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Life-cycle thinking for corporate sustainability 

Meeting the grand challenge of securing a social foundation for all people today and for future 

generations without destroying the very basis of our existence, is arguably not possible without 

the contribution of business. What this requires of business in aggregate may be denoted 

corporate sustainability, which can be defined as when businesses (or more broadly, private, 



 

 

 

 

public and hybrid economic actors) in aggregate create value in a manner that is (a) 

environmentally sustainable in the sense that it ensures the long-term stability and resilience of 

the ecosystems that support human life, (b) socially sustainable in the sense that it facilitates the 

respect and promotion of human rights, and (c) economically sustainable in the sense that it 

satisfies the economic needs necessary for stable and resilient societies. The new UN Sustainable 

Development Goals with national integration have also given corporate sustainability a new and 

stronger momentum. 

A life-cycle based approach to business, where environmental, social and governance impacts 

are integrated, is a possible approach towards achieving corporate sustainability. It also has the 

potential of transcending the barriers between legal entities, both public and private, and across 

global supply chains and contractual networks.  

This conference intends to critically investigate life-cycle based governance and management, 

finance, accounting and reporting, as a means to achieve corporate sustainability.  

The EU Commission’s relaunch of its Circular Economy Strategy promotes a ‘closing of the loop’ 

of product life-cycles, and is intended to ‘boost global competitiveness, foster sustainable 

economic growth and generate new jobs’. This gives rise to the question of whether sustainable 

economic growth is even possible. A circular economy can only be sustainable under certain 

conditions and with no end result as it functions within dynamic and ever-changing 

circumstances, with the economy as an adaptive cycle intrinsically connected with ecological and 

social adaptive cycles.  

State-of-the-art scientific understanding of the limits of the resilience of ecological adaptive 

cycles is expressed in the concept of planetary boundaries, as the non-negotiable limits within 

which all economic activity should take place. Frighteningly, today we are rather in the opposite 

situation, with increasing pressure on the planetary boundaries (Rockström et al, 2009, Steffen 

et al, 2015). To achieve not only a safe but also a just operating space for humanity the concept 

of planetary boundaries, of an environmental ceiling, must be combined with the goal of a social 

foundation (Leach, Raworth, Rockström, 2013).  

Based on the multijurisdictional Sustainable Companies Project, a reform proposal has been 

presented in academic literature to integrate life-cycle thinking in the decision-making of 

corporate boards. The SMART Project launched in March 2016 intends to develop this further in 

order to find out how such life-cycle thinking can be operationalised in light of the dynamic 

complexity outlined above.  

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/circular-economy/index_en.htm
http://www.jus.uio.no/ifp/english/research/projects/sustainable-companies/
http://ssrn.com/abstract=2535215
http://www.uio.no/smart
http://www.uio.no/smart


 

 

 

 

As attention to environmental problems has grown, life-cycle based management has become a 

crucial issue in realising a sustainable society. The goal of production can no longer be to 

produce commodities in an efficient way, but rather to provide the functions needed by society 

while minimizing material and energy consumption. Life-cycle based management includes life 

cycle analysis to assess the environmental, social and governance impacts associated with all the 

stages of a commodity's life (LCA) as well as also asset management and corporate governance. 

The new EU Accounting Directive 2013/34/EU sets out  basic rules on non-financial reporting, 

with new rules concerning extractive industries and logging in primary forests to improve the 

transparency of payments made to governments all over the world by these industries and to 

promote the adoption of the Extractive Industries Transparency Initiative (EITI). The Directive 

was amended by Directive 2014/95/EU on non-financial and diversity information. According to 

the amendments, large public-interest entities should disclose in their management report 

relevant and useful information on their policies, main risks and outcomes on environmental 

matters, social and employee aspects, respect for human rights, anti-corruption and bribery 

issues, and diversity in their board of directors.  

However, there is significant flexibility for companies to disclose relevant information (including 

reporting in a separate report), and they may also rely on international, European or national 

guidelines (e.g. the UN Global Compact, the OECD Guidelines for Multinational Enterprises, ISO 

26000). In spring 2016, the European Commission organized a public consultation on non-

binding guidelines on methodology for reporting non-financial information. The consultation is 

part of the Commission’s work to prepare such non-binding guidelines on methodology for 

reporting non-financial information by December 2016. 

Non-financial reporting is typically the legislative approach to attempt to steer business in a 

more sustainable direction. At the same, the Integrated Reporting work continues.  

