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NOW WHAT? LAUDATO SI’, 
JESUIT UNIVERSITIES, 
BUSINESS EDUCATION, 
AND BEYOND

JAMES A. F. STONER
Fordham University 
New York, New York, U.S.A. 
stoner@fordham.edu

WHAT’S SO?

As Laudato Si’ makes clear, the way we currently produce, distribute, 
and consume simply cannot continue, and even if it could continue, 
it is tragically unjust and should be altered. The current system works 
obscenely well for very few, moderately well for a considerable number, 
and not well at all for a much larger number.

One of the most devastating consequences of this production-
distribution-consumption system is climate change:

Climate change can no longer be viewed as a distant threat that may 
disrupt the lives of our grandchildren, but one that may be singled out 
as a factor, possibly a critical factor, in the storm that flooded your house 
last week. (Cullen, 2016)

SO WHAT?

While the words in Laudato Si' call attention to the many ways 
our common home is at risk, they also make clear that all of us have 
exceptional opportunities to contribute to the world and are called to 
do so. Jesuit business schools are uniquely positioned to do just that—
to contribute to the world by transforming business education from 
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being part of the problem of global unsustainability to being part of 
the solution.

The extent to which many business schools are part of the problem 
is becoming more and more clear—the dominant business paradigm 
in virtually all business schools accepts that (1) exponential growth 
can continue forever in a finite system/world, (2) consumerism is the 
appropriate way of being in the world (the “new religion”); (3) the main 
purpose of the private corporation is the enrichment of its shareholders; 
and (4) the theme and much of the reality of marketing education is 
to “take-make-waste-faster-and-faster-for-the-richer-and richer.” To a 
distressing degree, almost all business school education around the world 
produces graduates who are trained to ignore the systemic effects of their 
actions as they contribute to destroying the capacity of the planet to 
support their own and other species and to feel good about themselves 
as they do so.

Taking action

Jesuit business schools and their universities can contribute to the 
transformation toward a more viable world by seizing upon both the 
power of symbolic actions and the power of substantive actions.  Some 
of the ways Jesuit business schools and universities can make their 
contribution to the transformation of business education include:

1.	 publicly acknowledging that the existing production, 
distribution, and consumption system is broken and needs 
to be transformed, even if they (we) do not yet know exactly 
how to accomplish the needed transformation;

2.	publicly committing to devote a great amount of their research, 
administration, and teaching to discovering how to create 
a flourishing world (Ehrenfeld, 2008), one that works for 
everyone with no one left out;

3.	 taking bold actions to move toward that world by actually 
making public promises about their efforts to align themselves 
with the need for a sustainable world, and by being transparent 
about their progress and lack of progress in doing so;

4.	publicly and forthrightly recognizing that the situation we 
are in is so serious that the leadership to be taken by Jesuit 
business schools is intended to benefit and help transform all 
business schools and hopefully business itself, and that this 
intentional and purposeful leadership is meant for the greater 
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good, not for the network of Jesuit business schools to gain a 
competitive advantage over other business schools; and

5.	 publicly and boldly calling on their various stakeholders—
alumni, employees, faculty, community members, the 
Jesuit community, and especially political leaders and 
representatives—to demonstrate that they are taking 
responsibility for being well-informed about the situation we 
are in and for taking appropriate actions within their domains 
of influence.

Why Jesuit Business Schools have a special opportunity to contribute

The Jesuit business schools have the opportunity to make an 
exceptional contribution at this time because of a series of events 
affecting them and the resources available to them. Many of the events 
also affect other business schools, and many of the resources are also 
available to other business schools, but for Jesuit business schools, 
the events and resources can be especially valuable and useful. These 
events and resources relate to symbolism, inspiration, concern, mission, 
network, knowledge, and partners.

Symbolism: In a world yearning for inspiration and inspired leaders, 
symbolism and symbolic actions by Jesuit universities and business 
schools in particular have great potential for energizing commitments 
and enrolling others in bold initiatives for change. As Michael Garanzini 
notes in this issue of the Journal, Pope Francis is a master of symbolism, 
and symbolic acts both inspire and energize constructive action. Jesuit 
business schools are ideally suited to demonstrate very simple and very 
impactful symbolic acts.

Inspiration: Not only has inspiration for action and dialogue 
occurred most recently in Laudato Si’, but also earlier in the Jesuit Task 
Force on Ecology Report entitled Healing a Broken World, in Catholic 
Social Teaching, in the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals, 
and in many other publications, calls, and programs.

Concern: With the removal of all reasonable doubt about the 
seriousness and immediacy of the global unsustainability situation, 
the pressure for immediate action should be clear to all of us. We are 
all at risk, not just “future generations.” This is especially acute for 
Jesuit university members because the most vulnerable are the ones 
most severely affected by global unsustainability, and concern for 
the most vulnerable has always been deep in the very core DNA of 
Jesuit universities.
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Mission: Although Jesuit universities, like all universities, seek 
to achieve a number of objectives, the educational mission of Jesuit 
universities is, at its very core, to produce soundly-educated, spiritually-
rich men and women for others. The commitment to work with others 
to create a sustainable world fits perfectly with the Jesuit university 
mission, and the transformation of business education could become a 
distinguishing mark of such a commitment for Jesuit business schools. 

Network: The world-wide network of Jesuit business schools—over 
100 business-focused educational and research institutions—is unique in 
its size and geographical scope, giving the Jesuit educational community 
the opportunity to explore, develop, and share innovative and bold 
approaches across the globe.

Knowledge: We all have the intellectual resources that enable us 
to understand much about our current ecological, social, political, 
economic, and cultural situation, and what we might do about that 
situation. These resources include concepts and theories for bringing 
about change and transformation such as appreciative inquiry, the 
ASHOKA Changemaker Campus support system, and too many others to 
list here. It is not wholly unrealistic to say that we know, to a considerable 
extent, what needs to be done and that we know how to do much of 
it. We can be confident that, as we take actions, we will keep learning 
what works and what does not work—“walking on the bridge as we 
build it” (Quinn, 1996), enabling us to improve our interventions on a 
continuing basis.

Although all universities and their business schools have access to 
such a core body of knowledge, faith-based universities, and perhaps 
especially Jesuit universities, have a particularly rich body of knowledge 
that is not readily and richly available to many other universities—
knowledge from the world’s great faith traditions about how to bring 
about individual change and transformation. The rich body of knowledge 
typical of Jesuit universities’ inclusive and ecumenical approach to 
religion and spirituality provides an unusually valuable resource for the 
discovery of old and new personal transformative processes—the types 
of transformations called for in Laudato Si’ and that will be required in 
moving toward a more sustainable world.

Partners: Many organizations would be eager to, or have already 
started to, work with the Jesuit business school network in transforming 
business education. Natural partners include ASHOKA and the network 
of Changemaker campuses that are part of the ASHOKA U endeavor, 
the UNPRME Secretariat, and the current PRME signatories. Many of 
the members of the Academy of Management’s Organizations and the 



Now What? Laudato Si’, Jesuit Universities, Business Education, and Beyond ix

Natural Environment (ONE), Social Issues in Management (SIM), and 
Management Spiritualty and Religion (MSR) divisions and interest groups 
are natural partners as are the many explicitly global sustainability-
focused organizations like the Fowler Center at Case Western Reserve’s 
Weatherhead School, Columbia’s Earth Institute, MIT’s Sustainability 
Initiative, Stanford’s Center for Sustainable Development and Global 
Competitiveness, Santa Clara’s Center for Sustainability, 350.org, 
Repower America, etc.

NOW WHAT?

All of us have many opportunities to take actions that contribute to 
a sustainable/flourishing world. Specific actions that can be taken by the 
Jesuit business schools and universities in particular include:

Jesuit Educational Mission: Jesuit universities have the powerfully 
symbolic, financially-free, and very visible opportunity to commit 
publicly to adding a new, fourth tenet to the three traditional tenets 
of Jesuit education—cura personalis (care for the whole person), homines 
pro aliis (men and women for others), and magis (striving for excellence/
continuing improvement). The new tenet would focus on caring for the 
planet and the world’s capacity to support our own and other species—to 
live in, as John Ehrenfeld has said, “the possibility that human and other 
life will flourish on the planet forever” (Ehrenfeld, 2008).

The Purpose of Business: Jesuit universities and their business 
schools can take a loud and passionate stand that business organizations, 
like all organizations, are intended to serve humanity and not simply 
shareholders or other narrow interest groups, and can commit to a 
public exploration of what such a definition of the purpose of business 
implies for what is taught and researched in their business schools and 
throughout the university. As noted in this issue of the Journal, particular 
attention in such an inquiry would focus on finance courses where 
virtually all finance professors in virtually all universities accept the 
concept that the purpose of the business firm is the maximization of 
shareholder wealth.

Conferences: Faculty and administrators of Jesuit universities and 
business schools can focus their actions on inspiring and taking action 
by asking the question “now what” at the end of conferences, journal 
articles, and other activities—that is, asking the question in the form 
of committing to actions: “now what will we commit to do as a result 
of what we’ve been hearing and learning and exploring?” An excellent 
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example of such an action is the International Association of Jesuit 
Business Schools’ decision to invest ten years of its global conference, 
the IAJBS World Forum, for the theme of providing leadership for 
global sustainability.

Administration: Administrators of Jesuit universities and business 
schools can increase their existing efforts to align their administrative 
actions with their commitment to creating a sustainable world by 
doing such things as removing investments in fossil fuel companies 
from university endowment portfolios and achieving renewable energy 
independence for campus operations.

Public Activism: Members of Jesuit universities and business schools, 
and all other individuals everywhere of course, can use public meetings, 
publications, and conferences to call publicly for politicians at every level 
to demonstrate that their actions are in alignment with the scientific 
consensus on the unsustainable nature of our world and to demonstrate 
what actions they are taking to protect present and future generations 
and deal with immediate crises and emergencies created by global 
unsustainability.

Technology of Transformation: Perhaps the most exciting and 
unique contribution Jesuit universities and other faith-based institutions 
can make would be in bringing thousands of years of spiritual and 
religious experience in individual transformation into the globally 
flourishing (sustainability) adventure. Faith-based institutions can 
provide leadership in exploring how the world’s spiritual and religious 
wisdoms can help us develop powerful new approaches to the kinds of 
individual (and organizational) transformations we will need to create 
and thrive in a flourishing world.

LET’S JUST START

The opportunities we are called by Laudato Si’ to seize are simply 
too exciting and too important not to invest our time and energies in. 
How could we choose not to be part of meeting the greatest challenge 
our species has ever faced? Let’s just start and discover the magic, and 
blessings, of being in action.

Until one is committed, there is hesitancy, the chance to draw back…. 
Concerning all acts of initiative (and creation), there is one elementary truth 
that ignorance of which kills countless ideas and splendid plans: that the 
moment one definitely commits oneself, then Providence moves too. All 
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sorts of things occur to help one that would never otherwise have occurred. 
A whole stream of events issues from the decision, raising in one’s favor 
all manner of unforeseen incidents and meetings and material assistance, 
which no man could have dreamed would have come his way. Whatever 
you can do, or dream you can do, begin it. Boldness has genius, power, and 
magic in it. Begin it now. (Goethe Society of North America, n.d.)
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¿AHORA QUÉ? LAUDATO SI’, 
UNIVERSIDADES JESUITAS, 
EDUCACIÓN DE LOS 
NEGOCIOS Y MÁS ALLÁ

JAMES A. F. STONER
Universidad Fordham
Nueva York, Nueva York, EE. UU.
stoner@fordham.edu

¿QUÉ ES ESTO?

Como aclara Laudato Si’, los modos en que actualmente producimos, 
distribuimos y consumimos sencillamente no pueden continuar. E 
incluso si pudieran continuar, resultan trágicamente injustos y deberían 
ser alterados. El sistema actual funciona obscenamente bien para muy 
pocos, moderadamente bien para un número considerable y nada bien 
para la mayoría.

Una de las consecuencias más terribles de este sistema de producción, 
distribución y consumo es el cambio climático: 

El cambio climático no puede seguir viéndose como una amenaza lejana que 
podría afectar a las vidas de nuestros nietos, sino que podría considerarse 
un factor, posiblemente un factor decisivo, de la tormenta que inundó tu 
casa la semana pasada. (Cullen, 2016)

¿Y ENTONCES?

Mientras que las palabras de Laudato Si’ llaman la atención sobre la 
diversas maneras en que nuestra casa común se encuentra en riesgo, también 
aclaran que todos nosotros tenemos oportunidades excepcionales de contribuir 
al mundo y estamos llamados a hacerlo. Las escuelas de negocios jesuitas están 
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en un posición única para hacerlo—contribuir al mundo transformando la 
educación de los negocios de ser parte del problema de la insostenibilidad 
global a ser parte de la solución.

Cada vez está más claro hasta qué punto muchas escuelas de negocios 
son parte del problema—el modelo de negocios predominante en todas 
las escuelas de negocios acepta que (1) el crecimiento exponencial puede 
continuar para siempre en un sistema/mundo finito; (2) el consumismo 
es la forma apropiada de estar en el mundo (la “nueva religión”); (3) el 
propósito principal de la empresa privada es el enriquecimiento de sus 
accionistas; y (4) el tema y gran parte de la realidad de la educación 
de marketing es “tomar-producir-desechar-más-rápido-y-más-rápido-
para-los-más-ricos-y-más-ricos”. En un grado preocupante, casi toda la 
educación en las escuelas de negocios del mundo produce graduados 
entrenados para ignorar los efectos sistémicos de sus actos en la medida 
en que contribuyen a la destrucción de la capacidad del planeta para 
mantener a nuestra propia especie y las otras, y sentirse bien haciéndolo.

Pasar a la acción

Las escuelas de negocios y las universidades jesuitas pueden contrinuir 
a la transformación en pos de un mundo más viable aprovechando tanto 
el poder de los actos simbólicos como el de los actos tangibles. Algunas 
de las maneras en que las escuelas de negocios y las universidades 
jesuitas pueden contribuir a la transformación de la educación de los 
negocios incluyen:

1.	 reconocer públicamente que el sistema actual de producción, 
distribución y consumo no funciona y debe transformarse, 
incluso si no saben (sabemos) exactamente cómo llevar cabo 
la transformación necesaria;

2.	comprometerse públicamente a dedicar gran parte de su 
investigación, administración y enseñanza a descubrir cómo 
crear un mundo floreciente (Ehrenfeld, 2008), uno que 
funcione para todos sin que nadie quede excluido;

3.	 tomar medidas enérgicas para avanzar hacia ese mundo, 
haciendo de verdad promesas públicas sobre sus esfuerzos 
para ajustarse a la necesidad de un mundo sostenible y siendo 
transparente sobre su progreso y falta de progreso en ello;

4.	 reconocer pública y abiertamente que la situación en la que 
nos hallamos es tan seria que el liderazgo que deben adoptar 
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las escuelas de negocios jesuitas está destinado a beneficiar 
y ayudar a transformar todas las escuelas de negocios y con 
suerte a los negocios mismos, y que este liderazgo es para 
un bien mayor, no para que la red de escuelas de negocios 
jesuitas ganen una ventaja competitiva sobre otras escuelas 
de negocios; y

5.	 invitar públicamente y con claramente a sus numerosas partes 
interesadas—alumnado, empleados, profesores, miembros de 
la comunidad, la comunidad jesuita y en particular a líderes 
políticos y representantes—a demostrar que están adoptando 
la responsabilidad de informarse bien sobre la situación en 
que nos encontramos para actuar de forma apropiada dentro 
de sus ámbitos de influencia. 

Por qué las escuelas de negocios jesuitas tienen una oportunidad única 
para contribuir

Las escuelas de negocios jesuitas tienen la oportunidad de 
hacer una contribución excepcional en este momento debido a una 
serie de acontecimientos les afectan a ellas y a los recursos de que 
disponen. Muchos de los acontecimientos afectan igualmente a otras 
escuelas de negocios, pero par alas escuelas de negocios jesuitas, los 
acontecimientos y recursos pueden ser especialmente valiosos y útiles. 
Dichos acontecimientos y recursos están relacionados con el simbolismo, 
la inspiración, la preocupación, la misión, la red, el conocimiento y 
los socios.

Simbolismo: En un mundo que anhela la inspiración y los líderes 
inspirados, el simbolismo y los actos simbólicos de las universidades 
jesuitas y de las escuelas de negocios en particular tienen un gran 
potencial para dinamizar los compromisos y sumar a otros en valientes 
iniciativas por el cambio. Como apunta Michael Garanzini en este 
número del diario, el Papa Francisco es un maestro del simbolismo, y los 
actos simbólicos tanto inspiran como dinamizan los actos constructivos. 
Las escuelas de negocios jesuitas son ideales para demostrar actos 
simbólicos muy sencillos y muy efectivos.

Inspiración: No solo la inspiración para la acción y el diálogo tienen 
lugar muy recientemente en Laudato Si’, sino incluso antes en el informe 
del Equipo de Trabajo Jesuita para la Ecología titulado Sanar un mundo 
roto, en la doctrina social católica, en los objetivos de las Naciones 
Unidas por un desarrollo sostenible, y en muchas otras publicaciones, 
llamadas y programas.
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Preocupación: Con la eliminación de toda duda razonable sobre 
la gravedad y la inmediatez de la situación de insostenibilidad global, 
la presión para la acción inmediata debe quedar clara para todos 
nosotros. Estamos todos en riesgo, no solo las “futuras generaciones”. 
Esto es especialmente crucial para los miembros de las universidades 
jesuitas, ya que los más vulnerables son los más severamente afectados 
por la insostenibilidad global, y preocuparse por los más vulnerables 
ha estado profundamente arraigado en el código genético de las 
universidades jesuitas.

Misión: A pesar de que las universidades jesuitas, como todas 
las uiversidades, tratan de alcanzar una serie de objetivos, la misión 
educativa de las universidades jesuitas está, en su misma esencia, en 
producir hombres y mujeres profundamente educados y espiritualmente 
ricos para los demás. El compromiso de trabajar con otros en crear un 
mundo sostenible encaja perfectamente con la misión de la universidad 
jesuitas, y la transformación de la educación de los negocios puede 
convertirse en una marca distintiva de dicho compromiso para las 
escuelas de negocios jesuitas.

Red: La red mundial de escuelas de negocios jesuitas—cerca de100 
instituciones educativas y de investigación centradas en los negocios—es 
única en su tamaño y ámbito geográfico, dando a la comunidad educative 
jesuita la oportunidad de explorer, desarrollar y compartir enfoques 
valientes e innovadores en todo el mundo.

Conocimiento: Todos tenemos los recursos intelectuales que non 
permiten comprender mucho nuestra situación ecológica, social, política, 
económica y cultural, y lo que tenemos que hacer al respecto. Estos 
recursos incluyen conceptos y teorías para conseguir un cambio y una 
transformación, tales como la indagación apreciativa, el sistema de apoyo 
del campus Changemaker ASHOKA y muchas más para enumerarlas 
aquí. No es poco realista afirmar que sabemos, en gran medida, lo que 
hay que hacer y que sabemos cómo hacer buena parte de ello. Podemos 
estar seguros de que , mientras llevemos a cabo las acciones, seguiremos 
aprendiendo sobre lo que funciona y lo que no—“caminando sobre el 
Puente mientras lo construimos” (Quinn, 1996), lo que nos permite 
mejorar nuestras intervenciones sobre la base de la continuidad.

Aunque todas las universidades y sus escuelas de negocios tienen 
acceso a un importante cúmulo de conocimiento, las universidades 
basadas en la fe y quizá en especial las universidades jesuitas, tienen un 
cúmulo de conocimiento particularmente rico que no se encuentra al 
alcance tan profusamente en muchas otras universidades—conocimiento 
de las grandes tradiciones de la fe en el mundo sobre cómo llevar a cabo el 
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cambio y la transformación individual. El enfoque inclusivo y ecuménico 
a la religión y a la espiritualidad del rico conjunto de conocimiento de 
las universidades jesuitas proporciona un recurso inusualmente valioso 
para el descubrimiento de antiguos y nuevos procesos de transformación 
personal—los tipos de transformación a los que llama Laudato Si’ y que 
se requerirán para avanzar hacia un mundo más sostenible.

Socios: Muchas organizaciones estarían impacientespor trabajar, o 
habrían comenzado ya, con la red de escuelas de negocios jesuitas en 
la transformación de la educación de los negocios. Los socios naturales 
incluyen a ASHOKA y la red de campus Changemaker que forman parte 
del empeño de ASHOKA U, la secretaría UNPRME y los actuales signatarios 
PRME. Muchos de los miembros de la Academia de Organizaciones de 
Gestión y del Entorno Natural (ONE), Problemas Sociales en Gestión 
(SIM), y las divisions y grupos de interés de Espiritualidad en Gestión 
y Religión (MSR) son socios naturales al tratarse de organizaciones 
explícitamente centradas en la sostenibilidad global como la Fowler 
Center at Case Western Reserve’s Weatherhead School, el Columbia’s 
Earth Institute, la Iniciativa por la Sostenibilidad del MIT, el Stanford’s 
Center for Sustainable Development and Global Competitiveness, el 
Santa Clara’s Center for Sustainability, 350.org, Repower America, etc.

¿Y AHORA QUÉ?

Todos nosotros tenemos numerosas oportunidades para contribuir 
con nuestras acciones a un mundo sostenible/floreciente. Las acciones 
concretas que pueden adoptar las escuelas de negociones jesuitas y, en 
concreto, las universidades incluyen:

La misión educativa jesuita: Las universidades jesuitas tienen una 
muy visible oportunidad, simbólicamente poderosa y económicamente 
libre, para comprometerse públicamente a añadir un nuevo cuarto 
principio a los tres tradicionales principios de la educación jesuita—
cura personalis (el cuidado integral de la persona), homines pro aliis 
(hombres y mujeres para los demás) y magis (búsqueda de la excelencia/
mejora continua). El nuevo principio se centraría en la preocupación por 
el planeta y la capacidad del mundo para sostener nuestra propia especie 
y las otras—para vivir en lo que John Ehrenfeld has expresado como “la 
posibilidad de que el ser humano y otra vida florezca en el planeta para 
siempre” (Ehrenfeld, 2008).

El propósito de los negocios: Las universidades jesuitas y sus escuelas 
de negocios pueden adoptar la posición fuerte y apasionada de que las 
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organizaciones empresariales, como todas las organizaciones, tienen la 
intención de servir a la humanidad y no solo a los accionistas o a otros 
pequeños grupos de interés, y pueden comprometerse a una exploración 
pública de lo que semejante definición del propósito de los negocios 
implica para cuanto se enseña y se investiga en sus escuelas de negocios y 
a lo largo de la universidad. Como se apunta en este número del Journal, 
se daría especial atención en dicha investigación a los cursos de finanzas 
donde prácticamente todos los profesores de finanzas de prácticamente 
todas las universidades aceptan la idea de que el propósito de la empresa 
es la maximización de la riqueza de los accionistas.

Conferencias: El profesorado y los administradores de las 
universidades y escuelas de negocios jesuitas pueden centrar sus acciones 
en inspirar y pasar a la acción plateando la cuestión “¿y ahora qué?” al 
final de las conferencias, artículos en revistas y otras actividades—esto 
es, planteando la cuestión en forma de compromise con los actos: “¿ahora 
qué nos comprometeremos a hacer como resultado de los que hemos 
estado oyendo y aprendiendo y explorando?”. Un excelente ejemplo 
de este tipo de acción es la decisión de la Asociación Internacional de 
Escuelas de Negocios Jesuitas de invertir diez años de su conferencia 
global, el Foro Mundial IAJBS, para el tema de proveer liderazgo en 
sostenibilidad global.

Administración: Los administradores de las universidades y escuelas 
de negocios jesuitas pueden aumentar sus actuales esfuerzos en alinear 
sus acciones administrativas con su compromiso de crear un mundo 
sostenible haciendo cosas tales como cancelar las inversiones en empresas 
de combustibles fósiles de las dotaciones de la universidad para lograr así 
la independencia en energías renovables para las operaciones del campus.

Activismo público: Los miembros de las universidades y las 
escuelas de negocios jesuitas, y y todos los demás individuos en todas 
partes, por supuesto, pueden usar reunions públicas, publicaciones y 
conferencias para pedir públicamente a los políticos de todos los niveles 
que demuestren que sus actos se alinean con el consenso científico en 
cuanto a la naturaleza insostenible de nuestro planeta y en que sus actos 
están encaminados a proteger a las generaciones presentes y futuras y 
a hacer frente a las crisis inmediatas y a las emergencias creadas por la 
insostenibilidad global.

Tecnología de la transformación: Quizá la contribución más 
emocionante y singular de las universidades jesuitas y otras instituciones 
basadas en la fe consistiría en trasladar miles de años de experiencia 
espiritual y religiosa en la transformación individual a la aventura 
del florecimiento (la sostenibilidad) global. Las instituciones basadas 
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en la fe pueden aportar liderazgo en explorar cómo la sabiduría 
espiritual y religiosa puede ayudarnos a desarrollar ponderosas 
nuevas aproximaciones a los tipos de transformaciones individuales 
(y organizativas) que necesitaremos para crear y prosperar en un 
mundo floreciente.

EMPECEMOS

Las oportunidades que Laudato Si’ nos llama a aprovechar son 
sencillamente demasiado emocionantes e importantes como para no invertir 
nuestro tiempo y nuestras energías en ellas. ¿Cómo podríamos escoger no 
formar parte del encuentro con uno de los más grandes retos que nuestras 
especies han afrontado nunca? Vamos a empezar y a descubrir la magia, y 
las bendiciones, de ponerse en acción.

Hasta que uno se compromete, hay duda, la posibilidad de retirarse…. Sobre 
todos los actos de la iniciativa (y la creación), hay una verdad elemental 
cuya ignorancia mata innumerables ideas y planes espléndidos: que en el 
memento en que uno se compromete definitivamente con uno mismo, 
entonces la Providencia también se pone en marcha. Todo tipo de cosas 
ocurren en ayuda de uno que de otro manera no habrían ocurrido. Toda 
una corriente de acontecimientos parten de la decisión, poniendo a favor 
de uno toda clase de acontecimientos imprevistos y encuentros y asistencia 
material que ningún hombre podría haber soñado le hubiesen salido al 
paso. Sea lo que sea que puedes hacer, o que hayas soñado que puedes hacer, 
empiézalo. La valentía tiene genio, poder y magia en sí misma. Empiézalo 
ahora (Goethe Society of North America, n.d.).
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Abstract. Since the corporate sustainability movement emerged more 
than 20 years ago, much has been written about how multinational 
corporations must play an important role in solving the planet’s ecological 
challenges. However, while corporate sustainability research has 
focused extensively on environmental impacts, strategies, and best 
practices at the organizational level, not enough attention has been paid 
to sustainability leadership at the individual level. As a result, little is 
known about the psychological motivations of corporate sustainability 
executives and how this may relate to their behavior as change agents.  
Based on insights from social science disciplines, including ecopsychology, 
integral ecology, and developmental psychology, this article presents findings 
from a large sample study of the ecological worldviews of global sustainability 
leaders. Specific findings include five experiences that shape ecological 
worldviews over the lives of the participants and five ways that ecocentric 
worldviews are expressed. Based on the findings, the author proposes that 
participants in the study have developed advanced ecological worldviews that 
underlie their motivation and capacity for effective sustainability leadership, 
and makes specific recommendations for education and practice.

