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Sustainable development: Global challenges
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http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=50758#.VYxGpWOuSJI

Rockström et al., 2009, p. 472
Innovation is crucial for reaching these goals

Rio+20 summit in 2012: 
Millenium Development Goals (MDGs) and Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs) to tackle these (and other) 
challenges.

University of Zurich, Responsible Innovation & Innovation of Responsibility, Scherer
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Responsible innovation for sustainable
development
Innovation is «the generation, acceptance and implementation of new 
ideas, processes, products or services» (Thompson, 1965, p. 2)

Business organizations are an important source of innovation and 
scholars argue that they have a responsibility to contribute with their 
resources to SD

Current research either focuses on governmental solutions (e.g., Griggs et 
al., 2013) or on firm capabilities for social innovation (e.g., Hoffman, 2005; 
Schiederig et al., 2012; Siegel, 2009). 
However, reaching SDGs requires solutions that integrate businesses into 
the global governance architecture for responsible innovation
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Primary Requirements:
Powerful & legitimate 
institutions
(Social Innovations)

Sustainable Development Goals
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Updated MDGs SDGsPlanetary Must-Haves

+ =

Primary Requirements:
Technical innovations

Griggs et al., 2013, p. 306 (modified)

People

• End poverty and 
hunger

• Universal education
• Gender equality
• Health
• Environmental 

sustainability
• Global partnership

Planet

• Materials use
• Clean air
• Nutrient (N&P) 

cycles
• Hydrological cycles
• Ecosystem services
• Biodiversity
• Climate stability

1. Thriving lives and 
livelihoods

2. Sustainable food 
security

3. Sustainable water 
security

4. Universal clean energy
5. Healthy & productive 

ecosystems
6. Governance for 

sustainable societies

Key Issue

University of Zurich, Responsible Innovation & Innovation of Responsibility, Scherer
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Sustainable Development: Global Challenges

Goal 6: Governance for sustainable societies
Transform governance and institutions at all levels to address the other 
five sustainable development goals
• build on MDG partnerships 
• incorporate environmental and social targets into global trade, 

investment and finance
• eliminate subsidies on fossil fuels and policies that support 

unsustainable agricultural and fisheries practices by 2020
• incorporate social and environmental impacts in product prices
• establish national monitoring, reporting and verification systems for 

sustainable development  targets
• secure open access to information and decision making processes at 

all levels
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Griggs et al., 2013, p. 307

BUT:

The decline of nation state governance is a 
permanent threat for SD
• What is the appropriate model of governance 

in a globalized world?
• Who are the actors and institutions responsible 

for SD?
• How can the activities of governments, 

businesses and civil society be coordinated?
• How can the social and technical innovations in 

support of SD be created and diffused?

University of Zurich, Responsible Innovation & Innovation of Responsibility, Scherer
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The ambivalent role of private business in SD…

business as the problem: Unsustainable business practices:
– economic processes that are not sustainable (production, distribution, 

consumption, disposal)
– social miseries (inequality, low wages, suppression of unions, unsafe or 

unhealthy work environments etc.)
– environmental damages (global warming, pollution, exploitation of resources 

etc.)

business as the solution: Corporate Sustainability and CSR
– private production of public goods (e.g. public health, education, 

infrastructure)
– business self-regulation (e.g. social & environmental standards)
– UN Global Compact and other CSR/SD initiatives that emphasize the political 

responsibility of business
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Responsible innovations

Create or diffuse new ideas, processes, products, 
or services that
• generate value but
• do not cause social miseries or 
• environmental damages
• along your supply chain
AVOID HARM!

Innovation of (corporate) responsibility

Create or diffuse new ideas, processes, products, 
or services that
• take care for issues of public concern
• provide (global) public goods
• engage with self-regulation
• cooperate with public and private actors 
• contribute to sustainable development
DO GOOD!
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Toward an innovation of responsibility: Political 
CSR as a framework responsible innovation
From national to global governance: Integrates business into solutions for 
sustainable development and provides the necessary global governance 
framework

From hard-law to soft-law regulations on innovation: Facilitates the 
responsibility to avoid harm

From private investment to collective innovations: Facilitates the 
responsibility to ‘do good’ 

From liberal democracy to deliberative democracy: Provides the 
mechanism for global governance to encourage soft-law solutions and 
collective action
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National governments and international organizations can help to overcome 
challenges of deliberation in global governance, in that they:
• Encourage business companies and NGOs to participate
• Guarantee deliberative decision making procedures (e.g., fair access for 

and equal composition of actors)
• Facilitate diligent provision of resources
• Consolidate existing initiatives by setting global standards

Examples of securing universal access to clean water:

• CALFED 
• CEO Water Mandate
• EU Water Framework Directive

Orchestrating the global governance of 
sustainable development
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(see e.g., Abbott & Snidal, 2010)
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Governing responsible innovation for SD
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Social and environmental 
sustainable development 
goals
(SDGs) 

Innovations that avoid harming 
people and the planet 
(responsibility to avoid harm)

• From hard law to soft lawGlobal governance for 
responsible innovation 
(governance-responsibility)

• From national to global 
governance

• From liberal to deliberative 
democracy Innovations that improve 

conditions for people and the 
planet 
(responsibility to do good)

• From private investment to 
collective action

facilitates

facilitates contribute to

contribute to

University of Zurich, Responsible Innovation & Innovation of Responsibility, Scherer
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Thank you for your attention!
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