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Corporations are often reflexively blamed for our systemic problems, such as 
climate change and inequality. While they certainly contribute to these issues 
(and so can also contribute to solving them), THE PROFITEERS aims to uncover 
the systemic root causes that lead to these issues and so foreground how 
business operates in a broken system that has long encouraged and rewarded 
bad behavior. It also outlines a series of reforms that can be taken not just in 
corporations themselves, but also in policy, investment and consumer realms to 
establish a more sustainable and equitable economic system. 

The book has three broad thematic focuses. The first theme offers a critique of 
our current economic system and how businesses “privatize profits and socialize 
costs. It reveals how businesses engage in profiteering by exploiting the public 
commons while simultaneously persuading us that repairing it is solely our 
individual responsibility. It illustrates in detail how some of the biggest crises of 
our day such as climate change, inequality, and discrimination are intimately 
connected to the same underlying problem of businesses receiving a "free 
lunch." 

The second theme showcases the good work done by a group of like-minded 
entrepreneurs, who believe that good business goes beyond generating profit to 
creating a positive impact. It provides many stories and instances of innovative, 
socially-minded politicians, companies, and individuals, who are eager to 
collaborate and shape a better future. 

The last focus of the book unpacks the need for actions across governmental, 
market, business, and consumer sectors to spur change. It considers a number 
of broader groups and systems that can hold companies accountable for their 
end-to-end responsibilities. 

Overall, THE PROFITEERS exposes the bad behavior of corporations and the 
bankruptcy of the neoliberal regime that encourages it; and furthermore how 
individuals, businesses and governments can work together to chart a new path.

OVERVIEW
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TOPIC 1
How and Why We All Pay for Businesses’ Free Lunch
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Introduction
The introduction provides an overview of the problem: companies make profits by shifting blame to 
the public and socializing costs. It lays out the book’s key arguments and provides the necessary 
historical background to understand subsequent chapters. What drives increasing income equality? 
What ideologies and concepts such as meritocracy, shareholder primacy, and externality help sustain 
the neoliberal system that allows and encourages companies to maximize profits? The opening 
chapter identifies the problems of our society and also functions as a call to action to adopt a 
systems-change perspective focused on multifaceted action directed at the root causes. 

Section Objectives
In this chapter, students will come to:

• Understand the concept of externality and know common forms of hidden costs
• Get familiar with and refute common arguments for meritocracy and shareholder primacy
• Identify the conditions that maintain the status quo and forces of systematic change

Discussion Prompts
• What is profiteering? Why is it an important problem today? 
• What neoliberal ideas contribute to profiteering? 
• What is shareholder primacy? What is its alternative? 
• What is an externality and how should companies address them? Are current approaches 

based on economic theory (e.g. markets and policy) effective? Why and why not?
• In which circumstance do systematic changes happen? Can you identify facilitative factors in 

recent events?
• Should corporations be held more accountable for the externalities they create?
• Are current regulatory frameworks effective in holding corporations accountable, or do they 

need significant reforms?
• Can corporations realistically balance profit-making with social and environmental 

responsibility, or is there an inherent conflict?
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Go Further
ARTICLES
• Milton Friedman, “The Social Responsibility of Business is to Increase its Profits,” New York 

Times, September 13, 1970.
• Sylvia Allegretto et al., “The Public Cost of Low-Wage Jobs in the Banking Industry”, University of 

California, Berkeley, October 27, 2014, https://laborcenter.berkeley.edu/the-public-cost-of-low-
wage-jobs-in-the-banking-industry/. 

• Michael Young, “Down with meritocracy,” Guardian, June 29, 2001, 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2001/jun/29/comment. 

• Andrew A. King and Kenneth P. Pucker, “The Dangerous Allure of Win-Win Strategies,” Stanford 
Social Innovation Review 19, no. 1(2021). 
https://ssir.org/articles/entry/the_dangerous_allure_of_win_win_strategies 

BOOKS
• Michael Sandel, The Tyranny of Merit: What’s Become of the Common Good? (London: Penguin 

Books, 2020). 
• Michael C. Jensen, A Theory of the Firm: Governance, Residual Claims, and Organizational 

Forms (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 2000). 
• Thomas Piketty, Capital and Ideology (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 

2022). 

VIDEOS
• “Positive and Negative Externalities Defined & Explained in One Minute: Education vs. 

Pollution?,” One Minute Economics, December 2018,  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CuJ4E1UMk3c 

• “The tyranny of merit | Michael Sandel,” TED,  September 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qewckuxa9hw 

•  “How Wealth Inequality Spiraled Out of Control | Robert Reich,” Robert Reich, November 2021, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wOI8RuhW7q0 
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Chapter 1: Business’s Free Lunch: Recognizing Hidden Costs 
Chapter 2: Society Pays the Bill: How We Are Tricked into 
Covering Business’s Hidden Costs

After identifying the core problem with our economic system in the introduction, the first and second 
chapters lay out the ways in which businesses shift their hidden costs onto society, expose the 
systems that incentivize them to do so, and point out the corporate gaslighting strategies that 
distract the public from who is responsible. What should businesses’ responsibility be? How much 
should we pay for companies’ hidden costs? How much should our children and grandchildren pay? 
Moreover, at a fundamental level, how should economic value and the associated responsibility be 
accounted for in the 21st century? Students looking to challenge the status quo will ask themselves 
similar questions as they’re introduced to the systemic problems and explore avenues for change our 
current system. Students are encouraged to reevaluate what we value, i.e., what we consider to be a 
part of the economic calculus and what we don’t.  

