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ABSTRACT 
 
 
Author:  Bentley Borrego 
 
Title:  Purpose-Driven Profit: Evaluating the Relationship Between Conscious Capitalist Efforts 
and Financial Performance in Purpose-Driven Organizations 
 
Supervising Professors:  Bill Peterson & Karen Landolt 
 
In 2014, Harvard Business Review published an article entitled “Companies that Practice 
Conscious Capitalism Perform 10x Better”, which outlined a study conducted by Raj Sisodia in 
which he pinned 28 Conscious Capitalist “firms of endearment” (FoEs) and pitted them against 
the market. He found that “the 18 publicly traded companies out of the 28 [Conscious Capitalist 
firms] outperformed the S&P 500 index by a factor of 14 over the years 1998-2013”. 
Specifically, he reported that the 15-year (1998-2013) investment performance (stock price, 
adjusted for splits and dividends) of the 28 FoEs was a whopping 1,681% compared to a gain of 
the S&P 500 of 118% over the same period (Mackey and Sisodia, 2014).  
 
The conclusions drawn from the research available regarding the success of Conscious Capitalist 
companies leave many questions unanswered. Current findings would lead an uninformed 
observer to credit the outperformance of Conscious Capitalist firms to the innate fact that they 
are Conscious Capitalists and thus determine that if a “conscious” individual chose to invest in 
Conscious Capitalist firms, he or she would receive a “conscious” return above the average 
market return. While multiple studies do showcase the financial success of public Conscious 
Capitalist companies, they do not explicitly examine the Conscious Capitalist efforts and actions 
of individual firms as a means of determining their relationship to the companies’ financial 
performance. In the subsequent pages, I shed light on this gap in understanding, attempting to 
uncover whether or not financial performance is correlated or related to individual Conscious 
Capitalist company performance. My goal is to determine whether or not the Conscious 
Capitalist efforts of individual companies align with their financial performance. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Foundation of Conscious Capitalism 

Pausing for a moment in the midst of the bustling world of commerce in which we live, 

two questions come to my mind — What is most important to a traditional business today— 

creating value for its shareholders and owners or all of the Stakeholders with which it interacts? 

What should be most important to a traditional business today — creating value for its 

shareholders and owners or all of the Stakeholders with which it interacts? Depending on whom 

the questions are directed, one is likely to receive very different answers. Surrounding both 

publically-held and privately-held companies there is an outstanding debate as to what the goals 

of a firm’s management should be and how these goals should impact the focus and behavior of 

the firm. Currently, the two most widely-accepted and strikingly-opposed philosophies are the 

Shareholder Wealth Maximization Model, associated with the work of American economist 

Milton Friedman, and the Stakeholder Capitalism Model, coined by Edward R. Freeman, the 

father of Conscious Capitalism.  

The Shareholder Wealth Maximization Model (SWM) implies that the ultimate measure 

of a company's success is the extent to which it enriches shareholders. Thus the primary goal for 

a company should be to increase the wealth of its shareholders (owners) by paying dividends and 

increasing the stock price. It became popular during the 1980s, and is particularly associated with 

former CEO of General Electric, Jack Welch (Boyle, 1999). The concept of maximizing 

shareholder value is usually highlighted in opposition to alleged examples of CEO's and other 

management actions which enrich themselves at the expense of shareholders (Boyle, 1999). This 

management principle advocates that management should first and foremost consider the 

interests of shareholders in its business actions. The advantages of SWM are grounded in 
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increased company returns - making money for all owners of the business. A clear focus on an 

overall strategic objective also helps create consistency in business decisions. If a company 

operates with the primary purpose of maximizing wealth, decisions likely will relate to this 

objective consistently (Masorous, 2013). SWM is also a very objective, unemotional business 

goal. Decisions are made after crunching numbers, weighing rewards and risks and analyzing 

any available data (Martin, 2010). With more subjective or emotional objectives, there is greater 

potential to make emotional or impulsive decisions that could lead to high costs and poor 

business results. However, while a focus on shareholder value can benefit the owners of a 

corporation financially, it does not provide a clear measure of social issues like employment, 

environmental issues, or ethical business practices. Thus, a management decision can maximize 

shareholder value while lowering the welfare of third parties. Additionally, short term focus on 

shareholder value can be detrimental to long term shareholder value as the product of actions that 

briefly boost a stock’s value can have negative impacts on its long term value (Martin, 2010).  

On the opposite end of the spectrum, the Stakeholder Capitalism Model (SCM) is a 

theory that addresses morals and values in managing an organization and is the basis for the 

grounding principle on which this paper is focused — Conscious Capitalism — a concept that 

describes businesses that serve the interests of all major Stakeholders—customers, employees, 

investors, communities, suppliers, and the environment — not simply shareholders (Freeman, 

2010). In his book, Strategic Management: A Stakeholder Approach, Edward R. Freeman, 

University of Virginia Darden School of Business professor and Conscious Capitalism, Inc. 

trustee, identifies the groups of Stakeholders within a corporation, and both describes and 

recommends methods by which management can promote and satisfy the interests of those 

groups. In short, Freeman attempts to address the "principle of who or what really counts” 
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(Freeman, 2010). In opposition to SWM, SCM argues that there are other parties that should be 

considered when determining a firm’s direction and goals, including employees, customers, 

suppliers, financiers, communities, governmental bodies, political groups, trade associations, and 

trade unions (Heffes, 2013). Even competitors are sometimes counted as Stakeholders – their 

inclusion derived from their capacity to affect the firm and its other Stakeholders. The 

Stakeholder theory requires companies to prioritize their social responsibilities and to act in a fair 

and open manner towards everyone involved in the success of the business. Because 

Stakeholders have unique insight into issues, proponents believe they are valuable as firm 

resources and should be invited into decisions and projects (Heffes, 2013). Involving 

Stakeholders can build trust, which can ultimately lead to increased consensus and support 

surrounding a firm’s direction. It can also increase transparency and efficiency and lead to better 

decision making. While SCM is often criticized for assuming that the interests of the various 

Stakeholders can be compromised or balanced against each other, when implemented on a 

committed, consistent, and continuous basis, SCM can be very successful, as noted by one of its 

most tangible by-products — Conscious Capitalism (Freeman, 2010).   

The Current State of the Movement 

In short, Conscious Capitalism, a term coined by John Mackey, founder and CEO of 

Whole Foods, and his partner, Raj Sisodia, reflects a deeper consciousness about why businesses 

should exist and how they can create the greatest amount of value. They advocate that a business 

that embraces a mindset rooted in Conscious Capitalism is more mindful of its Higher Purpose 

(above profits), its impacts on the world (above simple philanthropic efforts), and the 

relationships it has with its various constituencies and Stakeholders (above shareholders) 

(Mackey & Sisodia, 2014). With regard to current research surrounding the viability of 
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Conscious Capitalism as a business model, a few key studies have risen to the top of the pile. In 

2014, Harvard Business Review published an article entitled “Companies that Practice 

Conscious Capitalism Perform 10x Better”, which outlined a study conducted by Sisodia in 

which he identified 28 of these Conscious Capitalist “firms of endearment” (FoEs) and pitted 

them against the market (Schwartz, 2014). He found that “the 18 publicly-traded companies out 

of the 28 [Conscious Capitalist firms] outperformed the S&P 500 index by a factor of 14 over the 

years 1998-2013”. Specifically, he reported that the 15-year (1998-2013) investment 

performance (stock price, adjusted for splits and dividends) of the 28 FoEs was a whopping 

1,681% compared to a gain of the S&P 500 of 118% over the same period (Mackey & Sisodia, 

2014). Later, a group of three professors from Elmhurst College conducted a similar study 

entitled The Conscious Capitalism Philosophy Pay Off: A Qualitative and Financial Analysis of 

Conscious Capitalism Corporations using identical firms and similar metrics (5-year, 10-year, 

and 15-year investment performances), attempting to determine the validity of the results 

presented by Sisodia. They also found that the average investment performance of the 18 public 

FoEs was significantly higher than the S&P 500 index, as the average 15-year investment 

performance of the Conscious Capitalism companies was 83.4% compared to a gain of the S&P 

500 of 47% over the same time (Simpson et al, 2015). Overall, they concluded that the 

Conscious Capitalism companies, as a portfolio, were a much better investment than the S&P 

500. 

