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Abstract 

Purpose: The purpose of this paper is to critically evaluate the outcomes of a research project 
involving collaboration with an irrigation company seeking to improve outcomes from its 
triple bottom line (TBL) reporting process. Given the imminent basin-wide crisis within 
which the organisation operates due to unsustainable over allocation of water for irrigation, 
the paper aims to offer insights from this context as a microcosm of the global sustainability 
crisis. 
Design/methodology/approach: The paper is based on action research with a case study 
organisation. Organisational learning theory is used to assess the quality and depth of 
learning that occurred in terms of the prospects for the radical changes needed to retreat from 
ongoing unsustainable water resource management practices. 
Findings: The organisation’s failure to link past learnings with future strategising 
undermined the potential for TBL reporting to develop into an iterative learning cycle that 
can effect change. While “small wins” were achieved, these need to be seen as part of a 
broader paradigmatic change movement if they are to result in enhanced sustainability.  
Originality/value: The paper is based on a case study that builds from our review of the 
literature that identifies ways to improve the process of reporting rather than focusing on 
report content alone (Mitchell et al., 2008). The case study benefited from substantial access 
and interaction with the organisation’s internal stakeholders and offers new insights about 
how to improve the process of TBL reporting that builds on theoretical and experiential 
perspectives of other critical researchers undertaking field-based engagement research. 
Key words:  sustainability reporting; organisational learning; participatory process; 
environmental change agency; Australia; irrigation management 
Paper type:  Research paper 
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Introduction 
The triple bottom line (TBL) is a catchphrase coined by Elkington to help conceptualise 
sustainability as a three-pronged pursuit of “economic prosperity, environmental quality and 
social justice” (Elkington, 1998, p. ix). He promoted the use of the TBL concept in company 
reports as a way to simplify and categorise organisational accounting of TBL impacts – both 
positive and negative – and sparked a world-wide uptake of sustainability reporting supported 
by the Global Reporting Initiative and a multitude of consultancy companies. The pressure is 
now on all organisations (whether private, public or non-governmental) to incorporate a 
vision for sustainability as part of its core business, and to be accountable for how they 
pursue that vision.  

This issue of whether and how organisations can contribute to the pursuit of 
sustainability is part of a broader ideological debate. Pragmatists like Elkington (1998) argue 
that capitalism is the prevailing social paradigm and therefore business – as accumulators of 
wealth and power – must lead the pursuit of sustainability. One assumption is that a failure to 
do so is contrary to their long-term interests. Another assumption is that corporate wealth and 
power will fuel the engine room for the production of new technologies and procedures that 
will be necessary for the achievement of sustainability (e.g. Hart, 1997). It is views like these 
that have led the call for widespread adoption of TBL reporting (Elkington, 1998).  

Critics, however, have argued that a full account of sustainability “makes no sense at 
an organisational level” as sustainability is a global concept (Gray and Milne, 2004, p. 78). 
As a result, organisational reporting on sustainability has very little to do with what 
sustainability is really about (Gray, 2010) and TBL reports can do no more than approximate 
elements of sustainability (Gray and Milne, 2004). In the corporate sector, even the best case 
sustainability reports are interpreted as being accounts of how the companies “would like to 
understand sustainability” and have their views on sustainability adopted by everybody else 
(Gray, 2010, p. 48; also see Milne et al., 2006, 2009; Tregidga and Milne, 2006). They argue 
that it is almost impossible to reconcile the tension between accounting for efforts to enhance 
sustainability and the need to maintain a line of profit – a point with which even Elkington 
(1998) agrees. Given this, TBL reporting can only be seen as being a positive step forward if 
the reports contain believable and fully auditable social and environmental reports that 
expose the inherent conflicts and trade-offs between an organisation’s social and 
environmental responsibilities and its financial imperatives (Gray and Milne, 2004). 
Numerous other criticisms have been noted concerning TBL reporting outcomes – that they 
fail legitimacy tests (e.g. Deegan et al., 2002); that they are driven primarily as an exercise in 
public impressions management (e.g. Neu et al., 1998); and that their voluntaristic character 
leaves them susceptible to institutional appropriation in ways contrary to their  radical intent 
(e.g. Larrinaga-González and Bebbington, 2001).  

