
1 Introduction
There have been many pronouncements that this
‘crisis shouldn’t go to waste’ – the thinking being
that the financial recession represents a
discontinuity in which (and with which) to
generate change in the way the economy is
structured. The need for change could hardly be
greater – multiple and interlocking challenges
facing the world include breaching environmental
limits (Rockström et al. 2009) and rising levels of
inequality (Watkins 2013; OECD 2012). While
some call for ‘economic recovery’, the alternative
is to Build Back Better.1 Returning to business as
usual (Resolution Foundation 2012; Pennycook
and Whittaker 2012) – a system that created an
unsustainable spiral of consumption, inequality,
short-termism and alienation – would certainly
be a waste.

Rather than dwelling on current challenges,2 this
article explores how Building Back Better
demands rethinking business3 practice. It goes
beyond incremental increases in narrow
economic metrics (namely GDP) (Johnson 2011:
14; United Nations 2012) and away from current
systems (Gazibara and Chapple 2011, cited in
Coote 2012: 13; Hillier and Castillo 2013;

Gus Speth, cited in Schwartz 2010) based on
profit and accumulation towards quality of
growth; environmental sustainability; living well;
and sharing benefits.

Businesses can be facilitator, enhancer and
deliverer (and of course blocker) of this change.
Constructive contribution will not come about
via natural evolution: pursuit of a New Economic
Paradigm (NEP) confronts economic orthodoxy
and many prevailing business practices. This
article briefly explores what it is that really
needs to grow (or decline) and the NEP that
encapsulates this. It considers the nexus between
a reconceptualised business role and selected
elements of an NEP. By way of illustration
(rather than prescription), it will consider how
and when businesses can advance safe and just
development via:

Local economies;
Work;
Quality rather than quantity of output.

New practices are already appearing that
illuminate the nature of change needed – from
the circular and sharing economy movement to
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deliberate rather than incessant consumption;
from the emergence of new organisational forms
which pursue a range of goals to relocalisation of
economic activity. There are contextual factors
and regulatory actions that might compel or
encourage further change. To enhance such shifts
the state has a role in (inter alia) galvanising the
most effective contribution of business, for
example, by inculcating:

New horizons and incentives;
Widened goals;
Reconstituting business.

Inevitably this short article offers only a glimpse
of the type of change needed. It is far from a
complete picture of substantial, complex and
still-emerging matters. It does, however, show
that an NEP will entail that businesses operate
in a range of new ways with widened objectives.

2 Why a new conception of ‘development’?
‘I don’t believe that the solutions in a society
will come from the left or the right or the
north or the south… [Change] will just
spread… It will be so natural.’
Karl-Henrick Robert

It seems that now we are entering a period of
diminishing marginal benefit – if not increasing
harm – from the sort of growth currently
pursued. In most advanced industrial countries
median wages have stagnated (Nadal 2012).
While inter-national inequality is declining,
intra-national inequality is increasing: ‘nations
are growing closer, and classes are growing apart’
(Therborn 2011, quoted in Beck 2013); see also
Fuentes-Nieva and Galasso (2014). Inequalities
weaken social cohesion and trust; they erode a
sense of community; produce more crime and
violence; result in worse health, education and
general wellbeing; and generate economic
instability (Wilkinson and Pickett 2009; Marmot
2004: 14). The BMJ (British Medical Journal)
states ‘what matters in determining mortality
and health in a society is less the overall wealth
of that society, and more how evenly that wealth
is distributed’ (quoted in Stuart 2011: 12).
Taking heed of the BMJ’s statement in light of
rising inequalities demands critique of the
current economic model.

Moreover, the sort of economic growth many
countries have pursued of late risks the

sustainability of our planet. The Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) warns that ‘a business-as-usual
approach to growth and development would
place grave pressures on the earth’s biosphere…
crossing [environmental thresholds] would entail
real reduction in wellbeing and welfare’ (OECD
2012: 41). Already we have exceeded three of
nine planetary boundaries (Rockström et al.
2009) and 83 per cent of the world’s people live
in countries using more resources than their
countries can renew (United Nations 2012: 47).

Yet the idea of infinite growth seems entrenched
(albeit recently given a preface of ‘sustainable’,
‘green’ or ‘inclusive’). While most people
researching development or working as
‘development practitioners’ will point to its
complex and wide-ranging elements, economic
development as pursued by multinational
organisations and governments around the world
(with little exception) ostensibly hinges on an
orthodox understanding of the economy which is
increasingly discredited (see, for example, Jackson
2013: 25; and Johnson 2011: 17). Part of this
orthodoxy is an inference that the success of a
nation can be seen in the growth of its gross
domestic product (despite GDP’s creator, Simon
Kuznets’ warning otherwise).4 As the OECD
admits, ‘for a good proportion of the 20th century
there was an implicit assumption that a growing
GDP meant life must be getting better’ (OECD
2008, Statistics, Policy and Knowledge 2007: Measuring
and Fostering the Progress of Societies (back cover),
quoted in Fioramonti 2013: 3).

