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ABSTRACT 
 

 The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) is an accounting framework which encompasses three dimensions of work 

ethics: the social, the environmental, and the financial; it is also known as the three Pôs: People, Planet, and Profit. 

In traditional accounting, the ñbottom lineò refers to the financial profit or loss a company sustains. The purpose 

of this study is to comprehend whether or not adopting environmental and social sustainable objectives would 

have affected the ñbottom lineò generated for companies within the athletic footwear industry. The companies 

selected for this study include: Puma SE; Adidas AG; Nike, Inc.; ASICS. These companies were selected because 

they represent strong orientations towards developing and instilling practices of social, environmental, and 

financial sustainability. They were also selected because they have a history of successfully publicizing their 

sustainable and social objectives through Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reports. Preliminary analysis 

indicates that for Adidas and Nike, relatively constant investments in their Planet and People orientations do not 

appear to affect their Profit dimension. Pumaôs Profit decreased with increased Planet and People investments. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

1.1  The Triple Bottom Line 

In a journal published in 1994, John Elkington indicates how businesses should be actively 

involved in shaping and implementing sustainably conscious initiatives. ñIn contrast, to the anti-

industry, anti-profit, and anti-growth orientation of much early environmentalism, it has become 

increasingly clear that business must play a central role in achieving the goals of sustainable 

development strategies.ò1 This accountability, also known as the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), goes 

ñbeyond the traditional measures of profits, return on investment, and shareholder value to include 

environmental and social dimensions.ò2 (Figure 1.1).  The TBL is an institutionalized culture and 

accounting framework that encompasses three dimensions of work ethics: the social, the 

environmental, and the financial. Foran et al. defines it as a ñway in which firms can realize broader 

societal objectives in addition to increasing shareholder value.ò3 It provides disclosure of important 

social, environmental, and economic factors which society may use to better understand how a 

company operates.  

 

Figure 1.1.1 ï The Triple Bottom Line is an accounting framework providing equal importance to three dimensions: 

social, environmental, and economic.4 

 

 

The ñProfitò dimension of the TBL is the most well-known of the three Pôs for most 

businesses. It represents the financial health of the company, its financial successes and downfalls, 

and most importantly, it determines if the companyôs products and services are viable in todayôs 

market. The ñPlanetò dimension reminds companies to not damage the ecosystem and/or take 

natural resources that is more than necessary; it is an intentional effort to restore the environment 

where harm has been done. These environmental sustainability initiatives include, but are not 



limited to reducing: energy consumption, water consumption, material consumption, waste 

production, and carbon footprint. The ñPeopleò dimension reflects intentional efforts for 

companies to adhere to good business ethics for the benefit of its employees and their communities. 

The incorporation of these three dimensions within certain companies were assessed for the 

purpose of this study.  

 

 1.2 Background 

The reason for an organization to implement the dimensions of the TBL is to effectively 

develop a common ground where the endeavor for profit blends with the endeavors of the common 

good. Endeavors of the common good may include both environmental and social benefits for all 

of the companyôs stakeholders and the communities in which it operates.5 Figure 1.2.1 shows a 

diagram of where the interests of both business and society are able to find a common ground to 

achieve significant gains.  

 

 

 

 Potential Benefits Include: 

¶ Better branding 

¶ Customer loyalty 

¶ Worker retention and productivity 

¶ Increased profits & business growth 

 

Figure 1.2.1 ς A common ground may be established through the interest of business and society to achieve 
significant financial benefits. 5 

 

Bob Willard, author of The New Sustainability Advantage: Seven Business Case Benefits 

of a Triple Bottom Line and a leading expert in corporate sustainability, suggests that tackling 

environmental and social issues would theoretically give companies a competitive and substantial 

advantage over others5 ï a presumption that this study investigates. Addressing these issues 
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provides opportunities to also focus on institutionalizing objectives within the company that are 

not directly associated with sustainable measures. This includes, but is not limited to: reducing 

hiring and retention costs, improving productivity, reducing expenses in manufacturing, and 

increasing profit. The sooner a company realizes that these benefits are quantifiable, the sooner 

they would have a competitive edge in the market. Overall, it could be a success for the company 

and its shareholders, a success for the environment, and a success for the communities directly 

associated with the company. 