These two contrasting positions about TBL reporting reflect a broader conflict in 
sustainability discourses “between the production-expansion thesis and its ecological limits 
antithesis” (Milne et al., 2009, p. 1218). Organisations wishing to be seen as socially 
responsible have tried to synthesise these irreconcilable opposites by creating discourses 
within a broad and ineffectual middle ground that only serve to reinforce the status quo of 
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business as usual, and avoid – even distract attention away from – the unsustainable scale of 
current growth trajectories (Milne et al., 2009; also see Gray, 2006a).  

From our reading of the sustainability reporting literature, we find the arguments of 
the critics most compelling. We too are questioning the effectiveness of engaging 
organisations in efforts to enhance sustainability, believing that current organisational efforts 
to monitor and report on their sustainability performance is unlikely to result in meaningful 
change (Gray, 2006a, 2010; Larrinaga-González et al., 2001; Milne et al., 2006). So, when 
we embarked on research into TBL reporting, we could have decided to test a null hypothesis 
that TBL reporting cannot lead to enhanced sustainability. However, null hypotheses are 
often used to investigate the converse. By reframing the research an entirely new critical 
focus became possible; i.e. is there any potential to use TBL reporting as an agent for change 
to help those involved identify practical actions that can contribute to enhanced 
sustainability? Framed in this way, we set out to collaborate with our case study organisation 
to explore whether and how change agency could be generated through the process of TBL 
reporting. Pursuing research where researchers can engage in TBL style reporting processes 
and thus facilitate change is a need that has been clearly expressed in the literature (e.g. by 
Gray (2002) re social accounting; Parker (2005) re social and environmental accounting; 
Gray (2006b) re sustainability reporting; and Adams and Larrinaga-González (2007) re 
sustainability accounting). 

The central point of difference to our case study approach is its focus on the process 
of reporting. This is in contrast to the bulk of sustainability reporting research that has 
focused on report content (e.g. Livesey and Kearins, 2002; Tregidga and Milne, 2006). We 
developed this focus from an initial in-depth literature review of selected case studies of 
social, environmental and sustainability reporting processes in a range of contexts (Mitchell 
et al., 2008), many of which were not focused on the process of reporting. We identified a set 
of criteria from these case studies with the aim of enabling those involved in TBL reporting 
to formatively evaluate the processes they are using in terms of a set of desired outcomes we 
had identified from the literature; i.e.: (1) The process is collectively owned by those with 
responsibility for the organisation, the staff they employ and other external stakeholders. (2) 
The organisation and stakeholders consider all sustainability issues across the TBL and 
identify any unsustainable practices that may require action to remedy. (3) The process is one 
of ongoing dialogue and reflection resulting in actions that make a difference, potentially 
challenging business-as-usual. This literature review was used to inform how we framed our 
engagement with the case study organisation, and the criteria were used by the organisation 
to evaluate its TBL reporting process in a workshop organised towards the end of our 
engagement with them.  

Our approach to the case study investigation thus emphasises the importance of 
distinguishing between process and outcomes (Grant and Curtis, 2004), an approach that is 
consistent with a process-based understanding of sustainability (Newman, 2007; Robinson, 
2004). From this perspective, we argue that it is unhelpful to consider the outcome of 
sustainability as a “static paradise” end point. Desired outcomes related to sustainability 
evolve from an ongoing process of individuals and organisations shifting away from 
unsustainable practices and building capacity to adapt to the environment upon which all life 
depends (Scott and Gough, 2003, p. viii). In other words, the success or failure of 
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sustainability pursuits cannot be determined on the basis of any highly contestable blue sky 
vision of what a sustainable world might be like. Instead, evaluations of sustainability efforts 
need to be focused on the processes used to shift away from readily identifiable attributes of 
unsustainability (Bebbington and Gray, 2001; Newman, 2007). 