But the environmental costs of growth are either
unrecognised by GDP or even constitute an
addition; the GDP paradigm inculcates a
monetisation of human activity (as powerfully
critiqued by Polanyi in 1944; and many studies
point to a threshold of income beyond which
there are few or no increases in wellbeing (see,
for example, Michaelson et al. 2009). Again, this
is recognised by the OECD: ‘Increased income
has come at the expense of increased inequality,
longer working hours and greater complexity of
our lives’ (quoted in Fioramonti 2013: 3).
Similarly Jackson (2013: 28) points to ‘the
declining quality of working time [from] pressure
to create a continually growing economy’.
Businesses treating employees as disposable
factors of production (Trebeck 2011) is paralleled
in short-termism which allows externalisation of
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environmental impact. Trucost shows the world’s
top industries would be unprofitable if their
environmental costs were fully integrated into
corporate bottom lines (cited in Roberts 2013):
few companies or investors sufficiently pay for
their pollution (Larkin 2013).

3 A New Economic Paradigm
‘We are in need of a single, powerful concept
to rival growth as development paradigm.’
Henk Molenaar

Influential economic scholars of the twentieth
century have articulated the importance of
narrative; a macro-vision. Keynes, for example,
‘knew that policy advice, no matter how
brilliantly argued, could be brushed aside so long
as orthodox economic doctrines went
unchallenged; to change the way the world
thought about economic problems, he would

have to invent a new paradigm’ (cited in Polanyi
Levitt 2013: 83). Friedman also pointed to the
importance of an alternative set of ideas to
replace dominant thinking: ‘When the crisis
occurs, the actions that are taken depend on the
ideas that are lying around. That, I believe, is our
basic function: to develop alternatives to existing
policies, to keep them alive and available’
(quoted in Miller and Hopkins 2013).

Building a new narrative entails ‘re-purposing’ the
economic system, shifting from the narrow
confines of economic development (as discussed
above, often distilled into incremental increases in
GDP) towards broader, more humane and
sustainable goals. With reference to sustainability,
the World Bank highlights the pragmatism of
such system change, as opposed to mitigation or
amelioration alone: ‘Downstream arrangements
for dealing with risk are wasteful and often
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Table 1 Selected contributions to the dimensions of an NEP*

Latouche (cited in Fioramonti 2013: 133) Victor (2008) Marmot (Marmot et al. 2010)

Re-evaluate societal values to
elevate cooperation over
competition; altruism rather than
egoism; leisure instead of

obsession with work

Redefine poverty and wealth,
scarcity and abundance
Restructure productive apparatus
and recast social relations to
support new values
Redistribute resources using
ecological footprints as a
benchmark of equity
Relocalise production and

decision-making

Reduce the impact of consumption

and production

Reuse products

Recycle those products that

cannot be reused

Stabilise consumption

Fewer status goods
Zero net investment with a shift
towards green and public goods
Balanced trade
Stabilise the population
Stabilise the capital stock and
change the composition
Stabilise and retrain the labour

force

Adopt more discriminating and
preventive technology
Reduce work time

Replace trickle-down poverty
reduction with redistribution and
in-kind support
Strengthen local economies

Education for life
Limit material and energy flows

Harvest renewable resources at 
a rate which is below their
regeneration rate
Deplete non-renewable resources
at a rate that is slower than the
creation of renewable substitutes
Ensure waste emissions are below
nature’s assimilative capacity
Price carbon

Give every child the best start in life
Enable children and adults to
maximise their capabilities and have
control over their lives
Create fair employment and good

work5 for all

Create and develop healthy and

sustainable places and communities

Strengthen the role and impact of
ill health prevention

Items in bold represent themes explored in more depth in the following sections.
Source Author’s own with data from Fioramonti (2013), Victor (2008) and Marmot et al. (2010).
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counter-productive’ (quoted in Coote 2012: 11).
Instead, Raskin et al. (2002: 62) point to the
returns that flow from delivering substantive
social justice and sustainability in the first place: a
green dividend from cost-savings and eco-
efficiency; a peace dividend from reduction in
military expenditure; a human capital dividend
from increased creativity and contribution of
those currently consigned to poverty; a
technological dividend from new opportunities
from innovation; and a solidarity dividend from
reduced security and police costs.

