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Abstract: ESG (environment, social, and governance) scores are becoming mainstream proxies for
evaluating sustainability in organizations. In past years, scholars and managers used ESG scores to
express the sustainable development of an organization and other types of sustainability. Meanwhile,
increasing literature has shown that ESG scores do not measure sustainability in terms of sustainable
development. The main reason ESG scores fail to measure sustainability adequately is that ESG
scores are not designed to measure sustainability concepts, such as temporality, impact, resources
management, and interconnectivity. Furthermore, ESG scores apply materiality concepts, but what
they measure is not always quantifiable, and most agencies that produce ESG scores lack transparency.
This research reviewed the challenges and issues associated with ESG scores regarding sustainability
representation. Then, based on the sustainability literature, different themes and concepts that would
add more sustainability consideration to an ideal ESG score are presented. Since ESG scores are
increasingly popular, this paper presents concepts and ideas that would help ESG score agencies
include more sustainability principles in their methodologies while redefining the expectations of
scholars using them.
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Earth is facing climate and social challenges like never before, and every year, the
science on climate is even more alarmist than before [1]. As it becomes more accepted that
these challenges originate from the industrial world built upon the past generations, there
is an increasing demand to change the capitalist system to acknowledge and try to fix these
issues. Institutional investors, such as Larry Fink [2] (Larry Fink is the CEO of BlackRock.
BlackRock is the world’s largest asset manager in the world), firmly believe that capitalism
can be transformed and adapted to become the sustainable driver that will fix these issues.

Academics, managers, and investors needed a way to evaluate businesses on different
criteria and classify them as socially responsible businesses. This evaluation process
regarding climate and social issues is not easy to do. The challenge is straightforward
but complex: How can one evaluate organizations and determine which is better than
the other regarding sustainability and action toward climate and social change? How
can one improve if there are no metrics for improvement? One solution that has become
mainstream is using ESG (environment, social, and governance) scores. The idea behind
ESG scores is that outside firms would develop a methodology based on assumptions,
scientific consensus, and other external metrics. Then, it would be combined to provide
an evaluation of businesses based on each pillar (E, S, G). Finally, the measure from each
pillar is aggregated into the ESG scores to propose one metric that represents how well an
organization does on the underlying issue that ESG scores represent.

Scholars need a metric of this nature and adopted ESG scores (such as KLD metrics) to
measure sustainability or evaluate the consideration of a business’s ESG issues. The demand
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for such information originates from the need to assess companies on environmental
and social problems to discriminate who is better within an industry. The mainstream
metric for this purpose is ESG scores provided by different agencies that developed their
methodologies and called themselves “sustainability agencies." There is one major problem:
although ESG investing and ESG scores have become mainstream over the past 15 years,
climate change is not slowing, and inequality is not diminishing. They are becoming worse
and at a faster rate than before [1].

This theoretical study analyzed sustainability issues with ESG scores and why there
is a need for a new metric that will truly capture the essence of sustainability in business.
The ESG scores’ first objective is to determine what company is doing better than others
sustainability-wise. However, they fail to capture environmental issues and social inequali-
ties, as the world’s problems are more profound than ever [3]. One solution could be to
produce an additional pillar to the ESG scores that would assess business sustainability
and be easily understandable to complement the accuracy of ESG scores. Many sustain-
ability measures were proposed throughout the year and Mura et al. [4] clustered many
definitions presented in the literature. They mostly rely on organizations’ disclosure of
sustainability practices, lack of standardization of sustainability metrics, and many critics
of the reliability of sustainability measurement. No measure of sustainability has become
mainstream because they are too specific to a part of sustainability (for example: focusing
on CO2 emissions only or solely defined by a circular economy) and are rarely presented as
a measure. Mura et al. [4] recommended adopting a multi-tiered approach that combines
some of the measurements and concepts already present in the literature to define a new,
more generalizable measurement definition.

This paper is structured as follows. First, a literature review of ESG scores as an actual
measure of sustainability is presented, followed by a presentation of different research
streams on sustainability. Then, based on the literature review, the authors propose a
foundation based on sustainability theories and present what could be the core principles
that a new sustainability measure should have to elevate ESG scores’ accuracy.