The approach to our case study also emphasises the crucial role that learning plays in 
the pursuit of sustainability. The possibility that companies can improve their sustainability 
performance by learning cooperatively with their internal and external stakeholders has been 
put forward by researchers since the early 1990s (e.g. Pedler et al., 1991; Roome, 1992, 
1994), and learning theories and heuristics are increasingly being used as part of action 
oriented research aiming to advance the pursuit of sustainability (e.g. Astleithner and 
Hamedinger, 2003; Diduck and Mitchell, 2003). We initially drew on the work of Bell and 
Morse (2003) who had modified Kolb’s (1984) learning cycle to develop and use 
sustainability indicators in multi-stakeholder contexts. We then applied organisational 
learning theory (Argyris and Schön, 1978) to examine the quality and depth of learning. 
Given that organisations are increasingly incorporating TBL indicators into their annual 
reporting cycle, we sought to explore the extent that TBL reporting can become a process of 
learning and change that develops over consecutive reporting cycles [see Figure 1]. The cycle 
revolves around the publication of a TBL report, but the key message is that the release of the 
TBL report does not represent an end-point, but rather the start of the next cycle of reporting. 
This could result in iterative learning and continuous improvement becoming key aspects of a 
TBL reporting process, as well as desired outcomes of the process. 

To investigate this potential further our key research questions were:  
1. Learning? Can the process of TBL reporting help organisations learn about 

sustainability and what they can do to enhance it? 
2. Capacity building/engagement? Can the process of TBL reporting enable 

organisations to engage and build their capacity and those of their stakeholders 
to respond to the sustainability issues being faced? 

3. Change? If learning and capacity building evolve, does this lead to changes 
implemented by the organisation that respond to the sustainability issues they 
face? If not, what constrains change? 

4. Enhanced sustainability? If changes are implemented, will those changes 
enhance sustainability? 

These questions provided a broader scope to our investigation than would have been 
achieved by focusing on the criteria we drew from case studies in the literature alone. This 
was intentional, as there may have been learnings we could induce from the case study that 
were entirely new, and the open-ended nature of the questions enabled case study participants 
to reflect more broadly on their experiences. The Mitchell et al. (2008) evaluation framework 
is intended to provide scope for rapid evaluation whereas our case study approach was 
intended to build on theories and experiences for a more in-depth analysis.    

The case study organisation, Murrumbidgee Irrigation (MI), is a recently privatised 
company with around 200 employees that manages the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area (MIA) 
in central New South Wales, Australia. We collaborated with MI over a two year period to 
assess the extent that MI’s TBL reporting process could be developed and used to enhance 
sustainability. By focusing on the process of reporting – i.e. MI’s experiences of producing 
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the report, and how it uses the report – we sought to identify changes happening within the 
organisation that might not be apparent from looking at MI’s reports alone. Finding ways to 
enhance sustainability is a major challenge given that the MIA is faced with what is arguably 
the most critical sustainability issue in Australia: severe water shortages, in large part due to 
the over-allocation of water for irrigation across the larger Murray-Darling Basin (Connell, 
2007). This crisis in water management has led to calls for radical changes – both in the sense 
of a profound change in paradigm about how water use is perceived (e.g. Wolfenden and 
Attard, 2007), as well as a profound change in the structures and governance of how 
irrigation water is allocated (e.g. Young and McColl, 2008).  

In subsequent sections of the paper we explain the theoretical bases upon which we 
have analysed MI’s organisational learning and change processes; present our case study 
methods and results; and conclude with reflections on the implications of these results for 
TBL reporting in other contexts. 