According to a study by Ellison et al.6 which focused on the social dimension of the TBL, 

gender diversity may increase productivity within a company since ñhaving a more diverse set of 

employees means you have a more diverse set of skillsò which ñcould result in an office that 

functions better.ò Ellison et al. also explains that ñmore homogenous offices have a high level of 

social capitalò but ñhigher levels of social capital are not important enough to cause those offices 

to perform better. The employee might be happier, they might be more comfortable, and these 

might be cooperative places, but they seem to perform less well.ò Similarly, there are 

supplementary studies that also focus on the ñpeopleò aspect of the TBL. These social dimensions 

include political, ethnic and ethical diversity, as well as the age range of employees.7 Variables 

like these were included for the purpose of this study in order to distinguish if there is a correlation 

with profitability.  

 

1.3 Purpose 

The purpose of this study was to examine how the implementation of the TBL can affect a 

companyôs profitability, and how profitability reflects the magnitude of their orientation on other 

dimensions of the TBL. The TBL encompasses the capability of a particular organization to focus 

on its people, the planet, and its profits; its practice is a gauge of the organizationôs core values. 

This study is conducted to assess whether the practice of implementing the TBL can cause 

variations of profitability within similar organizations in the same industry.  

 

2. METHODS 

2.1 General Design of Experiment  

 The athletic footwear industry was chosen for this study because companies within this 

industry provide a narrow range of consumer products. This is essential because it lessens the 

variables affecting these companiesô profits and how much revenue is generated from their athletic 

footwear. This industry was also chosen because certain companies within it have already 



developed a history of CSR reporting. For example, Nikeôs first CSR report was published in 2001 

and Pumaôs first CSR report was published in 2000.  

 The leading athletic footwear companies by market share were chosen for this study. As 

shown in Figure 2.2.1, these companies include Puma SE; Adidas AG; Nike, Inc.; and ASICS. 

 

 

Figure 2.1.1 ï Leading athletic footwear companies in industry in 2011 by market share8 

 

Companies emphasizing their environmental consciousness were evaluated as to how they 

pursued this objective; likewise, companies which focus on social sustainability were evaluated 

for what kinds of social dimensions they pursue and how that has affected their profitability. 

Environmental variables, which represent measurement of natural resources and solutions to 

achieve environmental sustainability, were measured with respect to variables such as electricity 

consumption, water consumption, carbon footprint, and solid waste emissions. ñIdeally,ò 

according to Hall et al., ñhaving long-range trends available for each of the environmental 

variables would help organizations identify the impacts a project or policy would have on the 

area.ò2 Social variables were measured by means of diversity (age and gender), audits performed, 

and number of factories that passed audits. The longer a company has been reporting its sustainable 

objectives, the easier it would be to extract information and evaluate its overall impact on its TBL. 

Likewise, it would be more difficult to assess companies with a short history of sustainable 

reporting because they have yet to develop trends that would genuinely reflect their overall growth. 

Profitability was determined by gross margin, earnings per share, and return on assets. 

Information regarding these companiesô efforts in TBL reporting were extracted from their 

respective Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) and annual reports. CSR reports contain 
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information on the companyôs environmental and social sustainability objectives. Annual reports, 

on the other hand, are publications intended for shareholders that describe a companyôs operations 

and financial conditions for the preceding fiscal year.  Figure 2.1.2 shows the variables that were 

extracted from each report.   

 

 

Figure 2.1.2 ï Information to be extracted and evaluated from Corporate Social Responsibility reports. 

 

The process obtaining and processing data was divided into four stages: 

Stage 1 

Discover when these companies started institutionalizing sustainable practices and publicly 

reporting results.  

Stage II 

Find fiscal years for which all four companies reported on CSR and financial performance. 

Doing so established a common time frame for data extraction and analysis.  