1*Although written in a different first-person narrative and citation style, elements of 
this article will appear in A New Psychology for Sustainability Leadership: The Hidden 
Power of Ecological Worldviews, to be published by Greenleaf. Specifically, many of the 
quotations presented herein are presented in Chapters 3 and 7, with the methodology 
presented in Appendix B, of the aforementioned book. Various updates and additions, 
however, were made in this article.
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INTRODUCTION

As human beings dependent on the earth’s ecosystems for survival, 
we now face the most serious and complex set of ecological problems in 
our history. Driven by our ecologically unsustainable way of life, these 
problems include an increasingly less predictable climate and a wide range 
of interrelated environmental concerns. When these are added to social 
and economic pressures caused by the increase in our global population, 
the path toward prosperity for everyone, both in this generation and in 
the future, appears more tenuous than ever (Finn, 2010).

That we have been saturated with scientific information describing 
the ecological crisis has not significantly altered the behaviors 
responsible for the serious problems which we face. It appears that more 
information from the natural sciences is not enough. Perhaps the social 
sciences can now make a vital contribution by reframing ecological 
issues, especially for sustainability leadership (Brown, 2012; Esbjorn-
Hargens & Zimmerman, 2009; Hedlund de-Witt, 2012; Rimanoczy, 2014; 
Rogers, 2012).

Since the last decade, the sustainability position in multinational 
corporations has grown in influence. It has moved from the managerial 
level to Director to Vice-President to, beginning with a first appointment 
in 2004, Chief Sustainability Officer (Weinreb, 2011). Today there 
are senior sustainability executives in hundreds of the world’s largest 
multinational companies. In many cases, the Chief Sustainability Officer 
now reports directly to the CEO. These are highly influential individuals 
inside highly influential global organizations.

Although the sustainability literature has explored how multinational 
corporations can play an important role in solving the planet’s ecological 
challenges, not enough attention has been paid to sustainability 
leadership at the individual level. As a result, little is known about the 
psychological motivations of sustainability leaders and how this may 
relate to their effectiveness and capacity to lead transformational change 
(Brown, 2012; Visser & Crane, 2010).
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A FOCUS ON ECOLOGICAL WORLDVIEWS

This study was based on theoretical insights from several social 
science disciplines including ecopsychology, integral ecology, deep 
ecology, and developmental psychology. At the intersection of these 
disciplines lies a phenomenon known as ecological worldview, which 
can be thought of as the cognitive and perceptual capacity to see the 
world through the lens of ecology, which is essentially the relationship 
between species and their environment. It can also be thought of as 
comprising the deep mental patterns and habitual ways of seeing our 
relationship with the natural world. As relates to sustainability leadership, 
ecological worldviews can enable and enhance our perception of our 
interdependence with the earth’s planetary ecosystems.

Ecological worldviews have been described as early as the 13th century 
by St. Francis of Assisi (who said that all humans were responsible for 
protecting nature as part of their faith in God), the 19th century through 
the transcendentalism of Emerson and Thoreau, and the early 20th 
century by Thomas Merton (Devall, 1995). In the second half of the 20th 
century, philosophers including White (1967) and Naess (1995) explored 
the larger spiritual implications of ecological worldviews by describing 
them as a root cause for the ecological crisis. In the 21st century, ecological 
worldviews have been described as a primal care for the earth and an 
essential element of integral human development (Barrera, 2010).

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK BASED ON TWO KEY 
ECO-PSYCHOLOGICAL CONSTRUCTS

After extensive review of ecological worldview literature, two eco-
psychological constructs were selected as theoretical lenses for this study. 
These two constructs are (1) the ecocentric worldview and (2) the ecological 
self. Each of these two psychological constructs can be considered as a 
core component of an ecological worldview.

The Continuum Between Anthropocentric and Ecocentric Worldviews

Over the last 50 years, social science researchers from numerous 
disciplines have characterized the worldviews of most people as 
predominantly anthropocentric, reflecting a belief that human beings 
can ultimately control nature through technological and economic 
advances. Such a worldview is based on a belief that human beings are at 
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the center of the universe and are the most significant species on earth. It 
assumes that all phenomena in the world should be interpreted in terms 
of human values and experiences. A person with an anthropocentric 
worldview generally has a more instrumental view of nature. 

On the other hand, a person with a worldview weighted more toward 
ecocentricism expresses a more explicit belief that human beings are 
dependent on, and literally embedded in, the earth’s ecosystems. A 
predominantly ecocentric thinker sees the earth’s biosphere at the center, 
with humans as one of many thousands of species that have arisen and 
are dependent upon the earth’s living systems for survival. An ecocentric 
worldview involves a basic understanding of non-human organisms and 
planetary ecosystems. It requires that we apply what we learn about 
how human activity impinges on ecosystems in order to do less harm 
and live sustainably in our ecological niche (Goleman, 2009). A person 
with an ecocentric worldview generally maintains a more intrinsic and 
spiritual view of nature.

As pertains to sustainability leadership, anthropocentric worldviews 
can act as blinders that lead to resistance to environmental initiatives. 
They can limit approaches to technology and affect the policies of 
multinational corporations, governments, and NGOs throughout 
the world. Given these implications, a better understanding of the 
continuum between ecocentric and anthropocentric worldviews in the 
minds of multinational corporate executives holds the potential to make 
an important new contribution to the field of sustainability leadership.

The Ecological Self

Norwegian philosopher Arne Naess made the first reference to 
the ecological self in 1972 as part of the philosophy of deep ecology. 
Since then, the concept of the ecological self has been explored by 
at least three primary disciplines: deep ecology, ecopsychology, and 
integral ecology.

Among deep ecology scholars, Naess (1995), Shepard (1973), Devall 
(1995), and Bragg (1996) have written about the ecological self from 
a developmental perspective. Building on the concept of many-sided 
maturity, Naess (1995) observes that a person can be mature in social 
relations but have an adolescent ecological self. Shepard (1973) describes 
the potential to comprehend our ecological selves such that the epidermis 
of our skin is like the surface of a pond with a felt sense that nature is 
continuous within us; such a capacity to embody the ecological self 
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may signal a more advanced stage of ecological worldview. Devall (1995) 
highlights that we underestimate our self-potential by not appreciating 
our ecological self and that the ecological self, rather than being static, 
is a search for an opening to nature. He contends that the ecological 
self is part of the transforming process that is required to heal ourselves 
in the world. He explains that as human beings we limit our identity 
to our religion, our gender, and our occupation, to the exclusion of our 
ecological self. 

Australian environmental psychologist Elizabeth Bragg (1996) 
explores the concept of the ecological self through the lens of constructive 
developmental psychology. She proposes that an expanded self-concept 
through the ecological self can affect the functioning of an individual 
in the environment and explores how self-constructs can be changed. 
Eco-psychologist Sewall (1995) supports the idea that the ecological self 
matures through the recovery and development of our sensory systems, 
which she calls “exquisitely evolved channels for translating the in here 
and the out there” (p. 203). She recommends five perceptual practices for 
perceiving our ecological conditions. Through these practices, inner and 
outer worlds become arbitrary and the mature ecological self perceives 
its permeability. Empathy for and identity with the broader ecosystem 
are outcomes of these changes in perception. 

From the discipline of integral ecology, Esbjorn-Hargens and 
Zimmerman (2009) introduce a theoretical framework of ecological selves 
based on the capacity to take in additional perspectives and identify with 
increasingly complex levels of the natural world. As part of their model, 
they provide detailed descriptions of the ecological selves and associated 
worldviews that individuals can hold. Their integral model also provides 
descriptive patterns of how individuals interpret the natural world and 
how each pattern affects what an individual can be aware of, reflect on, 
and act on.

By elucidating a developmental perspective of the ecological self, 
and the implications for action in the world, the above scholars suggest 
a new relevance for the ecological self to be applied to sustainability 
leadership. For instance, the integral framework of ecological selves and 
associated worldviews offered by Esbjorn-Hargens and Zimmerman holds 
the potential to help sustainability leaders better communicate with 
stakeholders that hold a variety of worldviews. This in turn may help 
sustainability leaders be more affective as change agents and overcome 
long-standing psychological resistance to the sustainability initiatives 
they champion.
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A MISSING PERSPECTIVE IN SUSTAINABILITY  
LEADERSHIP RESEARCH

Despite the potential for empirical research about ecological worldviews 
to be applied to human development in the context of sustainability 
leadership, very few studies have attempted this integration. Although 
recent pioneering studies by Brown (2012), Hedlund de Witt (2012), 
and Rimanoczy (2014) have explored psychological and developmental 
aspects of sustainability leaders, their studies were based on small samples 
and not focused specifically on ecological worldviews.

Developmental psychology researchers including Cook-Greuter 
(2004), Kegan (1994), and Torbert (2004) have accumulated an immense 
body of work that explores the development of self, although it has 
focused mostly on the relationship of human beings with themselves 
and each other, and not enough on our relationship with nature. Kahn 
and Hasbach (2012) and Louv (2008) have reported extensive research on 
the human relationship with nature, but focused primarily on childhood 
development, ecotherapy, and education. 

Within the sustainability leadership literature, there has been only one 
small-scale empirical study focused specifically on the ecological worldviews 
of corporate sustainability leaders. Rogers (2012) used the ecological selves 
framework to explore the worldviews and motivations of executives 
inside a single European company. She found that executives were able 
to identify specific moments that led to a different way of thinking about 
the environment. While some executives characterized these changes as 
epiphanies, and others described a more gradual evolutionary shift, all of 
them reflected on these shifts as being a permanent change in the way 
they thought about and approached their work.

Rogers also reported that those executives who experienced explicit 
changes in their leadership behavior toward sustainability demonstrated 
ecological worldviews that appeared to be on the more advanced end 
of the ecological selves spectrum. Specifically, she found that these 
executives demonstrated a more highly developed sense of complexity, 
systems thinking, and interdependence. Rogers thus speculates that 
further research into ecological worldviews and ecological selves could 
lead to a deeper understanding about how leaders develop advanced 
capacities as change agents within their companies and their roles within 
the ecological crisis.

Based on this gap in the literature and the lack of large-scale empirical 
research as described above, this study was designed to interview a 
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robust sample of global sustainability leaders about the ecopsychological 
motivations for their work, the origins of their ecological worldviews, and 
how their ecological worldviews may influence approaches to leadership 
and change in service of sustainability. 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

An exploratory and descriptive qualitative survey was deployed in 
the study (Creswell, 2009). Utilizing a 10-question interview guide (see 
Appendix A), semi-structured phone and face-to-face interviews with 
65 corporate sustainability leaders were conducted using principles of 
naturalistic inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The interviews typically 
lasted from 30 to 45 minutes and were transcribed during or after 
the interview. 

In order to analyze and interpret the qualitative data, a multi-step 
thematic analysis process was then utilized (Braun & Clarke, 2006; 
Creswell, 2009). First, an inductive thematic analysis process was 
conducted to get a general sense of the information being conveyed and 
uncover initial themes from the interviews. Second, deductive analysis 
based on the two key eco-psychological constructs from the literature 
review was utilized to analyze the qualitative data. After several rounds 
of both inductive and deductive thematic analysis, the collective findings 
were organized under two major themes, each supported by five groups 
of diverse interview quotations as evidence; these are presented below.

DESCRIPTION OF SAMPLE

A purposive sampling strategy focused on senior sustainability 
executives at multinational companies was deployed (Babbie, 2002). 
Participants for the study were recruited by attending national and 
international corporate sustainability conferences over a period of 
3 years. The sample consisted of 65 senior corporate sustainability 
executives and consultants. Of these 65 participants, 45 held senior-
level positions in multinational companies at the Chief Sustainability 
Officer, Vice President, Director, or Manager level. There were 2 CEOs of 
public companies, 6 presidents of private companies, 6 senior executives, 
and 6 sustainability consultants. A partial list of the companies included 
Hewlett-Packard, Microsoft, Clorox, Miller-Coors, Sprint, AT&T, Motorola, 
AMD, Waste Management, 3M, Mattel, Starbucks, Nike, SC Johnson, 
Seventh Generation, Coca-Cola, Ford, GE, Price Waterhouse Coopers, 
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Sun Microsystems, Green Mountain Coffee, and Ben and Jerry’s, which 
is a subsidiary of Unilever.

Each of the participants had at least five years experience coordinating 
and communicating sustainability-related initiatives with a broad range 
of internal and external stakeholders, including their employees, supply 
chains, NGO partners, and customers. Many of the participants had 
been working closely with corporate sustainability initiatives for more 
than 10 years and had held multiple senior positions in more than one 
multinational corporation. Many had worked in both the private and 
public sector.

MAJOR THEMES AND SUPPORTING FINDINGS

Theme 1: Experiences that Shape Ecological Worldviews Across the 
Lifespan of Participants

Based on thematic analysis of the interview narratives, the first major 
theme that stood out was comprised of personal experiences described by 
the majority of participants and which they attributed to having shaped 
their ecological worldview. These were: (1) from their family of origin 
and early childhood experiences in nature; (2) through environmental 
education and memorable teachers and mentors; (3) from seeing poverty 
and environmental degradation in developing countries; (4) from the 
perception of capitalism as a vehicle for environmental activism; and 
(5) through spirituality and a sense of service.

These experiences were generally described when the participants 
were asked about their backgrounds and motivations concerning 
sustainability. Most of them traced the origins of their worldviews back 
to specific points in time, people, places, or events that made a significant 
impression on their lives. They shared stories at length and with little 
prompting, with many of them becoming animated when telling 
stories about their childhoods, their families, and their travels abroad to 
developing countries in Central and South America, Africa, and Asia.

Family of Origin and Early Childhood Experiences in Nature

In response to initial background questions, phrases such as 
growing up, how I was raised, ever since I can remember, and when I was a 
kid appeared in many of the interview transcripts. The following first 
three interview excerpts all point to how early childhoods particularly 
in rural environments influenced worldviews. Each of these three 
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mid-career senior sustainability executives attributed their early 
environmental worldview and eventual career path in sustainability to 
their childhood:

Growing up my family had a very sustainability-minded approach. My 
parents were composting and reusing grocery bags before it was mainstream. 
My parents were much ahead of their time. I grew up that way. I also spent 
a lot of time outdoors and developed a deep appreciation for nature …. So 
I think it influenced me to become an environmentalist.

When I was a kid my grandfather had an apple orchard. We would spend 
summers going from one grandparent to the other. We just played outside 
in the apple orchard that was maybe sixty acres or something. There were all 
these cows around. You just kind of learned about the role of growing food 
in a way that just kind of enveloped me … That was just how I was raised. 

I was raised in a rural, small town in Vermont and was like most boys 
in rural America at the time. I was outside all the time. I also did a lot of 
fishing and hunting when I was young. My father’s family influenced my 
upbringing. We gardened a ton. I did canoe trips with scouts and all that 
sort of thing.

As a final example of this first finding, here is a quotation from the 
president of a national consumer foods company. In it he describes an 
unforgettable experience in middle school: 

I grew up in West Nyack, New York along the banks of the Hudson River, less 
than an hour north of Manhattan. The teachers at the middle school I went 
to had a mission to get more environmental awareness into the classroom. 
So they taught us about why the Hudson was so dirty, told us about all the 
industrial dumping from factories up the river. Then one day they took my 
class out on the Clearwater, Pete Seeger’s sailing vessel that was dedicated 
to cleaning up the river. I remember how they used nets to dredge up and 
remove garbage from the river. I saw stuff like old tires, pieces of cars, old 
luggage, and lots of scary stuff … seeing all the junk in the river made a 
big impression on me.

Environmental Education, Teachers, and Mentors

The next finding that emerged from the data was drawn from a 
number of executives who reflected on experiences in college or 
graduate school. For instance, a vice president at a global consumer 
foods company remembered one particular class he took that was based 
on the systems thinking work of Thomas Lovejoy, a widely respected 
tropical biologist:
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I went to Kenyon College. I remember that I had to take at least one natural 
science class. There was a class on systems thinking based on Thomas 
Lovejoy’s work and the value [of] standing forests …

Another participant, the president of a consumer products company, 
spoke at great length about his discovery of ecopsychology while 
an undergraduate:

I was a psychology major at Stanford. My senior year I heard about the 
field of eco-psychology. There wasn’t anyone who taught it at Stanford but 
I found a professor at UC Berkeley who had edited an anthology. So I got 
together with him and did an independent study. I lived in a cooperative 
on campus. They had a big garden outside the house and that is when I 
first became really interested in how to build soil and grow food … My 
perspective was being shaped by the time I was spending with the farmers 
and became the impetus for my work in sustainability.

Another participant, an executive with a global NGO, described 
how his senior thesis opened up what he referred to as his theme of the 
integrated nature of disciplines:

I went to Brown and studied environmental science. Part of the curriculum 
was to write a senior thesis. My thesis explored what it would be like if 
ranchers were ranching native animals instead of cattle on western 
rangelands. I explored what that would look like. For me it was the beginning 
of blending ecological science with culture and economy. Since then it has 
been a real exploration into that blending of disciplines.

Seeing Poverty and Environmental Degradation in 
Developing Countries

Many of the participants shared stories about their experiences in 
developing countries. Several executives, for instance, worked in the 
Peace Corps or other volunteer organizations in South America and 
Africa. They reported how seeing poverty and environmental degradation 
firsthand had a significant impact on their worldview. For instance, one 
participant described how a volunteer experience in South America 
changed his life:

I went to Paraguay in the summer of 1991 in between my junior and senior 
year in high school … I lived with a family in a very rural part of the 
country … Every few kilometers there were tiny shacks where families 
lived beside their fields. Mostly they were growing single crops like soy 
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and cotton. There were big open fields for cattle created by clear cutting. 
In the distance you could see a stand of old-growth forest but it felt like it 
was always in the distance. The deforestation was depressing. I remember 
feeling a lot of sadness about what I saw. 

The next quotation is from a long-time executive with a large coffee 
company. As part of his company’s policy, employees are selected to 
attend immersion trips to the countries of origin where the coffee is 
grown. Here is how he described his experience:

When I first went to Costa Rica in 1992 I did not see any poverty. Then I 
took a week’s vacation in 1995 and travelled to northern Guatemala and 
southern Mexico and saw all the poverty. I used my own vacation time 
and paid for the trips myself. I lived with families, took a total immersion 
language course, and became more and more passionate about these issues. 
I came to understand the struggles and became so committed that I did a 
lot of this on my own time. 

Another participant spoke along similar lines about how his travel 
and work in Central and South America allowed him to formulate 
new thoughts about sustainable development, social justice, and 
the environment.

I was able to get to the developing world early in college through an 
internship. I think this is where my interest about poverty and inequality 
issues in the United States pivoted to become more global … I became aware 
of how environmental and social justice issues went in tandem. Then it 
prompted travels in Bolivia for my senior thesis research and later living 
and working in Nicaragua for half a year right after college … I learned more 
about the questions that I needed to be asking more than getting answers 
… realizing that people and the environment are very much intertwined. 

Perceiving Capitalism as a Vehicle for Environmental Activism

One very surprising finding that emerged from the interviews was the 
number of senior sustainability executives at multinational companies who 
had extensive prior experience working in either environmental NGOs, the 
public sector, or both. These executives narrated similar versions of stories 
wherein they started their careers motivated to work on a combination of 
social justice or environmental issues. Then, after a number of years, they 
intentionally decided to move into the private sector as a way to leverage 
their experience and have what they perceived to be a bigger impact on 
the world. For example, a widely respected senior sustainability executive 
who had worked for two multinational corporations and pioneered many 
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corporate sustainability practices described how he went between the 
public and private sectors earlier in his career:

I started my career working for Bernie Sanders on national budget and 
defense issues. Then I went to work for Ben Cohen and Jerry Greenfield. 
We were able to figure out how we could take a peace dividend … Later I 
went on to Green Peace with a clear focus on global warming … I ended 
up deepening my understanding of corporations and developing a new 
model of corporations as a more positive force in the world … I came to 
the conclusion that being part of a corporation was how I could have the 
biggest impact.

Another participant, a senior sustainability executive at a 
multinational consumer products company with one of the largest global 
supply chains, described how he spent more than two decades in the 
public sector before moving into his role in corporate sustainability:

I went to college in Colorado and was involved in the protest to shut down 
the Rocky Flats Nuclear Power plant. I went to work for Senator Tim Wirth 
and wanted to help end the nuclear arms race … I remember Tim saying not 
on his life was he going to compromise. He said he was going to fall on his 
sword before he ever let nuclear weapons continue. When the Berlin Wall 
fell, Tim kind of pivoted from the east to west political military issues to the 
north to south environmental and social issues and I pivoted with him. It 
was a turning point for me in terms of commitment to the environment.

A Sense of Spirituality and Service

The final finding under this theme emerged from participants 
who evoked a sense of spirituality and service when describing their 
motivation for sustainability. For example, a senior sustainability 
executive at a global communications company told a story about how 
she grew up with nature in her backyard:

I believe this whole area of environmental corporate activism also involves 
spiritual development. I grew up on a creek in Sioux City, Iowa and just 
that experience gave me a love of nature. Ever since I was a child I wanted 
to serve and give back to the community. At this point in my life, I can’t 
imagine having a more satisfying career because my spiritual aspect is being 
addressed through my work in sustainability.

Another participant, an executive at a global wood products 
manufacturing company, shared this very personal reflection of his 
spirituality during his interview:
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I am very much of the view that we are all parts of a very interconnected, 
interdependent whole. All species, or natural features as Joanna Macy puts 
it, are all important; we all have our place; we are all worthy of respect. 
However, humans have set themselves apart and above nature to everyone’s 
detriment. Technology has only increased this divide …. My spirituality 
is nature-based … it is definitely tied with respect, awe and gratitude for 
nature. In nature is where I am more at home. I was fortunate to have had 
access to nature in my childhood. I’ve always had a deep connection and 
humility. My work in sustainability has only enhanced and deepened 
my perspective. 

Another participant, an executive at a national waste management 
f irm, shared along the same lines how his experience with 
transformational shadow work helped deepen his sense of the connection 
between spirituality and sustainability:

I suppose that I’ve been working at the intersection of spiritual development 
and sustainable business practice ever since. At this stage of my career, 
spirituality, sustainability, and work are interwoven. 

An executive at a global footwear and apparel company shared her 
awakening environmental consciousness in the following way: 

I read the Ecology of Commerce and listened to Paul Hawken speak. I 
also came across the Natural Step. It became apparent to me that we were 
operating against Nature’s rules. 

Theme 2: Expressions of Ecocentric Worldviews

The second major theme that emerged from the thematic analysis 
consisted of five distinct ways in which sustainability leaders expressed 
ecocentric worldviews during the interviews. These were through an 
awareness of (1) their ecological embeddedness; (2) the fragility of 
planetary ecosystems; (3) a belief in the intrinsic value of nature; (4) 
an enhanced systems consciousness, and (5) planet-centric circles of 
identity and care.

Phrases such as ecological context within which we live, learn from natural 
systems, inherent value in nature, interconnectedness of humanity and the 
natural world, and truly seeing other species are just some of the examples 
that appeared during the interviews that are indicative of an ecocentric 
worldview and, to an extent, the ecological self (Abram, 1996; Capra, 
1996; Esbjorn-Hargens & Zimmerman, 2009; Naess, 1995). A detailed 
presentation of these findings follows.
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An Awareness of Ecological Embeddedness

As part of their reflection on their ecological worldview, many 
participants demonstrated an awareness of the ecological embeddedness 
of human beings, one of the key characteristics of an ecocentric 
worldview. For example, a long-time sustainability executive at a major 
global apparel and footwear manufacturer described her ecological 
worldview in this way:

I’ve always understood at a fundamental level that the economy and society 
are within the context of the environment. So we really can’t do anything 
without paying attention to the ecological context within which we live. 

The senior sustainability executive at a company that produces 
natural household cleaning products reflected on the potential for bio-
mimicry and industrial ecology to make the world better: 

My awareness of just how much we can learn from natural systems has 
evolved over time. I continue to look more closely at how bio-mimicry and 
industrial ecology could reframe our industrial world and make it so much 
better. However I’m not so nature-centric that I don’t think that there’s a 
vital role for humans within all this. We possess the ability to control our 
processes and make them more efficient. However we have to sit within the 
natural system and learn from it.

Another participant, the president of a manufacturing company, 
spoke of “being of service” and “restoring ecosystems”. He articulated 
a specific point in time when he expanded beyond thinking of himself 
as just an organizational leader to wanting a better understanding of 
ecosystems in this manner:

It was there that I realized I made a shift from being primarily interested 
in my own experience of being a leader and interpreter to actually 
understanding ecosystems better in order to be of service and in some way 
conserve or restore ecosystems.

An Awareness of the Fragility of Planetary Ecosystems

The next interview excerpts are also indicative of an ecocentric 
worldview. They demonstrate a heightened awareness of the relationship 
between social and environmental issues and the fragility of our 
planetary ecosystems.
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One executive, the head of natural resources management at a 
major global food manufacturer, focused on how she sees her role as a 
sustainability change agent expanding beyond her own company:

We are at risk [of] losing an enormous amount of topsoil and people do 
not understand that. I am very concerned about water allocation, very 
concerned with mono crops. In Oregon GMO sugar beets are being grown 
right next to organic … This is my passion and I am fortunate that the 
company allows me to look at agriculture. 

Along the same lines, another participant reflected on his hopes and 
concerns for the future by highlighting the health of the oceans and 
carbon emissions during his interview:

I hope that the next stage is a broader understanding of social and 
environmental equity as the cornerstone …. I have had a bit of a shift in 
my thinking. There are so many reasons to limit the amount of carbon into 
the atmosphere. The health of the oceans is a major one. They are taking a 
big beating due to acidification to the point of dying. 

A Belief in the Intrinsic Value of Nature

One of the key distinctions between anthropocentric and ecocentric 
worldviews is whether one believes nature is to serve man or if it has 
intrinsic value. This next participant reflected on this core philosophical 
question. Drawing on his background as a senior executive with a global 
environmental NGO, he described how the two sides of this debate are 
affecting his thinking:

There’s a fascinating debate going on in the scientific circles right now. On 
one side is the value of the natural world to human beings that reduces 
it to economic value and human life, and risk reduction value … On the 
other side is that we not only depend on nature, but there is an inherent 
value in nature … This is the camp of the spiritual and intrinsic values … 
the language is being reduced to a story of nature that serves humanity 
through economic and human wellbeing … for many of us who have a 
broader view of the interrelationship and interconnectedness of humanity 
and the natural world that is problematic.

By describing the influence of The Sand County Almanac on the 
development of his ecological worldview, another participant illuminates 
an ecocentric worldview and the ecological self:
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It comes from Aldo Leopold that we need to quit being the lord and master 
of the world and become a plain citizen of it. We need to truly get away 
from a human-centric to a more nature-centric, shall we say, view. I don’t 
think we can completely figure out how complex life is. But I do think it is 
possible to relate to and connect to it. I think it’s truly seeing other species 
at least on an equal plane with us.

The next quotation offers one final example of an ecocentric 
worldview and the ecological self:

I’m convinced that humans are an integral part of nature, not masters of 
or separate from nature, and that through our self-reflective capacities as 
human beings we can harmonize our actions with the natural movements 
of nature. 