Section Objectives
In these chapters, students will come to:

• Understand the true value and costs of business 
• Identify externalities in supply chains
• Realize the systematic nature of societal issues 
• Understand strategies by which externalities are passed off to society through omitted 

information and misdirection 
• Identify corporate gaslighting tactics

Discussion Prompts
Chapter 1: Business’s Free Lunch: Recognizing Hidden Costs 
• How can society better understand and address the hidden costs and externalities associated 

with various industries, such as fossil fuels, plastics, and financial services?
• Should companies be required to disclose and factor in these externalities in their financial 

reporting?
• How can public awareness be increased regarding the true costs of certain products and 

services, particularly those with significant externalities? What role can education and media 
play in shaping public perception and promoting corporate responsibility?

Chapter 2: Society Pays the Bill: How We Are Tricked into Covering 
Business’s Hidden Costs
• How do corporations influence public opinion and policymakers to shift responsibility away from 

themselves?
• Are there effective strategies to counter corporate disinformation and ensure transparent 

communication about their impact on society? 5
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Go Further
ARTICLES
• Garrett Hardin, “The Tragedy of the Commons,” Science 162, no. 3859 (1968): 1244. 

https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/science.162.3859.1243 
• Jarmo S. Kikstra et al., “The Social Cost of Carbon Dioxide Under Climate-Economy Feedbacks 

and Temperature Variability,” Environmental Research Letters 16, no. 9 (September 2021): 
094037, https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ac1d0b. 

• Jane McMullen, “The Audacious PR Plot That Seeded Doubt About Climate Change,” BBC, July 
23, 2022, www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-62225696. 

• Break Free from Plastic, “Branded: Five Years of Holding Corporate Plastic Producer 
Accountable”, November 2022, https://brandaudit.breakfreefromplastic.org/wp-content 
/uploads/2022/11/BRANDED-brand-audit-report-2022.pdf. 

• “Does ESG really matter—and why?,” Mckinsey, August 2022, 
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/does-esg-really-matter-and-
why 

BOOKS
• E. P. Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class (London: Penguin Books, 2013)
• Elizabeth Popp Berman, Thinking Like an Economist: How Efficiency Replaced Equality in U.S. 

Public Policy (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2022)

VIDEOS
• Ray Anderson, “The Business Logic of Sustainability,” TED, February 2009, 

www.ted.com/talks/ray_anderson_the_business_logic_of_sustainability 
• “What is the tragedy of the commons? – Nicholas Amendolare,” TED-Ed, November 2017, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CxC161GvMPc 
• “Why So Many Amazon Workers Are Getting Hurt,” CNBC, April 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Il4c_snvLnQ 
• “Greenwashing: When Companies Aren’t as Sustainable as They Claim | WSJ,” Wall Street 

Journal, April 2023, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2NsBcVrPQok 

6

https://www.science.org/doi/full/10.1126/science.162.3859.1243
https://doi.org/10.1088/1748-9326/ac1d0b
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-62225696
https://brandaudit.breakfreefromplastic.org/wp-content%20/uploads/2022/11/BRANDED-brand-audit-report-2022.pdf
https://brandaudit.breakfreefromplastic.org/wp-content%20/uploads/2022/11/BRANDED-brand-audit-report-2022.pdf
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/does-esg-really-matter-and-why
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-insights/does-esg-really-matter-and-why
http://www.ted.com/talks/ray_anderson_the_business_logic_of_sustainability
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CxC161GvMPc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Il4c_snvLnQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2NsBcVrPQok


TOPIC 2
Broken Systems and Innovative Solutions
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Part 2 of THE PROFITEERS digs deeper into the problems of environmental sustainability and the 
fair treatment of labor throughout production systems and supply chains. It also highlights a series of 
externality busters, emerging models of circularity, regeneration, and equity that are laying the 
foundation for systemic change.

In addition to addressing some of the most significant externalities today, Chapters 3 to 7 show how 
a growing number of next-generation business leaders recognize their responsibility for their 
products from “end to end,” and are creating an organizing framework for systematically developing 
a new era of corporate responsibility. These leaders are reevaluating the economic systems that 
underpin global business and implementing innovative approaches to reimagine business operations 
responsibly. They aim to minimize negative impacts and create mechanisms for businesses to 
appropriately absorb hidden costs.

Students can learn from the examples across various industries from finance, tech and consulting to 
food, home goods, and apparel. They are encouraged to challenge conventional economic systems 
and explore novel approaches to reshape  business operations in responsible ways.

Chapter 3: Who Pays for Carbon Emissions?
Chapter 3 emphasizes the importance of understanding what end-to-end means in corporate 
emissions accountability. Companies must not only consider their direct emissions from operations 
(aka Scope 1), but also indirect emissions from energy use (Scope 2) and activities within their value 
chains (Scope 3), including upstream suppliers and downstream consumers. This chapter gives 
examples of players from the fossil fuel industry and major corporations that prioritize short-term 
profits over long-term sustainability. It also introduces best practices from companies authentically 
accounting for their emissions and rigorously reducing them to reverse climate change. 