A tentative attempt to sketch the tenets of a new
system (an NEP) that flows from a new purpose
draws on three sources as laid out in Table 1 –
Serge Latouche’s ‘8 Rs’ of degrowth (cited in
Fioramonti 2013); Peter Victor’s (2008) model of
a ‘no growth’ future for Canada to 2035; and
Michael Marmot’s work (2004: 112) on the social
determinants of health (control, predictability,
degree of support, threat to status, presence of
outlets) which point to necessary changes in
economic and social goals. Latouche is a leading
‘degrowth thinker’ and for some time has been
articulating what an economy that does not
perpetually grow entails. Victor – an
environmental economist – has modelled how
Canada would cope under various growth
scenarios. His work can be seen as a theoretical
‘proof of concept’ and the assumptions he feeds
into his models to ensure a benign outcome
suggest some characteristics of an NEP. Marmot
is an epidemiologist whose work illustrates the
significance of the social determinants of health.
Marmot may not immediately be an obvious
source for exploration of an NEP, but his
emphasis on prevention, the ‘causes of the
causes’ of poor health, and his recognition of the
importance of the wider circumstances in which
people live their lives means his five points for
change listed in Table 1 are useful in formulating
a sketch of an NEP that can deliver health
outcomes.

4 What is the role of business in a New
Economic Paradigm?

‘Instead of the goal of maximum linear growth
in GDP, we should be thinking of maximum
wellbeing for minimal planetary input.’
Ian Cheshire

Since the 1980s shareholder value has become
the ascendant mode of capitalism in Anglo-Saxon
economies (Williamson, Driver and Kenway
2014). Yet pursuit of short-term6 shareholder
value by many businesses (Davies 2009: 13) is
seen by many as contributing to deleterious
business impact on environmental and social
justice outcomes. Kay, for example, warns of
short-termist behaviour as ‘modern public equity
markets currently encourage exit (sale of shares)
over voice’ (cited in Hargreaves 2013).
Prioritisation of short-term shareholder value
shapes incentive and reporting structures: in the
United Kingdom and United States senior
managers are paid mostly via bonuses and
company equity (rather than basic salary), but
‘the greater the bonuses, the greater the
incentive for managers to favour actions that
boost short-term profits at the expense of the
longer-term future of the company and its
shareholders (Smithers 2014: 78–9); see also
Deakin (2014: 38) and Pryce (2014: 75).

Short-termism means decisions are made for the
near future (Williamson et al. 2014: 10), rather
than wider or longer-term environmental or
social concerns. White (2006: 8) observes that
such ‘transience breeds carelessness towards
future generations and drives the tendency to
seek short-term gains at the expense of long-term
stewardship of physical and human resources’.
Chang (2010: 18) describes an ‘unholy alliance
between the professional managers and the
shareholders… financed by squeezing the other
stakeholders in the company’. At a societal level,
Deakin (2014: 37) cites four cross-national
studies which show that ‘legal protections for
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Box 1 Building local economies

A movement of local business is growing in the USA: the Business Alliance for Local Living
Economies (BALLE). Its agenda is to ‘rebuild the middle, engage in fair trade, and
decentralize power and business ownership’ (see BALLE n.d.). To advance this, BALLE
connects and supports local business leaders; shares solutions, tools and strategies; and
harnesses investment for the benefit of local economies. In 14 years BALLE’s membership
has grown to 50,000 businesses; 81 per cent of which operate in low-income and
underserved communities.9
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shareholder rights are correlated with… reduced
innovation… higher earnings inequality… and a
more uneven distribution of wealth’.

Moving away from the short-term and narrow
objectives of certain businesses would enable
more businesses to become delivery agents for
many aspects of an NEP by paying more attention
to the wider impacts of their operations and even
seeking to deliver a greater set of goals. Here,
only a small subset of potential activities is
discussed: local economies, work and quality of
output. They enable exploration of three key
areas of change – respectively economic
development that is built from the bottom up, as
opposed to relying on ‘trickle-down’; how work
needs to be constructed, configured, and
distributed in an NEP; and new ways of using
resources that are less extractive and wasteful.
These themes all feature in the changes identified
by Latouche, Victor and Marmot in Table 1
(denoted in bold). Latouche, Victor and Marmot
do not necessarily emphasise businesses as the key
players in the evolution of an NEP – their ideas
speak to a wider audience. The following
discussion, however, illustrates that embracing the
positive contribution businesses can make to an
NEP positions business as an important ally in
realising sustainable and just outcomes.

