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The Papers We Publish
Over the years, the Journal of Management for Global 
Sustainability ( JMGS) has pursued the important 
mission of “[helping] all of us move more rapidly 
toward a sustainable and socially just world” (Stoner, 
2013: 1). To achieve this, the journal has focused on 
managing global sustainability, which was defined as 
both a “process that meets the needs of the present 
generation while enhancing the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs” and an aspiration 
that “envisions a world that works for everyone with no 
one left out” (Stoner, 2013: 2).

This journal has gone beyond the management 
of business and enterprises to the management of 
environmental resources, public systems, sustainable 
campuses, climate change, and business education, all 
of which contribute to global sustainability. It has also 
received more papers highlighting the experiences and 
perspectives of the Global South or the developing 
economies. For example, perspectives from the uplands 
of Mindanao show how integral ecology could help 
heal a fragmented land and people (Ignacio, 2019). 
Another paper deals with how dominant ecological 
worldviews of community leaders in Ghana affect their 
management of conservation areas (Owusu-Ansah, 
2021). The effort to move away from fossil fuels has 
its challenges, as shown by an article on the effects 
of increasing excise taxes on petroleum and coal, on 
which the poor are still dependent (Tuaño et al., 2021); 
and by another paper on the concept of just transition 
(Puen, 2024), which highlights tensions between 
environment-friendly initiatives and social realities 
hounding the poor.

While ecological and social problems (and 
solutions) are deeply intertwined, some countries 
negotiate a delicate balance in responding to both 
the cry of the Earth and the cry of the poor (Francis, 
2015). It is important, therefore, for our journal to 
show multiple approaches to attaining our aspiration 
of global sustainability. The case of Café Ambiental, a 
student-led social enterprise, gave the students not only 
first-hand experience about the plight of Nicaraguan 
coffee farmers, but also the opportunity to respond 
in a real and practical way to address the farmers’ 
economic, social, and environmental concerns (Le 
& Jovanovic, 2019). Despite the good intentions of 

India’s New Education Policy, different factors need 
to be considered to produce graduates with sustainable 
careers (Dash et al., 2023). Purbasari and Rokhim 
(2024) show how ASEAN countries, China, Japan, 
and South Korea have different sustainable finance 
practices that have correlated well with return on 
assets and return on equity but not with profitability. 
There are numerous efforts from different aspects of 
management that try to bring societies closer to global 
sustainability, but these seem to lack resonance. 

What now? It has been a struggle to translate 
sustainability from cognition to intention to action. 
There have been many frameworks, many studies, 
and a lot of talk. But there is slow uptake. This 
can be understood through the tensions between 
economy, society, and environment. For consumers, 
the affordability of a product or service, swift access 
to alternative options, and convenience in transactions 
often win over choices that would have had less 
impact on the environment and society. The choices 
of businesses are often limited by a lack of awareness 
of how to translate sustainability into operations and 
other management functions, constraints in their 
supply chain, and inadequate access to cost-effective 
alternative materials and cheap energy. What can a 
journal do?

Some of the articles point to the role of leadership 
in guiding intentions toward actions for sustainability 
(Horn & Wehrmeyer, 2020; Posio & Delocado, 2025; 
Racelis, 2022; Yabut et al., 2024). Arnesen (2018) 
further shows how Ignatian concepts can help develop 
transformational leaders for sustainability, especially in 
consideration of the institution’s mission.

We have taken care to ensure the relevance and 
quality of all these articles with the help of generous 
and reputable reviewers. They also take it upon 
themselves to write formative reviews to improve the 
submissions and align them with the journal’s goals.

The Mission We Pursue
As the official journal of the International Association 
of Jesuit Business Schools, JMGS shares the mission 
of the Society of Jesus. While the mission did not 
explicitly use “global sustainability” at the time when 
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JMGS was established, the call to reconcile with one 
another and with creation (GC 35, 2008) has been very 
much present in the types of articles for the journal. 
This mission of reconciliation and justice found in Pope 
Francis’s encyclical Laudato Si’ (2015), and reiterated 
in Decree 1 of the 36th General Congregation of the 
Society of Jesus (GC 36, 2017), continues to inspire 
our work at JMGS. 

Even as the pandemic became our reality, the 
Inspirational Paradigm for Jesuit business education 
(Garanzini, 2020), a product of collaboration by a 
group of leaders in business education, made us push 
for articles that made a case for the transformation of 
business education (e.g., Ang, 2021; Sroufe & Brauer, 
2020; Sroufe et al., 2021).

Today, the challenge of global sustainability 
remains, articulated in two of the Jesuits’ Universal 
Apostolic Preferences (Sosa, 2019), namely, “Walking 
with the Excluded” and “Caring for Our Common 
Home.” Some authors have drawn inspiration from 
these themes (Ignacio, 2019; Rishi et al., 2025; Tavanti 
et al., 2022), and we hope we do not tire of reminding 
our readers about the imperative of these actions.

What now? JMGS has to continue to tell stories, 
demonstrate proof of concepts, and motivate action. 
Can our articles trigger meaningful actions from 
different directions? While it is true that business 
education has a lot to do with the practices of firms, 
the business landscape itself is changing, albeit a bit 
slower in certain parts of the world and faster in others. 
So there is hope. Meaningful actions need to come 
from different directions. They also need to come at 
the right time, so that these different efforts become 
the tipping point (Stoner, 2024) toward a sustainable 
and socially just world.

The People We Become
JMGS was conceived in 2010 at the 16th IAJBS World 
Forum held at the Ateneo de Manila University, led 
by Rodolfo P. Ang and James A. F. Stoner; the latter 
would become one of the journal’s co-editors along 
with Josep Mària Serrano, S.J., and David Mayorga. It 
took a village of academics and writers who believed 
in the journal’s mission. It took the efforts of the 
managing editors from Ateneo de Manila University, 
namely, Roberto Martin Galang and Wilfred Manuela, 
and the support of the John Gokongwei School of 
Management and the University’s journals office. 
Because of them, the journal had strong roots that 

allowed the editorial team to grow, dream, and work 
hard for indexing (hopefully soon with Scopus!).

Because of them, we have become people with 
a mission: to widen our reach so that more readers 
may know the urgency of global sustainability and, 
hopefully, choose to integrate sustainability into their 
personal and professional circles. There will be more 
work, but it promises to be a meaningful adventure 
with a new team starting in January 2026: Josep Mària 
Serrano, S.J., as Editor-in-Chief, Alvin Patrick Valentin 
as Managing Editor, and Robert Edric Josef Lizares as 
Deputy Managing Editor.

On behalf of the editorial and advisory boards and 
the editorial team of the Ateneo de Manila University, 
we honor Jim Stoner in a very special way as Editor 
Emeritus of JMGS. Thank you, Jim, for guiding us so 
generously for the past 13 years.

I personally wish to thank the team who worked 
with me for over eight years—Jim, Patrick, Robbie 
Reyes, and Robbie Lizares. Thank you to the members 
of the editorial and advisory boards who kept us on 
track. Thank you to all the authors and reviewers who 
patiently corresponded with us to ensure the quality of 
the articles and essays. 

Thank you to Joanna Ruiz and Nyla Caras-Reyes 
for the cover designs, Luisa Young for the Spanish 
translations, Irish Adante for copyediting some issues, 
Cecile Ilagan and Ramil Balubal for the support from 
the Ateneo Journals Office, and to all other consultants 
and friends of the journal.

We have become pilgrims for the mission of global 
sustainability, and we hope that you, our dear readers, 
can join us. Together, let us continue walking with 
the excluded and caring for our common home with 
passion and hope. 
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1. Introduction
Public sector organizations in Nigeria, particularly 
within the urban context of Enugu City, grapple with 
persistent challenges in managing human resources 
effectively, especially when aiming for alignment with 
sustainable development principles. Human resource 
management (HRM) in this sphere is f requently 
marked by bureaucratic inertia, insufficient investment 
in employee development, and a lack of strategic 
integration of workforce sustainability concepts (Zik-
Rullahi & Jide, 2023). Such limitations impede the 
ability of public institutions to cultivate a committed, 
skilled, and adaptable workforce essential for 
delivering reliable public services. Recently, however, 
the concept of sustainable HRM, emphasizing 
practices that bolster organizational performance 
while promoting long-term employee well-being, 
engagement, and institutional stability, has gained 
prominence globally (Rean et al., 2024; Tortia et al., 
2022). Sustainable HRM extends beyond traditional 
approaches by embedding environmental, social, and 
economic considerations into workforce management, 
focusing on ethical standards, equity, and long-term 
employability (Ehnert, 2009; Podgorodnichenko et 
al., 2022). Yet, despite its growing relevance, empirical 
understanding of how sustainable HRM practices 
are implemented in Nigerian local government 
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agencies and their subsequent influence on employee 
commitment remains limited (Pepple et al., 2023).

Customer relations employees, often the primary 
interface between public agencies and citizens, 
significantly shape public perception of and trust in 
government effectiveness. Their commitment levels 
directly influence service quality, citizen satisfaction, 
and the overall legitimacy of these institutions 
(Osayande et al., 2022). Yet, within the Nigerian public 
sector context, the specific experiences, motivational 
drivers, and commitment levels of this crucial employee 
group have been largely overlooked in scholarly 
research. Issues such as inadequate recognition, limited 
career progression, and non-participatory decision-
making processes are often cited as contributors to 
disengagement among public servants (Okereka & 
Aliogo, 2023). As global agendas increasingly prioritize 
sustainability and human capital development as 
foundational elements of organizational resilience 
(Georgescu et al., 2024; United Nations, n.d.: Goals 8 
& 16), examining the HRM-commitment nexus in this 
specific public sector setting becomes critical.

This study addresses a significant research gap 
by investigating the interplay between sustainable 
HRM practices and employee commitment within 
public agencies in Enugu City. Specifically, it aims to 

Submitted: 4/13/25 • Reviewed: 5/27/25 • Accepted: 6/28/25 • Available online: 9/2/25 • Published: 9/2/25

Abstract

This study investigates the implementation of sustainable human resource management (HRM) practices and their influence on employee 
commitment within public agencies in Enugu City, Nigeria. Anchored primarily in Social Exchange Theory (SET), the research explores how 
specific HRM practices—recruitment, training, rewards, and career management—affect affective, continuance, and normative commitment 
among customer relations employees. Employing a concurrent mixed-methods design, the study gathered quantitative data via structured 
questionnaires from 300 employees across five public institutions and qualitative insights through semi-structured interviews with 15 
employees. Findings indicate a moderate application of sustainable HRM practices, with training perceived most favorably. Employee 
commitment levels were generally high, particularly for continuance and normative commitment. Correlation analysis revealed strong positive 
associations between career management and reward systems and all three commitment dimensions. Conversely, recruitment showed strong 
negative correlations, while training exhibited weak or non-significant relationships with commitment. These results underscore the critical 
role of strategic, long-term HRM in fostering a loyal workforce but also highlight potential misalignments, particularly in recruitment and 
training effectiveness. The study concludes that enhancing institutional resilience and achieving sustainable workforce development in Enugu’s 
public agencies requires prioritizing transparent, equitable, and strategically aligned HRM practices. This research offers practical insights 
for policymakers and HR managers aiming to improve public service delivery and promote sustainable governance in Nigeria.

Key terms

sustainable HRM practices; employee commitment; public agencies; sustainable workforce development
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understand the extent to which practices related to 
recruitment, training, rewards, and career management 
incorporate sustainability principles and how these 
practices relate to affective, continuance, and normative 
commitment among customer relations employees. 
The research employs a mixed-methods approach, 
combining quantitative survey data with qualitative 
interview insights to provide a nuanced understanding 
of these dynamics. By focusing on a specific urban 
context and a distinct employee group, this study 
seeks to provide localized, evidence-based insights to 
inform HR policy reforms and promote a culture of 
sustainability in Nigerian public sector management. 
Ultimately, it contributes to the broader discourse on 
sustainable governance by emphasizing the critical 
human capital dimension necessary for institutional 
resilience and effective public administration.

2. Research Questions
This study seeks to answer the following research 
questions:

1)	 To what extent are sustainable HRM practices 
(recruitment, training, rewards, and career management) 
implemented in public agencies in Enugu City, Nigeria, 
as perceived by customer relations employees?

2)	 What are the levels of affective, continuance, 
and normative commitment among customer relations 
employees in these public agencies?

3)	 What is the nature and strength of the 
relationship between perceived sustainable HRM 
practices (recruitment, training, rewards, and career 
management) and the different dimensions of employee 
commitment (affective, continuance, and normative) in 
this context?

3. Literature Review

3.1. Sustainable Human Resource Management 
(HRM) Practices: An Operational Definition

Sustainable HRM represents a strategic evolution 
from traditional HRM, integrating environmental, 
social, and economic sustainability goals into core 
HR functions (Ehnert, 2009; Papademetriou et 
al., 2025). It emphasizes long-term organizational 
viability through practices that foster employee 
well-being, ethical conduct, equity, continuous 
development, and responsible resource management 
(Ojokuku et al., 2025; Podgorodnichenko et al., 
2022). Key sustainable HRM initiatives include fair 

and transparent recruitment, investments in lifelong 
learning, equitable compensation and reward systems, 
inclusive career planning, promoting work-life balance, 
and ensuring safe and healthy work environments (Lin 
et al., 2024; Khalid-Alrashedi, 2024). This approach 
recognizes human capital as fundamental to sustainable 
development, advocating for policies that enhance 
productivity while upholding employee dignity and 
fostering long-term employability (Lu et al., 2023).

Crucially, sustainable HRM also incorporates 
environmental responsibility into HR functions, 
a dimension often overlooked in conventional HR 
models. Practices such as paperless recruitment, digital 
performance management systems, environmentally 
oriented employee training, and sustainability-aligned 
job descriptions reflect how HR can directly support 
organizational efforts to reduce carbon footprints and 
promote eco-efficiency. These practices, often described 
under Green HRM, serve to internalize environmental 
values within the workforce, thereby contributing to 
broader institutional sustainability goals.

In this study, while the measurement framework 
was originally based on the widely-used models 
by Aduda et al. (2022) and Njue and Gachunga 
(2018), key adaptations were made to capture the 
environmental and governance aspects of sustainable 
HRM. For instance, recruitment items were reframed 
to assess not just fairness and transparency but also 
alignment with sustainability values. Training and 
development dimensions were modified to include 
items addressing environmental literacy and the 
promotion of sustainability-oriented competencies. 
These adaptations ensured that the instrument did not 
merely assess “effective HR” but also reflected a truly 
holistic and sustainable HRM construct.

In the public sector, especially in contexts such as 
Nigeria, where HRM practices are often criticized for 
politicization, lack of accountability, and procedural 
inconsistencies (Odoba et al., 2025; Dosunmu & 
Lamidi, 2021), sustainable HRM offers a transformative 
framework. By cultivating a supportive and ethically 
grounded work environment, public institutions 
can enhance employee motivation, build resilience, 
and improve service responsiveness. Furthermore, 
this approach aligns with global governance and 
development imperatives, notably the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), particularly SDG 8 
(Decent Work and Economic Growth) and SDG 
16 (Peace, Justice and Strong Institutions). In sum, 
sustainable HRM provides not just a set of practices 
but a strategic public sector reform tool capable of 
fostering both internal organizational sustainability and 
broader societal impact (Autioniemi & Jalonen, 2025).
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3.2. Employee Commitment

Employee commitment signifies the psychological 
bond an individual forms with their organization, 
influencing their dedication and desire to contribute 
to organizational goals (Meyer & Allen, 1991; 
Agyeiwaah et al., 2022). It is commonly conceptualized 
through three dimensions: affective commitment 
(emotional attachment and identification), continuance 
commitment (perceived costs associated with leaving), 
and normative commitment (sense of obligation to 
remain) (Meyer & Allen, 1991; Mohsin et al., 2021; 
Elisabeth et al., 2021). Affective commitment, in 
particular, is strongly linked to positive outcomes like 
enhanced job performance, organizational citizenship 
behaviors, and reduced turnover intentions (Zayed 
et al., 2022). In the public sector, fostering employee 
commitment is crucial for navigating challenges such as 
bureaucratic constraints, political pressures, and limited 
extrinsic rewards that can otherwise dampen morale 
and performance (Adinew, 2024; Pepple et al., 2023).

Research consistently demonstrates that HRM 
practices significantly shape employee commitment. 
Perceptions of organizational justice, fair rewards, 
opportunities for participation in decision-making, 
performance recognition, and continuous professional 
development are key drivers of commitment (Zawawi et 
al., 2024; Kebede & Wang, 2022). When employees feel 
that they are valued, supported, and treated equitably, 
their emotional investment and loyalty deepen. 
Conversely, studies in the Nigerian public sector often 
report low commitment levels, frequently attributed 
to poor working conditions, career stagnation, and 
lack of meaningful engagement in institutional 
processes (Olaniyan et al., 2025; Akanbiemu, 2021). 
Addressing this requires strategic HRM interventions 
that align organizational values with employee needs 
and aspirations.

Furthermore, organizational culture plays a vital 
role. Commitment tends to be stronger in environments 
characterized by transparency, ethical leadership, 
and inclusive governance structures (Olutimehin et 
al., 2024). These elements build institutional trust 
and foster a sense of collective purpose. Therefore, 
cultivating employee commitment is not merely an 
HR function but a strategic imperative for achieving 
operational efficiency, service quality, and long-term 
stability in public institutions, especially in dynamic 
urban settings like Enugu City.

3.3. Sustainable Workforce Development 
Perspectives

Sustainable workforce development extends beyond 
traditional training and development, encompassing a 

holistic approach to creating a work environment that 
supports current organizational needs while ensuring 
long-term employee well-being, skill relevance, and 
institutional adaptability (Sypniewska et al., 2023). It 
integrates sustainability principles, economic viability, 
social equity, and environmental responsibility into 
human capital strategies (Ehnert, 2009). This 
perspective is increasingly vital for public sector reform, 
particularly in developing economies facing resource 
limitations and governance complexities (Enaifoghe 
et al., 2024). Key practices include promoting 
lifelong learning, ensuring equitable access to career 
opportunities, fostering diversity and inclusion, 
implementing proactive health and safety measures, 
and supporting work-life balance (Bilderback, 2024; 
Lin et al., 2024).

For public institutions, adopting a sustainable 
workforce development lens means investing 
strategically in employees through transparent 
recruitment, competency-based training relevant 
to evolving needs, fair performance incentives, and 
fostering a participatory and supportive organizational 
culture. Such investments enhance employee 
commitment, reduce turnover, and build institutional 
capacity (Kess-Momoh et al., 2024; Murray & Holmes, 
2021). However, in Nigeria’s public sector, workforce 
development efforts are often fragmented, characterized 
by ad-hoc staffing, under-resourced training initiatives, 
and weak succession planning (Nwogu, 2024; Olowu, 
2024). These shortcomings contribute to talent drain, 
reduced productivity, and a workforce potentially ill-
equipped to meet complex societal demands.

A sustainable workforce development approach 
enables public agencies to align their human capital 
strategies with broader national development goals 
and international sustainability standards (Al-
Shammari, 2024). It ensures that workforce planning 
not only addresses current skill gaps but also builds 
the institutional resilience needed to navigate future 
uncertainties. This study’s examination of how Enugu 
City’s public agencies operationalize these principles, 
particularly concerning HRM practices and employee 
commitment, provides timely, localized data crucial 
for advancing sustainable public administration in 
urban Nigeria.

3.4. Theoretical Framework: 
Social Exchange Theory (SET)

This study is anchored primarily in Social Exchange 
Theory (SET) (Blau, 1964; Cropanzano & Mitchell, 
2005). SET posits that social relationships, including 
the employment relationship, are based on reciprocal 
exchanges where individuals engage in interactions 
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expecting mutual benefits. In the organizational 
context, employees offer their skills, effort, and 
loyalty in exchange for resources provided by the 
organization, such as salaries, benefits, recognition, 
support, and opportunities for development. The 
quality and perceived fairness of these exchanges 
influence employee attitudes and behaviors, 
including commitment.

Sustainable HRM practices can be viewed 
as positive organizational inputs in this exchange 
relationship. Practices like fair recruitment, meaningful 
training, equitable rewards, and clear career pathways 
signal to employees that the organization values 
their contributions and is invested in their long-term 
well-being and development (Usman et al., 2025). 
According to SET, when employees perceive these 
practices favorably, they feel obligated to reciprocate 
with positive attitudes and behaviors, such as increased 
commitment (affective, normative, and potentially 
continuance), higher performance, and greater loyalty 
(Eisenberger et al., 2001). Conversely, if HRM 
practices are perceived as unfair, inconsistent, or lacking 
a long-term perspective (i.e., unsustainable), the social 
exchange relationship may be damaged, leading to 
reduced commitment, withdrawal behaviors, and 
potential turnover (Pepple et al., 2023).

SET provides a useful lens for understanding 
the observed associations between HRM practices 
and commitment dimensions. For instance, strong 
career management (a long-term investment) might 
be associated with stronger affective and normative 
commitment through perceived reciprocity. Poorly 
perceived recruitment or rewards might signal an 
unfair exchange, negatively impacting commitment. 
A weak link observed with training might suggest 
that the perceived value or quality of the training 
offered does not constitute a significant positive input 
in the exchange relationship for these employees, or 
that its benefits are not clearly linked to reciprocal 
obligations or rewards within the current system. 
While SET is the primary framework, insights from 
motivational theories (such as Self-Determination 
Theory) could further explain why certain exchanges 
(or the lack thereof ) impact intrinsic motivation and 
commitment, particularly regarding the perceived 
autonomy, competence, and relatedness promoted by 
HRM practices.

The diagram in Figure 1 outlines four core 
sustainable HRM practices—fair recruitment, relevant 
and equitable training, just reward systems, and 
inclusive career management—as key organizational 
actions perceived by employees. These practices, when 
implemented transparently and equitably, foster 

perceptions of organizational support and fairness, 
triggering a sense of reciprocity. As proposed by SET, 
such reciprocity enhances employee commitment, 
which is reflected in three dimensions: affective 
(emotional attachment), continuance (perceived cost 
of leaving), and normative (sense of obligation). The 
diagram clearly captures the flow from HR practices 
to employee responses, mediated by perceived social 
exchange, thereby offering a coherent and theory-
aligned representation of the study’s conceptual 
model. Given the correlational nature of this study, it is 
important to clarify that these relationships are explored 
as associations rather than as direct causal pathways. 
The diagram reflects the theoretical positioning within 
SET, where organizational practices are associated with 
reciprocal employee responses. These relationships 
are presented as theoretical associations rather than 
as causal links, without implying experimental 
manipulation or statistical dependence.

4. Methodology

4.1. Research Design

This study employed a concurrent mixed-methods 
research design. This approach allowed for the 
integration of quantitative (f rom questionnaires) 
and qualitative (f rom interviews) data collected 
simultaneously to provide a more comprehensive and 
nuanced understanding of the relationship between 
sustainable HRM practices and employee commitment 
(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). The quantitative 
component aimed to measure the extent of HRM 
practices and commitment levels and identify statistical 
relationships, while the qualitative component sought 
to explore the underlying reasons, experiences, and 
contextual factors influencing these relationships.

4.2. Population and Sample

The target population comprised customer relations 
employees working in public agencies within Enugu 
City, Enugu State, Nigeria. Five key public agencies 
representing different service sectors (e.g., utilities, 
administration, social services) were purposively 
selected based on accessibility and representation 
of typical public sector operations in the city. From 
these agencies, a sample of 300 customer relations 
employees was selected for the quantitative survey using 
convenience sampling. For the qualitative component, 
15 employees (three from each agency) were selected 
using purposive sampling until data saturation was 
reached to ensure a diversity of experiences based 
on tenure and role (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022). Basic 
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demographic information collected included age range, 
gender, educational level, and tenure.

4.3. Data Gathering Instruments

Quantitative Data. A structured questionnaire was 
developed, comprising sections on:

•	 Demographics: The first section included four 
statements concerning respondent demographics 
in terms of their age, gender, education, and tenure. 
Average tenure was 6.86 years.