Clearly, the conclusions drawn from the research available regarding the success of 

Conscious Capitalist companies, while intriguing, leave many questions unanswered. Current 

findings would lead an uninformed observer to credit the outperformance of Conscious Capitalist 

firms to the innate fact that they are Conscious Capitalists and thus determine that if a 
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“conscious” individual chose to invest in Conscious Capitalist firms, he or she would receive a 

“conscious” return above the average market return. While multiple studies showcase the 

collective, financial success of a selected group of public, Conscious Capitalist companies, they 

do not attempt to examine the internal Conscious Capitalist efforts and initiatives (i.e. what 

makes a company truly a Conscious Capitalist) of Conscious Capitalist companies on an 

individual basis (e.g. analyzing their specific Conscious Capitalist efforts as a means of 

determining direct connections to financial performance). In the subsequent pages, I shed light 

on this gap in understanding, attempting to uncover whether or not financial performance is 

correlated or related to individual Conscious Capitalist company performance. My goal is to 

determine whether or not the Conscious Capitalist efforts of individual companies align with 

their financial performance. A 2010 report “Measuring the Value of Corporate Philanthropy: 

Social Impact, Business Benefits, And Investor Returns” concluded that, after reviewing over 

100 studies similar to the two discussed above, “research must reach beyond simply assessing 

the magnitude of the corporate social and financial performance relationship; [it] must now show 

how corporate social performance [i.e. Conscious Capitalist efforts] comes to bear upon 

corporate financial performance” (Lim, 2010). I attempt to answer this call to action with my 

thesis.   

Guiding Question and Approach 

Over the course of the paper, I will be guided by my attempt to answer the question — 

what is relationship between Conscious Capitalist efforts and the financial performance of 

businesses that embrace its model? In order to proceed purposefully, I will single out four of 

Sisodia’s public Conscious Capitalist companies (FoEs) from four different industries and 

analyze their individual, Conscious Capitalist efforts and financial performance. Some have 
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experienced financial success, and some have experienced financial struggles, particularly since 

the publishing of Sisodia’s initial study. In an attempt to clarify public perception of Conscious 

Capitalism as a “secret sauce” that impacts financial performance and shed light on Sisodia’s 

conclusions of Conscious Capitalist-driven success, I will present data that highlights and 

quantifies four companies’ individual Conscious Capitalist efforts within four categories over the 

past ten years, a period of time in which each company had publically embraced a Conscious 

Capitalism business model, creating a lens through which to analyze financial performance for 

the purpose of determining if a connection to social performance exists. In my inquiry, I will 

analyze self-produced evidence, specifically subjective, statistical quantifications of four 

companies’ Conscious Capitalist efforts over the past 10 years, to interpret and determine 

correlation(s) to the conventional explanation of performance as indicated by investment returns 

over time. I will utilize primary texts and quantitative resources such as company financial 

records, annual reports, and surveys, as well as qualitative statements depicting company values 

and culture assessments with the intent of identifying the degree of and purpose behind a 

companies’ Conscious Capitalist efforts. In addition, I will cite secondary texts including 

academic journals and papers that present responses to and critiques of Conscious Capitalism as 

well as other conscious business movements, highlighting well-documented observations and 

addressing neglected or misunderstood conclusions for the purpose of uncovering the true, 

creditable relationship between Conscious Capitalist efforts and the financial performance of 

Conscious Capitalist firms.  

Chapter 2: The Conscious Capitalist Movement 
 

Background 
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As a brief summary, in the 1980s, the foundation of Conscious Capitalism was laid with 

the publication of Edward R. Freeman’s book entitled Strategic Management: A Stakeholder 

Approach. Soon after, in 1995, Atlantic Monthly first used the phrase “socially Conscious 

Capitalist enterprise”. John Mackey and Raj Sisodia were instrumental in introducing Conscious 

Capitalism to the world through the production of white papers, prominent journal publications, 

and public debates. As it began to gain traction and public attention, Conscious Capitalism was 

highlighted as a key player in the article Megatrends 2010: The Rise of Conscious Capitalism. In 

2007, Raj Sisodia published the book Firms of Endearment, presenting the primary research 

mentioned in the introduction, and John Mackey published his now famous paper entitled 

Conscious Capitalism: Creating a New Paradigm for Business. In 2008, the first Conscious 

Capitalism Conference was held with 120 individuals in attendance. Since 2010, through the 

creation of Conscious Capitalism, Inc., Conscious Capitalism has been permanently established, 

catapulting the movement to the forefront of conscious business theory alongside John Mackey 

and Raj Sisodia’s collaboration, Conscious Capitalism: Liberating the Heroic Spirit of Business 

in 2014 (Hansen, 2011). 

In their book, Conscious Capitalism: Liberating the Heroic Spirit of Business, Mackey 

and Sisodia establish that “the purpose of business is to improve lives and to create value for 

Stakeholders” (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014). According to the text, “Stakeholders are anyone who 

is regularly affected by the actions of the firm”. Their view is in direct opposition to that held by 

many, including economist Milton Friedman, who believes “maximizing profits for investors is 

the only acceptable justification for all corporate actions” (Friedman, 2005). The authors feel that 

the assumption that maximizing profits “is the only important goal of business” has become 

“codified into corporate law as the de facto definition of fiduciary responsibility” (Mackey & 
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Sisodia, 2014). According to Mackey, in an article published in Reason Magazine in 2005, “from 

the investor’s perspective, the purpose of the business is to maximize profits. But that’s not the 

purpose of other Stakeholders—for customers, employees, suppliers and the community. Each of 

these groups will define the purpose of the business in terms of its own needs and desires, and 

each perspective is valid and legitimate”. Thus, Conscious Capitalism as a whole does not reject 

the pursuit of profit, but rather emphasizes pursuing profit in a specific way that identifies and 

integrates the interests of all major Stakeholders in a company. Furthermore, while he personally 

believes that social responsibility can benefit investors, he adds that “such programs would be 

completely justifiable even if they produced no profits and no P.R.” (Mackey, 2005). While 

profits are necessary to the long-term health of a business, to the authors, there is no justifiable 

need for the myopic focus placed on profits by main-stream economics. Just as people can have 

legitimate goals beyond maximizing their financial well-being, they believe it is just as 

legitimate for firms to have a purpose beyond maximizing profits. Mackey sees profits as a 

means for creating value for all Stakeholders, including investors, and for the realization of a 

firm’s Higher Purpose (Heffes, 2013). Interestingly, as evident in current research surrounding 

Conscious Capitalist companies, while profits might not be the sole focus of Conscious 

Capitalism businesses, as they are in firms committed to profit-maximization above all else, 

profits can be a by-product within firms that ascribe to the business model outlined below 

(Sisodia & Sheth, 2014).  

Conscious Capitalism as a business model rests on four tenets: Higher Purpose, 

Stakeholder integration, Conscious Leadership, and Conscious Culture. It is in the first two of 

these tenets—Higher Purpose and Stakeholder integration—where the motives of Conscious 

Capitalism clearly diverge from the mainstream, profit-maximizing model of capitalism. Rather 
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than seeking to maximize profits, the goal for conscious firms is to create value for everyone 

who interacts with the business and to work toward a worthwhile purpose. 

Pillars of Conscious Capitalism  

 There are four pillars of Conscious Capitalism: Higher Purpose, Stakeholder Orientation, 

Conscious Leadership, and Conscious Culture.  

 

(Source: Mackey & Sisodia, 2014) 

Higher Purpose 

 “Recognizing that every business has a purpose that includes, but is more than, making 

money. By focusing on its Higher Purpose, a business inspires, engages and energizes its 

Stakeholders” (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014). 

Unlike traditional capitalist notions that suggest the primary objective of businesses is to 

maximize profit, Conscious Capitalism envisions businesses operating with a dual mandate. Not 

only should businesses maximize profits, they should also serve some form of a Higher Purpose 

(Waddock & McIntosh, 2011). In the words of Edward R. Freeman, “We need red blood cells to 

live (the same way a business needs profits to live), but the purpose of life is more than to make 

red blood cells (the same way the purpose of business is more than simply to generate profits)” 

(Freeman, 2010). While making money is essential for the vitality and sustainability of a 

business, those who practice Conscious Capitalism believe it is not the only or even the most 
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important reason a business exists. A bigger purpose exists in producing a positive effect on 

people’s lives and the world as a whole. Examples of such purposes stated by Conscious 

Capitalist companies include Johnson & Johnson’s mission to “alleviate pain and suffering” and 

Google’s original purpose to “organize the world’s information and make it easily accessible and 

useful” (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014). These are noble goals that advance society and improve 

people’s lives, and they are a hallmark of a conscious capitalist approach. 

Stakeholder Orientation 

 “Recognizing that the interdependent nature of life and the human foundations of 

business, a business needs to create value with and for its various Stakeholders. Like the life 

forms in an ecosystem, healthy Stakeholders lead to a healthy business system” (Mackey & 

Sisodia, 2014).  