Section Objectives
Key areas of discussion in this chapter include:

• Explain a company’s environmental footprint and discuss the difference between environmental 
savings and diminished emissions

• Explain concepts of avoided emissions and offsets
• Understand how some companies avoid paying for their environmental externalities
• Students are encouraged to critically examine the intricacies of corporate emissions 

accountability and understand the nuances of Scope 1, Scope 2, and Scope 3 emissions. 
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Discussion Prompts
• What are the distinctions between Scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions, and why is it crucial for 

companies to account for all three scopes in assessing their environmental impact? How do 
Scope 3 emissions, which include the entire value chain, contribute significantly to a company’s 
overall carbon footprint?

• In what ways have players in the fossil fuel industry struggled to be accountable for their 
emissions, and what are the consequences of this lack of accountability?

• What are some best practices adopted by companies that authentically account for their 
emissions and actively work to reduce them? How can these best practices be scaled and 
replicated across different industries?

• To what extent do consumer choices and stakeholder pressure influence companies to become 
more accountable for their emissions? Can consumer demand for sustainable products and 
services drive a shift in corporate practices toward environmental responsibility?

• How effective are current government regulations in holding corporations accountable for their 
emissions?

Go Further
ARTICLES
• Agnes Walton and Kristopher Knight, “New Climate Promises, Same Old Global Warming,” New 

York Times, July 12, 2022, www.nytimes.com/2022/07/12/opinion/net-zero -global-
warming.html 

• Maxime Efoui-Hess, “Climate Crisis: The Unsustainable Use of Online Video,” The Shift Project, 
July 2019, https://theshiftproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07 /Press-kit_Climate-
crisis_The-unsustainable-use-of-online-video.pdf 

• Akshat Rathi, Natasha White, and Demetrios Pogkas, “Junk Carbon Offsets Are What Make 
These Big Companies ‘Carbon Neutral,’” Bloomberg, November 22, 2022, 
www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2022-carbon-offsets-renewable-energy/

• Simon Black, Ian Parry, and Karlygash Zhunussova, “More Countries Are Pricing Carbon, but 
Emissions Are Still Too Cheap,” IMF Blog, July 21, 2022, 
www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2022/07/21/blog-more-countries-are-pricing-carbon-but-
emissions-are-still-too-cheap 

• “The Efficiency Dilemma,” The New Yorker, December 2010, 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/12/20/the-efficiency-dilemma 

VIDEOS
• “Can the economy grow forever?,” TED-Ed, August 2022, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mT3P0YSNonE 
• “What are scope 1, 2, and 3 emissions?,” Sustain Life, December 2021, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z_M5SYSCOdk 
• “Carbon Offsets: Last Week Tonight with John Oliver,” Last Week Tonight, August, 2022, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6p8zAbFKpW0   
• “The Carbon Offset Problem,” Wendover Productions, June 2022, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AW3gaelBypY  8

http://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/12/opinion/net-zero%20-global-warming.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2022/07/12/opinion/net-zero%20-global-warming.html
https://theshiftproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07%20/Press-kit_Climate-crisis_The-unsustainable-use-of-online-video.pdf
https://theshiftproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07%20/Press-kit_Climate-crisis_The-unsustainable-use-of-online-video.pdf
http://www.bloomberg.com/graphics/2022-carbon-offsets-renewable-energy/
http://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2022/07/21/blog-more-countries-are-pricing-carbon-but-emissions-are-still-too-cheap
http://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2022/07/21/blog-more-countries-are-pricing-carbon-but-emissions-are-still-too-cheap
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2010/12/20/the-efficiency-dilemma
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mT3P0YSNonE
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Z_M5SYSCOdk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6p8zAbFKpW0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AW3gaelBypY


Chapter 4: Who Pays for Damage to the Earth?
Chapter 4 unpacks how large agriculture companies reaps high profits at the expense of farmers 
worldwide and posing significant long-term systemic risks to life on the planet. It introduces 
regeneration as the flip side of the externalities coin and demonstrates how spill overs from 
companies’ production can be repurposed and included in a virtuous cycle. 

Students are encouraged to explore the concept and practices of regeneration, learn from examples 
on business organization and production with the aim to restore and regenerate natural systems, 
social capital, and economic value.

THE PROFITEERS – Teaching Guide

Section Objectives
In this chapter, students will come to:

• Discuss the negative spill overs from agriculture to our climate and environmental issues.
• Explain the concept of regeneration, its connection to sustainable development, and to be able 

to share examples of regenerative agriculture

Discussion Prompts
• How does the structure of global agricultural production contribute to profiteering, particularly 

with the exploitation of farmers and its impact on the environment? Are there specific examples 
or case studies that highlight the challenges faced by agricultural workers and their 
communities due to profit-driven practices?

• What is regenerative agriculture, and how does it differ from conventional agricultural practices 
in terms of environmental impact, social capital, and economic value? Can regenerative 
agriculture provide a viable solution to the negative externalities associated with conventional 
farming?