4.1 Local economies
‘Production from local resources for local needs
is the most rational way of economic life.’
E.J. Schumacher

Strong local economies can be an antidote to
extractive economies where communities are
construed as merely clusters of customers and
labour input. Local ownership supports a greater
proportion of local income circulating locally
(rather than leaking out), and then amplified by

the local multiplier effect, and savings are
channelled to local agendas (Robertson 1998:
142). US research (Fleming and Goetz 2011)
points to a positive relationship between the
proportion of locally owned firms and per capita
income.7 For example, every US$100 spent at
locally owned businesses generates an additional
US$58 in local impact; compared to an
additional US$33 generated by a representative
national chain store.8 Local businesses spend a
larger percentage of revenue on labour (with
potential to reverse declining wage shares) and
are likely to have a sustained presence in the
community rather than moving to ostensibly
lower cost localities.

Locally focused economic development can also
advance sustainability goals: lower emissions can
be realised if more local needs are met using
local resources. For example, decentralised
energy (especially community-owned generation)
can strengthen local economies, foster resilience
to extreme weather and boost environmental
awareness (Childs and McLaren 2012: 22), while
retrofitting homes for energy efficiency can
create reduced demand for energy and create
employment for local residents.

Perhaps less obvious is the local dimension of the
emerging field of collaborative consumption.10 It
is expected that sharing of expensive equipment
will grow in the future (such as gardening or
household tools or farm machinery) (Silver 2013).
A strong local economy is often an enabling factor
in a collaborative economy. For example, car and
lift sharing initiatives are growing (Zipcar, City
Car, Car Club, BlaBlaCar and so on).11 There is a
potential environmental benefit from such
schemes: the World Wildlife Fund (WWF)
estimates that every shared car takes 14 cars off
the road (WWF quoted in Slavin 2012). But car
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Box 2 Local energy provision

In Denmark,  Cumbers (2012) observed ‘a diverse range of collectively owned institutions
from state owned energy producers, local wind co-operatives which account for 80 per cent
of the sector and municipally owned electricity distribution companies [which] ensure…
public participation and engagement in economic decision-making’.

The Roundtable on Climate Change and Poverty in the UK heralds the potential of
‘virtuous circles’ which tackle climate change while delivering social benefits. They point to
improving insulation in homes as a ‘way to lower CO2 emissions and relieve the burden of
fuel poverty… if the local workforce and local materials are used to make the necessary
upgrades, local economic gains can be generated’ (Johnson, Simms and Cochrane 2008: 9).
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sharing depends on local context – safe spaces to
park cars, a critical mass of potential customers
living nearby who – crucially – can afford car
rental. Since collaborative consumption is often
held up as one mechanism to reduce
environmental impact (and cultivate community
relations), robust local economies emerge as not
just a goal in their own right, but an important
enabling context for other aspects of an NEP.12

4.2 Work
‘So long as we have one person seeking work
who cannot find it, the hours of work are too
long’.
American labour leader Samuel Gompers
(1887) 

Literature on the social determinants of health
(including self-determination theory)13 reveals
that the nature of work – not just its quantity
and pay – shapes people’s ability to live good
lives.14 The extent to which workers participate
in the direction of their work; derive a sense of
meaning from it; and are connected to other
workers determines their sense of coherence and
control, which in turn affects mental and
physical health. For example, the 2010 Marmot
Review (Marmot et al. 2010) warned that
‘insecure and poor-quality employment is…
associated with increased risks of poor physical
and mental health’. Butterworth et al. (2011)
found that moving from unemployment to a low-
quality job results in a decline in mental health.
Similarly, Becker and Paulusma (2011) found
that poorer mental health outcomes are linked to

precarious employment. Not only is mental
health affected: the World Health Organization
(WHO) identifies stress at work as associated
with 50 per cent excess risk of heart disease and
a range of physical health risks (cited in Davies
2009: 53). But the benefits of quality work go
beyond the individual: remuneration with which
to participate in society; taxes paid by workers as
earners and as consumers; and reduced need for
out-of-work benefits (and reduced disability
benefits if people avoid ill health via positive
workplace experiences).