Enhanced Systems Consciousness

Another distinctive characteristic of an ecocentric worldview is the 
capacity to see oneself and one’s organization within a complexity of 
planetary ecosystems. For example, the CEO of a corporate environmental 
NGO based in Washington, DC, said:

My personal view is that we’ve got to find a way to move from the goal 
of just understanding the natural environment to the realization that we 
ourselves are causing the environment to change drastically around us for 
the first time in the history of man. I think that changes the game. 

Another participant, an executive at a national environmental 
coalition that focuses on working with members of Congress for 
progressive climate and energy policy, shared her perspective this way:

Environmental movements take a long time. We should not be surprised. 
What we see is a scaling up with more sectors, more brands. We were 
prepared for companies to back out, but we are actually getting more 
calls. The U.S. Chamber of Commerce and big oil and big coal are 
disproportionately influential. If we really look at history, this is their last 
gasp. We’re seeing a crescendo of activity that will ultimately result in a 
long-term careful solution.

A senior sustainability executive at a major apparel and footwear 
manufacturer offered this reflection about her ecological worldview 
which demonstrates her systems consciousness:
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I think probably that where I come from in terms of my ecological worldview 
is systems thinking and the interconnection of so much of what we do and 
our impact on the environment. I’ve spent a lot of time over the years around 
sustainability and been exposed to a lot of what’s going on in the world.

When asked how he thought about the impact of his work, here is 
how another senior sustainability executive put it:

The next circle out there is the whole planet …. Quite often it breaks down 
to understanding yourself and your dependence on nature. There’s an 
interrelationship obviously. It means taking yourself and your team out 
into the world and [becoming] aware of how you are impacting the bigger 
ecosystems and making linkages. 

Another participant, the CSO at a global travel services company, 
described how the concept of waste had led her to a deeper appreciation 
of systems thinking:

When you step into a role like this what you think will inspire your changes. 
For example, I never thought I would be so excited about trash. However I 
realized that I was getting excited about systems thinking. In order to be 
a real change agent you have to understand the whole system. One day 
I put on my gloves and went through the trash in one of our buildings. 
When I thought about waste diversion, I began seeing the entire global 
waste system.

Another participant, when asked what some of his key takeaways 
were since he began his journey as a sustainability leader, replied:

First, that the more you work on sustainability you realize it is not just 
connected to other issues, but the same as other issues, like ethics, religion, 
business, family, education, health, poverty, respect, government. 

An Awareness of Planet-Centric Circles of Identity and Care

The capacity to identify with a widening circle of human and 
nonhuman communities is another important characteristic of an 
ecocentric worldview.

There were numerous instances during the interviews where the 
participants indicated a heightened awareness of the entire global 
community. For instance, while reflecting on the issue of climate change, 



Steve Schein18

this Chief Sustainability Officer highlighted a perspective that was 
missing from the political climate change debate in the following way:

Of course from a global perspective climate change is an enormous issue 
that we should be addressing. But I think one thing that is a little bit absent 
from these conversations is the outsourcing of our industrial processes to 
these other countries and our being ignorant of the effect of this. 

Another participant, a Director of Sustainability, spoke of climate 
change being an issue of equity for people in underdeveloped countries 
throughout the world:

Ultimately climate is an issue of ethics and equity, and solving it seems like 
an obligation to our kids but also to poorer people around the world. 

The following quotation from a long-time senior sustainability 
executive at a major apparel manufacturer reflected that our language 
and culture are still embedded in our patriarchal society:

I think we are honing our approach. It’s an ever-widening circle of learning. 
The work we’re doing on diversity and culture, recognizing what are the 
patterns and the artifacts in the culture, I continue to find it so helpful … 
How do we lead going forward? We need to move towards a more matriarchal 
society from the dominant patriarchal societies. We continue to need to see 
that sustainability is embedded in the patriarchal and explore how we can 
move into a more feminine non-traditional approach.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

The interview quotations provided above suggest that sustainability 
leaders share at least five common experiences that have shaped their 
ecological worldview. The quotations also offer ample evidence that 
there are senior sustainability executives inside many of today’s largest 
corporations that have developed ecocentric worldviews. Many appear 
to understand the distinction between ecocentric and anthropocentric 
worldviews, and the wider social and environmental implications of 
worldviews for their global organizations. 

These findings are significant in several ways. First, the descriptions 
of how global sustainability leaders think about nature, and where these 
thoughts came from, indicate that they have developed explicit ecological 
worldviews from specific sources of origin. Second, sustainability leaders 
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appear to make a connection between their beliefs about the natural 
world and the motivation for their work in sustainability. Third, their 
beliefs about nature appear to have been formed throughout their lives. 
Fourth, these findings suggest that many sustainability leaders possess 
a high degree of ecological intelligence on a planetary scale and have a 
philosophical stance on their relationship with nature. Many of them 
appear to be not only highly educated in the complexity of global 
environmental science but also readily aware of bigger philosophical 
questions facing humanity with regard to our relationship with nature.

Lastly, the five groups of interview quotations that support the 
existence of ecocentric worldviews also suggest an awareness of the 
ecological self. This offers a new link between the development of the 
ecological self and deeper motivation for sustainability leadership. This 
may allow new ways for sustainability leaders to understand themselves, 
more effectively communicate with diverse audiences, and ultimately 
enhance their effectiveness as transformational change agents. 

As described earlier, human development research from eco-
psychology, deep ecology, and integral ecology suggests that the ecological 
self is part of an expanded self-concept that can significantly change 
how an individual acts in the world. Such research further suggests that 
as human beings we may be underachieving our self-potential by not 
embodying our ecological self.

Despite this potential, however, developmental and ecological scholars 
from diverse social science traditions do not appear to have offered a 
specific developmental model of how this development of the ecological 
self actually happens over the course of one’s life. Given the potential 
for the ecological self to become a new type of interior psychological 
foundation for sustainability leadership, the following is an interesting 
proposition for sustainability educators and researchers to consider: a 
new focus on the development of ecological worldviews and the ecological self 
in the context of sustainability leadership education and practice.

DEVELOPING ECOLOGICAL WORLDVIEWS AND THE 
ECOLOGICAL SELF IN SUSTAINABILITY LEADERS

The life experiences of the corporate sustainability leaders in 
this study appear to have contributed to the formation of advanced 
ecological worldviews. Although the research was not designed to 
uniformly examine the biography of each participant, a chronological 
and possible developmental sequence did suggest itself within the 
interview narratives.
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This developmental inference, however, is limited by the qualitative 
exploratory methodology and the specific interview questions used in 
the study. As a result, the suggestion that these experiences represent 
a hierarchical and developmental sequence is tentative and would 
need to be supported by further empirical research. This could be 
approached through additional semi-structured interviews focused on 
a developmental line of inquiry. Another approach could be to modify 
existing leadership assessment tools to explore a stage conception for 
ecological worldviews.

This possible developmental sequence should be of interest to 
ecological worldview, developmental, and sustainability leadership 
researchers in several ways. As noted above, there has been very little 
focus on the development of ecological worldviews and the ecological 
self by developmental or sustainability researchers. As described earlier, 
developmental theorists including Cook-Greuter (2004), Kegan (1994), 
and Torbert (2004) have conducted extensive research that explores the 
development of self. However, their research has taken place under the 
anthropocentric umbrella of Western psychology and has not focused 
enough on the human relationship with nature, thus posing a large 
gap in the effort to integrate the ecological self and worldviews with 
sustainability leadership development.12

The empirical findings presented in this article serve to further 
ground ecological worldviews and the ecological self in sustainability 
practice. They suggest that existing research on how to cultivate 
ecological worldviews and the ecological self be integrated into 
sustainability leadership education and corporate training programs. 
Such initiatives could include new adaptations of the works cited above, 
including Sewall’s five perceptual practices (1995), Macy and Brown’s Work 
that Reconnects (2014), and Esbjorn-Hargen’s and Zimmerman’s integral 
model of ecological selves (2009).

A final way to think about these findings is the way they suggest a more 
holistic view of the sustainability leader. One can see in the interviews 
representations of both cognitive development through advanced ecological 
worldviews and emotional / spiritual development of the ecological self. 
Both form part of the motivation, resiliency, and effectiveness of these 
participants in their work as sustainability leaders.

2

1Although the transformational workshops created and facilitated by Joanna Macy, 
John Seed, Molly Brown, and many others called The Council of All Beings and The Work 
That Reconnects have been widely spread over the last several decades, their work 
has not received enough attention within the corporate world or in academia.<LFN1>
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CONCLUSION

For too long we have assumed that all multinational corporations, 
and by default all executives inside them, have the same worldview. If 
we are to advance the field of sustainability leadership beyond its current 
limitations, it is vital to understand how highly successful sustainability 
leaders think about their relationship with nature, how their ecological 
worldviews were formed, and how this influences their actions and 
effectiveness as change agents.

Human beings now face the most serious and complex set of 
ecological problems in their history. Multinational corporations must 
play an important role in solving the planet’s great ecological challenges. 
During the last decade, the sustainability position inside multinational 
corporations has grown in influence. Today there are senior sustainability 
executives in hundreds of multinational companies. In order to reframe 
and advance sustainability leadership, there is much work to do. 
The findings from this study should be of interest to a wide range of 
social science researchers, leadership educators, corporate executives, 
environmental activists, and social entrepreneurs. New insights can 
be integrated into leadership curricula and programs in a variety of 
public and private institutions to support the development of the next 
generation of sustainability leaders. 

FUTURE RESEARCH

In a recent study conducted by MIT Sloan Management Review and The 
Boston Consulting Group entitled Sustainability’s Next Frontier, researchers 
explored the extent to which corporations are addressing sustainability 
issues. Based on a worldwide sample of corporate leaders, they found 
that although nearly two-thirds rate social and environmental issues 
as significant, less than ten percent report that their corporations are 
addressing these thoroughly. The researchers conclude by attributing this 
gap to a “disconnect between thought and action” (Kiron, Kruschwitz, 
Rubel, Reeves, & Fuisz-Kehrbach, 2013: 3).

By providing extensive evidence of the ecological worldviews of 
sustainability leaders and how these may relate to their motivation for 
sustainability and leadership, the present study starts to close the gap 
between thought and action in global organizations. Future studies with 
new sample populations and control groups could explore questions 
such as:
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•	 How do ecological worldviews differ between sustainability 
and “non-sustainability” leaders? 

•	 How can a better understanding of ecological worldviews 
and ecological selves enhance the effectiveness of 
sustainability leaders as transformational change agents? 

•	 How do ecological worldviews of sustainability leaders 
vary across cultures, age groups, and/or gender?

•	 How do ecological worldviews correlate with the success 
of individual sustainability initiatives?

•	 How are ecological worldviews expressed at specific 
developmental stages?

In light of the above discussion, one final generative pair of questions 
emerges: Does the practice of sustainability catalyze the development 
of ecological worldviews and ecological selves, or do individuals with 
advanced ecological worldviews and a sense of their ecological selves 
self-select for work in sustainability? Either way, if through the practice 
of sustainability a new opening, or deepening, of ecological worldviews 
and selves is occurring, this represents new ways for the proposition that 
ecological worldviews and selves become a new focus for sustainability 
leadership research. Although a few studies have already been conducted 
in this area, our understanding of how the emergence of ecological 
worldviews and the ecological self can accelerate and enhance the field 
of sustainability leadership is just beginning.
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APPENDIX A: ECOLOGICAL WORLDVIEW / SUSTAINABILITY 
LEADER QUALITATIVE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1.	 Perhaps we can start with some general background. How, 
or why, did you become involved with sustainability 
within your organization?

2.	 How would you describe your ecological worldview? What 
comes up for you when you think about your relationship 
with nature?

3.	 Looking back, can you point to any transitions or events 
where you started to look differently at the world, yourself, 
and nature, or is this a worldview that you have held for 
a long time?

4.	 How do you think that your work in sustainability has had 
an impact on your worldview?

5.	 How do you perceive global environmental issues today 
and what you see as the source of many of the problems?

6.	 Can you think of a situation or a dilemma where your 
ecological worldview was in conflict with an action or 
activity you were involved in as part of your work? How 
did you resolve this?

7.	 What do you believe are some of the implications of 
ecological worldviews on sustainability leadership 
development in general?

8.	 Shifting to [a] more long-term view, can you describe 
any thoughts about the future role of business in society, 
especially in the context of ecological issues?

9.	 [With regard] to ecological worldviews, can you describe 
any differences between generations of leaders within your 
company or within cultures around the world?

10.	 Is there anything that we did not touch on or you would 
like to share before we wrap up?<ENF>

<END OF NOTES>
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Abstract. Mankind faces the challenge of transforming the existing 
global production/consumption/wealth-distribution system from an unjust, 
unsustainable one into a more just system which the Earth’s resources 
can support. Current business education supports, enables, justifies, and 
intensifies the unsustainable aspects of the existing business system, and 
hence is “part of the problem” of global unsustainability. Although all people 
have opportunities to contribute to this transformation and are “called” to do 
so, professors in all disciplines have a special opportunity and obligation to 
heed such a call. This article is the first of three planned articles focusing on 
business education, and particularly on finance teaching within that education. 
It describes how business education, as currently conceived and delivered, 
is part of the problem and needs to be transformed. It then addresses how 
finance teaching, as a major contributor to business education, is in turn a 
“major part of the problem” and itself needs to be transformed.
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OVERVIEW

The greatest temptation is to work on doing better and better what should 
not be done at all (Peter Drucker, quoted in Stoner, 1982: 14).

Finance professors have an exceptional opportunity to contribute to 
creating a more sustainable world by transforming teaching and research 
in their field. But while this article focuses on the opportunities for 
transforming teaching and research in finance, similar opportunities exist 
in all of the business disciplines because each of them currently teaches 
concepts, behaviors, and methodologies that have contributed to the 
unsustainable world which we presently inhabit. As such, each business 
discipline can make significant contributions to a more sustainable world 
by transforming its teaching and research.

This article is the first of three that follow the “What’s so?”—“So 
what?”—“Now what?” theme of this journal. It describes (1) the need to 
transform the dominant economic and business education paradigms 
that currently contribute to global unsustainability, (2) the ways current 
finance teaching and research are misaligned with the need for a 
sustainable world, and (3) how that teaching is contributing to growing 
national and global unsustainability problems (“What’s so?”).

The second article, “Transforming Finance and Business Education: 
Finance’s Unique Opportunities,” will (1) describe why finance teaching 
and research are in a position to make special—perhaps uniquely 
powerful—contributions to transforming those paradigms (“So what?”), 
and then (2) identify ways finance professors can change finance teaching 
to become part of the solution to global unsustainability, along with 
examples of places where such changes are already starting to occur 
(“Now what?”). Although all business schools can and should seek to be 
leaders in this transformation, that second article will note some special 
opportunities to contribute in this domain that are available to any faith-
enabled business school and especially the schools that are members of 
the International Association of Jesuit Business Schools.

Finally, the second article will call for readers to contribute to a third, 
follow-on article (working title: “Transforming Finance and Business 
Education: Recent Examples of Transformation”). That article will 
provide more examples of, and ideas for, possible successful steps to align 
financial management teaching and research with the requirements of 
a sustainable world.
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Business academics in all disciplines work long and hard to advance 
the contribution of their disciplines to the world. These three articles 
are intended to heed Peter Drucker’s warning cited above. This article 
and the two planned follow-on articles seek to alert us to the dangers of 
continuing to make our contributions within the “same-old, same-old” 
broken disciplinary paradigms that are misaligned with the realities of 
the 21st century, a century in which we must find new ways to live, work, 
and prosper. These articles join many others in saying we are called to 
think and act imaginatively and boldly to create new approaches that 
will begin to solve the problems of global unsustainability.

WHAT’S SO?—SPECIES SEPPUKU

A Business Paradigm for Species Suicide

A dominant paradigm for the production, consumption, and 
distribution of the benefits of productive enterprises has emerged. 
This paradigm represents a widely accepted agreement about the role 
of business and other productive organizations in society, the role 
consumption plays in the lives of consumers, acceptable (or inevitable) 
processes for distributing income and wealth, and the appropriate role 
of managers and employees in organizations. This agreed upon set of 
beliefs, patterns, processes, roles, and relationships can be called the 
dominant paradigm of business and management.

The dominant paradigm is derived from the philosophy of 
utilitarianism associated with Locke and others (Locke, 1690a, 1690b; 
Brogan, 1959; Hume, 1738; Bentham, 1776, 1789; Hutcheson, 1850; 
Mill, 1861). In Bentham’s words, “it is the greatest happiness of the 
greatest number that is the measure of right and wrong” (Bentham, 
1776: i). One way individuals can increase their happiness is through the 
acquisition of goods and services from businesses—everything from the 
necessities of life to luxury goods. In this philosophy, therefore, the role 
of the business firm is to provide the maximum amount of goods and 
services for consumption at the lowest possible cost, and to sell them 
at the best price possible to achieve the greatest profit. To do so, it must 
make the most efficient use of resources to produce the greatest output 
given its inputs, and minimize the cost of every factor of production, 
including labor and materials. Any revenues the firm generates beyond 
its costs belong to its “owners” who either started the business for the sole 
purpose of making money or invested in the firm and care only about 
the rate of return they receive on their investment. It is the role of the 
managers of the business to make all this happen through the activities 
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of planning, organizing, commanding (leading), and controlling the 
business’ activities (Fayol, 1916, 1917, 1930).

This paradigm has achieved its greatest success in economies 
characterized by private ownership of productive resources. That 
economic system is commonly called “capitalism,” although that word, 
like so many words ending in “ism,” is open to some differences in 
definition and wide differences in assumed benefits (Rand, 1966; Hessen, 
1979; Seldon, 2004; Nunno & Nunno, 2010) and costs (Ollman, 1999; 
Klein, 2008, 2014; Schor, 2010; Ryan, 2012). But perhaps a better label 
than “capitalism” might be “consumerism” (Stearns, 2006; Leonard, 
2011) to emphasize the theme of ever-increasing consumption driven by 
private enterprises that go beyond meeting human needs to generate an 
accelerating cycle of creating and then partially satisfying never-ending 
new wants. The consumerism label for the dominant business paradigm 
calls attention to its “take-make-waste-faster-and-faster-for-more-and-
more-people” core nature.

Whatever label is attached to the dominant business paradigm, in 
its idealized version unfettered private enterprises produce a just and 
rich world. Producers are rewarded for their contributions to the general 
welfare. Happiness is derived from ever-increasing consumption that 
is ever more widely distributed. The world is rich in resources, and 
negative impacts of production on the environment, consumers, workers, 
and communities are trivial if present at all. Markets adjust supply 
and demand, allocate resources, and distribute rewards to productive 
activities smoothly, justly, and efficiently so that any harm created by 
productive operations is transitory. The pricing mechanism corrects 
any short term anomalies. Government, to the extent it plays an active 
role in influencing productive operations, is an objective and accurate 
guardian of the common weal, uninfluenced by special interests of any 
kind from any source. 

The Dominant Business Paradigm’s Deepest Assumptions

Underlying and supporting this paradigm are a set of assumptions 
that have created such a deeply held view of the world that they are rarely 
recognized and acknowledged to be assumptions; rather, they are seen 
as inherent, immutable, irrefutable, and unchanging realities. Although 
some observers have pointed to various versions of these assumptions 
and challenged them on spiritual, environmental, and moral grounds, 
the assumptions and the world view they support are almost never 
seriously examined by key decision makers or by society as a whole.
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One version of these assumptions was formulated in 2005 at the 
Earth Values Caucus of the United Nations, and is as follows:

1.	 Human beings are a privileged species separate from all 
others in the natural world.

2.	 Humans are superior beings and in control of the Earth’s 
resources.

3.	 Earth is merely a collection of “resources” meant for 
human use (and abuse).

4.	 Other components of the Earth have no intrinsic value 
and are not essential for the well-being of the planet.

5.	 The variety, exquisite design, and interplay of the Earth’s 
species make no essential contribution that cannot be 
altered or improved by human ingenuity and technology. 
(Earth Values Caucus, 2005)

The Paradigm’s “Triumph”

With the dismemberment of the Soviet Union as an intact “corporate 
body” and with the movement of Russia, China, and other countries 
toward greater acceptance of the dominant business paradigm, the 
success of the paradigm has been celebrated in many places. These 
celebrations have included a variety of forms and interpretations of the 
paradigm, including market-based liberal democracy (e.g., Fukuyama, 
1992; Coyle, 2001; Reno, 2013). However, the “victory” of this paradigm 
has not been universally celebrated (Korten, 1995, 2010; Marks, 1997; 
Klein, 2008, 2014; Posner, 2009; Nixon, 2011; Sarkar, 2012).

Unintended and Unwanted Consequences of the Dominant Paradigm

Although celebrated for its success in increasing the consumption 
levels of many of the world’s peoples, this consumerist-business paradigm 
has also yielded a number of problems. Two of the most serious of 
these problems relate to impacts on the planet’s capacity to sustain the 
paradigm’s system of production and consumption and its impact on 
social justice. 

Simply stated, the dominant paradigm is rapidly destroying the 
capacity of the world’s ecosystem to support the survival of our species 
and many others (McKibben, 1989, 2010; Thomas et al., 2004; Nixon, 
2011; Klein, 2014; Adler, 2015) while it leaves over a billion people 
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in severe deprivation (World Bank, n.d.; Global Poverty Project, n.d.; 
UNDP, 2014) and many others with lives that are far from socially and 
spiritually fulfilling. Producing and consuming within the parameters of 
this paradigm has already led to the extinction of many species (Kolbert, 
2014), and continuing to do so could conceivably lead to the death of 
our own (Viralnova, 2014). But even if species suicide can be avoided, 
the uneven distribution of the paradigm’s apparent benefits is yielding 
growing levels of income inequality and human deprivation among the 
world’s peoples (Stiglitz, 2013; Piketty, 2014) and has been identified as 
an increasingly serious source of social unrest and, very likely, national 
and international terrorism (Schlanger, 2014; US Department of Defense, 
2014). Ironically, many of the economic benefits the paradigm yields may 
degrade rather than improve the well-being of even those who receive 
the lion’s share of those apparent benefits (Schor, 2010; Leonard, 2011; 
Dietz & O’Neill, 2013).

The Demographic Time Bomb

Compounding these concerns is population growth. The world’s 
population, approaching 7.2 billion as this article was written toward 
the end of 2014, is forecast to grow to 9.6 to 10.9 billion by 2050 (FAO, 
2009; Wilson Center, 2011), and perhaps to as high as 12.3 billion in 
2100 (Gerland et al., 2014). Such a population explosion would have two 
important ramifications for sustainability.

The majority of the global population growth is forecast to occur in 
the poorest countries of the world, with the population of the 49 least 
developed countries, primarily in south Asia and Africa, expected to 
double by 2050, further exacerbating existing problems of poverty and 
social justice (UN, 2013).

Also occurring is a shift in global income levels, some of which is 
already visible. According to 2005 statistics, some 11/3 billion people 
had incomes above $10 a day (Shah, 2013), enough to purchase at least 
moderate quantities of goods and services.  Many of those above that level 
own houses and apartments, drive automobiles, use the latest appliances 
and electronics, travel for vacations, etc.  With the rapid growth of the 
middle class in the developing world, especially in China and India, the 
number of such consumers might grow to roughly 3 billion by 2050.  
However, while increasing incomes is a positive outcome of the economic 
system, this growth of the middle class would place even greater demands 
on the Earth’s resources and would be particularly problematic with 
regard to energy.  If the demand for energy only doubles in the next 3½ 
decades, it would be even more difficult, if not impossible, to reverse the 
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growth of carbon emissions and, with it, the damage caused by climate 
change and global warming.  The International Energy Agency estimates 
that a doubling of energy use by 2050 would be consistent with a 6°C rise 
in mean global temperatures (IEA, 2014), a rise likely to be catastrophic 
(Lynas, 2008).

The Need for a New Production-Consumption-Distribution 
Paradigm

These outcomes call for drastic changes in a great many aspects of the 
world’s production-consumption-distribution paradigm. These necessary 
and desirable changes include changes in what business schools teach and 
research, in part because current business and management education 
justifies and supports the continuation of the dominant paradigm. We 
are teaching our students how to enrich themselves by destroying the 
capacity of the planet to support our own and other species and to feel 
good about themselves as they do so.

Business Training for Species Suicide

Within the dominant business paradigm there exists a dominant 
business education paradigm that is consistent with the business 
paradigm and just as widely accepted. If the purpose of business is to 
provide the maximum amount of goods and services at the lowest cost 
and to sell them at the best price, the purpose of business education must 
be to prepare individuals to be successful in achieving that goal. Scholars 
who have studied and critiqued business education have focused much 
more on how effective it has been in preparing students to manage and 
lead within the existing paradigm—doing better and better what should 
not be done at all—rather than on finding ways to do what should now 
be done on the new planet (Lynas, 2008; McKibben, 2010) on which we 
must learn to produce, consume, and live.

The Dominant Business Education Paradigm

To a large extent, management education takes place within a widely 
accepted agreement about the role of business and other productive 
organizations in society, the role consumption plays in the lives of 
consumers, acceptable (or inevitable) patterns of income and wealth 
distribution, and the appropriate role of managers and employees in 
organizations. With few exceptions, this paradigm is accepted by business 
schools and guides their teaching and research (Khurana, 2007; Business-
Managed Democracy, n.d).
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Around the world, curricula have been narrowed and standardized to 
emphasise literacy, numeracy and computer skills, and a business-friendly 
view of history in society. This narrowing has been firstly a means 
of minimising costs; cutting away extraneous subjects and learning 
so that schools will concentrate their efforts on teaching the “basics”, 
that is the work-related abilities required of graduates by employers. 
(Business-Managed Democracy, n.d.)

Within this paradigm, business and business schools have considerable 
agreement on the purpose of business education and how that education 
should be evaluated.

The Purpose of Business Education 

Management education is seen by many as an, or perhaps as “the”, 
appropriate vehicle for training individuals to work successfully in for-
profit companies in a world much like the current one. To a large extent, 
business and management education accepts the current state of the 
global business world, seeking perhaps to predict how it might evolve but 
devoting little energy to considering the appropriateness and possibility of 
substantive contributions to shaping that evolution. Even the specialized 
programs for such groups as public service workers (Lynn, 2006; Wilson, 
2013), medical staff (Shalowitz, Nutter, & Snarr, 1996; Parekh & Singh, 
2007; Saucedo & Puri, 2011), and not-for-profit managers (Young, 2002) 
are heavily influenced by the basic for-profit paradigm taught in MBA 
programs. As Landsberg notes: “It has become a generally accepted truth 
in the nonprofit world that third-sector organizations must embrace 
the best practices of the for-profit, business world in order to survive” 
(Landsberg, 2004: Introduction). Not surprisingly, specialized programs 
have been encouraged to bring various aspects of for-profit management 
more explicitly into their teaching approaches and management practices 
(e.g., Salls, 2004; Childress, Elmore, & Grossman, 2006), even if there 
might be some risks in doing so (Landsberg, 2004).