Organisational learning through participatory processes 
In a review of the link between sustainability and learning, Scott and Gough (2003, p. xiv) 
argue that sustainable development is “inherently a learning process” and that “we need to be 
taught how to learn and how to be critical in order to build our collective capacity to live both 
sustainably and well.” Accountancy academics have also emphasised the role of interactive 
learning as part of organisational-based sustainability reporting initiatives (e.g. Bebbington et 
al., 2007), arguing that the corporate world in particular needs to develop greater “ecological 
literacy” concerning the consequences of consumption-driven approaches to capitalist growth 
(Milne et al., 2005). Learning and dialogue are also seen as crucial to fully grasp and manage 
plans that involve such a complex, pluralist and transdisciplinary concept as sustainability 
(Brown, 2009; Meppem and Gill, 1998). This has lead to increased use of adaptive 
management (deliberately setting out to learn by doing) for sustainability actions so that 
stakeholders can collectively learn from and adapt the management plans being implemented 
(e.g. Voß et al., 2006). In a multi-stakeholder context, Bell and Morse (2003) emphasise 
participation and team-based decision-making as part of an ongoing, iterative and adaptive 
approach to learning. 

In an organisational context, organisational learning theory (Argyris and Schön, 1978) 
provides a logical base to analyse processes of learning and participation, especially those 
involving stakeholders internal to the organisation. There has been a recent flurry of interest 
in using organisational learning theory as a basis to analyse processes similar to TBL 
reporting (e.g. Albrecht et al., 2007; Berthoin Antal and Sobczak, 2004; Cramer, 2005; Gond 
and Herrbach, 2006; Roome and Wijen, 2006). A key component of analysis based on this 
theory is the clarification between what Argyris and Schön (1978) call “single loop” and 
“double loop” learning. “Single loop” learning is a term borrowed from electrical engineering 
where it is used to describe a thermostat, for example. Thermostats “learn” to detect errors in 
temperature and rectify the situation by adjusting the cooling or heating mechanism on or off. 
In the organisational context, this “single loop” learning translates to a situation where an 
organisation has acquired an operating, often tacit assumption which Argyris and Schön 
(1978) call a “theory in use”. However, sometimes, organisations are presented with a critical 
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situation or new vision which challenges such “theories in use”. This can evolve as a “double 
loop” organisational learning experience where error detection cannot be sufficiently 
corrected without first examining and perhaps revising the underlying assumptions of these 
“theories in use”. For example, Berthoin Antal and Sobczak (2004) suggest that the TBL 
concept might provide a new heuristic that catalyses “double loop” learning for companies 
whose reporting has primarily focused on financial performance.  

“Single loop” learning is described as being “incremental” and “operational” 
compared with the more “radical” and “strategic” changes associated with “double loop” 
learning (cited in Roome and Wijen, 2006, p. 238). The application of the terms radical and 
transformation to “double loop” learning usually relate to the thought processes involved. 
However, the implication also goes beyond new ways of thinking to new ways of doing 
things. It is also where an organisation “explores and restructures approaches” (Fitzpatrick, 
2006, p. 159) and “is associated with radical changes” (Cramer, 2005, p. 258). 

The practical contribution that organisational learning theory can provide is to 
encourage organisations to “learn how to learn” (Senge, 1990). Detecting organisational 
constraints on the pursuit of sustainability requires those within the organisation to develop 
abilities in articulating a collective understanding of organisational processes, yet the 
rationale for such processes often builds on tacit knowledge and values held by an individual 
or group of individuals. The key to “learning how to learn” is therefore focused on 
uncovering tacit knowledge and processes. By making organisational processes as open and 
participatory as possible, it is more likely that tacit knowledge spread throughout an 
organisation can be accessed and that this in turn can lead to better decision making 
outcomes. 

For our case study, organisational learning theory provided a basis to assess the extent 
that MI’s adoption of TBL reporting enabled those at MI to challenge MI’s “theories in use” 
– the assumptions, values or even the mission that underpinned MI’s activities. In other 
words, were we able to observe evidence of “double loop” learning? More importantly, did 
the type of learning that occurred at MI affect an appreciation of the kind of changes that 
were needed to enhance sustainability in the MI context, and how could we as researchers 
engender more substantial learning and change outcomes through the methods we used to 
facilitate those involved to “learn how to learn”? 