• How can companies ensure that the spillovers from their agricultural production have positive 
impacts, creating virtuous cycles rather than negative externalities? Are there successful 
examples of companies implementing regenerative practices and achieving positive outcomes 
for the environment and communities?

• How can educational institutions play a role in promoting regenerative thinking among students 
in the field of agriculture and related industries? Are there specific curriculum changes or 
experiential learning opportunities that could enhance students’ understanding of regenerative 
practices?

• How can businesses be incentivized to adopt regenerative agricultural practices, and what role 
can consumers and other stakeholders play in driving this shift? How can these practices be 
scaled up and integrated into mainstream agricultural systems?
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Go Further
ARTICLES
• Christian Bunn et al., “A Bitter Cup: Climate Change Profile of Global Production of Arabica and 

Robusta Coffee,” Climatic Change 129, no. 1 (2015): 89–101, 
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s10584-014-1306-x.pdf

• Alden Wicker et al., “That Organic Cotton T-Shirt May Not Be as Organic as You Think,” New York 
Times, April 12, 2022, www.nytimes.com/2022/02/13/world/asia/organic -cotton-fraud-
india.html 

• Chris Arsenault, “Only 60 Years of Farming Left if Soil Degradation Continues,” Scientific 
American, December 5, 2014, www.scientificamerican.com/article/only-60-years-of-farming-
left-if-soil-degradation-continues/

•  “How the World’s Largest Companies Depend on Nature and Biodiversity,” S&P Global, May 10, 
2023, www.spglobal.com/esg/insights/featured/special-editorial/how-the-world-s-largest-
companies-depend-on-nature-and-biodiversity 

• United Nations Environment Programme, Catalysing Science-based Policy action on Sustainable 
Consumption and Production – The value-chain approach & its application to food, construction 
and textiles (Nairobi: UNEP, 2021)

BOOK
• Leah Garcés, Grilled: Turning Adversaries into Allies to Change the Chicken Industry (London: 

Bloomsbury Sigma, 2019)

VIDEOS
• Robyn O’Brien, “Robyn O’Brien | TEDxAustin 2011,” TEDx Talks, March 24, 2011, 

www.youtube.com/watch?v=rixyrCNVVGA 
• “Why Regenerative Organic? | Part 1: Big Agriculture Is Broken,” Patagonia, July 2020, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UUvabZSGbEk 
• “Why Carbon Credits Are The Next Opportunity For Farmers,” CNBC, June 2021 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-7SNlRUopSQ 
• “Introduction to Regenerative Design,” Doughnut Economics Action Lab, September 2022, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OY0meOEzifI 
• “Can we create the "perfect" farm? - Brent Loken,” TED-Ed, October 2022, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xFqecEtdGZ0 
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Chapter 5: Who Pays for Cheap Goods?
Chapter 5 turns to the manufacturing industry and explores how companies dispose of waste. It 
introduces the idea of circularity that prioritizes minimizing waste and promotes reusing, repairing, 
and recycling materials and products. Instead of a linear "take, make, dispose" model, the circular 
economy aims to create a closed-loop system that regenerates resources and reduces environmental 
impact. By adopting a circular approach, companies can not only look backward in supply chains and 
reduce waste, but also unlock creativity to achieve significant savings and create virtuous cycles. 
This chapter also considers extended responsibility, where producers are held responsible for the 
end-of-life management of all aspects of their products and packaging.

Students are encouraged to recognize the hidden costs associated with cheap goods and draw 
inspiration from business models centered on the principles of zero-waste and circularity. 

Section Objectives
In this chapter, students will come to:

• Explain the idea of circularity, its positive associations as well as limitations
• Discuss ways to avoid waste and promote circularity 
• Explain the Extended Producer Responsibility (EPR) policies

Discussion Prompts
• What are the key differences between a linear "take, make, dispose" model and a circular 

economy?
• How does a closed-loop system in a circular economy regenerate resources and reduce overall 

environmental impact?
• Discuss the environmental consequences of traditional waste disposal practices in 

manufacturing. How does improper waste management contribute to environmental 
degradation?

• What does extended producer responsibility entail, and why is it important for companies to be 
held responsible for the end of life of their products? How can extended producer responsibility 
be enforced and incentivized at a regulatory level?
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Go Further
ARTICLES
• Ken Pucker, “A Circle That Isn’t Easily Squared,” Stanford Social Innovation Review 21, no. 3 

(Summer 2023): 26–39, https://doi.org/10.48558/96N0-Q813. 
• Jenna R. Jambeck et al., “Plastic Waste Inputs from Land into the Ocean,” Science 347, no. 