•	 Sustainable HRM Practices: This section 
measured perceptions of recruitment and selection, 
training and development, reward systems, and career 
management. Items were adapted from existing studies 
of Aduda et al. (2022), Njue and Gachunga (2018), 
and Githu (2017), but were later modified to fit the 
research objectives of this study. Each dimension was 
measured against a 4-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly 
Disagree, 2 = Disagree, 3 = Agree, 4 = Strongly Agree). 
Each HRM practice was assessed using ten items.

•	 Employee Commitment: This section measured 
employee commitment using items adapted from 
Meyer and Allen’s (1991) Three-Component Model 
(Affective, Continuance, and Normative Commitment), 
Agegnehu et al. (2022), and Ashley (2018). Each 
dimension was measured using eight items against 
a 4-point Likert scale (1 = Strongly Disagree to 
4 = Strongly Agree).

Qualitative Data. Semi-structured interviews 
were conducted using an interview guide. Questions 
explored employees’ experiences with HRM practices, 

their feelings of commitment, perceptions of 
sustainability within their agency’s HR approach, and 
factors influencing their decision to stay or leave. 

Overall, the questionnaire and interview were 
validated by three experts, receiving a high weighted 
mean of 3.79, with unanimous agreement on their 
relevance, representativeness, and comprehensiveness, 
ensuring strong content validity. A pilot test with 30 
respondents yielded a Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient 
of 0.896, indicating excellent internal consistency 
and confirming the instrument ’s reliability and 
overall quality.

4.4. Data Analysis

Quantitative Data. Data were analyzed using SPSS 
(Version 25). Descriptive statistics (frequencies, means, 
and standard deviations) were used to summarize 
demographics and variable levels. Pearson product-
moment correlation coefficient (r) was used to examine 
the relationships between the four HRM practices 
and the three commitment dimensions. Correlational 
analysis was chosen as an initial exploratory step 
appropriate for the study’s scope and cross-sectional 
design, aiming to identify patterns of association rather 
than establish causality. Statistical significance was set 
at p < 0.05.

Qualitative Data. Interview transcripts were 
analyzed using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 
2006). This involved familiarization with the data, 
generating initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing 
themes, defining and naming themes, and producing 
the report. Themes related to experiences with HRM 

Sustainable HRM Practices 
(Independent Variables)

Employee Commitment 
(Outcome Variables)

Social Exchange Theory (SET ) posits that 
relationships are built on reciprocal exchanges. 
When employees perceive positive organizational 
inputs (sustainable HRM practices), they reciprocate 
with increased commitment to the organization.

Figure 1: Research Framework Conceptual Model based on Social Exchange Theory
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practices, drivers of commitment, and perceptions of 
sustainability were identified and used to contextualize 
and enrich the quantitative findings.

4.5. Methodological Limitations

This study has several limitations. First, the use of 
convenience sampling for the quantitative survey and 
purposive sampling in a limited number of agencies 
within one city (Enugu) restricts the generalizability 
of the findings to the broader public sector in Nigeria. 
Second, the cross-sectional design prevents the 
establishment of causal relationships; the correlations 
identified indicate association, not causation. Relying 
solely on correlation analysis limits explanatory 
power regarding the influence of HRM practices 
on commitment. Future research could employ 
longitudinal designs and more advanced statistical 
techniques (e.g., regression analysis, SEM) with larger, 
more representative samples to address causality and 
generalizability. Third, self-reported data may be subject 
to social desirability bias. Finally, while SET provides 
a useful framework, other theoretical perspectives 
(e.g., motivational theories) might offer additional 
explanatory power for the observed relationships, 
particularly the counterintuitive findings.

5. Results

5.1. Implementation of Sustainable HRM Practices

Table 1 summarizes the perceived implementation 
levels of the four sustainable HRM practices. Overall, 
practices were perceived as moderately implemented 
(mean range was 3.15–3.85 on a 4-point scale). 
Training and development received the highest mean 
score (M=3.85, SD=0.95), suggesting that employees 
generally perceive adequate opportunities for skill 
enhancement. Career management (M=3.55, SD=1.05) 
and reward systems (M=3.40, SD=1.10) were rated 
moderately, indicating some level of structured 
approach but also potential areas for improvement. 
Recruitment and selection received the lowest mean 
score (M=3.15, SD=1.20), suggesting that employees 
perceive this area as less fair, transparent, or effective 
compared to other practices.

5.2. Levels of Employee Commitment

Table 2 presents the levels of employee commitment 
across the three dimensions. Overall commitment was 
relatively high. Continuance commitment (M=4.10, 
SD=0.80) and normative commitment (M=4.05, 
SD=0.85) scored the highest, indicating that employees 

feel bound to their organizations due primarily to the 
perceived costs of leaving and a sense of obligation. 
Affective commitment (M=3.60, SD=1.00) was 
moderate, suggesting a lesser degree of emotional 
attachment compared to obligation or cost-based 
reasons for staying.

5.3. Relationship between Sustainable HRM 
Practices and Employee Commitment

Table 3 displays the Pearson correlation coefficients 
between the four HRM practices and the three 
commitment dimensions. Career management showed 
strong, positive correlations with affective (r = 0.83, p 
< .01), continuance (r = 0.86, p < .01), and normative 
commitment (r = 0.78, p < .01). Reward systems also 
demonstrated strong, positive correlations with affective 
(r = 0.75, p < .01), continuance (r = 0.72, p < .01), and 
normative commitment (r = 0.81, p < .01). Recruitment 
and selection exhibited strong, negative correlations 
with affective (r = -0.92, p < .01) and continuance 
commitment (r = -0.98, p < .01), and a moderate 
negative correlation with normative commitment (r = 
-0.45, p < .01). Training and development showed weak 
or non-significant correlations with affective (r = 0.15, 
p > .05), continuance (r = 0.08, p > .05), and normative 
commitment (r = -0.12, p > .05).

6. Discussion
This study aimed to explore the implementation of 
sustainable HRM practices and their relationship with 
employee commitment among customer relations staff 
in Enugu City’s public agencies. The findings reveal 
a complex picture where certain HRM practices 
strongly associate with commitment, while others 
show weak or even negative relationships, highlighting 
both opportunities and challenges for promoting a 
sustainable workforce in this context.

6.1. Moderate Implementation and High 
Commitment (with caveats)

The moderate implementation levels reported for 
most HRM practices suggest that while formal 
structures are in place, they often lack the depth and 
strategic alignment necessary for sustained impact. 
Training and development, for instance, recorded 
high implementation scores, yet the weak correlation 
with employee commitment indicates that their 
provision alone does not translate to perceived value 
or engagement. Qualitative data revealed that many 
employees viewed training initiatives as generic, 
outdated, or disconnected from their daily tasks and 



Human Resource Management Practices and Employee Commitment in Public Agencies 7

aspirations. One employee noted, “We attend trainings, 
but sometimes it feels like a formality … you don’t feel 
like you’re gaining skills that will help you grow in your 
role or career” (Interviewee 12).

Moreover, there appears to be minimal follow-
through after training, with another participant stating, 
“You come back, and it’s business as usual. There’s no 
system to implement what we learned” (Interviewee 
5). Others highlighted inequitable access to impactful 
training, reinforcing a perception of bias and further 
eroding its intended motivational value. As one 
participant expressed, “Only a few people get to go for 
the really good trainings … for the rest of us, it’s just the 
basic, general stuff ” (Interviewee 9). These experiences 
collectively indicate that training is not contributing 
to commitment because it is not perceived as high-
quality, personally relevant, or equitably accessible. 
As such, while training structures exist, their failure 
to meet employees’ professional development needs 
diminishes their potential to enhance commitment 
and motivation.

The data also show higher levels of continuance 
and normative commitment compared to affective 
commitment. This suggests that many employees 

remain with the organization more out of obligation 
or lack of alternatives than out of genuine emotional 
attachment. This condition, where staying is driven by 
necessity rather than enthusiasm, may impede long-
term engagement, innovation, and service excellence, 
which are central to sustainable workforce practices 
(Meyer & Allen, 1991; Sypniewska et al., 2023).

6.2. Interpreting the Correlations: 
Alignment and Misalignment

The positive correlations between career management 
and reward systems and all three dimensions of 
commitment strongly align with SET (Blau, 1964). 
Employees who perceive advancement opportunities 
and fair rewards tend to feel emotionally connected, 
obligated to reciprocate, and more inclined to stay 
due to accumulated benefits (Eisenberger et al., 2001). 
This supports findings from Zawawi et al. (2024), 
reinforcing the critical role of recognition and growth 
in promoting employee loyalty. Conversely, the negative 
correlation between recruitment and commitment is 
revealing. While initially counterintuitive, qualitative 
insights offer clarity. Many employees expressed deep 
disillusionment with recruitment processes, citing 
favoritism, lack of transparency, and politicization. 

HRM Practices Mean Std. 
Deviation

Interpretation (based on 1–4 scale: 
1=Strongly Disagree, 4=Strongly Agree)

Recruitment and Selection 3.15 1.20 Moderately Implemented
Training and Development 3.85 0.95 Moderately to Highly Implemented

Reward Systems 3.40 1.10 Moderately Implemented
Career Management 3.55 1.05 Moderately Implemented

Table 1: Perceived Implementation of Sustainable HRM Practices (source: field survey, 2024)

Commitment 
Dimensions Mean Std. 

Deviation
Interpretation (based on 1–4 scale: 

1=Strongly Disagree, 4=Strongly Agree)
Affective Commitment 3.60 1.00 Moderate Commitment

Continuance Commitment 4.10 0.80 High Commitment
Normative Commitment 4.05 0.85 High Commitment

Table 2: Levels of Employee Commitment Dimensions (source: field survey, 2024)

HRM Practices Affective 
Commitment

Continuance 
Commitment

Normative 
Commitment

Recruitment and Selection -.92* -.98* -.45*
Training and Development .15 .08 -.12

Reward Systems .75* .72* .81*
Career Management .83* .86* .78*

* Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed). Scale: 1–4 (Strongly Disagree to Strongly Agree).

Table 3: Pearson Correlations between Sustainable HRM Practices and Employee Commitment Dimensions 
(source: field survey, 2024)
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One respondent stated, “The recruitment process here 
is not fair … those who are truly capable are left out” 
(Interviewee 7), while another added, “It’s hard to feel 
committed when you start your job already feeling like 
you were not truly chosen for your skills” (Interviewee 
3). These narratives underscore that it is not the 
existence of recruitment processes that correlates 
negatively with commitment, but the perceived 
injustice and opacity of those practices.

This aligns with Dosunmu and Lamidi (2021), 
who linked politicized recruitment to diminished 
organizational trust. It suggests that when recruitment 
lacks meritocracy, it erodes the psychological contract 
f rom the onset, reducing affective commitment 
and weakening the reciprocal social bond crucial to 
sustained engagement. Similarly, the weak connection 
between training and commitment, despite high 
implementation, reflects a breakdown in how employees 
perceive organizational support. From the lens of Self-
Determination Theory (Deci & Ryan, 2000), training 
that fails to enhance competence, autonomy, or career 
progression does not stimulate intrinsic motivation. The 
qualitative findings point to a system where training 
is experienced as routine, inequitable, or irrelevant, 
therefore failing to establish the kind of mutual 
investment that fuels commitment.

6.3. Theoretical and Sustainability Implications

These findings contribute to HRM literature by 
highlighting context-specific variations in the HRM-
commitment relationship within the Nigerian 
public sector. While supporting SET’s core tenets 
regarding rewards and career management, the results 
challenge assumptions about recruitment and training, 
suggesting that their impact is highly dependent on 
perceived fairness, quality, and strategic alignment. The 
study underscores the need to move beyond simply 
implementing HRM practices toward ensuring that 
they are perceived as fair, valuable, and genuinely 
supportive of long-term employee development, 
the essence of sustainable HRM (Ehnert, 2009; 
Lu et al., 2023).

The moderate implementation and mixed 
commitment profile suggest that while Enugu’s 
public agencies have some HRM structures, they may 
not yet have fully embraced a sustainable workforce 
development perspective. Achieving SDG 8 (Decent 
Work) and SDG 16 (Effective Institutions) requires 
more than just functional HR; it demands strategic 
investment in human capital that fosters genuine 
commitment, particularly affective commitment, which 
drives discretionary effort and service quality (Zayed 
et al., 2022). The current reliance on continuance and 

normative commitment might ensure staffing levels, 
but it falls short of building the resilient, engaged 
workforce needed for sustainable public service delivery.

7. Conclusion
This study reveals that sustainable HRM practices 
are moderately implemented in Enugu City’s public 
agencies, with significant variations across different 
functions. While employee commitment is generally 
high, it is driven more by obligation and perceived costs 
of leaving (normative and continuance commitment) 
than by strong emotional attachment (affective 
commitment). Career management and reward systems 
show strong positive associations with all commitment 
dimensions, reinforcing their importance in fostering 
loyalty. However, perceived flaws in recruitment 
and selection processes correlate negatively with 
commitment, indicating a critical area for reform. 
Furthermore, the perceived lack of impact from training 
initiatives suggests a need to reassess their relevance 
and strategic alignment. These findings suggest that 
achieving sustainable workforce development requires 
more than procedural HRM; it demands practices 
perceived as fair, strategically valuable, and genuinely 
invested in long-term employee growth and well-being. 
Addressing the identified weaknesses, particularly 
in recruitment and training effectiveness, is crucial 
for building institutional trust, enhancing affective 
commitment, and ultimately fostering a more resilient 
and effective public service in Nigeria, contributing to 
broader goals of sustainable governance.

8. Recommendations
Based on the findings, the following recommendations 
are proposed for public agencies in Enugu City and 
potentially similar contexts:

1)	 Reform Recruitment and Selection Processes. 
Prioritize transparency, meritocracy, and fairness 
in recruitment to build trust f rom the outset. 
Addressing negative perceptions in this area is critical, 
as these strongly undermine commitment. This 
aligns with SDG 16’s goal of building effective and 
accountable institutions.

2)	 Strengthen Strategic Career Management. 
Enhance and clearly communicate pathways for 
career progression. Given its strong positive link to 
all commitment types, investing in meaningful career 
development is a high-impact strategy for retention 
and engagement.
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3)	 Optimize Reward Systems. Ensure that reward 
systems are perceived as equitable and effectively 
recognize both per formance and long-term 
contributions. Linking rewards clearly to performance 
can strengthen the social exchange and boost 
affective commitment.

4)	 Re-evaluate Training and Development. Assess 
the relevance, quality, and impact of current training 
programs. Training should be strategically aligned with 
both employee development needs and organizational 
goals, and linked to career progression or other tangible 
benefits to enhance its perceived value and impact 
on commitment.

5)	 Integrate Sustainability Holistically. Move 
beyond isolated practices toward embedding 
sustainability principles across all HRM functions. 
This includes promoting ethical leadership, promoting 
work-life balance, and ensuring employee well-being, 
contributing to SDG 8 (Decent Work).

6)	 Adopt Robust Performance Metrics. Implement 
performance management systems that track not only 
operational outputs but also indicators of workforce 
sustainability, such as employee commitment levels 
(especially affective), turnover rates, and perceptions 
of fairness.

7)	 Promote a Culture of Feedback and Participation. 
Create channels for employees, particularly frontline 
staff like customer relations officers, to provide 
feedback on HRM practices and participate in their 
design and improvement.

9. Suggestions for Future Research
1)	 Employ longitudinal designs to explore causal 

relationships between HRM practices and commitment 
over time.

2)	 Utilize more advanced statistical methods 
(e.g., SEM) to model the complex interplay between 
different HRM practices, commitment dimensions, 
and potential mediating/moderating factors (e.g., 
organizational culture, leadership style).

3)	 Expand research to include a wider range of 
public agencies across different regions in Nigeria for 
greater generalizability.

4)	 Conduct in-depth qualitative studies to further 
explore the reasons behind the negative correlation 
with recruitment and the weak impact of training.

5)	 I n v e s t i g a t e  t h e  l i n k  b e t we e n  t h e s e 
HRM practices, employee commitment, and 
objective measures of public service quality and 
citizen satisfaction.
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Introduction
Sustainability has been challenging organizations in 
recent years with the need to change. Extant literature 
(Dartey-Baah, 2014; Thakhathi et al., 2019; Wang et al., 
2014) points to the critical role of leaders and how they 
approach the process of becoming sustainable. Taking 
on such a role entails new competencies, however, 
and there has been scarce attention among scholars 
on how leaders can learn to act upon sustainability 
challenges (Haney et al., 2020). Research has focused 
prominently on the impact of sustainability practices 
on organizational culture (Avery & Bergsteiner, 
2011; Schein, 1992) and organizational effectiveness 
(Nartgün et al., 2020; Malik et al., 2020). Within these 
domains, the literature points to the various influences 
of sustainability leaders toward individual employees 
(micro) (Liao, 2022; Suriyankietkaew & Avery, 2014; 
Moreira et al., 2022), organizations (meso) (Lizares & 
Cuyegkeng, 2024; Yabut et al., 2024; Wiengarten et al., 
2017; Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011; Macke & Genari, 
2019), and external stakeholders (macro) (Szekely 
& Dossa, 2017; Jayashree et al., 2022). While these 
studies provide insightful empirical findings, scholarly 
research on sustainability that is focused on leaders 
as social actors, by and large, remains fragmented 
and still lacks theoretical integration and conceptual 
coherence (Galpin & Lee Whittington, 2012). 
Given the aforementioned gap in the literature, this 
study aims to employ Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological 
Systems Theory (EST; 1986) as a lens in examining 
sustainability leadership, viewing leaders as multilevel 

social actors and how they exert influence on individual 
employees (micro), organizations (meso), and their 
external stakeholders (macro). 

Ecological Systems Theory 

Bronfenbrenner’s EST, notably created in the field 
of human development, has also been utilized in 
organizational research. Past studies have used the 
framework for strategizing mentoring practices at 
work (Chandler et al., 2011), understanding inclusive 
organizations (Doughty & Moore, 2021), designing 
corporate social responsibility approaches (Musgrave 
& Woodward, 2016), and examining workplace 
flexibility, work-family relationships, and individual, 
workplace, organizational, and community vitality 
(Yang & Sanborn, 2021). The current study draws on 
the utility of EST in understanding organizational 
dynamics by contextually applying the theory to 
sustainability-oriented organizations, particularly to 
how sustainability leaders play their roles as social 
actors exerting influence among organizational 
stakeholders from a multilevel perspective.

Galpin and Lee Whittington (2012) advocate 
for an examination of sustainability leadership from a 
multilevel point of view. A recent conceptual analysis 
and review by Sajjad et al. (2024) suggests that a 
multilevel relationship overlap among individual, 
organizational, and societal levels opens avenues for 
researchers to understand how leaders work in complex 
and diverse surroundings and addresses tensions from a 
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systems perspective. Moreover, Jayashree et al. (2022), in 
their study on the practice of sustainability leadership, 
portrayed how stakeholders coexist as reciprocal agents 
of sustainability, paving the way for future researchers 
to examine these reciprocating agencies in different 
contexts, industries, populations, and settings.

These multilevel and multi-stakeholder studies 
point to the need for viewing organizations as an 
ecosystem and understanding the role of leaders in 
embedding sustainability in organizational culture 
and shaping sustainable practices. Using the EST 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986), this study aims to deeply 
examine the experiences of leaders as they effectively 
exert influence through their sustainability initiatives 
and efforts.

Sustainability Leadership 

The concept of Sustainability Leadership (SL) 
has undergone significant development within the 
broader discourse of leadership studies. SL is viewed 
from varying perspectives and has been previously 
examined through the individual motivations of 
leaders (Horn & Wehrmeyer, 2020), leaders’ roles in 
incorporating sustainability into organizational cultures 
(Lizares & Cuyegkeng, 2024), and how it may lead 
to transformational changes (Schein, 2015; Yabut et 
al., 2024). According to Strand (2014), sustainability 
leadership is a strategic approach in which corporate 
decision-making aligns sustainability objectives with 
long-term organizational vision, emphasizing ethical 
responsibility while fostering stakeholder engagement. 
Similarly, Galpin and Lee Whittington (2012) define 
sustainability leadership as integrating strategy and 
organizational culture to achieve long-term success 
while addressing social and environmental challenges. 
This aligns with Porter and Kramer’s (2019) view 
of sustainability leadership as creating shared value 
while embedding sustainability into the business’s core 
strategies to achieve competitive advantage. Moreover, 
similar scholarly work has f ramed sustainability 
leadership as a strategic paradigm of directing 
organizations toward sustainable development by 
prioritizing concerns regarding their environmental, 
social, and governance aspects (Al-Shaer & Hussainey, 
2022; Camilleri, 2017; Dathe et al., 2024; Szekely & 
Dossa, 2017). Building on these views of sustainability 
leadership, the subsequent section discusses how 
leaders, guided by the ESG (environmental, social, and 
governance) framework, influence their organizations 
in embedding sustainability into their corporate values. 

Sustainability leadership within the microsystem. 
In this study, the microsystem refers to individual-

level influence, particularly how leaders impact 
employees and other personal factors. Research on 
Green Transformational Leadership (GTL) indicates 
a positive correlation with employee green self-
efficacy, positivity, and performance, fostering pro-
environmental behavior (Sobaih et al., 2022; Li & 
Khan, 2023; Lathabhavan & Kaur, 2023). Afsar et al. 
(2019) further demonstrate how leadership encourages 
pro-environmental actions within organizations. 
In the social domain, SL practices are linked to 
employee satisfaction, commitment, and responsibility 
(Suriyankietkaew & Avery, 2014; Lee, 2017; Çayak & 
Çetin, 2018; Dalati et al., 2017; Shaaban, 2020). Liao 
(2022) supports this by showing that sustainability 
leaders act as role models, offering resources such as 
training and coaching to promote sustainability. From 
an economic perspective, sustainability leadership 
enhances green performance appraisals, linking them to 
green compensation and rewards (Ardiza et al., 2021), 
and fosters employee engagement by emphasizing 
financial benefits (Merriman et al., 2016). Additionally, 
involving employees in sustainability decision-making 
strengthens organizational identification (Farooq et 
al., 2019).

Sustainability leadership within the mesosystem. 
The mesosystem in this study focuses on the 
organizational-level influence of sustainability leaders, 
shaped by management support, resources, policies, 
culture, and systems. Ahsan and Khawaja (2024) 
found a significant relationship between sustainability 
leadership and environmental performance, moderated 
by organizational resilience. Similarly, Karawya 
(2024) identified green leadership as a predictor of 
organizational performance and corporate image. 
Challenges to adopting ecological sustainability, such as 
low stakeholder support and poor management focus, 
highlight the importance of leadership in advancing 
sustainability initiatives (Fenwick, 2007). SL also 
positively impacts organizational outcomes. Moreira et 
al. (2022) showed that SL fosters a culture of recognition, 
enhancing stability and employee retention, while Iqbal 
and Piwowar-Sulej (2022) linked SL to improved 
employee well-being, resilience, and productivity. In 
terms of governance, Liao (2022) demonstrated that 
sustainability leaders leverage organizational culture to 
promote sustainability values and goals. Sustainability 
leadership strengthens a culture of sustainability and 
innovation, emphasizing ethical practices and value 
creation (Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011; Tideman et al., 
2013). SL has also been associated with organizational 
learning, financial performance, corporate reputation, 
stakeholder satisfaction, and innovation (Sajjad 
et al., 2024; Kantabutra & Avery, 2013). In Asia, 
studies have shown a positive link between SL and 
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corporate financial performance (Suriyankietkaew & 
Avery, 2016; Nartgün et al., 2020; Malik et al., 2020). 
Finally, Miralles-Quiros et al. (2017) found that 
sustainability leadership, as reflected in the Dow Jones 
Sustainability Index, is seen as valuable by investors 
across European markets.

