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Abstract
The urgency of the ecological crisis, described as a ‘code red for humanity’, is also a call to the business ethics community 
to work even harder for a safe space for humanity. This commentary suggests two specific domains of engagement, with the 
aim of having more impact in mitigating the ecological crisis: (1) the empirical fact of non-negotiable biophysical thresholds 
to convey the status and severity of the crisis, and (2) the need for strong laws and regulations—and compliance with these—
to guide the aggregated economic activity away from further transgressing biophysical thresholds. Traditionally, business 
ethics focusses on why and how business can contribute beyond compliance with laws and regulations. By engaging more 
explicitly with the other two domains, our business ethics community can contribute to distinguish between which are value 
discussions and which are not, and to the necessity and legitimacy of laws and regulations. This text is a proposal on how 
we can use business ethics, hence the form of a commentary.

Keywords Compliance · Beyond compliance · Interdisciplinarity · Systems thinking · Planetary boundaries · Teaching 
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Introduction

UN Secretary General António Guterres warned that the 
report from the International Panel on Climate Change, 
issued in August 2021 (IPCC, 2021), is a ‘code red for 
humanity’ (UN, 2021). People around the world are now 
experiencing the consequences of climate change in form 
of record high temperatures and a resulting sharp rise in 
extreme weather, massive wildfires and droughts, and 
declining biodiversity (IPCC, 2021). Moreover, 21.5 mil-
lion people are displaced by climate change-related disas-
ters every year, and deaths due to weather-related disasters 
have increased fivefold in the past 50 years (UNHCR, 2021). 
However, the ecological crisis is broader and more serious, 
as climate change is only one of six defined planetary thresh-
olds already exceeded through human activities (Persson 

et al., 2022; Steffen et al., 2015; Wang-Erlandsson et al., 
2022).

This commentary suggests how the business ethics com-
munity can contribute more in order to mitigate this eco-
logical crisis. Other discussions of values and approaches 
related to the ecological crisis include, for instance, choos-
ing the wellbeing of the current generation or just the next 
5–10 years into the future. In contrast, this commentary 
takes a stand that ‘code red for humanity’ is a call to stop 
transgressing planetary thresholds, now.

The business ethics community has provided excellent 
scientific contributions based on different philosophical and 
ethical approaches that focus on why we should mitigate the 
ecological crisis. Moreover, it is argued that researchers have 
a responsibility to contribute to the mitigation of this cri-
sis, also in line with ethical guidelines for research (Nilsen, 
2020a; The Norwegian National Research Ethics Commit-
tees, Chapter 13, 2022). This commentary does not add 
to these arguments but rather suggests ways to have more 
impact on decision-makers and the business community in 
mitigating the ecological crisis.

I suggest two specific domains requiring engagement 
from researchers whose knowledge and competences 
are within the sphere of business ethics. The first is the 
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domain of biophysical realities and the notion that these 
are not contingent on human values and ethical theories. 
Too many people, including leading politicians, act as if 
they still do not know that biophysical thresholds exist, 
except perhaps for climate change. Transgressing other 
planetary thresholds also triggers irreversible and self-
reinforcing dynamics with pervasive implications for the 
future wellbeing and even the survival of humanity on 
Earth (Barnard et al., 2021; Steffen et al., 2018).

The traditional role of our research community is study-
ing why and how business can contribute beyond com-
pliance with laws and regulations. However, in order to 
contribute ‘beyond compliance’, I argue we also need to 
address laws, regulations, and compliance. This is the sec-
ond domain this commentary calls for engagement with.

Businesses wanting to contribute to mitigating the eco-
logical crisis have few laws to comply with. The state of 
the ecological crisis is an urgent call for global agreements 
and national laws and regulations, which today are either 
non-existent, too lax or not enforced (Hogan & Idowu, 
2021; Matz-Lück & Christiansen, 2020; Sjåfjell, 2021). 
Our business ethics community can argue to strengthen 
this situation by raising the quality of agreements regard-
ing ethical issues like fairness and power, and by calling 
for compliance, such as meeting the goals of the Paris 
Agreement. Indeed, “Getting on track to achieve 2030 
targets will require an enormous acceleration in effort” 
(Climate Action Tracker, 2022, p. 2). At the time the 
Paris Agreement was adopted in 2015, policymakers were 
already aware that the levels of emissions cuts proposed in 
our national targets were insufficient to limit global warm-
ing to 1.5 °C and thus agreed to update those targets by 
2020. The compliance review will take place by 2024, but 
national pledges as of October 2022 point to a 2.8 °C tem-
perature rise by the end of the century, which will be a 
global catastrophe (Climate Action Tracker, 2022; Ibra-
him et al., 2021; UNEP, 2022). Thus, national pledges 
must increase to achieve the Paris Agreement’s goals, and 
national policies must be implemented to ensure that these 
pledges are met, also to regulate the aggregated pressure 
on climate change from business.