Critiquing the Effectiveness of Business Education for the Dominant 
Production-Consumption-Distribution Paradigm

A series of well-known and influential evaluations of business 
education has taken the accepted production-consumption-distribution 
paradigm as largely valid and has focused attention mostly on how 
effectively and/or efficiently business education prepares students 
and managers to contribute to existing business organizations and to 
move forward in their personal careers. The role of business education 
in supporting the existing production-consumption-distribution 
paradigm is not challenged in these evaluations, only how well and how 
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inexpensively that education plays its role in supporting that system. 
For example, the three classic business education studies by Gordon & 
Howell (1959), Pierson (1959), and Porter & McKibben (1988) do not call 
for fundamental questioning of, let alone changes in, the ways business 
defines its goals and conducts its operations. They do suggest a variety of 
ways business education can be improved within the existing paradigm. 
Those suggestions have been influential in altering how business schools 
attempt to contribute to training individuals to be successful in that 
paradigm, regardless of whether or not those changes are desirable (as 
noted below.)

Pfeffer & Fong (2002, 2004), Mintzberg (2004), Bennis & O’Toole 
(2005), Ghoshal (2005), Khurana (2007), and other scholars have provided 
powerful critiques of how well, or perhaps how poorly, current business 
and management education does its job within the existing paradigm and 
how it needs to evolve to continue to do so (e.g., Thomas, Lee, Thomas, & 
Wilson, 2012). But while some of those authors and others offering similar 
traditional critiques may hold very grave concerns about the existing for-
profit-business paradigm, their critiques in what we call the traditional 
vein do not challenge the essence of that system. They and others have 
argued for ways to improve such things as the types of managers that 
traditional business education seeks to develop (e.g., Mintzberg, 2004), 
the methods for accomplishing that development (e.g., McLaughlin 
& Thorpe, 1993; Kayes, 2002), the importance of transforming ethics 
education (Ghoshal, 2005; Gentile, 2012), and how business schools 
themselves need to evolve within the dominant paradigm (Thomas et 
al., 2012; Thomas, Lee, Thomas, & Wilson, 2014).

Many of these critiques of current practice are quite harsh. For 
example, Pfeffer & Fong reviewed research on the effectiveness of 
business education and business schools and concluded that the available 
data suggest that

… business schools are not very effective: Neither possessing an MBA degree 
nor grades earned in courses correlate with career success, results that 
question the effectiveness of schools in preparing their students. And, there 
is little evidence that business school research is influential on management 
practice, calling into question the professional relevance of management 
scholarship. (Pfeffer & Fong, 2002: yy1)

They conclude that it would be desirable for

business schools to model themselves more closely on their other 
professional school counterparts and less on arts and sciences departments. 
This entails focusing research on phenomena and problems of enduring 
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importance, and building curricula that are evaluated, in part, by how well 
they actually prepare students to be effective in practicing the profession. 
(Pfeffer & Fong, 2002: yy2)

Unfortunately, in that article and in a follow-on piece with a very similar 
theme (Pfeffer & Fong, 2004), the authors do not address the content of 
the “problems of enduring importance.”

Sumantra Ghoshal, in his last major article before his untimely death 
at the much too young age of 56, built on the then current ethical and 
legal failures of such companies as Enron and Tyco to argue that what 
is taught in business schools is part of the problem of unethical and 
illegal business behavior. In his 2005 article, which remains the most 
frequently cited article published by the Academy of Management Learning 
& Education journal, he presents a harsh criticism of business teaching 
for what many call “Business as Usual.” He argues that we are simply 
doing things we should not do to help businesses and business leaders 
be successful within what we call the dominant management paradigm 
(Ghoshal, 2005). However, he does not suggest that it is time to take 
action to transform the very nature and substance of that paradigm. One 
might be tempted to speculate what he would say now on this topic if 
he were still with us.

In his widely-cited critique of MBA programs in particular and 
management education in general, Henry Mintzberg argues for seeking 
to develop less calculating and distant managerial leaders and ones that 
more fully balance craft and insight (experience and art) (Mintzberg, 
2004). However, while seeing the purpose of managing as creating, and 
leaving behind, stronger organizations rather than simply seeking to 
maximize profits or shareholder wealth, the core of Mintzberg’s work 
does not challenge the fundamental nature of business organizations 
nor the production-consumption-distribution system they co-create 
with the rest of society.

Khurana (2007) charts the development of management education 
in American business schools through three phases. The first phase, 
which he labels “professionalization,” began with the creation of business 
schools within the university in the latter years of the 19th century, 
when wealthy industrialists sought to give back to society and garner 
social acceptance while providing for the future of their companies. 
Business education was modeled on medical and legal education, with 
the goal of educating managers who would run their organizations to 
serve the broad interests of society. The second or “managerialist” phase 
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was ushered in by reports such as the 1959 Ford Foundation report 
that bemoaned the lack of professionalism in business education and 
argued for a scientific basis for business similar to that in the natural 
sciences. Foundation money flooded into business schools to support 
this transformation. Business ideals were to a large extent replaced with 
technical knowledge. Economics and finance became the core disciplines 
because of their perceived greater rigor. The third phase, “marketization,” 
was driven by the emergence of agency theory (Jensen & Meckling, 
1976). Technical knowledge was essentially narrowed to that which 
increased financial value. Supported by donations from wealthy alumni 
and their corporations, business schools retreated from their original 
goal of educating professional managers to serve society to become 
simply producers of whatever business wanted to hire. If managers were 
merely agents of shareholders, there was no longer a place for ethics or 
ideals, only for activities that increased financial value, no matter how 
accomplished. Khurana concludes with a call for business schools to 
return to becoming agents of society and not just of shareholders.

Challenging the Essence of Management Education

Recently, a small but growing collection of critics has challenged the 
traditional view of how we should evaluate management education—the 
seeking of success within, and as defined by, the dominant for-profit 
business paradigm. In doing so, they are challenging what the purpose 
of management education should be at its most fundamental level. This 
challenge calls for a much bolder view of what management education 
should accomplish and how its success should be evaluated. Although 
a number of concerns are driving this bolder set of criticisms, the two 
concerns noted above—environmental realities and social justice issues—
are receiving particular attention. 

Newer Criticisms of Education for Business and Management 

The traditional criticisms of business education call attention to 
shortcomings in training individuals to achieve success in the dominant 
traditional for-profit business paradigm—succeeding at “Business as 
Usual (BAU).” These shortcomings include the lack of ethical behavior 
during the pursuit of that success and perhaps insufficient attention to 
contributing to social and maybe even environmental needs—that is, 
failure to contribute to “Corporate Social Responsibility.” However, these 
traditional criticisms accept and perhaps embrace the appropriateness 
of the dominant business/economic paradigm, or perhaps they simply 
succumb to the generally agreed inevitability of that paradigm’s 
continued dominance.
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More recent criticisms identify the need for moderate changes 
within the context of the dominant paradigm and call for initiatives 
to reduce or even overcome the impacts of climate change in particular 
and global unsustainability in general. While accepting the basic form 
of the dominant paradigm, they may also call for a greater focus on 
some aspects of social injustice. This perspective calls for some moderate 
changes in current business practices and structures but seems to be 
optimistic that a sustainable world can be achieved with the basic 
economic and business paradigm essentially intact. In this perspective, 
individuals are to be trained to succeed at “Amended Business as Usual 
(ABAU).” In doing so, individuals and businesses will benefit because 
many of the desired changes offer excellent opportunities to increase 
business profits—a comfortable “win-win” situation not requiring the 
rigors and risks of deep or transformative change.

The Need to Transform the Dominant Business Education Paradigm

A more encompassing criticism calls for fundamental transformation 
of the dominant business paradigm (Spitzeck & Pirson, 2009; Korten, 
2010; McKibben, 2010; Schor, 2010; Sarkar, 2012; Eversole, Korten, 
& Speth, 2014; Klein, 2014; Adler, 2015) and the creation of business 
education consistent with creating and working within a new, globally 
sustainable business paradigm (e.g., Stead & Stead, 2009; Wankel & 
Stoner, 2009; Starik, Rands, Marcus, & Clark, 2010; Amann, Pirson, 
Dierksmeier, Von Kimakowitz, & Spitzeck, 2011). In this perspective, 
individuals are to be trained to contribute to transforming the basic 
production-consumption-distribution business paradigm into one 
that will contribute to, and ultimately create, a sustainable world, and 
to work within that transformed paradigm when the transformation 
has occurred, that is, in a world of “Not Business as Usual (NBAU),” or 
perhaps BSW—“Business for a Sustainable World,” or BGF—“Business 
for Global Flourishing.”

The Need to Transform Finance Teaching 

Finance teaching has been focused on training individuals to succeed 
at Business as Usual (BAU). In some schools, finance professors are 
researching and starting to teach their students to discover opportunities 
to contribute and to succeed in Amended Business as Usual (ABAU)—to 
improve corporate profits while doing less environmental harm and 
perhaps even less social harm.1 These contributions are valuable both 

1Examples are Bruce Usher at Columbia University who teaches a course 
entitled “Finance & Sustainability,” Carlos Alberto Vargas at Harvard University who 
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for potential reductions in the damage to the world and its peoples 
which they might achieve and for the learning opportunities which 
they offer—learning how to bring into being ways of producing and 
consuming that contribute toward achieving a less unsustainable world, 
and learning about the difficulties of doing so. However, the finance 
field’s intellectually more challenging and greater contributions exist in 
discovering the role finance can play in contributing to the necessary 
and desirable transformation of business and management education so 
that it will be consistent with the need for a sustainable world—creating 
the world of Not Business as Usual (NBAU).

Finance Teaching for Species Suicide 

The way we currently teach finance and the roles we advocate 
for our students in the business world are in many ways inconsistent 
with a socially just and sustainable world in which our own and other 
species can “flourish” now and in the future (Ehrenfeld & Hoffman, 
2013). They are also often inconsistent with many organizations’ stated 
missions, even when those missions are centered around financial 
wealth maximization. In this section, we examine (1) the present ways 
of teaching finance, (2) the assumptions on which finance teaching is 
based, (3) the goals for business practice specified by finance teaching, 
and (4) the roles finance teaching encourages business students to play 
in their subsequent careers.

Present Ways of Teaching Finance

There appears to be considerable agreement among finance faculty 
worldwide about what constitutes the subject of finance and how it 
should be taught. Except for minor variations that come from professors’ 
personalities and preferences, finance syllabi hardly differ from university 
to university. Today, although there are many finance textbooks available, 
the vast majority of finance courses use one of only a very few of those 
textbooks2 and cover the same topics in essentially the same way. This 

teaches a course entitled “Sustainable Finance and Investments,” Gautam Kaul at 
the University of Michigan who teaches a course entitled “Sustainable Finance,” and 
Frank Werner at Fordham University who teaches a course entitled “Sustainability and 
Finance.” Other example courses are “Finance and Valuing Sustainability” at Babson 
College and “Finance II: Corporate Finance and Sustainable Capital Management” at 
Marlboro College.

2Of the estimated 100,000 introductory finance textbooks sold every year, nearly 
40% were written by Eugene Brigham (http://fortune.com/2011/06/23/the-story-behind-
a-b-school-textbook-fortune/). In Amazon.com’s list of the 100 best-selling books on its 
website in the category of “Books > Textbooks > Business & Finance > Finance” (http://
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uniformity is particularly present within schools where the faculty agrees 
on a common textbook and common coverage.

Our recent early survey research of finance department chairs suggests 
a lack of knowledge among finance faculty about the connection between 
global sustainability and academic finance (Werner & Stoner, 2014).3 One 
consequence of this situation is that it is rare to find a finance course in 
a top-ranked business school or a session in a major academic conference 
in which finance faculty criticize the core concepts of their discipline.4 
We find this lack of open-minded inquiry into the underpinnings of the 
field quite disturbing, and not dissimilar to the position of the Catholic 
Church in the 14th century when Nicolaus Copernicus disputed the 
Church’s belief that that the earth was the center of the universe. The 
Church saw Copernicus’s model as a threat to its broader goals even 
though the prevailing geocentric model was mostly irrelevant to religious 
belief and faith, and even as evidence of the inadequacy of the geocentric 
model continued to accumulate. In the same way, we sense that many 
finance faculty see the questioning of finance orthodoxy as a threat to 
the discipline when, in fact, we suggest that it is much more likely the 
lifeblood upon which the discipline can grow and flourish.

www.amazon.com/gp/bestsellers/books/491594/ref=pd_zg_hrsr_b_2_4_last#1), 
fifteen are books used in introductory finance courses. Of the fifteen, six are by Brigham 
(with co-authors Michael Ehrhardt and Joel Houston), four are by Stephen Ross (with 
co-authors Randolph Westerfield and Bradford Jordan), two are by Lawrence Gitman 
(with co-author Chad Zutter), two are by Stanley Block (with co-authors Geoffrey Hirt 
and Bartley Danielsen), and one is by Robert Parrino (with co-authors David Kidwell 
and Thomas Bates). The emergence of a few dominant textbooks is also a result 
of the consolidation of the textbook publishing industry. Whereas there were over a 
dozen major publishers of finance textbooks as recently as 20 years ago, today there 
are only four (listed in order of size and market share): Pearson, Cengage Learning, 
McGraw-Hill, and Wiley (http://kindlesforkids.wordpress.com/2008/09/15/ny-times-
says-textbook-publishers-are-like-drug-companies-prozac-with-your-proust/).

3In response to the question “Are any of your colleagues in your school’s finance 
faculty, including you, doing research and/or teaching about the possible impact of 
climate change and global unsustainability on the theory or practice of finance?”, 55% 
of the respondents answered no and 28% answered “I don’t know of any.” Only three 
respondents answered yes, including the chair at Fordham University, referring to one 
of the authors of this article.

4The authors have proposed sessions on desired and emerging changes for 
finance teaching, research, and practice to be consistent with global sustainability for 
each of the past seven annual meetings of the Financial Management Association, all 
of which have been accepted for the program. The most recent meeting in 2014 was 
typical of our experience: of the 310 sessions listed in the program, ours was the only 
one that addressed the subject of substantial change in orthodox finance.
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Even those colleagues who accept that there are deficiencies in current 
finance models tend not to question them with their students. When we 
ask our more sympathetic colleagues why they do not spend class time 
questioning the foundations of finance thought, we are told that they 
are constrained by their standardized syllabus, or that there is simply too 
much material to cover in the introductory course, leaving little room for 
innovation, or that they feel they must devote their limited class time to 
topics that will train their students for their first internship or job.

With so few finance faculty actively discussing and questioning 
the basics of finance, there is a lack of peer support to innovate. 
Many colleagues are simply not interested. Junior faculty look at their 
senior colleagues and become concerned that innovation may equate 
to professional suicide since promotion and tenure often depend on 
publishing in top-ranked journals. Their senior faculty and the editors 
of those journals, effectively the gatekeepers for promotion and tenure, 
tend to be those who developed the current orthodoxy. Faculty of all 
ranks observe that chairs, journal editorships, and lucrative consulting 
opportunities are more likely to go to orthodox leaders than to rebels. 
Besides, it can be frightening and perhaps even threatening to be 
different, and not accepting the beliefs of others may be interpreted as 
a lack of professional competence.

Assumptions on Which Finance Teaching is Based

In their 1959 Ford Foundation report, Robert Gordon and James 
Howell criticized business school education for not being sufficiently 
rigorous. They observed that many faculty had entered the academy 
after careers in business and tended to teach from their experience, 
however narrow that might have been. Gordon and Howell urged 
business professors to depend less on personal experience and instead 
to research and develop—and eventually teach—a body of knowledge 
with a strong theoretical base (Gordon & Howell, 1959). In no business 
discipline was this recommendation adopted more wholeheartedly than 
in finance. Taking advantage of the newly emerging computing power 
of the day, finance faculty dove headlong into numerical research, often 
creating models of economic behavior based upon similar models in the 
physical world. Since there are no “laws of finance” as there are laws of 
nature, the models were based on the beliefs of the day about people, 
about organizations, and about society, and an entire body of literature 
was developed that still shapes the discipline of finance to this day.

Many of the initial assumptions underlying financial models have, so 
far, withstood the test of time. However, several of finance’s fundamental 
assumptions may no longer be true—if they ever were—and stand out 
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for us as leading to inconsistencies with both the broad social mission 
of business and the stated missions of specific companies.

Meeting “consumer demands.” A common assumption is that businesses 
should produce and deliver whatever people are willing to pay for, 
regardless of any impact on the consumer, the environment, or on 
society. Or, perhaps to make that statement a bit more realistic, it might 
be amended to include: “to pay for whatever businesses’ investments 
in persuasive marketing programs can convince people to pay for.” If 
consumers demand (or can be convinced to “demand”) large, energy-
inefficient houses, we should construct them. If drivers demand gas-
guzzling SUVs, we should build them. If street gangs demand machine 
guns, we should make them. If college students and others demand 
narcotic drugs for supposedly “medicinal” but more likely recreational 
purposes, we should develop and produce them. All that matters according 
to current finance theory is that the firm makes money since, as finance 
defines it, that means that both parties to the transaction are “better 
off.” By teaching that the consumer is always right, and by ignoring how 
consumers come to be “always right” in their choices, we disconnect 
finance from any ethical, environmental, or social consciousness.

Rational economic man. A second popular assumption is that of 
“rational economic man,” that people always act rationally when 
engaging in business transactions and that irrationality and emotionality 
are rare and unimportant exceptions to the rule. From the late 1960s 
until the late 1980s, this assumption was so fundamental to finance that 
virtually no contrary research was published. Beginning in the late 1980s, 
non-rational finance behavior began to be categorized and published 
under the heading “behavioral finance,” yet it continues to be treated 
as a list of exceptions rather than as a challenge to the assumption of 
rational behavior. By assuming rationality, we simplify the mathematics 
of finance models but fail to capture a large part of the behavior of 
economic actors. The supporting assumption that this rational person 
is fully and accurately informed frequently nestles comfortably and 
unexamined within this larger assumption.

Efficient markets. A third popular assumption is that financial 
markets are efficient in the sense that they promptly impound all public 
information into security prices. If so, they give accurate signals to 
business on a minute-by-minute basis, guiding managerial choices. 
But while studies of major securities markets have generally found a 
high degree of semi-strong efficiency, some researchers have found 
contrary results (Rosenberg, Reid, & Lanstein, 1985; Lehmann, 1990), 
and smaller markets and markets for less liquid assets are less likely to 
be efficient. In addition, increasing numbers of trades on the major 
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exchanges are being executed automatically by computers using trading 
algorithms that are not based on fundamental economic value, and 
with the emergence of high-frequency trading, the average share of 
stock on the major exchanges is changing hands at an ever greater 
rate. This rapid trading of company shares suggests that in many cases, 
the “corporate shareholders” in whose names companies claim to be 
maximizing value are often fictional. The suggestion that the so-called 
corporate shareholder is a pure fiction is made very strongly by Lynn 
Stout (2012) in her book The Shareholder Value Myth.

Fair and appropriate ground-rules. A fourth assumption is that 
governments and the markets will always set the correct ground rules 
for society. If true, there are at least two implications for finance decision-
making. One is that company decision-making occurs in a context where 
governments and the markets assure that externalities are properly 
priced. If the least expensive way to dispose of waste is to dump it into 
a nearby lake, polluting the lake can be considered the most socially 
acceptable and socially efficient waste disposal process. The second 
implication is that the law defines not only what is legally acceptable but 
also what is socially acceptable. By this logic, if there is a law explicitly 
prohibiting pollution, it should not be done; however, in the absence of 
such a law, polluting activities that increase the value of the company 
are not only good business practice—they are what society desires. What 
matters is adherence to the letter of the law, not the spirit of the law, and 
surely not going beyond the dictates of the law. In finance, many of these 
activities are celebrated under the heading “financial engineering,” and 
we teach that they are good business practice, regardless of their impact 
on the environment and society.

Perhaps the most impactful expression of this belief was in the 
words of the renowned economist Milton Friedman who, in arguing 
for the validity of this assumption, wrote: “There is one and only one 
social responsibility of business—to use its resources and engage in 
activities designed to increase its profits so long as it stays within the 
rules of the game, which is to say, engages in open and free competition 
without deception or fraud” (Friedman, 1970). This perspective ignores 
the possibility that governments might be perpetually playing catch-up 
since businesses are far more nimble and creative than governments in 
discovering opportunities at the edge of legality. It also assumes that 
businesses will not have a disproportionate impact on legislators and 
therefore on government policy. Frankly, it has long been difficult for 
many observers to understand how Professor Friedman could seem to 
have assumed so blandly that government can be counted upon to be 
an objective determiner and protector of the rights and best interests of 
the citizen population, and to have paid so very little attention to the 
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obvious incentives and repeated successes of business organizations in 
tilting the legal playing field in favor of their own financial interests.

Assumptions and Actions in the “Real World”

These assumptions and others like them have guided theorists 
and practitioners as they contributed to the development of finance. 
Nevertheless, as we have suggested, they may no longer be true—if 
they ever were. The financial crisis of 2007–2008 and its continuing 
aftermaths provide excellent illustrations of how much actual behavior 
might deviate from the behavior that would be predicted by many of 
these assumptions.

•	 Finance assumes that business should produce and deliver 
whatever people are willing to pay for, yet many people 
were sold houses they could not afford, and builders 
constructed homes on speculation. Both sets of parties 
were convinced that house prices would continue to rise—
seemingly forever.

•	 Finance assumes that economic actors are rational, yet 
finance professionals invested in complex securities and 
engaged in complex transactions of which even they had 
very little understanding.

•	 Finance assumes that fully efficient markets give accurate 
signals to business, yet the markets did not accurately price 
the risk of many assets.

•	 Finance assumes that governments will set the correct 
ground rules for society, yet quite a few laws passed and 
regulations issued in the U.S. in the decade leading up to 
the crisis were detrimental to the country’s financial health. 
The Financial Services Modernization Act of 1999 led banks 
to make risky investments with the savings and checking 
deposits of their retail customers. The Commodities Futures 
Modernization Act of 2000 prevented regulation of the 
derivatives market. In 2004, at the urging of investment 
banks and based on those banks’ own risk assessments, 
the SEC lowered bank capital requirements, increasing 
banks’ financial risk. Bank mergers were permitted, even 
encouraged, leading to large banks that were similar in 
character to public utilities but with limited regulation. 
These banks could take excessive risks due to explicit 
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and implicit federal guarantees that could be counted on 
because they had become “too big to fail.”

•	 Finance accepts Milton Friedman’s statement that the 
only social responsibility of business is to increase its 
profits without deception or fraud, yet in the pursuit of 
profits, many large businesses contributed to the crisis. 
Banks made mortgage loans to homebuyers who were 
obviously unable to repay them in order to collect the 
origination fees, often lending more than the value of 
the real estate. Companies pursued “off-balance sheet 
financing” to keep debt and assets, some “toxic,” off their 
balance sheets, hiding them from investors so they would 
value the company’s stock more highly. Financial firms 
saw deal-making as more important than the substance of 
the deal, and by 2007 the total value of outstanding OTC 
contracts in the world derivatives market was more than 
ten times global GDP.5 Credit rating agencies, paid by those 
they were evaluating, overrated complex securities which 
permitted pension funds to invest in high-risk assets that 
were quite inappropriate for their clientele and, had they 
been correctly rated, might have been prohibited by law 
or by the fund’s charter.

Goals for Business Practice Specified by Finance Teaching

Finance theory specifies a single goal for all for-profit businesses: 
to maximize the wealth of the “owners” of the company. Since the 
corporation has been the dominant form of business organization (by 
sales) in the United States where the theory was most fully developed, the 
goal is typically stated as “Shareholder Wealth Maximization (SWM).”

In its strictest form, SWM argues that every input to the firm is a 
cost to be minimized. So, for example, employees are merely a cost of 
doing business, and their salaries and benefits should be minimized 
lest value be taken from the shareholders. Natural resources should 
be consumed at the lowest cost in pursuit of SWM regardless of waste 
produced or environmental degradation caused; resource depletion is not 
a concern because market prices can be assumed to adjust to solve any 

5The Bank for International Settlements reported that the total notional value of 
over-the-counter derivatives at the end of 2007 was US $596 trillion (“OTC derivatives 
market activity in the second half of 2007,” Bank for International Settlements, May 
2008: 1.) According to the World Bank, global GDP in 2007 totaled US $55.4 trillion 
(http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?page=1).<LFN5>
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potential problems. A less strict approach to SWM accepts that actions 
such as some increase in employee compensation and some concern for 
resource use might translate into greater productivity and hence greater 
profitability; but, of course, any such actions should only be taken if they 
increase shareholder wealth. As such, environmental and social goals do 
not feature in SWM; determining and achieving them are simply not 
the role of business.

We put the word “owners” within quotation marks to highlight 
that the SWM goal itself is based on still another assumption—that a 
corporation’s shareholders are its “owners,” residual claimants who bear 
all the risk of corporate activities. However, some legal scholars have now 
concluded that this is an impossibility under U.S. law. In the United 
States, the 14th Amendment to the Constitution has been interpreted to 
make a corporation the equivalent of a person in the eyes of the law, and 
since the abolition of slavery in 1863 it has been illegal for one or more 
persons to “own” another. Furthermore, the legal status of shareholders 
as residual claimants holds only in bankruptcy. For a going concern, 
shareholders are no different from other stakeholders who invest time, 
money, or other resources in exchange for a fair return and, in doing so, 
bear a portion of the risks inherent in the corporation’s operations and 
financing (Stout, 2012).

Career Roles Advocated by Finance Teaching

Since we teach that the goal of the firm is SWM, we are effectively 
instructing our students that they should treat everyone and everything 
as a means to the sole end of enriching these so-called shareholders. 
Customers, employees, bosses, subordinates, communities, other species, 
the atmosphere, watersheds, rain forests, coral reefs, historical and 
cultural sites, etc. have no inherent value and only whatever rights 
are protected by enforced laws. Either explicitly or implicitly, we teach 
that doing anything else—such as pursuing environmental or social 
goals—is a recipe for disaster: the business will lose out to competitors 
who exclusively pursue financial goals, or the business will be taken 
over by new managers who will enrich themselves and shareholders by 
pursuing SWM.

LOOKING AHEAD:  “SO WHAT?” AND “NOW WHAT?”

As noted earlier, the second and third planned articles in this series 
will address the “so what?” and “now what?” questions, questions such 
as the ones asked by a reviewer of this article:
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… (f)inance education is problematic, given its unrealistic assumptions, 
but what should replace it? What better assumptions can we make? Do we 
incorporate more tools for valuing a company, like stakeholder valuations 
and social cost indicators, outside the current primacy of the stock price? Do 
we change the way we account for negative external effects like pollution, 
unemployment, or wastage?

The second article will call for a new approach to teaching and 
researching finance that is bold and creative, an approach that might be 
called “Samurai Finance.”  Samurai Finance would be fully committed 
to creating new kinds of businesses and other productive organizations 
that meet human needs in ways that would allow our own and other 
species, in the words of John Ehrenfeld (2008), “to flourish forever.”  
The second article will suggest why, at this time, the field of finance 
has an almost unique opportunity to contribute to a more sustainable 
world—an opportunity similar to the one Richard Nixon had when he 
visited China to improve U.S.-Chinese relations.

To explore where Samurai Finance might be starting to happen, 
the second article will describe ways to align finance teaching with the 
realities of today’s and tomorrow’s worlds.  One step in making Samurai 
Finance happen would involve examining the basic assumptions of 
finance teaching and following the path suggested by more realistic 
assumptions about economic actors and markets.  The article will explore 
finance’s teaching and research opportunities to contribute to a more 
sustainable world by using the frameworks suggested in this article:  the 
world of business as usual, the world of amended business as usual, and 
the world of not business as usual. Exploring these opportunities will also 
call attention to the ideological barriers to fresh thinking in finance.

