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Abstract

'This paper critiques the Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework as conceptually flawed and ethically insufficient for sustainability education in
business. While the TBL aims to balance profit, people, and planet, its logic prioritizes profitability, rendering social and environmental goals
conditional and marginal. We argue that this framing undermines critical thinking, moral imagination, and ecological literacy in business
students—especially within Jesuit institutions, which are called to form conscientious leaders. Drawing on Jesuit educational tradition, we
propose a reorientation of business purpose around economic sufficiency rather than profit maximization, guided by integral ecology and the
common good. This shift invites a more honest engagement with tradeoffs and fosters the formation of future business leaders as ecological

citizens capable of imagining just and sustainable economic systems.
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1. Introduction

The cumulative impact of human economic and
industrial activity has driven a cascade of escalating
ecological and social crises. Anthropogenic climate
change, biodiversity loss, resource depletion, and
biogeochemical disruption are no longer speculative
projections, but empirical realities with accelerating
momentum (Diaz et al., 2019; Folke et al., 2021;
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2023).
Meanwhile, a record 35 million people were refugees
in 2022, 600 million people will live in extreme poverty
and face food scarcity by 2030, and three billion people
will live in slums by 2050 (United Nations, n.d.).
Frameworks such as the planetary boundaries model
and the “doughnut” of social and ecological boundaries
(Raworth, 2017; Rockstrom et al., 2009; Steffen et
al., 2015) warn that critical Earth-system thresholds
regulating climate, nutrient flows, and biosphere
integrity have already been exceeded, destabilizing
the conditions that support both ecological integrity
and human well-being. Thus, in addition to any moral
obligations humanity might have to the nonhuman
world (Kimmerer, 2013; McGregor, 2009; Singer, 1989;
Taylor, 1981), these trends represent a direct threat to
the continued capacity of Earth to support human life.

The business sector has been identified as a major
driver of environmental damage and social inequality.
In response to these challenges, business leaders and
educators have increasingly sought to reframe the
objectives of private firms, shifting away from strict

shareholder wealth maximization toward various
stakeholder models (Carroll, 1991; Freeman, 1984;
Freeman et al., 2010). Traditionally, societal well-being
was seen as the responsibility of government, while the
sole responsibility of business was to increase profits
(Friedman, 1970). Today, it is broadly recognized
that in a reality where market failures, government
failures, and institutional voids are common, the
responsibility of business must include societal welfare
more broadly—what Ramanna (2014) has called the
“capitalist’s contract” (see also Abraham, 2024; Business
Roundtable, 2019; Lawrence et al., 2023; Miller, 2020;
Norman & MacDonald, 2004). This change has been
reflected in a broad class of sustainable management
frameworks, including stakeholder capitalism,
“win-win” corporate social responsibility (CSR),
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) metrics,
conscious capitalism, and the shared value approach.

Among the most influential of these ideas is
the Triple Bottom Line (TBL). Though specific
definitions of the TBL vary (Norman & MacDonald,
2004), its conceptual core is the balance, integration,
and simultaneous pursuit of economic, social, and
environmental objectives, as depicted in Figure
1. The concept is most closely associated with
Elkington (1994, 1997a, 1997b), who framed it as
a means to expand corporate accountability beyond
financial returns to include impacts on society and
the environment. The TBL states that firms should
measure success in terms of three interdependent
“bottom lines”—profit, people, and planet—thereby
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embedding sustainability into business strategy rather
than treating it as a peripheral concern.!

X

Societally beneficial

Environmentally
beneficial

X

Figure 1: The ideal formulation of the Triple Bottom
Line: business activities (marked with Xs) are presumed
to be distributed across and between profit, social, and
environmental goals, with the central intersection idealized
as the target.

According to a review of TBL literature
(Alhaddi, 2015), the economic bottom line refers
straightforwardly to financial success, measured by a
firm’s profitability and growth as well as its contribution
to the growth and health of the overall economy. This
dimension is sometimes given more expansive labels
such as “economic prosperity,” “value creation,” or
“GDP per capita,” but “profit” is still the dominant
framing (Abraham, 2024). The social dimension refers
to conducting business in a way that is fair, beneficial
to society, and responsive to community needs. Key
outcomes in this area would include fair wages and safe
labor practices, respect for human rights and dignity,
and philanthropy. The environmental dimension refers
to responsible use of natural resources, reduction of
greenhouse gas emissions, and “minimizing the
ecological footprint” a firm has on the natural world

(Alhaddi, 2015: 8).

! In literature and practice, the general idea of balancing
or pursuing “people” and “planet” alongside profit is often
referred to in a variety of ways and with varying levels
of specificity and rigor. Thus, the TBL is not one unified
theory with cleanly delineated boundaries. For the purposes
of this paper, our scope includes not only the TBL concept
proper, but also the general class of corporate sustainability
approaches that point toward “people, planet, and profit” as
simultaneous goals.

Proponents have argued that the TBL offers a
practical framework for operationalizing sustainability
within organizations (Goel, 2010; Rogers & Hudson,
2011; Slaper & Hall, 2011). By requiring simultaneous
attention to profit, people, and planet, the TBL is said
to encourage managers to recognize interconnections
and potential synergies among these domains
(Elkington, 1994, 1997a; Hubbard, 2009). Within
management scholarship, TBL has been positioned
both as a performance measurement tool, enabling
firms to assess and report outcomes across the three
dimensions, and as a decision-making heuristic that
can guide strategy toward long-term value creation
(Glavas & Mish, 2015; Hubbard, 2009). Oftentimes,
the social and environmental dimensions are explicitly
defended on the grounds that better performance in

these areas is ultimately better for business (Alhaddi,
2015; Norman & MacDonald, 2004).