6223 (2015): 768–771 https://www.science.org/doi/abs/10.1126/science.1260352 
• Clarisse Magnin and Sasria Hedrich, “Refashioning Clothing’s Environmental Impact,” 

McKinsey, July 25, 2019, www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/sustainability/our-
insights/sustainability-blog/refashioning-clothings-environmental-impact

• Guy Ryder and Houlin Zhao, “The World’s e-Waste Is a Huge Problem. It’s Also a Golden 
Opportunity,” World Economic Forum, January 24, 2019, 
www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/01/how-a-circular-approach-can-turn-e-waste-into-a-golden-
opportunity/

• “Zero Waste Desgin Guidelines,” Zero Waste Design Guidelines, 
https://www.zerowastedesign.org/

• “Extended Producer Responsibilities,” NCSL, October 2023, https://www.ncsl.org/environment-
and-natural-resources/extended-producer-responsibility 

VIDEOS
• “The true cost of fast fashion,” The Economist, November 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tLfNUD0-8ts 
• “What really happens to the plastic you throw away – Emma Bryce,” TED-Ed, April 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_6xlNyWPpB8 
• “The Future of Business on Earth,” PorterWorks, August 2011, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CtrF4QAVjyM
• “True Cost Accounting: The Real Cost of Cheap Food,” PBS, Feburary 2023, 

https://www.pbs.org/video/lexicon-sustainability-true-cost-accounting-real-cost-cheap-food/  
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Chapter 6: Who Pays for Cheap Labor and Inequality?
Chapter 6 focuses on the human costs of the system, in particular, the abuse of labor not only in the 
Global South but also in more developed nations. It examines the systemic roots of poverty and 
wealth inequality and showcases the efforts of some pioneering organizations striving to address 
these issues at their roots.

Students are urged to critically assess the progressive image of companies and scrutinize their 
actual practices, especially regarding the adherence to labor laws and the protection of workers' 
rights. Recognizing that labor issues are intertwined with broader structural challenges related to 
income, poverty, and inequality, students are encouraged to draw lessons from businesses that 
prioritize the well-being of their employees and place employees at the heart of their operations. 

Section Objectives
In this chapter, students will come to:

• Examples of labor exploitation 
• Ways to improve labor benefits
• Factors that contribute to systemic poverty and current widening inequality 

Discussion Prompts
• Discuss the notion that labor abuse is not confined to the Global South but is prevalent in the 

developed world as well. What are the commonalities and differences in the challenges faced 
by workers in various regions?

• How do economic systems contribute to the exploitation of workers? What are the root causes 
of labor abuse, considering both immediate factors and deeper structural issues?

• What strategies and initiatives have these organizations implemented to combat labor abuse 
and promote fair working conditions?
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Go Further
ARTICLES
• Lawrence Katz and Alan Krueger, “The Rise and Nature of Alternative Work Arrangements in the 

United States, 1995–2015,” NBER working paper 22667 (Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of 
Economic Research, 2016), https://doi.org/10.3386/w22667

• Kris Broda, “Gig Economy—The Economic Backbone of the Future?” Brodmin, February 6, 
2022, https://brodmin.com/case-studies/gig-economy-case-study/  

• Gabriel Zucman, “Global Wealth Inequality,” Annual Review of Economics 11 (2019): 109–138, 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev-economics-080218-025852  

• Michael Sandel, “Toppling the Myth of Meritocracy,” Harvard Gazette, January 5, 2021, 
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2021/01/the-myth-of-meritocracy-according -to-
michael-sandel/ 

• James Fallows, “The Story of Ernestor,” Atlantic, July 8, 2016, 
www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2016/07/ernestor-de-la-rosa/489977/ 

• Joanna Short and Augustana College, “Economic History of Retirement in the United States,” 
EH.Net Encyclopedia, September 30, 2002, https://eh.net/encyclopedia/economic-history-of-
retirement-in-the-united-states/ 

BOOK
• Harry Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capital: The Degradation of Work in the Twentieth 

Century (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1974). 

VIDEOS
• What is a gig economy?, TED-Ed, September 2022, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OXT8xdqcAoU 
• “Why Business? Why Now?: Fred Keller at TEDxGrandRapids,” TEDx Talks, June 2013, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=aiw-
DjMLKOo&list=PLYJJDiqbNLy9kN5WTH0D27W9HmjJU4jay&index=11 

• “The True Cost: Who Pays the Real Price for YOUR Clothes,” ENDEVR, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5-0zHqYGnlo  

• “The clothes on your back: Factory kids,” Toronto Star, October 2013, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=afpiUBMZZtY  

• “Indian factory Workers supplying major brands allege exploitation – BBC News,” BBC News, 
November 2020, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iD9alA1o_94 
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Chapter 7: Who Pays for Systemic Discrimination?
Chapter 7 focuses on marginalized groups experiencing disproportionately high unemployment rates, 
financial instability, and food and housing insecurity. It highlights racism and systemic discrimination 
as at the root of much of these issues and so are some of the most significant externalities that have 
been created by our contemporary business model.

Students are reminded that while it's crucial to speak out against discrimination, mere words aren't 
enough. The systemic nature of these issues must be recognized, and policies and procedures to 
overcome them are to be advocated and implemented.  