1. Literature Review
1.1. ESG Scores

Current ESG scores comprise a rating (expressed in letters or figures) in three main
categories: environmental (e.g., environmental impact, resource consumption, impact on
biodiversity, and waste management), social (e.g., impact on the community and suppliers,
working conditions, and other social impacts), and governance (e.g., the organization’s
transparency, its relationship with shareholders and the board of directors, executive
compensation, and board diversity) [5]. ESG scores came about due to the financial world’s
need to assess companies against these three criteria to identify the best performers in these
aspects. Private commercial firms whose primary clients are portfolio managers and other
investors use tangible and intangible data to construct ESG scores [6] to produce new data
that meet investors’ needs. Organizations that are in the process of receiving or updating
an ESG score use self-reporting metrics that are then audited by an independent firm [7].
The main advantage of these scores is that it makes it possible to anticipate the financial risk
associated with negative impacts because of dishonest actions (e.g., corruption, child labor)
or accidents (e.g., spills, nuclear accidents, destruction of natural environments). However,
they are less well suited to analyzing the positive effects that arise from actions taken as a
result of adopting these criteria, namely, the extent to which a company can contribute to
the well-being of the society and the environment in which it operates [6,8].

The popularity of ESG scores comes from the anticipation that responsible businesses
would be the ones that would prosper in the future, as responsible investment strategies had
better returns on investments in previous years [9,10]. They are also a way to differentiate
the bad businesses (those who do not have ESG scores) from the good businesses (the ones
who have an ESG score) and present them as able to act on ESG challenges. However, it
mainly represents less risk as a long-term investment since it mitigates the risk that global
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warming and other environmental or social issues will impact their profitability. High ESG
scores can also improve corporate financial performance [11].

There are two other reasons for this increasing popularity: (1) financial clients (from
institutional investors to retail investors) want to invest in companies that are proven to
be responsible regarding social and environmental issues in terms of their personal or
organizational convictions, and (2) the growth potential for a mid-to-long-term investment
is higher for socially responsible investments [12]. It is becoming increasingly accepted
in finance that sustainability will be the next growth market indicator [2,13]. Bloomberg
Intelligence [14] forecasted that green investments based on ESG scores will exceed USD
53 trillion by 2025, representing more than a third of global assets under management.
Milton Friedman’s doctrine [15], whereby the sole purpose of business is to make a profit
and keep shareholders happy, appears to be a thing of the past. Companies must now show
that they perform better on the environmental, social, and governance fronts, as investors,
and, more generally, people want to avoid sinful businesses and businesses that are seen as
“bad organizations” in terms of sustainability [12,16]. The proportion of S&P 500 companies
(The S&P 500 is a stock market index of 500 American companies. The index represents 80%
of the US market by capitalization) with an ESG score increased from 20% to 90% between
2011 and 2019 [17], illustrating the rapid growth and increase in popularity of such ratings
to assess organizations and determine the good from the bad organizations [18].

The main issue is that ESG scores are the primary metric investors use to evaluate
companies’ performance on ESG issues [19]. Another issue is that ESG scores are increas-
ingly used in the academic literature to capture sustainability and are used among scholars
to compare sustainability between businesses [20]. There are plenty of studies that used
different methodologies and datasets to show that ESG scores do not capture the sustain-
ability of a company [6,19,21–25] or the positive impact on the world [26], as they are
designed to measure the risk level that comes from ESG issues. ESG scores limit the nega-
tive impact of ESG issues on investments resulting from company actions damaging the
environment [26–30]. The ESG performance is unequal based on the country of origin [31].

ESG scores attempt to capture an organization’s sustainability performance, but they
fail to capture either the sustainability or the positive impact on the world. ESG scores
are best suited to evaluating an organization’s potential to survive long term. It implies
considering the environment and other consequences that an organization has in its world,
but only to ultimately measure the potential of survival regardless of its net impact on
society or the environment.

1.2. Sustainability
1.2.1. Sustainable Development

Sustainability is a broad term with multiple definitions [32]. One that expresses sus-
tainable development is the theory of the three pillars of sustainability (society, economy,
and environment). It is commonly used in the literature regarding sustainability [33]. From
this theory, sustainability can be obtained when there is an equilibrium between all three pil-
lars [34]. Another representation of the three pillars theory shifts from a focus on equilibrium
to a complete consideration of all pillars to express sustainability [33]. Therefore, economics
can only be sustainable with respect to the social sphere, and those two can only be sustainable
within the environment’s capacity. An applied representation of this balance is expressed with
the 17 SDGs (Sustainable Development Goals) proposed by the United Nations.