Of course, the TBL is not without its detractors.
Norman and MacDonald (2004) argue that “what is
sound about [TBL] is not novel, and what is novel
is not sound,” concluding that the concept “promises
more than it can ever deliver” (p. 243). Subsequent
critiques have pointed at the lack of standardization in
measurement across the three domains (Hubbard, 2009;
Slaper & Hall, 2011), the difficulty of making trade-
offs explicit (Milne et al., 2005; Milne & Gray, 2013),
and the risk of the TBL being reduced to a symbolic
exercise without substantive change (Barkemeyer et al.,

2014; Elkington, 2018, 2024).

Nonetheless, the impact of and excitement around
the TBL are hard to overstate. As one indicator, a
Google search for “triple bottom line” today yields over
five million results, up from three million a decade
ago (Alhaddi, 2015). A substantial body of academic
and practitioner literature has been published, and a
growing consultancy industry has converged around
the approach (e.g., Abraham, 2024; Alhaddi, 2015;
Beltrami et al., 2021; Goel, 2010; Miller, 2020;
Rogers & Hudson, 2011; Wu et al., 2024). It has also
significantly impacted business strategy, influencing
implementation and measurement strategies such as
the Global Reporting Initiative (Slaper & Hall, 2011)
and signaling strategies such as B-Corps (B Lab, 2025).

Most importantly for this discussion, the TBL has
also been readily adopted within business education,
where it is frequently presented as an accessible and
morally compelling framework for conceptualizing
responsible enterprise (e.g., Lawrence et al., 2023).
'The framework is commonly introduced in business
ethics or sustainability courses, and in many cases forms
the backbone of how students are taught to reconcile
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profitability with broader social goals. Jesuit business
schools, in particular, have not only adopted the TBL
tramework but also, in many cases, explicitly embedded
it within their institutional missions.

This institutionalization of the TBL is reflected in
students’ understanding of business in society. In our
own classrooms, when asked to articulate the purpose of
business, the overwhelming majority of students assert
that firms ought to pursue and balance profitability
and societal benefit—often using formulations such
as “maximize both profit and benefit” or stating that
businesses should “seek profits while minimizing
harm.” Although this represents a departure from
the doctrine of shareholder primacy, the normative
assumptions embedded in such responses warrant
critical examination. If the central ethical directive is
to balance profit and benefit, then we must ask whether
such a formulation adequately meets the demands of
either moral reasoning or ecological and social reality.

In this article, we will argue that the TBL, while
rhetorically attractive and an improvement over pure
profit maximization, is nonetheless conceptually
inadequate as a sustainability framework in business
education. In Section 2, we identify internal
contradictions and problematic assumptions within
the TBL concept related primarily to its treatment
of the profit dimension. From this analysis, we
argue in Section 3 that its continued use in business
education—especially in institutions that are explicitly
committed to students’ moral development—risks
reinforcing the very logic and normative value system
it seeks to reform. Finally, in Section 4, we draw from
Jesuit values to propose a reorientation of business
purpose around economic sufficiency, guided by Pope
Francis’s notion of “integral ecology” and the common
good.? This shift offers a more ethically and ecologically
coherent economic ideal and basis for educating the
next generation of business leaders. Ultimately, we
claim that enabling business students to understand
the challenges associated with the TBL is necessary
for their formation as ecological citizens—people truly
capable of responding to “the cry of the Earth and the
cry of the poor” (Francis, 2015: 49).

2 “Common good” here refers to “the sum of those
conditions of social life which allow social groups and
their individual members relatively thorough and ready
access to their own fulfillment” (Francis, 2015: 156). This
also extends to future generations and all non-human life

(Francis, 2015).

2. Conceptual Problems with the
Triple Bottom Line

The TBL arose out of a more widespread shift in
corporate environmental and social thinking that began
in the 1980s. Traditionally, environmental or social
protection was seen as an issue of compliance; extra-
regulatory voluntary social initiatives were thought to
represent a fiduciary and moral failing of executives
in their responsibility to shareholders (e.g., Friedman,
1970). More recently, however, business scholars and
practitioners began to posit that actively pursuing
environmental or social benefit could lead to increased
profits (Ambec & Lanoie, 2008; Porter & van der
Linde, 1995; Prahalad & Hammond, 2002). Various
proposals carried encouraging names such as “pays to be
green,” “fortune at the base of the pyramid,” “pollution
prevention pays,” the “circular economy,” and, of course,
the Triple Bottom Line (see Carroll & Shabana, 2010;
Elkington, 1994, 1997a; Ellen MacArthur Foundation,
n.d.; Geyer, 2021; Hart, 2005; King & Pucker, 2020).
At the core of these proposals is the concept of a “win-
win’—the idea that there is no tradeoft between profit
and corporate responsibility such that extra-regulatory
environmental and social pursuits can increase profits
(Schaltegger et al., 2019). Today, win-win rhetoric has
become so pervasive that promising higher returns
seems like the only way to convince firms to engage in
social or environmental responsibility (Geyer, 2021).

However, after nearly five decades of research, the
evidence does not support the notion that win-wins
are real—at least not on a meaningful scale. As early
as 1994, McKinsey strategists Walley and Whitehead
concluded that untapped win-win opportunities are
exceedingly rare (Walley & Whitehead, 1994). Since
then, researchers have repeatedly demonstrated that
there is no concrete environmental or social benefit
in areas where businesses have found profitable
opportunities, and that where there is a real social
or environmental benefit, it is not profit-increasing
(Geyer, 2021; Jackson, 2009, 2011, 2025; Jackson &
Clift, 1998; Karnani, 2007, 2010; King & Pucker, 2020;
Zink & Geyer, 2016, 2017). Indeed, insisting on win-
win thinking can actively undermine environmental
and social goals (e.g., Kaplan, 2020), leading some
scholars to suggest a need for new economic systems
based on different foundational values (e.g., Sachs,
2021; Saito, 2022; Zink, 2019). In short, a growing
body of research shows that win-win thinking, though
conceptually appealing, fails to produce environmental
or social benefits.