Section Objectives
In this chapter, students will come to:

• Factors to current systems of systemic racism 
• Examples of implicit biases
• Understand discrimination in the corporate recruitment processes 
• Efforts to overcome systemic wealth disparities

Discussion Prompts
• What are the challenges faced by marginalized communities? What is the role of racism and 

systemic discrimination in perpetuating these challenges for marginalized communities?
• How can acknowledging the broader structural problems lead to more effective solutions?
• What specific measures can businesses, governments, and institutions implement to address 

discrimination and its associated challenges? Which business practice can help move beyond 
rhetoric and actively contribute to dismantling systemic discrimination?
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Go Further
ARTICLES
• Marianne Bertrand and Sendhil Mullainathan, “Are Emily and Greg More Employable Than 

Lakisha and Jamal? A Field Experiment on Labor Market Dis- crimination,” American Economic 
Review 94, no. 4 (2004): 991–1013, https://doi.org/10.1257/0002828042002561 

• Marianne Bertrand, Dolly Chugh, and Sendhil Mullainathan, “Implicit Discrimination,” American 
Economic Review 95, no. 2 (2005): 94–98, https://doi.org/10.1257/00028 2805774670365

• Sandrine Devillard, Dame Vivian Hunt, and Lareina Yee, “Still Looking for Room at the Top: Ten 
Years of Research on Women in the Workplace,” McKinsey Quarterly, March 8, 2018, 
www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/gender-equality/still-looking-for-room-at-the-top-ten-years-
of-research-on-women-in-the-workplace 

• Emily Moss et al., “The Black-White Wealth Gap Left Black Households More Vulnerable,” 
Brookings, December 8, 2020, www.brookings.edu/articles/the-black-white-wealth-gap-left-
black-households-more-vulnerable/ 

• “Frank Dobbin and Alexandra Kalev Explain Why Diversity Training Does Not Work,” Economist, 
May 21, 2021, https://scholar.harvard.edu/files/dobbin/files/dobbin _kalev_economist_5-21-
21.pdf  

• Mary Szto, “Real Estate Agents as Agents of Social Change: Redlining, Reverse Redlining, and 
Greenlining,” Seattle Journal for Social Justice 12, no. 1 (2013): 2

• Rebecca Knight, “How to Hold Your Company Accountable to Its Promise of Racial Justice,” 
Harvard Business Review, December 11, 2020, https://hbr.org/2020/12/how-to-hold-your-
company-accountable-to-its-promise-of-racial-justice 

VIDEOS
• “How systemic racism shaped the ecosystems of U.S. cities,” Science Magazine, October 2020, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_KfklILeNZg 
• “Women Engineers On the Rampant Sexism of Silicon Valley | WIRED”, WIRED, June 2017, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QyDbRaaXEvc 
• “Is inequality inevitable?,” TED-Ed, October 2022, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=rEnf_Cfoyv0    
• “Climate change and the rich,” DW Documentary, February 2023, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p7yAk5iYm_k  
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TOPIC 3
Building a Regenerative Economy for the Twenty-
First Century
Part 3 of THE PROFITEERS considers a number of broader groups and systems that can hold 
companies accountable for their end-to-end responsibilities, unpacking the need for actions across 
governmental, market, business and consumer sectors to spur change. Chapters 8 to 11 underscore 
the importance of cross-sector work on new corporate governance standards and mechanisms, 
reconceptualizing finance and ownership structures, and exploring how mobilized corporations and 
individuals can collectively drive changes.

Chapter 8: Governing with the Commons in Mind
As government and business leaders increasingly tackle social and environmental challenges, the 
standards for corporate governance and accountability are undergoing redefinition. Chapter 8 
focuses on two important issues: alignment and accountability. How can a company respond to the 
needs of the public commons if its legal foundation and the duties of its directors are primarily 
focused on shareholders? Moreover, if companies want to be thought of as more environmentally 
friendly and socially responsible, what tangible actions can demonstrate their commitment?  This 
chapter profiles a number of important voluntary and legal actions that are redefining corporate 
purpose and enhancing corporate accountability for societal and environmental impacts.

Students are encouraged to reflect on how a company’s legal structure influences its operation and 
whether it places constrains on the company’s ability to create social impact. They need to be aware 
of the recent progress in measuring corporate social and environmental performance across 
organizations around the world.  

Section Objectives
Some specific areas of focus for students:

• The development of Benefit Corporations and the B Corp movement 
• Metrics to measure transparency and accountability such as B Lab’s B Impact Assessment tool 

(BIA)
• Oppositions to having objective metrics to assess company performance on all stakeholders

Discussion Prompts
• Discuss the ways in which companies can be held accountable for their impacts on society and 

the environment. What metrics and indicators are crucial for measuring such impacts, and how 
can standardized reporting enhance accountability? 

• How can companies ensure that the interests of the public commons are adequately 
represented in their governance?

• What are some examples of companies or social organizations taking voluntary or legal actions 
to redefine purpose and enhance corporate accountability?
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Go Further
ARTICLES
• David Gelles, “How Environmentally Conscious Investing Became a Target of Conservatives,” 

New York Times, March 1, 2023, www.nytimes.com/2023/02/28/climate/esg -climate-
backlash.html 

• Task Force on Climate-Related Financial Disclosures, Recommendations of the Task Force on 
Climate-Related Financial Disclosures, June 2017, 
https://assets.bbhub.io/company/sites/60/2021/10/FINAL-2017-TCFD-Report.pdf

• “The Enhancement and Standardization of Climate-Related Disclosures for Investors”, 
Securities and Exchange Commission, March 21, 2022, www.sec.gov/rules/proposed 
/2022/33-11042.pdf  

• “Benefit Corporations,” B Lab U.S. & Canada, https://usca.bcorporation.net/benefit-
corporation/ 