Sustainability leadership within the macrosystem. 
In this study, the macrosystem refers to external 
stakeholders influencing an organization’s ability to 
achieve its sustainability goals, either by facilitating or 
restricting progress. Sustainability models prioritize 
societal and environmental interests, aligning with the 
triple bottom line—profit, planet, and people (Bocken 
et al., 2019). Leaders balance these priorities beyond 
just shareholder interests ( Jayashree et al., 2022) and 
play a crucial role in integrating climate concerns into 
business strategies, considering diverse stakeholder 
perspectives (Marks et al., 2024). Regarding social 
benefits, Rosário and Boechat (2025) found that 
ESG integration enhances resilience and positively 
impacts communities as stakeholders. For example, 
partnerships with indigenous groups in renewable 
energy projects demonstrate successful collaboration 
while respecting rights and knowledge (Zbona & 
Garro, 2024). Filho et al. (2025) concluded that 
community-centric sustainability efforts in academic 
institutions improve both academic environments and 
the communities they serve. In governance, Sajjad et 
al. (2024) view sustainability leadership as fostering 
cross-boundary collaboration and shared governance. 
Gonzales (2024) highlights how leadership values and 
styles influence stakeholder engagement and corporate 
financial performance. This aligns with Szekely and 
Dossa (2017), who argue that sustainable organizations 
positively affect all stakeholder groups.

Statement of the Problem 
The literature synthesized in this study highlights 
the outcomes of sustainabil ity leadership at 
different levels—that of individual employees, the 
organization, and external stakeholders. Galpin and 
Lee Whittington (2012) put forth that the path to 
successful sustainability efforts depends on both macro 
(organization-wide) and micro (manager to employee) 
organizational factors, and advocate exploring SL 
from a multilevel perspective. However, the recent 
conceptual review of Sajjad et al. (2024) concluded that 
the scientific understanding, to date, of SL in the field 
of leadership studies remains diverse and fragmented 
due to its complexity and multidimensionality. An 
ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner, 1986) will 
enable an understanding of how individuals (or 

leaders, in the context of this study) cascade influence 
significantly across the micro, meso, and macro levels, 
and will give a holistic view of leadership influences 
from a systems perspective.

Given the gaps in the literature, the study 
sought to contribute to current knowledge on 
sustainability leadership by asking the question, “How 
do sustainability leaders influence stakeholders in a 
multilevel system?” 

a)	 How do they enable sustainability practices and 
attitudes among employees with whom they work?

b)	 How do they shape the organization’s 
sustainability initiatives and practices?

c)	 How do they influence sustainability practices 
among their direct external stakeholders?

Method
The study employed a qualitative approach in 
understanding sustainability leadership. Through this 
exploratory approach, the experiences of sustainability 
leaders as multilevel social actors were examined, 
particularly regarding how their influence takes place 
across multilevel systems. Reflexive thematic analysis 
(Braun et al., 2022) was used to examine the data.

As presented in Table 1, five sustainability 
managers of fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG) 
corporations participated in the study. The chosen 
participants were in charge of sustainability programs 
at their companies, had an adequate understanding of 
the company’s sustainability vision and strategy, and 
had influence on decisions regarding the organization’s 
sustainability efforts. This study employed both 
purposive and snowball sampling techniques to 
engage elite informants, who are described as “key 
decision makers who have extensive and exclusive 
information and the ability to influence important 
firm outcomes, either alone or jointly with others” 
(Solarino & Aguinis, 2021: 2).

A semi-structured interview guide was used during 
data collection based on the guidelines of Adams 
(2015). The questions included the following: “How 
do you encourage your employees to participate in the 
sustainability initiatives of the organization?”, “What 
are your influences in the decision-making regarding 
the company’s sustainability?”, and “How do you 
influence the sustainability practices of your direct 
external stakeholders (e.g., industry partners, suppliers, 
consumers, etc.)?”
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After acquiring ethics clearance f rom their 
university, the authors sent invitation letters to 
prospective participants. Those who replied in the 
affirmative were asked to sign an informed consent 
form (ICF). Personal and online interviews were then 
conducted depending on the preferred modalities of 
the participants. The duration of the interviews varied 
based on the depth of participants’ responses and the 
extent to which they expounded on their experiences, 
with the average time span lasting 57 minutes.

The data collection was concluded upon reaching 
five participants. The proponent’s decision to conclude 
the data collection at this point was consistent with 
the Reflexive Thematic Analysis (RTA) of Braun et al. 
(2022: 17), putting weight on “information richness” 
(the point at which the data collection has obtained 
detailed, rich, and nuanced data providing in-depth 
insights into the phenomenon being studied) and the 
pursuit of “conceptual adequacy” (the point at which 
the researcher has reached a sufficient or adequate 
depth of understanding to build a theory) rather than 
on numerical sufficiency.

The study was guided by the analytical procedures 
of Braun et al.’s (2022) RTA, which is an inductive 
approach in analyzing patterns of meaning in 
qualitative data and highlights the active role of the 
researcher in the process. Different from the procedure 
of a codebook approach to thematic analysis that is 
usually deductive and structured, RTA emphasizes 
the researcher’s active engagement, subjectivity, and 
reflexivity throughout data analysis (Braun et al., 
2022). The themes were generated directly from the 
interviews, underscoring a commitment to data-driven 
inquiry and allowing the voices of the participants to 
form the thematic outcomes. Following a six-step 
process, the analysis went through data familiarization, 

initial coding, theme construction, theme development, 
and theme refining-defining-naming, culminating in 
writing the report (Braun & Clarke, 2006). In line with 
these principles of RTA, the data analysis applied a 
hierarchical coding frame to differentiate the themes 
among the micro, meso, and macro systems, particularly 
on the challenges to sustainability and how the leaders 
enabled sustainability attitudes, practices, and/or 
initiatives among employees, the entire organization, 
and their external stakeholders.

Throughout the research process, starting from 
the construction of the interview guide to the 
interpretation of themes, the researchers upheld an 
awareness of how their prior knowledge and personal 
values may shape the conduct of the study. Consistent 
with the principles of RTA, these influencing factors 
were not bracketed out; rather, they were acknowledged 
as essential to the co-construction of meaning 
between the researchers and participants (Braun & 
Clarke, 2019). To substantiate this reflexive stance, 
the researchers engaged in continuous self-reflexive 
dialogue throughout the research process and regularly 
consulted with each other. This enabled a critical 
examination of the data, challenged some underlying 
assumptions, and gave space for contrasting alternative 
interpretations, especially during the analysis phase.

Quotes presented in the succeeding results section 
were translated into English. The actual quotes can be 
made available upon request.

Results
The results reflected strategic approaches through which 
leaders effectively influence a multilevel stakeholder 
system, shaping employee motivation, organizational 

Leader FMCG Type/Products Position Title Functions

SL1 Processed and packaged 
foods

Sustainability and Corporate 
Communications Head

Sustainability report compliance, 
corporate social responsibility

SL2 Snacks and confectionery Sustainability Data Manager Sustainability data integrity, 
partnerships

SL3 Beverages Corporate Sustainability Lead Sustainability report compliance, 
corporate social responsibility, branding

SL4 Beverages Corporate Sustainability Lead Sustainability report compliance, 
corporate social responsibility

SL5 Packaged foods and 
animal feeds Sustainability Manager Corporate social responsibility, public 

relations
Table 1: Interviewee’s Company Type, Position Title, and Leadership Function
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decision-making, and external stakeholder engagement. 
Figure 1 illustrates the influencing process of 
sustainability leaders, providing evident patterns of 
challenges and effective influencing strategies across 
the micro, meso, and macro levels.

Challenges Across Multilevel Systems 

Sustainability leaders play a crucial role in driving 
advocacies beyond policy compliance. However, their 
ability to exert influence is often hindered by evident 
challenges reflective of the stakeholder’s context. 
Leaders must navigate employee biases, corporate 
resistance and pressures, and stakeholder skepticism 
while advocating for long-term sustainability 
initiatives. Moreover, they face the complexity of 
implemented policies, regulatory uncertainties, and the 
need for leveraging an encompassing multi-stakeholder 
approach for buy-in. 

Microsystem.  Employee  engagement  in 
organizational sustainability is shaped by views, 
attitudes, behaviors, and biases that influence 
participation in sustainability initiatives. Positive 
attitudes enhance commitment, while biases like 
convenience and workload can hinder adoption. 
Sustainability leaders identified challenges within 

the microsystem, including convenience bias, weak 
employee acceptance, and lack of awareness. 

Convenience bias among employees. Employee biases 
toward convenience over compliance undermine 
leadership influence, as individual participation is key to 
sustainability. SL3 noted, “Sometimes, it’s convenience 
that happens to be the challenge,” while SL2 observed, 
“They differ in terms of commitment, asking what’s in 
it for me.”

Weak employee acceptance and awareness. A limited 
understanding of sustainability can lead to employee 
resistance, as they may struggle to grasp its relevance. 
SL1 noted challenges in “readiness and the level of 
understanding,” while SL4 highlighted a general 
“lack of awareness.” SL2 added that introducing new 
concepts requires time and adaptation due to varying 
levels of employee comprehension.

Mesosystem. A strong commitment f rom 
management, clear sustainability policy, and structured 
processes are critical in guiding decision-making and 
ensuring consistent implementation of sustainability 
initiatives. Access to financial and human resources 
significantly influences the feasibility and longevity of 
these efforts. Furthermore, a sustainability-oriented 

Figure 1: Influencing Process of Sustainability Leaders
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organizational culture fosters employee alignment and 
reinforces sustainability as a core value rather than as 
a mere compliance measure. However, sustainability 
leaders identified key organizational-level challenges, 
including resource constraints, cost-benefit tradeoffs, 
and insufficient leadership support. 

Balancing sustainability with resource limitations. 
Implementing sustainability initiatives often demands 
upfront investment and operational changes, which 
can strain budgets and complicate short-term business 
priorities. SL5 asked, “How would you convince 
management to invest if you’re not certain with the 
ROI?” SL2 noted, “There are tradeoffs … you can’t 
purchase a machine that ’s efficient but leads to 
loss.” SL4 highlighted the tension: “It ’s balancing 
sustainability with business priority.” Limited resources 
further complicate efforts. As SL5 stated, “You want 
to help the world, but you’re also limited with the 
company budget.” SL4 added that in FMCGs, adapting 
to sustainable packaging with limited resources and 
partners is especially challenging. 

Lack of  organizational support and buy-in. 
Insufficient management support undermines leaders’ 
capacity to implement meaningful change. As SL1 
explained, “It’s very difficult to get buy-ins … even to 
understand the word sustainability.” Without executive 
backing, programs struggle to gain approval: “You must 
have a sustainability champion at the board level.” SL3 
added, “If you cannot encourage the leaders, you cannot 
get the same support with their people.”

Macrosystem. The success of corporate sustainability 
efforts is significantly shaped by external stakeholders, 
including government agencies, local government units, 
businesses, suppliers, communities, academia, alliances, 
and NGOs. National and local governments play a 
regulatory role, ensuring alignment with national and 
global standards. Inter-organizational partnerships 
facilitate innovation, benchmarking, and resource 
sharing, while engagement with communities and 
academic institutions strengthens program relevance 
through knowledge exchange and capacity-building. 
NGOs contribute by advancing advocacy, inclusivity, 
and transparency in sustainability initiatives. However, 
sustainability leaders report recurring challenges in 
engaging external actors. These include limited 
government understanding of sustainability, ambiguous 
and complex policies, conflicting agendas among 
agencies, and unprepared communities.

Lack of government comprehension regarding 
sustainability. Sustainability leaders f requently 
encounter policy inconsistencies and weak enforcement 
due to a lack of government comprehension. As SL3 

observed, “it’s hard for us to put up with LGUs … 
they’re not even familiar with EPR (Extended Producer 
Responsibility) law,” while SL2 noted that many 
government counterparts lack dedicated sustainability 
roles, hampering collaboration.

Ambiguous and complex sustainability policies. Unclear 
policies, such as the EPR law, pose implementation 
difficulties. The involvement of multiple agencies 
without defined roles creates institutional overlap 
and inefficiencies. SL5 emphasized that the EPR law 
lacked sufficient strategy and infrastructure, noting that 
“the law was implemented without analyzing if we have 
[a] proper strategy in place.”

Conflicting agendas of government agencies. 
Misaligned objectives among government bodies 
complicate coordination and delay program execution. 
SL2 recounted issues of corruption and exploitation in 
project implementation that necessitated third-party 
intermediation. SL3 shared, “When they presented a 
program, (it’s) as if we are the cash cow and they are 
difficult to negotiate with.”

Lack of community preparedness. Community 
partners’ resistance to change and limited awareness 
hinder program adoption. SL3 highlighted difficulties 
in engaging unprepared communities, stating, “Even 
if we cascade the program, we cannot ensure diversion 
of our wastes in that area.” SL1 echoed that receptivity 
remains a challenge. 

To address these challenges, sustainability strategies 
must be designed at multiple levels—individual, 
organizational, and external—while acknowledging 
that stakeholder engagement and the influence 
of leadership vary across these domains. As will be 
seen in the succeeding section, multilevel alignment 
enables adaptive, responsive, and integrated approaches, 
fostering systemic and sustainable change.

Strategies at the Micro Level

Sustainability leaders play a crucial role in influencing 
the attitudes and behaviors of individuals toward 
sustainability. Strategic approaches are vital for 
sustainability leaders to ensure that programs are 
executed effectively, set for the long term, and deeply 
embedded in organizational culture. Integrating 
sustainability into corporate values advocates for 
sustainability leaders to act as key figures and catalysts 
of change in a workplace where sustainable behaviors 
among employees become the norm.

Grounding sustainability efforts in individual 
contexts. For sustainability leaders to influence 
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employees effectively, communicating sustainability 
must be relatable and personalized to individual 
contexts. According to SL1, “a way to do that is to 
connect it to their personal and work experience so 
that they can relate to it.” This refers to a simplified 
approach in communicating sustainability, for instance, 
how employees from their manufacturing plants can 
contribute to sustainability practices through water 
conservation, or how office staff can help reduce 
energy consumption through the efficient use of air-
conditioning units. SL2 supported this, saying, “It will 
not be successful if the employees do not understand 
what the policy means and how it translates to them; 
that’s why I’m saying that the campaign should be at 
their level.” 

Embedding sustainability into workplace practices. 
Driving actual impact and fostering the long-term 
commitment of employees, while ensuring that these 
efforts become a core organizational culture rather than 
a short-term initiative, are essential for entrenching 
sustainability in workplace practices. SL1 highlighted 
that embedding sustainability means “ensuring that 
certain practices at the corporate level are integrated 
into the individual personal lives of the employees, for 
instance, a simple practice of proper segregation of our 
wastes.” SL2 also shared: “We have trash bins in the 
office that collect plastics [that] employees individually 
contribute and we donate those.” SL4 reflected that 
“[by] encouraging employees to take part in daily 
operations, even for a simple waste management 
practice in the workplace, I find my role evident and 
efficient.” To monitor consistent participation toward 
sustainability, SL2 also disclosed that “We have what 
we call [a] Behavioral Observation System (BOS) 
to reinforce on a daily basis.” In their company, this 
involves the use of a digital tracking tool to monitor 
employee behaviors aligned with sustainability, 
such as efficient energy consumption, performance 
evaluation using Key Sustainability Indicators (KSIs) 
as the basis of a reward system for employees, and 
feedback reinforcement for noncompliance and 
corrective actions.

Enhancing sustainability awareness through education. 
Education is one of the most effective leadership tools 
for influencing individuals and promoting sustainability 
awareness. Strategic ways of educating and training 
employees lead to their motivation, understanding, 
and confidence in embracing sustainable practices. 
SL1 shared, “For me, it ’s always [about] educating 
people. It’s a never-ending process, so education and 
training are important for them to really understand it.” 
SL2 also shared that they provide “orientation for the 
newly-hired, and for all employees; they’re required to 
go to a refresher, like every month, we have a topic for 

the campaign.” SL5 also emphasized the importance of 
training and mentioned that “we conduct training as, 
of course, awareness is a key when you’re introducing 
behavioral changes through education and employee 
engagement.” Moreover, SL3 recalled, “I’ve noticed 
that my colleagues became more aware and conscious 
of the efforts [since] the time that we launched our 
campaign drive on sustainability (waste reduction) and 
when we [held] this information drive campaign with 
our manufacturing plants.”

Leading by example. Employees are motivated 
to adopt sustainability when they observe that the 
leaders themselves practice it in their ways of living. 
Sustainability leaders cannot expect their followers 
to participate in their efforts if they do not practice 
what they preach. Leading by example is one of the 
most influential ways, as it builds trust, credibility, and 
a sense of accountability. SL3 expressed, “For me, in my 
opinion, first is to lead by example.” SL4 supported this 
view and commented, “How will your employees trust 
your initiatives if they don’t see you practicing [these]? 
As they say, change starts from within.” Moreover, SL2 
shared that “in our company, it’s very easy because even 
the leaders walk the talk.”

Incentivizing employee participation. Extrinsic 
motivation drivers play a vital role in strengthening 
sustainable behaviors, making the efforts rewarding, 
gratifying, and fulfilling on the part of employees. 
Incentivizing participation increases engagement and 
enhances satisfaction for individuals. SL3 shared that 
“for you to encourage employees to participate in the 
drive and bring in waste, you need to have this incentive 
for your people.” SL2 also emphasized the importance 
of incentives and disclosed, “It’s a way of our company 
to put priority on sustainability by incentivizing, 
meaning, our bonus relies on carbon reduction reports 
of the plants.”

Strategies at the Meso Level 

Sustainability leaders serve as social actors and change 
agents to drive the integration of sustainable practices 
into the core of business operations. With their function 
to bridge efforts across multilevel systems, sustainability 
leaders are tasked with setting clear targets aligned with 
the attainment of corporate goals. Their role is pivotal 
in the engagement of internal stakeholders, f rom 
employees to the management level, and in fostering a 
shared understanding of the essence of sustainability. By 
spearheading compliance with policies and translating 
these into the practice and culture of the organization, 
leaders ensure that sustainability efforts are embedded 
across departmental functions.



Alwen Jose Apid & Mendiola Teng-Calleja8

Executing sustainability through regulatory 
compliance. The execution of sustainability efforts 
through regulatory compliance is fundamental as 
it establishes a legally sanctioned and methodical 
f ramework for organizations. According to SL2, 
“The non-negotiable is the regulatory. Comply first 
with the regulatory, and if you’re complying, basically, 
you’re operating in a sustainable manner—that’s how 
regulatory requirements are designed.” SL5 shared that 
“if there are updates from the government, we are the 
ones to know first, and so feedback to the organization 
is essential for compliance.” Moreover, SL1 highlighted 
that “if you really want to be effective first, you cannot 
get away without saying it’s for compliance purposes, 
and eventually, once the people get the hang of it as it’s 
for compliance, then people will realize there’s added 
value to what we’re doing.”

Aligning sustainability efforts with corporate goals 
and values. By ensuring that sustainability efforts are 
aligned with corporate priorities, sustainability leaders 
can effectively exert influence and secure buy-in from 
management. SL4 asserted that “we need to highlight 
how sustainability ties with the company’s goals, 
mission, and values,” and contextualize it to the role 
of “understanding consumer preference, incorporating 
sustainability into product development, packaging, 
[and] labels, and communicating sustainability to 
consumers.” SL5 shared, “Our reports on sustainability 
goals also need to reflect the management’s priority and 
[make] sure we are preparing our sustainability efforts 
toward our long-term goals.”

Establishing sustainability co-leadership. Seeking 
participation with other leaders in the organization 
through a more collaborative, inclusive, and cross-
functional approach was evidently an effective tactic. 
Co-leadership inspires a shared sense of ownership 
among managers, attaining goals through their 
respective departmental functions and ensuring 
stronger buy-in from internal key stakeholders. SL3 
shared, “You really ensure that you talk to the leaders 
within the organization. If you cannot encourage the 
leaders, you cannot get the same support [from] their 
people.” SL1 recalled that “we always get in touch with 
the different business units, our counterparts there, 
from the general manager to the different division 
heads or department heads, for a stronger buy-in.” 
Moreover, SL5 acknowledged the importance of 
collaboration and mentioned that “the ones holding 
sustainability leadership are in the best position to 
contribute to stakeholder engagement and, of course, 
[play an important role] in promoting collaboration, 
consultation, and coordination.”

Integrating sustainability into corporate culture. 
Leaders advocate a fundamental role in weaving 
sustainability into the fabric of organizational culture. 
When sustainability efforts become ingrained in 
the culture, they become an integral part of how 
a corporation operates and how it contributes to 
the attainment of sustainability goals. This cultural 
integration allows sustainability leaders to influence 
strategic direction and the day-to-day practices 
adopted across all functions and departments. SL5 
reflected that a crucial role of sustainability leaders in 
exerting influence on the organization is “to embed 
sustainability in workplace culture.” SL2 acknowledged 
that “there’s always the culture part because that would 
sustain the effort, from the factory level up to the 
worker level, if they understand what sustainability 
means.” In addition, SL4 suggested that “to foster 
organizational culture, leaders need to show visible 
commitment to sustainability.” 

Supporting decisions with data-driven insights. 
Sustainability goals supported by data allow leaders 
to establish a strong business value for their initiatives. 
Given that data serves as factual evidence, this strategy 
can aid leaders in making well-informed decisions, 
make the recommendations more persuasive, and 
mitigate the risks of committing errors from plain 
assumptions. SL5 shared that “with other people I 
collaborated with, it really helped me to have more 
insights in terms of data and measurable outcomes 
of the initiatives.” SL5 further explained that “the 
initiatives need to be discerned—discerned with a key 
in mind that you’re for sustainability, but you’re also for 
the company, and to uplift whatever goals the company 
has—revenue growth, for instance.” SL3 supported this 
strategy and commented that “in terms of doing a lot 
of insights, I put in together all those insights and put 
a plan; mainly, it should be honest and correct.” 

Setting specific and measurable targets. Corporations 
prioritize what they can measure. Specifying measurable 
targets is essential for sustainability leaders to influence 
their organizations effectively, as doing so translates 
sustainability efforts from a vague aspiration into a 
more concrete and actionable plan. Defining targets 
clearly helps ignite interest from investors and other 
stakeholders who, by business as usual, expect tangible 
returns. SL1 mentioned that “meeting the KPIs or the 
targets is really an indication if a unit or department 
of the organization is able to be effective in what it’s 
doing.” SL2 emphasized the role of the leader in setting 
standards for the targets, sharing that “with my role 
right now, it’s more of high-level management; we set 
the target if it’s too aggressive or too lax.” Moreover, 
SL3 explained this influencing strategy and expressed, 
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“I was able to contribute [to] and influence … their 
decision making especially when it comes to [the] 
deciding factor, on which way to go in terms of our 
revenue growth for the company, and the core of my 
job which is to drive customers’ brand loyalty.” SL5 
supported this strategy and mentioned that “to seek 
buy-in from the internal stakeholders of the company, 
you have to emphasize there the ROI and goodwill.”

Strategies at the Macro Level 

Challenged with external stakeholders’ diversified 
context and perception of sustainability, leaders advocate 
a crucial role in shaping the mindset, inviting the 
participation, and encouraging the actions of external 
stakeholders toward environmental and social changes. 
By engaging strategically with different groups—
government agencies, communities, organizations, 
customers, suppliers, and investors—leaders drive the 
transition of sustainability from advocacies into tangible 
outcomes. Their influence ensures that these efforts 
translate into a shared responsibility for all stakeholders 
rather than a competitive advantage, resulting in a 
symbiotic, encompassing, and larger impact.

Leveraging stakeholders’ engagement through 
partnerships. Partnership with external stakeholders 
through shared responsibilities enhances the impact, 
resources, and credibility of the organization. Tying 
up with the public sector expedites processes and 
strengthens collaboration with other stakeholders. SL2 
mentioned, “For us to be able to recycle that much 
plastic, we need help from (the) LGU to collect.” 
Affiliating with nongovernment organizations (NGOs) 
enhances expertise and heightens the credibility of 
their efforts. SL3 disclosed, “We’re hiring an auditor for 
this one, so you need to partner with a lot of recycling 
partners like Green Cycle and Plastic Bank.” 