The economic pillar is controversial as economic growth is essential for society’s well-
being but is also the cause of social and environmental problems [35]. The social aspect
refers to education, health, political system, etc., and the environmental part refers to the
air quality, water quality, impact on biodiversity, etc. Sustainable development has received
much critique over the past 30 years, leading to further redefinitions of the theory [36]. The
three-pillar sustainability theory’s biggest strength is the definition of the three universes
to consider for sustainable development.
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1.2.2. Weak vs. Strong Sustainability

There are two approaches to expressing how impactful sustainability theory is: the
weak sustainability perspective and the strong sustainability perspective [36]. Weak sustain-
ability implies that humans can substitute natural capital with manufactured capital [37].
If capital is available for future generations, it is deemed sustainable regardless of the type
of capital (e.g., human capital (money) or natural capital (oil)) [38].

From a strong sustainability perspective, human capital and natural capital are comple-
mentary but cannot be interchangeable [39]. Strong sustainability implies that humans cannot
replace natural resources or their function with manufacturing processes or innovations.

These two visions of sustainability led to different solutions for sustainable devel-
opment. For example, weak sustainability could be characterized by a green economy
(e.g. carbon pricing) and strong sustainability could be described as degrowth of the econ-
omy (e.g., preservation of all forms of natural stocks and biodiversity regardless of the
economic impact) [36]. Most recently, there has been a progression in the definition of
sustainable development. Taghvaee et al. [40] presented a new perspective. The environ-
mental pillar is the most important of the three pillars of sustainable development in strong
sustainability development. Weak sustainability involves considering all three pillars of
sustainable development equally.

New theories go beyond strong vs. weak sustainable development practices, such
as health-centered sustainability and integrated sustainability [40]. The main idea behind
the concept of health-centered sustainable development is that the general population’s
health is the foundation of any development. It is impossible to have development if the
population is unhealthy and cannot provide the work required for sustainable development.
Above health-centered sustainable development is the integrated sustainability that acts as
the spillover effect of all three classic pillars of sustainability [41]. Integrated sustainability
implies an interconnection between all parts of the world; therefore, peace and collabo-
ration are essential to consider when judging whether a sustainable development theory
is complete.

1.2.3. Resource Sustainability

Resource sustainability means that the impact of a process should consider its impact
on its environment, natural resources, and society. To persist in time, a process or system
needs to consider the challenges associated with its inputs and consider that is activities
might affect external entities. Something that has minimal impact on the ecosystem or
natural resources can be considered sustainable regardless of its long-term durability
and economic growth [42]. From this perspective, a circular economy could be seen as
sustainable since it has a limited environmental impact.

If a system can reuse byproducts of another system and if the input element in the
process is not coming from limited and finite sources, then the process is deemed sustain-
able. Based on the natural-resources-based theory [43], the idea is to define boundaries
that respect the limited capacity of the planet in terms of natural resources and its capacity
to filter pollution. In other words, there is a limit on the amount of non-reusable natural
resources (oil, gas, gold, wood, etc.) that the planet can provide, and there is a limit to the
byproducts (CO2, water filtration, nitrogen, etc.) that the Earth can treat. An organization
that uses non-reusable products in its operation process and does produce byproducts that
are untreated is not sustainable if we consider this form of sustainability. Consideration of
an element that enters and exits a system or a process and byproduct produced from the
process refers to the notion of resource sustainability.

1.2.4. Business Sustainability

Business sustainability can be expressed as the ongoing process of successful resource
sustainability that is maintained over time. For a lucrative system to persist over time
(generate money and profit), the lesser its impact on society and the environment, the
greater chance it will sustain itself extensively. Some businesses practice integrated sustain-
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ability in their everyday operations to mitigate their impact on natural resources [44]. This
sustainability integration allows businesses to extend their longevity, as they become less
reliant on finite resources.

Sustainability can also be practiced within the working environment. Nobanee
et al. [45] did a bibliometric analysis of sustainability and risk management. They identified
risk themes that could impact business sustainability, such as supply chain risk manage-
ment [46], moral responsibility in sustainable development, optimization of resources,
and business impacts. Risk is an essential aspect of business sustainability, as it can affect
the business’s capacity to deliver profit and perdure over time. Human actions outside
the organization (e.g., cyberattacks) and within the organization (e.g., bad governance)
can affect business sustainability. What seems to be the most dominant issue in business
sustainability today is the unbreakable link between its activities and its impact on its
environment, mainly regarding managing its resources.