 

 

The Call  

This conference welcomes contributions on how life-cycle based governance and management 

can be constructed to be sustainable in an ever-changing landscape, and how life-cycle thinking 

for corporate sustainability can be reflected in accounting and reporting. Do any of the 

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-541_en.htm
http://integratedreporting.org/


 

 

 

 

approaches adopted by the EU function as intended, and do they indicate a way forward for 

corporate sustainability? 

We invite contributions on any of the following or related topics: 

● Business operationalisation of planetary boundaries as a governance framework 

● Resilience, adaptive cycles and life-cycle based governance  

● Life-cycle based sustainable business models in a global sustainability context 

● Life-cycle based sustainable business models: concepts, theories, case studies 

 

● A sustainable life-cycle based approach to corporate governance and management 

● Life cycle assessment as a tool for life cycle based management 

● Assessment of environmental and other sustainability management tools  

● A sustainable life-cycle based approach to global supply chains 

● Integrating global development issues into a life-cycle based approach to corporate 

sustainability 

 

● Connecting life-cycle based governance and reporting 

● A sustainable life-cycle based approach to reporting and assurance 

● Integrated reporting as a driver and obstacle for sustainable business 

● Realising the potential of non-financial reporting as an agent of chance 

● Assurance and auditing as a means to relevant and reliable corporate sustainability 

reporting 

  

● The regulatory framework as driver or obstacle to life-cycle based approaches to 

corporate sustainability 

● International governance guidelines including OECD Guidelines for Multinational 

Enterprises and the UN Guiding Principles for Business and Human Rights 

● Environmental and other sustainability management tools as agents of change 

The conference will be transdisciplinary and we welcome contributions from all relevant 

disciplines, including industrial ecology, environmental management and other management 

studies, finance and accounting, business law, law and economics, and any other disciplines 

relevant to corporate sustainability, including theoretical work, and case studies and other 

empirical work.  We open for poster presentations as well as for papers to be presented during 

the plenary conference sessions. 



 

 

 

 

 

Practical Information  

Response to this call for papers may be submitted on web with a suggested title and an abstract 

of maximum 500 words. The deadline has been extended to 30 September 2016. 

● Response will be given early in October 2016.  

● Working papers should be submitted by 20 November 2016. 

● A peer-reviewed publication is anticipated based on the presentations at the conference.  

Please be advised that we are not able to cover funds for travel and accommodation. The 

registration fee of NOK 1500 (student discount NOK 500), covering conference material, lunches 

and other refreshments, will be waived for all accepted speakers. Speakers are also invited to 

our speakers’ dinners, free of charge. 

 

About SMART 

The SMART Project is funded by the EU's Framework Programme Horizon 2020, under the call 

‘Europe as a Global Actor: Greater Policy Coherence for Development’, Grant Agreement No. 

693642. The magnitude of the Project and its ambitions goes beyond what is funded by the EU. 

SMART is therefore made possible through the combination of H2020 funds and research 

contributions, partly non-funded, by the SMART consortium of scholars united through our 

common goal of contributing to sustainable development. The Faculty of Law in Oslo has also 

contributed beyond the H2020 funding, with an expanded position for the Administrative 

Coordinator as well as with a PhD position, several master student positions and through the 

contributions of the scholars of the Research Group Companies, Markets, Society and the 

Environment. The SMART Project is also significantly supported by and strengthened through its 

steadily growing Sustainable Market Actors Network. 

 

Contact  
Professor Beate Sjåfjell, the University of Oslo: 

e-mail: b.k.sjafjell@jus.uio.no , office phone: +47 22 85 93 81, mobile: +47 95 93 12 83 

Professor Jukka Mähönen, the University of Oslo:  

e-mail: jukka.mahonen@jus.uio.no, office phone + 47 22 85 94 34, mobile: +47 94 98 32 75 

Associate Professor John Hermansen, NTNU:  

https://nettskjema.uio.no/answer/74409.html
mailto:b.k.sjafjell@jus.uio.no
mailto:jukka.mahonen@jus.uio.no


 

 

 

 

email: john.hermansen@iot.ntnu.no, office phone +47 73 59 30 81, mobile +47 414 32 461 

 

 

Sustainable Market Actors for Responsible Trade (SMART)  
in collaboration with   

Companies, Markets, Society and the Environment Network (UiO)  

The European Law Network (UiO) 

Department of Industrial Economics and Technology Management (NTNU) 
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http://uio.no/smart
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http://www.jus.uio.no/english/research/networks/european-law-network/
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