Focusing on customers and employees is an integral part of Conscious Capitalism, but 

these constituents are not the only focus of the philosophy. Conscious Capitalism advocates for 

businesses and leaders to view all Stakeholders in a comprehensive manner. Mackey further 

notes in his interview with the Harvard Business Review that he thinks, “…it’s kind of deep in 

human nature to think in terms of a zero sum. If one Stakeholder is winning, someone else must 

be losing…But a conscious business recognizes that you can have an expanding pie, and 

potentially everyone can get a larger piece” (Fox, 2011). Unlike some businesses that believe 

they only exist to maximize return on investment for their shareholders, conscious businesses 

focus on their whole business ecosystem, creating and optimizing value for all of their 

Stakeholders, understanding that strong and engaged Stakeholders lead to a healthy, sustainable, 

resilient business. They recognize that, without employees, customers, suppliers, funders, 
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communities and a life-sustaining ecosystem, there is no business. Conscious business is a win-

win-win proposition, which includes a healthy return to shareholders (Sisodia & Sheth, 2014). 

Conscious Leadership 

  “Human social organizations are created and guided by leaders – people who see a path 

and inspire others to travel along the path. Conscious Leaders understand and embrace the 

Higher Purpose of business and focus on creating value for and harmonizing the interests of the 

business Stakeholders. They recognize the integral role of culture and purposefully cultivate 

Conscious Culture” (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014).  

 From a values and purpose based perspective, Conscious Leadership is essential for 

Conscious Capitalism. Mackey demonstrates how important Conscious Leadership is as he 

writes, “The various Stakeholders of an organization, especially the employees, look to 

leadership to ‘walk-the talk’…It is especially important that the CEO and other senior leadership 

embody the Higher Purpose of the organization, rather than seeking to maximize their own 

personal power or compensation” (Mackey, 2011). A large part of being a conscious leader rests 

on the individual’s ability to recognize the difference between legality and ethicality. Simply 

because something is legal does not necessarily guarantee it is ethical. Truly conscious leaders 

are able to recognize this key difference and act accordingly (Thigpen, 2011). Robert Greenleaf, 

author of Servant Leadership observed that “good leaders must first become good servants.” 

Conscious Leaders focus on “we,” rather than “me.” They inspire and foster transformation and 

brings out the best in those around them (Greenleaf, 2002). Thus, Conscious Capitalists 

understand that their role is to serve the purpose of the organization, to support the people within 

the organization, and to create value for the all of the organization’s Stakeholders. They 
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recognize the integral role of culture and purposefully cultivate a Conscious Culture of trust and 

care. 

Conscious Culture 

 “This is the ethos underlying the social fabric of a business, which permeates the 

atmosphere of a business and connects the Stakeholders to each other and to the purpose, people 

and processes that comprise the company” (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014). 

A Conscious Culture includes qualities such as trust, authenticity, care, transparency, 

integrity, learning, and empowerment. These qualities combine the interests of the employer and 

the employee to create an unmistakable business environment that is far different from 

businesses based on profit maximization. According to Peter Drucker, “Culture eats strategy for 

lunch as it is the embodied values, principles and practices underlying the social fabric of a 

business, which permeate its actions and connects the Stakeholders to each other and to the 

company’s purpose, people and processes” (Lottinville, 2015). A positive and nurturing 

environment grounded in values and trust can be of financial benefit to the company as well. A 

Conscious Culture fosters love and care and builds trust between a company’s team members 

and its other Stakeholders. Corporate cultures built on such qualities not only create goodwill 

with employees, but act as an energizing and unifying force, that truly brings a conscious 

business to life (Sisodia, 2011). 

Reactions to Conscious Capitalism’s Philosophy                 

As is the case with any established movement, there are proponents and critics of 

Conscious Capitalism with strong arguments for the validity and invalidity of the foundational 

principles in play. 

Higher Purpose 
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To a critical investor, a higher calling could seem like a distraction which will eat away at 

returns. But proponents argue that corporate cultures which emphasize purpose have “higher 

levels of employee productivity, stronger customer loyalty, and higher margins,” all traits of a 

firm coveted by investors (Sisodia, 2014). Purpose gives leadership teams a specific focus, 

isolating them to a large degree from “the winds of public opinion or changes in the competitive 

environment,” which unchecked could cause narrowed decision-making and incredible pressure 

to conform with competitors (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014). Ultimately acting with a Higher 

Purpose, as well as creating goods and services that have real meaning behind them, serve to 

appeal to the emotional and socially-just side of Stakeholders. Not only are employees more 

engaged, fulfilled, and productive when they work from a higher sense of purpose, but customers 

become dedicated fans (Sisodia & Mackey, 2014). By appealing to people in this way, 

businesses create a social and emotional connection with Stakeholders, thus resulting in strong 

brand loyalty. As a result of this established social and emotional brand loyalty, Conscious 

Capitalist companies set themselves up for financial success without focusing on the bottom line. 

In “Value Maximization, Stakeholder Theory, and the Corporate Objective Function,” 

author Michael Jensen argues that without the specific objective of long-term shareholder value 

maximization, an organization will have no criteria for evaluating managers and their decisions 

(Jensen, 2001). However, even as a critic, Jensen acknowledges that “as a statement of corporate 

purpose or vision, [shareholder] value maximization is not likely to tap into the energy and 

enthusiasm of employees and managers to create value”. Grounded in a motivational Higher 

Purpose, Conscious Capitalist companies keep the same scorecard but use the Stakeholder 

strategies to achieve it (Thigpen, 2011). Decision-making requires focus and specificity which 

results in the long-term benefit of strong Stakeholder relationships.   
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Stakeholder Orientation 

 A large criticism of Conscious Capitalism is that Stakeholder interests do not always 

align perfectly, and at times these interests can even differ from one another, making it 

impossible and too costly to cater to their interests (O’Toole & Vogel, 2011). Although, 

Conscious Capitalism advocates for viewing Stakeholders as interdependent, this does not 

automatically mean that all Stakeholders must be treated equally. “Not all Stakeholders have the 

same demand upon, or even value to the business” (Rauch, 2011). Every organ in the human 

body is important, but not all organs are equally important. Even Mackey acknowledges that a 

Conscious Capitalism business usually focuses on customers and employees, but their interests 

rarely clash forcibly (Mackey, 2011). If a clashing of interests does occur, conscious businesses 

understand that they must acknowledge them and pursue mutually beneficial options before 

resorting to trade-offs, seeking the choice that more closely achieves the Higher Purpose. The 

key to Conscious Capitalism is to recognize how shareholder interests are connected and how to 

simultaneously serve independent Stakeholders (Budan, 2013). 

 Because Conscious Capitalism openly recognizes and acknowledges the importance of 

investor and shareholder support to the overall health of a company, critics question why its 

proponents refuse to focus on the bottom-line and shareholder returns first and foremost. In 

response, proponents underscore the fact that investors and their support are critical to a 

business; however, a business cannot effectively optimize value creation by focusing solely on 

bottom-line profits (Thigpen, 2011). In essence, profit is the air that companies breathe. It’s 

essential for a continuation of the business. However, just was we “breathe to live” (and not “live 

to breathe” on the flip side), we need to recognize that profit is a result of taking care of all the 

other Stakeholders effectively (Rauch, 2011). In other words, while profit is the result that allows 
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for the continuation of the business purpose, profit is increased far more effectively by 

concentrating on your other Stakeholders in the interdependence chain. According to Mackey, 

happy team members lead to happy customers, which in turn lead to happy investors (Mackey, 

2011).  

Some critics claim that helping others and helping the environment should be left to non-

profit organizations and other charitable causes that do not have to report to outside ownership 

(Liedl, 2013). In contrast, Conscious Capitalists believe that it will be capitalism, not 

government or charity, that creates the kind of world we want our kids and grandkids to grow up 

in (Akouri, 2017). According to Mackey, utilizing capitalism, “unquestionably the greatest 

system for innovation and social cooperation that has ever existed,” to create a win-win-win 

business model is the key to optimizing value — with the wins being what benefits the company, 

its Stakeholders, and the environment and society in general (Maddock and Vitn, 2009).  