2. Actual Measure of Sustainability

ESG scores, also known as sustainability scores, are widely used in the financial sector
and academia to represent an organization’s sustainability [18]. ESG scores thus represent
a positive step toward greater incorporation of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs) in financial investments [3]. Their main limitation lies in the fact that they more
closely represent the financial risk (impact on profits) [47] ensuing from ESG issues rather
than providing any objective measure of a company’s CSR (corporate social responsibility)
performance or impact of their activities [26]. Accurate measurement might not be possible,
as the definition and measurement of sustainability are complex and combine multiple
elements. Nevertheless, ESG scores remain the best available measure for evaluating a
company’s CSR activities [48]. They provide a quantitative assessment of actions taken by a
company to protect its natural and social environment and are becoming more widespread,
making them easier to use and facilitating a comparison between companies.

Different agencies produce ESG scores under different methodologies. The most
popular ESG scores came from prominent financial analysts [49–53], who also produce
well-known stock indexes in the financial world. Most of these agencies focus on reducing
the risk for investors while providing valuable information that gives valuable insight
into businesses.

When a sustainability agency (which is a name that is attributed to agencies that pro-
vide and build ESG scores) provides an ESG score, its purpose and target end clients will
significantly impact the representativeness and scope of the ESG score that is issued [21].
Moreover, depending on the geographical location of the companies appraised, qualitative
information may be available to a greater or lesser extent, thus affecting the representative-
ness of their ESG score [54]. Different agencies assign different weights to different variables
and consider the various data sources used (in whole or in part) differently [6,23,25]. These
considerations can cause ESG scores to vary significantly from one rating agency to another.

Berg et al. [27] found only a weak correlation between the different ESG scores issued
by the agencies. Between ratings issued by MSCI and Refinitiv, a correlation of 38% was
present. At best, a correlation of 70% was present between Sustainalytics and Vigeo Eiris.
Overall, there was an average correlation of 60% across the industry. For reference, corpo-
rate credit ratings issued by Moody’s and Standard & Poor’s showed a 99% correlation [27].
Problematic correlation levels were confirmed in other studies, such as Dimson et al. [55]
and Hughes et al. [56].

Discrepancies between ESG scores and the low correlation of indices are issues that
can be accounted for by the lack of clear consensus around what should be measured
when putting together an ESG rating [57]. ESG scores are not commensurate: different
agencies measure different attributes differently [21,27,57,58]. Further factors that were
shown to cause problems in measuring and standardizing ESG scores include the choice of
information sources, discrepancies in the measures used, information overload, and the
manual imputation of specific data in the databases, as well as the absence of a response
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in many cases to all the variables measured [25,58]. Finally, the ESG scores assigned are
weighted to facilitate comparison with companies in the same industry or by geographical
location [11,55], further complicating their reliability.

Defining and quantifying environmental issues is challenging [59,60]. ESG scores
appear to be an excellent candidate to capture sustainability in terms of organization
longevity but are less effective in capturing sustainability in terms of the consequences
and impacts an organization could have. In 2011, when academia was beginning to take
an interest in ESG scores, Hedesström [61] was already questioning how these scores
measured sustainability. Later, Escrig-Olmedo et al. [6] attempted to measure whether ESG
rating agencies considered sustainability issues. Unfortunately, although some effort is
discernible from these agencies, they do not always sufficiently recognize sustainability
issues in the composition of the ESG scores they produce. ESG scores still do not consider
climate change or global warming [62]. While ESG scores integrate certain notions of
resource sustainability, they cannot be used to represent this on their own.

As presented, ESG scores are a great tool with utility, especially in the financial sector.
However, the measurement is less adequate for academic objectives or the measure of
sustainability as a whole. Furthermore, ESG is one of the only measures that quantify some
aspect of CSR [48] but are not intended to measure sustainability [6,19,21–25]. Nevertheless,
an increasing number of scholars and managers are using ESG scores to analyze the sustain-
ability of organizations and compare the level of sustainability between organizations [20].
This expresses a need to develop a new measure that would follow ESG score principles
but that would be more in line with the objective of measuring the level of sustainability
in organizations.