Partnerships with other private businesses 
essentially aid organizations in terms of funding and 
access to resources. SL2 shared that their strategy 
“affiliating with a bank is new to us, of course, 
for financial [support], they provide funding for 
sustainability projects.” Collaborating with local 
communities fosters engagement and social impact, 
ensuring effective, relevant, and inclusive initiatives. 
SL4 revealed, “We source from our byproducts and 
check what we can offer to the local community for 
them to sell, livelihood for some people.” Joining 
alliances also helps organizations expand their network 
and benchmark with their practices. SL2 recalled, 
“We’re part of Net Zero Carbon Alliance (NZCA), 
we have pledges of what we will commit to the group 
and (they) link us to different suppliers as well.” Lastly, 

the main benefit sustainability leaders acquire in 
partnering with the academe is access to research, ideas 
for innovation, and data-driven solutions. SL5 shared, 
“We have a tie-up with a university in Bulacan helping 
us detect a reliable count of C02 that we sequester 
and assists us with our bamboo planting projects for 
environmental rehabilitation.”

Tailoring a sustainable value chain. A sustainable 
value chain is critical for sustainability leaders as it 
lengthens their influence across all stakeholders, 
shapes industry standards, and sets stakeholders’ 
expectations. Setting expectations with their suppliers, 
SL4 explained the importance of “setting your clear 
objective or expectation from the supplier, how you 
want your product to have a sustainable standard, and 
recommending what materials to use for packaging.” 
SL3 mentioned how they optimize their CSR as a 
platform to communicate sustainability awareness 
to their consumers, and shared, “It ’s our form of 
communication and we find it effective when our 
consumers notice our programs and perceive our 
brand as environment friendly.” SL4 added, “Even the 
simple word ‘Recycle’ in our label is our implicit way to 
encourage participation among our consumers.”

Attaining credibility through clear structures, 
procedures, and programs. A well-defined structure, 
procedure, and programs are fundamental for 
sustainability leaders to establish legitimacy and trust 
with their external stakeholders. SL5 shared that in 
the company, “We have our sustainability manager 
who is in charge of specific tasks, and when external 
stakeholders find out that we have such [an] officer 
to tap for their concerns, we realized we were able to 
create that impression as a corporation being truly 
invested with sustainability initiatives.” SL3 also values 
the forming of definite procedures and emphasized 
the notion that “We need to establish first programs 
here within our organization before we can enhance 
it outside.”

Contextualizing sustainability through a grassroots 
approach of leadership. By working from the ground up, 
a grassroots approach of leadership guarantees that 
sustainability efforts are locally relevant, community-
driven, and inclusive, empowering sustainability 
leaders to gain trust and inspire action from external 
stakeholders. SL1 shared, “As an ESG practitioner, 
you have to have that strength to go out and talk to 
people, explain to them even [in] the simplest layman’s 
terms, and share experiences.” SL5 also explained the 
importance of knowing the context of communities 
and suggested scanning “how they operate, which goals 
are attainable and which are not, how we can intervene, 
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of course, knowing the nuances of the communities to 
be able to engage with them.”

Employing an encompassing multi-stakeholder 
approach. A multi-stakeholder approach confirms that 
sustainability efforts are encompassing, collaborative, 
and impactful on a larger scale. Through this strategy, 
leaders can holistically tackle solutions for universal 
challenges and practically ensure that sustainability 
efforts are inclusive. SL5 recommended, “It works 
to have a multi-stakeholder approach, for us to have 
fruitful discussions with them—where do we meet, and 
how [do] we benefit each other.” SL5 also emphasized 
an effective strategy of reaping buy-ins across the 
stakeholders and shared, “For other stakeholders to 
participate, you tell them, ‘Actually, we coordinated 
this with some partners and with this association and 
then this community,’ something like that, for us to be 
persuasive.” Nonetheless, SL2 discussed the importance 
of selecting the right partner when communicating 
value to stakeholders: “We do the usual campaigns 
in school, we are very selective when it comes to 
partnership as we want something that can be sustained 
in the long run.”

Discussion 
This study extends knowledge on sustainability 
leadership by offering new insights into how 
sustainability leaders exert influence on various 
stakeholders. While previous studies have explored 
the impact of sustainability on individuals (e.g., 
Suriyankietkaew & Avery, 2014), organizations (e.g., 
Wiengarten et al., 2017), and external stakeholders 
(e.g., Szekely & Dossa, 2017), few have adopted an 
integrative perspective on the multilevel influence of 
leaders. Responding to Galpin and Lee Whittington’s 
(2012) call, this study examines sustainability leadership 
from a multilevel perspective, highlighting how leaders 
navigate complex, diverse environments (Sajjad et al., 
2024) and address the unique challenges of different 
stakeholders ( Jayashree et al., 2022). The succeeding 
sections describe in detail the contributions of this 
study to the extant literature.

First, Bronfenbrenner’s EST (1986) offers a 
practical lens for understanding how sustainability 
leaders drive change across a multilevel system. 
While challenges vary across ecosystem levels, certain 
change management strategies—such as policy-to-
culture translation, incremental change, and top-down 
implementation—transcend these boundaries. For 
example, at the micro and meso levels, leaders play a 
strategic role in embedding sustainability into workplace 

culture by translating policy into practice, consistent 
with Katzenbach et al.’s (2012) view that effective 
culture change requires aligning formal structures with 
policy. Incremental change, as emphasized by Berman 
& Fox (2023) and Hayes (2023), allows for adaptive, 
low-resistance transformation. At all levels, a top-down 
approach enhances leader influence through clear 
vision-setting, regulatory compliance, and executive 
endorsement, aligning with findings by Hoppe et al. 
(2015), Awasthy et al. (2011), and Teng-Calleja et al. 
(2023). These strategies illustrate how sustainability 
leaders act as multilevel social agents, reinforcing EST’s 
relevance in managing complex, systemic change. 

Second, viewed through the lens of Ecological 
Systems Theory (EST), the systems perspective is 
crucial for achieving corporate sustainability. This 
approach acknowledges that sustainability is shaped 
by interconnected stakeholders, urging organizations to 
manage multilevel interactions for long-term success. 
This aligns with Mensah’s (2019) emphasis on the 
roles of key players (e.g., government, private sector, 
civil society) in fostering sustainability awareness and 
compliance. Empirical studies confirm the importance 
of a systems perspective in organizational sustainability, 
helping identify paradoxical tensions (Schulte & Paris, 
2024), address corporate governance issues (Nikolić & 
Zlatanović, 2018), and drive creative, holistic solutions 
(Basta et al., 2021).

Third, the emerging approaches to sustainability 
leadership align with the ESG framework (Tanaka, 
2016; Schramade, 2016), with leaders playing a crucial 
role in addressing multilevel challenges ( Jayashree 
et al., 2022). In the environmental domain, leaders 
drive ecological efforts through policy compliance 
and value chain integration, promoting environmental 
stewardship despite regulatory complexities and limited 
resources. Opoku (2025) highlights the positive impact 
of eco-regulatory compliance and green supply chains 
on sustainability performance, cost reductions, and 
operational outcomes (Eltayeb et al., 2011; Green Jr. 
et al., 2012; Al Khidir & Zailani, 2009). In the social 
dimension, leaders foster sustainability education, an 
inclusive culture, and stakeholder engagement despite 
awareness gaps and resistance. Wamsler (2020) 
argues that sustainability education sparks social 
transformation, while Bertels et al. (2010) emphasize 
how a culture of sustainability balances economic, 
social, and environmental goals. The governance 
dimension focuses on embedding corporate values 
and data-driven decisions, even amidst stakeholder 
resistance and investment concerns. This aligns with 
Baumgartner’s (2014) findings on the synergy between 
values, strategies, and tools in corporate sustainability, 
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and Soni’s (2024) view that data-driven decision-
making shifts organizations toward a sustainable future.

Fourth, the study identifies several effective 
leadership styles based on the experiences of 
sustainability leaders. Situational Leadership (Hersey, 
1984) is evident in leaders’ flexible approaches, 
adapting to the context of employees, co-leadership 
roles, grassroots campaigns, and negotiations with 
business partners. Transformational Leadership (Burns, 
1978) also emerges as effective, aligning corporate 
vision with stakeholder motivation and commitment. 
Environmentally Specific Transformational Leadership 
(ESTL) enhances employee pro-environmental 
behavior and participation in sustainability programs 
(Ren et al., 2024), consistent with findings by Chen et 
al. (2014) and Abbas (2024) on Green Transformational 
Leadership (GTL) fostering green performance 
and mindfulness. Transformational Leadership is 
recognized as a primary style, emphasizing leading by 
example, embedding sustainability into practices, and 
fostering awareness throughout the value chain. In a 
complex, multi-stakeholder ecosystem, sustainability 
leaders require collaborative decision-making rather 
than autocracy. Molenveld et al. (2021) highlight 
the role of Collaborative Leadership in enhancing 
stakeholder trust and enforcing sustainability policies. 
Consistent with Øjvind Nielsen et al. (2024), the study 
shows that collaboration builds trust, fosters innovation, 
and strengthens stakeholder engagement, with leaders 
leveraging partnerships across sectors, businesses, and 
communities to drive inclusive sustainability programs.

Finally, in the complex supplier-manufacturer-
consumer chain of FMCG corporations, sustainability 
leaders play a crucial role in shaping stakeholder 
views, attitudes, and behaviors. As gatekeepers of 
environmental strategies, social responsibility, and 
corporate ethics, these leaders act as key intermediaries 
between the firm and its stakeholders. Metcalf and 
Benn (2013) highlight that leaders are essential in 
linking organizational sustainability to broader systems, 
a role that requires specialized leadership. Recent 
studies on sustainability leadership in manufacturing 
have highlighted important findings on organizational 
culture (Yang et al., 2024), green performance 
(Khaddage-Soboh et al., 2024), and green supply 
chains (Abbas, 2024).

Limitations and Implications for 
Future Research
While this study offers valuable insights into 
sustainability leadership and stakeholder dynamics, 
several areas merit further research, taking into account 

1)	 that the focus on leaders as social actors could 
be expanded by including perspectives from employees, 
co-leaders, and partner organizations to reduce bias and 
strengthen validity; 

2)	 that while insights from the FMCG sector were 
informative, examining leaders in other industries—
such as non-renewable energy—could reveal sector-
specific challenges and misconceptions; 

3)	 that future research could develop a survey tool 
based on identified strategies to quantitatively validate 
the leadership framework and enable broader, cross-
sectoral analysis, and

4)	 that incorporating the exosystem and 
chronosystem levels into Ecological Systems Theory 
applications could deepen the understanding of 
sustainability leadership.

Practical Implication
This study not only enhances the understanding of 
sustainability leadership but also provides key practical 
contributions for organizations at different stages of 
integrating sustainability into their organization’s way 
of life. First, it offers practical insights for leadership 
development, recommending level-specific strategies, 
multilevel change management, and inclusive 
leadership styles. Second, the study highlights the 
value of a multi-stakeholder perspective, urging 
organizations to implement grassroots campaigns, 
embed sustainability into workplace culture through 
Behavioral Observation Systems, and adopt best 
practices through benchmarking and partnerships. 
Third, sustainability leaders can leverage emerging 
leadership styles to improve stakeholder engagement, 
fostering inclusivity, motivation, and collective impact. 
Finally, in the face of today’s VUCA environment, 
leaders must cultivate resilience, adaptability, and 
the ability to drive systemic change. A multilevel-
multisystem approach provides a comprehensive 
framework for tackling the complex challenges of 
sustainability initiatives. 
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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 (Díaz 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; Rockström 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 
f rameworks, 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 

Abstract
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embedding sustainability into business strategy rather 
than treating it as a peripheral concern.1

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).

1  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 
framework 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.2 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 tradeoff 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; Saitō, 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 value, 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.3

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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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 à 
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 TBL’s 
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 
tradeoffs 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.4

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. 

4  Although individual ethics and corporate ethics are 
distinct—operating at different levels and within different 
contexts—they are related and can be understood 
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.5 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 (González, 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 

5  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 f rames 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 (oikonomía 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 
suff iciency. 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.

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.6 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 

6  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 f rom the TBL and ref raming 
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 
fulfillment, 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 f ramed this argument f rom 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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Introduction
Pope Francis published his final encyclical, Dilexit Nos 
(Francis, 2024),1 in October of 2024. This encyclical 
may be classified as a spiritual one whose contents 
may greatly interest those with religious vocations 
and others drawn to the spiritual life. It is a powerful 
document calling for a renewal of devotional practices 
to the Sacred Heart of Jesus Christ. In DN, Francis 
expresses concern that “our world is losing its heart,” as 
evidenced by the callous treatment of elderly women in 
our newest wars (DN 22). He worries that overreliance 
on market mechanisms leads to selfish preoccupations 
with consumer goods and distracting activities that 
inhibit our capacities to love God and one another 
(DN 218). In reviving devotion to the Sacred Heart 
of Jesus Christ, he concludes the encyclical with the 
faith that Christ’s “love alone can bring about a new 
humanity” (DN 219). In October of 2025, Pope Leo 
XIV published his first apostolic exhortation, Dilexi 
Te (Leo, 2025),2 completing a document Francis had 
been preparing prior to his death. DT focuses on “love 
for the poor,” exhorting us to respond to “the cry of the 
poor” heard as emanating from the heart of Christ (DT 
8). DT reiterates Francis’s concerns about inequality 

1  Hereafter cited in-text as DN with corresponding 
paragraph numbers.
2  Hereafter cited in-text as DT with corresponding 
paragraph numbers.

and calls for both structural reordering of the economy 
and works of charity such as almsgiving.

Jesuit business educators have the academic 
freedom to conduct business education in a way that 
harmonizes with the visions put forth by one of the 
world’s most beloved pastors, Francis. We have a 
long track record of implementing Catholic Social 
Teaching into our curricula as well as distinctively 
Ignatian practices such as the Ignatian Pedagogical 
Paradigm. More recently, the Inspirational Paradigm for 
Jesuit Business Education (International Association of 
Jesuit Universities, 2020) laid out an ambitious vision 
for transforming business education in alignment 
with Ignatian values. Jesuit business schools seek 
to foster businesspeople and leaders who are “men 
and women for others,” utilizing their business and 
economics skills to build a just world in harmony with 
the Church’s social doctrine. We do not take ourselves 
to be educating for consumerism, market predation, 
or superficiality, although variance certainly exists 
across courses and programs. Social encyclicals like 
Laudato Si’ (Francis, 2015)3 and Fratelli Tutti (Francis, 
2020)4 offer clear pragmatic guidance that admits of 
direct applicability to business education, as evidenced 

3  Hereafter cited in-text as LS with corresponding 
paragraph numbers.
4  Hereafter cited in-text as FT with corresponding 
paragraph numbers.
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This paper articulates the central teachings of Pope Francis’s final encyclical, Dilexit Nos, and explains how these teachings can guide business 
leadership. Dilexit Nos offers spiritual guidance “on the human and divine love of the Heart of Jesus Christ.” This spiritual encyclical concludes 
with a reminder about the importance of the love of Christ for the work to which the social encyclicals Laudato Si’ and Fratelli Tutti call us. 
Pope Leo XIV recently clarified the import of Dilexit Nos for our love for the poor in an apostolic exhortation, Dilexi Te, which Francis had 
been writing prior to his death. Dilexit Nos invites a contemplative dimension that should orient all our activities in the world. Contemplation 
directed at the Sacred Heart of Jesus Christ enables us to center in our own hearts and from there discern what love truly calls us to do. Heart-
centered discernment is essential for ethical business leaders aiming to bring about justice and the common good in an integral ecology. This 
qualitative research study will explain how Francis anchors Ignatian spirituality in the Devotion to the Sacred Heart and provide educators 
in Jesuit business schools with some practical guidance for applying Francis’s ideas. Integrating elements of Dilexit Nos and Dilexi Te into 
leadership practices and classes serves to meet the “hunger for an adult spirituality” identified by the Inspirational Paradigm for Jesuit Business 
Education. This hunger, understood through the lens of Catholic theology, is necessarily tied to the work of justice and love for the poor.

Key terms

Sacred Heart; inspirational paradigm; Ignatian spirituality; Laudato Si’; Fratelli Tutti; Dilexit Nos



Jessica Christie Ludescher Imanaka2

by the many conference presentations at IAJBS and 
CJBE. Despite our progress, no one is perfect, and 
the crises of our world demand constant attention and 
discernment about how to better realize our aspirations. 
The Inspirational Paradigm (IP) itself has a lofty 
character to which many of us are struggling to aspire. 
In this context of challenges, actualizing such a vision 
of a more just, caring, and sustainable form of business 
education, spiritual guidance such as that offered by 
Dilexit Nos has important wisdom to offer. 

On the surface, this newest encyclical seems to be 
less applicable to pragmatic business considerations 
compared to Francis’s social encyclicals and just 
as critical of markets and technology as those prior 
ones were. However, this paper will make the case 
that Dilexit Nos can help Jesuit business educators 
enhance our contributions to social justice and care 
for our common home as envisioned by the IP. 
While the aspirations of the Paradigm would seem 
to suggest that social encyclicals focused on action 
would be more relevant than a spiritual encyclical 
oriented toward contemplation, this paper will show 
why contemplation is essential for these aspirations 
to be realized. Counterintuitively, we need more focus 
on contemplation and less focus on action to strike 
the ideal Jesuit balance of being “contemplatives in 
action” in business contexts that are becoming ever 
more fast-paced and technologized in ways that 
Francis has decried. The context of business today 
drives businesspeople toward excessive activity while 
degrading contemplative capabilities. Bolstering 
contemplation and spirituality in business education 
will offer a critical antidote to contemporary ills. 

There is already precedence for this shift in 
business scholarship both within and outside the Jesuit 
context. Leadership studies in business management 
already deal extensively with the importance of values, 
empathy, and care in what is commonly referred 
to as “leading from the heart.” Jesuit business and 
leadership studies have tended to focus on topics 
like discernment and Ignatian spirituality, with less 
explicit framing in terms of heart-centeredness. There 
exist opportunities to deepen Ignatian articulation of 
heart-centered leadership in business. Heart-centered 
leadership facilitates discernment about how best to 
realize the values laid out in visionary documents like 
the Inspirational Paradigm for Jesuit Business Education. 
Such leadership by Jesuit business schools in how 
we educate also enables us to realize the ecological 
and social missions to which Laudato Si’ and Fratelli 
Tutti call us. This paper invites readers to consider 
ways in which Dilexit Nos could be relevant to Jesuit 
business education.

This paper commences with a very brief literature 
review before diving into Dilexit Nos and explaining 
the philosophical and theological rationales for 
returning our attention to the heart. We shall then 
see how Francis spells out the significance of the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus Christ in Ignatian spirituality. 
We will complete our overview of Dilexit Nos with an 
exegesis of the final chapter dedicated to Communal 
Commitment to the Sacred Heart, where we will 
emphasize Francis’s teachings on reparations. From 
there, we will see how Dilexit Nos sheds light on 
Laudato Si’ and Fratelli Tutti, particularly regarding 
forgiveness and reconciliation, as they pertain to 
our social and environmental responsibilities. The 
paper will then conclude by proposing some ways to 
apply these teachings to business leadership in Jesuit 
business courses.

This conceptual paper makes use of qualitative 
textual analysis as its primary methodology.

Literature Review: 
Leading from the Heart
As An Inspirational Paradigm for Jesuit Business 
Education reminds us (International Association of 
Jesuit Universities, 2020), contemporary business 
operates in a context of myriad, interlocking crises, 
ranging f rom extreme poverty and exclusion to 
inequality in the face of rapid climate change and the 
acceleration of AI. These issues arise from unjust and 
unsustainable structures that benefit certain business 
actors at the expense of others. Since Jesuit business 
schools strive to meet the deeper hungers of human 
persons rather than just material or worldly needs, we 
feel called to teach businesspeople how to transform 
these undesirable realities. As the IP notes, these efforts 
are in harmony with those of secular institutions 
seeking to respond to these crises and lead humanity 
toward a dignified future. One avenue not mentioned 
in the IP centers on the heart. 

Approaching leadership in a heart-centered way 
has gained popularity in recent decades, as a quick 
Google or Amazon.com search will reveal. One classic 
text is Crowley’s Lead from the Heart: Transformational 
Leadership in the 21st Century, which focuses on creating 
caring relationships with employees and recognizing 
the importance of emotions and feelings (Crowley, 
2022). Another popular text that I have taught is 
Joly and Lambert’s The Heart of Business: Leadership 
Principles for the Next Era of Capitalism, which 
mentions the Spiritual Exercises of Saint Ignatius, 
as they were instrumental in the authors’ earliest 
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leadership formation ( Joly & Lambert, 2021). Joly 
and Lambert emphasize the importance of discerning 
a higher purpose and regard purpose-driven individuals 
as having more promise as leaders than those focused 
on perfecting traditional management skills. The idea 
of the purpose-driven company has become quite 
trendy in leadership education and in the business 
world (Hoffman, 2025; Gulati, 2022; Popelka, 2022; 
Serafeim, 2022; Quinn & Thakor, 2019). For example, 
the conscious capitalism movement emphasizes higher 
purpose quite a bit (Mackey et al., 2020; Mackey & 
Sisodia, 2014).

Relatedly, a considerable literature on Ignatian 
approaches to business leadership has arisen within 
Jesuit circles. A former Jesuit and Managing Director 
at JP Morgan & Co., Chris Lowney has been one 
popularizer of Ignatian business leadership. Lowney has 
published six books in English on the topic, including 
the now classic Heroic Leadership (Lowney, 2005) and 
a work examining Francis’s unique leadership style 
(Lowney, 2013). Business scholars have identified 
a number of contributions Ignatian spirituality can 
make to leadership, such as its unique approach to 
discernment (Miller, 2020), “Magis Leadership” 
(Stanley, 2021), stress management with “sacred time” 
given interfaith values (McGrath et al., 2023), and 
Ignatian leadership as recently elaborated in a detailed 
handbook for practitioners across business disciplines 
(Go & Cuyegkeng, 2024). Discernment has been a 
frequent topic in Jesuit leadership studies, especially 
in connection to the search for purpose (Gosselin, 
2012; Stackman & Connor, 2016; Wheatley, 2023), 
with Ignatian approaches being most prevalent in the 
broader discernment literature (Miller, 2020: 380). A 
parallel literature exists in Catholic business education 
on uniquely Catholic approaches to leadership (Habiger 
Institute for Catholic Leadership, 2021). Likewise, one 
may find a sizeable body of works on leadership and 
business in the broadly Christian space, a thorough 
review of which is beyond the scope of this paper.

Contributions of this Study
This paper will unpack Dilexit Nos to show how it can 
enrich these leadership studies and help Jesuit business 
schools advance the IP. This recent encyclical provides 
both the orientation and guidance needed to facilitate 
the discernment required for the new leadership 
advocated by the IP. The IP identifies a set of hungers, 
one of which is “a hunger for an adult spirituality.” As 
the report at the IAJBS 2025 World Congress on the 
IP indicated, this hunger is the one most in need of 
addressing. DN, in its explicit spiritual orientation, 

certainly pertains to this hunger. The question this 
research paper seeks to address is how DN can help us 
fulfil this deeper yearning in Jesuit business education, 
given the context and practical orientation of our 
work. The key will lie in recognizing how the hungers 
interconnect, as seen in the interconnections between 
Francis’s spiritual and social messages. 

Dilexit Nos: “The Importance of the Heart”
Dilexit Nos is Latin for “He loved us.” It refers to the 
first several words of the encyclical and references 
Scripture (Rom. 8:37). Papal encyclicals derive their 
titles from the first words of their first paragraph 
of body text. Up until Vatican II, official Church 
documents were written in Latin and then translated. 
Current Church materials are written in the vernacular 
first; however, the custom of retaining Latin titles has 
been applied to every encyclical with the exception of 
Fratelli Tutti (which is Italian).