Conscious Leadership 

Many critics of Conscious Capitalism highlight Conscious Leadership, the presence of a 

conscious figurehead that selflessly supports the mission, values, and purpose of the company, as 

the weak branch of the four pillars, citing self-interest as the undeniable, motivating force of all 

individuals which cannot be extinguished (O’Toole & Vogel, 2011). Thus, all selfless acts and 

efforts to elevate a company’s Stakeholder interests would appear to mask management’s selfish 

desires for external affirmation and good company publicity. From Mackey’s perspective; 

however, this is not a blanket statement that applies to all leaders. While he understands that 

“many may know the difference between what is legal and what is ethical, yet even fewer stay 

true to the values and purpose of the organization,” he is convinced that there are leaders who are 

committed to holding themselves and their companies to a high ethical standing, establishing 
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measures of accountability to ensure intentions and decisions are grounded in purpose and 

documented and visible to all (Mackey, 2011). He implores those leaders to stand firm and act as 

examples for others, holding fast to the understanding that being a conscious leader is reliant 

upon one’s ability to take concrete action, versus playing a bystander role, thus “demonstrating 

an inclusive and holistic mindset that transcends pure individualism” (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014). 

Others claim that, while conscious efforts by upper level management to “lead well” is a 

nice idea in theory, CEO’s can’t be everywhere. The majority of the on-the-ground efforts are 

overseen by delegates, managers and supervisors, who may or may not choose to embody the 

mindsets of their bosses — that under stress and pressure, all can make “unconscious” decisions 

and take “unconscious” action. In response, as “the various Stakeholders of an organization, 

especially the employees, look to leadership to ‘walk-the talk,” Mackey addresses the importance 

of a decision by CEOs and other leadership to “embody the Higher Purpose of the organization, 

rather than seeking to maximize their own personal power or compensation” (Mackey, 2011). In 

addition, however, organizations must create an environment that urges all Stakeholders to 

become conscious in their leadership. For example, employee leaders must be encouraged to find 

personal purpose in the work they do, and grow and self-actualize through their own leadership 

experiences. Conscious companies should seek to ensure that the employees they place in 

positions of authority are primed for success and have invested and bought into the overall 

mission of the company, allowing for a trickle-down effect that translates throughout the entire 

company (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014).                

Conscious Culture           

 The fourth pillar is strikingly the most widely accepted, as the existence of strong, 

healthy, value-based company culture is no longer considered to be simply a nice perk. While 
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there are those who still ascribe to the view that strict, rule-based environments are the most 

conducive to productivity and financial output, according to Conscious Capitalism principles, a 

positive and nurturing environment grounded in values and trust can be of monetary benefit to 

the company as well (Sisodia, 2013). When fear and anxiety are a part of day-to-day business 

operations these emotions activate the brain’s amygdala, where emotions are processed (Sisodia, 

2011). Once the amygdala is activated, the brain’s prefrontal pathway may be disturbed. As a 

result, a culture of fear and anxiety can debilitate employees’ intuition (in addition to ethical 

decision-making) and put the company’s performance and success in jeopardy (Sisodia, 2011). 

Through the existence of a trusting, caring, and transparent culture, employees stand to decrease 

their own anxiety level and get more personal reward out of their work (Mackey & Sisodia, 

2014). In turn, satisfied employees act as better advocates for their business, which results in 

increased customer satisfaction, thus creating a self-fulfilling cycle. 

Distinction from Other Movements 

While Conscious Capitalism is a term of familiarity to many in the business world, 

confusion often exists as to the differences, if any, between Conscious Capitalism and other 

movements that attempt to define and successfully outline the appropriate business-society 

relationship. While B-corporations, philanthropy investors, low-profit limited liability company 

(L3Cs), Triple Bottom Line proponents, and other groups are notable members of the larger 

social impact movement, in my mind, the two movements most often confused with Conscious 

Capitalism (CC) and thus most-worthy of evaluation and discussion, are Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) and Social Entrepreneurship (SE).                  

Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) 

The core assumptions and defining features of CSR have evolved, historically, but 
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generally refer to the belief that businesses have a range of responsibilities that extend beyond 

the shareholders in the firm, including obligations to consumers, employees, governments, the 

environment, and the public, as a whole (O’Keefe, 2014). Thus, CSR programs are actions that 

further a social good beyond the interests of the firm and what is required by law. CSR is a 

category that may include, but is not limited to, corporate philanthropy, environmental 

sustainability, volunteerism, cause-related marketing, and community-based initiatives that focus 

on a wide range of social, economic, and political needs in society (O’Keefe, 2014). Typically, 

the focus of CSR has been outward towards the public and, as a result, CSR has often been 

viewed in terms of public relations, issues management, and marketing (Fyke et al., 2016). 

There are many qualities that set CC apart from CSR. The differences between the two 

philosophies are immediately evident when examining whom the programs are meant to benefit. 

At their core, CSR programs seek to benefit shareholders, while CC seeks to benefit all 

Stakeholders, including shareholders (Mackey, 2011). Great differences can also be seen in how 

CSR and CC go about changing the world. CSR programs frequently have their own department 

to achieve their purpose, and their positive actions usually take the form of donations. These 

donations, usually to charities, may or may not be connected with the corporation’s values, 

mission, or purpose. Conscious Capitalism on the other hand mandates that positive actions 

further cultivate the company’s business mission (Mackey, 2011). Since social initiatives are 

interwoven into the company’s mission, purpose, and operations, positive actions made by the 

company inherently promote its mission. A sense of a Higher Purpose is a concept integral to CC 

that does not exist in CSR.  

Although CSR and CC both seek to be more socially just and responsible, their 

approaches differ greatly. CSR is a program that companies can adopt without fully integrating it 
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into their culture. Most CSR programs are a form of good public relations practices, instead of a 

true business model. Unless a corporation is a new venture with a long term commitment to 

CSR, such programs can stretch the company’s time and finances (Wang, 2013). While the 

donations that CSR companies make no doubt benefit society, the donations can be inorganic 

and forced if they do not correlate to the company’s original values, mission, and purpose. In the 

end, CSR programs act somewhat as a satellite program —they are often born out of a sense of 

responsibility, but are frequently detached from the company’s culture and roots (Pompper, 

2015). Conversely, CC represents a way of doing business, and not just a business program. 

When engaging in CC, social initiatives are woven into the fiber of the business. The tenets of 

Higher Purpose, Stakeholder orientation, Conscious Leadership, and Conscious Culture construct 

the backbone of the company, thus affecting all other facets of the business directly.  

Social Entrepreneurship (SE) 

Social Entrepreneurship combines the passion of a social mission with business’s 

discipline and innovation. Examples of Social Entrepreneurship include microfinance 

institutions, educational programs, providing banking services in underserved areas, and helping 

children affected by epidemic disease (Fyke et al, 2016). 

Unlike CSR, which is a particular function of corporations, SE does not focus on what 

corporations do to serve Stakeholders and protect and conserve the environment. Rather, SE 

organizations have greater purposes that seek to create social value and a more just society (Fyke 

et al, 2016). Ultimately, the motivation for SE is a perceived need to fill a gap that neither 

nonprofits nor for-profit corporations can fill. While many nonprofits and nongovernmental 

organizations seek to address the needs of the world, social entrepreneurs argue that the methods 

of the nonprofit sector are insufficient and lack the sustainability offered by business models. 
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Corporations, conversely, fail to address large scale social problems in significant ways, 

according to SE theory (Fyke et al, 2016). While CSR initiatives exist beyond the stated 

purposes of the organization, seeking to establish the social value of corporations through 

programs and activities, being of social value is the core purpose of SE ventures.  

Social Entrepreneurship is an organizational form that meets a social need and 

accomplishes its goals by drawing from business principles (Fyke et al, 2016). In contrast, CC 

offers a different perspective on how corporate practices are to be understood relative to social 

values. CC is intentionally designed to “heal the excesses of capitalism with transcendent human 

values,” rather than utilizing capitalist corporations as a means by which to address social 

concerns and support social aims (as in SE) (Mackey, 2011). The main difference between CC 

and SE is that social entrepreneurs are primarily social, problem solvers without regard for profit. 

That's why many social enterprises are nonprofits and have grassroots in developing countries, 

while “conscious capitalists are primarily value seekers, operating under the paradigm of 

capitalism...” (Fyke et al, 2016). 

Unlike CSR, SE and CC are much more akin to social movements. SE, like CC, is a 

product of an influential leader and also closely aligns with an emphasis on social change. In 

addition, SE and CC both emphasize changing society through new and more enlightened (i.e., 

conscious) models (Mackey, 2011). 