As a member of the class of win-win strategies, the
TBL suffers from a similar set of conceptual, practical,
and normative problems that undermine its utility as
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a guide for sustainable business practice. Specifically,
we see three structural problems embedded in the
TBL framework: profit is considered a nonnegotiable
gatekeeper, the fallacy of maximizing or balancing
incompatible aims, and the failure to properly
weigh urgent moral issues. We explore each in the
following sections.

2.1 Profit as Gatekeeper

The central thrust of our argument is that the TBL
incorrectly frames the relationship between its three
dimensions, ultimately—despite its intention—
reducing the scope of value to profit alone. By treating
profit as the gatekeeper to value, the TBL will be shown
to limit our ability to develop a unified vision of the
common good—a vision of social and environmental
flourishing facilitated by a functioning economic system.
'Thus, because our argument hinges on problematizing
the profit component of the TBL, it is important to be
clear about what profit is. Though specific definitions
of profit exist for different contexts, profit in general
means “a valuable return” (Merriam-Webster, n.d.), i.e,
returns from an activity, business venture, or investment
in excess of the value of the inputs. Of course,
thermodynamically, it is impossible for an activity to
result in more material or energy output than input, so
profit really refers to surplus va/ue, that is, manipulating
material, labor, and energy inputs in such a way that the
output is considered to be more “valuable.”

Profit may seem straightforward and innocuous
enough, but its problematic aspects become visible
when we examine the way it frames our understanding
of value. In the simplest sense, value implies that
something is desirable, worthwhile, or useful. However,
in modern business usage, value is synonymous with
“price,” and it is often price that informs value rather
than the other way around (Mazzucato, 2018). The
relationship between price and value is important
because it implies that things that do not have a price
also effectively have no value. They cannot be bought or
sold, they do not contribute to GDP or other economic
indicators, and so they do not “count” economically. For
instance, Siderius & Zink (2023) point out that “the
protection of clean rivers is not ‘sold’ per se and therefore
has no ‘value,” but clean-up of polluted rivers [as well
as the polluting activities themselves] involve the sale
of labor and equipment, and is therefore ‘valuable”
(p- 1578). We can also consider the way in which the
value of care, despite being essential to our survival,
is barely recognized in the marketplace—evidenced
by how caretakers are often underpaid or not paid at
all (Flores-Robles & Gantman, 2024; Jackson, 2025).

'Thus, market value ultimately distills down to the excess

production of goods and services that produce profit.
Many goods or activities that human beings value (e.g.,
clean air and water, unhindered access to basic needs,
care, truth, beauty, biophilia, meaningful relationships,
etc.) do not carry a market price and, thus, are not
considered profitable outputs. Certainly, the market
cannot recognize any intrinsic value in the protection
of species, ecosystems, or human rights, rendering them
effectively worthless in a profit-driven economy.’

That social and environmental values do not
translate to market values points to a structural
imbalance in the TBL. As depicted in Figure 1,
the aspirational version of the TBL presents each
domain—profitability, social benefit, and environmental
sustainability—as co-equal, with the Triple Bottom
Line at the intersection. However, this view fails to
consider that the three domains do not share the same
normative foundations. The values that guide us in the
social and environmental domains in no way derive
from market value. We conceive of social goods (e.g.,
family, friendship, education, healthcare, etc.) and
environmental goods (e.g., clean water and air, forests,
mountains, coral reefs, etc.) as inherently valuable,
whereas profit is merely instrumentally valuable as
a potential means to achieving the other two goals.
However, the TBL framework smuggles profit along
with two intrinsically valuable goals, thereby making
all three appear morally equivalent.

This false normative equivalence is amplified in
actual business practice, where the primacy of profit is
rarely questioned (Elgin, 2025). In reality, the TBL is
not the idealized version depicted in Figure 1; instead,
the TBL in practice looks more like Figure 2, where
the economic dimension is dominant (visualized by a
filled-in circle) while social and environmental goals
are deprioritized—acknowledged rhetorically but
marginalized operationally (visualized with dashed
circles). The only business activities that are seriously
considered are those that are profitable; activities that
are not profitable are ignored, even if they generate
significant public or ecological benefit.

3 We may distinguish between private vs. public goods
and note that some of our examples here fall into the
latter category, which some may object is the domain of
governments rather than businesses. However, the TBL is
predicated on the notion that businesses can (and should)
contribute to public goods (i.e., societal and environmental
benefit) alongside profit. Thus, we take for granted
that business has broader societal responsibilities other

than profit.
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Societally beneficial

Environmentally
beneficial

Figure 2: The Triple Bottom Line in practice: while all three
domains are acknowledged rhetorically, profit is the most
important dimension as well as the binding constraint;
initiatives that are not profitable are deprioritized
or ignored.

This practical imbalance is reinforced through both
internal decision-making and external governance.
Several recent examples are illustrative. When BP
Chairperson Helge Lund faced shareholder pressure
in 2025 over the company’s energy transition strategy,
investors objected not to the science of climate change
but to the strategy’s anticipated impact on near-term
profitability (Ambrose & Sweney, 2025). Emmanuel
Faber, former CEO of Danone, suffered a similar
fate after turning the company into an “enterprise a
mission” (the French equivalent of a B-Corp) (Walt,
2021). The asymmetric pressure exists even within more
sustainability-branded companies, as demonstrated
when the board of cleaning products company Seventh
Generation fired founder and CEO (and outspoken
sustainability activist) Jeffrey Hollander in 2010.
Hollander reflected, “I was fired because my view of the
role Seventh Generation should play in society fell out
of step with the board’s” (Boynton, 2011). In all these
cases, despite public commitments to sustainability, the
disciplining mechanism was financial return; as such,
the Triple Bottom Line functionally collapses into a
single bottom line.