In the case of Dilexit Nos, the Latin title captures 
an important distinction that appears in the Latin 
Vulgate translation of the Bible but disappears in most 
modern languages. The Vulgate rendered the Greek 
word for love, agapé (ἀγάπη), as caritas to differentiate 
it from eros / amor, which carries romantic, sexual, 
and emotional connotations different from agapé. 
Since there is no verb form for caritas corresponding 
to the Greek agapáō (ἀγαπάω), the Vulgate uses the 
Latin verb dīligō, dīligere, dīlēxī, dīlēctum. To date, this 
encyclical appears to be the only one using dīligere in 
the title. The exhortation Dilexi Te follows up on Dilexit 
Nos. Prior encyclicals have employed the noun caritas, 
which can also be translated as “charity,” as with Pope 
Benedict XVI’s Deus Caritas Est (2005) and Caritas in 
Veritate (2009). Unlike caritas, dīligere does not carry 
the connotation of charity, but rather respect, regard, or 
esteem/favor, with a secondary meaning of “to set apart” 
from its etymological roots of “apart” and “choose.” 
This subtlety is important to note since the opening 
sentence of DN refers to Romans 8:37–39, in which 
context St. Paul teaches that Christians can overcome 
the evil of the world (flesh, sarx) and its persecutions 
through Jesus Christ, from whose love no worldly 
powers can separate us. The opening paragraph refers 
to passages of the Vulgate that use both caritas and 
dīligere and also amicos / philous (friends). The choice to 
reference love in its verb rather than noun form seems 
significant, as it suggests activity and relationship in the 
encounter with Jesus Christ. DT, even in talking about 
love as charity in its noun form, likewise emphasizes its 
activity: “Love is above all a way of looking at life and 
a way of living it” (DT 120).
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The symbol of the heart has often been used 
to express the love of Jesus Christ. Some 
have questioned whether this symbol is still 
meaningful today. Yet living as we do in an 
age of superficiality, rushing frenetically from 
one thing to another without really knowing 
why, and ending up as insatiable consumers 
and slaves to the mechanisms of a market 
unconcerned about the deeper meaning 
of our lives, all of us need to rediscover the 
importance of the heart. (DN 2)

This opening chapter, entitled “The Importance 
of the Heart,” proceeds to motivate the importance 
of the heart as the locus of love that enables us to find 
meaning in our lives and bring about justice in the 
world. This chapter invites us to see the human heart 
as the unifying center of the human being, as a part 
of us that cannot be reduced to biology but includes 
all dimensions of the human person, especially the 
abiding spiritual aspect of ourselves. Christ’s divine and 
human heart that loved us before we loved him and 
commanded us to love one another gifts humans with 
the capacity to live these commandments. We must 
center ourselves in our own hearts and connect them 
to the Sacred Heart to find the greatest fullness of love. 

Francis points out that the heart has had 
importance for humans since ancient times in both 
Greek and Biblical contexts (DN 3–6), though 
philosophers have tended to downplay it. Philosophers 
have chosen to focus on reason, will, and freedom 
because these are more easily known and controlled 
(DN 10). However, DN regards the heart as the place 
of our interiority and true nature of self (DN 6), and 
proposes that “all our actions need to be put under ‘the 
political rule’ of the heart” (DN 13). Whereas we might 
use our other faculties like reason, will, emotion, and 
imagination to engage in selfish pursuits and deception, 
the heart gives us the power to resist evil and direct our 
faculties toward the good (DN 13, 6).

This love has a passionate character. “Saint 
Bonaventure tells us that in the end we should not 
pray for light, but for ‘raging fire.’ He teaches that ‘faith 
is in the intellect, in such a way as to provoke affection’” 
(DN 26). This idea of faith as fire has clear resonances 
with the Ignatian motto of “Go set the world on fire.” 
Indeed, this section on “fire” opens with an explanation 
of how important affection is in the Spiritual Exercises 
wherein we learn to “rearrange” our lives by aligning 
our desires with God’s desires (DN 24). These spiritual 
aspects of love are not merely emotional but touch 
on our identity as children of God who are all one 
another’s brothers and sisters. 

Francis concludes this chapter with a section 
dealing with how the heart can change the world. “It 
is only by starting from the heart that our communities 
will succeed in uniting and reconciling differing minds 
and wills, so that the Spirit can guide us in unity as 
brothers and sisters” (DN 28). He sees the heart as the 
center of all reality. The final sentence of the chapter 
expresses the hope that we will be able to heal the 
ills of our world, identified as “wars, socioeconomic 
disparities, and uses of technology that threaten our 
humanity,” by regaining our heart (DN 31).

Dilexi Te: On Love for the Poor uses the word 
“heart” 41 times, exhorting all Christians to connect 
our contemplation of Christ’s heart to attentiveness 
and liberation of the poor (DT 2; DN 171). Whereas 
DN speaks of the Lord’s love for all of us, DT refers 
to Rev. 3:8–9 where Christ addresses the poor in 
particular. It is clear that Francis intended us to apply 
his teachings in line with the preferential option for the 
poor. DT makes frequent reference to the exhortation 
Evangelii Gaudium (Francis, 2013), wherein Francis 
had decried the evils of unfettered markets, with a 
special concern about inequality and exclusion. These 
themes are echoed in the choice of passages quoted 
from LS and FT.

The Sacred Heart in Ignatian Spirituality
DN states that there are “two essential aspects that 
contemporary devotion to the Sacred Heart needs to 
combine, so that it can continue to nourish us and bring 
us closer to the Gospel: personal spiritual experience, 
and communal missionary commitment” (DN 91). 
The final chapters of the encyclical take up each of 
these aspects in turn. In this section of the paper, we 
focus on the aspect of personal spiritual experience, 
wherein a number of Jesuits are discussed ( Jesuits 
Global Communications Office, 2024), and a section 
dedicated to “resonances within the Society of Jesus.” 
Francis seeks to revitalize the connection to the Sacred 
Heart in the work of the Society of Jesus and to clarify 
its role in Ignatian spirituality.

Overall, this encyclical is noteworthy for its 
extended discussion of saints and their spiritual 
experiences. Chapter Four, “A Love That Gives Itself 
As Drink,” stands out for its numerous sections 
dedicated to saints. St. Margaret Mary Alacoque 
holds a particularly central place in the encyclical as 
her mystical visions served to propel a major worldwide 
Devotion to the Sacred Heart in what DeLorenzo 
(2024) identifies as the heart of the encyclical. 
Indeed, it was a Jesuit, St. Claude de la Colombière, 
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St. Margaret Mary’s spiritual director, who legitimized 
her experiences and helped popularize the Devotion. 
He conducted important theological work integrating 
St. Margaret Mary’s experiences with the Spiritual 
Exercises. St. Claude noticed a parallel between the 
messages St. Margaret Mary received about Christ’s 
passion regarding the ingratitude and indifference 
to his love and his transformation of this suffering 
(DN 123–124) and the third week of the Exercises 
regarding Christ’s passion and his compassion for his 
betrayers (DN 128). This theme will be important for 
our considerations of forgiveness and reparation when 
examining the communal aspect of the Devotion to 
the Sacred Heart.

Francis regards the Sacred Heart as holding a 
special place in the Spiritual Exercises, although it is 
not named as such therein. The practices of affectively 
imagining oneself into the context of Scripture so as 
to enter into an interior relationship with Jesus Christ 
as his follower ultimately amount to “a dialogue, 
heart to heart” (DN 144). These exercises arrive at the 
Contemplatio where the retreatants pray to attain the 
capacity to love God so as to be able to serve God in 
life through rightly ordered affections and activities. 
Francis explains that the “contemplation to attain love” 
involves asking for the grace to give all our faculties to 
the heart of Christ in a state of gratitude (DN 145).

This chapter on personal spiritual experience 
draws to a close by centering upon the devotion of 
consolation as crucial for our relationship to the 
Sacred Heart. Contemplating Christ ’s wounded 
heart naturally stirs the desire to console him as we 
experience compunction. Francis defines compunction 
as a form of repentance in which we feel deeply grieved 
by our sins and seek prayerfully to soften our hearts and 
mend our ways (DN 159). Here he quotes once again 
St. Ignatius in the Spiritual Exercises, where we ask God 
for sincere sorrow to join with His. Asking for what 
we desire in Week Three on the Passion necessarily 
involves empathic grief, “a broken spirit with Christ 
so broken; tears; and interior suffering” (Ganss, 1992: 
83, no. 203). Francis suggests that such compunction 
consoles the Lord, which then consoles us and enables 
us to console others (DN 160–163).

The dynamic of compunction for sin and 
consolation from the Lord actually appears quite 
early in the Spiritual Exercises, namely in Week One, 
wherein one works through the experiences of being 
a sinner loved by God (see especially Ganss, 1992: 
42, 44, 48, nos. 53, 61, and 74, respectively). As the 
dynamics of the Exercises evolve, we move from being 
consoled by God to consoling God, just as we move 
from experiencing God’s love to loving God and 

pouring out our lives for others in love for God. Francis 
rapidly integrates multiple weeks of the Exercises in his 
condensed treatment of them in DN. In considering 
Francis’s analysis, it is important to remember that the 
Spiritual Exercises as they are written do not include 
specific meditations on the Sacred Heart (Ganss, 1992). 
Francis, following St. Claude, is connecting these dots 
and inviting us to make these connections as well.

Francis’s interpretation of the role of the Sacred 
Heart in Ignatian spirituality is not idiosyncratic. He 
lists multiple Jesuits who had a profound and intense 
devotion to the Sacred Heart. He references the explicit 
inclusion of this devotion in an 1883 GC 33 Decree 
and, furthermore, cites Fr. Pedro Arrupe’s belief in 
this devotion as “one of the deepest sources of [his] 
spiritual life” (DN 146).5 Francis quotes St. John Paul 
II’s exhortations to the Society of Jesus to “be even 
more zealous in promoting this devotion” of the Sacred 
Heart (DN 72).

Communal Commitment to the 
Sacred Heart of Jesus Christ
The second “essential aspect” necessary for devotion 
to the Sacred Heart today is “communal missionary 
commitment” (DN 91). The fifth and final chapter 
of the encyclical, “Love for Love,” deals with this 
communal aspect that Francis says needs to be 
combined with the personal spiritual aspect discussed 
above. Revisiting St. Margaret Mary’s experiences and 
the messages she received from Christ, Francis opens 
this chapter with “a lament and a request.” The lament 
concerns our heartless rejection of Christ’s sacrifice and 
love for us. The request concerns our need to respond to 
his love with love: to love one another as he has loved 
us. The chapter quickly turns to the social dimension 
of love with a section on “extending Christ’s love to 
our brothers and sisters.” Indeed, it is this social love 

5  Devotion to the Sacred Heart carried Fr. Arrupe through 
his ministry in the wake of the bombing of Hiroshima. He 
later commented: 

And after all, my dear friends, in spite of this 
powerful weapon and any other that may still 
come, you must know that we have a power much 
greater than the atomic energy: We have the Heart 
of Christ.… While the atomic energy is destined 
to destroy and atomize everything, in the Heart 
of Christ we have an invincible weapon whose 
power will destroy every evil and unite the minds 
and hearts of the whole of [humankind] in one 
central bond, his love and the love of the Father. 
(Goldstein, 2025)
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that informs the Catholic social tradition, dating back 
to ancient Christianity and carried on in the life of 
the saints. 

Francis devotes two lengthy sections to the topic of 
reparation in this final chapter of DN. These sections 
build on a considerable body of existing theology, 
especially that of St. John Paul II and his vision for “a 
civilization of love.” Francis adds his own homilies and 
addresses to this theology, drawing particularly from 
his address to the colloquium “Réparer l’irréparable,” 
held in honor of the 350th anniversary of the apparition 
of the Sacred Heart to St. Margaret Mary. He makes 
it clear that reparation needs to be made to the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus Christ to console him for the wounds 
humans have inflicted on him through our sins. This 
consolation of Christ also consoles the wounded. 

The first section on reparation deals with “building 
on the ruins” of the social and structural sin with which 
we have already desecrated God’s world. Francis 
explains that this reparation is made directly to the 
heart of Christ: repairing what we have destroyed and 
healing and mending wounds in the hearts of others, 
especially where the pain is deepest and the damage 
is irreparable (DN 181–186). Reparation requires 
much more than exterior actions and “commutative 
justice.” Reparation needs to arise from an interior 
compunction and self-accusation that leads us to beg 
for forgiveness and seek reconciliation (DN 187–190).

The sense of solidarity born of compunction 
also enables reconciliation to take place. The 
person who is capable of compunction, “rather 
than feeling anger and scandal at the failings 
of our brothers and sisters, weeps for their 
sins. There occurs a sort of reversal, where the 
natural tendency to be indulgent with ourselves 
and inflexible with others is overturned and, by 
God’s grace, we become strict with ourselves 
and merciful towards others.” (DN 190)

The second section explains how reparative actions 
toward our brothers and sisters are “an extension of the 
heart of Jesus Christ.” Reparation here is understood 
as a form of cooperation with God in expanding 
God’s love into the world. Here, Francis cites an 
obscure passage from LS that suggests that wounds 
are a function of God’s free self-limitation in the world 
that permits us to choose to co-create with God in 
healing and reconciliation (DN 192). God limits the 
full expression of God’s love to give us the freedom 
to cooperate with God’s heart (DN 193). Love, as an 
act of will, involves the freedom to accept or reject; 
we can choose to love God or not. “Our rejection of 
his love erects a barrier to that gracious gift, whereas 

our trusting acceptance of it opens a space, a channel 
enabling it to pour into our hearts” (DN 193). Finally, 
drawing again from St. Margaret Mary’s experience of 
the overflowing flames of passion Christ’s heart has for 
us, Francis arrives at a definition of reparation:

Since the Lord, who can do all things, desired in 
his divine freedom to require our cooperation, 
reparation can be understood as our removal of 
the obstacles we place before the expansion of 
Christ’s love in the world by our lack of trust, 
gratitude, and self-sacrifice. (DN 194)

This chapter concludes by following the spirit of 
self-sacrifice toward its natural expression in service 
to the community. Francis finishes his discussion of 
reparation with St. Thérèse of Lisieux’s account of 
self-oblation, connecting it to Christ’s self-oblation 
to the Father, with which ours must necessarily also 
harmonize. Francis notes that Jesus only once mentions 
his own heart, which he describes as “gentle and 
humble” (Mt. 11:29) (DN 202). He interprets this as 
asking us to follow a “path of abasement,” releasing 
preoccupation with our own ego-afflictions as we offer 
our lives to the Lord whose yoke is easy (DN 202). Love 
for him who sacrificed himself to forgive our misery-
producing sins opens up a burning desire to share the 
fruits of our reconciliation with him with others and 
the whole world. “Bringing love into the world” is the 
social aspect of our devotion to the Sacred Heart as 
issued by the Gospel (Mt. 25:35–40). Francis quotes St. 
John Paul II on reparation as the “apostolic cooperation 
in the salvation of the world” (DN 206). Hence, he 
completes this encyclical by missioning his readers, 
as Christ sends us forth to take up our own unique 
missions in the world, which we are “to carry … out 
confidently, generously, freely, and fearlessly” (DN 215).

Guidance of the Sacred Heart in 
Laudato Si’ and Fratelli Tutti
The Conclusion of DN explicitly names Laudato Si’ 
and Fratelli Tutti and clarifies an intent of DN: to 
highlight the centrality of our loving relationship with 
Jesus Christ in both of these social encyclicals. “For 
it is by drinking of that same love that we become 
capable of forging bonds of fraternity, of recognizing 
the dignity of each human being, and of working 
together to care for our common home” (DN 217). 
Let us now begin to elaborate on how DN connects 
to these social encyclicals and helps us to discern 
their deeper meaning. In so doing, we will focus on 
the communal aspect necessary for contemporary 
devotion to the Sacred Heart, particularly the practices 
involved in reparation. Reparation is needed to heal 
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our broken world as we work to cultivate an authentic 
integral ecology. These applications will serve to guide 
our pragmatic labors in Jesuit business education and 
illuminate their significance.

Love is naturally a concept that has already been 
treated in these social encyclicals. LS uses the word 
“love” 70 times; FT uses it 125 times. Both documents 
mention “civilization of love” once, with reference to 
St. Paul VI, who coined the term, and St. John Paul II, 
who elaborated its philosophy. Reparation is a concept 
that does not appear in LS (nor in Laudate Deum 
[Francis, 2023]),6 although it is mentioned once in 
FT in relation to reconciliation (FT 78). Reconciliation 
is a concept that is discussed briefly in LS under the 
rubric of St. Francis of Assisi (and mentioned once in 
LD 69), but receives more extended consideration in 
the final chapters of FT, along with forgiveness. Since 
a thorough analysis of these encyclicals’ treatment of 
love is beyond the scope of this paper, we will focus 
here on the practices of forgiveness and reconciliation 
that constitute a core aspect of love as discussed in DN 
regarding reparation.

LS introduces the idea of “reconciliation with 
creation” (LS 218) in the context of ecological 
conversion in chapter six, which deals with spirituality. 
Early into that chapter, Francis revisits St. John Paul 
II’s analysis of what is needed to transform the culture 
of death into one that respects life by discussing how 
family education is the place where people learn the 
fundamental attitudes of gratitude and forgiveness 
(LS 213). LS begins to extend this framework for a 
culture of life to include all of creation by invoking the 
“universal reconciliation” St. Francis of Assisi sought 
with all creatures (LS 66). 

In calling to mind the figure of Saint Francis 
of Assisi, we come to realize that a healthy 
relationship with creation is one dimension 
of overall personal conversion, which entails 
the recognition of our errors, sins, faults and 
failures, and leads to heartfelt repentance and 
desire to change. (LS 218)

Ecological conversion is essential for stirring the heart’s 
spiritual motivations to bring about the integral ecology 
envisioned in LS.

FT broaches the theme of reconciliation in the 
context of Francis’s interpretation and application 
of the Good Samaritan parable to the challenges of 
our day.

6  Hereafter cited in-text as LD with corresponding 
paragraph numbers.

Let us renounce the pettiness and resentment 
o f  u se l e s s  in- f ight ing  and  cons tant 
confrontation. Let us stop feeling sorry for 
ourselves and acknowledge our crimes, our 
apathy, our lies. Reparation and reconciliation 
will give us new life and set us all free from 
fear. (FT 78) 

The Good Samaritan symbolizes the spirit of fraternity 
that seeks not personal gain but responds openly and 
charitably to the needs of the proverbial “stranger on 
the road.” In this chapter, Francis expands this parable 
to consider institutional realities that systematically 
discard people, nearly leaving them for dead. He invites 
us to see our role in propagating these structures of sin 
and take responsibility for transforming them. LS has 
already shown us how myriad structures of sin and lack 
of responsibility have generated the complex social-
ecological crisis facing us. FT gives us additional moral 
and political perspectives necessary for repairing the 
wounds crying out to us from the Earth and the poor. 

Elsewhere in the encyclical, Francis emphasizes 
the personal dimensions of repentance, forgiveness, 
and reconciliation, arguing that forgiveness cannot 
be mandated of a society (FT 246). This observation 
is made even in the context of the overall discussion 
of chapter seven, which deals with the problem of 
accumulated embitterment in societies due to war, 
racism, and other forms of violence and oppression. 
South Africa serves as an important context for the 
consideration of the meaning of truth, forgiveness, 
and reconciliation. Francis repeatedly considers the 
need for reconciliation against the problems of silence 
and erasure that must be countered with truth and 
memory. Peace is not fostered by forced forgetting. 
“Authentic reconciliation does not flee from conflict, 
but is achieved in conflict, resolving it through dialogue 
and open, honest and patient negotiation” (FT 244). 
This penultimate chapter of FT, like that of LS, takes a 
sober perspective on our challenges, proposing dialogue 
as a pathway to “renewed encounter.” We see in this 
chapter what the tough work of social and political love 
entails, given the beautiful visions put forth in prior 
chapters on “A Heart Open to the Whole World” and 
“A Better Kind of Politics.”

LS and FT lay the groundwork for the theology 
of reparation proposed in DN. It should be noted that 
reparation and reconciliation are not identical concepts, 
with the former usually connoting some level of 
material repair of historical injustices. DN has remained 
vague on the concrete specifics of what reparation 
entails while leaning into the spiritual significance 
of reparation to and from the Sacred Heart of Jesus 
Christ. However, this theological account should not 
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be misinterpreted as inherently sentimental or abstract 
in juxtaposition to the pragmatic and concrete demands 
of the social encyclicals. Rather, DN offers awareness 
of the wellspring of depth in Christ and his eternal 
accompaniment in the hard labor of healing and 
repairing the world.

We see in DT that Francis had clarified the 
connections between his encyclicals by centering upon 
Christ’s poverty and privileged concern for the poor. 
In referring to the social encyclicals, DT highlights 
issues of extreme inequality as the root of all evils and 
the impact on the most vulnerable people of the world 
brought on by our unsustainable economic structures 
(DT 94–96). Devotion to the Heart of Christ places 
an inexorable call upon us to repair these social and 
ecological wounds in our humble contribution toward 
reconciling the world to God. 

Heart-Centered Discernment in 
Business Leadership
In interpreting DN, de Bertolis has suggested that 
Francis lays out a vision for “a spirituality for the 
future” that will help us to overcome the individualism 
of our era (de Bertolis, 2024). We have seen that this 
spirituality has personal and communal aspects. Leaders 
seeking to be guided by Ignatian spirituality and 
Catholic social teaching need to cultivate both aspects. 
All leadership starts with self-leadership, wherein one 
learns to rightly order one’s passions, desires, and will in 
a God-centered way through practices of discernment 
nourished by contemplation. This aspect deals with 
personal spiritual formation. The communal aspect 
concerns our roles and responsibilities for others, both 
as persons and as corporate bodies, interconnected as 
we are in an integral ecology. This leadership of others 
entails virtuous role modeling, ethical actions vis-à-
vis others, and transformational work in the service 
of justice and the common good (both socially and 
environmentally). Let us dissect some specific lessons 
from DN for both the personal and communal levels 
of leadership.

Personal Spiritual Experience

The first part of discernment regarding the application 
of Dilexit Nos concerns how it speaks to the leader’s 
personal faith and religious commitments. There are 
certain devotional practices and sensibilities that make 
sense to Catholics but which do not speak to other 
Christians. Likewise, adherents of other religions and 
spiritualities, as well as agnostics and atheists, do not 
have the same views of or relationship with the person 

of Jesus Christ. Even so, it may be possible for non-
Catholics to derive some meaning from the spiritual 
experiences to which the encyclical directs us. Just as 
the Spiritual Exercises have been adapted for other 
religions, so conceivably could Dilexit Nos.

An important starting point for Catholics seeking 
to apply DN is to adopt the will to take up some form 
of devotion to the Sacred Heart. The Catholic Church 
recognizes many charisms and gifts, and so the nature 
and type of such a devotional practice must vary widely. 
In an Ignatian context such as that found in Jesuit 
business schools, the application of such devotions 
makes most sense within the domain of Ignatian 
spirituality. DN has provided us with commentary on 
how the Sacred Heart figures in the Spiritual Exercises. 
For those leaders who have made the Exercises, there is 
an obvious invitation to revisit several of those weeks 
or movements with the frame of mind to center on the 
Sacred Heart. Sometimes, faculty and staff have the 
opportunity to do retreats and participate in workshops 
where they practice some aspects of the Exercises, and 
can then revisit those experiences with this new frame 
of consciousness provided by DN. 

Outside of explicit experience with the Spiritual 
Exercises, Christian leaders might choose to meditate 
on the dimensions of St. Margaret Mary’s experience 
that dealt with Christ’s message of ingratitude and 
indifference and his message about his ardent desire to 
share his love. A gratitude practice is widely endorsed 
by Christians and non-Christians alike. Meditating 
regularly on the sources of gratitude in one’s life and 
becoming aware of areas of ingratitude would serve as 
a step toward revitalizing a personal devotion to the 
Sacred Heart. Likewise, one should practice awareness 
of the movements within one’s own heart and begin 
to notice where it grows cold and indifferent versus 
where it lights up with flames of love, compassion, and 
empathy. If one struggles to experience gratitude and 
love, one can pray for these attitudes and acts of will to 
be strengthened in one’s life. 

