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Description 
The notion of social sustainability—the idea that businesses should identity and prioritize the 
human dimensions of their work, promoting equity, healthy and livable communities, and 
democratic engagement—is rapidly gaining currency worldwide in the business sector. Brazil is a 
country that, on some levels, has embraced this concept and is pioneering the ideals of Socially 
Sustainable Business. At the same time, however, the country also faces daunting, systemic 
obstacles to achieving its standards.  
 
This course explores the theory behind the notion of Socially Sustainable Business, and uses 
Brazil as a case study in understanding both the possibilities and challenges in developing socially 
sustainable business models.  In particular, the course closely examines the Triple Bottom Line 
(TBL) framework that places environmental and social sustainability alongside financial profit as 
the three pillars of evaluating business performance. From this perspective, profitability and 
sustainability are intertwined, and the relationship between a business and its social and 
environmental context and impacts assumes equal importance alongside more traditional financial 
motives.   
 
Objectives 
Through their participation in this course, students: 

• Gain a thorough understanding of the ideas behind Socially Sustainable Business and the 
Triple Bottom Line approach. 

• Learn about Brazil’s successes and challenges in pursuing socially sustainable business 
initiatives, with a focus on Brazil’s socio-economic and environmental diversity, as well as 
business culture and behavior. 

• Develop their own substantive, well-documented analyses about the possibilities and limits 
of Socially Sustainable Business in Brazil.   

 
Course Requirements 
Course methodology consists of class lectures and open discussions on assigned content. Some 
discussions may be based on assignments students submit individually or as a group. Weekly 
readings average around 30-40 pages. Students are expected to complete the assigned reading 
and come to class prepared to discuss it.  
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News articles are also assigned as homework, with required short responses to questions or 
prompts. At the end of the semester students may submit their best three responses for grading. 
The final project consists of a 10-page socially sustainable business proposal, with a literature 
review and in-depth research addressing the social, environmental and financial aspects of the 
business proposal. This work must be presented in class.  
 
Attendance is required as outlined in the CET Attendance Policy. 
 
Grading 
The final grade is determined as follows: 

• Participation: 20% 
• Short responses to news articles (3):  30% 
• Final project: 50% (Research proposal: 10%, Actual research: 40%) 
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Outline of Course Content 
In addition to the topics listed below, two full weeks are dedicated to class presentations and open 
discussions at the middle and at the end of the semester.  
 
Topic 1 – Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments.  

• Using its insights to think through the benefits of moving away from predatory business 
models in favor of those that privilege the centrality of social sustainability as a guiding 
principle. 

 
Topic 2 – Triple Bottom Line (TBL) Framework and New Business Models. 

• Social/environmental context and market trends 
• The Triple Bottom Line approach for sustainability 
• Practical application: new business models originated in such scenario  

 
Topic 3 – Socially Sustainable Business: Finance 

• Profitability and economic value as pillars to long term sustainability 
• Company visit: financial sector company or community bank 

 
Topic 4 – Socially Sustainable Business: Environmental  

• Environmental challenges to corporations; use of limited resources; product innovation 
• Company visit: Natura (cosmetics industry) 

 
Topic 5 – Socially Sustainable Business: Community  

• Corporate impact on local communities and interface possibilities  
 
Topic 6 – Socially Sustainable Business: Governance  

• Ethics, transparency, and accountability in the corporation 
• Mission and sustainability-related goals 
• Stakeholders’ engagement to achieve sustainability-related goals 

 
Topic 7 – Socially Sustainable Business: Suppliers  

• Supply chain selection and audit according to environmental and social criteria 

http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Cross-Practice%20generic%20theme/Triple-Wins-for-Sustainable-Development-web.pdf
http://www.undp.org/content/dam/undp/library/Cross-Practice%20generic%20theme/Triple-Wins-for-Sustainable-Development-web.pdf
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• Balanced supplier-buyer relation and mutual accountability for financial results 
• Company visit: Instituto Chão (food sector) or Flavia Aranha (textile sector)  

 
Topic 8 – Socially Sustainable Business: Workers  

• Work environment 
• Employee diversity, equal pay, and hiring policies 
• Labor outsourcing impacts 

 
Topic 9 – Socially Sustainable Business: Consumers  

• Product impact on consumers and unsustainable product/markets 
• Products and services that improve or solve social issues, improving consumers’ lives 

 
Topic 10 – Socially Sustainable Business: The 4.0 industry and New Challenges  

• The new industry arrangement and how it relates to the current global economic and social 
scenario 

• Consequent challenges for growth and sustainability. 