One mechanism to inculcate decent work is via
‘pro-social businesses’: organisations managed in
a way that provides for greater worker autonomy;
participation in decisions; and facilitates
relationships with colleagues. Cooperatives are
an example – they have been in existence since
the eighteenth century (pre-dating modern
corporations by 100 years). Cooperatives
measure their performance not by profit, but by
the flow of benefits to members and present a
mechanism to share wealth (to employee or
community owners). For example, employee-
owned businesses enable a more even
distribution of total worker compensation, with
higher pay and benefits relative to their
counterparts in non-employee-owned firms (see
evidence cited in Whittam and Talbot 2014).
Democracy and participation are inherent in
cooperatives. It has been found (Davies 2009: 93)
that employee-owned firms generate happier,
healthier employees and surrounding
communities. Whittam and Talbot cite findings
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Box 3 Cooperatives in the UK

The number of cooperatives in the UK is growing: between 2008 and 2011 the sector grew
by over 25 per cent to more than 6,000 (see Co-operatives UK 2014). They are owned by
15 million people (more than the number of people who own shares directly) and
contribute over £37 billion to the UK economy (ibid.).

Green City is a food wholesaler formed as a workers’ cooperative in 1978 (see case study
written up in more depth in Whittam and Talbot 2014). Located in Glasgow’s East End, its
website describes a vision of creating ‘a non-exploitative workplace which takes into
consideration the interests of the workers, the community and the environment as a whole’
(Green City Wholefoods n.d.). It employs 35 people – 30 of whom are members.15 All
members are involved in decision-making: ‘Each individual has a certain level of
autonomy… [and] are organised into teams [which]… make decisions about their own
area’. A fifth of its £4.7 million16 turnover is spent in Glasgow; approximately the same
proportion of suppliers are ‘local’17 and all but one staff member lives in Glasgow. Green
City has a policy of recruiting locally and using local services and actively supports the local
community (sponsoring a local school football team and undertaking school visits).
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of a positive effect of employee engagement on
physical, emotional and financial health, and
wellbeing (Macleod and Clarke 2009; and Kular
et al. 2008, cited in Whittam and Talbot 2014).

Sharing the benefits of (good) work more evenly
requires a better distribution of work itself:18

more hours for those who have too few and
reduced hours for those working too many.
Mechanisms include early retirement; increased
vacation time; school term shifts; extended care
leave; sabbaticals; more part-time working; job
sharing; and parental leave. This has potential to
reduce ‘ill-being’ from unemployment and, for
others, excessive work hours (Coote, Franklin
and Simms 2010: 3; Simms 2013). Shorter
working weeks could encourage slower and more
sustainable ways of living and allow more time
for caring activities. Schor (2011: 7) has found
that with less time at work people can fortify
social networks. In terms of personal
consumption patterns, shorter working hours
might release time for sustainable lifestyles:
purchasing falls with a shorter working week and
lower income; and there is lowering resource use
and lowering use of resource-heavy items.19

A hint of what this looks like is evident in a
response to the recent recession: in many OECD
countries governments (admittedly temporarily)
subsidised short-time working so firms could
adjust hours to preserve jobs (Silim 2013: 5).
Pre-dating the recession, the Netherlands
emerges as an exemplar with some of the lowest
working hours.20 Strong rights to reduce working
hours and take career breaks, and with

incentives to do so, make working less the norm
in the Netherlands.

4.3 Quality (rather than quantity) of output
‘[We need an] economics of maintenance,
qualitative improvements, sharing, frugality,
and adaptation to natural limits. It is an
economy of better not bigger.’
Herman Daly

An NEP entails more of what is good for us, and
less of what harms people and the planet. Nearly
two thirds of people believe that as a society we
need to consume a lot less to improve the
environment for future generations (Globescan
2012). There is a wider context behind people’s
consumption, but space precludes addressing that
here, beyond noting that inequality feeds status
anxiety that in turn drives people to certain types
of consumption (see for example, Carlisle, Hanlon
and Hannah 2008; and Hamilton 2011). Structural
drivers of consumption aside, achieving lower and
new modes of consumption requires changing how
products are used: cherishing/repairing more and
focusing on experiences rather than ownership.
This would entail cultivating non-material
dimensions of fulfilment (Raskin et al. 2002: 42)
via increased consumption of services and
improvement in quality rather than quantity of
consumption (Rosnick 2013).

Emphasising quality also entails dematerialisation
(consumption decoupled from throughput) (Raskin
et al. 2002: 47). Simms and Potts (2012: 10, 24)
propose a ‘new materialism’ which requires high
labour input via reuse, recycling, and
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Box 4 Alternative fulfilment for environmental and wellbeing benefits

Antonovsky points to meaningfulness as key to health and wellbeing (cited in Walsh et al.
2013: 42). Skidelsky (2013: 23) identifies health, security, respect or dignity, friendship,
harmony with nature and leisure as important for a good life. Other evidence (see, for
example, Pretty et al. 2015 and Gleibs 2013) shows people are happiest not when
consuming, but when they spend time socialising, in nature and learning. For example,
volunteering brings improved happiness, self-esteem, sense of control and better mental
health (see Pretty et al. 2015); while 80 per cent of British people say that sharing makes
them happier (Simms and Potts 2012: 17). This points to non-consumption-orientated
activities as a means to fulfilment.