We can continue to work within our traditional sphere 
of business ethics, suggesting why and how businesses can 
contribute beyond compliance with laws and regulations. 
However, the detrimental urgency of the situation requires 
that we contribute to the recognition of other domains. My 
concern is that because we often fail in being explicit about 
the two more non-traditional domains, decision-makers 
typically point to our normative contributions within our 
traditional sphere, thereby excusing themselves from the 
responsibilities of passing laws and regulations in line with 
non-negotiable thresholds. My suggestion is to engage 

more actively with these domains and with the connection 
between them.

In particular, our engagement must be evident in our 
research, teaching, training and outreach. Our ambition must 
be to increase our impact by facing the profound challenges 
in transforming our systems of planning, collaboration and 
governance, keeping in mind that “The actions or inactions 
of individual leaders in government, communities and busi-
nesses in this decade will be remembered darkly, or hope-
fully kindly” (Barnard et al., 2021, p. 22).

The First Domain: Planetary Biophysical 
Thresholds

The framework of the planetary boundaries defines a safe 
operating space for humanity based on biophysical processes 
that regulate the stability of the Earth system (Rockström 
et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015). The framework seeks to 
define planetary boundaries and provide stopping points 
with a buffer before thresholds of these boundaries are 
exceeded. Where the stopping points should be is based on 
attitudes towards risk and hence is a discussion of values that 
we can contribute to.

What is not a discussion of values is the existence of bio-
physical thresholds: Which thresholds have we exceeded 
and which are we approaching? As scholars outside the 
sphere of natural sciences, we need knowledge of planetary 
biophysical thresholds as a starting point or reference for 
our contributions related to the ecological crisis, such as 
that articulated by Whiteman et al., (2013, p. 327): “We 
call for more systemic research that measures the impact of 
companies on boundary processes that are at, or possibly 
beyond, three threshold points—climate change, the global 
nitrogen cycle, and rate of biodiversity loss—and closing 
in on others”. This citation is from a paper written almost 
ten years ago. In 2015, a fourth threshold, land use change, 
was documented to be exceeded (Steffen et al., 2015), and 
in 2022, two more were added to this list: chemical pollu-
tion and freshwater change (Wang-Erlandsson et al., 2022). 
Chemical pollution is in the category of novel entities; this 
category refers to entities that are ‘novel’ in a geological 
sense (Persson et al., 2022).

In summary, the situation is that nine planetary bounda-
ries have been defined so far, and the thresholds of six of 
these boundaries have already been transgressed. The trans-
gression of the boundaries deteriorates functioning of the 
Earth system, increases the risk of regional regime shifts 
and predisposes transgression of the two core boundaries, 
climate change and biosphere integrity, previously termed 
‘biodiversity loss’ (Steffen et al., 2015). The persistent and 
substantial transgression of either of the two core bounda-
ries can push the Earth system towards an irreversible state 
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shift (Steffen et al., 2018; Wang-Erlandsson et al., 2022). 
Moreover, as stated by Barnard et al., (2021, p. 3), “Criti-
cal thresholds (tipping points) may be unknown before they 
are breached and, once breached, the consequences may be 
irreversible”.

To mitigate the ecological crisis, the severity of the situ-
ation must be conveyed in research, teaching, training and 
outreach. For this, we need to acquire and demonstrate cli-
mate science literacy, or ecological literacy, through inter-
disciplinary work with the natural sciences (Ergene et al., 
2021, p. 1327). We need to know which are discussions of 
values and which are not (Bansal & Song, 2017), and we 
can engage in both discussions. Engaging with the planetary 
boundaries is the first domain, in terms of being the founda-
tion for humanity on Earth.

The Second Domain: Laws and Regulations

Business ethics has traditionally focussed on motivations, 
incentives and moral obligations that take firms and actors 
beyond what is required by law (Norman, 2011; Porter & 
Kramer, 2006). In other words, business ethics has tradition-
ally focussed on what firms can or should do beyond compli-
ance with laws and regulations. As of today, there are few 
laws and regulations to comply with for businesses that do 
not want to contribute to breaching the planetary thresholds.

The contributions business has made to mitigate the eco-
logical crisis have been approached and described under a 
long range of concepts, such as ‘corporate social responsibil-
ity’, ‘corporate environmentalism’ and ‘circular economics’ 
(Banerjee, 2002; Bocken et al., 2016; Hahn & Ince, 2016). 
Most of these are presented and applied under the still 
prevalent and dominant regime of capitalism. Many have 
argued that the capitalist system itself is the root cause of 
the ecological crisis, first and foremost with its instrumental 
view of nature framed in a mechanistic world view and utili-
tarianism. Often, this critique is followed by suggestions of 
alternative ontologies or alternative ethical theories. Specific 
suggestions are typically ecofeminism, ecocentrism and an 
organic worldview (Allen et al., 2019; Capra & Jakobsen, 
2017; Phillips, 2019; Prothero & McDonagh, 2021), to name 
just a few recent and prominent contributions. Alternative 
ethical approaches are, by and large, any ethical approach 
other than utilitarianism, such as virtue ethics, and other 
emerging ethics, such as biosphere-based stewardship (Dyck 
& Manchanda, 2021; Folke et al., 2016).