Chapter 3: Case Studies 

Background 

With the stage now set, to reiterate, the goal of this exploratory thesis is to determine 

whether or not the Conscious Capitalist efforts of individual companies align with their financial 

performance. In order to tackle this question and align my research with current undertakings, I 
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selected four companies from Raj Sisodia’s initial, groundbreaking study in which he found that 

“the 18 publicly traded companies out of the 28 [Conscious Capitalist firms that he had selected] 

outperformed the S&P 500 index by a factor of 14 over the years 1998-2013”. (Sisodia, 2014). I 

believe the four Conscious Capitalist companies I have selected — Southwest Airlines, 

Starbucks, FedEx, and Autodesk — provide a solid, representative sample of the collective group 

of Conscious Capitalist companies, as they are each from a different industry and have all 

ascribed to the Conscious Capitalism movement for over ten years, allowing for differentiated 

data in large quantities to be available for capture and in-depth analysis. In addition, Southwest 

Airlines and Starbucks have experienced financial success levels above and beyond the market 

over the past decade, while FedEx and Autodesk have experienced financial struggles in certain 

intervals, with returns trailing the market’s average return to investors. This discrepancy in 

financial performance provides the opportunity for correlations to be drawn with the varying 

metrics that highlight Conscious Capitalist efforts of the individual companies themselves. 

Finally, all four companies are noted in Conscious Capitalism: Liberating the Heroic Spirit of 

Business and Firms of Endearment as examples of firms with conscious business models that has 

allowed them to “pay their employees well, make good money for investors, have highly 

satisfied customers and suppliers, and generally be welcomed with open arms into every 

community they want to enter” (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014).  

Overview of Selected Companies 

To begin, I will first present each company’s ties to the Conscious Capitalist movement 

with which they all identify, breaking down their self-published, qualitative performance data 

using the four pillars of Conscious Capitalism.  

Southwest Airlines  
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 Southwest Airlines Co. is a major U.S. airline headquartered in Dallas, Texas, and the 

world's largest low-cost carrier (“One Report”, 2017). In 2009, Southwest Airlines rocketed into 

the Conscious Capitalism realm publishing its first, annual, One Report, publically presenting to 

the world its data-driven commitment to remain a sustainable, profitable airline for years to 

come. In the words of its co-founder Herb Kelleher, “it is our culture to take care of our people 

and our planet, and our goal to produce a favorable performance” (“One Report”, 2017). To this 

day, Herb leads his company with tenacity and a mission rooted in Conscious Capitalism about 

which he believes there to be “a no more beneficial economic system and a simultaneously 

pragmatic and inspirational extolment of Higher Purpose and humanism in business” (Mackey & 

Sisodia, 2014).  

Higher Purpose 

 Since 1988, Southwest Airlines has embraced and lived out its stated mission “to connect 

people to what’s important in their lives through friendly, reliable, and low-cost air travel” 

(“About Southwest”, 2017).  

Stakeholder Orientation 

Employees 

At Southwest, employees are given the same concern, respect, and caring attitude within 

the organization that they are expected to share externally with every Southwest customer. 

Southwest encourages creativity and innovation from all employees as the best way to deliver its 

legendary customer service and hospitality. The company is committed to treating employees 

fairly and to providing a nurturing work environment that helps them learn and grow. Southwest 

believes that when you put your employees first, customers feel the effect. Today, Southwest’s 

employee-directed programs include 401K and benefits initiatives, profit-sharing, diversity 
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initiatives, human rights training, tuition reimbursement, design competitions, and green 

ambassadorships, to name a few. (“One Report”, 2017). 

Customers 

 At Southwest Airlines, it is all about heart. It’s about people and putting others first. It’s 

about finding that one way to serve that makes each person feel special. Making people feel 

special is the job of all Southwest employees. Southwest is famous for friendly service because 

they treat their customers with a sense of warmth, helpfulness, and a caring attitude that sets it 

apart. Customer-focused initiatives include frequent discounts and low prices, unsolicited 

reimbursements, the creation of social listening center and external commendation portal, social 

media livestreams with real-time information, and transparent communication at all times. (“One 

Report”, 2017). 

Communities 

Whether in the air or on the ground, Southwest believes community is more than a 

place—it’s at the heart of what brings the company together. Southwest has a strong history of 

investing in its communities. It champions causes that help bring its people together. Its heart is 

not simply to give back, but to give forward because it believes that the most resilient 

communities are the ones with the strongest connections. The company believes the act of 

connecting can make the world feel a bit smaller and the future a little brighter. Southwest’s 

community-facing initiatives are funded by Heart of the Community grants which oversee 

employee volunteer programs in local schools, ticket donations, job creations, public space 

restoration projects, developing long-term sustainability in communities that produce 

commodities like coffee, medical transportation donations, and support to Southwest employees 

suffering financial hardships (“One Report”, 2017). 
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Environment 

 Southwest is committed to conservation and mitigation of its environmental impacts. 

With efficiency as a core element of its business and climate change strategies, it strives to 

minimize its impact on the environment. Southwest is committed to continuing to lead the 

industry in emissions reductions through fuel efficiency. It maintains its position as an industry 

leader in fuel efficiency and greenhouse gas (GHG) reductions through comprehensive programs 

of reinvestment in equipment and technological innovation and partnerships with industry and 

government. Initiatives include biofuel purchases, jet fuel efficiency, programs targeting the 

reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, plane recycling, waste reduction, and many more. (“One 

Report”, 2017). 

Conscious Leadership 

Gary Kelly serves as the Chairman of the Board and CEO at Southwest Airlines. Kelly is 

known for his unassuming management style, flying coach and waiting in line to board as a 

normal passenger whenever he flies. His biggest source of pride is the fact that Southwest 

Airlines has never had a single layoff or cut pay in the airline's 46-year history. Kelly was named 

to Fortune magazine's list of the Top 20 People in Business in 2014; was twice named D CEO 

Magazine's CEO of the Year; he's been named one of the best CEOs in America by Institutional 

Investor magazine three times; and was selected as Dallas Business Journal's CEO of the year for 

2011. In 2013, he received the Father of the Year Award. To Kelly, "there is a lot to a culture, 

and it's easier to have a strong culture if you feel like you're a champion — and that's the way we 

want to make our employees feel”. Under Gary's leadership, Southwest has grown to become the 

nation's largest airline in terms of originating domestic passengers carried and is a consistent 

member of Fortune magazine's list of the most admired companies. (“Gary C. Kelly”, 2017). 
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Conscious Culture 

According to Gary Kelly, Southwest is in the culture-building game. Culture is Southwest 

Airlines' number one means of ensuring the personal safety of each Southwest customer and 

employee. Beyond this, it follows "The Golden Rule," meaning that it advocates treating each 

other the way you want to be treated, which is why doing the right thing by its employees and 

customers is so inherent to who Southwest is as a company. Southwest believes in living the 

Southwest Way, which is to have a Warrior Spirit, a Servant's Heart, and a Fun-LUVing 

Attitude. Within each of these categories are specific behaviors to help the company be a safe, 

profitable, and fun place to work. (“About Southwest, 2017).  

Starbucks 

Starbucks Corporation is an American coffee company and coffeehouse chain, founded in 

Seattle, Washington. In 2001, Starbucks published its first, annual, Global Social Impact Report 

with the goal of marking the progress of the company, “one that’s performance-driven, through 

the lens of humanity” (“Global Social Impact Report”, 2016). Every day, partners go to work 

hoping to do two things: share great coffee with friends and help make the world a little better. 

At Starbucks, progress is believed to be achieved by “being purposeful in decisions and 

collective actions”, leading the way for bold, new aspirations to take root (“Global Social Impact 

Report”, 2016). Howard Schultz, the company’s executive chairman has “long believed that 

companies have a responsibility to balance profitability with a social conscience”. To him, 

“Conscious Capitalism, is a timely, realistic framework [that] companies can [use to] better serve 

a variety of Stakeholders”. (Mackey & Sisodia, 2014).  

Higher Purpose 
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 Since 1971, Starbucks has committed itself and all members of its family to its mission to 

“inspire and nurture the human spirit – one person, one cup and one neighborhood at a time”. It 

believes its role and responsibility is to stay true to its mission and values — “to act with purpose 

and conviction, every day, in every community [it] serve[s]” (“Starbucks Company 

Information”, 2017). 

Stakeholder Orientation 

Employees 

 Starbucks offers its partners the opportunity to be something more than an employee. It 

promises gigantic possibilities “to grow as a person, in career and community, to live the 

Starbucks mission, to be a leader, the chance to become one’s personal best, to be connected to 

something bigger, to be meaningful to the world, and to be recognized for all of it” (“Global 

Social Impact Report”, 2016). Starbucks provides tailored benefit packages, college achievement 

plans, recognition programs, career sabbaticals and other time-off programs. It offers adoption 

assistance and employs opportunity youth, veterans and their spouses, and refugees (“Global 

Social Impact Report”, 2016). In addition, each partner is trained in both the technical aspects of 

creating drinks as well as how to connect with customers. This commitment creates employees 

that are focused on more than just performance —people too. 