These episodes are not exceptional. They reveal how
environmental and social goals are fully contingent
on profitability. If they can be pursued without
compromising financial returns, then they ought
to be pursued, but the moment they compromise
returns, they ought to take a back seat. Thus, the TBL
structure effectively reverses the normative grounds
discussed earlier: social and environmental benefits

become understood only as means to the more salient
financial end.

'This analysis reveals a key problem with the TBLs
logic of market compatibility: it lacks a normative
framework from which the primacy of profit can
be questioned. Two significant consequences result
from this failure. First, it excludes from consideration
a vast range of potentially transformative business
models—such as cooperatives, public goods provision,
or low-margin subsistence enterprises—which may be
socially or environmentally effective but fall outside
the boundaries of traditional profit generation.
Second, the goal of maximizing economic, social, and
environmental outcomes necessarily ends up reducing
to the maximization of profit—a point to which we
now turn.

2.2 The Maximization of Profit

From our analysis in the previous section, we see that
the implicit suggestion that the three goals—profit,
people, and planet—can somehow be maximized
simultaneously is both conceptually idealistic and
logically incoherent. Within a constrained decision-
making environment, maximizing one variable
inherently limits others. Attempting to “maximize”
both profit and environmental benefit leads to
tradeofts that hinder sustainability efforts. For example,
environmental economics teaches us that profit-
maximizing firms will reduce pollution to a level that
minimizes their marginal costs; polluting more than
this level would increase total costs in terms of fees
or taxes, while polluting less would increase costs
associated with control technology or monitoring. Thus,
these firms naturally arrive at an economically optimal
level of pollution. However, that level of pollution is
neither environmentally nor socially optimal.

Nonetheless, students frequently assert that firms
ought to “maximize both” profit and environmental
or social good. While we might simply complain that
these students need to revisit their lower-division
microeconomics courses, this widespread belief reveals a
failure of critical reasoning induced by the TBL model
itself. Whereas the TBL suggests mutual reinforcement,
the logic of optimization demands prioritization of
values. This means that the TBL may incline decision
makers to treat profit as a non-negotiable constraint,
thereby adjusting all other values and goals accordingly.
'The result is a hierarchy disguised as balance.

When students come to see the tension between
financial goals and socio-environmental outcomes,
they tend to try to salvage the TBL in problematic
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ways. A common approach is to assert that instead
of maximizing all three areas, one should “maximize
profit while reducing harm.” At first glance, this
sounds reasonable. Yet, when examined more closely,
this formulation constitutes dubious moral advice.
First, the level of harm reduction is not specified, and
therefore will be subordinate to the binding constraint
of profit maximization. Perhaps more problematically,
it suggests that harm is inevitable, and that the ethical
burden is to mitigate it—but only insofar as profit is
not undermined. What is clearly missing is an ethical
(social and/or environmental) value that is pursued for
its own sake and facilitated by economic activity.

This asymmetry is clearer when viewed through
analogy. Imagine advising a student to “pursue your
ambitions, but try to mitigate the harm you do to
others along the way.” Implicit in this guidance is the
assumption that the pursuit of one’s ambitions will
necessarily harm others, and that moral responsibility
consists only in reducing collateral damage. If, indeed,
the personal ambition is necessarily harmful, the moral
advice should not be to pursue it “responsibly” but to
find a different passion. Analogously, if a business
venture is not a means to some positive ethical value,
one that somehow enhances the well-being of society
and the environment, then it violates businesses’
implicit contract with society (Ramanna, 2014) and
must be reformulated or abandoned.*

2.3 The Urgency of Moral Clarity

'The notion that firms can or should maximize profit
alongside social and environmental goals is not merely
misguided—it is dangerous. In an era where three
billion people live under a World Bank poverty line
and the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change
warns that carbon emissions must be halved between
2025 and 2030 to avoid catastrophic climate change,
we face truly existential decisions. If humanity is to
survive, let alone flourish, business must operate outside
the profit imperative.

In their argument for abandoning win-win
rhetoric, King and Pucker (2020) point out that true
environmental progress—such as that achieved through
the Clean Air Act or Clean Water Act—is the result
not of firms “creating shared value” but of regulatory
mandates imposed despite business resistance.

* Although individual ethics and corporate ethics are
distinct—operating at different levels and within different
contexts—they are related and can be wunderstood
analogously, as organizational values and behaviors are
shaped by the individuals who think and make decisions
(based on their values) within them (Bernacchio et al.,2024).

Similarly, the Montreal Protocol was not signed
because it promised clean growth; it was a necessary
response to halt ozone depletion.

In contrast, the TBL teaches us to weigh
profitability against planetary survival as if both were
morally equivalent. This false equivalence makes
abstract, global problems like climate change or poverty
easy to dismiss relative to self-interested, immediate,
and measurable outcomes like profit, so much so that
the TBL has become completely untethered from the
existential reality of social and ecological threats (Milne
et al., 2005; Milne & Gray, 2013).

