and, consequently, employees' well-

being and performances (Stofkova and Sukalova 2020), directly correlated to 

economic growth (Uysal 2017; Vlad et al. 2012). 
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The characteristics of sustainable human resource management, 

according to Stankevičiūtė and Savanevičienė (2018), can be countless, all 

based on fairness, equality, health, safety, well-being and development. 

Sustainable human resource management has changed the approach towards 

employees from a mere input factor for production (to be exploited) to a 

resource with potential; employers should empower to motivate and express 

the maximum of their performances (Conger 2003). These characteristics 

require continuous and consistent attention to the following aspects:  

• A selection procedure; 

• A continuous follow up to assess weaknesses and opportunities; 

• Design development programmes to increase skills and tools to 

overcome transform weaknesses in opportunities; 

• Retribution and incentives; 

• A balance between work and personal life; 

• Procedures to prevent behaviour distortion and to encourage and 

protect those who expose such practices. 

 

2.3.  Governance  

The notion of participation in decision-making or collective decision-

making is as old as the democracy concept. However, it has always been 

associated with political thinking until the last few decades, when it emerged 

across many disciplines. This multi-disciplinary challenge arose with the 

growing expectations to influence citizens' decisions in sectors that could 

directly or indirectly interest or affect them (Chhotray and Stoker 2009). 

Therefore, the governance concept seeks to understand the way collective 

decision-making is built and its participatory implementation to ensure the 

governors' accountability to the governed (Schneider 1999). 

In the private sector, Ong and Djajadikerta (2018) revealed a 

significant positive correlation between corporate governance, based on 

stakeholder theory, and sustainability, adopting a newly developed reporting 

index – Ong et al. (2016) Index – in a study investigating companies operating 

in the Australian resources industry. Similar scientific results revealed the 

importance of governance in different case studies to improve companies' 

sustainability (Costa 2021; Thistlethwaite and Menzies 2016; Krechovská and 

Procházková 2014). Furthermore, the effect of governance on economic 

growth has been abundantly assessed in both public and private sectors, and 

all studies confirmed a positive correlation [Gelb et al. 2019; Hadj et al. 2018; 

Liu et al. 2018; Emara et al. 2016). 

Further, to bring long-term development, shared economic value to 

business and society, and innovative competitive advantage, successful 

governance strategies seek to implement effective stakeholder engagement to 
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depict the material topics to determine the sustainability issues (Nair 2019; 

Camilleri 2015). Finally, sustainable governance confers balance, agility and 

adaptability to systems strengthening responses in crises such as COVID-19 

(Janssen and van der Voort 2020). 

 

2.4.  Risk Management  

The priority of the sustainability model is value creation rather than 

risk management. However, organisations retain that risk management helps 

monitor and manage risks and identify opportunities to impact value creation 

(Willumsen 2019). 

Implementing risk management in a sustainability model is a newly 

emerging risk area, still unclearly approached (Schulte 2018). It requires a 

widening of the context analysis to align it with the three sustainability pillars, 

i.e. economic, social, and environmental (Anderson 2006), to design, deploy 

appropriate responses, measure and control progress of related risk-averse 

actions. Therefore, sustainability risk management helps identify and prevent 

emerging issues, increasing the business model's robustness and generating 

reputation, competitiveness and growth. 

It is no surprise that the pandemic from the COVID-19 pandemic had 

a tremendous impact on the achievement of the goals in general and the 

economic growth in particular (SDG 8). Still, according to the United Nations 

(UN-SDG 2021), the economic recovery is underway (Figure 2), and risk 

management helps reduce trade-offs between different priorities and 

objectives (OECD 2020).  

http://www.eujournal.org/
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Figure 2: Overview of the impact of the pandemic from the  

COVID-19 on economic growth. 

 

Conclusion  

Nowadays, the word "sustainable" is on everyone's lips and on every 

publication, which, on one side, is good news. However, it is sad to know that 

it is over-and misused as a trend for marketing and profit purposes (Macellari 
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et al. 2021), sometimes unethically for "greenwashing", when people have no 

o little idea what the word actually means, which constitutes a constraint 

towards creating a more sustainable world. 

However, this manuscript showed a positive correlation found in the 

literature between sustainable development and economic growth; it also 

described the tools available in sustainability reporting for businesses and 

institutions to create growth in implementing the sustainable model (Figure 3). 

Therefore, sustainable development and economic growth is indeed a reality 

and is not at all an oxymoron. Yet, we need a theoretical and mental 

transformation to regard economic growth as profit optimisation rather than 

profit maximisation with ethical and social constraints, including social 

equity, well-being, security, natural capital development, and climate change 

mitigation. These are broad moral and social themes relevant for any business 

or institution in any location; other local topics could be applicable in specific 

conditions for sustainable development and should not be underestimated. 

Finally, this manuscript highlighted the importance of sustainability 

thematics such as human resources management, environmental management, 

governance and risk management in generating economic. Some available 

literature supports this opinion, but scientific evidence still needs to be 

incremented with quantitative studies. Therefore, this opinion paper calls to 

intensify research in this direction for a sustainable transformation of our 

society.   
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Figure 3: Schematic representation of tools available  

for sustainable businesses and institutions. 
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