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Barriers to Private Sector Action

T he private sector is one of the foremost drivers of American inno-
vation and a crucial part of the country’s climate response, but a 
monumental e�ort will be needed to coordinate and leverage the 

private sector toward our green future. To gain a deeper understanding 
of the challenges facing the private sector, members of the private sector 
working group of the Commission on Accelerating Climate Action and 
American Academy of Arts and Sciences’ sta� conducted small-group lis-
tening sessions with twenty-one cross-sector experts representing di�erent 
sets of stakeholders. �e participants provided insightful comments on the 
challenges facing industry, but they represent the perspectives of only four 
large companies, three nonpro�ts that collaborate closely with businesses 
on sustainability issues, two pension funds, one labor union, and one small 
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contractor. �e full diversity of the business community cannot be cap-
tured by such a sample; moreover, all the participants are actively pursuing 
climate action. Nevertheless, based on the perspectives shared in these ses-
sions, we identi�ed �ve core barriers to private sector action: 1) pro�tabil-
ity, 2) political fragmentation and polarization, 3) limited expertise com-
pounded by a lack of communication, 4) underrecognition of investment 
opportunities, and 5) ine�ective corporate structure. �is brief illustrates 
the barriers by synthesizing commentary and industry-speci�c examples 
from the listening session participants. It does not aim to excuse past or 
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understanding of climate action. �e presence of climate experts in industry 
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Breadth and Depth of Investment Opportunities
�e technology needed for low-carbon models to be cost competitive does 
not yet exist for many industries because structural factors can make it 
di�cult for projects in technology development, renewable energy, and 
resilient infrastructure to receive the investment they need to grow. �ese 
include lack of expertise on how to begin a climate-related strategic tran-
sition, which inhibits companies’ ability to make savvy investments in cli-
mate-related technologies. Existing data are insu�cient for these invest-
ments to feel safe; even companies that later prove highly successful can 
appear precarious early on. Some especially large investors may be less 
interested in sustainability projects, which tend to be small, because they 
may have the bandwidth to research and support only a small number of 
larger projects. �e belief that these technologies constitute a “green bub-
ble” on the cusp of bursting compounds fears. Even pro�table and sustain-
able projects, such as replacing coal-powered facilities with new methods 
of production, can have undesirable spillover e�ects, such as community 
and workforce disruptions, that complicate transition planning.

Many experts assess the value of climate-related investments in the 
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Managing Corporate Structure
Long-term sustainability is easily overlooked among the myriad other com-
peting priorities that company leadership must balance. �us, climate con-
siderations can be more e�ective when company leaders choose to integrate 
them into the corporate structure, and climate response can arise naturally 
as it relates to issues like managing the supply chain, product design, or fa-
cility life span. Our participants reported that one of the common signs of 
an insincere or poorly managed climate transition is when a corporation’s 
sustainability unit is working at cross-purposes with its government a�airs 
department. �is happens when those cra�ing environmental targets are 
siloed and do not have sway in the company’s true decision-making pro
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