If we remove the abstraction and reduce the scope
to the individual, the fallacy becomes obvious. Consider
an extreme, but morally clarifying, thought experiment:
imagine that every person on Earth wore a tamper-
proof necklace containing a small explosive device
programmed to detonate if global atmospheric carbon
concentration exceeds 450 parts per million.’ In such
a world, would we still advise firms to “reduce carbon
emissions—if profitable”? Or would we abandon profit
in favor of collective survival? This thought experiment
may seem extreme, but for many people around the
world—such as the 11,000 inhabitants of the island
nation Tuvalu, which will be completely submerged by
2050 due to rising sea levels—environmental and social
collapse are not abstract, distant notions, but concrete,
personal realities (Gonzilez, 2025). When framed in
concrete and personal terms, it becomes clear that the
central question is not whether profit can be reconciled
with the common good, but whether it should be
considered at all when the two come into conflict.

This reveals a deeper failure of the TBL: by placing
profit on par with ethical and ecological concerns, it
forecloses critical inquiry into profit itself. In classical
economic theory, profit signals efficiency, incentivizes
innovation, and allocates resources. In practice, however,
profit is what fuels economic growth (Siderius & Zink,
2023). An investor loans money with the expectation
that the principal will be returned along with positive
interest, but this means the only way the monetary
system can persist is if it continues to grow. Thus, profit-
driven growth is systemically embedded in our financial

> IPCC models indicate that holding atmospheric carbon
concentration below 450 ppm can limit long-term global
atmospheric temperature increase to 2°C; exceeding
this threshold can trigger wide-ranging dangerous and
potentially irreversible effects (Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change, 2023). As of August 2025, global
atmospheric carbon concentration was 425 ppm, up from
422 ppm in August 2024 (National Oceanic & Atmospheric

Administration, n.d.).
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structures, from corporate valuation and shareholder
expectations to executive compensation (Sayre, 2024).
Indeed, both firm-level and economy-wide growth
are often the explicit goals of the profit dimension of
the TBL (Alhaddi, 2015). However, infinite growth
on a finite planet is a physical impossibility. Profit,
therefore, necessarily accelerates material extraction
and pollution, and leads to a systemic overshoot of
planetary boundaries.

Given this context, the TBL fails not only because
it misrepresents the relationship between profit,
people, and planet, but also because it lacks the critical
perspective needed to question how profit itself may
undermine social and environmental sustainability.
Given the stakes, we must not placate existential
threats with the rhetoric of balance, but confront the
hard ethical choices inherent to ensuring human and
ecological flourishing.

3. The Problem with Teaching the TBL

If the Triple Bottom Line is conceptually flawed as a
framework for sustainability, one might ask whether
it still has utility in the classroom. That is, even if the
model is imperfect, can it nonetheless serve as a useful
teaching device? In many disciplines, educators use
oversimplified models to introduce students to complex
phenomena (e.g., Newtonian physics, homo economicus,
or even Aristotle’s doctrine of the mean). These models
are defensible precisely because they use simplicity
to reveal complex underlying mechanisms or truths.
In this light, one might argue that the TBL serves a
similar function for business educators: it introduces
students to the idea that business serves more than just
shareholders, and that this leads to tradeoffs between
financial gain and broader societal impact.

However, the TBL is not a simplification of a
more complex reality but a rhetorical construction that
misrepresents that reality. As we argued in Section 2,
the reality is that pursuing profit is often at odds with
implementing the kinds of practices needed to address
pressing social and environmental issues. By evading
this tension, the TBL misdirects students’ thinking,
stunts their moral formation, and impairs their future
business decision-making (Hahn et al., 2014). Instead,
responsible business ethics and sustainability education
should force students to grapple with uncomfortable
questions: What if doing the right thing is not
profitable? What if the systems that generate financial
success are irreconcilable with ecological integrity
or social justice? What really constitutes financial
success—and why? And how should we reimagine the
economic bottom line?

Rather than catalyzing such reflection, the TBL
replaces moral and strategic complexity with an
entrancing narrative of harmony and balance. When
students assert that firms must “maximize both” profit
and societal benefit, they are not articulating a tension
to be explored but regurgitating a contradiction
embedded in the model itself. They are also failing to
see the instrumental nature of the economic bottom
line, the intrinsic value of social and environmental
aims, and the complex interconnections between
the three of them. The TBL conceals complexity in
feel-good simplicity, reinforcing a worldview that
treats systemic constraints as natural law and moral
compromise as a strategic necessity. Perhaps most
importantly, the TBL suggests that we can do good
while pursuing harm, which reinforces students’ tacit
belief that “business ethics”is, in fact, an oxymoron, and
that “corporate social responsibility” is nothing more
than window dressing.

Because the TBL inaccurately frames the
normative relationship between its three domains,
it obscures the tensions and tradeoffs necessary for
promoting sustainability. This renders it inadequate
not only for the demands of sustainability per se, but
also for the demands of sustainability education in
business. Our responsibility as educators is to provoke
rather than stifle moral imagination and to interrogate
moral and strategic tension rather than resolve it
through abstraction. Ultimately, we need an approach
to sustainability education in business that asks not
how to minimize harm within the current system, but
whether the system itself fosters the common good.
Fortunately, the Jesuit tradition provides us with just
such a framework.

4, Rethinking Purpose in
Jesuit Business Education

For educators earnestly committed to sustainability—
and especially for those working within Jesuit
institutions—abandoning the TBL leaves an opening
for both alternative ethical models for guiding business
and deeper reflection on values, purpose, and moral
formation. What should we teach about the purpose
of business, and what kind of leaders should we try
to form? To help address these questions, we draw,
in the following sections, upon Francis’s concept of
integral ecology and the Inspirational Paradigm for
Jesuit Business Education (International Association
of Jesuit Universities, 2020) to develop an approach
to sustainability in business education grounded in a
better economic ideal of sufficiency. We then discuss
how this ideal frames the way we teach sustainability
in the classroom. This framework is more conceptually
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coherent and more pedagogically valuable than the
TBL because it reorients the purpose of business
and the role of business education through careful
consideration of who we are and what we need—
individually, collectively, and environmentally—
to flourish.