The devotion of consolation can be taken up by 
Christian leaders either in tandem with or distinct 
from the Exercises. This devotion invites the cultivation 
of spiritual practices involving both compunction and 
consolation, which have value for the spiritual life and 
can be cultivated independently from the Devotion 
to the Sacred Heart, or indeed from Christianity. 
Many religions recognize the value of these habits, 
even if different names are given besides compunction 
and consolation.

Starting with compunction, this spiritual habit 
stands in much need of revitalization, given the context 
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of materialism, individualism, relativism, polarization, 
and entitlement that exists in the era of “advanced” 
capitalism. Compunction technically refers to anxiety 
pertaining to planned or conceived future actions; 
however, Francis uses the word more broadly here to 
capture a general sensibility of repentance. Repentance 
has many dimensions and gradations, such as penitence, 
contrition, regret, remorse, qualms, etc. While 
serious practitioners of the spiritual life may wish to 
differentiate these forms, from a pragmatic standpoint, 
there can be some value in identifying merely one or 
a few terms with which one can resonate. One should 
then build up a practice of bringing awareness and of 
noticing how, when, and in which contexts they emerge 
in one’s life. Those with a prayer practice should pray to 
be able to feel genuine compunction and to be aware 
of it in its subtler guises, as the conscience may speak. 
Catholics and Orthodox have the obligation to go to 
Confession. Attention to consolations and desolations 
is already intrinsic to Ignatian spirituality. Here, Francis 
invites us to attend to how we are consoling Christ 
and others.

Such practices can all be incorporated into one’s 
daily Examen. There are a variety of resources available 
on how to conduct an Examen and the various ways 
it can be done. Many modern books and websites 
provide adaptations of St. Ignatius’s Examen in modern 
speech or as applied to specific contexts. One such book 
circulated at our university is by Thibodeaux (2015). 
A version to which I have directed MBA students 
is “Review of the Day for Managers” by Paul Brian 
Campbell, S.J. (IgnatianSpirituality.com, n.d.).

Consolation is deeply tied to reparation. Francis 
acknowledges the importance of reparation, especially 
in his frequent citation of Miserentissimus Redemptor: 
On Reparation to the Sacred Heart (Pius XI, 1928). He 
defers his treatment of reparation to the final chapter 
on the communal dimension of devotion to the Sacred 
Heart (DN 75). The reason is that consoling the 
crucified Lord and repairing his wounds necessitates 
healing the wounds of the world. Compunction 
and consolation must not remain private but ought 
to extend to how we bring about reparation and 
reconciliation in the various communities of which 
we are a part. 

Communal Missionary Commitment

We have seen that Francis understands the communal 
aspect of devotion to the Sacred Heart as involving 
reparation to the Heart for humanity’s sinfulness via the 
repair of broken relationships, and also as an extension 
of God’s love to all of humanity, enhanced via our 
cooperation. His spiritual guidance for participating in 

these two facets of reparation emphasizes compunction, 
prompting a request for forgiveness with the hope 
of reconciliation and the removal of obstacles to the 
acceptance of God’s loving desire for our missionary 
involvement. At a personal level, the prior practices 
of the spiritual life also facilitate discernment here 
regarding how to engage in these forms of reparation. 
Ignatian spiritual exercises, such as the Examen, would 
foster commitment to this communal devotion to the 
Sacred Heart.

Leaders have an obligation to do their own 
discernment regarding to whom, for whom, and with 
whom they are called and how to proceed with their 
mission. This leadership of the self concerns their place 
within their respective communities. Once so placed, 
they are also called to facilitate and support their 
followers and their organizations in doing the personal 
and corporate discernment necessary to be centered 
in the mission of their unique vocations and higher 
purpose. Since leadership is always a relationship and 
organizations consist of human relationships, and they 
themselves enact relationships with the world, the 
spiritual practices of heart-centered leadership apply 
to all these relationships. Processes of repentance, 
reconciliation, reparation, and gratitude must pervade 
organizational life led by heart-centered discernment.

Heart-centered discernment encourages leaders 
to ask themselves and others challenging questions in 
the service of communal healing and fruitful mission. 
Here are some possible questions that leaders can lead 
their organizations in considering. These questions are 
structured according to the basic form of an examen. 
The second step of “prayer” is left to the discernment of 
the leader or educator, as the appropriateness or form 
of prayer will vary according to context. Jesuit business 
schools could employ them in their own communal 
examen process. They could also be taught to students 
for their future leadership work.

Gratitude. Which gifts, talents, and experiences 
do I/we feel are our greatest treasures and sources for 
offering enduring value to others? What stories do 
others tell about us that reveal the lasting impact of 
what we do for them? In what areas does our work 
flow naturally and with ease in ways we may take 
for granted? What do others tell us that we are good 
at doing?

Review and Reflection with a Focus on Reparation. 
When do I/we feel most connected and in solidarity? 
Where do I or others report a sense of the presence 
of the Divine or the Sacred? When do I/we feel most 
isolated, competitive, and mistrustful? When are people 
most pulled into their own egos?
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How have I/we contributed to problems that 
may have accumulated over many years? What is 
God asking me/us to learn about my/our own role 
in creating the organizational, social, or ecological 
situation that I/we bemoan? Where do I/we feel grief, 
misgivings, despair, complacency, or numbness? What 
stories do I/we tell myself/ourselves to make it seem 
as if everything is okay or that it is in others’ hands? 
Is there someone or a group to whom I/we owe an 
apology and a commitment to altered conduct and/or 
revised policies/procedures? What barriers have I/we 
put in my/our way to reparation, and what sources of 
support will strengthen genuine intentions to renew 
my/our relationships? What sorts of inspirations have 
occurred to me/us that seem unusual, impossible, or 
impractical but have a quality of gentleness, hope, 
and enlivenment? How have I/we failed to listen to 
promising suggestions because they come from sources 
outside official channels or from people ranked lower 
than me/us or lacking in positional authority? When 
have I/we dismissed or disregarded a sense that came 
from my/our heart/s, while instead giving pride of 
place to what seemed smartest and dazzling, or, the 
opposite, reacting on instincts like fear, aggression, or 
defeat? Which practices and commitments bring about 
the greatest sense of joy, fellowship, harmony, integrity, 
compassion, freedom, and love? 

Looking toward the Future. How can I/we enhance 
my/our sense of gratitude for the blessings I/we already 
have? How can I/we deepen my/our commitment to 
and enhance the value I/we bring to others? What small 
steps can I/we take in the near future to take myself/us 
deeper into my/our heart/s? Who in our organization 
seems to speak most authentically from the heart? 
Who in the organization can help me/us find the best 
language for asking for forgiveness and working toward 
reconciliation? How can I/we forgive others for their 
parts while holding them accountable in commitment 
to mutual change and collective growth? How can I/
we make space for regular, profound, and meaningful 
practices of communal discernment, possibly in the 
form of an institutional examen?

These are some questions that heart-centered 
leaders can bring to their organizations to facilitate 
discernment, restore broken relationships, enhance 
f raternity and social f riendship, work toward 
reconciliation with people and creation, and bring about 
a reparation to the heart of the world. These questions 
mark a starting point for communal orientation and 
discernment that build upon an expansive body of 
practice in Jesuit higher education (Gosselin, 2012; 
Stackman & Connor, 2016; Wheatley, 2023; Go & 
Cuyegkeng, 2024). Heart-centered Ignatian leadership 

inspired by the Sacred Heart devotion invites a bridge 
toward practices of forgiveness, reconciliation, and 
reparation for which there are also Jesuit models 
(Spangle & Samaras, 2013). Dilexit Nos calls upon 
us to respond to worldly problems by centering in 
our hearts, practicing compunction and consolation 
to heal our wounded world. Discernment from the 
heart unifies the person with their highest aspirations; 
in responding to our deepest spiritual hungers, we 
can discern how to meet other hungers pertaining 
to structures of sin in which business operates. An 
“implication of … ‘Dilexi Te’ is that a key mission of 
the church, in addition to its redistributive activities, is 
to continue to form responsible men and women for 
the world of commerce and finance … who are guided 
by the Gospels” (McNelis, 2025). What this looks like 
in practice will vary as widely as the needs to which 
we respond.

For Christians, the heart of reality is the Sacred 
Heart of Jesus Christ. As Jesuit Catholic business 
schools, we are called to live and share the Christian 
message that is fundamental and essential to our 
mission. At the same time, we are committed to a 
pluralistic community life embedded within secular 
contexts and have a moral obligation to respect the 
consciences and diverse faith or nonfaith commitments 
and beliefs of all our constituencies. The questions above 
are intentionally formulated in such a way as to translate 
Francis’s encyclical in a religiously inclusive manner 
while respecting the core teaching of love that both 
underpins and transcends it. These questions are posed 
within the framework of the examen and designed to 
be open-ended and fecund in their applicability to a 
wide set of social and environmental concerns. The 
guidance contained in the sections above pertains to 
the organizational life of Jesuit business schools as well 
as to paradigms for teaching leadership therein.

Conclusion
DN offers a vision of a new spirituality that teaches 
us how contemplation should orient our action in the 
world. Contemplation directed toward, with, and into 
the Sacred Heart of Jesus Christ centers us in our own 
hearts and connects us to the love of God. This bond 
of heart-to-heart communion with the Lord invites 
us into a different sort of dialogue with him than can 
be found in mere intellectual practices. Francis has 
shown us how this devotional spirituality is thoroughly 
Ignatian and explained why it is necessary to revive the 
heart of the world. He advocates a civilization of love 
built through practices of reparation. We have seen how 
reparation plays an important role in the messages of 
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LS and FT, and that Jesuit business education has an 
obligation to foster this communal aspect of devotion 
to the Sacred Heart. The personal and communal 
dimensions of such devotion have a place in Jesuit 
business schools that aim to develop new kinds of 
leaders to create a better world. The new spirituality 
proposed by Francis has much to offer business leaders 
formed out of the Ignatian charism. Heart-centered 
discernment will be essential for ethical business 
leaders seeking to foster justice and the common good 
in an integral ecology. “Love for the Lord, then, is one 
with love for the poor” (DT 5).

Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam.
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Introduction
In recent decades, higher education institutions (HEIs) 
have experimented with models linking teaching, 
research, and operations to societal needs (Akins 
et al., 2019; Andrews et al., 2015; Compagnucci et 
al., 2021; Evans et al., 2015). One such model is the 
campus living lab (LL), a socio-technical environment 
where universities leverage campus infrastructure and 
stakeholder networks to experiment with sustainability 
solutions in real-world conditions (European Network 
of Living Labs, 2024; Evans et al., 2015; Trencher et 
al., 2013). LLs emphasize iterative problem-solving, 
co-creation, and integration across governance, 
pedagogy, and operations. For this review, a campus 
initiative was classified as an LL if it combined a) 
experimentation with sustainability challenges on 
campus, b) stakeholder co-creation, and c) integration 
of governance, pedagogy, or operations to support 
systemic sustainability outcomes. This definition 
guided selection and ensured consistency across the 
89 included cases.

Campus LLs can be interpreted through 
organizational learning theory (Argyris & Schön, 
1997) and socio-technical transitions theory (Geels, 
2002), which illuminate how institutional structures, 
practices, and infrastructures co-evolve, and how 
collaboratively shaped, context-sensitive sustainability 
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work influences teaching, research, and operations. 
Despite the global uptake of LLs, HEIs vary widely 
in how they conceptualize and implement LLs across 
regions, institutional types, and socio-economic 
contexts, making it essential to clarify what constitutes 
a campus LL to map evolution, compare practices, and 
identify adaptable best practices.

This review employs the Living Lab Framework 
for Sustainability in Higher Education (Leal Filho et 
al., 2023). The framework conceptualizes LLs as multi-
dimensional infrastructures and integrates governance, 
pedagogy, technology, and community engagement. 
It guides the analysis of governance arrangements, 
learning processes, technology integration, and 
stakeholder engagement, highlighting patterns and 
differences between Global North (GN) and Global 
South (GS) contexts.

LLs are not merely experimental platforms 
but also mechanisms for organizational learning, 
strategic governance, and stakeholder engagement 
(Tercanli & Jongbloed, 2022). They enable HEIs to 
align sustainability agendas with regional and global 
priorities while balancing tensions among knowledge 
production requirements, operational constraints, and 
partner needs (de Sousa Santos, 2015; Marginson, 
2018). Their evolution spans discrete, project-based 
interventions (Figueiró & Raufflet, 2015; Lindstrom 

Abstract

This scoping review examines how 72 higher education institutions (HEIs) operationalize sustainability through living labs (LLs), 
synthesizing evidence from 89 studies published between 2010 and 2025. Using Arksey and O’Malley’s (2005) framework, the review maps 
how LLs coordinate governance, pedagogy, operational experimentation, and stakeholder engagement, comparing 63 Global North (GN) and 
26 Global South (GS) cases. GN LLs feature formalized governance and resource-intensive infrastructures linking curriculum, operations, 
and data-driven experimentation. GS LLs operate under resource constraints but exhibit strong community embedding, participatory co-
production, and socio-ecological responsiveness. Institutionalization depends on hybrid configurations where bottom-up experimentation 
aligns with top-down authority. Observed governance, pedagogical, technological, and engagement practices can be interpreted through 
organizational learning theory (Argyris & Schön, 1997) and socio-technical transitions theory (Geels, 2002), and analyzed using the Living 
Lab Framework for Sustainability in Higher Education (Leal Filho et al., 2023), which frames LLs as multi-dimensional infrastructures 
enabling co-evolution of practices, infrastructures, and social dynamics. LLs function as context-contingent institutional infrastructures 
shaped by regional priorities, institutional logics, and relational dynamics. These findings provide a comparative and empirically grounded 
explanation of how universities design and sustain LLs to support whole-of-institution sustainability transitions.
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& Middlecamp, 2017; Weiss et al., 2021) to holistic 
and whole-institution approaches emphasizing 
cross-unit coherence (Omrcen et al., 2018; Ramísio 
et al., 2019; Walsh et al., 2020) and the formalized 
institutionalization of sustainability (Clark & Capps, 
2020; Mahmud et al., 2019; Pincelli et al., 2019).

Mature LLs integrate governance, pedagogy, and 
stakeholder practices across operational units, academic 
departments, and external partners (Calcagno et al., 
2023; Martínez et al., 2021; Rukspollmuang et al., 
2022). Technology supports experimentation but 
remains secondary to aligned governance, pedagogy, 
and engagement. LLs adapt institutional visions to 
local challenges, addressing water circularity, waste 
justice, biodiversity stewardship, and community 
development (Aguilar et al., 2019; Cuyegkeng & Favis, 
2019; Hariz & Adelyna, 2019; Morales et al., 2024; 
Pincelli et al., 2019).

This review maps LL initiatives across 72 HEIs 
worldwide, emphasizing governance, stakeholder 
engagement, curricular integration, and sustainability 
outcomes. Drawing on Leal Filho et al. (2023), 
it identifies recurring patterns and distinctive 
innovations. GN and GS distinctions are based on 
structural conditions and institutional capacity rather 
than geography (Dados & Connell, 2012; de Sousa 
Santos, 2015). The study addresses two questions: 
“How do universities implement and coordinate LLs to 
advance sustainability, and how do these practices differ 
between Global North and Global South contexts?”

Methods 
The review follows the Arksey & O’Malley (2005) 
scoping review methodology, systematical ly 
identifying, charting, and synthesizing evidence from 
the literature to provide a comprehensive overview 
of how HEIs operationalize sustainability through 
LLs. This theoretical framing informed the coding 
and synthesis of findings, guiding the identification 
of patterns in governance, pedagogical integration, 
technology use, and stakeholder engagement, 
and linking observed practices to mechanisms of 
institutional learning, knowledge co-production, and 
socio-technical adaptation. 

Stage 1: Identifying the research question

The review asked: “How do universities implement and 
coordinate living labs to advance sustainability, and 
how do these practices vary across Global North and 
Global South contexts?”

Stage 2: Identifying relevant studies

Database searches were conducted between October 3 
and November 13, 2025, in Scopus, Web of Science, 
and Google Scholar for sources published from 2010 
to 2025. Results from all databases were merged, and 
duplicates were removed manually by comparing titles, 
authors, publication years, and sources.

The 2010–2025 window was chosen because 
identifiable scholarship on campus-based LLs 
consolidates only after 2010. Earlier studies on campus 
sustainability (e.g., Beringer, 2006) primarily assess 
environmental performance and do not employ the LL 
or campus-as-laboratory framework. Terminological 
and methodological coherence around HEI LLs 
emerges in the early 2010s, becoming formally 
articulated through works such as Evans et al. (2015) 
and the sustainability-in-higher-education volumes 
edited by Leal Filho (2015–2016). The 2025 endpoint 
captures the most recent material available at the 
time of search.

Full Boolean search strings were constructed using 
AND, OR, and wildcard operators (*). The Scopus 
string is shown below, and parallel structures were used 
for all databases.

(TITLE-ABS-KEY(“living lab*” OR “living 
laborator*” OR “campus as a living lab*” OR 
“university living lab*”)

AND TITLE-ABS-KEY(sustainab* OR 
“sustainable” OR “SDG” OR “SDGs” OR 
“holistic approach” OR “whole institution” OR 
“whole-of-institution”)

AND TITLE-ABS-KEY(universit* OR 
campus OR “higher education” OR “HEI” 
OR college))

AND PUBYEAR > 2009 AND PUBYEAR 
< 2026

Relevance criteria were operationalized, not 
inferred. A record was considered relevant at the title/
abstract stage if it met the following:

a)	 Mandatory criterion. The record contains at least 
one term from the living lab group (“living lab*,” “living 
laborator*,” “campus as a living lab*,” “university living 
lab*”). A single match from this group was sufficient.

b)	 The record contains at least one additional 
term from the sustainability or higher education groups. 
Sustainability group (any one of the following): 
sustainab*, sustainable, SDG, SDGs, holistic approach, 
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whole institution, whole-of-institution. Higher 
education group (any one of the following): universit*, 
campus, higher education, HEI, college.

Wildcard stems (e.g., laborator*, sustainab*, 
universit*) were used to capture singular and plural 
forms and common morphological variants while 
excluding unrelated roots.

Relevance, therefore, required a minimum of 
two signal categories: one from the living lab group, 
and one from either the sustainability group or the 
higher education group. Variations and morphological 
expansions were formally accepted through the 
wildcard system (e.g., sustainab*, universit*). Geography 
was not used as an inclusion or exclusion criterion. This 
rule-based structure ensured consistency, repeatability, 
and transparency in determining which records 
moved to Stage 3.

Stage 3: Study selection

After duplicates, clearly irrelevant records, and records 
with no available full texts were removed in Stage 2, 
Stage 3 applied systematic screening using explicit 
inclusion and exclusion criteria at both the title/
abstract and full-text levels.

Title/abstract screening: inclusion criteria. The record 
contains the term “living lab*,” “living laborator*,” or 
“campus as a living lab,” or describes sustainability-
related experimentation situated on a university campus 
using holistic or whole-institution language. A record 
was retained if it met at least one criterion through 
exact matching or recognized keyword variants.

Title/abstract  screening: exclusion cr iter ia. 
Excluded records were those on LLs unrelated to 
higher education, studies without sustainability 
relevance, and purely conceptual LL papers with no 
implementation context.

Full-text screening: inclusion criteria. a) The 
study documented sustainability-related activities 
implemented within a university campus. b) The 
activities were explicitly presented as an LL, a campus-
as-laboratory practice, or a holistic/whole-institution 
sustainability approach. c) The study demonstrated 
explicit engagement with the concepts, operationalized 
as the direct application, implementation, or evaluation 
of the relevant sustainability or LL concepts, rather 
than merely mentioning them.

Full-text screening: exclusion criteria. Excluded 
records were those on university-adjacent initiatives 
not situated on campus, university-based LL studies 

that focused on multiple cases, studies on LLs in cities 
or industries without university involvement, and 
sustainability papers with no experimental, operational, 
teaching, or governance component, or that referenced 
concepts only superficially without implementation.

This process yielded 89 eligible studies representing 
72 HEIs, including 63 from GN and 26 from GS 
contexts.1 See the Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) 
flowchart in Figure 1, and Appendix A for the 
list of 89 cases.

Stage 4: Charting the data

Preliminary exploratory clustering was conducted on 
a random subset of 15 abstracts to identify potential 
category labels. Generative AI (ChatGPT 5) was 
used solely to suggest initial groupings and highlight 
recurring terms or patterns across abstracts. These AI-
generated suggestions were treated as provisional and 
were fully verified, corrected, or discarded accordingly 
by the author. The purpose of this step was strictly to 
streamline the identification of candidate categories 
(e.g., institutional approach, learning model/framework, 
sustainability strategy features, distinctive innovations), 
not to assign final codes. All remaining abstracts were 
manually coded by the author using these verified 
categories, ensuring that human judgment guided the 
assignment, refinement, and consolidation of codes.

Stage 5: Collating, summarizing, and reporting

All 89 full texts were manually reviewed and coded by 
the author to refine and consolidate initial descriptive 
codes into broader analytical categories. NotebookLM 
was employed solely as a supplementary tool to assist 
in identifying the frequency of recurring themes across 
studies; it did not influence code assignment, clustering, 
or interpretation. Descriptive codes were conceptually 
grouped to reveal recurring configurations of practice 
and distinctions between GN and GS institutions. The 
following is a sample prompt: 

1  For the purposes of this review, Global North (GN) 
and Global South (GS) are not treated as geographic or 
continental categories but as structural positions within 
the global higher education system. This approach follows 
established scholarship in development, sociology, and 
higher education research, which conceptualizes GN/GS in 
terms of institutional capacity, resource environments, and 
systemic constraints rather than physical location (Dados & 
Connell, 2012; de Sousa Santos, 2015). Defining GN and 
GS in this way avoids misclassification based on geography 
and ensures that the comparative analysis reflects structural 
inequalities in higher education contexts.
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Analyze the extracted data from 89 studies 
on living labs in higher education. Identify 
instances of pedagogical integration. Count 
studies where integration is explicitly described, 
and also include studies where integration can 
be inferred from described teaching practices, 
learning activities, or course designs. For 
each study, indicate whether the integration 
is explicit or inferred. Summarize the total 
number of studies for each category and 
provide a concise synthesis of how LLs embed 
these pedagogical approaches across contexts.

Figure 1: PRISMA-style flowchart of study selection for the 
scoping review of campus living labs.

All AI-generated summaries and counts were 
carefully reviewed by the researcher to ensure 
consistency and accuracy with the extracted study 
data. Ambiguous or context-dependent entries 
were manually verified and adjusted as necessary. A 
detailed audit trail of all decisions and adjustments was 
maintained to ensure transparency and reproducibility, 
following best practices in AI-assisted qualitative 
synthesis (Dunivin, 2024).

The Leal Filho et al. (2023) framework guided the 
identification of LL dimensions, while organizational 
learning and socio-technical transitions (Argyris & 
Schön, 1997; Geels, 2002) informed the interpretation 
of observed practices as mechanisms for institutional 
adaptation, knowledge co-production, and sustainability 
integration across campus functions.

Findings
The scoping review identified diverse approaches 
through which universities operationalize LLs. Across 
the 89 studies, campuses functioned simultaneously as 
applied research environments, pedagogical sites, and 
vehicles for organizational change.

1. Initiation pathways and 
operational governance

LLs were initiated through four main pathways. 
Initiatives led by sustainability offices or campus 
operations (26 studies) focused on operational 
improvements, cross-unit coordination, and data-
driven planning. For example, Aalto University 
– Otaniemi campus implemented governance 
structures that aligned operations and student projects 
with institutional sustainability goals (Ahlava et al., 
2016). Discipline-led LLs (23 studies) emphasized 
research innovation and curriculum integration, 
fostering transdisciplinary collaboration. Student-
led or grassroots initiatives (19 studies) encouraged 
experimentation and cultural change but often lacked 
continuity unless integrated into formal governance. 
Leadership-driven LLs (18 studies) exhibited strong 
legitimacy and strategic embedding. GN institutions 
generally favored top-down governance and discipline-
led pathways, whereas GS institutions relied more on 
student-led or community-embedded initiatives.