Non-consumption-orientated activities also have potential to support sustainability
objectives. Kasser (cited in Pretty 2013) identifies low-carbon-intensive activities such as
going for a walk, reading a book, voluntary work, meditation, playing with your children,
dancing or painting. Similarly, fishing, gardening and bird-watching are low carbon (unless
fossil-fuel transport is needed) (Pretty 2013).
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re-purposing (underpinned by strong local
economies as discussed previously). If businesses
can embrace circular economy principles such
dematerialisation might be possible.

5 Getting there
These developments challenge predominant
ways of doing business. Profound changes are
required to take them from still marginal
examples, including, as briefly illustrated next:
new drivers of business behaviour; widened goals
for the business themselves; and new business
configurations.

5.1 Incentives driving business
Formal and informal incentives encourage
businesses to align their activities with an NEP.
These include taxation, how businesses measure
and assess their performance, and the context in
which businesses operate and employees live:

Taxation:21 levers provided in the tax system
include using tax to charge for use of the
commons and so costs currently externalised
become internal considerations; shifting the
tax base from income and number of workers
to hours (OECD 2012: 19); and taxes on
overtime22 (one of Hollande’s first acts as
French president was to re-introduce taxation
of overtime in excess of 35 hours (Hayden
2013: 128)). The reverse of taxation is
subsidies which can support, for example,
design of products which allow reuse and
repair or financial support for renewable
energy infrastructure.

Measurement: scrutiny of non-financial
results can focus attention on a range of

impacts and facilitate accountability to a
broader set of audiences. Already steps in this
direction are evident: in May 2011 Puma
published the first attempt to measure, value
and report environmental externalities in its
entire supply chain.23 As at 2012, 86
companies had agreed to draw up natural
capital accounting rules. Measuring beyond
the bottom line is becoming formalised; for
example, mechanisms such as the
International Organisation for
Standardisation (ISO) developed standards
which guide firms seeking to reduce pollution
and protect the environment (ISO 14001) and
ISO26000 offers guidance for corporate social
responsibility (CSR).

Context: making non-work and non-
consumption activities appealing and
accessible for employees requires a conducive
setting such as safe spaces; affordable public
transport; and attractive community spaces in
which to undertake non-consumption-
orientated activities. Tools the state could use
to cultivate this context include planning and
zoning, and public procurement (for example,
to support locally owned businesses offering
affordable activities and experiences as an
alternative to consumption) (Rodriguez and
Houston 2007). In terms of informing people’s
consumption choices towards quality rather
than quantity, government already uses a
range of tools to highlight the environmental
impact of purchases: energy efficiency
standards; CO2 labels; and education (OECD
2012: 18, 22). Making businesses responsible
for ultimate disposal of their products would
be a step beyond this. Some Japanese
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Box 5 Circular business

A trend with potential to reduce deleterious environmental impacts is the circular economy
(Vaughn 2014). A circular economy keeps resources in the economy longer and so minimises
energy, water, land use and waste disposal. Via direct reuse and re-manufacturing it
‘restores old products, parts and materials back to their original use in a way that uses the
least resources to deliver the same functioning’ (Benton and Hazell 2013: 4, 15).

A circular economy will require new business models (if not new businesses). For example,
instead of selling items, people are sold use (temporary ownership) of an item – or even
the outcome of an action. This might entail people leasing a high-value machine or tool,
rather than purchasing a low-quality one. The ‘business case’ for this shift was laid out by
B&Q’s then CEO (Cheshire 2011): ‘We are now faced with the need for real reinvention of
our high resource-impact business models… Business models assuming an implicit
abundance of free resources cannot by definition be sustainable.’
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manufacturers, for example, are legally
responsible for end-of-life disposal which
results in better design for disassembly.24

5.2 Widened business goals and motivations
Incentives constitute the external push and pull
factors; goals are the internal equivalent. For
businesses to fulsomely contribute to an NEP,
their purpose needs to encompass positive social
and ecological outcomes. Hargreaves (2013) calls
for company law to be re-written to rank
employees, customers and society alongside
shareholders as beneficiaries of the corporation.
Company boards could also include a range of
constituencies. Such arrangements are already in
existence: in France, Germany and Japan, for
example, businesses have a diversity of
stakeholders to whom they owe a responsibility
(Crouch 2011: 103).