Customers 

 Starbucks customers feel like a priority. When as issue arises, the LATTE method takes 

over — “We Listen to the customer, Acknowledge their complaint, Take action by solving the 

problem, Thank them, and then Explain why the problem occurred” (Conner, 2014). Starbucks 

not only sells coffee, but also “The Starbucks Experience,” creating personalized experiences in 

every store and connecting with customers on a personal level, thus securing customer loyalty 
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from the time one steps in the door. Customer-focused initiatives include reusable cup discounts, 

mobile payment initiatives, generous rewards programs, free birthday purchases, and more. 

(“Global Social Impact Report”, 2016). 

Communities 

 To Starbucks, every store is a part of a community, and it is committed to strengthening 

the neighborhoods where it does business. Starbucks donates 100% of unsold food through 

Feeding America, participates in Global Month of Service, and directly supporting more than 

20,000 young people in developing job and leadership skills in over ten countries (“Global 

Social Impact Report”, 2016). In addition, Starbucks supports the communities in which its 

suppliers are located, working collaboratively with non-governmental organizations that have 

experience working with farming communities in the countries where coffee and other 

agricultural products are produced. Its projects include improving access to education, 

agricultural training, building microfinance and microcredit services, improving biodiversity 

conservation, and increasing levels of health, nutrition and water sanitation in its communities. 

(“Global Social Impact Report”, 2016). 

Environment 

 As a company that relies on agricultural products, Starbucks believes the planet is its 

most important business partner and is committed to integrating new solutions to create 

meaningful and sustained change. With regard to its environmental initiatives, Starbucks 

ethically sources 100% of its coffee, donates millions of trees through its One Tree for Every 

Bag Commitment initiative, manages over 1,200 LEED®-certified stores in 20 countries for the 

purpose of reducing climate change, and is working to invest in 100% renewable energy by 2020 



 

   31 

and reduce the waste associated with its cups and other packaging materials (“Global Social 

Impact Report”, 2016). 

Conscious Leadership 

Recognized for his entrepreneurship and servant leadership, Howard Schultz built 

Starbucks Coffee Company into one of the world’s most recognized and respected businesses, a 

company committed to strengthening communities through human connection and social 

innovation. Schultz set out to build a different kind of company, one that delivers business 

excellence through a culture of compassion, pioneering programs like comprehensive healthcare, 

stock ownership and free college tuition for all eligible employees. After more than three 

decades as Starbucks chairman and CEO, Schultz has redefined the role and responsibility of a 

for-profit, public company, proving that a business can exceed expectations by sharing success 

with its people and the communities it serves. (“Howard Schultz, 2017). 

Conscious Culture 

Over many years, Starbucks has harnessed a relationship-driven, employees-first 

approach, which encourages staff to form close bonds with each other. Former company 

president Howard Behar believes that “employees who feel cared for will care about their 

customers”. One former Starbucks worker noted that “nobody at Starbucks ever ordered anyone 

to do anything. It was always: ‘Would you do me a favor?’ Or something similar” (Conner, 

2014). Starbucks’ culture is powerful because it is tightly linked to the company’s distinctive 

capabilities. The feel of Starbucks stores isn’t created merely by the layout and the décor — it 

exists because the people understand how their work fits into the company’s purpose and 

recognize how to accomplish great things as a group. (Leinwand & Davidson, 2016). 
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FedEx            

 FedEx Corporation is an American multinational courier delivery services company 

headquartered in Memphis, Tennessee. In 2008, FedEx published its first Global Citizenship 

report, sharing with the world its commitment to not only deliver packages but to take the 

responsibility of delivering a positive impact to all and, in turn, empowering people to deliver it 

forward (“FedEx Global Citizenship Report”, 2017). FedEx understands its unique position in its 

ability to reach and participate in the world at large, allowing for opportunities to make and 

sustain change. Chairman and CEO Frederick W. Smith mirrors John Mackey’s call to action in 

his understanding that the interests of communities, workplaces, and the planet are intertwined. 

He believes that Conscious Capitalism is the path to the future with its desire to recognize and 

balancing the needs of all members involved in the business. (“Frederick W. Smith”, 2017). 

Higher Purpose 

FedEx exists to “develop mutually rewarding relationships with its employees, partners, 

suppliers, and communities, champion the importance of safety, and conduct corporate activities 

to the highest ethical and professional standards” (“About FedEx”, 2017). 

Stakeholder Orientation 

Employees 

FedEx, at its core, is all about people and is proud of the exceptional ability of its team 

members who seek to make each customer interaction outstanding. The company encourages its 

team members to grow within the firm and provides them with the necessary tools to develop 

their careers and managerial skills within the business. FedEx works to provide a safe, diverse 

and rewarding environment through policies and programs that support strong employee culture, 

such as, safety training, care and retirement benefits, its Healthways Well-Being Program (which 
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includes one-on-one coaching and practical tools to support smart health choices), tobacco 

cessation programs, leadership training, tuition assistance, and performance coaching, among 

others. (“FedEx Global Citizenship Report”, 2017). 

Customers 

At FedEx, the Purple promise is everything. The company promises to do whatever it 

takes to satisfy its customers and treat them in a professional and caring manner, approaching 

every customer transaction with the mind to provide the highest quality service and process all 

information with 100 percent accuracy (“FedEx Global Citizenship Report”, 2017). The spirit 

behind the promise is to place customers first and thus earn their utmost respect and confidence. 

Communities 

FedEx invests in programs that make life better for people around the world and in the 

communities where it lives and does business. FedEx provides community support through 

financial contributions, both in-kind charitable shipping and volunteerism to the American Red 

Cross, United Way, The Salvation Army. FedEx also helps its emerging market communities by 

providing financial assistance, technical and logistical support, and practical and scalable 

transportation solutions. FedEx invests in helping underserved youth and their families navigate 

the college application process, closing the skills gap by training people for in-demand tech and 

logistics jobs, helping individuals access employment through credential programs, as well as 

prioritizing infrastructure through road safety assistance and pedestrian protection initiatives. 

(“FedEx Global Citizenship Report”, 2017). 

Environment 

The fuel that powers FedEx’s transportation operations is also the main driver of its 

global environmental footprint. To reduce its impact, FedEx pursues comprehensive aircraft and 
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vehicle fuel efficiency programs. It cooperates with government agencies and industry groups to 

support research and policy changes that accelerate sustainability. It works to reduce aircraft 

emissions, obtain jet fuel from alternative fuels, increase fuel efficiency of its vehicles, seek 

LEED certification on all U.S. buildings, reduce greenhouse gas emissions, and generate solar 

energy, all as direct environmental goals. (“FedEx Global Citizenship Report”, 2017). 

Conscious Leadership 

Frederick Smith founded FedEx in 1971 and remains the Chairman and CEO today. 

Smith believes a key ingredient in FedEx’s success has been a corporate philosophy that 

emphasizes treating its workers fairly. Managers are carefully trained to foster respect for all 

employees, and their performance is monitored. Managers are evaluated annually by both bosses 

and workers to ensure good relations between all levels of the company. Smith wholeheartedly 

believes that fair treatment instills company loyalty, and company loyalty always pays off. From 

the beginning, he has worked to foster a culture of innovation at FedEx so that every one of the 

company’s employees understands that they “have to change [and improve] constantly” to be 

great. (“Frederick W. Smith”, 2017). 

Conscious Culture 

At FedEx, culture revolves around the attitudes of its team members. The company 

advocates for a can-do spirit that empowers the unit as a whole to create innovative solutions that 

customers depend on, support the communities where it operates, and help FedEx work smarter 

and more sustainably (“FedEx Global Citizenship Report”, 2017). It’s the number one priority is 

to provide a safe, inclusive and rewarding employee environment —one where people have 

opportunities to grow and succeed, team members are put first, and people and possibilities are 

connected around the world. FedEx believes that culture is achieved by rewarding the right 
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behavior and adding clear expectations to create success. (“FedEx Global Citizenship Report”, 

2017). 

Autodesk 

 Autodesk, Inc. is an American multinational software corporation that makes software for 

the architecture, engineering, construction, manufacturing, media, and entertainment industries. 

In 2008, Autodesk published its first Sustainability Report highlighting its commitment to 

helping designers and engineers create a future where “we all live well and within the limits of 

our planet” (“Sustainability Report”, 2017). Like its counterparts, Autodesk is a champion of 

sustainable, forward-thinking business practices, collaborating with diverse Stakeholders, 

understanding trade-offs across entire systems, and working to iterate quickly to find the best 

solutions for all. Autodesk embraces a lens of Conscious Capitalism which allows it to see its 

opportunity to improve the future by utilizing its designers and customers who use its software to 

embrace its responsibility to reduce its direct impact on the planet. 