Institutionalization was strongest when bottom-
up innovation aligned with top-down support (33 
studies). Governance arrangements included multi-
unit steering committees (40 studies), faculty-staff 
partnerships (27 studies), and formal sustainability 
offices (15 studies). Operational structures ranged from 
campus-wide programs to localized projects, reflecting 
diverse scales of applied knowledge generation and 
reinforcing the capacity of LLs to produce actionable 
sustainability knowledge.

2. Pedagogical integration and campus culture

Pedagogical integration was reported in 52 studies, with 
LLs embedding experiential learning, challenge-based 
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courses, and cross-disciplinary studies. In 37 studies, 
students participated as co-researchers, contributing 
to both sustainability skill development and the 
generation of actionable knowledge. For instance, the 
University of British Columbia’s Campus as Living 
Lab (CLL) initiative links research, operations, and 
teaching to produce transdisciplinary, context-driven 
outcomes (Leal Filho et al., 2020; Tansey & Thomson, 
2014). Curricular integration was more common in 
GN institutions (40 of 63) than in GS contexts (12 
of 26), reflecting differences in governance, capacity, 
and resources. Active student engagement further 
reinforced institutionalization and supported long-
term cultural change within universities.

3. Technology and infrastructure

Technology use differed markedly by region. GN 
LLs (46 studies) leveraged digital tools, simulation 
environments, energy retrofits, and data-driven 
monitoring to support experimentation, pedagogy, and 
governance (Calcagno et al., 2023). In contrast, GS 
LLs emphasized low-cost, context-sensitive solutions 
embedded in operations and community projects, 
including Universiti Malaya’s campus-wide emissions 
monitoring (Yusoff et al., 2021) and Universiti Sains 
Malaysia’s sensor-based energy management (Hariz 
& Adelyna, 2019). Across both contexts, technology 
proved to be most effective when tightly integrated with 
governance and pedagogical practices, reinforcing the 
systemic role of LLs in advancing campus sustainability.

4. Community engagement and social-
ecological innovation

Community co-production was a defining feature of 
GS LLs (21 studies), engaging local stakeholders in 
participatory experimentation and socially responsive 
innovation as exemplified, for example, by the 
Pontifical Catholic University of Rio de Janeiro’s 
socio-environmental agenda (Lemos et al., 2019). In 
contrast, GN LLs (12 studies) frequently positioned 
community engagement as secondary to curricular or 
infrastructure objectives. Across both contexts, LLs 
were most effective when community involvement was 
integrated with pedagogy and operations, producing 
actionable knowledge and reinforcing the campus as a 
learning and innovation ecosystem (e.g., University of 
Edinburgh, Keele University, University of Guayaquil).

Illustrative campus case analyses

To illustrate these typologies, two campuses are 
presented as mini-case analyses, highlighting 

governance structures, pedagogical integration, 
operations, and outcomes.

Universiti Sains Malaysia. USM’s LL approach 
strategically blends top-down guidance with 
participatory engagement. Their Accelerated 
Programme for Excellence (APEX) status mandates 
a whole-system enterprise approach to sustainability, 
while staff and students actively participate in 
initiatives such as the Kompos to Kelulut (K2K) 
project. Pedagogical integration is reinforced through 
core courses like the WSU 101 undergraduate elective 
on sustainable development principles, and through 
departmental applications—for example, the School 
of Mathematical Sciences applies STEM skills to 
quantitative sustainable management.

Operationally, the campus serves as a testing 
ground where research programs address the 
sustainable management of air quality, water quality, 
and stormwater. The K2K project established a 
Rooftop Wild Garden to implement zero-waste 
and composting solutions. Community partnerships 
further extend LL impact, with K2K functioning 
as a teaching and training center for local residents 
alongside students, thereby generating both meaningful 
learning experiences and tangible operational outcomes 
in resource management (Teh & Koh, 2019).

Utrecht University. Utrecht University ’s LL 
approach is embedded in the Strategic Plan 2025, 
which designates sustainable development as a core 
guiding principle and positions LLs as instruments 
for testing, collaboration, and connecting the campus 
with the surrounding region. This strategic vision is 
operationalized through the Center for Living Labs 
(CLU), a boundary-spanning unit that facilitates 
participatory engagement among researchers, teachers, 
students, and operational staff. The integration is 
supported by an organizational culture characterized 
by high sustainability awareness and openness, which 
sustains participation aligned with personal values.

Pedagogical integration leverages the campus as 
a real-world experimental site. Students contribute 
through internships, theses, and courses to projects 
addressing operational challenges such as PFAS 
field remediation, local climate adaptation (Healthy 
Heidelberglaan), and circular waste strategies (Zero 
Waste). LL impact is further amplified through scaling 
pathways, including “scaling-across” organizational 
boundaries and engaging external stakeholders 
(“scaling-soft”), which effectively harness community 
partnerships to generate both learning and practical 
outcomes (Stuckrath et al., 2025).
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Discussion
This scoping review demonstrates that university-
based LLs function as multi-dimensional knowledge 
ecosystems, linking governance, pedagogy, technology, 
and community engagement to advance sustainability. 
Across the 89 studies analyzed, LLs emerge as 
more than just educational or technological tools; 
they operate as mechanisms for context-sensitive, 
socially responsive knowledge production. This aligns 
with Leal Filho et al.’s (2023) framework, which 
emphasizes participatory and integrated approaches 
to institutional sustainability.

The observed hybrid governance arrangements, 
pedagogical innovations, technology integration, 
and community engagement can be interpreted 
through organizational learning theory (Argyris & 
Schön, 1997), illustrating how universities absorb and 
institutionalize sustainability knowledge across units. 
From the perspective of socio-technical transitions 
(Geels, 2002), LLs also enable the co-evolution of 
social practices and infrastructural systems, supporting 
sustained and adaptive sustainability outcomes.

A key finding is that institutionalization depends 
on hybrid governance. LLs that combine bottom-
up experimentation with top-down support show 
the highest durability and impact (Leal Filho et al., 
2023; Stuckrath et al., 2025). In 33 studies, grassroots 
initiatives—whether student-led or discipline-driven—
were explicitly legitimized through alignment with 
formal institutional authority. Across the wider corpus, 
governance mechanisms supporting LLs included 
multi-unit steering committees (40 studies), faculty-
staff partnerships (27 studies), and formal sustainability 
offices (15 studies). Scaling sustainability initiatives 
requires participatory engagement underpinned by 
institutional authority, as emphasized by Leal Filho 
et al. (2023). This finding resonates with Evans et al. 
(2015) and Voytenko et al. (2016), who highlight the 
critical role of organizational coordination in enabling 
LLs to generate actionable knowledge. Examples 
from GN LLs illustrate how strategic governance 
can integrate curricula, operations, and external 
partnerships, effectively advancing sustainability 
objectives (Ahlava et al., 2016; Pilon et al., 2020; 
Save et al., 2021).

Regional differences reveal distinct strategies shaped 
by resource availability and institutional logic. In the 
GN, LLs emphasize resource-intensive infrastructures 
such as digital twins, IoT networks, energy retrofits, 
and real-time monitoring (Evans et al., 2015; Omrcen 
et al., 2018). Pedagogical integration is closely linked 
to technological experimentation: 40 GN studies 

reported experiential or challenge-based learning 
that leverages operational data to enhance problem-
solving skills. By contrast, GS LLs prioritize low-cost, 
socially embedded interventions that emphasize equity 
and local knowledge. In these contexts, pedagogical 
practices frequently connect student learning directly 
with community engagement and socio-ecological 
priorities. IPB University’s participatory agroforestry 
and coastal management projects provide a clear 
example of this approach (Satria et al., 2023).

Community co-production emerged as a def ining 
feature of GS LLs, reported in 22 studies, compared 
with only six in GN contexts. These GS initiatives 
demonstrate how LLs can simultaneously advance 
social equity, promote ecological stewardship, and 
generate context-specific knowledge. At Universiti 
Sains Malaysia, for instance, students participate in 
local environmental monitoring and coastal biodiversity 
assessment, producing both educational outcomes 
and actionable insights for surrounding communities 
(Hariz & Adelyna, 2019). In contrast, GN LLs tend 
to frame community engagement as complementary to 
curricular or operational objectives. Occasionally, hybrid 
models pair participatory learning with institutional 
support, illustrating opportunities for cross-contextual 
knowledge transfer (Robinson et al., 2022).

Technology and infrastructure also reveal region-
specif ic patterns. In the GN, LLs rely on analytical 
and capital-intensive tools that support scalable 
experimentation. By contrast, GS LLs adopt adaptive, 
modular solutions that operate effectively under 
resource constraints (Berchin et al., 2020; Pincelli et al., 
2019). These patterns reflect Leal Filho et al.’s (2020) 
emphasis on context-sensitive design. They also resonate 
with Urban Living Lab scholarship, which underscores 
that technology achieves its greatest impact when 
embedded within integrated governance, pedagogy, 
and stakeholder networks (Voytenko et al., 2016).

Pedagogical innovation appears across both regions. 
52 studies report experiential or cross-disciplinary 
learning, and 37 highlight active student involvement 
as co-researchers or project implementers. In the GN, 
LLs tend to integrate learning with operational data 
and digital monitoring. By contrast, GS LLs prioritize 
socially responsive, community-linked learning 
experiences. These patterns reinforce arguments by 
Leal Filho et al. (2020) and Robinson et al. (2022) that 
transdisciplinary, participatory learning within LLs 
cultivates graduates capable of contributing actionable 
sustainability outcomes.

Overall, this review contributes to the LL literature 
by synthesizing evidence f rom both GN and GS 



University Living Labs for Sustainability: Governance, Pedagogy, and Global North-South Patterns 7

contexts. The findings reveal how regional priorities, 
resource availability, and institutional logics shape LL 
strategies and outcomes. Effectiveness is highest when 
governance, pedagogy, technology, and community 
engagement are co-designed and function as mutually 
reinforcing elements. This perspective extends prior 
research (Evans et al., 2015; Leal Filho et al., 2020) 
by emphasizing hybrid approaches, strong relational 
networks, adaptive knowledge, and active stakeholder 
engagement as critical drivers of sustained impact.

Conclusion 
This scoping review maps how univers i t ies 
worldwide operationalize sustainability through LLs, 
highlighting systematic differences between 63 GN 
and 26 GS cases. LLs function as context-contingent 
institutional infrastructures, integrating governance, 
pedagogy, operations, and stakeholder engagement 
to generate actionable, socially relevant sustainability 
knowledge. Theoretically, these arrangements exemplify 
organizational learning—universities absorb, codify, 
and institutionalize sustainability knowledge across 
units—and socio-technical transitions, as LLs co-
evolve social practices and infrastructural systems to 
support sustainable outcomes.

In GN contexts, LLs are embedded within formal 
governance architectures and technology-intensive 
infrastructures that enable measurable experimentation 
and alignment with institutional priorities. Conversely, 
GS LLs operate under resource constraints and socio-
ecological urgency, producing community-embedded, 
participatory, and low-cost innovation pathways. These 
patterns reflect distinct institutional logics: GN LLs 
emphasize scalability and formal integration, while 
GS LLs emphasize relevance to local social and 
ecological challenges.

Across regions, LLs facilitate organizational 
learning and socio-technical adaptation when 
governance, pedagogy, operations, and stakeholder 
engagement reinforce one another. By reconfiguring 
relationships across units and actors, LLs transform 
ad hoc projects into durable mechanisms for 
sustainability transitions.

For higher education management, the findings 
suggest actionable priorities:

•	 Align governance and experimentation so that 
sustainability offices and steering committees legitimize 
and scale emergent LL activities.

•	 Integrate LLs into pedagogy and operational 
planning, embedding sustainability learning into 
routine functions rather than treating it as an add-on.

•	 Anchor LLs in context-specific stakeholder 
networks, particularly where external partners and 
communities shape problem definition and co-creation.

This review offers a data-grounded, comparative 
understanding of LLs as hybrid sustainability 
infrastructures. Their effectiveness derives not from 
adopting a standardized model, but from tailoring 
design to institutional capacity, regional context, 
and stakeholder priorities. Universities seeking to 
leverage LLs must balance strategic coherence with 
adaptive, context-embedded experimentation, thereby 
institutionalizing learning and enabling socio-technical 
change. Ultimately, LLs succeed by aligning people, 
practices, and infrastructure within their specific 
contexts to institutionalize sustainability knowledge 
and drive meaningful socio-technical transformation.

Declaration of Use of Generative AI
Generative AI technologies (GenAI), specifically 
ChatGPT 5 and Notebook LM, were used in the 
development of this article for the mapping and 
analysis of literature sources.
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Appendix A: Cases Analyzed

No. Author Paper Title University Country
GLOBAL NORTH

Europe

1 Ahlava et al. (2017)

Controlling Risks 
Through Flexibility and 
Urban Integration: The 

Regeneration of Otaniemi 
Campus in Finland

Aalto University - 
Otaniemi campus Finland

2 Ahmed et al. (2017)

Testing Innovative 
Technologies for Energy-

Efficiency: Coventry University 
as a Living Lab

Coventry University England

No. Author Paper Title University Country

3 Argento et al. (2020)
Integrating 

Sustainability in Higher 
Education: A Swedish Case

Kristianstad University Sweden

4 Botero et al. (2017)
A Real-World Lab Approach 

to the Carbon Neutral Campus 
Transition: A Case Study

University of Applied 
Sciences (HFT) Stuttgart Germany

5 Calcagno et al. (2023)

Untapping the Potential 
of the Digital Towards 
the Green Imperative: 
The Interdisciplinary 
BeXLab Experience

University of Florence Italy

6 Calvano et al. (2019)

How the Structures of a 
Green Campus Promotes 

the Development of 
Sustainability Competences

University of Bologna Italy

7 Cooper & Gorman (2018)

A Holistic Approach 
to Embedding Social 

Responsibility and 
Sustainability in a University

University of Edinburgh Scotland

8 de Cámara et al. (2020)

A Holistic Approach to 
Integrate and Evaluate 

Sustainable Development in 
Higher Education

University of 
the Basque Country Spain

9 Emblen-Perry (2019)

Closing Graduates’ 
Sustainability Skills Gaps by 

Using the University as a Live 
Sustainability Case Study

University of Worcester - 
Business School England

10 Espinosa-Duró et al. (2020)
Sustainable Energy Model 

in Tecnocampus Higher 
Education Smart Campus

Tecnocampus 
University Campus Spain
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No. Author Paper Title University Country

11 Evans et al. (2015)

Living Labs and Co-
production: University 

Campuses as Platforms for 
Sustainability Science

University of Manchester England

12 Ferrão & de Matos (2017)
Sustainable Energy Campus: 

A Challenge on Smart 
Facilities and Operations

University of Lisbon - 
Instituto Superior Técnico Portugal

13 Fourati-
Jamoussi et al. (2019)

Sustainable Development 
as a Driver for Educational 
Innovation in Engineering 

School: The Case of UniLaSalle

UniLaSalle - 
Beauvais campus France

14 Herth (2024) Campus Living 
Labs in Transition

Delft 
University of Technology Netherlands

15 Kretschmer & Dehm (2021)
Sustainability Transitions in 
University Food Service—A 

Living Lab Approach
Kassel University Germany

16 Longhurst et al. (2014)

Developing a Holistic 
Approach to Implementing 
Education for Sustainable 

Development Across a Higher 
Educational Institute

University of the 
West of England UK

17 Martínez et al. (2021)

Internet of Things (IoT) as 
Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDG) Enabling 

Technology towards Smart 
Readiness Indicators (SRI) for 

University Buildings

University of Zaragoza Spain

18 Masseck (2025)
Living Labs as a Concept 

and Place for Holistic 
Sustainability Education

Universitat 
Politècnica de Catalunya Spain

19 Mokrzecka & Nowak (2019)

Green Design, Identity or 
Both? Factors Affecting 

Environmentally 
Responsible Behaviors in 

Student Residences

Aarhus University Denmark

20 Murphy & 
Obenaus-Emler (2025)

Promoting Sustainable 
Practices through Education: 

Insights from the SAFE 
Living Lab Initiative

Montanuniversität Leoben Austria

21 Omrcen et al. (2018)

Universities as Role Models 
for Sustainability: A Case 

Study on Implementation of 
University of Gothenburg 

Climate Strategy, 
Results and Experiences 

from 2011 to 2015.

University of Gothenburg Sweden

22 Ramísio et al. (2019)

Sustainability Strategy in 
Higher Education Institutions: 

Lessons Learned from a 
Nine-Year Case Study

University of Minho Portugal
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No. Author Paper Title University Country

23 Robinson et al. (2022) Universities as Living Labs 
for Climate Praxis Keele University England

24 Rogers et al. (2023)

Experiential and Authentic 
Learning in a Living Lab: 

The Role of a Campus-Based 
Living Lab as a Teaching and 

Learning Environment

Keele University England

25 Schopp et al. (2020)

The Whole-Institution 
Approach at the University 
of Tübingen: Sustainable 

Development Set in Practice

University of Tübingen Germany

26 Shiel et al. (2020)
Aligning Campus Strategy 

with the SDGs: An 
Institutional Case Study

Bournemouth University England

27 Spira & 
Baker-Shelley (2015)

Driving the Energy Transition 
at Maastricht University? Maastricht University Netherlands

28 Stuckrath et al. (2025)
What Drives Successful 

Campus Living Labs? The Case 
of Utrecht University

Utrecht University Netherlands

29 Teixeira et al. (2022)
Living Labs in Higher 
Education: Sustainable 
Buildings Technologies

Universidade de Trás-os-
Montes e Alto Douro Portugal

30 Tsado et al. (2021)
Quantifying Self-consumption 

and Flexibility Provision 
through Battery Storage

Manchester Metropolitan 
University - 

Birley Field campus
England

31 Walsh et al. (2020)
Sustainability in Higher 

Education: Beyond 
the Green Mirror

University of Bristol England

32 Wanke (2017)

Sustainable Campus 
Management at Freie 
Universität Berlin—

Governance and 
Participation Matter

Freie Universität Berlin Germany

33 Weber & 
Heidelmann (2019)

Towards Regional Circular 
Economies. “Greening the 

University Canteen” by 
Sustainability Innovation Labs

Philipps 
University of Marburg Germany

34 Willmore & 
Tweddell (2015)

Experiences of “Reflective 
Action”: Forging Links 

Between Student Informal 
Activity and Curriculum 

Learning for Sustainability

University of Bristol England

North America

35 Arastoopour et al. (2012)

IIT Campus as a 
Sustainability Living 

Laboratory for Education and 
Research for Students

Illinois 
Institute of Technology

United 
States

36 Barber et al. (2014)
Integrating Sustainability into 
Business Curricula: University 
of New Hampshire Case Study

University 
of New Hampshire

United 
States
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No. Author Paper Title University Country

37 Blekhman et al. (2019)

Campus Sustainable 
Infrastructure as Living 
Lab at California State 
University Los Angeles

California State 
University Los Angeles

United 
States

38 Clark & Capps (2020)

Synergy of the (Campus) 
Commons: Integrating 
Campus-Based Team 

Projects in an Introductory 
Sustainability Course

Duke University United 
States

39 Cole & Srivastava (2013)

Energy Blitz Leads to 
Measured Reductions on 

Campus: Students Embrace 
Campus as a Living Lab at Yale

Yale University United 
States

40 Diaz & Potvin (2020)

EDS Integrated Approach 
for Sustainability (EDS-
IA): Campus as a Living 
Laboratory Experience

Université Laval Canada

41 Favaloro et al. (2019)

Mind the Gap! Developing the 
Campus as a Living Lab for 

Student Experiential Learning 
in Sustainability

University of 
California Santa Cruz

United 
States

42 Hansen (2017)
The Campus as a Living 
Laboratory: Macalester 

College Case Study
Macalester College United 

States

43 Hua (2013)

Sustainable Campus as 
a Living Laboratory for 

Climate Change Mitigation 
and Adaptation: The Role of 
Design Thinking Processes

Cornell University United 
States

44 Joyner 
Armstrong et al. (2016)

When the Informal is the 
Formal, the Implicit is the 

Explicit: Holistic Sustainability 
Education at Green 
Mountain College

Green Mountain College United 
States

45 Levesque & Wake (2021)

Organizational Change for 
Sustainability Education: A 

Case Study of One University’s 
Efforts to Create and 

Implement Institution-Wide 
Sustainability Competencies

University 
of New Hampshire

United 
States

46 Lindstrom & 
Middlecamp (2017)

Campus as a Living Laboratory 
for Sustainability: The 
Chemistry Connection

University of Wisconsin United 
States

47 Lindstrom & 
Middlecamp (2018)

Campus as a Living Laboratory 
for Sustainability: The 
Physics Connection

University of Wisconsin United 
States

48 Lipschutz et al. (2017)

Sustainable Cities, Sustainable 
Universities: Re-Engineering 
the Campus of Today for the 

World of Tomorrow

University of 
California Santa Cruz

United 
States
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No. Author Paper Title University Country

49 Pilon et al. (2020)

Campus as a Living Lab: 
Creating a Culture of 

Research and Learning in 
Sustainable Development

University of 
British Columbia Canada

50 Rieske et al. (2019)

College Campus as a Living 
Laboratory: Scrubbing 
Scales, Saving Trees, 
Engaging Students

University of Kentucky United 
States

51 Save et al. (2013)

Innovation in Accelerating 
Sustainable Technology–

Bio-energy Research 
Demonstration 

Facility Case Study

University of 
British Columbia Canada

52 Save et al. (2021)

Evaluation and Lessons 
Learned from a Campus as 
a Living Lab Program to 

Promote Sustainable Practices

University of 
British Columbia Canada

53 Soma et al. (2024)

Living Labs as Transformative 
Incrementalism: Lessons 

Learned on the Role 
of a University Living 
Lab in Mobilising Just 

Sustainabilities on Campus

Simon Fraser University Canada

54 Tansey & Thomson (2014)

Establishing the “Campus 
as a Living Laboratory”: 

University of British 
Columbia Experience

University of 
British Columbia Canada

55 Valliere (2022)

Cultivating Scientific 
Literacy and a Sense of Place 
through Course-Based Urban 

Ecology Research

California State 
University, 

Dominguez Hills

United 
States

56 Walker & Mendler (2017) Creating a Sustainable Campus 
from the Ground Up

Chatham University 
Eden Hall Campus

United 
States

57 Wolff (2020)

Adventure Cards, Process 
Wheels, and a Vision 

for Digital Storytelling: 
Learning from Leonardo

Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology

United 
States

58 Wortham-
Galvin et al. (2017)

Building the Platform: 
Supporting a Sustainability 

Agenda and University-
Community Relationships

Portland State University United 
States

Asia and Oceania

59 Crosby et al. (2018)

Transdisciplinarity and the 
“Living Lab Model”: Food 

Waste Management as a Site 
for Collaborative Learning

University of 
Technology Sydney Australia

60 Macgregor (2015)

James Cook University’s 
Holistic Response 
to the Sustainable 

Development Challenge

James Cook University Australia
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No. Author Paper Title University Country

61 Martek et al. (2022)

Are University “Living Labs” 
able to Deliver Sustainable 
Outcomes? A Case-Based 