Stage III  

Using information published within these companiesô CSR reports, commonalities within 

reported social and environmental sustainability objectives were discovered. These 

commonalities became the variables within this study. These variables are listed in Table 

I.  

Stage IV 

Data was extracted within the time frame in which all companies reported on CSR and 

financial performance. Tables similar to Table I (see Appendix A) were used to organize 

and compare results. SI units were used whenever possible for environmental variables, 

and profitability variables were converted to U.S. dollars (USD).  

TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE

PEOPLE

Employees Worldwide
Women in Management

Average Age
Audits

PROFIT

Cost of Goods Sold
Gross Margin

Basic Earnings per Share 
Inventory Turn Over Ratio

Return on Assets
Return on Equity

PLANET

CO2 Emissions
Electricity Consumption

Water Consumption
Waste Output

VOC Emitted/ Pair



 

Table I ï Variables to be extracted from CSR and Annual Reports (FY indicates fiscal year).  

COMPANY  

 FY Ω10 FY Ψмм FY Ψмн FY Ψмо 

PEOPLE 

Employees Worldwide (#)     

Women Employees     

Women in Management (%)     

Average Age(#)     

# of  Factories Audited      

# of Factories Passed Audits     

# of Factories     

Factories Audited (%)     

Audited Factories that Passed Audits (%)     

Factories Passed Audits Overall (%)     

PLANET 

CO2 Emissions (tonnes)     

Energy Consumption (MWh)     

Water Consumption (m^3)     

Waste Output(tonnes)     

VOC/ pair (g/pair)     

PROFIT 

Revenue (USD mil)     

Cost of Goods Sold (USD mil)     

Gross Margin (%)     

Basic Earing per Share (USD)     

Inventory Turn Over Ratio     

Return on Assets     

Return on Equity     

 

2.2  Analytical Methods 

 Because each dimension of the TBL in this study contains different variables, they were 

weighted using a modified version of Saatyôs Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP). The AHP ñis 

a theory of measurement through pairwise comparisons and relies on the judgement of experts to 

derive priority scales.ò9 It allows for the comparison of intangible entities relative to entities of the 

same kind and relates them to one another by making comparisons. Using the AHP method, each 

variable within a dimension of the TBL was assigned a weight. When assigning the weights, a 

scale of numbers (1ð9) is used to indicate how many more times important one variable is in 

comparison to another. For example, the ónumber of employees worldwideô and the ópercent of 

women in managementô were assigned weights of 1 and 4, respectively in comparison to each 

other, within the People dimension (see Table II). This means that ówomen in managementô is 

considered to be 4 times more important than óemployees worldwideô.  

 

 

 

 



Table II  ï Weighted Pair Wise Comparison Table of People Variables 

 

 

After all the variables within a dimension have been assigned a weight, the sum of the weights 

with respect to a given variable is then normalized to 1 (Table III). The óTotalô row at the bottom 

of Table III shows how the sum of weights with respect to a given variable is 1. For example, the 

sum of the values within the column óEmployees Worldwideô is 1. Then the óPair Wise Averageô 

with respect to a variable is calculated. For example, each entry in the óPair Wise Averageô column 

in Table III is the average of the values of the variables in its row. 

 

Table III  ï Normalized Pair Wise Comparison Table of People Variables 

 

 

 The weighted pair wise indices (WPI, also known as ɔ) for the People dimension are 

shown in Table IV in green. For each company between FY10 ï FY13, raw data was gathered 

for each variable and each data value is normalized (ɓ).  For some variables such as the number 

of employees worldwide, data normalization is achieved by dividing each data point by the 

maximum value of the variable achieved during FY10 ï FY13 by the company.  For other 

variables such as CO2 emissions (see Appendix C), data normalization is achieved by inverting 

the data value and multiplying by the minimum value of the variable achieved during FY10 ï 

FY13 by the company.  The WPI is the sum of the product of ɓ and the pair wise average of a 

given variable.  The WPI values for each dimension of company will be reported in the Results 

section of this report.  