3. The Theoretical Proposition of a New Measure of Sustainability
3.1. Characteristics of Sustainability to Improve ESG Measurement Methodologies

Defining sustainability is challenging because it is a concept with no clear definition,
as it is a normative term [63] and everyone has their definition. Purvis et al. [33] tried
to discover where the description of the three pillars of sustainability (economic, social,
and environmental) came from. They found no definition of sustainability that has a large
consensus, mainly due to various researchers’ backgrounds and schools of thought. Many
definitions are available to describe sustainability, and because there are so many, the word
sustainability is not meaningful or representative of a definite and precise concept [64].
Based on that, it is challenging to build on previous knowledge with the conviction that it
is the right path to develop new knowledge on sustainability.

As mentioned by Mura et al. [4], the multiple facets of sustainability need to be
evaluated with different methodologies, making it challenging to define a robust and
straightforward measure. In the business context, aspects of sustainability related to
business and their interactions with the environment or society should be considered.

This theoretical proposition aims to reflect on sustainability theory that could overcome
ESG score limits by adding more sustainability principles in ESG measurement. Based on
the literature review on sustainability, it seems important to propose abstract ideas related
to business sustainability and sustainable development that are characterized as follows:
temporality, impact, resource management, and interconnectivity. Other concepts are
closely related to the accuracy of measuring ESG scores, namely, quantifiability, materiality,
and transparency, as presented below.

3.2. Sustainability Concepts

Sustainability can be linked to a myriad of parameters [65] but in this study, con-
cepts are related to the specific types of sustainability presented in Figure 1. This study
aimed to include more sustainable development practices in ESG scores to assess busi-
ness sustainability evaluation. It refers to environmental influence directly: air pollution,
waste management, water management, and ecological impact. Any kind of interaction
between the environment and the organization is considered. Organizations also have
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social influence. They have the power to transform our culture, and they influence working
conditions and employment relations. Globally, the world is undeniably impacted by busi-
ness practices. Environmental and social sustainability influences are irrelevant if natural
resource capacity and nature-bearing limits are not considered. This study is related to the
ecological value of sustainability and natural resources influencing business sustainability
for sustainable development.
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Figure 1. Sustainability concepts that are related to the theoretical proposition.

3.2.1. Temporality

According to Bansal and Desjardines [66], sustainability requires considering time,
as true sustainability is achieved from a long-term perspective. The problem is that an
organization tends to favor short-term initiatives for many aspects of its management.
The underlying notion of time in sustainability is essential when considering organization
sustainability. In business, doing something for perpetuity is sustainable if and only if the
inputs required for the process are always available.

Mainstream measurements that are used in business are based on short-term metrics
such as return on investment, return on assets, market share, and sales. All these measures
are almost always quarterly based. More importantly, all these measures are either growth-
or market-based measurements, implying that to do better on those metrics, one needs to
do more, produce more, or be more efficient.

Those imperatives of short-termism that require doing more right now regardless of
the future are unsustainable, even though the actions may seem sustainable [66]. Short-term
decisions can create other problems while managing an organization, as it fails to recognize
the importance of long-term thinking. Once an organization engages in short-termism
decision-making, it is not easy to shift to long-term perspective management afterward [67].
A long-term perspective consideration is fundamental for breaking the short-termism loop
of the appearance of sustainability for archiving sustainability that lasts.

Think of an organization that gives a certain amount of money per year to a charitable
cause. Perceived as a sustainable action by the organization, it fails to resolve the problem
from a long-term perspective. Giving money to charity is not sustainable, as it does not fix
the underlying issue that requires monetary donations. Sustainability is not a responsibility
of doing the action right now that appears sustainable. It is a practice requiring temporal
trade-offs and a broader vision of the future [66].
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Therefore, in formulating an updated ESG score with a sustainability measurement,
temporality would be an essential factor that influences the end value of the score. Sustain-
able actions toward short-term impact would be considered less critical than sustainable
actions that, although they might appear less sustainable today, are made to solve issues
from a long-term perspective.

Regarding temporality, accountability needs to be a factor in measuring sustainability.
ESG scores consider the targets and goals of organizations that will be fulfilled in the future
(like waste reduction, CO2 reduction, and other commitments in line with environmen-
tal or social improvement). However, there is no consequence on the ESG scores if the
organization fails to respect these self-declared objectives [68]. It implies that as long as
an organization has a goal of lowering or limiting its negative impact, its ESG scores will
be high regardless of previous mistakes. A sustainability measurement that considers
temporality would be influenced by the capacity of organizations to fulfill the goals and
promises they make. It is linked to the concept of resource sustainability, which considers
available natural resources and the limit of the environment to absorb CO2 emissions or
filter water, for example. In contrast with today’s evaluation, temporality would explicitly
moderate the impact of the organization’s future ambitions in terms of environmental or
social amelioration goals based on its capacity to fulfill past goals and objectives.