The critique against utilitarianism, specifically as exe-
cuted in mainstream economics, is well documented with 
regard to encroaching ecological thresholds. Main shortcom-
ings are lack of limits on the instrumental use of natural 
resources; only relative restrictions through prices, which 
are too low; and technological innovations that are being 

developed too slowly (Loureiro & Loomis, 2017; Nilsen, 
2020b). Moreover, the neoclassical economic definition of 
sustainability, called ‘weak sustainability’, does not ensure 
ecological sustainability but allows trade-offs with other 
human interests (Janeiro & Patel, 2015; Nilsen, 2010).

Still, we cannot rule out that utilitarianism in econom-
ics can be implemented within planetary thresholds. Even 
though most existing business models still contribute to 
overconsumption, there is a growing number of sustainable 
business models and business model transitions towards 
sustainability, where sharing economy and repair services 
are two practical examples (Bocken et al., 2016; Hahn & 
Ince, 2016; Nilsen et al., 2022). However, regulations are 
needed so that the aggregated economic activity, even within 
a degrowth economy, can stay within planetary thresholds.

This line of reasoning—that we need regulations—also 
applies to other ontological or ethical approaches. Even 
within the frames of the non-consequential ethics of care, 
we need regulations, as care ethics may give priority to 
relationships rather than to global aggregated ecological 
consequences.

I use this possibility to call for a sense of modesty regard-
ing what can realistically be expected when it comes to stay-
ing within ecological thresholds even if a majority of all 
firms were to act within an organic worldview (Capra & 
Jakobsen, 2017) or ecofeminist capitalism (Phillips, 2019). 
Furthermore, it is not realistic to think that alternative 
ontologies and ethics can achieve the necessary transfor-
mation soon enough in a business world still dominated by 
mainstream economics and utilitarianism. There is a risk 
that business ethical contributions are seen as hypotheti-
cal discussions of values detached from the urgency of the 
situation.

The planetary thresholds are challenged from both sides 
of the still predominantly linear economic value chain within 
which businesses operate, on the input side by excessive 
extraction of raw materials and, on the output side, through 
production of waste and pollution from human activities 
(Nilsen, 2020b). As Capra and Jakobsen (2017) asserted, 
“The question is how to develop an economy that strength-
ens nature’s inherent ability to sustain life. In other words, 
the economy must adapt to ecological limits and principles” 
(p. 833). Achieving this economic paradigm demands much 
more than single corporations’ choices—be they based on 
ontological, ethical, financial or other considerations. Hav-
ing already transgressed six out of nine defined biophysi-
cal thresholds, it is time for governance through laws and 
regulations laid down by national, regional and international 
institutions (Barnard et al., 2021; Thorseth & Schuppert, 
2018). In line with the call from Heikkurinen and Mäki-
nen (2018), the democratic public sphere of society must be 
called upon to draft and enforce fair institutional conditions 
under which the activities of the private sphere can take 
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place so that economic actors can advance their ends within 
planetary thresholds. This challenge pertains to practical 
policy globally, regionally and nationally (Climate Action 
Tracker, 2022; Walker et al., 2009).

Can we contribute more to a common goal of strong laws 
and regulations for public sector, business and people, and 
compliance with these regulations? There is no agreed upon 
way of materialising an ontological or ethical approach into 
a scientifically incontestable operational principle of how 
to stay within planetary thresholds (Janeiro & Patel, 2015). 
However, arguments supporting such a common goal from 
our community’s different ontological and ethical positions 
increase the possibility of reaching and supporting more 
people in businesses and in policies. Furthermore, as laws 
and agreements build on ethical foundations, can we contrib-
ute more to what is a strong or stronger agreement to miti-
gate the ecological crisis (Dooley et al., 2021)? For instance, 
by providing input to the creation of laws and agreements, 
by questioning power relations in today’s capitalistic system: 
“Who gets to set the rules? What values should they reflect? 
What’s fair?” (Kehoe, 2016).

The Paris Agreement, as with many other treaties, relies 
on voluntary contributions; thus, it leaves room to exert 
social pressure, including academic arguments for compli-
ance, as well as for accordance with international norms for 
good behaviours (Bang et al., 2016; Chayes & Chayes, 1995; 
Ibrahim et al., 2021; Tingley & Tomz, 2021). The second 
domain that I propose our business ethics community can 
take a bigger part in is arguing for (King & Pucker, 2021) 
and contributing to new and better laws and regulations 
(Dooley et al., 2021), as well as for fulfilment of agreements 
already in place.