The second article will also address the contributions to developing 
finance teaching and research consistent with a sustainable world that 
are starting to emerge in academic institutions, for-profit businesses, 
and other organizations. Among the academic and related institutions 
and initiatives that can contribute, and to some extent are already 
contributing, to the evolution of finance teaching and research are the 
Aspen Institute, schools and programs whose focus is sustainability, 
schools with sustainability degrees, schools with sustainability majors 
and minors, and sustainability-focused finance courses. Others that are 
also potential contributors to this transformation in finance teaching 
and research include: the B-corporation initiative; the inspiring work 
of Ray Anderson and his company Interface; Bloomberg, LP; the U.S. 
military; the Capital Institute; the not-for-profit community; the 
Humanistic Management Network; and the Center for Business as an 
Agent of World Benefit.
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The second article will also suggest that this call for the transformation 
of finance teaching offers exceptional opportunities for business schools 
in faith-enabled universities since the commitment to global sustainability 
is very consistent with the mission of these schools.  Support for faith-
enabled business schools to take leadership in transforming finance 
teaching and research is offered by their universities’ missions, the 
American College and University Presidents’ Climate Commitment, and 
the Principles for Responsible Management Education.

Among faith-enabled business schools there is a very special 
opportunity for Jesuit business schools.  This opportunity arises in 
part from the large number and excellent reputations of Jesuit business 
schools around the world.  Jesuit universities have been called very 
clearly to commit to global sustainability by the three most recent 
popes, The Jesuit Task Force Report on Ecology “Healing a Broken World” 
(Social Justice Secretariat at the General Curia of the Society of Jesus, 
2011), the 2014 high-level Vatican conference “Sustainable Humanity, 
Sustainable Nature: Our Responsibility,” and a series of other conferences 
and meetings such as the 2015 Loyola University of Chicago Second 
Conference on Climate Change.  One example of how these calls are 
influencing Jesuit business schools is suggested by the action taken by 
the International Association of Jesuit Business Schools. Responding to a 
resolution passed at the 2009 IAJBS World Forum at XLRI in Jamshedpur, 
India, the IAJBS board committed to devote the IAJBS World Forums 
for the subsequent ten years to the theme of leadership for global 
sustainability—a commitment that led, among other things, to the 
proposal at the following year’s World Forum at Ateneo de Manila to 
create the Journal of Management for Global Sustainability.

There is even a possibility that Jesuit universities and their business 
schools will provide very visible global leadership in transforming 
management education in general, and teaching and research in finance 
in particular, by adding a fourth tenet to Jesuit education’s centuries 
old first three: cura personalis, homines pro aliis, and magis. The Jesuit 
universities and their business schools might build into their mission 
statements and educational actions the concept captured by the phrase 
“care for God’s creation” as suggested by a 2014 editorial in the Journal 
of Management for Global Sustainability, or perhaps the phrase “tending 
the earth,” the theme of the 2015 Loyola University of Chicago climate 
change conference.

The second article in this series will conclude with an invitation to 
contribute to the transformation of finance teaching and research which 
will be the basis of the third planned article.
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CONCLUSION: FROM FINANCE TEACHING FOR SPECIES 
SUICIDE TO FINANCE TEACHING FOR SPECIES SURVIVAL 
AND FLOURISHING

Business education today, with little exception, teaches, researches, 
and promotes a paradigm for production, consumption, and wealth-
distribution that has led to the highest economic standard of living (for 
a portion of the world’s population) ever known. However, this paradigm 
has had some unintended and unwanted consequences in that it has been 
a significant contributor—perhaps the most important contributor—to 
the environmental degradation and social inequities this article refers to 
as “global unsustainability.” These negative consequences threaten the 
viability of the planet and the stability of society and, if permitted to 
continue, could threaten the continued existence of human life itself.

The current business education paradigm is based on a series of 
assumptions about people and the world that are widely held and rarely 
challenged but are now starting to be seen as deficient or simply untrue. 
Yet most criticisms of business education do not examine its underlying 
assumptions but focus rather on how to make business education more 
effective and efficient within the existing unsustainable paradigm.

If the business education paradigm is to change, finance teaching will 
have to play an important role. Current finance teaching for Business as 
Usual accepts that the objective of the for-profit firm is to increase its value 
to its “owners”; this goal, however, ignores any negative impact on the 
environment or society or, worse, encourages the firm to damage people 
and planet if it is profitable to do so. Although some finance education 
might recognize the need to reduce these negative impacts, actions that 
are typically advocated would still take place within the existing wealth 
maximization paradigm—a paradigm in which both Business as Usual 
and Amended Business as Usual are anchored. However, finance can 
make far greater contributions to reducing or eliminating the risks to 
our survival and that of other species by developing, researching, and 
teaching a new paradigm (“Not Business as Usual” or perhaps “Business 
for Global Flourishing”) that is consistent with a sustainable world, one 
in which human beings and all living organisms prosper and thrive.
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Abstract. Many business schools embrace a mission or purpose to 
develop leaders with a focus on values and principles. In this article, we 
discuss the role of the institutional mission in teaching sustainability within a 
business school, and illustrate how mission can be adopted as a framework 
for discussing and operationalizing sustainability. Specifically, we provide 
examples of how to adopt mission orientation within a core business course 
in order to achieve a deeper awareness of sustainability issues and how a 
single business decision can impact many stakeholders. Moreover, while 
several of the pedagogical methods presented draw from Jesuit tradition, the 
strategies discussed can be applied within secular institutions. This article 
describes how this framework was used to encourage students to make 
sound and conscientious decisions in a business setting. In addition, we 
suggest methods for navigating obstacles in integrating mission orientation 
into undergraduate and graduate level courses.
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INTRODUCTION

Institutions of higher education share common missions of research, 
teaching, and service in varying degrees. Service is often manifested as 
an expression of an institution’s core values as it works to improve society 
at the local and global levels. The mission or purpose of an organization, 
when institutionalized, reinforced, and rewarded, can thus be a powerful 
motivation for individual and organizational behavior. The purpose of 
this article, therefore, is to explore how to incorporate an institution’s 
mission and values into business education.

Several studies on how to integrate the concepts of sustainability 
into core courses in business education have been conducted (Benn & 
Dunphy, 2009; Porter & Cordoba, 2009; Rands, 2009; Rusinko, 2010). 
However, the necessary and integral components of mission and values 
for sustainable business education have not often been systematically 
incorporated into curricula in a way that leverages use of the mission 
to deepen the awareness and understanding of sustainability in 
business education.

Similar efforts have been made in incorporating value education 
into scientific education. The Vrije Universiteit of Amsterdam, based on 
the institution’s historical and cultural concepts of Bildung or “whole 
person” education, has incorporated sustainable development and 
ethical reflection into the science and technology curricula, finding that 
students need more insight into moral values as distinct from empirical 
facts, methodological norms, and international conventions (Muijen, 
2004). Education for sustainable development can also develop values 
clarification and mind-set shifts as a result of this targeted training when 
it is offered to undergraduate students of various disciplines on an extra-
curricular voluntary basis (Murry, Goodhew, & Murry, 2014).

By their very nature, businesses must learn how to be sustainable 
and ongoing, or they cease to exist. This is evidenced by sustainability 
strategies used by businesses that are primarily driven by economics. 
Surveys indicate that companies which support sustainability projects 
in their organizations see sustainability as a revenue driver and expect 
green initiatives to confer a competitive advantage (Unruh & Ettenson, 
2010). However, if business education is to promote global sustainability 
awareness from a mission and values perspective, the corporate value 
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system should address environmental and social concerns as a primary 
focus, with positive economic benefits as a secondary emphasis. We 
thus believe that making moral and social responsibility central to a 
student’s educational foundation is necessary to replace the current 
fashion of using sustainability as a driver of economics. The concept 
of sustainability needs to be broadened to include social justice and 
environmental concerns. In contrast to studies conducted in other 
disciplines, sustainability education for future business leaders thus 
presents a more compelling need as these individuals may influence 
public policy, lead large commercial enterprises, or drive non-profit think 
tanks which help shape public opinion on social norms.

LITERATURE

Much has been written about the mission of business school 
education and its role in the preparation of students as future business 
leaders. The mission is the purpose for which an organization is created 
(Scott, Jaffe, & Tobe, 1993). With regard to the Jesuit business educational 
mission, Andre Delbecq, former dean at the Leavey School of Business 
at Santa Clara University, framed it as one which focuses on moral 
and social perspectives, avoiding a singular focus on business profits 
(Delbecq, Cavanagh, Haughey, Hendrickson, Stebbins, & Winkler, 2010). 
Similar to the German concept of Bildung, Cura Personalis—“care of the 
whole person”—is a tenet of Jesuit education. Within a Jesuit business 
educational context, therefore, Principe and Eisenhauer (2012) have 
suggested that mission be infused into a single core business course 
such as economics to systematize mission as a normative frame. In fact, 
with the increase in evidence of unethical business practices, many 
business schools have added a mandatory ethics course to satisfy the 
requirement of their social mission (Browning, 2009; Stark, 1993) As 
a result, sustainability, sometimes synonymous with ethical business 
practices, is put at the forefront of community concerns.

Petriglieri (2012) writes that it may once have been enough for 
business schools to train students’ minds and hands while other 
institutions, such as local communities and long-term employers, 
took care of hearts and souls. This division of skill development and 
community concern is disappearing, however, due to the nomadic 
nature of professionals who have looser ties with local communities 
and employers (Petriglieri, 2012).

H. James Williams, dean of the Seidman College of Business, describes 
the growing concerns over the unethical behavior of businesses, concerns 
that have become more pronounced as smaller and more transparent 
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locally-owned business entities give way to publicly-held institutions 
that are larger, less transparent, and arguably less community-responsive. 
He advises business schools to create learning environments that 
provide opportunities for students to learn about ethics (including their 
philosophical underpinnings) and to practice exercising moral values in 
complex, real-world contexts (Williams, 2011).

In designing a framework to address sustainability issues, we reviewed 
the Jesuit tradition from which our institution’s mission was drawn. 
The Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm (IPP), a work commissioned by the 
Apostolate of Jesuit Education, calls for an approach to value learning 
and growth within the existing curricula (Van Hise & Massey, 2010). The 
IPP describes the Jesuit educational goal as one that develops learners to 
habitually think and act with competence, conscience, and compassion, 
always seeking the greater good. A practical approach to applying the IPP 
uses the following steps: creating the conditions, laying the foundations, 
and providing the opportunities for the continual interplay of the 
student’s experience, reflection, and action to occur (Korth, 1993).

HYPOTHESIS

Our hypothesis is that the adoption of a mission-oriented framework 
that draws from pedagogical approaches consistent with Jesuit traditions 
can create more diverse student learning outcomes and a stronger student 
engagement with, and awareness of, sustainability.

This article will therefore address what it means to have a mission 
orientation (criteria), how that criteria can best be applied to sustainability 
issues in business education, and whether mission orientation can be 
applied to other foundational business courses. We present several 
strategies for introducing a mission-oriented framework into an 
Operations Management course, and address some of the challenges 
facing business schools with a distinct social or ethical mission. We 
begin to address the issues that arise when key stakeholders lack interest 
in the integration of mission into curricula, as well as the issue of Jesuit 
business schools that do not embrace distinctly Ignatian pedagogies.

This article is organized as follows: Part I presents the methodology of 
the study, followed by a description of pedagogical strategies used within 
a business course. The framework examines the relationships between 
the elements of sustainability, and concepts and implementation of 
sustainability are discussed. In Part II, the results containing the student 
learning outcomes are displayed. Limitations, risks, and challenges 
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are mentioned in Part III. Part IV is the conclusion, which identifies 
opportunities for mission orientation into other disciplines outside of 
operations courses.

METHODOLOGY

Orientation refers to the lens and perspective through which 
individuals participate, observe, relate, and impact others, whether 
voluntarily or involuntarily. If orientation is the perspective or angle, 
then mission orientation is the sharpening of focus within a specific 
contextual framework. In this article, the institutional mission of 
Jesuit business education will be used as a framework. However, other 
institutional missions regardless of faith can also be applied if these 
institutions articulate a values-based education. Private and public 
institutions are included regardless of tradition as long as they also 
serve a social justice mission—those who seek to serve others, venture 
into areas of discovery to achieve a greater good, or care for the world’s 
most vulnerable.

When learning sustainability concepts, students must understand 
that businesses are part of a much larger system involving multiple 
stakeholders. Decision-making requires a perspective that incorporates 
social, economic, and environmental dimensions with the understanding 
of how others can be impacted in intentional and unintentional ways. 
Due to the complexity of most business interactions, however, several 
pedagogical methods from the Jesuit tradition, each reflective of the 
Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm (IPP), can be applied as a framework to 
create context as well as evaluate and understand sustainability issues 
from a mission orientation (Rimanoczy, 2014). The model consists of 
dialogue and contemplation, service, discernment, reflection, and grace 
as means of transformational learning.

•	 Dialogue and contemplation means including and 
collaborating with others, inviting them regardless of 
their faith into conversation to work together and respect 
human values. It means appreciating diverse ideas while 
also working to achieve a shared vision. This can be 
applied by creating openness for contextual learning and 
application without predetermined biases.

•	 Service emphasizes action in serving others, and is shown 
more in deeds rather than words. It means creating 
transformational opportunities to form and strengthen the 
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development of women and men for others. It also shifts 
focus from internal stakeholders to external ones.

•	 Discernment means seeking to see reality in the light of 
institutional values, understand the current situation, and 
quest with purposeful action. As applied to organizations, 
it means understanding the increasing disparity between 
rich and poor, the decline of workplace ethics, and the 
traditional support/incentives for individual success and 
achievement.

•	 Reflection should be done not only on our actions but on 
what we can learn from them as well. It means using past 
experience as a lesson in order to move forward in personal 
growth. It involves exercises that allow individuals to 
demonstrate the application of knowledge to address 
societal needs. It means understanding the individual’s 
role and personal accountability in business operations.

•	 Grace is perhaps the most difficult lesson for instructors/
facilitators as it reduces their action or role, providing 
for individual discovery through mistakes as well as 
space for personal growth and discovery by allowing 
individuals to struggle with business challenges in a safe 
and nurturing environment.

Sustainability Modalities

The framework for mission orientation was selected for sustainability 
and corporate social responsibility education because the application 
of this framework reinforces an awareness of sustainability issues in 
numerous ways. Sustainability has been broadly described as the capacity 
to endure, and is often categorized under environmental, economic, and 
social dimensions.

•	 The environment/ecology dimension refers to the preservation 
of the environment and habitats, understanding impacts 
of waste disposal, reducing usage of the earth’s resources, 
and minimizing impact on climate change.

•	 The economic dimension refers to the behavior and 
interactions of individuals and organizations and their 
role in the processes of production, consumption, and 
distribution of goods.
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•	 The social justice dimension refers to understanding 
offshored labor practices, differences in production 
standards, and the recognition of diverse parties with an 
emphasis on equitability as it relates to people.

In the past, sustainability had roots in environmental initiatives 
which were sometimes referred to as green initiatives. Most widely applied 
to building standards today, green initiatives have gained popularity with 
organizations in areas such as waste disposal, consumption patterns, and 
sourcing, which are then reinforced by positive economic benefits, thus 
affirming business decisions made based on conventional capitalism.

In this article, we do not define sustainability merely as an 
organization’s ability to endure; more broadly and more centrally, we 
refer to the urgent need for personal and institutional responsibility in 
contributing to the greater good, with care and attention given to the 
world’s most vulnerable. Cardinal Peter Turkson, in a lecture at the London 
School of Economics, stated that attempts made to achieve financial 
gains for the few while ignoring the needs of very many “[are] no longer 
intelligent, productive or justifiable” (Turkson, 2014). Organizations have 
a responsibility for stewardship and responsible resource management, 
that is, the selection, harvesting, and transportation of raw materials; 
labor standards for safety, pay, and benefits; production standards for 
disposal of waste; safety of products; and contribution to the local 
economy. Business and civic leaders can and should engage businesses 
in the transition to more sustainable management.

The increasing globalization of businesses of every scale has also 
focused attention on labor practices and fair trade activity for which 
international standards are being developed. Where once offshored 
labor practices primarily affected multinational businesses, there often 
are indirect effects generated for almost every business by a global trade 
and supply chain. For instance, sugar purchased from a U.S. distributor 
may have been produced and refined in Brazil or India. In this example, 
purchasing sugar harvested in India for a U.S. distributor makes the 
consumer partially responsible for poor labor practices in the fields of 
India by creating a demand for the product which in turn supports 
those current practices. Issues such as these are interconnected and 
cannot be thought of as separate concerns. Responsible stewardship 
and sustainable practices are thus necessary to create a responsible, 
ongoing organization.

Stakeholders in sustainability also extend beyond an organization and 
its voluntary participants such as the suppliers of raw materials, power, 
and labor. The involuntary participants include the environment which 
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may be stripped to supply materials, water which may be redirected to 
supply power, and the unemployable workforce which in many areas 
include women.

The centrality of an institution’s mission and values can reverse the 
perspective by which we ordinarily see the world. Instead of acting solely 
out of self-interest or profit-motive, one can try to better understand 
someone else’s point of view, balancing the need for establishing a 
business as an ongoing concern with the need to serve the public good. 
These two factors need not be at odds—an example of merging business 
practices with public welfare is The Stride Rite Corporation, a $500 
million-per-year manufacturer of children’s shoes, whose mission is to 
design “longstanding, quasi-medical dedication to foot care.” Stride Rite 
is able to serve its mission and cultivate profits through marketing and 
appealing shoe designs (Nash, 1990).

If individuals are cultivated to place humanity and care for all 
things as their primary focus, then sustainability, we believe, would 
be a natural outcome. The role of education is to expose individuals to 
higher cognitive abilities and to develop self-awareness of these more 
complex and dynamic issues, beyond the functional and procedural 
knowledge of business.

Curriculum Integration—Practical Application

Laying a foundation for mission orientation begins with reviewing 
the institutional mission. The institutional mission is usually well-
publicized and articulated on the organization’s website. Business schools 
who receive accreditation, such as from the Association to Advance 
Collegiate Schools of Business (AACSB), are often required to articulate 
their mission and values (Cole, 2002). However, in the 2012 revision 
of the AACSB standards required for accreditation, institutions were 
also asked how they achieve their mission. Without specific guidelines, 
many institutions interpreted their mission in a variety of ways. For 
this reason, the first step in applying the mission oriented framework 
requires instructors to ask students to articulate their understanding of 
the mission and values of the business school, and how this compares 
with the university mission and values. Students are also required to 
research the missions of similar institutions to further analyze and 
provide their perspective of the similarities and differences among 
them. In addition, they should be asked to provide specific examples of 
activities that demonstrate how this was achieved, share their findings 
and observations with their group, and reflect upon how their personal 
perspectives may have or have not changed.
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Laying a mission awareness foundation is a critical and necessary 
step for introducing the relationship of mission to sustainability. Figure 
1 shows the link between the mission and values of an institution and 
sustainability topics.

Mission and Values 
Education of the whole person for the common good.

Environment Economic Social Justice

Sustainability 
Modalities

Preserving the environment, 
reducing use of the earth’s 

resources, minimizing impact of 
climate change, understanding 

impact of waste disposal.

Understanding consumption 
patterns, analyzing 

redistribution of wealth, 
analyzing distribution 

of goods.

Recognizing diverse 
stakeholders, 

understanding differences 
in labor standards.

Dialogue and 
Contemplation

Reconcile one’s own ideas with 
disparate ideas to understand the 

ecological impact of decisions.

Collaborating with other 
stakeholders to equitably 

distribute limited resources.

Build and sustain 
productive relationships 

with customers, suppliers, 
community members, etc.

Service Decisions that benefit the 
business’ surroundings.

Creating opportunities for 
individuals to modify their 

consumption behavior.

Showing concern for 
issues that transcend 
one’s own interest.

Discernment

Seeking to understand the multi-
faceted impact of decisions on the 

environment for both short and 
long-term effects.

Questing to find subtleties in 
how economic success 

or stagnancy affects 
communities.

Finding an awareness of 
similarity and 

differences across 
cultural groups.

Reflection Using past experiences 
to address societal needs.

Determining if actions were 
in line with institutional 

mission and values.

Suspending judgement 
while gathering evidence 
and evaluating personal 

integrity.

Grace Cultivating intellectual curiosity as 
it relates to the environment. 

Allowing to learn from 
reflections and provide 

reasonable responses to 
improvements identified.

Moving forward from 
identified issues and 

maintaining 
commitment to others.

Figure 1: Link between the mission and values of an institution and 
sustainability topics.

Using the Ignatian pedagogical model, we encourage discussion, 
interpretation, and demonstration of mission-oriented action: What 
are examples of institutional initiatives that have been driven by the 
mission? How do our personal actions reflect or contradict the mission? 
Students are asked to critique and construct arguments, synthesize their 
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ideas, and use this exercise to solve problems. They are challenged both 
to reconcile disparate ideas and show concern for the common good.

We introduced many of these concepts into one section of a 
required undergraduate business course that taught operations 
management and supply chain principles. Students in other sections of 
the course were presented with lectures, case studies, and simulations 
without the mission orientation. In the pilot section, the students 
were tasked with creating several businesses while immersed in an 
experiential learning environment, and were expected to learn the 
mission-oriented framework.

The impact of sustainability decisions should not be viewed simply as 
right or wrong as is often the case with simulations; they should be seen 
as a progressive improvement along a spectrum toward achieving a more 
sustainable solution. Moreover, choices toward sustainability within an 
organization are associated with tradeoffs, and part of sustainability 
education is to create a greater understanding of how various stakeholders 
are affected. Based on this complexity, we explored various pedagogical 
approaches which, through increased engagement, may be able to help 
students better achieve a deeper understanding of sustainability issues 
in a business environment.

Establishing the knowledge of the various components of the mission 
early in the semester is necessary for establishing a foundation on which 
to apply mission-driven goals within an operations course context. Thus, 
after exposing the students to literature and other materials about mission 
and values, the concept of sustainability in business was introduced. In 
order to create context conducive to personal discovery, students were 
assigned to groups and asked to create several small businesses, each 
running for three to four weeks. Several groups decided to maintain their 
original business ideas and expanded and/or refined them in subsequent 
modules.

Group formation allowed for collaboration with others from diverse 
backgrounds, and the creation of their own businesses allowed the 
students to actively participate in decision-making in various functions 
while rotating roles through different phases of their business. Using the 
mission-oriented framework, the students were tasked with addressing 
the following issues and questions:

•	 Dialogue and Contemplation. The students were asked 
individually to think about and then discuss in their 
groups how external stakeholders were engaged. What 
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do they consider to be a fair cost or price? Specifically, 
we asked for the group’s reasoning that underlay this 
determination. For instance, how did they balance the 
desire to set a high price with what they considered to be 
a fair price?

•	 Service. Does their product or service contribute to society 
or target an underserved population? What demographic 
has been served? How did they select the market in which 
to operate? Why? How did customers like the product 
or service and what mechanisms were used to gather 
this information? Were customers’ needs met and did 
the product or service contribute to their well-being? For 
example, did the students agree with the removal of trans 
fats even though it increased the cost of certain foods? How 
do the questions and answers link back to the mission?

•	 Discernment. What societal impacts have been made? We 
discussed TOMS Shoes, LLC (http://www.toms.com) and 
their One for One mission. Not only does this organization 
serve underserved communities with critical supplies of 
shoes, but local labor is used in manufacturing the product 
and the raw material is sustainable. In a similar vein, we 
asked the students in which ways their goods or services 
may be sustainable and if they made an impact on the 
common good. How can you measure this impact? What 
are the implications of your choices? What are the effects 
of your sourcing decisions on your suppliers and their 
practices? The students use applications of real cases to 
discern these dimensions of moral reasoning and articulate 
the role mission has played in their decisions.

•	 Reflection. After completing a business cycle, we asked how 
the students balanced economic, environmental, and social 
justice issues. How did the mission guide your choices? If 
not, why not? This is a critical part of the curricula as 
students have often expressed deeper awareness of how 
they could have used the mission to better scrutinize 
their choices. During this exercise, the students can learn 
how they could have made more sustainable choices, 
such as with regard to packaging used for their products, 
raw materials used to construct their products, or pricing 
methods that may have been more equitable among their 
customer base.
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•	 Grace. What lessons learned from the project could be 
applied to future projects? How did their team work 
together to share the responsibilities and the discoveries 
in their project?

These and similar questions serve as a guide for discourse and learning 
which can in turn serve as a basis for both formal and informal learning. 
Further conversation can be centered on specific functional areas in 
the business cycle. For instance, how does a mission orientation affect 
choices in sales and marketing strategy, product creation (prototyping, 
manufacturing, raw materials), sourcing in the supply chain (locally 
or globally), shipping and packaging, waste byproducts such as carbon 
footprint, and financial cost implications?

Several opportunities to apply mission orientation were provided 
by dividing the curriculum into three projects within the semester. We 
believe that such continuous active participation reinforces a student’s 
ability to apply sustainability strategies that can be adapted for various 
conditions. Since each project was distinct, the students often encountered 
new issues and were forced to re-engage with the pedagogical model 
using flexible and responsive solutions that resulted from the reflection 
and grace gained from prior projects. The re-engagement occurred even 
with those groups who decided to stay with their original product or 
service. Several times during the semester, the students were also asked 
about how incorporating sustainable practices into their business was 
linked to mission and how various stakeholders were affected. We 
challenged the students to consider whether a product or service must be 
sustainable, inherently contribute to society, or whether it was sufficient 
for their business to dedicate proceeds to charitable contributions for 
their organization to be described as sustainable or socially responsible. 
We asked them to reflect upon what intentions, beliefs, and biases they 
had toward sustainability and how their ideas may have been changed 
or reinforced.

Assessment

Assessment of mission orientation can be challenging. How can one 
be sure that mission orientation has been achieved and how can we 
evaluate the impact mission orientation has had on making sustainable 
choices? Since the mission orientation concepts were introduced prior 
to the concept of sustainability and corporate social responsibility, we 
attempted to establish mission and path dependence as the causal factors 
for change. Path dependence explains how one can make a decision 
based on examples and situations one has encountered in the past and 
the reasons for making decisions then. It also points to observations the 
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students made after reflecting upon whether they had made the best 
decision that they could, given the information they had at the time. For 
example, the students may have chosen to purchase raw materials from 
a local store in an attempt to support community businesses, only to 
learn later on that the store pollutes the local water supply by dumping 
wastes into the local stream.

While we believe, based on social justice, that a mission-oriented 
action must always be sustainable, the reverse is not always true. Actions 
can be sustainable but not mission-oriented in that some gain at the 
expense of others. Based on this premise, we developed a rubric for the 
course to assess how well the student projects incorporated sustainability 
and the outcomes that resulted. The assessment included:

•	 Dialogue and Contemplation. How well did the students 
communicate, organize, reason, and plan? In an 
environment where there is no single right answer, how 
did their joint problem solving manifest in their business 
decisions? Business plans, participation in discussion, and 
group cooperation were evaluated. In addition, a peer 
assessment tool was used to evaluate the group dynamic 
versus individual participation.