• Vikramaditya Khanna, “Holding Corporations and Executives Accountable Depends on Our 
Legal System,” ProMarket, March 14, 2021, 
https://www.promarket.org/2021/03/14/corporations-executives-accountability-wrongdoing-
legal-system/ 

• Ruth Kilsby and Magda Puzniak-Holford, “What is the European Corporate Sustainability Due 
Diligence Directive?,” Deloitte, September 12, 2023, 
https://www2.deloitte.com/uk/en/blog/emea-centre-for-regulatory-strategy/2023/what-is-the-
european-corporate-sustainability-due-diligence-directive.html 

BOOK
• Christopher Marquis, Better Business: How the B Corp Movement Is Remaking Capitalism (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2020) 

VIDEOS
• “How companies are taking action on climate change,” CDP, September 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BLZV74_qlQw 
• “Impact Business Models Deep Dive,” B Corporation, September 2022, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Lm6qtxTMioQ 
• “Shareholders Care About More Than Just Profits,” Business Insider, May 2018, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H0RTrFZXgVY 
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Chapter 9: Commons First Finance and Ownership
Chapter 9 digs into The Shareholder Commons, a non-profit organization advocating for the effective 
use of shareholder proposals to hold companies accountable for their externalities. It also looks at 
the Long-Term Stock Exchange, an SEC-approved and regulated market like the NYSE and Nasdaq. 
This chapter details many other ways that individuals, companies, and industries are using their 
ownership stakes to shift the paradigm, and considers new ownership models that aim to 
democratize the distribution of capital.

Students are encouraged to think about how our financial system can be further modified to create 
more positive influence. They need to recognize that within the system there are tools that can be 
used to facilitate desirable change. 

Section Objectives
Some specific areas of focus for students:

• The costs of externalities in large investment portfolios
• The impact of shareholder proposals on corporate action 
• How design of the Long Term Stock Exchange can affect corporate priorities and governance
• Ways to democratize private investment and ownership

Discussion Prompts
• What is The Shareholder Commons? How can advocacy through shareholder actions influence 

corporate behavior and responsibility for externalities? 
• What are some examples where shareholder proposals have led to positive changes in 

corporate practices?
• How does the Long-Term Stock Exchange differ from traditional stock exchanges, and what 

advantages might it offer for promoting long-term, sustainable business practices?
• What are some new ownership models? How do these models challenge traditional structures, 

and what potential benefits do they offer for a more inclusive distribution of wealth?
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Go Further
ARTICLES
• Andrew Ross Sorkin et al., “Reassessing the Board Fight That Was Meant to Transform Exxon,” 

New York Times, May 31, 2023, www.nytimes.com/2023/05/31/business/dealbook/engine-
no-1-exxon-mobil.html

• Alexander Osipovich and Dennis K. Berman, “Silicon Valley vs. Wall Street: Can the New Long-
Term Stock Exchange Disrupt Capitalism?,” Wall Street Journal, October 16, 2017, 
www.wsj.com/articles/silicon-valley-vs-wall-street-can-the-new-long-term-stock-exchange-
disrupt-capitalism-1508151600

• Steen Thomsen and Nikolaos Kavadis, “Enterprise Foundations: Law, Taxation, Governance, and 
Performance,” Annals of Corporate Governance 6, no. 4 (2022): 227–333, 
https://doi.org/10.1561/109.00000031 

• Matthew Barker, “Memo – Long-Term Stock Exchange,” Contrary Research, February 2023, 
https://research.contrary.com/reports/long-term-stock-exchange 

• Michael O’Leary and Warren Valdmanis, “How the 137 million Americans who own stock can 
force climate action,” VOX, October 15, 2020, https://www.vox.com/21509913/climate-
change-bp-microsoft-investors-shareholders-accountability 

VIDEOS
• “What is systemic risk?,” LSE, February 2015,

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UzW195qWHYg 
• “What is Shareholder Activism?,” Information Station, April 2022, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sWjJuHELEGs 
• “A new stock exchange focused on the long-term | Michelle Greene,” TED, August 2020, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D1JZkmkStK8 
• “Employee-owners do it better: David Erdal at TEDxGlasgow,” TEDx Talks, April 2012, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yb2h0qPWp2Q&t=16s 
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Chapter 10: Corporate Activism for the Commons
Chapter 10 outlines how businesses can work on their alone and together with others to engage in 
corporate activism. Changing the system, as discussed earlier, requires us to create a tipping point 
whereby the societal system better recognizes the costs of business on society. Business activists lay 
a crucial role in advancing this idea by drawing attention to new models and building partnerships 
and collaborations with other organizations and groups. By pooling efforts and resources, they can 
amplify their impact on the issue at hand. 

Students are encouraged to think about the power of collaborative action and how purpose-driven 
businesses can support each other. The history of corporate activism and social movements provides 
useful guidance on how to facilitate system change. 

Section Objectives
In this chapter, students will come to:

• Explain different forms of corporate activism
• Understand key elements of what makes an effective case of corporate activism

Discussion Prompts
• How can businesses, through their actions and collaborations, contribute to reshaping societal 

norms and values? 
• What role can business activists play in drawing attention to new models? How can businesses 

lead by example, introducing innovative models that prioritize sustainability and social 
responsibility?

• How can collaborations between businesses and other organizations or groups amplify efforts, 
bring more resources to the table, and foster collective action?