 

 

Table IV ï Weighted Pair Wise Indices of the People Dimension 

 

 

 Two sets of data were generated. For the first set, each variable within each TBL dimension 

were was weighted equally. For the second set, each variable was weighted using Saatyôs 

comparison method. These values were then graphed and superimposed to reflect discrepancies 

within weighted and equally weighted trends.  

 

3. RESULTS 

All data were taken between fiscal years (FY) 2010 ï 2013 because all four companies partook in 

CSR and financial reporting during this time frame. Combined data of all athletic footwear companies are 

shown in Appendix A. 

 

3.1 Financial Performance 

Financial performance is a term used to assess a companyôs overall financial health over a 

period of time. Instead of it having one common unit of measurement, multiple variables affect 

the financial performance of a company. It helps investors and researchers discern which 

companies have been the most profitable within a given time period. The financial performance of 

the footwear companies of interest were first analyzed to determine any distinguishing trends 

occurring between FY10 ï FY 13. The years containing data that drastically deviate from trends 

were the most remarkable because it yielded points of interests to investigate.   

 

 

 

 



3.1.1 Gross Margin 

The gross margin represents the profitability of each sales dollar above the cost of 

goods sold. It reflects the businessô ability to earn a profit from its merchandise.10 Gross 

margin can be computed as follows: 

Ὃὶέίί ὓὥὶὫὭὲ Ϸ
ὙὩὺὩὲόὩὅέίὸ έὪ ὋέέὨί ὛέὰὨ

ὙὩὺὩὲόὩ
  ρππ 

 

The gross margin of each company is shown in Figure 3.2.1. 

 

 

Figure 3.2.1 ï Gross margin (%) of footwear companies between FY10 ï FY13 

 

Puma and Nike had an overall decline in gross margin % between the years 2010 

and 2013. Adidas showed a slight increase over time. ASICS drops to 41.21% in 2012 but 

increases to 43.76% the following year. The year 2012 appears interesting as it is the point 

when there is greatest deviation from the trends developed from prior fiscal years for 

Adidas and ASICS.   

 

3.1.2 Inventory Turnover Ratio 

 The inventory turnover ratio reflects the number of times a company sells its 

average level of inventory during the year.  A high rate of turnover indicates ease of selling 

merchandise while a low rate indicates difficulty. The inventory turnover of each company 

is shown in Figure 3.2.2.  
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Figure 3.2.2 ï Inventory turnover ratio of footwear companies between FY10 ï FY13 

 

Nike shows the highest turnover ratio of the four athletic footwear companies. This means 

Nike sells its average level of merchandise faster than the other companies. Puma, Adidas, 

and ASICS were roughly the same between FY10 ï FY13. Puma and Adidas experience 

similar fluctuation. Overall, all four companies experienced a decrease in inventory 

turnover within this time period.   

 

3.1.3 Basic Earnings per Share  

Basic earnings per share (EPS) is the amount of a companyôs net income for each 

share of its stocks outstanding. The EPS is generally considered to be the most important 

variable in determining the price of a share of a companyôs stock. It is calculated as: 
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The basic EPS of each company is shown in Figure 3.2.3. 
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Figure 3.2.3 ï Basic earnings per share of footwear companies between FY10 ï FY13 

 

 Puma had the highest EPS at the end of FY10, however by FY13, it has the lowest. 

Adidas, Nike and ASICS maintained relatively stable EPS throughout the four years.  

 

3.1.4 Return on Equity 

Return on equity (ROE) is the amount of net income returned as a percentage to 

shareholders equity. It measures a businessô profitability by showing how much of a profit 

a company is able to generate with the money shareholders have invested.10 It is calculated 

as: 

ὙὕὉ 
ὔὩὸ ὍὲὧέάὩ
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The ROE of each company is shown in Figure 3.2.4. 

 

 

Figure 3.2.4 ï Return on equity of footwear companies between FY10 ï FY13 
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Puma has displayed the greatest decline in ROE, whereas Nike has the greatest overall 

ROE that is relatively constant over FY10 ï FY 13. ASICS has a relatively constant ROE 

during FY10 ï FY 13. Adidas drops slightly in ROE in FY12 but recovers the following 

year.  