•	 Service. Projects were assessed partially on whether or 
not their products or services had a societal benefit, and 
on how well the students understood the effects of their 
projects on various stakeholders. Did the students shift 
their natural tendencies for an internal focus in assessing 
their own organizations to one that estimated and 
measured the impact of their decisions on others? Were 
trade-offs discussed and assessed?

•	 Discernment. Within the context of their business projects, 
the groups were asked about direct versus indirect effects 
on environment, whether they were aware of cultural 
influences, and whether any of their decisions had a 
financial or operational impact. They were also asked to 
develop their own set of assessment criteria for each of 
their projects which included assessing the management 
of supply chains, operational obstacles encountered, and 
how these were overcome. Within these projects and their 
write-ups, the students were tasked with integrating the 
elements of business operations in the distinct light of 
mission orientation.
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•	 Reflection. For their final reflections, the students were 
asked to submit answers to at least one of the following 
questions: What operational strategies did your team 
use? How were your operations influenced by your 
understanding of sustainability? How were your supply 
chains affected by your choice of supplier? After the groups 
submitted their reflections, the students also had the 
opportunity to re-submit their papers based on additional 
personal observations.

•	 Grace. The students were asked to communicate what 
lessons were learned, why these were meaningful, and 
how these discoveries could influence future projects and 
work that they may have.

In addition to assessing the students on the various aspects of the 
framework, we asked them questions during the semester concerning 
how well they operated their businesses or projects and to what degree 
their experiences and outcomes informed their judgment. 

For example, one exercise asked the students to “elaborate on each 
of the obstacles your team encountered and how your team responded 
to each of these challenges.” Here the emphasis was not on what the 
“right” operational procedure might be, but on the gradual realization 
that there may be more than one solution. The team needed to identify 
the challenges and prioritize the order in which they addressed them, 
taking into account the impact on various stakeholders. At every pivotal 
point in their projects, they were tasked to use the mission to guide 
them. Thus, in their self-assessments and because of mission orientation, 
the students often described a shift in their frame of reference—from 
their own self-interest or profit-driven sensibilities to other important 
organizational and societal needs such as teamwork, societal contribution, 
waste reduction, and carbon footprint management.

RESULTS

Within an institution where learning is characterized as a humanizing 
social activity, mission orientation can and should be emphasized for 
achieving student learning outcomes in teaching sustainability. Though 
challenging, the goal is to enable individuals to cope with complex 
situations, to act in a reasonable manner after reflection, and to make 
decisions in a dynamic environment with budgetary constraints and 
limited timeframes.
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One student group created a greeting card business which continues 
to sell on Etsy. Made with recycled paper and designed so that a 
maximum number of cards could be printed on a single sheet of paper 
with minimal waste, the creative designs are popular with a younger 
set for whom paper cards are considered a novelty over conventional 
texting, tweets, and other forms of social media communication. In an 
environment where going paperless is emphasized, we asked how the 
mission had affected their decision to create this business and how their 
business made sustainable decisions. In articulating their response, the 
group explained that the origin of this idea came from the mission’s call 
for a more interconnected and compassionate individual. The group thus 
found, in their survey of other undergraduate students and friends, that 
written communication is considered more personal, and takes more of 
an effort over the ease and brevity of electronic communication.

Another student group created a project where they sold a traditional 
Latin treat known as mango con chile—fresh cut mangoes with a hot 
and tangy Mexican spice. The group did quite well but encountered an 
increase in the cost of mangoes after only two sales cycles. After speaking 
with the supplier, a local grocer, they learned that the price of mangoes 
increased after the grocer’s cost had increased, and that this was related 
to a bad crop in Mexico. The students had many observations which 
came out of this project, including the fact that their small project had 
global reach, how they had to allocate the division of labor between each 
of the group members to ensure fairness, and thinking about how their 
project could contribute to society. One of the reasons they came up with 
this idea was to create a project that not only tasted good but would be 
nutritious for other students who comprised their customer base.

Within a mission framework, the students were shown to actively 
participate, and collaboratively apply sustainability strategies that 
were responsive to the changing business landscapes. They also began 
to understand the impact their decisions might have on multiple 
stakeholders. Mission orientation was also evident in their observations 
and reflections, samples of which are provided below.

An organization has to think about what influence their decisions can have 
[on] other organizations and [on] society. In order to become more socially 
responsible, an organization has to think about their products’ impact on 
the environment, social culture, social standard […] etc.

I do feel more aware of global supply chain issues and how [these] can 
affect a business. This influences [me to try] to find different suppliers for 
my business and not […] stick with just one supplier.
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An organization can be more socially responsible by having products 
that are accepted by different communities and trying to help those 
communities. The factors a business should be concerned with are that 
if the business has any complications with the community and if their 
products are harmful.

Organization(s) could become more socially responsible, as long as they … 
reflect (on) their performance that gives back to the public [sic]. For example, a 
company could donate part of [their] profits to a non-profit organization.

I think […] paying attention to the carbon emissions that will affect […] 
people around the world. Businesses should be concerned with the people, 
planet, and profit because those are the most important things to think 
about. You have to make money yet businesses should pay attention to the 
people and planet and be sustainable as a business.

By considering not only their best interests […] but also the people/
public[s] that their business will have an impact on. A few of the 
things that a business should definitely be concerned about is […] 
environment[al] sustainability.

All organizations should assume some social responsibility, not just because 
it is the right thing to do, but [because] it improves the public image of your 
brand which will in turn make you more successful. 

We believe that by providing them with relatable opportunities to 
practice mission orientation, students are able to internalize complex 
cognitive trade-offs associated with sustainable strategies. For instance, 
real life scenarios in which students must negotiate with multiple 
suppliers requires an understanding of their financial limitations while 
strengthening their communications skills and emotional intelligence. 
As shown in their discussions, actions, and written conclusions, this 
integrated learning approach within the mission-oriented framework 
enhances the ability to practice competencies such as systems thinking 
and communications skills in complex situations.

As students create their own contexts for learning, it is important for 
instructors to remember not to trivialize students’ attempts to practice 
mission-oriented strategies. For instance, trying to become equitable and 
compassionate in the negotiation of prices for mangoes helps students 
practice the internalization of mission in their actions, even though 
the impact can be limited—it is unlikely that undergraduate students 
will have the ability to control decisions that have large scale impact on 
human rights. However, the more opportunities students have to apply 
the mission and values, the more quickly mission orientation will be 
internalized as their norm.
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As the business landscape shifts in response to drivers such as 
technological change, globalization, regulation, and environmental 
concerns, the inculcation of mission orientation will provide individuals 
a framework for navigating through such changes. Students, working 
from the orientation of mission, will be able to align practices, policies, 
and decision-making in order to achieve organizational mission 
despite the changing business environment. Incorporating a mission 
orientation approach to content delivery can also be a powerful way of 
engaging faculty to expand their views of the institutional mission and 
understand their part in developing social and moral business leaders 
for the future.

CHALLENGES & RISKS

A mission-oriented framework takes time to be introduced to 
students and a commitment must be made to infuse this throughout 
the curriculum. Offering opportunities to practice the application of 
the Ignatian framework, as well as providing adequate feedback and 
time for additional conversation around the use of the framework in 
sustainable business, is a necessary part of deepening the understanding 
of sustainability issues. Sometimes the business challenges encountered 
do not have a clear solution. There may be more than one path to several 
possible solutions, each with varying degrees of risks and trade-offs. 
Students learn that some decisions involve uncertainty, and they struggle 
with the process of discernment. This may be challenging for those who 
have been accustomed to being provided with one right answer. In the 
end, having a foundation in Ignatian values and a framework should 
help the student make more sustainable business decisions.

In addition to Operations Management, this framework can be 
applied to other foundational courses in business education. For instance, 
when the students applied this to the marketing aspect of creating 
their businesses or projects, they were asked, “Which markets does 
your product or service serve? What assumptions do you have for the 
targeted customer base?” This addresses the issue that many markets 
may not be served based on income levels or for political reasons, such 
as the conscious decision that many pharmaceutical companies have 
made to ignore diseases which occur in emerging economies. Similar 
opportunities for mission orientation could be provided in a finance 
course as well, with questions such as: “Were results calculated in a 
systematic way? Was fair representation made? How does one assess 
market risks in other countries?” These and other questions can serve 
as a base for deepening sustainability awareness as separate disciplines 
support different but integrated parts of an organization.
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Grounding the students in sustainability requires considerable time 
and effort from the instructor/facilitator, as well as a commitment from 
individual learners. As one student stated, “I now know that there is 
no such thing as too much research when it comes to global supply 
chain[s], because anything and [everything] will go wrong (at least be 
prepared for that to be the case).” Individual learners become aware 
of their own contributions to learning and that social justice requires 
critical scrutiny.

However, an experiential, practical approach can only be adopted on 
a broader scale within business schools by offering support to faculty. 
Despite the fact that many faculty may be hired into a Jesuit institution, 
many may be unfamiliar with the IPP and/or Jesuit teaching traditions. 
In order to address this lack of understanding of the institution’s mission, 
teaching development workshops can be designed for instructors to learn 
about the Jesuit teaching tradition, and faculty can learn how to apply 
various strategies. A faculty orientation can include an overview of the 
mission and instructors can be invited to discuss how to adopt IPP into 
their curricula. Other methods include faculty learning communities or 
offering to have peer learning or team teaching to allow more experienced 
facilitators to work with less experienced faculty in sharing their in-class 
discussion themes.

When faculty are invited to sit in classes where students discuss 
complex issues, such as the dilemma posed by the drought in California, 
how water is being rationed, and how farm lands are laying unused, 
they will learn more about the Ignatian process. If a dean wishes to 
adopt a mission-oriented approach but key faculty are resistant, he or 
she could clarify why the approach is important and provide incentives 
for integrating the mission into the curricula. If a junior faculty member 
wishes to teach mission-oriented sustainability but the chair is not 
supportive, the faculty may seek the support of an associate dean or 
the dean.

There are also challenges that business schools in universities with a 
distinct social mission face where there is a lack of mission integration 
into the curriculum among key stakeholders. Moreover, there are some 
Jesuit universities that face this conundrum of not having the mission 
known or integrated into the curriculum. For example, there may be 
academic leadership such as deans or associate deans who are not familiar 
with the mission or who are not interested in integrating the institution’s 
mission into the curriculum. Department chairs and faculty may not 
feel it necessary as part of the nuts and bolts of business education or 
may feel that the institutional mission does not necessarily impact their 
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work. Furthermore, there could be lack of support for mission orientation 
from an academic department’s advisory board. 

Finally, an additional risk is that the business environment will not 
support mission orientation; the students are, or will be, working with 
organizations that focus on market efficiency, profitability, and time to 
market, and these priorities will overshadow a mission orientation. Perhaps 
the mission and core values get pushed to secondary considerations. We 
thus tasked the students with asking how a mission orientation can be 
supported and cultivated beyond their own organization.

CONCLUSION

Without businesses, we would not be able to transform the world’s 
resources into countless benefits. But businesses must foster invention 
and innovation while understanding the impact development has on the 
societies surrounding them and in which they operate. We believe that 
businesses must have the forethought to realize the implications of the 
needs and rights of future generations. A mission-oriented framework 
is thus a powerful way to open individuals to ways of thinking about 
sustainability in its broadest form. This framework can be an effective 
means of applying the critical thinking methods developed within the 
Jesuit tradition to help solve current and complex business problems. 
Moreover, the application of the framework and its resulting benefits are 
not exclusive to Jesuit business schools, for these can also be applied to 
those institutions with a social mission. This framework can accomplish 
the “respect for creation, the surrounding society, and the needs and 
rights of future generations” by increasing student engagement in 
sustainability education (Turkson, 2012).

Within an organizational setting, individuals can begin to realize 
their humanity and be cultivated to become intelligent, conscious, and 
responsible members of society with a deliberate call to action. This 
frame of reference, a mission and values orientation, will enable students 
to act with the knowledge that sustainability and social awareness are the 
responsibility of people in all areas of an organization, and that they are 
interdependent, linking internal departments to external environments. 
This development of moral reasoning in future business leaders will 
hopefully help drive organizational transition to bring about changes in 
areas such as human rights, climate change, and public policy.

Although sustainability concerns may fall in and out of fashion, 
academia must be the fertile ground in which to plant a mission 
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orientation in business education to address ever-growing societal 
needs. We believe that business education should not only provide the 
fundamental skills and knowledge needed to be successful, but that 
institutions with a social mission must also educate students not only to 
know what to do but how to do it, and why they must do it. Educators 
can provide opportunities for students to develop an awareness of others 
as well as ethical conviction, take responsibility toward self and others, 
and demonstrate concern for others. By using a mission orientation 
framework, individuals can be tasked to understand their part in a larger 
and more complex multi-stakeholder world.

Though this study focused primarily on using a mission-oriented 
framework in an operations management course, such a framework can 
be infused into all the functional areas of business education, including 
management, human resources, finance, and product innovation. Re-
orienting for this perspective can provide a more holistic and integrative 
understanding of business and its role in society.
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Abstract. Understanding and developing resilience is becoming increasingly 
important in business for both leaders and organizations. Resilient 
organizations can successfully navigate uncertainty and change. Resilience, 
however, is a poorly understood attribute. We thus turn to ecosystem 
resilience theory to understand the concept of resilience. We identify four 
lessons that can be adapted from management for ecological resilience to 
management for business resilience: 1) resilience can be positive or negative 
depending on the nature of the function it supports, 2) diversity of individuals, 
departments, flows of information, perspective, and other attributes 
contributes to resilience, 3) because we have imperfect knowledge about 
the timing and nature of a given disturbance and thus imperfect knowledge 
about the exact components of diversity that will promote resilience in 
the face of it, there is a benefit to preserving diversity, even if it reduces 
efficiency under static conditions, and 4) to the extent that disturbances are 
unavoidable, emphasis should be placed on low-level adaptability to support 
high-level resilience of function. In managing for resilience, the leader can 
apply these lessons both by promoting diversity (of functional redundancy 
and response diversity) throughout all levels of the organization and by 
focusing on development of flexibility, nimbleness, and adaptability. This 
work has led us to develop seven theoretical propositions on leadership for 
resilience that can spur further research to integrate ecology and business 
leadership perspectives.

Keywords: resilience; ecology; leadership; diversity

INTRODUCTION

Leaders in business, industry, and government are coming to the 
realization that society and its economic constructs necessarily operate 
within natural boundaries and that, by acting as if they do not, business-
as-usual has caused or exacerbated the pressing economic, social, and 
environmental crises of our time (Anderson, 1999; Anderson & White, 
2009; Edwards, 2005; Fullerton, 2015; Hawken, 1993; Hawken, Lovins, 
& Lovins, 1999; Rockstrom et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015). A logical 
extension of this new realization is that nature itself may provide 
guidance for the sustainable operations of businesses (Edwards, 2005; 
Fullerton, 2015; Hawken, 1993; Hawken et al., 1999). After all, nature 
has been thriving within boundaries for eons. Ecology is the scientific 
study of “nature’s economics,” and it has articulated the principles 
under which the global recycling of matter and consumption of energy 
are sustainable. By understanding and adopting principles of natural 
design and organization as articulated by ecology, it is anticipated that 
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businesses can adopt practices that will allow them to thrive while at 
the same time help solve economic, social, and environmental crises 
(Edwards, 2005; Fullerton, 2015; Hawken, 1993; Hawken et al., 1999).

One critical and perennial challenge business leaders face is 
coping with disturbances, shocks, disruptions, or other unforeseen 
or unpredictable events that upset the normal course of business 
(collectively referred to hereafter as “disturbance”) (Cork, 2010; Parker, 
2010). Although the specific timing and nature of a disturbance is  
often impossible to predict in advance, the fact that a disturbance will 
occur sooner or later is assured. Resilience to disturbance is thus an 
essential, though poorly understood, attribute (Cork, 2010; Parker, 2010). 
Understanding it is critical because it allows individuals, organizations, 
communities, nations, and the global community to successfully 
navigate uncertainty and change and to rebound from setbacks. For 
example, resilient individuals can successfully guide themselves through 
adversity such as trauma or unexpected loss. Resilient organizations can 
successfully emerge from operational disturbances such as downsizing, 
mergers, or acquisitions. Resilient organizations, communities, nations, 
and the global community alike can successfully emerge from market 
and non-market disturbances such  as the economy, climate change, 
terrorism, or war.

Cork (2010, p. 3) states, “It is easy to find lists of actions to take to 
improve … resilience but it is difficult to find empirical or theoretical 
underpinnings for this advice.” We respond by applying ecosystem 
resilience theory to leadership for business resiliency. Ecosystems in 
nature routinely experience disturbances such as fires, floods, wind 
storms, and pests, and the results usually appear devastating from our 
human perspective. However, ecosystems also routinely rebound to a 
level of functioning that is comparable to the pre-disturbance state. If 
one returned many years later to an area that had been disturbed by 
fires, floods, wind storms, or pests, one would probably find it looking 
“healthy” and “normal.” But ecosystems sometimes also demonstrate a 
lack of resilience to disturbances such as invasive species and nutrient 
pollution. If one returned many years later to an area that had been 
disturbed by invasive species or nutrient pollution, one might find 
it still looking “unhealthy.” The insights gained from studying non-
resilient ecosystems are just as valuable, therefore, as the insights gained 
from studying resilient ecosystems. Thus we ask the question: can we 
learn from what makes an ecosystem resilient (or not) to disturbance 
and apply such lessons in order to build more resilient business leaders 
and organizations?
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It is important to emphasize that we should selectively apply 
and adapt what we learn from nature to improve the resilience and 
sustainability of our human constructs. We should not attempt to 
simply mimic nature because, in contrast to the popular romanticized 
characterization of nature as happily “in harmony,” much of what it 
actually takes to maintain something akin to “harmony” in nature 
comes in the form of persistent stress, starvation, and lonely or violent 
death. To appreciate the magnitude of the unpleasantness involved, one 
need only consider the fact that for an ecosystem that is approximately 
in equilibrium (and most are), each adult organism—be it plant, animal, 
fungi, or bacteria—will on average manage to replace only itself over 
the course of its lifetime (any significant departure from this would 
cause disequilibrium). This one-for-one replacement is such despite each 
individual’s prodigious production of offspring, the impressively vast 
majority of which fall short in some dreadful way or another. Thus, just 
as it has arguably been a mistake in the business and economic literature 
to completely ignore lessons from nature (Jørgensen, Fath, Nielsen, 
Pulselli, Fiscus, & Bastianoni, 2015), we believe it would also be a mistake 
to let the pendulum swing too far in the opposite direction. We should 
learn from nature; we should not attempt to mimic it.

In this article, we will begin with definitions of resilience, 
disturbance, and shock from the relevant fields of ecology and business. 
Next, we review the ecology literature on resilience as well as the 
business leadership literature on resilience at both the individual and 
organizational levels. We then identify practical lessons that can be 
gleaned from ecology resilience theory to inform leadership for resilience.
Finally, we will develop for further research theoretical propositions that 
integrate the ecology and business leadership perspectives.

RESILIENCE DEFINED

There are numerous definitions of resilience. All of them  refer to the 
ability to recover following a disturbance. Some argue that the definition 
of resilience is bounded by a return to the pre-disturbance state (Powley, 
2012; Powley & Piderit, 2008), whereas for others the definition of 
resilience can include an improvement over the pre-disturbance state 
(Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003). The meaning of the word resilience can also 
take on many definitions depending on the discipline or perspective 
from which it is being discussed. In ecology literature, for example, 
resilience is defined as “a measure of the persistence of systems and of 
their ability to absorb change and disturbance and still maintain the 
same [identity, structure, or function]” (Holling, 1973, p. 14). In business 
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leadership literature, resilience is defined as “… the ability to absorb 
strain and preserve (or improve) functioning despite the presence of 
adversity … (with) an ability to recover or bounce back from untoward 
events … (and) an ability to learn and grow from previous episodes” 
(Weick & Sutcliffe, 2007, p. 71). Within business strategy literature, 
Hamel and Valikangas (2003, pp. 53–54), suggest that

Strategic resilience is not about responding to a one-time crisis. It’s not 
about rebounding from a setback. It’s about continuously anticipating and 
adjusting to deep, secular trends that can permanently impair the earning 
power of a core business. It’s about having the capacity to change before 
the case for change becomes desperately obvious.

For the purposes of our discussion, we define resilience as the ability of 
an individual or system to rebound from a disturbance to a level of functioning 
that is equal to or better than the level of functioning prior to the disturbance.

DISTURBANCE DEFINED

Pickett and White (1985, p. 7) define an ecological disturbance as “any 
relatively discrete event in time that disrupts ecosystem, community, 
or population structure and changes resources, substrate availability, 
or the physical environment,” although we might now extend that 
iconic definition to include persistent factors that have similar effects. 
Examples of disturbances abound and include forest fires, hurricanes, 
blights, habitat fragmentation, eutrophication, over-hunting, volcanic 
eruptions, invasive species, and more. In a similar vein, the business 
literature focuses on shocks to the system and driving forces of change. 
Examples of these shocks or driving forces of change include crises, 
disasters, technology, globalization, competition (related to competitors, 
customers, suppliers, and markets), the economy, legislation, and more. 
We therefore use the term disturbance to refer to ecological disturbance 
as well as driving forces of change or shocks in business.

It is important to note that disturbances may be short-lived, as with 
forest fires, outbreaks of pests, and wind storms, and as with economic 
downturns, fickle consumer preferences, and personnel changes. But 
disturbances or shocks may also persist, such as with habitat loss, the 
introduction of invasive species, and the loss of predators, and as with 
regulatory changes, technological innovations, and changing market 
conditions. In the latter case, the disturbance becomes the “new normal” 
and the question of resilience shifts from “will the ecosystem function 
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or business recover” to “will the ecosystem function or business persist 
in the new normal.”

ECOLOGY & RESILIENCE

Before we discuss ecological resilience, it is important to correct a 
common misconception about the way nature works. Because we as a 
species are so accustomed to cooperating and collaborating with our 
fellow human animals on common goals, it is easy to imagine that the 
individual plants, animals, etc. that comprise an ecosystem work together 
to maintain their ecosystem’s integrity. After all, the reasoning goes, it 
is in the interests of all those individual organisms that their ecosystem 
should maintain its status quo; if the ecosystem is destabilized, they 
and their offspring are likely to suffer. But this view is incorrect. In 
nature, it’s “every individual organism for itself,” except in the rare cases 
where cooperation has evolved (e.g., as it has among humans), and even 
then, cooperation is only among a small subset of organisms within 
an ecosystem (e.g., you surely will not find humans cooperating with 
weeds, rodents, or bed bugs, nor will you find dolphins cooperating with 
seaweed, honey bees cooperating with mushrooms, wolves cooperating 
with eagles, and so on).

Ecosystem resilience, therefore, is never a “goal” for which individual 
organisms collectively strive. Instead, ecosystem resilience is an 
“emergent property” of the births, deaths, and actions of individual 
organisms, each of which is more or less adapted to make best use of 
limited resources to maximize its reproductive output. How and why 
ecosystem resilience so reliably emerges when nothing in the ecosystem 
is “trying” to make it resilient is a source of active research (e.g., Harfoot 
et al., 2014); one possibility is that over millennia, ecosystems comprised 
of individual organisms whose actions were collectively destabilizing 
simply did not persist, leaving us with fairly resilient ecosystems today.

Over 160 definitions of ecosystem resilience exist in the ecological 
literature (Grimm & Wissel, 1997), but the vast majority are variations on 
a theme pioneered by Holling (1973, p. 14) as quoted above: ecosystem 
resilience is “a measure of the persistence of systems and of their ability 
to absorb change and disturbance and still maintain the same [identity, 
structure, or function].” For example, an eastern U.S. forest’s identity 
includes the species it contains; its structure includes the abundances of 
those species and their interactions (e.g., who eats whom?); and its function 
includes chemical transformations, transfers of nutrients and energy, and 
services like soil retention, carbon storage, and decomposition. Ecologists 
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commonly visualize ecosystem resilience using the metaphor of a ball 
that can roll across a series of hills and valleys (Fig. 1). Without any 
outside disturbance, the ball—or ecosystem—comes to rest in a valley, 
which represents its particular identity, structure, or function (though 
not necessarily all of these at once). Different balls in different landscapes 
could be used to depict different aspects of a single ecosystem, each of 
which may be more or less resilient than other aspects. A disturbance 
will tend to push the ball—or ecosystem—away from its equilibrium and 
up one of the neighboring hills. Greater ecosystem resilience is depicted 
by higher or steeper hills, such that the ball—or ecosystem—will tend 
to return to its initial equilibrium after the disturbance, i.e., it will roll 
back to the bottom of the valley from where it started (Fig. 1, left panels). 
However, if the disturbance is too great or if the ecosystem resilience is 
too low, then the ball—or ecosystem—will cross over the threshold into 
a new equilibrium, i.e., to a new identity, structure, or function, i.e., it 
will roll to the bottom of a different valley (Fig. 1, right panels).
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Figure 1. Ball and valley metaphor for ecosystem stability and resilience. The 
shape of the landscape reflects its degree of resilience, and the arrow represents a 
disturbance. The size of the arrow is the same in both cases to suggest a similarly-
sized disturbance affecting both the more- and less- resilient systems (left- and right-
hand panels, respectively). The more-resilient system is represented by the taller hill, 
which the disturbance is unable to overcome. The less-resilient system is represented 
by the smaller hill, which the disturbance is able to overcome. After the disturbance 
(bottom panels), the more resilient system has returned to its original equilibrium 
(i.e., its original identity, structure, and function), whereas the less-resilient system 
has moved to an alternate stable state (i.e., it now has a different identity, structure, 
or function compared to what it had before the disturbance).

For example, even though humans often perceive forest fires as one 
of the most devastating events that can occur to an ecosystem, forest 
types in which fire has been an historically recurring phenomenon 
are composed of plant species that are adapted to capitalize on the 
conditions immediately following a fire to propagate the next generation 
(Bond & Keeley, 2005). Thus, the regenerating forest usually retains the 
identity, structure, and function of the pre-fire forest, i.e., it is resilient to 
fire or, to use the ball and valley metaphor, the ball remains in the same 
valley in response to the disturbance. In contrast, fertilizer additions 
(such as through atmospheric deposition of nitrogen downwind from 
industry) can drastically change the identity, structure, and function of 
a wild ecosystem by changing the costs and benefits of different nutrient 
acquisition and nutrient use traits (Scheffer & van Nes, 2007). Not only 
does the identity of the main plant species often change in response to 
fertilization, there are often fewer species in total as well (Suding et al., 
2005), with obvious implications for the herbivores, pollinators, and 
predators that rely on the plant community. Thus, few ecosystems are 
resilient to fertilization or, to use the ball and valley metaphor, the ball 
is pushed to a different valley in response to the disturbance.

Recalling that ecosystem resilience is an emergent property and not 
a goal of natural systems, ecologists have identified characteristics of 
ecosystems that tend to make them more resilient. In a word, diversity, 
as mediated by “functional redundancy” and “response diversity” 
(Desjardins, Barker, Lindo, Dieleman, & Dussault, 2015) is key. Functional 
redundancy contributes to ecosystem resilience when a diversity of 
organisms perform the same function, such as when multiple plant 
species all provide food for herbivores. Response diversity contributes to 
ecosystem resilience when different organisms respond differently to a 
disturbance. For example, plant species have a spectrum of responses 
to drought: some “drought tolerant” species are adapted to survive a 
drought while “drought intolerant” species wilt and die. In an ecosystem 
with sufficient response diversity to drought, functional redundancy in plant 
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species will allow the drought-tolerant species to compensate for the 
poor production of the drought-intolerant species (Tilman & Downing, 
1994). To be clear, the drought-tolerant species would “compensate” not 
because they were “trying” to maintain ecosystem function but because 
individual plants are more or less adapted to make best use of limited 
resources to maximize their reproductive output. When the drought-
intolerant species succumb, the drought-tolerant species simply capitalize 
on the increased resource availability. The emergent property is that 
an ecosystem function (food for herbivores) is resilient to a particular 
disturbance (drought).