3.2.2. Impact

The positive and negative impacts are integral to sustainability [69]. The impact of
an organization is not considered in the methodologies of most sustainable agencies’ ESG
scores rating [26,68,70]. The positive impact here refers to the ability of an organization
to produce a sustainable positive outcome from its operation process. A positive impact
refers to an organization’s solutions that do something different from its peers resulting
of an external positive outcome for the environment and society. If the impact caused by
the process used in the organization is harmful to society and the environment, the impact
portion of the sustainability measurement would be affected accordingly. An organization’s
impact on its environment affects the potential of its sustainability. The notion of strong
sustainability could be obtained from the impact made by circular economy resource
management [71].

Thus, organizations’ processes and their impacts on the environment and society need
to be considered when establishing the sustainability part of an updated ESG score. This
consideration would not condemn polluters that substantially negatively impact the world.
They could mitigate their negative impact with a solution to lower the impact of their
activities. They could engage in practices that have a positive impact to compensate for the
negative impact issue caused by their primary activities. Business sustainability impact
parameters can be linked to the 17 SDGs [72] that are designed to differentiate the different
categories on which it is possible to have an impact.

3.2.3. Resource Management

How an organization manages resources (particularly natural resources) is central to
developing a sustainability measure, especially since it is not considered in ESG method-
ologies [73]. Natural resources can be limited (such as water, wood, metal, etc.) or the
ecosystem can absorb a maximum amount of contaminants (CO2 emissions, industrial
waste, water filtration, etc.), and therefore, sustainability is possible only within those lim-
ited parameters. ESG scores assume that being less damaging than their direct competitor
is good enough to be regarded as resource-sustainable [23,25,68]. This sustainability mea-
surement will take the limited capacity of the planet to produce and recycle the byproducts
into consideration. The most significant improvement in the updated ESG scores would
be in terms of how it conceptualizes resource management. The result of ESG scores is
based on an organization’s ability to do better than its direct competitors. This is probably
the most critical reason ESG scores fail to measure sustainability. Even if the industry uses
natural resources well beyond the natural capacity of the environment, if an organization
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does slightly better than its peers, top-grade ESG scores are attributed. Updated ESG
scores will act differently, as they would be grounded in existing influent theory regarding
natural resources management, which considers resources to be finite. Theories about
available stocks of resources and the renewal rate of those resources should link to the way
organizations use resources.

One way of globally evaluating resource sustainability is by assessing the global impact
of pollution caused by human activities and natural resource extraction on a planetary
scale [74]. Combining the renewal rate of the planet with the consumption rate of natural
resources will provide a metric known as the ecological footprint [75]. The ecological
footprint is often expressed in terms of how many planets we need to keep our way of
living based on the rate of consumption of natural resources by human activity and the
regenerative capacity rate of the planet [76].

The exciting aspect of the ecological footprint measure of resources in sustainability
is that it combines the renewal rate of the planet with the human consumption impact
on the capital stock of natural resources. Metrics are based on scientific evidence and are
adjusted through the years as new research becomes available. It considers that resources
are limited, as well as the renewal of those resources, and that human activities impact both.
This theory, which could be developed and adjusted over time, is essential in establishing a
sustainability measure. It is likely that once a sustainable solution is found, everyone will
want to adopt it. However, suppose everyone is adopting the same solution. In that case,
the chances are that this way of doing it will not be sustainable for a long time using the
planet boundary theory since it would stress the source of natural resources required for
that sustainable innovation.

Hanley’s [77] paper presents two mainstream sustainability measures: flow-based
and stock-based measurements. The latter is closely related to the notions of an ecological
footprint and planet boundary. It considers that natural resources are limited and that
exponential economic growth appears impossible in the long term. The flow base sustain-
ability measurement is that the net national product should consider natural stock resources
in its calculation. The environmentally adjusted net national product (EANNP) tries to
maximize wealth within the limits of the natural resources availabilities. The EANNP
would maximize revenue streams without jeopardizing future revenue stream availability.
This theory could be implemented as solution for ESG scores since it follows the same
core principle as the planet boundary: resources are limited and the renewal rate of those
resources is done at a specific rate that cannot be expedited. There are probably other ways
of managing natural resources. The idea is to link the planet’s capacity to the consumption
of natural resources and emissions of byproducts that organizations produce.