 

3.1.5 Return on Assets 

The return on assets (ROA) indicates how profitable a company is relative to its 

total assets. It provides investors and researchers awareness of how efficient a companyôs 

management is using its assets to generate earnings. Hagel et al. says that ñROA explicitly 

takes into account the assets used to support business activities. It determines whether the 

company is able to generate an adequate return on these assets rather than simply showing 

a robust return on sales.ò 11 It is calculated as: 

Ὑὕὃ 
ὔὩὸ ὍὲὧέάὩ

Ὕέὸὥὰ ὃίίὩὸί
 

 

The ROA of each company is shown in Figure 3.2.5. 

 

Figure 3.2.5 ς Return on assets of athletic footwear companies between FY10 ï FY13 

 

Similar to the ROE, Puma has displayed the greatest decline in ROA, whereas Nike has 

the greatest overall ROA that is relatively constant over FY10 ï FY13. ASICS increases 

slightly from FY10 ï FY13. Adidas drops slightly in FY12 but recovers the following year. 

 Both ROA and ROE have an interdependent relationship, not because they are 

functions of Net Income, but because total assets is a function of total equity (total assets 

= total liabilities + total equity). If a company sustains stable or increasing liabilities and 

equity, their assets are expected to increase. This results in similar trends between the ROA 

and ROE of companies examined within this study. 
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3.2 {ŀŀǘȅΩǎ Analytical Hierarch Process (AHP) 

 The AHP is a quantitative method involving the assignment of a weight to each variable 

used within each dimension of the TBL.  The first step of the AHP is to model the goal of each 

dimension and develop a group of variables to define that goal. For example, if the goal is to 

measure environmental sustainability, it would be imperative to focus on variables such as 

reduction in CO2 emission and energy consumption. Once the variables of the goal are established, 

a hierarchy is built by systematically evaluating the variables by comparing them with respect to 

another variable. For this portion of the AHP, qualitative data is used to establish which variable 

is more important than the other when pairs of variables are compared. The degree to which these 

variables were weighted was determined by scholarly research and judgement. Values from 1 to 9 

were used to establish priorities (1 being equally important and 9 being extremely more 

important).12 In the last stage of the process, quantitative values of each variable are used in 

conjunction with the priority weighting to produce a normalized weighted value. Complete 

comparison and normalization charts can be found in Appendices B, C, and D.  

 An analysis where each variable is weighted equally was also performed to determine if 

results were significantly affected through the comparison method. Each dimension also was given 

a sensitivity analysis to ensure normalization did not generate large variations in values. The 

degree of the sensitivity analysis is determined by one less the number of variables (n) being 

weighted: 

ὛὩὲίὭὸὭὺὭὸώ ὃὲὥὰώίὭί Ϸ ὲ ρ 

 

Table V shows how the variables of the People dimension of the TBL were weighted. 

óEmployees worldwideô and óaverage ageô were weighted significantly less than other variables. 

óWomen in managementô were weighted higher than employees worldwide but less than audits. 

The percentage of factories audits and the factories that passed audits were weighted the highest 

because they encompass ethical moral issues that the other variables do not possess as much. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Table V ï Saatyôs Comparison Table of People Variables (W.P.I indicates weighted pairwise indices) 

 

 

 Table VI shows how the variables of the Planet dimension of the TBL were weighted. 

óVolatile organic compound (VOC)/pairô was weighted significantly less than other variables, 

even though every company has made it an objective to decrease the amount of VOCs used in 

producing each pair of shoes. óCO2 emissionsô and óenergy consumptionô were weighted equally 

because of the interdependency of these two elements. They were also weighted the highest and 

equally amongst the Planet variables. Water consumption was weighted the most behind óCO2 

emissionsô and óenergy consumption.ô óWaste outputô was weighted higher than óVOC/pairô but 

less than the remaining three.  

 

Table VI  ï Saatyôs Comparison Table of Planet Variables 

 

 

Table VII shows how the variables of the profit dimension of the TBL were weighted. 