• What are the potential challenges businesses may face in engaging in corporate activism? 
• What lessons can be learned from examples of businesses that have successfully engaged in 

corporate activism? 

21



THE PROFITEERS – Teaching Guide

Go Further
ARTICLES
• “The Corporate Social Mind Research Reports,” Corporate Social Mind, accessed October 2, 

2023, www.thecorporatesocialmind.com/research 
• Krista Charles, “Food Production Emissions Make Up More Than a Third of Global Total,” New 

Scientist, September 13, 2021, www.newscientist.com/article/2290068-food-production-
emissions-make-up-more-than-a-third-of-global-total/ 

• Christian Mumenthaler, “Global Cooperation Has Mended a Divided World Before—It Can Do It 
Again,” World Economic Forum, January 11, 2023, www.weforum.org/agenda/2023/01/global-
cooperation-fragmented-world-wef23/ 

• Huw Spanner, “Body Politics: Anita Roddick,” High Profiles, January 5, 1996, 
https://highprofiles.info/interview/anita-Roddick/ 

• Rodolphe Durand and Ioannis Ioannou, “How Leaders Can Create a Purpose-Driven Culture,” 
HBR, November 7, 2023, https://hbr.org/2023/11/how-leaders-can-create-a-purpose-driven-
culture 

• Arne Gast et al., “Purpose: Shifting from why to how,” McKinsey, April 22, 2020, 
https://www.mckinsey.com/capabilities/people-and-organizational-performance/our-
insights/purpose-shifting-from-why-to-how 

VIDEOS
• “How Ben & Jerry’s Activism Helps Scoop Up Customers | WSJ The Economics Of,” Wall Street 

Journal, June 2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-L0QyO8SclY 
• “How To Be Both In Business And An Activist | Charmian Love | TEDxGlasgow,” TEDx Talks, 

November 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Oloow9xYYTs 
• “The Power of Purpose-Driven Business,” Kellogg School of Management, November 2015, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vSUZ0zx7zZM 
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Chapter 11: Consumption and the Commons
Chapter 11 focuses on how companies can spearhead culture change and how consumers can 
support sustainable production. It shows how rethinking production includes focusing more on 
quality over quantity and gives examples of how companies like Patagonia can promote consumer-
facing circular solutions. This chapter also suggests principles for individuals to adopt in their 
consumption habits to facilitate this transition.

Students are encouraged to reflect on their perspectives on consumerism and the role of business in 
shaping cultures, recognizing that cultures are not fixed but are shaped by our activities. They should 
understand that consumer support is pivotal in scaling a circular business model and driving broader 
adoption of sustainable practices.  

Section Objectives
Some specific areas of focus for students:

• The challenges and opportunities of radical culture change
• Examples of companies that have engaged in shifting ingrained cultural assumptions
• Principles of sustainable consumption 

Discussion Prompts
• How can businesses influence consumer behavior and societal values through their actions 

and messaging?
• Examine examples, like Patagonia, where companies implement consumer-facing circular 

solutions. How can businesses integrate circular economy principles into their products and 
services, encouraging consumers to participate in sustainable practices?

• How can companies rethink traditional production approaches to align with sustainability goals, 
and what challenges might they face in this transition?

• What choices can consumers make to support businesses that prioritize sustainability, and how 
can they influence market trends through their purchasing decisions?

23



THE PROFITEERS – Teaching Guide

Go Further
ARTICLES
• Josie Allchin, “Case Study: Patagonia’s ‘Don’t Buy This Jacket’ Campaign,” Marketing Week, 

January 23, 2013, www.marketingweek.com/case-study-patagonias-dont-buy-this -jacket-
campaign/ 

• Cecilia Keating, “IKEA Will Buy Back Used Furniture in Stand Against ‘Excessive Consumption,’” 
Greenbiz, October 15, 2020, www.greenbiz.com/article/ikea-will-buy-back-used-furniture-stand-
against-excessive-consumption 

• Allison Engel and Margaret Engel, “Eileen Fisher Wants Those Clothes Back When You’re Done,” 
Washington Post, August 31, 2018, www.washingtonpost.com/business/economy/eileen-
fisher-wants-those-clothes-back-when-youre-done/2018/08/31/cd873 aea-ac58-11e8-b1da-
ff7faa680710_story.html

• Umair Irfan, “Consumers, Not Corporations, Saved the Power Grid. What Else Can We Do?,” Vox, 
October 31, 2022, www.vox.com/science-and-health/23340991/power-demand-response-
blackout-consumer-climate-change-california-texas-cop27 

• Mariah Espada, “TikTok’s ‘De-Influencing’ Trend Is Here to Tell You What Stuff You Don’t Need 
to Buy,” Time, January 31, 2023, https://time.com/6251346/tik-tok-deinfluencers-reviews/ 

VIDEOS
• “America's Dopamine-Fueled Shopping Addiction,” Atlantic, February 2019, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_qWHJ29-s4U 
• “How We End Consumerism,” Our Changing Climate, June 2021, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=omcUaD8pxaY 
• “Meet Yvon Chouinard: The billionaire who donated his entire company,” Economic Times, 

September 19, 2022, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=U_leKRLGEWs 
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