We point to Jesuit business education specifically
because it is uniquely positioned to lead a fundamental
shift in sustainability education in business, given
its moral vision and pedagogical commitments and
methods (Annett, 2021). Jesuit education can be
described as an educational mission and practice
that is concerned with the “total formation of each
individual within the human community” and which
“is value-oriented, encourages a realistic knowledge,
love and acceptance of self; and provides a realistic
knowledge of the world in which we live” (International
Commission on the Apostolate of Jesuit Education,
1986: 134, 139). Thus, Jesuit business education aims
for the moral, spiritual, and intellectual development
of future business leaders, carrying by mission an
explicit commitment to human flourishing, justice,
and ethical discernment (see Morelli, 2002). These
values are not understood as a mere adjunct to profit;
rather, they ought, in principle, to reorient the entire
purpose of business education—shaping students to
become (paraphrasing Pedro Arrupe, S.J.) “persons for
others.” Preparing students to become people for others
ultimately enables them to find meaning in their lives,
as “love causes [human persons] to find fulfillment
through the sincere gift of self” (Pontifical Council for
Justice and Peace, 2004: 221).

If the purpose of an individual in society is
to serve others—that is, to contribute one’s unique
gifts toward the common good—and businesses are
simply collections of individuals working toward
a shared goal, then the purpose of business, in the
Jesuit view, must also be to serve the common good.
Accordingly, in contrast with the TBL, a business’s
legitimacy is determined by its contribution to societal
and environmental flourishing, not profit and growth.
Thus, the Jesuit view of business reveals a different
paradigm of business ethics that does not attempt to
balance three independent bottom lines; instead, it
arises from a deep, holistic consideration of human
life, and is focused on questions of value, meaning,
and purpose. In this perspective, business education
must prepare students not merely to serve themselves
by succeeding within the existing system, but to
radically transform that system by providing a better
economic ideal—one that is grounded in an ecological
understanding of ourselves as integral parts of a greater,
interdependent web of life, calling us to be socially

responsible, ethically grounded, and globally aware
(Francis, 2015: 12; Catholic Church, 2000: 340). In the
next section, we will argue why economic sufficiency is a
better economic ideal.

4.1 Sufficiency as a Better Economic Ideal

Economy (oikonomia in Greek) refers to the “law of
the home” or the “art of household management.” It
signifies the way we care for the space in which we
dwell. Thus, economy is not an end in itself but a
means to the vital aims of human and environmental
flourishing. Jesuit values center on the concept of
human dignity, the promotion of justice with a
preference for the marginalized and poor, and caring for
the environment (Sosa, 2019). From this perspective,
economic activity must be situated within an overall
concern for the flourishing of all life. This concern
is rooted in the metaphysical and anthropological
truth of interdependence and interconnectedness
central to the Catholic tradition, emphasizing the
interrelatedness of social, environmental, and economic

issues (Kureethadam, 2019: 112).

This is the basis of Francis’s concept of integral
ecology: since everything is connected, environmental
issues cannot be considered in isolation from social
issues (Kureethadam, 2019: 123-126; Francis, 2015:
139, 142). Francis calls for “an ‘economic ecology’
capable of appealing to a broader vision of reality”
(Francis, 2015: 141), that is, one attuned to the ways
in which we are co-constituted by the environment
and our communities. In Francis’s view, the economy
is the art of enhancing quality of life; hence, the
“maximization of profits ... reflects a misunderstanding
of the very concept of the economy” (Francis, 2015:
195). “It is not enough to balance,” he continues,
“nature with financial gain, or the preservation of
the environment with progress. A technological and
economic development which does not leave in its
wake a better world and an integrally higher quality of
life cannot be considered progress” (Francis, 2015: 194).
'Thus, within the framework of Catholic intellectual
tradition, economic prosperity is not understood
as profit and growth, but is measured instead by its
contribution to the common good.

Given this understanding of economic prosperity
centered on the common good, combined with our
critique of profit from the previous sections, we propose
that, rather than advocating for the pursuit of profit,
business educators should embrace the goal of economic
sufficiency. As argued above, profitability implies
surplus beyond subsistence—return on investment,
margin expansion, and growth. Economic sufficiency,
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by contrast, simply asks whether a business model
can continue operating (i.e., covering operational
costs, safeguarding the livelihood of employees, etc.)
over time without financial collapse. This promotes
the common good by disincentivizing the profit-
maximizing practices that threaten the conditions
for human and environmental flourishing. Thus, the
difference is more than semantic. Replacing profit with
sufficiency means that the binding moral constraints
surround social and environmental benefit, not profit.

ficial

\Economically
', sufficient
\ X

X

~a -

Figure 3: The Triple Bottom Line reimagined: social and
environmental values are primary, while profitability is
reframed as economic sufficiency, which expands the set
of possible beneficial business activities.

This reframing is visualized in Figure 3. The
economic benchmark is changed from “profitable”
to “sufficient,” which expands the boundary to
include more environmentally and socially beneficial
business activities.® Mirroring Figure 2, the filled-in
vs. dashed bubbles are meant to indicate that social
and environmental integrity are the primary spheres of
legitimacy: a project that is socially or environmentally
essential but only barely economically viable is still
worthwhile, whereas a profitable but destructive venture
is not. This aligns with Francis’s insistence that “the
dignity of each human person and the pursuit of the
common good are concerns which ought to shape all
economic policies” (Francis, 2013: 203). Environmental
and social goods must be safeguarded as ends in

¢ Following our argument in Section 2.1, the diagram is
not meant to suggest that economic sufficiency is morally
equivalent to the other two aims. Rather, we retain the
Venn diagram format to allow a visual comparison of how
replacing profit with sufficiency opens up creative spaces for
imagination in environmental and social enterprise.

themselves throughout all phases of a business venture,
never to be subjugated to profit.