Inventory turnover ratio was weighted the least compared to other variables because its value does 

not completely reflect company management but rather the rate of which consumers purchase their 

products. ROA and ROE were weighted highest amongst the profit variables but equally amongst 

one another. An article by Hagel et al. indicates that ROE and ROA are the most prominent 

measures of profitability.11 Even though Hagel et al. suggests that ROA is slightly better at 

measuring profitability than ROE, they were weighted equally because investors and researchers 

have indicated both ROA and ROE are most important when measuring profitability.  



 

Table VII  ï Saatyôs Comparison Table of Profit Variables 

 

 

3.3 Triple Bottom Line Trends 

Once the variables of each dimension were weighted and normalized, the results were 

graphed.  In conjunction, graphs containing the normalization of equally weighted variables were 

also produced. In doing so, normalization differences due to the AHP were made apparent. The 

radar charts consist of a sequence of equiangularly-spaced spokes, with each spoke representing a 

single dimension of the TBL (People, Planet, or Profit). Each colored triangle within the radar 

diagram represents a companyôs fiscal year and their embodiment of the TBL by the end of that 

year. The distance between the center of the radar diagram and the vertex of a colored triangle 

depicts the magnitude for the variable relative to the maximum magnitude of the variable. The 

maximum value all for all variables is 1 and the lowest value is 0.   

ASICS, within recent years, has only provided limited CSR reporting that was not useable 

for this portion of the study. Unfortunately, they have not provided sufficient data necessary to 

normalize and ultimately graphically depict their orientation towards the TBL. Values for each 

dimension for the other three companies can be found in Appendices B, C, and D. 

Puma, as depicted in Figure 3.4.1, exhibits a large change in their Profit dimension over a 

four year period regardless of their weighting. However, they maintained a stability in their Planet 

and People dimensions. Looking at their equally weighted and weighted trends (Figure 3.4.2), 

regardless of how these variables are weighed, Puma witnesses a negative correlation in 

profitability despite large investments in their People and Planet orientation  



 

Figure 3.4.1 ï Radar graphs depicting Pumaôs orientation to each dimension of the Triple Bottom Line. a) Equally weighted variables 

within each dimension, b) Differently weighted variables within each dimension 

 

 

 
Figure 3.4.2 ï Pumaôs equally weighted and differently weighted trends for each dimension of the TBL over a four year period.  

  

 

Adidas, as depicted in Figure 3.4.3, exhibits a minor change in their Profit dimension 

compared to Puma. Looking at their equally weighted and weighted trends (Figure 3.4.4), 

regardless of how these variables are weighted, Adidas maintains a relatively constant Profit with 

a slight increase in their Planet dimension and a relatively constant People dimension. 
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Figure 3.4.3 ï Radar graphs depicting Adidasô orientation to each dimension of the Triple Bottom Line. a) Equally weighted variables 

within each dimension, b) Differently weighted variables within each dimension 

 

 

 
Figure 3.4.4 ï Adidasô equally weighted and differently weighted trends for each dimension of the TBL over a four year period.  

 

Nike, as depicted in Figure 3.4.5, exhibits a fairly constant Profit dimension over a four 

year period. They have also shown slight increases in their Planet and People dimensions. Looking 

at their equally weighted and weighted trends (Figure 3.4.6), similar to Adidas, Nike maintains a 

relatively constant Profit while maintaining constant to slight increases in their investments in their 

People and Planet dimensions. 
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Figure 3.4.5 ï Radar graphs depicting Nikeôs orientation to each dimension of the Triple Bottom Line. a) Equally weighted variables 

within each dimension, b) Differently weighted variables within each dimension 

 

 

 

Figure 3.4.6 ï Nikeôs equally weighted and differently weighted trends for each dimension of the TBL over a four year period.  

 

4. DISCUSSION 

4.1 Analysis 

4.1.1 Importance of Corporate Social Responsibility and Reporting 

In order to market a positive image as being in the forefront of sustainability, 

companies adopting the TBL framework must have a strong stance on their Corporate 
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