Companies that employ circular production methods or focus on recycling and sus-
tainable manufacturing methods would have a considerable advantage in establishing their
sustainability measurement in the updated ESG score, as it would have minimal impact on
the planet’s resources and capacity. The methodology of the sustainability aspect in the
score should make it complicated for those who continue to rely on traditional production
methods involving the exploitation of rare and non-renewable natural resources to score at
the top end of the scale. With actual ESG scores, the simple fact of doing better than direct
competitors allows for a spot at the top of the scale.

3.2.4. Interconnectivity

Nature follows phases and cycles. In nature, the world’s ecosystem usually proceeds
through a recurring cycle consisting of four phases: rapid growth, conservation, release,
and reorganization [78]. Creativity and innovation emerge from the chaos that occurs
in these cycles. Destruction is creative. When destruction happens, an innovative cycle
emerges [78]. Natural sustainability is complex, as ecosystems and processes affect its ability
to stay sustainable on its own. When businesses interact and disturb those natural processes,
they impact environmental sustainability by changing the ecosystem with their actions.
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Even the life of an individual is not sustainable after all. You are born, develop,
mature, then die. From an individual perspective, this cycle is unsustainable. However,
when considering a broader level by shifting from an individual perspective to a humanity
perspective, the cycle is sustainable, as it allows for a new human to be born and the old one
to die. The perspective adopted in interpreting a cycle and its constituents has significant
consequences on the action that an individual could take.

These cycles, even the destruction cycle, are inevitable. Humans or any external
activity that tries to fix or avoid the destruction phase will result in the opposite, sometimes
causing more harm than good. On occasion, having saved a component in the destruction
phase of the cycle will lead to the destruction phase of the related cycle outside the current
one. Walker and Salt [78] advocated that it is impossible to understand or successfully
manage a system if you focus only on one scale. The interconnection between systems
is crucial if one wants a positive outcome when acting on the system, especially in socio-
ecological systems and biodiversity.

Therefore, sustainability measures would consider that a sustainable system is only
sustainable if there is a consideration of outside processes that are not easily identifiable. A
better understanding of the interconnecting system is needed to build a high level of fidelity
in sustainability measurement. However, being aware that a sustainable system does not
work in isolation and considering available interactions as they are discovered should be
enough to start. As new information and interactions become available, they will need
to be incorporated into the methodology. The interconnectivity is not something that all
organizations can efficiently act upon, as phases and cycles stated previously will happen
regardless of the potential action to control cycles. The goal of the interconnectivity aspect
in sustainability measures is only to acknowledge that there is an interaction between
systems and that they are not working in isolation, affecting other systems in other cycles.
Ultimately, organization sustainability evaluation would be affected with different levels of
intensity based on the knowledge available about known interconnectivity.

3.3. Measuring ESG Score Concepts

This section is related to the measurement itself rather than sustainability theories. To
develop ESG scores reflecting more adequality sustainability practices, the sustainability as-
sessment needs to follow to fully grasp the sustainability performances of the organizations.

3.3.1. Quantifiability

A vital characteristic of the sustainability measurement is that it should be quantifiable
and could follow the scale used for ESG scores. Therefore, the sustainability measurement
aspect would have quantifiable metrics to facilitate comparison and evaluation, just like
other metrics in the ESG score methodology. Despite the complications that arise when
quantifying qualitative information, it is essential to come up with a score or a quantitative
measure to replace the ESG scores’ function as a whole when expressing sustainability.

Since ESG scores are used by many for their simplicity [20,48], the final score will be
easy to understand by scholars and the general population. The goal is to democratize this
new sustainability measurement inside ESG scores. Thus, doing so is likely more accessible
with a quantifiable metric.

3.3.2. Materiality

Materiality should be considered to evaluate all companies’ sustainability perfor-
mances. Organizations will not face the same sustainability challenges equally based on
the industry they’re in. For example, the banking industry’s sustainability evaluation
metrics will not be the same for the pharmaceutical or oil industries. Considering that
every industry has its challenges and particularities, the sustainability measurement will
keep its purpose within and across sectors.