Moving away from the TBL and reframing
business success toward broader purpose and economic
sufficiency can create moral and pedagogical space
for alternative models of creativity, progress, and
development, such as cooperatives, commons-
based peer production, regenerative agriculture, and
local mutual aid networks. Catholic healthcare is a
prominent example. Catholic healthcare providers
are multi-billion-dollar organizations subject to the
pressures that accompany any organization of this scale.
However, they see their primary purpose as extending
the ministry of their founding sponsors rather than
as operating a business. This means that structurally,
they prioritize human flourishing, dignity, and the
common good as the values facilitated by sufficient
financial resources (Catholic Health Association of
the United States, n.d.). Moreover, as non-profits,
Catholic healthcare providers do not distribute profits
to shareholders but reinvest any excess to extend the
organization’s mission. Catholic healthcare is just one
of many models that do not “maximize profit” and
yet remain economically sufficient by contributing
meaningfully to a just and sustainable society.

Echoing Fitzpatrick (2025), our argument here is
not meant to ignore how businesses actually function
or trivialize the challenges of financial subsistence;
rather, it is to ethically reorder the priorities within
enterprises—all with a view toward doing what is
required (not expedient, convenient, or profitable) to
protect the intrinsic value of social and environmental
ends. Replacing economic prosperity with economic
sufficiency more coherently captures the moral
responsibility of business to society. It also, echoing
Francis, necessitates a new approach to ecological
education capable of promoting a harmonious
relationship with others and our common home
(Francis, 2015: 210). With this task in view, we
now turn to how economic sufficiency reframes our
approach to sustainability education and student
responses to this reframing.

4.2 Economic Sufficiency and Jesuit Values in
the Classroom

In our own classrooms, teaching a capstone course on
business ethics and sustainability at a Jesuit university,
we have attempted to broaden the horizon within
which students approach questions of value and
vocation in business. We teach economic sufficiency
as a better economic ideal and discuss the TBL not
as a normative guide but as a problematic model—
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useful only insofar as it reveals embedded tensions in
the purpose of business.

Our approach to problematizing the TBL
and promoting the ideal of economic sufficiency is
rooted in the Ignatian Pedagogical Paradigm, which
aims at the full development of the human person
by discovering and advancing reflective action. This
approach is grounded in experiential understanding
and enlivened by contemplation of what gives life
meaning and what constitutes the common good
(International Commission on the Apostolate of
Jesuit Education, 1986: 167). Ignatian pedagogy
recognizes that students have deeper “hungers” or
intrinsic desires—for genuine connection, personal
tulfillment, meaningful contribution, and hope for a
better future—that transcend the superficial appeal of
material success (International Association of Jesuit
Universities, 2020: 4-5). Fostering these hungers
encourages future business leaders to see themselves
as ecological citizens—moving beyond instrumental
questions like “How can I maximize profit?” toward
the more fundamental question of “What is mine to
do, given the needs of the world and the gifts I have
been given?”

Following the International Association of Jesuit
Universities’ (IAJU) Inspirational Paradigm for Business
Education, we understand the purpose of business
education as “firmly based upon an ethical framework
that emphasizes the fundamental questions of the
dignity and the potential of the individual, the centrality
of the common good, and the importance of social
networks that affirm and support human flourishing”
(International Association of Jesuit Universities, 2020:
7). We view it as our responsibility as educators to
provide an alternative vision of business based on firm
ethical principles and the promotion of virtue rather
than profit, growth, or economic utility. Instead of
appealing to some ethereal “balance” between profit
and societal good, the Inspirational Paradigm situates
questions about sustainable leadership and business
practices within a robust framework for engaging the
complex values and existential questions that animate
human life—a framework rooted in the common good
and always aiming, above all, to enhance quality of
life (International Commission on the Apostolate of
Jesuit Education, 1993: 14). Through reflection on
such complexities, Jesuit education reorients students’
perspectives of themselves, others, social systems, the
global community, and the natural world by fostering
an appreciation for the interdependence of all creatures.

Some students quickly grasp the implications of
this reframing: if a business is not making the world

better—socially or environmentally—it should not exist,
regardless of profitability. These students recognize that
profitability alone is not morally sufficient, and, in some
cases, may be irrelevant to the core ethical evaluation
of a firm’s existence. They are also inspired to challenge
profit as being central to understanding the purpose
of business and the economy more broadly, and, most
importantly, the definition of economic success in
their own lives. They begin to challenge the cultural
narrative about who we are, what we want, and why,
and to earnestly rethink market behaviors that are not
conducive to our flourishing or the flourishing of social
and environmental spheres upon which we depend.

Other students remain hesitant. A common
argument is that a business must be profitable to exist
at all, and that without financial sustainability (and the
growth that profit implies), no social benefit can be
created. But this reasoning, while pragmatically true in
narrow contexts, overlooks a critical point: businesses
that do not exist cannot create benefit, but neither
can they do harm. A framework that only legitimizes
harm-mitigated profitability restricts the imagination
to the dominant models, rather than to those that
might be morally preferable and ultimately conducive
to life. This tension—between what is profitable
and what is right—remains a central challenge for
business education.

'The difficulty of TBL thinking and the importance
of Jesuit pedagogy are exemplified in our fourth-year
students’solutions to ethical issues during case analyses
and ethics case competitions. In these analyses, profit
almost always governs students’ proposed solutions,
inevitably limiting social and environmentally-oriented
innovation. Despite being exposed to the TBL
throughout their business curriculum, students have
been trained to prioritize the economic bottom line.
To combat this pervasive bias, we challenge students
to explicitly describe what positive value (e.g., human
dignity, the common good, integrity of ecosystems,
etc.) their proposed business solution advances and
why it matters. Pushing business students to identify,
define, and promote a positive ethical value enables
them to conceptualize business ethics beyond the mere
mitigation of harm.