As the example above illustrates, resilience at one level (the function 
of food production for herbivores) often requires the temporary loss of 
resilience at another level (the identity and structure of plant species in 
the community). In hindsight and in this particular example, this may 
seem obvious and unproblematic (and it is), but many disagreements 
about resilience in ecology (both theoretical and empirical) arose from 
the different emphases different researchers placed on the resilience of 
identity, structure, function, or their sub-components without being 
very clear about it (DeLaplante & Picasso, 2011). Many researchers now 
believe that ecological resilience at one level actually requires instability 
at one or more levels below (Desjardins et al., 2015), but it is too early to 
say if such a relationship will prove to be true in all cases.

LEADERSHIP & RESILIENCE

Resilience is a concept that is also present in business literature. 
Within this context, resilience is studied at the individual and 
organizational levels. For the purposes of this article, we are interested 
in leadership and resilience in particular.

Individual Resilience

The majority of research on individual resilience and leadership is 
rooted in the psychology literature. Individual resilience is the positive 
behavioral adaptation one encounters when exposed to a disturbance, 
although this literature uses the terms “threat” or “trauma” (Luthar, 
Cicchetti, & Becker, 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000). This literature 
focuses on both the antecedents and the outcomes of the individual’s 
response when faced with a threat or trauma.

Early research viewed individual resilience as personality traits or 
attributes of the individual, and these were referred to as protective factors 
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(Luthar et al., 2000; Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Richardson, 2002; Wright, 
Masten, & Narayan, 2013). Some of the protective factors explored in 
these studies include self-esteem, self-efficacy, communication skills, 
relationships with caregivers, and whether the attributes were innate or 
acquired (Richardson, 2002).

The next wave of individual resilience research viewed individual 
resilience as a process and focused on how the previously mentioned 
protective factors were acquired; that is, how individuals acquire 
the necessary self-esteem, self-efficacy, communication skills, or 
relationships with caregivers to contribute to the development of 
resilience (Moenkemeyer, Hoegl, & Weiss, 2012; Richardson, 2002; 
Wright et al., 2013).

Another wave of research sought to identify mediators or moderators 
that intervene in the aforementioned process (Wright et al., 2013). 
Studies of this nature examined variables such as timing, relevance, and 
setting of the threat or trauma and its impact on resilience, suggesting 
that resilience processes can be identified and changed (Masten, 2011). 

More recently, research has also drawn across disciplines, such 
as ecology, engineering, public health, management, psychology, 
biology, and neurobiology, in an effort to develop an interdisciplinary 
and integrative resilience metatheory (Masten & Obradović, 2008; 
Norris, Steven, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, & Pfefferbaum, 2008; Richardson, 
2002; Wright et al., 2013). This research suggests that resilience is a 
multilevel phenomenon linking genes, neurobiological adaptation, brain 
development, and behavior (Wright et al., 2013) and that humans have 
an innate energy or force that drives them toward self-actualization, or 
an innate capacity to transform and change (Richardson, 2002).

These progressive waves of research have led Sutcliffe and Vogus 
(2003) to conclude that there are at least two building blocks to the 
process that creates individual resilience: adequate resources and an 
active mastery motivation system. These two building blocks supersede 
any efforts to reduce risk or adversity. Adequate resources refers to 
the availability of various forms of physical and non-physical capital 
that allow an individual to develop competence. An active mastery 
motivation system refers to the experience of past successes and failures 
that can motivate future action. “… resilience is enhanced both when 
individuals have access to human, social, and material capital and when 
they have experiences that add to their growth, competence/expertise, 
and efficacy” (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003; p. 100). Competence thus leads 
to success and motivation which further develop competence in a 
self-reinforcing cycle (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003). The research therefore 
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suggests that, whether resilience is understood as a personality trait, as a 
process of acquisition of personality traits that function as mediators and 
moderators in the process, or as an interdisciplinary concept, adaptability 
and flexibility are critical requirements in responding to threats or 
trauma (i.e., disturbance).

Organizational Resilience

Studies of the organizational unit of analysis and its resilience 
literature draw primarily from network and complexity theories found 
mainly in the organizational theory and organizational development 
and change literature. As in ecological science, this literature views 
organizational resilience as a process within a system, not as a goal or 
outcome (Fiksel, 2003; Venkataraman, Walker, Heugten, Baird, & de Vries, 
2014), and finds that organizational resilience is an adaptive capacity that 
develops over time (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003). Organizational resilience 
consists of two parts: planned (first-order) and adaptive (second-order) 
resilience (Lee, Vargo, & Seville, 2013; Venkataraman et al., 2014). 
Planned resilience is proactive and developed prior to a disturbance to 
the system whereas adaptive resilience is reactive following a disruption 
to the system.

Studies of planned or first-order organizational resilience (planning 
prior to a disturbance) have found that diversity or variety (especially in 
range of responses) and interconnectedness are critical building blocks 
for resilience (Everett, 2013). Diversity of responses requires developing 
new capabilities and competencies while retaining old behaviors (Weick, 
Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 1999); thus, a large repertoire of behaviors and 
strategies aids in building resilience (Reinmoeller & van Baardwijk, 
2005; van Dyck, Frese, Baer, & Sonnentag, 2005). Interconnectedness 
includes connections to other people who share the same goals, values, 
and purpose, and allows opportunities for engagement. For example, 
the networked organization allows a hub-affiliate relationship that 
involves the collaboration of numerous independent affiliates or partners 
working together on a common project or for a common purpose 
(Everett, 2013). While perhaps not the most efficient design structure, 
it allows for the coexistence of a range of behaviors and provides points 
of connection or cohesion in goals, values, and purpose, thus creating a 
very resilient organization.

Studies of adaptive or second-order resilience (response following a 
disturbance) (Dickens, 2015; Hopkin, 2014; Venkataraman et al., 2014) 
share themes of shared connections, diversity in responses, and learning 
and adaptability. Shared connections suggest that the organizations have 
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points of connection that provide unity, such as a mission, values, or 
purpose. Diversity in responses suggests that employees are trained to 
develop a number of capabilities that provide flexibility. Learning and 
adaptability suggest that organizations learn from experience, adapt, 
and improve with each successive disturbance (Sutcliffe & Vogus, 2003).

Taken together, the individual and organizational resilience 
literatures reflect themes of diversity in responses coupled with learning 
and adaptability while only the organizational literature suggests the 
need for individuals to have shared connections or purpose in order to 
enhance organizational resilience.

Finally, Staw, Sandelands, & Dutton (1981) resolve that organizational 
resilience cannot be explained at one level of analysis such as individual 
resilience or organizational resilience. Rather, they conclude that 
resilience is the result of an interplay of forces at the individual, group, 
and organizational levels.

LESSONS FROM ECOLOGICAL RESILIENCE APPLIED TO 
LEADERSHIP FOR RESILIENCE

Our goal in this article is to learn from ecosystem resilience theory 
and make micro-level applications to management and leadership. In this 
regard, there have been many successful examples of lessons from nature 
being borrowed and adapted to business in product design (Benyus, 
1997; Braungart & McDonough, 2002), economic systems (Jørgensen et 
al., 2015), and the discipline of industrial ecology. Of particular interest 
is prior work applying ecosystem resilience theory to business. Mannen 
et al. (2012) conclude that the application of permaculture principles to 
human organizational systems would create resilience and emergence in 
organizations. Similarly, Fiksel (2003, 2015) notes that characteristics of 
living systems (diversity, efficiency, adaptability, and cohesion) can be 
applied to industrial systems (e.g., communication and transportation) 
to create resilience. That is, Fiksel (2003, 2015) suggests that diversity 
in form and behavior, efficiency of resource consumption, adaptability 
to new pressures, and the strengthening of points of cohesion will 
contribute to the resilience of systems. Bodin and Wiman (2004) find 
that while these interdisciplinary domain transfers may not always be 
straightforward, they can help us see a concept from a new perspective 
and lead to additional transfers to new fields.

We focus on management and leadership to extend prior work in 
applying ecosystem resilience theory to business. Consider these business 
examples of resilience, or lack thereof. Bouquet and Renault (2014) 
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found that of the one hundred largest companies in 1900, only sixteen 
companies still remain today—Ford is the only company in the same 
industry and the other fifteen have adapted their business to changing 
times; as such, these sixteen companies have been resilient over time. The 
researchers concluded that the eighty-four remaining companies that are 
no longer in business shared three common characteristics: commitment 
to an aging system and way of thinking, denial of a changing market, 
and limited innovation (Bouquet & Renault, 2014).

In similar fashion, Borders and Barnes & Noble together owned forty 
percent of the book-selling market in the 1990s (Johnson, 2011). However, 
the failure to overcome change and adapt to new technology led to the 
total liquidation of Borders. Borders increased the sale of CDs and DVDs 
but did not have an online presence until 2008, while consumers were 
already gravitating to online digital systems (Johnson, 2011).

These examples demonstrate the importance of understanding 
leadership for resilience. We believe that ecosystem resilience theory, 
which has been successfully applied in the human management of 
ecosystems such as forests, wetlands, and agricultural systems, may 
be instructive in the theory’s application in a business management 
and leadership context. We point to four lessons for business 
that can be gleaned from the application of resilience theory in 
ecosystem management.

Lesson 1: Resilience can be positive or negative.

One lesson is that there is nothing inherently “good” or “bad” 
about ecosystem resilience in and of itself (Desjardins et al., 2015). We 
may uncritically assume that ecosystem resilience is good because we 
tend to imagine pristine ecosystems when we consider the concept, 
just as we may imagine the resilience of a vibrant, useful, and ethical 
business to be a good thing. But many heavily invaded ecosystems 
that have lost function and that are difficult to perceive as anything 
but “bad” may also have a frustrating degree of ecosystem resilience: 
it is difficult to “restore” many invaded ecosystems. In such cases, we 
may deem ecosystem resilience to be bad, just as we may deem the 
frustrating degree of resilience of the dysfunction that can sometimes 
develop within a business’s management or corporate culture to be bad. 
Understanding resilience, therefore, helps us to promote resilience when 
it would be good and to undercut it when it would be bad.

We can also point to examples of both positive and negative resilience 
in business. Consider, for example, Caswell-Massey, a retail provider of 
luxury personal care products. The company was founded in 1752 as 
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an apothecary selling medical supplies. Over time, the company was 
resilient to changing market conditions and expanded into personal 
care and hygiene products, fragrances, and cosmetics, and it remains 
successful to this day. In contrast, Buckley (2010) highlights the resilience 
of a dysfunctional global financial system and notes the fact that it 
benefits international banks and the elites in emerging economies while 
simultaneously being dysfunctional and unfair to the citizens of those 
same economies. He argues that the global financial system is volatile, 
unstable, and narrowly efficient, yet it is resistant to change and is thus 
highly resilient. He termed this “negative resilience” (Buckley, 2010), but 
a clearer term might be “unwanted resilience.”

Proposition 1: Resilience will preserve a system’s function, structure, and/or identity.

Lesson 2: Diversity leads to resilience.

A second lesson from the application of resilience theory to ecosystem 
management is that when natural systems are stripped of their diversity 
in an attempt to increase their predictability and efficiency for human 
use, those systems are also stripped of their resilience (Anderson & White, 
2009; Reinmoeller & van Baardwijk, 2005). Recall that resilience via 
diversity is mediated by functional redundancy and response diversity.

An excellent example is the prevalent use of monocropping systems 
in modern agriculture, in which huge fields are planted with a single 
genetic strain of a single plant species (e.g., corn), purged of all other 
plant species (e.g., weeds), and chemically amended (e.g., with fertilizers 
and pesticides) in ways that also simplify (or destroy) the soil and 
insect communities. Modern agriculture has massive externalities in 
terms of pollution, common resource depletion (e.g., ground water), 
and the market subsidies that help make the system profitable. These 
systems, however, lack the resilience of the natural systems they 
replaced. Although disturbances such as blights, drought, and frost 
may impact diverse natural systems, their impacts are mild compared 
to the catastrophic effects of those disturbances on a monocropped 
system, in which the entire simplified ecosystem collapses. In short, 
while management decisions that reduce diversity may provide short-
term benefits, they may come at a long-term cost.

Functional redundancy in business is routinely purged to maximize 
efficiency under controlled conditions, analogous to monocropping 
in agriculture. However, if reducing diversity comes at the expense of 
resilience, then the benefits must be integrated with the costs that come 
from a lack of resilience. For example, downsizing or organizational 
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restructuring may lead to an increased profit of $1 million a year, but 
if it causes a lack of resilience that costs the company $10 million to 
disturbances that, although unpredictable, tend historically to occur 
every five years or so, then the short-term gain from the structural 
simplification might be a long-term loss. Worse, the lack of resilience 
could lead to the company’s demise if it were unable to respond to a 
major disturbance. Of course, by their very nature, the occurrence, 
timing, severity, and duration of disturbances are difficult to predict, 
and so there may always be a tendency to favor demonstrable short-
term benefits of diversity reductions that increase efficiency and to 
discount the costs of possible disturbances. Like ecology literature on 
resilience, we find that efficiency and optimization are ideal in a static 
system (Hamel & Valikangas, 2003). In a complex and dynamic system, 
however, an overemphasis on efficiency comes at the expense of diversity 
and interconnectivity and, as a consequence, resilience (Anderson & 
White, 2009; Reinmoeller & van Baardwijk, 2005). Indeed, the history 
of business is replete with examples of companies that shuttered for lack 
of resilience to disturbance as described above.

To illustrate resilience theory and diversity in strategic management, 
Porter (1979) first pointed to the risk of having too few suppliers or buyers. 
By relying too heavily on one or a few suppliers and buyers, businesses 
become vulnerable to impacts related to the supplier or buyer.In order 
to minimize risk, companies were thus advised to maintain several 
suppliers and buyers. Similarly, businesses have often found success by 
maintaining diversified portfolios rather than by being focused on a 
single line of business. As in the case of buyers and suppliers, having 
multiple businesses in a corporation’s portfolio spreads risk and makes 
the company less vulnerable. In fact, some ecologists, taking a cue 
from business, have described the combined phenomena of functional 
redundancy and response diversity as “the portfolio effect” for this very 
reason (Tilman, 1999).

Additional examples of resilience theory and diversity can be found 
in local economies. Research shows that big box retailers decrease the 
number of small locally-owned businesses in the big box retailer’s 
industry, decrease the unique character of communities, and increase 
homogeneity (Good Jobs First, n.d.; Mitchell, 2012; Montgomery, 2013). 
Studies have also concluded that big box retailers reduce the number of 
people employed in a given area, depress average wages, increase poverty, 
decrease natural resources and open spaces, and increase taxpayer 
burdens due to an increase in the number of low wage workers utilizing 
public assistance (Good Jobs First, n.d.; Mitchell, 2012; Montgomery, 
2013). Furthermore, when big box retailers close shop and leave behind 
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vacant retail space, communities lose property taxes and jobs and incur 
other additional hidden costs (Good Jobs First, n.d.; Schindler, 2012).

The city of Detroit, Michigan presents an example of a community’s 
economic base that lost diversity and relied heavily upon the dominance 
of the automobile manufacturing industry to the exclusion of all others 
(Galster, 2012). Numerous examples exist where the manufacturing-
based economies of small towns across the northeastern United States 
were devastated when factories downsized or closed. These communities 
lost resilience through decreased diversity and increased homogeneity 
in their economic base. Lack of diversity in a city’s economy makes 
it difficult to rebalance the industry mix (Lin, 2015). Over time, 
however, small and medium size businesses have begun to emerge in 
Detroit’s struggling downtown economy. This may be due to in-place 
infrastructure and low-cost property (speculation) to give a small business 
lower overhead when starting a new enterprise. The rebuilding of Detroit 
began by revitalizing the downtown area with a focus on knowledge- 
and service-based economic activity (Harpel, 2011; McDonald, 2014). 
Once again, small locally-owned enterprises brought diversity to the 
local economic landscape. This diversity leads to resilience that is more 
robust in response to changes in economic demand as the failure of one 
enterprise will not drastically influence widespread economic stability 
in the region.

The cases of economic reliance on big box retail and manufacturing 
industries suggest that the functional and response diversity provided by 
vibrant locally-owned businesses, as opposed to homogenous businesses 
or industries, contributes to a community’s economic resilience in 
times of disturbance or shock. As Detroit gradually rebuilds over time, 
gentrification in recently economically depressed areas could attract an 
influx of larger corporate entities. Interestingly enough, this may reduce 
the viability of small businesses in the community, thereby reducing the 
overall resilience of the local economy once again.

Proposition 2a: Increased functional redundancy and response diversity will 
lead to increased organizational resilience.

Proposition 2b: Increased functional redundancy and response diversity will 
lead to increased economic resilience.

Proposition 2c: There is an inverted u-shaped relationship between efficiency 
and a business function, such as profitability, because increased efficiency 
comes at the cost of reduced resilience.
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Lesson 3: Diversity is valued and preserved at all levels.

A third lesson from the application of resilience theory to ecosystem 
management is that attempts to manage for resilience to a particular kind 
of disturbance often undercut resilience to other types of disturbance, 
especially those that are unpredictable or novel (Folke, Carpenter, Walker, 
Scheffer, Chapin, & Rockstrom, 2010; Desjardins et al., 2015). “Resilience 
thinking” advocates for less emphasis on maintaining ecosystems within 
a particular stability domain and for more emphasis on adapting with 
transitions to other stability domains and encouraging diversity—even 
diversity that has no apparent connection to resilience, on the assumption 
that it probably does have a connection to resilience that we just have not 
appreciated yet. More precisely, resilience thinking recognizes that if we 
are ultimately interested in ecosystem function, its resilience may require 
a lack of ecosystem resilience in identity and structure. That is, because 
the timing and nature of disturbances are difficult to predict and because 
the virtues of particular functional redundancies or response diversities 
may be difficult to perceive in advance of a particular disturbance, there 
is always potential value in diversity at all levels.

Recall that there is a tradeoff between efficiency and resilience 
(Anderson & White, 2009; Reinmoeller & van Baardwijk, 2005). As 
businesses seek to become more efficient in the short-term, they may be 
risking resilience in the long-term because there are unknown mediators 
and moderators in the resilience process that may be purged through 
attempts at efficiency. Corporate downsizing, layoffs, and restructuring 
serve as good examples. Research has shown that companies often hire 
temporary employees with complementary skill sets after a layoff to 
help the business move toward a new strategy, and that as many as 
30% of companies that lay off workers rehire them as contract workers 
because they need the workers’ skills (Cascio, 2002). Thus, when resource 
efficiency is required, it may be beneficial to cross-train employees to 
compensate for both tangible and intangible human resource skills lost 
in downsizing or restructuring. In this example, the leader’s job is to 
recognize pockets of talent and resources and move them as needed to 
increase adaptability and resilience. Unlike natural systems in which 
different species are “locked” into particular roles, a resilient business 
can shift people and departments.

Proposition 3a: Reductions in resources will lead to reductions in diversity.

Proposition 3b: Reductions in resources will lead to reductions in resilience.
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Lesson 4: Emphasis is placed on adaptability rather than on 
avoiding disturbance.

A fourth lesson from the application of resilience theory to ecosystem 
management is that our inability to predict or control disturbances 
should motivate us to promote resilience. An excellent example comes 
from the forest fire suppression regimes that the U.S. put in place after 
World War II. Ironically, successful forest fire suppression has led to 
increased fuel loads, which create conditions for high-intensity fires 
where there would have otherwise been low-intensity fires (Dombeck, 
Williams, & Wood, 2004). Although these ecosystems had been resilient 
to low-intensity fires, high-intensity fires often disturb soil properties 
and destroy soil seed banks to such an extent that resiliency is reduced.

For business, this suggests that while we may try to control 
disturbances when possible, we should focus more energy on developing 
our capacities to learn and adapt, if only because we will frequently 
not succeed in predicting and/or controlling disturbances. More subtly, 
attempting to avoid disturbance may promote conditions—analogous to 
increased fuel loads—that diminish resilience to the disturbances that 
cannot be avoided (and such disturbances will surely come eventually). 
Accepting disturbances may therefore be a necessary part of the process 
to build adaptability and increase resilience (Cork, 2010). “At best[,] 
we can reduce the uncertainties we face not by controlling the natural 
systems we interact with, but by developing our own capacities to learn 
and adapt” (Desjardins et al., 2015, p. 156). This supports earlier literature 
which suggests that strategic resilience can be planned and cultivated 
for the competitiveness and survival of the organization (Burnard & 
Bhamra, 2011) and that adaptive organizations stay on the “edge of 
chaos” between order and disorder, constantly poised for continuous 
change (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997). Thus, there is a need to develop 
adaptive management, a learning process that builds upon current 
knowledge to reduce future uncertainty. As Hamel and Valikangas (2003) 
stated, resilience is about developing capacity to change. That is, the 
best protection against disturbance is the development of flexibility, 
nimbleness, and adaptability.

Proposition 4: Resources are better invested in developing adaptability rather 
than in developing protective barricades of resistance to or in avoidance 
of a disturbance.
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LIMITATIONS & FUTURE RESEARCH

Our contribution has been the application of ecosystem resilience 
theory to business leadership for resiliency and the identification of 
lessons for leaders and their accompanying research propositions. There 
are, however, some limitations to the generalizability of our research. 
In our domain transfer of resilience from ecosystems to management, 
resilience theory appears to apply to the organizational level but is not 
as relevant to the individual level. That is, the psychology literature 
appears to be better suited to explaining individual-level leadership 
resilience, whereas the ecology literature is better suited to explaining 
organizational-level (system) resilience.

Bodin and Wiman (2004) remind us that interdisciplinary domain 
transfers are not always straightforward. Desjardins et al. (2015) state 
that we need to go beyond understanding concepts and properties 
of resilience and look at the broader picture. There are challenges, 
however, to extending the resilience concept over a larger domain. First, 
the definitions are mostly qualitative and abstract, lacking empirical 
content and are thus difficult to apply to concrete situations (Desjardins 
et al., 2015). Second, the internal/external dichotomy is problematic. 
Instead of internal “absorption” of an external shock, maybe “tolerance” 
is a better metaphor that removes the internal/external distinction 
(Desjardins et al., 2015).

Further research is needed to develop constructs and testable 
hypotheses from our propositions. This will allow the lessons and 
propositions to be further refined for increased relevance to leadership 
for resilience.

We also see a need for more integration of psychology (individual-
level) and ecology (organizational-level) literature on resilience. Although 
our research does not integrate the psychology and ecology literature 
and even questions its applicability, it is possible that efforts toward 
integration could contribute to a better understanding of leadership 
for resilience.

As stated at the outset of this article, there is a need to develop 
resilience at the individual, organizational, community, national, and 
global levels in order to successfully navigate uncertainty and change 
and to rebound from setbacks. It is possible that the lessons learned 
from ecosystem resilience theory could be applied at different levels 
of analysis and could provide insights into managing for resilience in 
local communities, nations, and the global community. That is, can an 
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emphasis on building diversity throughout all levels of a community, 
nation, or global community lead to the increased adaptability and 
resilience needed to navigate further crises such as those related to the 
economy, war, terrorism, or climate change?

CONCLUSION

The industrial revolution has led to business and economic models 
that have caused or exacerbated the pressing economic, social, and 
environmental crises of our time (Anderson, 1999; Anderson & White, 
2009; Edwards, 2005; Fullerton, 2015; Hawken, 1993; Hawken et al., 
1999; Rockstrom et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2015). Recognizing our 
natural limits and planetary boundaries, businesses are increasingly 
seeking more sustainable approaches. One direction has been to look to 
nature for guidance on principles of natural design and organization in 
order to operate more sustainably. In this era of increasing uncertainty, 
increased resiliency is one area in which businesses seek to move 
toward sustainability.

Resilience is the ability of an individual or system to rebound from 
a disturbance to a level of functioning that is equal to or better than 
the level of functioning prior to the disturbance. In ecology, ecosystem 
resilience is an emergent property, not a goal. Ecosystems must exhibit 
diversity to be resilient. Diversity is mediated by functional redundancy 
(a diversity of organisms performing the same function) and response 
diversity (different organisms responding differently to a disturbance).

Our goal in this article has been the application of natural ecosystem 
resilience theory to business leadership for resiliency. In this pursuit, we 
caution management scholars not to attempt to mimic nature but rather 
to view nature as a proven system that is analogous to human constructs 
in some important ways, and not analogous to human constructs 
in other ways. To the extent that the analogy is apt, understanding 
why nature is or is not resilient can shed light on what makes human 
constructs more or less resilient.

We have taken four lessons from ecosystem resilience theory that 
can be insightful in managing for resilience. First, resilience can be 
good or bad. While we may assume that resilience is good because 
the system is resistant to disturbances, resilience can also be bad if we 
consider invasive species or dysfunction in a business. Second, the key 
to resilience is diversity, specifically functional redundancy and response 
diversity. When a system, or business, is stripped of its diversity (both 



Managing for Resilience: Lessons from Ecology 95

functional redundancy and response diversity) in an effort to increase 
efficiency, it becomes more vulnerable and less resilient. Third, diversity 
is to be valued and preserved at all levels. It is impossible to predict future 
disturbances; thus, attempts to manage for resilience to a particular kind 
of disturbance can undercut resilience to other types of disturbances. 
And fourth, emphasis should be placed on adaptability rather than on 
avoiding disturbance. Accepting disturbances may be a necessary part 
of the process to increase resilience; thus, we should focus more energy 
on developing our capacities to learn and adapt rather than on trying to 
avoid disturbance. In managing for resilience, the leader can apply these 
four lessons by building diversity (in both functional redundancy and 
response diversity) throughout all levels of the organization and focusing 
on development of flexibility, nimbleness, and adaptability. Such would 
form the foundation of a resilience-based business or economic system.

We have also presented research propositions for further study of 
this application of ecosystem resilience theory to business leadership. 
We acknowledge that this domain transfer may be more applicable at the 
system or organizational level than at the individual level of leadership, 
and we offer several considerations for future research. Ultimately, 
there is a need to increase resilience at the individual, organizational, 
community, national, and global levels as we manage for a global 
sustainable future.
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The following invited essay by Dr. Michael Garanzini, S.J., is based on a talk 
Fr. Garanzini originally gave in July 2014 at the International Association of 
Jesuit Business Schools Annual World Forum on “Mobilizing the Worldwide 
Jesuit Network: Collaboration for Global Sustainability” at Sogang University 
in Seoul, Republic of Korea. Although addressed initially to the conference’s 
largely Jesuit business school audience, we feel its focus on Pope Francis, 
as a person and as a spiritual leader, speaks to the concerns of our entire 
global community. The publication in June 2015 of Pope Francis’ (and his 
many advisors’) encyclical, Laudato Si’, speaks clearly of the reality that 
global sustainability and global social injustice are moral issues, and that 
moral leadership, by all of us, is called for in defining and dealing with the 
tragic situations they are increasingly creating.