Such changes broaden corporate considerations
by internalising costs currently seen as
externalities (or irrelevant to business) and
encouraging delivery of ‘positive externalities’.
Legislation is already shifting in this direction.
For example, public interest companies in the
UK combine features of profit seeking and not-
for-profit (dividends to shareholders cannot
exceed 35 per cent of profit and they must
demonstrate community or public interest). The
UK Companies Act 2006 stipulates duties of
company directors to include regard for and
reporting on the company’s impacts on
communities and environment. Germany has the
Gemeinnutzige (public interest limited
company) and the USA has Benefit Corporations
(a formal extension of the purpose of a
corporation towards generating impact or
benefits for society).

5.3 Reconstituting business
New configurations of business which further
subordinate pursuit of profit relative to other
goals go a step further than more demanding
incentives or wider goals: different businesses
themselves, configured to deliver aspects of an
NEP (as opposed to an add-on or by-product)
(Clinton 2013; Davies 2009: 14). Cooperatives
have been discussed above, but Gar Alperovitz
(2013) calls for a ‘pluralist commonwealth’
comprising cooperatives alongside neighbourhood
corporations, municipal enterprises, new ways of
banking and investing, regional energy, land
trusts, national public firms and participatory

budgeting. According to Maclurcan and Hinton
(forthcoming) the growth in number of not-for-
profit businesses (in the US faster growth than
the for-profit sector between 2001 and 2011)
constitutes a way to enhance ‘real community
wealth’ and create a more equitable economy in
which not-for-profit businesses are required – by
law – to reinvest, rather than privatise, profits.

In terms of raising the proportion of businesses
that are ‘pro-social’, education (particularly what
would-be business-people are taught about
suitable business models); financial support;
procurement; and tax incentives are important.
For example, recently the UK passed the
Finance Bill which incorporates a provision to
give capital gains tax relief following ‘a
qualifying disposal of shares to an employee
ownership trust [namely a controlling stake] and
income tax relief for bonuses paid to employees
of employee-controlled businesses’ (see HM
Revenue and Customs n.d.; and UK Government
2014). Such steps will spur advisers (accountants
and lawyers) to bring the option of an employee
buy-out to the attention of people selling their
business (Davies 2009: 95). Some regulators are
almost mandating some degree of ownership
sharing: in France profit-sharing is a statutory
obligation on all companies with more than
50 employees.

But utilising businesses to achieve the goals of an
NEP also requires that people pursuing social
and environmental objectives see business as a
mechanism to deliver such goals.

6 Conclusion – implications for international
development
The sort of growth cultivated in the last few
decades has come without sufficient regard to its
quality or distribution. In business this was
manifest in excessive focus on shareholder value
and short-term objectives, which undermine
social justice and sustainability. Instead, by
(inter alia) reconstituting businesses, imbuing
them with widened goals, and concertedly
incentivising NEP behaviours, the contribution of
business to an NEP can be galvanised in areas
such as local economies, decent work and quality
(rather than quantity) of output.

Yet, a countervailing force will be the strength of
vested interests, those who (appear to) benefit
from preservation of the GDP-orientated mode
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of development. That some businesses are
already appreciating the necessity of an NEP will
go some way to countering this resistance. Such
recognition amongst businesses is often due to,
inter alia, appreciation of resource constraints; a
result of collaboration with (or following
antagonism from) aspects of civil society; the
lure of tax incentives; or compulsion of
legislation. It seems unusual coalitions of
enlightened ‘NEP businesses’ (as exemplars) and
civil society organisations will be needed to
advocate for the necessary legislative
architecture and to support laggards to learn
from and emulate enterprises supporting various
aspects of an NEP.

Finally, an NEP is about upstream change via
systemic shifts. An NEP will deliver social and
environmental outcomes in the first place rather
than simply ameliorating or mitigating damage
of current systems. As such it goes beyond any
development agendas and practices which are
disconnected from the wider political and
economic context and transcends any projects
prioritising numeric quantification of short-term
‘impact’. There was not space to explore this in
depth here, but more consideration and research
is required to appreciate and link the goals (let
alone necessity) of an NEP with long-term
development funding, collaboration, and
advocacy for justice rather than amelioration.
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Notes
* Dr Trebeck is writing in a solely personal

capacity.
1 The term ‘Build Back Better’ derives from

humanitarian response contexts and, inspired
by this usage, was utilised in relation to the
economy by the author in a 2014 blog
(Trebeck 2014).