Business Ethics’ Comfort Zone

Why and how we live within the planetary thresholds, 
view the world and nature and organise ourselves and our 
industries are necessary discussions within our traditional 
business ethics boundaries. I suggest that research, teach-
ing, training and outreach in business ethics within our con-
fined boundaries contemplate the relevance of the domain 
of planetary biophysical thresholds and the domain of laws 
and regulations, and consider whether and how to engage. 
Should the type of research questions explored be revised? 
Should we include scholars with competence within ecologi-
cal sciences, law or systems thinking? Will this contribute 
to mitigating the ecological crisis?

Business ethics engaging and interacting with these two 
domains can be characterised as a systems approach to 
science (Meadows, 2009) and, more specifically, social-
ecological systems thinking (SES). SES is a research 
approach for understanding cross-scale dynamics of social 

practices and ecosystems. This approach sees humans as 
part of, as well as being able to shape, the ecosystems that 
they depend on (Ahlström et al., 2020; Liu et al., 2007). 
Although systems thinking can be viewed as contradictory 
to the traditional reductionist methodology, more often, the 
two are seen as complementary (Nilsen & Nilsen, 2018). 
What we do know is that systems thinking demands inter-
disciplinarity (Meadows, 2009). Furthermore, crossing 
traditional disciplinary lines is increasingly emphasised 
as a necessary mode of knowledge production, particularly 
in the field of sustainability research and in education for 
sustainability (Brundiers et al., 2021; Callard et al., 2015; 
Ergene et al., 2021; Van der Velden et al., 2023; Verhulst 
et al., 2023). I argue that ‘code red for humanity’ is a call 
to turn every stone, including stepping out of our scientific 
comfort zone more often.

Summary

Convey the Severity of the Ecological Status

The evidence of climate change is undeniable: rising sea 
levels, unprecedented flooding, widespread drought, increas-
ingly intense wildfires, record-breaking heat, gargantuan 
hurricanes and other extreme weather events. Moreover, 
climate change is only one of six planetary thresholds that 
have been exceeded. The business ethics community can 
contribute to conveying the severity of the ecological crisis 
and the non-negotiability of biophysical thresholds. For this, 
the business ethics community needs to acquire climate- or 
eco-literacy.

The Need for Better Laws, and Compliance

Even if a majority of all firms were to act within, for 
instance, an organic worldview, there is no guarantee that 
the aggregated pressure on nature will be within planetary 
thresholds. If we change today’s dominant form of capital-
ism to, for instance, ecofeminist capitalism (Bertella, 2019; 
Crittenden, 2000), we still need defined limits regarding the 
use and pollution of nature due to the aggregated character 
of the problem. It seems very unlikely that alternative eth-
ics and ontologies can solve this crisis now, without new or 
better laws, regulations and agreements.

Using the words of John Elkington, in his recall of the 
‘triple bottom line’ which he founded: “Indeed, none of 
these sustainability frameworks will be enough, as long as 
they lack the suitable pace and scale—the necessary radi-
cal intent—needed to stop us all overshooting our planetary 
boundaries” (Elkington, 2018). To help ensure that the 
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aggregated global pressure from businesses is within plan-
etary thresholds, we need limits through hard and soft laws, 
and compliance with them. As of now, we are far from being 
on track to meet the Paris Agreement goals and are heading 
towards a climate disaster. The business ethics community 
can and should contribute more to new and better laws and 
agreements, and compliance, by arguing from our differing 
ethical positions and approaches.

Expand Business Ethics Boundaries

Within scientific communities, researchers have tradition-
ally worked to contribute to a strong and solid discipline 
and have argued for the importance of their own confined 
scientific field. When we were within a safe distance from 
all planetary thresholds, there was still time to discuss what 
kind of worldviews and ethical theories could keep us from 
transgressing the safe space for humanity. Through these 
discussions and contributions in research, teaching, train-
ing and outreach, which we still engage in today, we argue 
and nurture our different visions, theories, and dreams about 
which values societies and business should build on (Allen 
et al., 2019; Capra & Jakobsen, 2017; Prothero & McDon-
agh, 2021). These contributions may have prevented the situ-
ation from being even worse than it is today. Nevertheless, I 
argue that ‘code red for humanity’ means that we must con-
sider our traditional business ethics boundaries in relation to 
the increasing urgency of this crisis. My suggestion is that 
we contemplate the relevance of and actively engage with 
the planetary biophysical thresholds as well as with relevant 
laws, regulations and compliance—also through interdisci-
plinarity, systems thinking and SES. As Barnard et al. say 
(2021, p.22), “everything we know and love is at stake”.
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