We believe the members of the global network of Jesuit business schools 
have much to learn from all business schools around the world as they and 
we seek ways, in our teaching, research, and service, to contribute to a 
more sustainable and more socially just world. We also believe that this talk 
about one increasingly prominent source of moral leadership on these closely 
connected global issues may have much to contribute to other business 
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schools as they seek to build moral leadership into their efforts to deal with 
the issues of global unsustainability, global poverty, and social injustice.

Keywords: Pope Francis; Jesuit business education

Pope Francis has said some critical things about capitalism and the 
present state of the world’s economy, especially in light of the effect on 
the poor. Those of us in Jesuit institutions, especially schools of business, 
do not often feel the need to pay close attention to “the Bishop of Rome,” 
and are not always sure that what a Pope has to say will be relevant for 
our professional enterprise. But this one is different. He is “one of us“ 
after all: he speaks our “Jesuit” language. He has stirred commentary 
from economists, scientists, and others who normally do not heed the 
words of Popes. And, his comments about capitalism, free markets, the 
rising tide of poor people and migrants, and the duties of more advanced 
economies are making some uncomfortable. Nevertheless, his ratings for 
“effectiveness on the job” are high. He touches a chord. People think he 
has important things to say. Many people admire him because they feel 
and think he “speaks truth to power.”

What sense can we make of his words and their implication for our 
work as business educators? A few caveats might be helpful before we 
look more closely into that question. First, we should remember four 
things. He is a Jesuit and speaks in Jesuit idioms. He sees education as a 
key force, maybe the key secular force, for good. He is a Latin American 
and is all too familiar with the effects of economic disparities (they are 
not as well hidden in the South as in the North). And he is a master of 
symbol and wants to use his office to demonstrate, awaken, and keep 
the focus on the marginalized in society. He sees doing so as the proper 
role of a Roman Catholic Church leader … and perhaps of any church 
or spiritual leader.

THE JESUIT POPE

As a Jesuit, Francis uses Jesuit language and sees the world in 
“Ignatian” terms. First, caring for “souls” means caring for the whole 
person, that is, the physical, social, and spiritual needs of people which 
are not distinct needs but bound together. A healthy person is healthy 
in mind, body, and soul. A weak person struggles in all three areas. A 
deprived person is deprived in each sphere. Second, he speaks in places 
like Evangelii Gaudium, his master plan or manifesto for his papacy, of 
“discerning the operation of God in the world today.” The realm of the 
spiritual and the worldly are not two different spheres but one reality. 
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Through his Ignatian lens, he will see “God in all things,” operating 
directly in the world. His aim is to awaken us to that reality. Third, he 
speaks of “shadows and lights,” that is, he sees the operation of good and 
evil—real forces—at work in the everyday affairs of human beings.

This is language that comes right out of St. Ignatius of Loyola’s 
Spiritual Exercises. This is a moral universe. In such a world, the action 
or inaction of individuals or groups can and should be judged for their 
moral goodness or their moral failure. And, what advances the welfare of 
human beings, especially the poor, is for good. What retards and inhibits 
development or fosters greed and independence is bad. It is a battle 
between good and evil, right and wrong, where one must take sides, 
that is, place oneself clearly under a banner, for or against the forces of 
good or evil. This is Ignatian language and Ignatian thinking, and it is 
Francis’. For instance, he will speak of following our Lord, doing right, 
as joining in the battle “under the banner of Christ.”

All these metaphors come from the Ignatian Spiritual Exercises. 
They form and color Francis’ imagination and enliven his rhetoric. 
In his homilies and his two lengthy writings, Evangelii Gaudium and 
Laudato Si’ (on the environment), he assumes a familiarity with what 
we Jesuits call “our way of proceeding.” This “way of doing things” is a 
method of analysis and discernment which begins by taking a serious 
look at reality, that is, seeing the world for what it is, good and bad, 
and desperately in need of solutions and those willing to fight for a 
just cause. What is important and matters most is that one has chosen, 
“elected,” either to be on the side of what is right and just, to be a positive 
force for change and inclusion, or not to decide, to play things as they 
come, seizing opportunity wherever it appears and wherever it might 
lead. Again, this is a religious vision and Francis will assume this as a 
necessary first step before discerning, next, “what must I do with what 
I have seen?” And, following that, “what must I do with what I have 
been given?” We are moral agents and must be responsible not only for 
our own behaviors but for the systems that we perpetuate or that we 
work to correct. His speeches to non-clerics, and clerics alike, are full of 
references to one’s moral responsibility as a person who has assumed a 
leadership position.

THE POWER OF EDUCATION

Francis’ vision of education follows from this basic vision of the world 
as a place where good and evil are on a battle field. As a Jesuit, this Pope 
believes deeply in the power and importance of education. It is perhaps 
the chief, or best, way of truly helping individuals to become responsible 
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moral agents. Through education, we assist young people with the tools 
to understand what is “in play” and at stake in this very complex world. 
We offer them more than the credentials needed to impact it, to change 
it for the good. A good education, for moral leadership, cannot then be 
reserved for those within one’s own social group, or faith tradition, or 
who are able to pay for it. It must be for everyone with ability regardless 
of background, gender, or socio-economic status.

It is through education that we foster and advance the common 
good. It is an equalizer, first and foremost. Its aim is to give a young 
person a moral compass. It equips him or her with the credentials needed 
to succeed. Moreover, an education, especially a Jesuit education, models 
debate, analysis, investigation, engagement. It models this while asking 
repeatedly about what is best for the most people, especially and critically 
for those who have been left out, who are at the margins. In other 
words, no matter the role one plays in the economy—maker, manager, 
distributer, promoter—the responsibility to help people, that is, to benefit 
the most “souls,” is incumbent on the product of a Jesuit education.

The Pope famously compared the Roman Catholic Church to a “field 
hospital.” The sick and wounded come first. One does not ask, he said, 
about the cholesterol level of a person who is bleeding from a gunshot 
wound. First things first. A university’s first duty, then, like the Roman 
Catholic Church, is to deal with the students who come through its 
doors. They need skills in computation, in communication, and basic 
knowledge of business and the economy, its laws and dynamics. It then 
must move them to examine (see) those issues that critically impact 
the marginalized, for all the underlying issues and causes of poverty 
and marginalization first of all need study. All disciplines are needed 
to examine how we might expand the circle of those with opportunity 
and all disciplines need to help examine ways we foster greed and ways 
we retain power over the production and distribution of goods. And, 
today, given the way our economic systems rely on access to technology, 
we must find ways to widen access to technology. Finally, the university 
must move students to act on what they now see and understand.

These contributions, Francis believes, will occur only if the university 
regularly invites the poor and marginalized into its purview and, more 
importantly, into its halls. And, if faculty and students seek out those 
who are left behind. Only if faculty and students regularly come into 
contact with those who are disenfranchised in their classroom or in their 
research, he believes, will they be sensitive to the potential impact of 
their discipline and its questions, concerns, and discoveries on those who 
do not benefit from the advances in various fields—economics, health, 
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education, etc. See, engage, and reflect is the Jesuit “pedagogy” assumed 
by the Ignatian “way of doing things.”

A LATIN AMERICAN

As a former South American bishop, Francis’ experience is that the 
elites have the advantages and hold on to those advantages, reserving 
them for their own kind. Again, it may be more blatant in places like 
Argentina and Latin America, but it is no less true in all other parts of 
the world. When he is criticizing capitalism, he is coming from first-
hand experience of too many individuals who are denied the ability 
to feed their families, clothe them, or care for their health and other 
needs. Capitalism has left too many outside the room, and the evidence 
keeps mounting that he has a point. The refugee crisis that threatens 
to overwhelm Europe and the migration issues that have led to a rise 
in xenophobia in many places are an outgrowth not only of religious 
extremism but of economic disparity as well. People move when they 
are in danger and when they cannot feed their families. The political 
and social instability that these crises cause is threatening to halt 
economic development and the distribution of wealth across social and 
national divides.

This Pope knows a great deal about rich and poor. The “Dirty Wars” 
were a real proving ground for him, especially for his capacity to manage 
competing agendas, to be resolute but sensitive to the way others perceive 
things. It led him to work directly in the slums of Buenos Aires. He has 
many friends who are poor. And, he rather prefers to be with these 
simple people than with the rich and powerful. Once catapulted onto 
an international stage, he came to believe that his destiny was to bring 
the same messages, based on these experiences, to the world.

Beneath it all, Francis believes in a “liberation” that comes from a 
radical Gospel message of justice and mercy. Rich and poor need to be 
liberated from selfishness and fear, the two big drivers of human self-
destructive behavior. Doing so calls for building a more just society that 
is also a place of mercy. In his theology, he is not at pains to dissect how 
a church or a society may be both just and merciful, that is, both fair, 
treating everyone the same, and charitable, doing more for the poor.

Political philosophers and theologians have always struggled with 
how justice and mercy can be operative at the same time. Is it a society’s 
duty to feed the poor, house the homeless, provide for health care to all, 
or is it society’s duty to offer opportunities for those with ambition so 
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that they can provide for all those necessities? It follows that those who 
have less ambition and ability will naturally experience less of these 
goods and benefits. Why should those who work hardest pay for those 
who work less, or not at all? In other words, do we have an obligation to 
support with basic necessities all those within our community or nation 
or world, or only those who earn their keep? For Francis, we must do 
both because siding with one or the other of these two choices is likely 
to distort and even come back to haunt us given the long term effects 
on the common good. For Francis, it is never giving in to one side or the 
other in this struggle.

PERSONAL ENGAGEMENT AND CONTACT

This Pope is a master of the use of symbol as well as a disciplined 
manager who shows what he means by example. He wants to change 
both the style and substance of our discourse and how we see not 
only the Papacy and the Roman Catholic Church but ourselves as 
citizens of a global society. This Pope, in style, rhetoric, and substance, 
demonstrates what he preaches by active engagement with a torn and 
wounded world.

He believes in the value of the symbolic touch or action. It speaks 
volumes about where one’s heart lies. Lampedusa was his first visit—a 
small, poor parish on the outskirts of Rome for Sunday morning Mass 
was his first pastoral visit shortly after being elected. The Jesuit Soup 
Kitchen in Rome was his first foray into a social outreach program in 
the City of Rome, his Diocese. He washed the feet of a Muslim woman 
on Holy Thursday, the first Pope to perform this symbolic gesture on 
a woman and a non-Catholic. It is the symbol of the Gospel call to 
servant leadership. He not only visited and prayed at the Western Wall 
in Jerusalem, but directed his car to stop at the wall separating the 
Israelis from the Palestinians. He invited the President of Israel, someone 
with relatively little political power, plus the head of the Palestinian 
government, also a position of no power, to his garden to pray for 
peace. In doing so, he broke a knot, the knot of intransigence, that was 
keeping both sides from advancing toward a sustainable peace. He has 
not pretended to solve this problem, but he has set the conditions for 
looking at the issue in a new way.

NEW APPROACHES AND NEW IDEAS

What Pope Francis seems to cherish most of all are creative new 
solutions, new ideas, new insights into what might make for a better 
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society, a better way forward. Again, an academic institution, like a Jesuit 
business school, through its professors and students, should become a 
place for “new approaches and new ideas” as well as for inclusion, for 
economic opportunity, for keeping our attention on social problems. 
This is practical and pragmatic, not simply idealistic. When disparity and 
neglect are unattended or unaddressed, when they create dislocation, 
loss, or shrinking of opportunity, there is a threat to the whole system. 
Social entrepreneurship programs, programs fostering immersions into 
the lives of the less fortunate, research that helps economic development 
in poor areas, or examines sustainable logistics, or ways of farming, 
mining, etc., have direct impact on the most vulnerable. Such programs, 
carried out as a deliberate “mission” activity of the Jesuit business school, 
are models and metaphors of what business and commerce can do to 
foster a vision of inclusion and help for “souls.” When students ask 
“What creative new business or business product or service can make 
the lives of others less burdensome, less difficult, healthier and more 
sustainable?,” they are in sync with a vision presented by this Pope. And, 
more importantly, they need not be conscious or aware of this fact. 

In sum, as Pope, Francis is a bishop-manager, a theologian-teacher, 
and a diplomat-statesman. That is the role inherited by anyone sitting 
in the Chair of Peter. He plays each of these deftly and with an agenda 
in mind. Let’s look more closely at that agenda.

TURNING UP THE HEAT

The Pope’s comments about capitalism, the markets, the wrecking 
of the environment, and his fairly relentless barrage against wealth 
and power that isolate and protect a few to the detriment of others are 
disturbing to some. He has been called a communist or socialist, and 
anti-capitalist. That may be a bit too facile. He has a predilection for 
serving the poor. That does not make him a communist.

In his first major letter, he asked his bishops and priests to spend 
more time with the disenfranchised in their parishes than with the 
well-off and the well-connected. It also instructed them to reflect on the 
problems and the causes of poverty and alienation to make them more 
sensitive to the plight of the “other.” He then pointed to four “realities” 
that need scrutiny and collective action, urging priests and bishops 
with influence to turn up the heat, so to speak, on those with power 
and influence in the economic realm. Those with influence over young 
people, over policy makers, and who have ties to those with influence 
in the economic sphere (universities and business schools) are asked to 
do the same.
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The first and most glaring reality is the existence of severe poverty. 
Despite some success in reducing the number of those whose incomes, 
as measured by the presently agreed upon indexes, leave them in severe 
poverty, conditions in the underdeveloped and developing world trap 
too many men and women into lives of subsistence. Proof that this 
situation has become intolerable for the masses of the severely poor 
is offered by the fact that the world has not seen, since World War II, 
the number of economic and political refugees that it sees today (fifty 
million by some counts). Leading nations, companies, and individuals 
in the economic sphere cannot ignore this reality. If they do, they do so 
at their own peril.

The second reality, which we must face, is the gross inequality we see 
in nearly every society. As the gap between rich and poor widens, and 
as too many are relegated to a status of permanency in their economic 
status—whether that status be in the top 1% or the bottom 50%—we 
run the risk of tremendous social and economic instability. It behooves 
even the most pragmatic of us to see that a gap of widening proportions 
does not bode well for social cohesion or social and economic progress. 
Taxes on those with wealth are just as their wealth is tightly tied to the 
goods, services, and natural resources paid for by all, yet the benefits are 
not evenly shared by all.

One of the features of this income disparity is the power of some 
with access to the resources of this earth, our common home, who use 
that access to the detriment of us all. The destruction of forests, depletion 
of farmable land, over-fishing of the seas, pollution of air and water 
through carbon emissions, and the dumping of industrial waste and 
fertilizers—these activities have clearly brought wealth to some and a 
great deal of present and future harm to the rest of us. The destruction of 
the environment is directly related to this unequal sharing and unequal 
caring for the environment that sustains the populations of the globe.

A feature of capitalism that this Pope and others point to as a 
relatively new and unhealthy phenomenon is the working of financial 
markets. Markets and how they are manipulated are not neutral in 
their effect on people, and on consumers especially. Like our natural 
resources, if we do not regulate these realities, they wreak havoc, a man-
made havoc. The financialization of markets is a special case that cries 
for intervention by men and women committed to economic justice. 
Speculation on commodities is but one example of how markets are 
manipulated without regard for the work of others, that is, their effect 
on the suppliers and producers. This reality is certainly within our 
power to curb and to regulate. Those who regularly benefit from existing 
conditions of commercial exchange will fiercely resist any alteration in 
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the market practices they have worked to create and from which they 
benefit so greatly, but the damage these conditions can cause to innocent 
bystanders and those affected is unacceptable.

Finally, Pope Francis sees a direct link between economic injustice 
and violence. Drugs, gangs, attempts to halt over-mining, polluting, 
and the transport of refugees and migrants for profit are all places of 
violence that disproportionately affect the poor and innocent. Human 
trafficking, for example, has not occurred on a scale such as we see today 
in the last several hundred years. These are economic and social realities 
that cannot be separated and thought of as distinct problems. They are 
challenges calling for both concerted action and a change of heart.

This Pope is not naive. He knows that many will feel threatened. 
But their safety and security are more likely to dissipate if we do not 
address the growing threat of economic injustice. Having staked out 
his pontificate as a new kind of moral authority, with some earned 
credibility and with the Hebrew and Christian scriptures on his side, this 
Pope appeals to all men and women of good will to address the challenge 
of the environment, the financialization of the markets, the gap between 
rich and poor, and the reality of severe poverty and its link to violence. 
His new encyclical, Laudato Si’, makes the case for several of these themes 
even more strongly. It pleads over and over with a simple refrain that “all 
is connected.” The message to all, government and business especially, 
is that policies that ignore environmental destruction and the growing 
dangers of a depleted and damaged environment hurt everyone. The 
world we live in is home to all and all are impacted by unnecessary 
and excessive over-consumption and unregulated commercialization of 
natural resources. The rain forests are one of our lungs, cleaning our air; 
the seas are our source of nutrition, and so forth.

CONCLUSION

There has not been a Pope who seeks to “reach out and to dialogue” 
with everyone as does this Pope. He wants to engage all “men and women 
of good will,” not just “believers.” Nor has there been a Pope who has 
been as forceful in urging us to band together, to think and plan past 
our national boundaries or our social group, and who challenges us 
with a nobler cause. He has been direct and honest about the economic 
forces that divide us and that leave too many behind. The power of his 
metaphors and his actions gives visible witness to his call for solidarity 
and cooperation among nations and among socio-economic groups. The 
emphasis on our individual and collective responsibility is persuasive, 
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calling us to be better citizens of a global society. The agenda he sets 
before us is a remarkable and appealing plan, especially for a school of 
business, one that wants to do more than simply expand the wealth 
of the wealthy, or extend the reach and power of an economic sector. 
The “magis” or “more” which Jesuits so often hold up as a motto refers 
here to more inclusion, more opportunity, and more sustainability in 
our management of the goods of this earth. There is a great deal here in 
which to fashion a unique and relevant school of business for the world 
we are heading into.

<ENF>
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Cosmovisiones ecológicas: Una perspectiva inédita sobre 
liderazgo sostenible global avanzado

STEVE SCHEIN
Escuela de Negocios, Medioambiente y Comunicaciones 
Universidad de Southern Oregon 
Ashland, Oregon, EE. UU. 
scheinst@sou.edu; schein.steven@gmail.com

Resumen. Desde que surgió el movimiento por la sostenibilidad empresarial 
hace más de dos décadas, se ha escrito mucho acerca del importante 
papel que las multinacionales deben desempeñar en la resolución de los 
desafíos ecológicos del planeta. Sin embargo, mientras la investigación 
sobre sostenibilidad empresarial se ha centrado casi exclusivamente en 
el impacto medioambiental, las estrategias y la mejora de las prácticas 
organizativas, no se ha prestado suficiente atención a la sostenibilidad 
del liderazgo a nivel individual. Como resultado, se sabe muy poco acerca 
de las motivaciones psicológicas de los ejecutivos de la sostenibilidad 
corporativa y cómo esto puede estar relacionado con su comportamiento en 
calidad de agentes de cambio. Sobre la base del conocimiento de diferentes 
disciplinas de las ciencias sociales como la ecopsicología, la ecología 
integral y la psicología del desarrollo, este artículo presenta determinados 
hallazgos a partir de las cosmovisiones ecológicas de los líderes mundiales 
en sostenibilidad. Hallazgos específicos que incluyen cinco experiencias de 
cosmovisiones ecológicas sobre la vida de los participantes y cinco modos 
en que se expresan dichas cosmovisiones ecocéntricas. Basándose en 
los resultados, el autor propone que los participantes en el estudio han 
desarrollado cosmovisiones ecológicas avanzadas que subyacen en su 
motivación y capacidad para ejercer un liderazgo sostenible efectivo, y hace 
recomendaciones específicas para la educación y la praxis.

Palabras clave: sostenibilidad; responsabilidad social corporativa; 
cosmovisiones ecológicas; ecopsicología; yo ecológico; ecología integral; 
liderazgo medioambiental; psicología del desarrollo; ecología profunda
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Transformar la educación en finanzas y negocios: Una parte 
del problema

FRANK M. WERNER
(investigador de contacto) 
Escuela de Negocios Gabelli
Universidad Fordham
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JAMES A. F. STONER
Escuela de Negocios Gabelli 
Universidad Fordham 
Nueva York, Nueva York, EE. UU. 
stoner@fordham.edu

Resumen. La humanidad se enfrenta al reto de transformar el sistema 
global existente de producción/consumo/distribución de la riqueza de un 
modelo injusto y no sostenible a otro más justo que puedan mantener 
los recursos del planeta. La formación empresarial actual apoya, facilita, 
justifica e intensifica los aspectos no sostenibles del actual sistema de los 
negocios, y por lo tanto es “parte del problema” de la sostenibilidad global. 
Aunque todos tenemos oportunidades para contribuir a esta transformación 
y estamos “llamados” a hacerlo, los profesores de todas las disciplinas 
tienen una oportunidad y obligación únicas de responder a una llamada 
de este tipo. Este artículo es el primero de tres centrados en la educación 
en los negocios, en particular en la enseñanza de las finanzas dentro de 
dicha educación, y describe cómo la educación en los negocios, tal y como 
ha sido concebida e impartida actualmente, es parte del problema y debe 
transformarse. A continuación aborda cómo la enseñanza de las finanzas, 
a modo de elemento principal en la educación en los negocios, es a su vez 
una parte principal del problema y debe igualmente transformarse.

Palabras clave: educación de los negocios; enseñanza de las finanzas; 
sostenibilidad
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El papel de la orientación de la misión hacia una educación 
sostenible en negocios

STEPHEN MORRIS
(investigador de contacto) 
Universidad de San Francisco
San Francisco, California, EE. UU. 
morriss@usfca.edu

ERIN GROGAN
Universidad de San Francisco 
San Francisco, California, EE. UU. 
egrogan@usfca.edu

Resumen. Muchas escuelas de negocios adoptan la misión o el propósito 
de desarrollar líderes, con especial hincapié en valores y principios. En este 
artículo, se discute el papel de las misiones institucionales en la enseñanza 
de la sostenibilidad en una escuela de negocios, e ilustra cómo la misión 
puede adoptarse como marco para la discusión y para hacer operativa 
la sostenibilidad. En concreto, aportamos ejemplos sobre cómo adoptar 
una orientación en la misión dentro de un curso curricular de negocios 
para alcanzar una concienciación más profunda sobre los problemas de 
la sostenibilidad, y de qué modo una decisión de negocios determinada 
puede afectar a muchas de las partes implicadas. Por otra parte, mientras 
muchos de los métodos pedagógicos presentados parten de la tradición 
jesuita, las estrategias planteadas pueden integrarse igualmente en 
instituciones seculares. En este artículo se describe de qué manera este 
marco se empleó para motivar a los estudiantes a tomar decisiones sólidas 
y conscientes en un entorno empresarial. Además, sugerimos métodos para 
sortear los obstáculos a la hora de integrar la orientación en la misión en 
los cursos de grado y de postgrado.

Palabras clave: orientación en la misión; sostenibilidad; Paradigma 
Pedagógico Ignaciano
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BRIAN M. OHSOWSKI
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Resumen. Comprender y desarrollar la resiliencia se ha convertido en un 
aspecto cada vez más importante en los negocios tanto para los líderes 
como para las organizaciones. Las organizaciones resilientes pueden 
sortear con éxito la incertidumbre y el cambio. La resiliencia, sin embargo, 
es un cualidad poco comprendida. Por eso dirigimos nuestra atención a la 
teoría de la resiliencia de los ecosistemas para entender el concepto de 
resiliencia. Identificamos cuatro enseñanzas de la gestión por una resilencia 
ecológica que pueden adaptarse a la gestión por una resiliencia de los 
negocios: 1) la resiliencia puede ser positiva o negativa dependiendo de la 
naturaleza de la actividad que respalda, 2) la diversidad de los individuos, 
departamentos, flujos de información, perspectiva y otras cualidades 
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contribuyen a la resiliencia, 3) dado que tenemos un conocimiento 
imperfecto sobre el momento y la naturaleza de una perturbación dada y 
por tanto el conocimiento imperfecto acerca de los componentes exactos de 
la diversidad que van a apoyar a la capacidad de resiliencia frente a dicha 
perturbación, hay un beneficio en preservar la diversidad, incluso si reduce 
la efectividad bajo condiciones estáticas, y 4) en la medida en que las 
perturbaciones son inevitables, debe hacerse hincapié en la capacidad de 
adaptación de bajo nivel para apoyar la resiliencia funcional de alto nivel. Al 
gestionar la resiliencia, el líder puede aplicar estas lecciones, tanto mediante 
la promoción de la diversidad (de redundancia funcional y diversidad 
de respuesta) a lo largo de todos los niveles de la organización, como 
centrándose en el desarrollo de la flexibilidad, la agilidad y la adaptabilidad. 
Este trabajo nos ha llevado a desarrollar siete propuestas teóricas sobre el 
liderazgo de la resiliencia que pueden estimular una mayor investigación 
para integrar las perspectivas en la ecología y el liderazgo empresarial.

Palabras clave: resiliencia; ecología; liderazgo; diversidad

El efecto Francisco … Y lo que podría significar para nosotros 
respecto a la educación jesuita de los negocios, y quizá 
para otros

MICHAEL J. GARANZINI S.J.
Rector, Universidad Loyola de Chicago
Secretario para la Educación Superior, Sociedad de Jesús
Chicago, Illinois, EE. UU.
mgaranz@luc.edu

Resumen. El siguiente ensayo a cargo del Dr. Michael Garanzini, S.J., se 
basa en una conferencia ofrecida en julio de 2014 por el padre Garanzini en 
el marco del Foro Anual Mundial de la Asociación Internacional de Escuelas 
de Negocios Jesuitas sobre “Movilización de la red jesuita en el mundo: 
colaboración para la sostenibilidad global” en la Universidad Sogang de 
Seúl, República de Corea. Aunque en un principio se dirigía a la numerosa 
audiencia de las escuelas de negocios jesuitas presente en la conferencia, 
tenemos la sensación de que al centrarse en el Papa Francisco, como 
persona y como líder espiritual, concierne igualmente a toda la comunidad 
global. La publicación en junio de 2015 de la encíclica del Papa Francisco 
(y sus numerosos consejeros), Laudato si’, habla claramente del hecho de 
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que la sostenibilidad global y la injusticia social global son asuntos morales, 
y que el liderazgo de todos nosotros ha sido llamado para definir y afrontar 
las trágicas situaciones que se están dando, cada vez más numerosas.

Creemos que los miembros de la red global de las escuelas de negocios 
jesuitas tienen mucho que aprender de todas las escuelas de negocios del 
mundo, ya que tanto ellos como nosotros buscamos maneras en nuestra 
enseñanza, nuestra investigación y nuestro servicio de contribuir a un 
mundo más sostenible y socialmente más justo. También creemos que esta 
conferencia, que trata sobre una importante y creciente fuente de liderazgo 
moral en estos asuntos globales tan estrechamente relacionados, podría 
suponer una importante contribución para otras escuelas de negocios 
en su intento de construir liderazgo moral, dentro de sus esfuerzos por 
gestionar los problemas de la sostenibilidad global, la pobreza global y la 
injusticia social.

Palabras clave: Papa Francisco; educación jesuita de los negocios
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