Higher Purpose 

Autodesk rallies around its commitment “to the design and creation of innovative 

solutions to the world's most pressing social and environmental challenges”. More specifically, 

the Autodesk Foundation’s mission is to “align philanthropic giving with Autodesk’s core 

business and expertise in design and engineering, thereby supporting Autodesk’s larger vision is 

to help people imagine, design, and create a better world and building software tools to enable 

people to experience their ideas” (“About Autodesk”, 2017).  

Stakeholder Orientation 

Employees 
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Autodesk believes its employees are the driving force behind everything it does as a 

company, so it works hard to inspire, develop, and engage them. It desires its internal force to 

fuel sustainability efforts and create tools and resources that reinforce the design-led revolution. 

In pursuit of this goal, employees are encouraged to take advantage of sustainability-related 

benefits, employee networks, pro bono volunteering opportunities, company fund-matching for 

employee gifts of time and money to nonprofits, leadership and training development, health & 

wellness and teambuilding programs, as well as incentives to cycle to work and discounts on 

home solar panels and hybrid and electric vehicles. (“Sustainability Report”, 2017). 

Customers 

 Autodesk realizes its tremendous opportunity to help its customers imagine, design, and 

create the world around them. In order to provide its customers with the best foundation possible, 

Autodesk works to heighten server virtualization, offer a selection of efficient equipment, and 

constantly improve and streamline its code. As a result, customers receive a faster, more reliable 

experience with reduced environmental impacts. With a focus beyond selling software, Autodesk 

also educates customers about the important role that sustainable design can play in addressing 

global sustainability challenges. In this way, the company is helping customers prepare for the 

future. (“Sustainability Report”, 2017). 

Communities 

 Autodesk uses its resources as a key means of supporting its communities. It provides 

design-focused nonprofits with direct support, including funding, volunteer hours, software 

donations and technical training, in addition to offering free online learning resources and 

software donations to students and educators around the globe. In times of natural disasters or 
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humanitarian crises, Autodesk also provides financial support and employee volunteer time to 

help with the relief and rebuilding. (“Sustainability Report”, 2017). 

Environment 

 Although Autodesk sees its biggest opportunity in working to improve the world through 

the designers who use its software, it also works hard to reduce the direct impact of its 

operations, challenging itself to achieve high standards of sustainability. Autodesk focuses on 

reducing energy use and greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and strives to use water, materials, 

and other resources efficiently, in its own facilities and across its value chain. The company uses 

virtual collaboration technologies when possible and is committed to using renewable energy, 

achieving LEED certification goals, disposing of IT equipment in a proper manner, and 

minimizing deforestation, as examples. (“Sustainability Report”, 2017). 

Conscious Leadership 

Andrew Anagnost is the current President and CEO of Autodesk Inc. and has been a 

member of the company since 1997. He sees his role as uncovering unprecedented opportunities 

to improve both how the company makes things and also what the company is able to make. He 

seeks to understand the interconnectedness of entire systems and optimize across them. Citing 

Conscious Capitalism, Anagnost is committed to utilizing the power of disruptive technologies, 

Autodesk’s diverse and talented workforce, and his company’s impactful customer base to seize 

the tremendous opportunity to help people make a better world. Rallying the troops, he believes 

that Autodesk can only succeed through the collective efforts of its entire diverse and global 

team and encourages his people its utilize their passion, ideas, and skills to grow in new ways. 

(“Andrew Anagnost”, 2017).  

Conscious Culture 
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At Autodesk, “fostering a culture of impact and encouraging employees to help create a 

better world at work, at home, and in their communities” is an overarching goal (“About 

Autodesk”, 2017). Employees are encouraged to be creative and explore, iterate, and implement 

their solutions into the physical world. (“Sustainability Report”, 2017). As a direct result, the 

company as a whole is excited about having meaningful impact on the world around it through 

the innovation occurring every day in its offices. 

Quantitative Analysis 

Methodology 

 Next, I will transition into a quantitative, internal analysis of the true, individual efforts of 

Southwest Airlines, Starbucks, FedEx, and Autodesk in the four categories, offering forth a 

transparent picture of their Conscious Capitalist efforts, backed by hard data and calculations. 

The purpose of the following excel analyses (located in the Appendices) is to document and 

dissect the internal efforts within each of the four companies to “inspire, educate and empower 

humanity through business” (over the last ten years) in order to understand the relationship 

between a company’s Conscious Capitalist efforts and its financial performance.  

Selection of Metrics 

Conscious Capitalism Metrics 

In choosing the metrics by which to analyze the internal Conscious Capitalist efforts of 

four Conscious Capitalist companies, I purposefully selected four categories of measurements 

that I believe correspond with and highlight the four pillars of Conscious Capitalism: Higher 

Purpose, Stakeholder Orientation, Conscious Leadership, and Conscious Culture. The four 

categories I selected to analyze the Conscious Capitalist efforts of the four Conscious Capitalist 

firms are Employee Benefits (which reflects a strong management initiative, a higher company 
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purpose beyond profits, a commitment to internal Stakeholders, and an addition to company 

culture), Customer Satisfaction (which reflects a strong management initiative and a higher 

company purpose beyond profits, showcases a strong commitment to external Stakeholders, and 

acts as a unifying foundation of company culture), Community & Environment Contribution 

(which reflects a strong management initiative and a higher company purpose beyond profits, 

showcases a strong commitment to external Stakeholders, and acts as a unifying foundation of 

company culture), and Leadership (which reflects management’s commitment to a Higher 

Purpose, focus on Stakeholder interests, and promotion of company culture). While the specific 

measurements taken of each company vary slightly due to the public, company-specific data 

available, the four categories are consistent in the analysis of each of the four Conscious 

Capitalist companies.  

Financial Performance Metrics 

In choosing the metrics by which to analyze the financial performance of the four, 

Conscious Capitalist companies, I mirrored the strategy and technique used in Raj Sisodia’s 

“Firms of Endearment” study in which he calculated the cumulative financial performance of a 

selected group of Conscious Capitalist companies over time. To capture this financial return as 

specifically and accurately as possible, I calculated the ten-year annualized total return 

percentage (with dividends reinvested) for each of the four Conscious Capitalist companies, as 

well as their respective industry as a whole, and the S&P 500, for comparison purposes.  

Standardization of Data 

 In order to standardize my data across all four companies and all four industries, I took 

steps to concretize the results using a benchmark and baseline system. For example, rather than 

simply measuring the dollar amount of “Payroll Benefits” provided by a Conscious Capitalist 
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company to employees each year over the entire ten-year period, I measured “Payroll Benefits as 

% Revenue” to remove the impact of revenue swings from artificially distorting the extent of a 

company’s Conscious Capitalist efforts. In addition, in order to determine how the “Payroll 

Benefits” of a Conscious Capitalist company stack up to the “Payroll Benefits” of the industry in 

which it operates, I included a baseline data point for the “Payroll Benefits as % Revenue” of a 

large, direct industry competitor, measured alongside the selected Conscious Capitalist company 

each year as an additional tool for performance comparison. This same benchmark and baseline 

system is utilized in the analysis of each of the four companies Conscious Capitalist efforts as 

well as in each financial performance analysis.   

Raw Score System 

In further detail, comparing the companies’ Conscious Capitalist efforts calculations in 

each of the four categories to the baseline calculations of industry competitors’, an 

outperformance (+) or underperformance (-) metric is tallied under “Raw Score” for each year 

(i.e. the Conscious Capitalist company’s Conscious Capitalist efforts in that category either 

outperformed or underperformed the industry baseline in the same category). Then for each of 

the ten years, the “Raw Score” in each category is weighted and summed to produce a “Total 

Raw Score” or total outperformance or underperformance factor. The “Total Raw Score[s]” 

across all ten years are then averaged together to create a summarizing Conscious Capitalist 

performance metric that showcases the specific Conscious Capitalist company’s Conscious 

Capitalist efforts in relationship to its industry competitors’ efforts in the same four categories. 

Similarly, in the financial performance section, the Conscious Capitalist company’s Total Return 

percentage is compared to its industry Total Return percentage and the S&P 500 Total Return 

percentage, producing either an outperformance or underperformance measurement as well.  
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Individual Results and Discussion 

Based on the data presented in the excel spreadsheets located in the appendices, the 

following conclusions represent the four, individual company’s Conscious Capitalist 

performance and financial performance (over a ten-year time frame) compared to their respective 

industries and the S&P 500 as a whole.  

Southwest Airlines 

Southwest Airlines outperformed the four, combined industry Conscious Capitalist 

standard benchmarks by a factor of 2.37 (i.e. Southwest Airlines performed 2.37 times better in 

its Conscious Capitalist efforts than did its industry as a whole) from 2009-2017. Southwest 

Airlines also outperformed the airline industry by a factor of 1.091 and the S&P 500 by a factor 

of 2.87 from a financial performance perspective.  

