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I created the first MBA course on 
sustainability at The University of 
Texas at Austin in 2006. My goal was 
to help students understand why 
sustainability is central to the effective 
management of all firms. In 2006, 
many business people were hostile to 
the concept of sustainability and many 
who believed in sustainability were 
hostile to business.

I wanted to break this ideological log 
jam by showing that the key tenants of 
sustainability - doing more with less 
while minimizing the impact on the 
environment- have always been at the 
heart of business.  

Sustainability: Good Business Sense

On October 24, 2005, Lee Scott, 
the CEO of Walmart, changed the 
conversation when he announced that 
sustainability would become a key 
part of Walmart’s future. Scott readily 
admits that initially his embrace 
of sustainability was an attempt 

to give them some positive press. 
But then they looked at the math of 
sustainability and everything changed. 
They quickly realized that they were 
wasting billions of dollars by not 
focusing on running their business as 
sustainably as possible.   

Today, Walmart has increased the 
efficiency of its vehicle fleet by more 
than 25%. To get a sense of how 
important this is, Walmart’s trucks 
drive more than a billion miles a year. 
Today, Walmart is the biggest seller of 
organic milk and the biggest buyer of 
organic cotton in the world. 

In 2011, Walmart’s U.S. operations 
prevented 80.9% of store waste from 
going to landfills. This alone had the 
potential to prevent more than 11.8 
million metric tons of greenhouse gas 
emissions annually, the equivalent of 
taking 2 million cars off the road. It 
also returned more than $231 million 
to the business, through increased 
recycling revenue and decreased 
expenses. They also spread their 
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commitment to sustainability to every 
part of the world where they have 
operations.1  

With one speech, Lee Scott and 
Walmart moved sustainability from 
being a “fringe” issue to being 
something every business had to do if 
they wanted to supply or compete with 
Walmart. 

It was real simple, actually. When a 
company that sells $1.2 billion worth 
of products and services a day says 
sustainability is a key part of its future, 
sustainability has arrived. Many 
environmentalists have begrudgingly 
admitted that Walmart did more to 
mainstream sustainability in one 
day than the entire environmental 
movement had done since the first 
Earth Day.  

But this revolution was not limited to 
Walmart or the United States. Tesco, 
the giant British retailer was even 
more aggressive in its effort to adopt 
sustainability as a core principal of 
the firm. Tesco developed a system 
to measure the carbon footprint of all 
of their products and activities. They 

installed recycling machines in the 
front of many of their stores. They 
developed a “Green Frequent Buyer 
Rewards Program” to encourage the 
purchase of sustainably produced 
and organic products. And its former 
Chairman published a manifesto that 
challenged all in the global retail 
industry to do better, to do more 
for the planet. Today, Tesco’s goal 
is: “From the welfare of animals to 
creating biodiversity on our farms, 
we aim to ensure that our products 
come from the most sustainable and 
ecofriendly sources.”2   

Management Sustainability Course 
and Practicum

My course introduces students to the 
concepts and issues of management 
sustainability with an emphasis on 
renewable energy and climate change. 
This course is called a practicum 
because it has a heavy emphasis on 
project work with local and national 
firms. The academic portion of the 
course explores why climate change 
and energy have become the focus 
of many sustainability initiatives. The 

project portion of the course gives 
students the ability to work on a series 
of sustainability projects that are of 
great importance to the firms that are 
sponsoring the projects. The projects 
are focused on renewable energy, 
energy use, organic and sustainable 
products.

I assign books on climate change, 
energy use and sustainable 
management. We also use Harvard 
Business School cases that address a 
wide range of issues including:

•	 Financing oil extracted from tar 
sands in Alberta, Canada.  

•	 The negative impact that Palm Oil 
Plantations have on biodiversity.  

•	 Sustainability challenges in the 
shrimp fishing industry

•	 The Cape Wind Project off the 
coast of Cape Cod

•	 Turning waste into compost and 
energy in Bangladesh

•	 Transforming the world’s largest 
carpet company into a sustainable 
carpet company

•	 The Political Economy of Carbon 
Trading

•	 Veja sneakers, Patagonia and 
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other sustainable clothing 
companies 

•	 Power companies investing in 
reforestation projects in South 
America

•	 A joint venture between the 
Grameen foundation and Danone 
Foods in Bangladesh

•	 Using L.E.E.D. certification as the 
key selling point for a new office 
complex in suburban D.C., and 

•	 Looking at global and local solar 
manufacturing and installation 
companies.

Projects

Students have worked on projects with 
firms and non-profits in Austin, the 
United States and abroad.  

We helped HEB take their recycling 
program in-house and expand it to all 
of the stores. Because of our student’s 
work, HEB’s approach to recycling 
went from something that was “nice to 
do” to a major source of cost savings 
and revenue for HEB.  

We have worked on several projects 

with Walmart. One project helped 
them develop a strategy to turn 
recycling into a major profit center 
for them. Another project helped 
them to develop and implement an 
“ethical standards” grading system 
for Chinese vendors producing 
sustainable textiles for Walmart.  The 
recycling project was U.S. based 
while the sustainable textiles project 
focused on vendors from China.

We have helped firms study the 
feasibility of building utility-sized solar 
power plants in Central Texas.  We 
have helped a UT Austin professor 
develop a plan to commercialize the 
production of oil from algae.  We have 
helped many non-profits develop 
business plans to have a greater 
impact on reducing deforestation and 
climate change.
We have helped entrepreneurs 
develop vegetarian, gluten free 
and other sustainably produced 
food products. We have helped the 
Wheatsville Coop develop a plan to 
maximize the sustainability of their 
new store being planned. We have 
helped several microbreweries 
develop plans to significantly reduce 

their energy and water use.  

We have also looked at how UT Austin 
and the McCombs School of Business 
use energy. Our students have worked 
on projects that have evaluated how 
UT Austin can use energy more 
efficiently, how to transition its fleet 
to battery powered and biodiesel 
vehicles. We have even looked at 
installing solar pool heating panels on 
the top of the Gregory Gym extension 
to reduce the use of gas to heat gym’s 
indoor and outdoor swimming pools.

Our projects have given students an 
opportunity to work with real business 
people who are committed to being 
more sustainable in the operation of 
their firms. They have made a real 
difference.  

Conclusion

When I launched my course in 
2006, no one was sure if MBA 
students would accept the idea 
that sustainability was central to 
the effective management of all 
companies. Today, my course is one of 
the electives that helps students meet 
the university’s ethics requirements. 
Our projects have provided hundreds 
of thousands of dollars of free 
consulting to companies around 
the world. In the process, our class 
projects have helped our students 
and their clients understand how 
important sustainability is to all of us.
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