The other challenge in measuring sustainability is that attention to organizational
issues must be addressed appropriately. "Large-scale processes such as those related to
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climate change require a broader attentional extent while small-scale processes, such as
those related to local variations in poverty, require fine attentional grain” [79]. When
adopting a measure of sustainability, it is essential to consider these elements, as they
might affect organizations differently based on their size, other specific details based on the
industry, and geographical specificity. When materiality maps are applied to ESG scores,
they give results that are significantly different from the standardized measure [80].

An organization’s sustainability must be adapted to its reality for that sustainability
measurement will reflect the organization’s real challenges and measure sustainability
efficiently across industries. The sustainability measure needs to use materiality in its
assessment, as sustainability challenges are not the same for all.

3.3.3. Transparency

A sustainability measurement methodology should be freely available in the public
domain. Anyone wishing to participate in improving the methodology or access the data
that underlies the results can do so without restriction. In the event of the non-disclosure of
certain information by an organization, the lowest score should be assigned for the relevant
attribute to encourage transparency within the corporation, even if the truth is not ideal.
ESG scores omit a criterion from the calculation when an organization refuses to reveal the
related data on its specific metrics. An open discussion on the methodology that is used
for this new sustainability measure should always be encouraged. It needs to include new
scientific discoveries in sustainability measurement and allow for total transparency. It
would allow the constant evolution and adaptation of the measure to meet new challenges
that will need to be addressed in time.

Finally, a new sustainability measurement would ideally avoid awarding the max-
imum score based on best practices in any industry. Full marks would be reserved for
companies that exceed expectations (regardless of industry) with innovative projects that
positively affect the environment and society.

4. Conclusions

Bothello and Salles-Djelic [81] investigated the evolution of the term sustainability and,
more broadly, the conceptualization of organizational environmentalism. They discovered
that the term sustainability is shifting to the term resilience. Resilience is the "capacity
for a system to handle risk and prevent, endure and recover from crises and shocks" [81].
Resilience is thus an update of sustainability. It considers that systems should be able
to receive some uncertainty and be ready to handle difficulties and absorb change and
disturbance [82].

Resilience might be the keyword for the challenge that lies ahead. It seems that change
inertia toward climate change influences the population. As an indirect consequence,
the leaders of systems and organizations are not inclined to force change that would
benefit the planet. While the population figures out that their actions and personal choices
are essential for the solution to climate change [83–85], there is a need to measure the
sustainability of organizations and evaluate their impact on the world. Scholars could
get invested in research toward evaluating sustainability performance. ESG scores are
currently more of a risk score and are not designed to consider the resource’s sustainability
or the organization’s impact on the world in the way they are built today [25,68]. Actual
ESG scores are best suited for evaluating the probability that an organization will exist
in the future while mitigating the risk of an investment that could come from ESG issues
related to those organizations.

Nevertheless, scholars keep using ESG scores to compare the sustainability of orga-
nizations against each other, along with other metrics to make assumptions about the
sustainably they represent [20]. This theoretical study was not designed to demonize
actual ESG scores. These scores have their purpose and make organizations aware of the
importance of addressing environmental, social, and governance issues [86,87].
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However, in a world where climate change, social challenges, and environmental
issues are becoming increasingly dominant, the world cannot rely on an ESG score to
evaluate the organization’s sustainability. They are characteristics of sustainability theories
that could be used to update ESG methodologies and reflect sustainability practices in their
evaluation. Temporality is vital for sustainability theory, as sustainability implies a notion
of time in its assessment. The impact cannot be dissociated from sustainability theories. If
there is no impact on stakeholders, there is no need to consider sustainability. Resource man-
agement is essential in business, as resources are the foundation of any business operation.
Finally, materiality, quantifiability, interconnectivity, and transparency are not thematic of
sustainable practices but are essential considerations to operationalize the evaluation and
give accurate measurements of business sustainability. Considering these factors allows
the sustainability evaluation of motley business with fair and equitable considerations.

Governments and citizens of the world are slow to act on problems about global
issues. For many decades, science has been warning people about future challenges.
Much research is done on climate change and its impact, but little is done to evaluate
organizations regarding sustainability issues that could lower the effects of climate change.
If the world does not need a sustainability measure based on the latest scientific consensus
that considers the planet’s limits today, it will definitely need it tomorrow.
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