Starbucks 

Starbucks outperformed the four, combined industry Conscious Capitalist standard 

benchmarks by a factor of 1.95 on average (i.e. Starbucks performed 1.95 times better in its 

Conscious Capitalist efforts than did its industry as a whole) from 2008-2017. Starbucks also 

outperformed the restaurant industry by a factor of 2.0 and the S&P 500 by a factor of 3.715 

from a financial performance perspective.  

FedEx 

FedEx underperformed the four, combined industry Conscious Capitalist standard 

benchmarks by a factor of 0.79 on average (i.e. FedEx performed 0.79 times worse in its 

Conscious Capitalist efforts than did its industry as a whole) from 2008-2017. FedEx also 

underperformed the shipping and logistics industry by a factor of 0.739 and the S&P 500 by a 

factor of 0.907 from a financial performance perspective.  
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Autodesk 

Autodesk underperformed the four, combined industry Conscious Capitalist standard 

benchmarks by a factor of 0.57 on average (i.e. Autodesk performed 0.57 times worse in its 

Conscious Capitalist efforts than did its industry as a whole) from 2008-2017. Autodesk also 

underperformed the software application industry by a factor of 0.345 and the S&P 500 by a 

factor of 0.913 from a financial performance perspective.  

Disclaimers and Areas for Improvement 

While my research is grounded, thorough, and detailed, I believe there is room for 

clarification and improvement in a few, key areas, specifically in the selection of companies and 

metrics used in my analysis.  

Company Selection 

When assessing my analysis, it is important to remember that I chose four companies 

from a relatively small, sample size, a group of 18 publically-traded companies preselected by 

Raj Sisodia and his team and used in his own research regarding the financial performance of 

Conscious Capitalist companies. The larger pool of 28 “firms of endearment,” companies 

deemed to be Conscious Capitalists, was determined through a selective process in order to 

ensure the validity of their business models. In 2014, Sisodia and his team partnered with 

Concinnity Advisors, a group formed to identify companies that follow a multi-Stakeholder 

operating system and to evolve their research into an investment process, who provided a list of 

64 companies that consistently scored well enough with all Stakeholders to be considered 

investment candidates in each of the previous five years (2008-2012)” (Sisodia and Sheth, 2014). 

Applying unpublished, qualitative screens to the shortlisted companies, the team then considered 

the authenticity of each company’s purpose, the credibility and service-minded nature of each 
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CEO, and finally the trusting and caring nature of each culture within the different companies. 

This approach yielded a set of 28 U.S. firms, deemed to be firms of endearment, of which only 

18 were publicly-traded companies with the available data needed for me to conduct detailed 

internal and financial performance analyses. As a result, the argument that Sisodia’s pool of 

FoEs, from which I chose four public companies from four different industries, were selected 

through a subjective and deficient process, does carry weight — as evidenced by the fact that 

two selected companies, FedEx and Autodesk, showed below-industry-average CC efforts over 

the past ten years. Therefore, when evaluating my analysis, considering the small and potentially 

biased or skewed sample of companies used is worthwhile.   

Conscious Capitalist Metrics 

In gauging the strength of the four categories I selected to analyze the Conscious 

Capitalist efforts of the four Conscious Capitalist firms — Employee Benefits, Customer 

Satisfaction, Community & Environment Contribution, and Leadership — there is clearly a 

subjective component in play. I personally identified the four categories that I believe to be the 

most consistently quantifiable classifications that align with the four pillars of Conscious 

Capitalism; however, it is likely that there are different groupings that could also achieve 

successful results as representations of the four pillars of Conscious Capitalism.  

Standardization of Data 

In standardizing the Conscious Capitalism performance data gathered on each Conscious 

Capitalist company within each of the four categories, I utilized both industry averages 

(Employee Benefits and Customer Satisfaction) and direct competitor data (Community & 

Environment Contribution and Leadership) as baselines for comparison purposes. Thus, in the 

categories of Community & Environment Contribution and Leadership, the outperformance (+) 
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or underperformance (-) score resulting from the comparison of each companies’ efforts to the 

baseline calculations of direct industry competitors is less comprehensive and reliable than the 

comparison of each companies’ efforts to industry averages, as visible in the categories of 

Employee Benefits and Customer Satisfaction. Because industry-wide data was not available for 

the specific categories of Community & Environment Contribution and Leadership, I chose to 

use a documented, direct competitor in the company’s same industry as the baseline for each of 

the four company’s Conscious Capitalist efforts in those two categories. As a result, future 

published, industry-wide data and/or other industry competitors could be used as alternative 

baseline points, achieving different results.  

Total Raw Score System 

In determining each company’s total raw score (total outperformance factor) regarding 

their Conscious Capitalist efforts each year, I believe there is room for alternative calculation 

techniques to be used, undoubtedly rendering different results. For example, I chose to weight 

each of the four categories equally at 25%, adding the four, weighted raw scores in the four 

different categories for each year together to achieve the total raw score for that year. However, 

different weighting options could be used. For example, if one considers an individual category 

such as Community & Environment Contribution as more important or customer satisfaction as 

less important to the overall total raw score that determines a company’s Conscious Capitalist 

performance in relation to its industry competitors, one could weight calculations accordingly to 

reflect individual opinions. 

CHAPTER 4: CONCLUSION 

 Per my analyses covering the ten-year period from 2008-2017, out of the four selected 

Conscious Capitalist companies, Southwest Airlines and Starbucks outperformed both their 
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respective industry counterparts in the category of Conscious Capitalist performance and the 

S&P 500 (from a financial perspective); however, FedEx and Autodesk underperformed both 

their respective industry counterparts in the category of Conscious Capitalist performance and 

the S&P 500 over the same time period.  

 Thus, there lies an existing positive correlation between Conscious Capitalist performance 

and corporate financial performance of Conscious Capitalist companies as marked by the fact 

that Conscious Capitalist companies that performed above average in their Conscious Capitalist 

efforts also performed above average financially. On the other hand, Conscious Capitalist 

companies that performed below average in their Conscious Capitalist efforts also performed 

below average financially.  

 This observation reflects the definition of a positive correlation in that both variables 

(Conscious Capitalist performance (X) and financial performance (Y)) increase and decrease in 

parallel. It is important to remember that correlation does not equal causation. In other words, it 

is impossible to draw “cause and effect” conclusions from correlation-based results. There are 

two reasons why we cannot make causal statements regarding the proposed results. First, we do 

not know the direction of the cause (i.e. Does X cause Y or does Y cause X?). Secondly, a third 

variable "Z" may be involved that is responsible for the covariance (i.e. market timing, strong 

investor backing, excess capital to allow for monetary flexibility, etc.).  

Considerations for Investors  

 First, as evidenced by the examples of FedEx and Autodesk, investors must understand that 

a company’s Conscious Capitalist label does not immunize it from financial struggles. Likewise, 

investors are not guaranteed an above average financial return simply by investing in a 

Conscious Capitalist company, as Sisodia’s study might lead one to believe. Truly, the fact that 
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all four companies are deemed Conscious Capitalists, but only half showed above average 

Conscious Capitalist efforts over the past ten years, highlights the importance of informing 

Conscious Capitalist investment decisions with detailed research into the strength of and 

commitment behind a company’s Conscious Capitalist efforts in order to determine whether or 

not the company is truly acting differently and more “consciously” than other companies around 

it. With that being said, after sifting through the mission statements, declarations of purpose, 

community initiative recaps, and blogs about company culture, if you, as an investor looking to 

invest specifically in Conscious Capitalist companies, find you are left with truly superior, data-

backed, Conscious Capitalist efforts, I believe you have a good investment on your hands.  

Opportunities for Further Research 

 As articulated, my analysis concluded the existence of a positive correlation between 

Conscious Capitalist performance and corporate financial performance of Conscious Capitalist 

companies, yet stopped short of being able to conclude that Conscious Capitalist performance 

(X) directly effects financial performance (Y) or vice versa, due to a lack of proof. In order to 

make such a claim, further data accumulation from a larger sample size, including both public 

and private companies, as well as extensive statistical modeling is be needed to identify potential 

co-variants, such as market strength or industry trends, and conduct a full experimental analysis.  

Researchers would need to include experimental and control groups of companies, both 

Conscious Capitalist and non-Conscious Capitalist, an insertion of randomness, and a methodical 

documentation of Conscious Capitalist efforts and financial performance results, using 

confidence levels to test for statistical significance in order to determine whether or not a 

quantifiable causal relationship does indeed exist between the Conscious Capitalist efforts and 

financial performance of purpose-driven organizations.  
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