When business education is not oriented toward
moral and spiritual transformation, and hence does not
place business activity in the context of the students’
experiences, values, and concerns, it leaves students
with a pessimistic or even nihilistic view of others, of
the system, and of systemic change. Students default
to the view that profit is what motivates people to
do anything, and so without profit, nobody would be
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incentivized to create socially and environmentally
beneficial projects. Some believe that because we cannot
change the profit-driven status quo, the best course of
action is to play the game as others do and accumulate
what we can for ourselves. They (reasonably) ask, “Why
make personal sacrifices in a world where it seems that
nobody else does?” In a system where caring for others
means sacrificing one’s own “success,” what is the point?

A Jesuit business education rooted in formative
experience can address such pessimism not by trying to
balance competing economic, social, and environmental
demands, but by asking students to reconsider who they
are: beings integrally connected to one another and to
all life on Earth. Reflecting on this interdependence
helps them see that today’s social and ecological crises
are neither accidents nor destiny, but the cumulative
result of human choices. Recognizing themselves
as part of this web of action clarifies that individual
decisions and systemic change are inseparable, and
prepares them to move beyond the profit-dominated
model of the TBL toward a more adequate expression
of who we really are and what we really value, as

depicted in Figure 3.

'This recognition can turn students’ nihilism into
hope once they understand that companies are not
unchangeable monoliths but communities of people
making decisions based on their values (Solomon,
2003). What they often view as faceless corporations
are, in fact, expressions of human priorities. Moral
responsibility, therefore, rests with individuals:
individuals as managers, individuals as employees,
individuals as consumers. With this realization comes
empowerment—individual and social values can and do
shift, and the values that guide decision-making within
companies can be reoriented toward a more just and
ecologically attuned economic ideal. Encouragingly,
it is not necessary to reorder the cosmos or split the
atom to achieve this; all that is required is to open
people’s minds and remind them of their true values—
something that business education is perfectly suited
to do.

5. Conclusion

This paper has argued that the Triple Bottom
Line, despite its rhetorical appeal and widespread
institutional adoption, is conceptually flawed,
pedagogically inadequate, and ethically insufficient
as a framework for sustainable business. While the
TBL aims to balance profit, people, and planet, in
practice, it privileges profitability and relegates social
and environmental goals to secondary considerations

likely to be ignored. When taught uncritically, the TBL
reinforces the very economic logic it purports to reform,
socializing students into a worldview in which systemic
constraints are naturalized and trade-offs are obscured
by the language of harmony. Drawing upon Francis’s
concept of integral ecology and Jesuit intellectual
tradition, we have proposed that economic sufficiency
is a more morally coherent and pedagogically useful
goal for teaching business sustainability.

While we have framed this argument from a
Jesuit perspective, the implications of this critique are
critical for all institutions that claim a moral vocation
not simply to prepare students for employment, but to
form leaders of conscience committed to justice and
the common good. If our curricula continue to center
models that treat moral and ecological imperatives as
optional or subordinate to profit, we are not fulfilling
that vocation. Our educational mission demands more
than a rejection of the TBL framework; it requires a
reexamination of how we define economic success and
how we structure business education accordingly. What
would it mean to design a curriculum that does not
treat profit as the default threshold for legitimacy? How
might we evaluate a business plan that has indisputable
social or ecological value but modest or indeterminate
financial prospects? Can we form students capable not
only of mitigating harm but of imagining business
models that heal—economies of solidarity, sufficiency,
and regeneration?

These questions invite empirical inquiry and
institutional innovation. Future research might explore
how students’ values and ethical reasoning shift when
exposed to alternative frameworks such as regenerative
economics, post-growth enterprises, or solidarity-based
models of business. It might also sketch more concrete
pedagogical steps that sustainability education in
business could take to improve the situation, building
from the Jesuit-inspired framework offered here.
Comparative studies across institutions could assess
whether distinct educational outcomes emerge when
mission-driven values are operationalized rather than
merely stated. Additionally, while this paper has argued
for subordinating economic concerns to social and
environmental demands, further work that addresses
tradeoffs between the social and environmental
dimensions is required. On a more granular level, case-
based research could examine how students grapple
with moral dilemmas when profitability is treated as
a variable rather than an imperative, or how the Jesuit
values we have described might be incorporated in
secular institutions.
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At the same time, scholars and educators must
confront the institutional and cultural barriers that
inhibit these shifts. Accreditation standards, rankings
pressures, and employer expectations often reinforce
conventional economic paradigms. So, too, do
textbooks, case materials, and faculty incentives. If
business schools are to lead rather than follow in the
movement toward ethical and ecological coherence,
they must be willing to interrogate their own
assumptions, reimagine and revise their own curricula,
and support faculty who challenge prevailing norms.

"The call to action, then, is twofold. First, we must
abandon frameworks that ask students to balance
incompatible goals under the guise of integration.
Second, in the face of urgent moral imperatives, we
must develop and implement business ethics and
sustainability models that center human dignity and
ecological integrity through moral discernment—not
as complements to profit, but as foundations for a
radically reimagined purpose of business. There is no
economic bottom line in and of itself. The common
good is the bottom line, and economic outcomes or
metrics should only be understood as means to that
vital end. The Jesuit tradition offers not only a moral
vocabulary for this transformation, but a deep well of
philosophical and spiritual resources for the formation
of people who can lead it. The question is whether we
are willing to teach—and live—accordingly.
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