2 These are more than adequately presented in
Polanyi Levitt (2013); International Bank for
Reconstruction and Development and World
Bank (2012); and Stuart (2011).

3 This discussion talks about ‘business’ in a way
that implies large corporations, but it does so
not to ignore the reality that small and
medium enterprises employ more people and,
numerically, make up a larger proportion of the
private sector. The focus on larger businesses
reflects the political and economic power these
enterprises yield which can result in changes
and processes which undermine developmental
goals (see, for example, Malleson 2014).

4 Simon Kuznets said in 1962 that ‘the welfare
of a nation can scarcely be inferred from a
measurement of national income as defined
[by Gross Domestic Product]’.

5 See, for example, Deci and Ryan (2008) and
Warhurst and Trebeck (2013).

6 The extent of short-termism was revealed in a
recent report for the UK Government Office
for Science: by ‘2008 in all the main OECD
stock exchanges the average holding period
was less than a year and in the case of the
USA had fallen from 5 years in the 1980s to
around 5 months by 2011’ (Hughes 2013).

7 But this holds only for small firms (under 100
employees); areas with a high density of large,
non-locally owned firms have a negative effect.

8 So locally owned businesses contribute 76 per
cent greater return to the local economy
compared to money spent at national chains
(Patel and Martin 2011). The standardised
contribution of resident-owned firms is more
than four times that of large non-resident-
owned firms (Fleming and Goetz 2011).

9 Email communication with Michelle Long,
executive director, BALLE and author,
October 2014.

10 The terms ‘sharing economy’; ‘peer-to-peer
economy’; ‘collaborative economy’ and
‘collaborative consumption’ are often used
interchangeably. The term collaborative
consumption is preferred here because it
allows commercial transactions (for example,
several people renting the same item from a
retailer at different points in time). A key
characteristic is a range of users of one item
and it offers a mechanism to ‘sweat’
underutilised assets (Thomas 2012). 

11 Even Hertz has launched a short-term car
rental system called Hertz 24/7.

12 In turn, a strong local economy in which
sharing is common feeds into wellbeing
benefits: 80 per cent of British people say that
sharing makes them happier (Simms and
Potts 2012: 17).

13 Namely Deci and Ryan’s exploration of
motivation and goals which lead to high
wellbeing; they identified autonomy,
competence, relatedness as three basic
psychological needs which result in wellbeing
(Deci and Ryan 2008).

14 See Warhurst and Trebeck (2013) for a fuller
exploration of what decent work entails.

15 The others are either on temporary contracts
or undertaking a probationary period.
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16 Exclusive of VAT.
17 Located within 50 miles of Glasgow.
18 Of course any step to distribute work in a

more balanced way must be cognisant of the
risk that some low-paid workers will be worse
off and take steps to address this through
Living Wages and social protection. Housing
must also be affordable – in many cities
expensive housing compels people to work
long hours to afford rent or mortgages.

19 An obvious example being drying washing on
the line rather than using a tumble dryer
(Schor 2011: 114). Higher national footprint
associated with higher average hours per
person, controlling for income, GDP,
productivity and other variables (Hayden and
Shandra cited in Schor 2013: 11). 

20 1,377 a year per person compared to 1,778 in
the USA and 1,647 in the UK; and one in
three men work part-time or compressed
hours (Dietz and O’Neill 2013: 135).

21 Some might argue that this creates perverse
incentives – space does not allow discussion
here, but that concern needs to be
acknowledged.

22 Pullinger suggests higher taxes on long
working hours and overtime, and provides
benefits and tax credits for shorter hours and
career breaks (and points out that this could
be fiscally neutral) (Pullinger 2013: 97). See
also Coote et al. (2010: 29).

23 Reportedly, 72 per cent of Puma’s profits
would go if they had to pay for environmental
impact.

24 In Japan 74–89 per cent of materials and
components are recovered in new products,
compared to 30–40 per cent in the UK
(Benton and Hazell 2013: 19).

25 The full list of contributors to this article is:
Rockström, J.; Steffen, W.; Noone, K.; Persson,
A.; Chapin, S.; Lambin, E.; Lenton, T.;
Scheffer, M.; Folke, C.; Schellnhuber, H. J.;
Nykvist, B.; de Wit, C.; Hughes, T.; van der
Leeuw, S.; Rodhe, H.; Sörlin, S.; Snyder, P.;
Costanza, R.; Svedin, U.; Falkenmark, M.;
Karlberg, L.; Corell, R.; Fabry, V.; Hansen, J.;
Walker, B.; Liverman, D.; Richardson, K.;
Crutzen, P. and Foley, J.
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