Appraisal of Deakin 
University, Australia

Deakin University Australia

62 Maruyama et al. (2023)
Engaging Students in Co-

creating a Sustainable Campus 
as a Living Lab

Sophia University Japan

63 Rose et al. (2015)

Implementing a Holistic 
Process for Embedding 

Sustainability: A Case Study in 
First Year Engineering

Monash University Australia

GLOBAL SOUTH
South America

64 Aguilar et al. (2019)

Analysis of Wastewater 
Production to Implement 

Circular Economy Solutions 
in a Smart Cities University 

Campus Living Lab

University of Guadalajara Mexico

65 Ambrizzi et al. (2021) USP’s Environmental Policy in 
the SDGs Approach University of São Paulo Brazil

66 Berchin et al. (2020)

Sustainable Campuses as 
Living Labs for Sustainable 

Development: An 
Overview of a Brazilian 
Community University

University of Southern 
Santa Catarina Brazil

67 Brandli et al. (2020)

The Role of Green 
Areas in University 

Campuses: Contribution to 
SDG 4 and SDG 15

University of Passo Fundo Brazil

68 Garcia et al. (2021) A Development PMU Device 
for Living Lab Applications University of Campinas Brazil

69 Gelpi et al. (2020)

Post-occupancy Evaluation 
Focused on Accessibility: 

Experience of Participation in 
the University Community

University of Passo Fundo Brazil

70 Hugo et al. (2018) Delta Project: Towards a 
Sustainable Campus University of Guayaquil Ecuador

71 Lemos et al. (2019)

University of São Paulo 
Environmental Policy: 
Master Plan and Pilot 

Projects for Pirassununga and 
Ribeirão Preto Campuses

University of São Paulo Brazil

72 Lemos et al. (2020)
PUC-Rio Socio-environmental 

Agenda: New Steps Towards 
Sustainability in the University

Pontifical Catholic 
University 

of Rio de Janeiro
Brazil
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No. Author Paper Title University Country

73 Morales et al. (2024)

Urban Living Lab as an 
Education Strategy for 

Sustainable Development: A 
Case Study in the Faculty of 

Architecture and Urbanism of 
the University of Guayaquil

University of Guayaquil Ecuador

74 Pincelli et al. (2019)

Socio-productive Inclusion of 
Waste Pickers on Segregated 

Solid Waste Collection 
in Brazilian Universities 

as an Instrument for 
Sustainability Promotion

Federal University 
of Santa Catarina Brazil

75 Ribeiro et al. (2020)

Composting and Anaerobic 
Digestion as Biotechnological 

Alternatives for the 
Valorization of Used Coffee 

Ground in University Campus

University of São Paulo Brazil

76 Rabêlo et al. (2019)

University Campuses as 
Town-Like Institutions: 
Promoting Sustainable 

Development in Cities Using 
the Water-Sensitive Urban 

Design Approach

Federal University 
of Santa Catarina Brazil

77 Negreiros et al. (2020)
Smart Campus® as a Living 

Lab on Sustainability 
Indicators Monitoring

Facens University Brazil

Asia and Oceania

78 Cuyegkeng & Favis (2019)

Sustainability Practices in 
Higher Education: Stakeholder 

Engagement in Promoting 
Campus Sustainability

Ateneo de 
Manila University Philippines

79 Hariz & Adelyna (2020)

Environmental DNA 
(eDNA) Metabarcoding as a 
Sustainable Tool of Coastal 

Biodiversity Assessment

Universiti Sains Malaysia Malaysia

80 Ho & Loh (2025)

Translating Research through 
the National University 

of Singapore Campus as a 
Living Laboratory

National 
University of Singapore Singapore

81 Mahmud et al. (2019)

A Whole-of-University 
Approach towards 
Sustainability in a 

Research Institute: A 
Force-Field Analysis

Anonymous 
research university Malaysia

82 Ross & Cheyne (2012)
Using the Campus as a 
Living Laboratory for 

Research Projects
Massey University New 

Zealand

83 Rukspollmuang et al. (2022) University as a Living Learning 
Lab for Sustainable Futures Siam University Thailand
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84 Satria et al. (2023)
Campus Setting as Living 
Labs: Lessons from IPB 

University, Bogor, Indonesia
IPB University Indonesia

85 Teh & Koh (2020)

Education for Sustainable 
Development: The 

STEM Approach in 
Universiti Sains Malaysia

Universiti Sains Malaysia Malaysia

86 Yusoff et al. (2021)

Sustainability Initiative 
for a Malaysian University 

Campus: Living Laboratories 
and the Reduction of 

Greenhouse Gas Emissions

Universiti Malaya Malaysia

87 Zen et al. (2019)
University Living Learning 
Labs: An Integrative and 
Transformative Approach

Universiti 
Teknologi Malaysia Malaysia

Africa

88 Callaghan & 
Herselman (2015)

Applying a Living Lab 
Methodology to Support 

Innovation in Education at a 
University in South Africa 

Anonymous university South 
Africa

89 Sokama-
Neuyam et al. (2025)

Campus as a Living Lab 
(CALL): Empowering 
University Campuses 

to Lead Africa’s 
Decarbonisation Efforts

Kwame Nkrumah 
University of 

Science and Technology
Ghana
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Los artículos que publicamos
A lo largo de los años, el Journal of Management 
for Global Sustainability ( JMGS) ha perseguido la 
importante misión de «[ayudarnos] a todos nosotros a 
avanzar con mayor rapidez hacia un mundo sostenible 
y socialmente justo» (Stoner, 2013: 1). Para lograrlo, la 
revista se ha centrado en la gestión de la sostenibilidad 
global, definida tanto como un «proceso que satisface 
las necesidades de la generación presente al tiempo 
que refuerza la capacidad de las generaciones futuras 
para satisfacer sus propias necesidades», como una 
aspiración que «imagina un mundo que funcione para 
todos, sin que nadie quede excluido» (Stoner, 2013: 2). 

Esta revista ha ido más allá de la gestión de 
empresas y organizaciones para abordar la gestión 
de los recursos ambientales, los sistemas públicos, los 
campus sostenibles, el cambio climático y la educación 
empresarial, ámbitos todos ellos que contribuyen a 
la sostenibilidad global. Asimismo, ha recibido un 
mayor número de artículos que ponen de relieve las 
experiencias y perspectivas del Sur Global o de las 
economías en desarrollo. Por ejemplo, las perspectivas 
procedentes de las tierras altas de Mindanao muestran 
cómo la ecología integral podría contribuir a sanar 
un territorio y una población fragmentados (Ignacio, 
2019). Otro artículo aborda cómo las cosmovisiones 
ecológicas dominantes de los líderes comunitarios 
en Ghana influyen en su gestión de las áreas de 
conservación (Owusu-Ansah, 2021). El esfuerzo por 
alejarse de los combustibles fósiles plantea importantes 
desafíos, como pone de manifiesto un artículo sobre los 
efectos del aumento de los impuestos especiales sobre 
el petróleo y el carbón, de los que aún dependen los 
pobres (Tuaño et al., 2021), así como otro trabajo sobre 
el concepto de transición justa (Puen, 2024), que pone 
de relieve las tensiones entre las iniciativas respetuosas 
con el medio ambiente y las realidades sociales que 
siguen acosando a los más desfavorecidos. 

Aunque los problemas ecológicos y sociales (y sus 
soluciones) están profundamente entrelazados, algunos 
países negocian un delicado equilibrio al responder 
tanto al clamor de la Tierra como al clamor de los 
pobres (Francisco, 2015). Por ello, resulta importante 
que nuestra revista muestre múltiples enfoques para 
alcanzar nuestra aspiración de sostenibilidad global. 
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El caso de Café Ambiental, una empresa social 
impulsada por estudiantes, brindó a los estudiantes 
no solo una experiencia directa sobre la difícil 
situación de los caficultores nicaragüenses, sino 
también la oportunidad de responder de manera real 
y práctica a las preocupaciones económicas, sociales y 
medioambientales de los productores (Le y Jovanovic, 
2019). A pesar de las buenas intenciones de la Nueva 
Política de la India, es necesario tener en cuenta 
distintos factores para formar titulados con trayectorias 
profesionales sostenibles (Dash et al., 2023). Por su 
parte, Purbasari y Rokhim (2024) muestran cómo 
los países de la ASEAN, China, Japón y Corea del 
Sur presentan prácticas diferenciadas de financiación 
sostenible que han mostrado una correlación positiva 
con el rendimiento sobre los activos y el rendimiento 
sobre el capital, pero no con la rentabilidad. Existen 
numerosos esfuerzos, procedentes de distintos 
ámbitos de la gestión, que tratan de acercar a las 
sociedades a la sostenibilidad global, pero parecen 
carecer de resonancia.

¿Y ahora qué? Ha sido difícil  traducir la 
sostenibilidad de lo cognitivo a la intención y, 
finalmente, a la acción. Ha habido numerosos marcos, 
muchos estudios y abundante discurso, pero la 
adopción ha sido lenta. Esto se puede entender a partir 
de las tensiones entre la economía, la sociedad y el 
medioambiente. Para los consumidores, la asequibilidad 
de un producto o servicio, el acceso rápido a opciones 
alternativas y la comodidad en las transacciones suelen 
imponerse a opciones que habrían tenido un menor 
impacto en el medioambiente y la sociedad. Las 
decisiones de las empresas suelen verse limitadas por la 
falta de conciencia sobre cómo traducir la sostenibilidad 
en operaciones y en otras funciones de gestión, por las 
restricciones en sus cadenas de suministro y por un 
acceso insuficiente a materiales alternativos rentables 
y a energía asequible. ¿Qué puede hacer una revista? 

Algunos de los artículos señalan el papel del 
liderazgo en la orientación de las intenciones hacia la 
acción en favor de la sostenibilidad (Horn y Wehrmeyer, 
2020; Posio y Delocado, 2025; Racelis, 2022; Yabut et 
al., 2024). Arnesen (2018) muestra además cómo los 
conceptos ignacianos pueden contribuir a la formación 
de líderes transformadores para la sostenibilidad, 
especialmente en atención a la misión de la institución. 
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Hemos procurado garantizar la pertinencia y la 
calidad de todos estos artículos con la ayuda de revisores 
generosos y de reconocido prestigio. Asimismo, asumen 
la tarea de elaborar informes formativos destinados a 
mejorar los manuscritos y a alinearlos con los objetivos 
de la revista. 

La misión que perseguimos
Como revista oficial de la Asociación Internacional de 
las Escuelas de Negocios Jesuitas, JMGS comparte la 
misión de la Compañía de Jesús. Si bien en el momento 
de la creación de JMGS la misión no utilizaba 
explícitamente la expresión «sostenibilidad global», 
el llamado a la reconciliación entre nosotros y con la 
creación (CG 35, 2008) ha estado muy presente en el 
tipo de artículos publicados por la revista. Esta misión 
de reconciliación y justicia, presente en la encíclica 
Laudato Si’ del papa Francisco (2015) y reiterada en 
el Decreto 1 de la 36.ª Congregación General de la 
Compañía de Jesús (CG 36, 2017), continúa inspirando 
nuestro trabajo en JMGS. 

Incluso cuando la pandemia se convirtió en nuestra 
realidad, el Paradigma Inspirador para la educación 
empresarial jesuita (Garanzini, 2020), fruto del trabajo 
colaborativo de un grupo de líderes en educación 
empresarial, nos impulsó a promover artículos que 
defendieran la transformación de la educación 
empresarial (p.ej. Ang, 2021; Sroufe y Brauer, 2020; 
Sroufe et al., 2021). 

Hoy el desafío de la sostenibilidad global sigue 
vigente, tal como se articula en dos de las Preferencias 
Apostólicas Universales de los jesuitas (Sosa, 2019), 
a saber, «Caminar con los excluidos» y «Cuidar 
de nuestra Casa Común». Algunos autores se han 
inspirado en estos temas (Ignacio, 2019; Rishi et al., 
2025; Tavanti et al., 2022), y confiamos en no cansarnos 
de recordar a nuestros lectores el carácter imperativo 
de estas acciones. 

¿Y ahora qué? JMGS debe seguir contando historia, 
demostrando pruebas de conceptos y motivando la 
acción. ¿Pueden nuestros artículos desencadenar 
acciones significativas desde distintas direcciones? Si 
bien es cierto que la educación empresarial guarda una 
estrecha relación con las prácticas de las empresas, el 
propio panorama empresarial está cambiando, aunque 
algo más lentamente en algunas partes del mundo y 
con mayor rapidez en otras. Así pues, hay esperanzas. 
Las acciones significativas deben provenir de distintas 
direcciones. También deben producirse en el momento 
oportuno, de modo que estos distintos esfuerzos se 

conviertan en el punto de inflexión (Stoner, 2024) hacia 
un mundo sostenible y socialmente justo. 

Quiénes llegamos a ser
JMGS fue concebida en 2010, durante el XVI Foro 
Mundial de la IAJBS celebrado en la Universidad 
Ateneo de Manila, bajo el liderazgo de Rodolfo P. Ang 
y James A.F. Stoner; este último llegaría a ser uno de los 
coeditores de la revista, junto con Josep Mària Serrano, 
S.J. y David Mayorga. Fue necesario todo un colectivo 
de académicos y autores que creyeron en la misión de 
la revista. También fueron decisivos los esfuerzos de los 
editores ejecutivos de la Universidad Ateneo de Manila, 
a saber, Roberto Martin Galang y Wilfred Manuela, 
así como el apoyo de la Facultad de Empresariales 
John Gokongwei y de la Oficina de Revistas de la 
Universidad. Gracias a ellos, la revista echó raíces 
sólidas que permitieron al equipo editorial crecer, soñar 
y trabajar intensamente en el proceso de indexación 
(¡con la esperanza de hacerlo pronto en Scopus!). 

Gracias a ellos, hemos llegado a ser personas con 
una misión: ampliar nuestro alcance para que más 
lectores conozcan la urgencia de la sostenibilidad global 
y, con suerte, opten por integrar la sostenibilidad en sus 
ámbitos personales y profesionales. Habrá más trabajo, 
pero se perfila como una aventura significativa junto 
a un nuevo equipo que iniciará su labor en enero de 
2026: Josep Mària Serrano, SJ., como editor jefe; Alvin 
Patrick Valentin como editor ejecutivo; y Robert Edric 
Josef Lizares como editor ejecutivo adjunto. 

En nombre de los consejos editorial y asesor, así 
como del equipo editorial de la Universidad Ateneo 
de Manila, rendimos un reconocimiento muy especial 
a Jim Stoner como Editor Emérito de JMGS. Gracias, 
Jim, por guiarnos con tanta generosidad a lo largo de 
estos 13 años. 

Deseo expresar personalmente mi agradecimiento 
al equipo que trabajó conmigo durante más de ocho 
años –Jim, Patrick, Robbie Reyes y Robbie Lizares–. 
Mi agradecimiento también a los miembros de los 
consejos editorial y asesor, que nos mantuvieron 
en el buen rumbo. Gracias igualmente a todos los 
autores y revisores que, con paciencia, se comunicaron 
con nosotros para garantizar la calidad de los 
artículos y ensayos. 

Gracias a Joanna Ruiz y Nyla Caras-Reyes por 
los diseños de las portadas; a Luisa Young por las 
traducciones al español; a Irish Adante por la corrección 
de estilo de algunos números; a Cecile Ilagan y Ramil 
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Balubal por el apoyo brindado desde la Oficina de 
Revistas de Ateneo; y a todos los demás consultores y 
amigos de la revista. 

Hemos llegado a ser peregrinos de la misión de la 
sostenibilidad global y esperamos que vosotros, nuestros 
queridos lectores, podáis acompañarnos. Juntos, 
sigamos caminando con los excluidos y cuidando de 
nuestra casa común con pasión y esperanza. 
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Resumen

Este estudio analiza la implementación de prácticas sostenibles de gestión de recursos humanos (GRH) y su influencia en el compromiso 
de los empleados en organismos públicos de la ciudad de Enugu, Nigeria. Fundamentada principalmente en la Teoría del Intercambio 
Social (SET, por sus siglas en inglés), la investigación examina cómo determinadas prácticas de GRH, como el reclutamiento, la formación, 
las recompensas y la gestión de la carrera profesional, inciden en el compromiso afectivo, de continuidad y normativo de los empleados 
del área de atención al cliente. Se empleó un diseño de métodos mixtos concurrente. El estudio recopiló datos cuantitativos mediante 
cuestionarios estructurados aplicados a 300 empleados de cinco instituciones públicas, así como información cualitativa a través de entrevistas 
semiestructuradas realizadas a 15 empleados. Los resultados indican una aplicación moderada de prácticas sostenibles de gestión de recursos 
humanos, siendo la formación la dimensión percibida de manera más favorable. Los niveles de compromiso de los empleados fueron, en 
general, elevados, especialmente en lo que respecta al compromiso de continuidad y al compromiso normativo. El análisis de correlación 
reveló asociaciones positivas sólidas entre la gestión de la carrera profesional y los sistemas de recompensas, por un lado, y las tres dimensiones 
del compromiso, por otro. Por el contrario, el reclutamiento mostró correlaciones negativas fuertes, mientras que la formación presentó 
relaciones débiles o no significativas con el compromiso. Estos resultados ponen de relieve el papel fundamental de una gestión estratégica y 
de largo plazo de los recursos humanos en el fomento de una fuerza laboral comprometida y leal, al tiempo que evidencian posibles desajustes, 
especialmente en lo relativo al reclutamiento y a la eficacia de la formación. El estudio concluye que el fortalecimiento de la resistencia 
institucional y el logro de un desarrollo sostenible de la fuerza laboral en los organismos públicos de Enugu requieren priorizar prácticas 
de gestión de recursos humanos transparentes, equitativas y estratégicamente alineadas. Asimismo, la investigación aporta orientaciones 
prácticas para responsables de políticas públicas y gestores de recursos humanos interesados en mejorar la prestación de los servicios públicos 
y promover una gobernanza sostenible en Nigeria.

Palabras clave

prácticas sostenibles de gestión de recursos humanos; compromiso de los empleados; organismos públicos; desarrollo sostenible de la 
fuerza laboral

Prácticas de gestión de recursos humanos y compromiso 
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Resumen

Los estudios existentes que señalan las diversas influencias de los líderes en sostenibilidad sobre las personas, las organizaciones y los actores 
externos presentan aún un carácter fragmentado. A partir de la Teoría de los Sistemas Ecológicos de Bronfenbrenner, este estudio se propuso 
examinar en profundidad las experiencias de los líderes a medida que construían distintos niveles de influencia mediante sus iniciativas 
y actuaciones en materia de sostenibilidad. El estudio adoptó un enfoque cualitativo reflexivo para la recopilación y el análisis de datos 
procedentes de entrevistas semiestructuradas realizadas a cinco responsables de sostenibilidad que trabajaban en empresas cotizadas del sector 
de bienes de consumo de alta rotación. Los resultados pusieron de manifiesto patrones claros de actuaciones orientadas a la sostenibilidad 
entre los líderes, que reflejan una alineación con los criterios ambientales, sociales y de gobernanza (ASG). Entre las estrategias orientadas 
a una influencia eficaz de liderazgo se incluyen el anclaje de los esfuerzos en sostenibilidad en los contextos individuales, la integración de 
la sostenibilidad en la cultura corporativa y el aprovechamiento de la implicación de las partes interesadas a través de la colaboración. Los 
hallazgos del estudio pueden servir como referencia para el desarrollo del liderazgo en sostenibilidad, al aportar elementos para la adopción 
de una perspectiva multinivel y multisistémica. 
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Resumen

Este artículo ofrece una crítica del marco triple balance (Triple Bottom Line o TBL), al considerarlo conceptualmente problemático y 
éticamente insuficiente para la educación en sostenibilidad en el ámbito empresarial. Aunque el TBL pretende equilibrar el beneficio 
económico, las personas y el planeta, su lógica acaba otorgando prioridad a la rentabilidad, lo que convierte los objetivos sociales y 
medioambientales en condicionados y marginales. Sostenemos que este enfoque debilita el pensamiento crítico, la imaginación moral y la 
alfabetización ecológica del estudiantado de empresa, especialmente en las instituciones jesuitas, llamadas a formar líderes con conciencia 
ética. A partir de la tradición educativa jesuita, proponemos una reorientación del propósito empresarial en torno a la suficiencia económica, en 
lugar de la maximización del beneficio, guiada por los principios de la ecología integral y del bien común. Este giro invita a una confrontación 
más honesta con los dilemas y compensaciones inherentes a la actividad económica y favorece la formación de futuros líderes empresariales 
como ciudadanos ecológicos, capaces de imaginar sistemas económicos justos y sostenibles. 

Palabras clave

triple balance; educación empresarial jesuita; ética empresarial y sostenibilidad; paradigma inspirador; suficiencia económica

Por qué fracasa el triple balance: hacia el avance de la 
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Resumen

Este artículo expone las enseñanzas centrales de la encíclica final del papa Francisco, Dilexit Nos, y explica de qué modo dichas enseñanzas 
pueden orientar el liderazgo empresarial. Dilexit Nos ofrece una guía espiritual «sobre el amor humano y divino del Corazón de Jesucristo». 
Esta encíclica de carácter espiritual concluye con un recordatorio de la importancia del amor de Cristo para la tarea a la que nos convocan las 
encíclicas sociales Laudato Si’ y Fratelli Tutti. Recientemente, el papa León XIV ha aclarado el alcance de Dilexit Nos para nuestra relación 
de amor con los pobres en la exhortación apostólica Dilexi Te, que Francisco estaba redactando antes de su fallecimiento. Dilexit Nos invita 
a incorporar una dimensión contemplativa que debería orientar todas nuestras actividades en el mundo. La contemplación dirigida al 
Sagrado Corazón de Jesucristo nos permite recentrarnos en nuestro propio corazón y, desde ahí, discernir aquello a lo que el amor nos llama 
verdaderamente. El discernimiento centrado en el corazón resulta esencial para los líderes empresariales éticos que aspiran a promover la 
justicia y el bien común en el marco de una ecología integral. Este estudio cualitativo explica cómo Francisco arraiga la espiritualidad ignaciana 
en la devoción al Sagrado Corazón y ofrece a los educadores de las escuelas de negocios jesuitas orientaciones prácticas para la aplicación de 
liderazgo y en la docencia contribuye a responder al «hambre de una espiritualidad adulta» identificada por el Paradigma Inspirador para la 
Educación Empresarial Jesuita. Este anhelo, comprendido desde la teología católica, está necesariamente vinculado al compromiso con la 
justicia y al amor por los pobres.
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Resúmenes 5

Resumen

Esta revisión exploratoria examina cómo 72 instituciones de educación superior implementan la sostenibilidad a través de laboratorios vivos 
(o LL, por sus siglas en inglés), sintetizando la evidencia procedente de 89 estudios publicados entre 2010 y 2025. Utilizando el marco de 
Arksey y O’Malley (2005), la revisión analiza cómo los laboratorios vivos coordinan la gobernanza, la pedagogía la experimentación operativa 
y la implicación de las partes interesadas, comparando 63 casos del Norte Global (NG) y 26 del Sur Global (SG). Los laboratorios vivos del 
NG se caracterizan por una gobernanza formalizada y por infraestructuras intensivas en recursos que vinculan el currículo, las operaciones y 
la experimentación basada en datos. Por su parte, los laboratorios vivos del SG operan bajo restricciones de recursos, pero muestran una fuerte 
inserción comunitaria, una coproducción participativa y una elevada capacidad de respuesta socioecológica. La institucionalización depende 
de configuraciones híbridas en las que la experimentación ascendente se alinea con la autoridad descendente. Las prácticas observadas en 
materia de gobernanza, pedagogía, tecnología y participación pueden interpretarse a la luz de la teoría del aprendizaje organizativo (Argyris 
y Schön, 1997) y de la teoría de las transiciones sociotécnicas (Geels, 2002), y analizarse mediante el Living Lab Framework for Sustainability 
in Higher Education (Leal Filho et al., 2023), que concibe los laboratios vivos como infraestructuras multidimensionales que posibilitan la 
coevaluación de prácticas, infraestructuras y dinámicas sociales. Los laboratorios vivos funcionan como infraestructuras institucionales 
dependientes del contexto, configuradas por prioridades regionales, lógicas institucionales y dinámicas relacionales. Estos hallazgos ofrecen 
una explicación comparativa y empíricamente fundamentada de cómo las universidades diseñan y sostienen los laboratorios vivos para apoyar 
transiciones hacia la sostenibilidad a escala institucional. 
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