A key challenge for the TBL reporting project at MI was the magnitude and urgency 
of the sustainability issues being faced. Concerns about environmental sustainability 
associated with irrigation systems in Australia had already substantially shifted social 
attitudes. There was a widespread perception that “the net benefit from irrigation” had 
become “too heavily weighted to production outcomes at too great an expense of the 
environmental resources” (Christen et al., 2006, p. 342). Organisations involved in irrigation 
were experiencing a challenge to their legitimacy or their social licence to operate, and this 
had driven many to adopt TBL reporting as a defensive strategy, with some seeing this as an 
opportunity to consider incremental improvements. However, responding to the 
unsustainability of current irrigation activities in Australia requires more than just the pursuit 
of organisational legitimacy and incremental change. As noted above, the over-extraction of 
water across the Murray-Darling Basin has reached a crisis point leading to calls for radical 
change. 
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Murrumbidgee Irrigation case study 
MI is a former government agency that was privatised during the early 1990s and is 
responsible for the supply of irrigation water and maintenance of irrigation infrastructure for 
the Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area (MIA) in the heart of the Murray-Darling Basin of 
Australia [see Figure 2]. 

Methods 
In the MI case study we created data through participant observation and semi-structured 
interviews as part of an action research methodology (Greenwood and Levin, 2007; Kemmis 
and McTaggart, 2005). As recommended by Gray (2002) and Owen (2008), our field based 
study was inspired by an appreciation of critical perspectives within the sustainability debate, 
while seeking to intervene through hands-on collaboration with a reporting organisation. We 
sought to build on both the rigour of critical theory and the pragmatism of practical 
engagement. However, like other similar research (e.g. Adams and McNicholas, 2007; Bell 
and Morse, 2005), we faced the inevitable difficulty of how to reconcile the pursuit of a 
critical and substantial change agenda towards enhanced sustainability within the limits of 
organisational scale, research project timeline and managerial priorities – as well as the 
challenge of avoiding “managerial capture” (Adams and Larrinaga-González, 2007). 

Throughout the two-year research period, we were active participants in all the 
meetings and workshops that were conducted to plan and evaluate MI’s TBL reporting 
process, and organised and facilitated the three main workshops: (1) an initial goal setting 
workshop conducted in July 2005; (2) a workshop to identify sustainability issues being faced 
by MI in December 2005; and (3) an evaluation workshop organised in March 2007. In 
October 2006 and March 2007, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 14 non-
Executive staff (which we refer to here as Staff 1, Staff 2 etc. to retain anonymity), and all six 
MI Executive staff and two MI Board Directors (referred to here as Manager 1, Manager 2, 
etc.). The interviewees comprised those who had been actively involved in developing MI’s 
TBL reporting process, as well as a snapshot of staff across the vertical and horizontal 
structures of the organisation. These interviews not only provided a means to generate data; 
they also enabled those involved to reflect on what they had learnt and achieved through the 
process. The case study therefore provided an opportunity for us to learn from the experience 
of developing a TBL reporting process (learning by doing), and allowed that learning to 
develop collaboratively (co-learning). 

Our participant observations provided a basis to identify and refine questions that 
would inspire discussion during interviews as well as evidence that could supplement the 
interview data. The thematic analysis of interviewee comments was principally based on 
theories related to our key research questions on organisational learning, capacity 
building/engagement and change. Organisational and collaborative learning theories were 
used to identify the type and depth of learning that occurred (Argyris and Schön, 1978) and to 
assess the type of collaboration involved and associated costs and benefits. We analysed the 
data for structural constraints that affected the organisation’s ability to implement changes to 
enhance sustainability such as the vertical and horizontal structural impediments that operate 
within the organisation (similar to O’Dwyer, 2005; Roome and Wijen, 2006) and the well-
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documented trend to use reporting for public impressions management (e.g. Neu et al., 1998). 
The overarching question of whether changes implemented actually make any difference was 
analysed in terms of assumptions about the kinds of changes required to achieve a sustainable 
future: status quo, reform or transformation (Hopwood et al., 2005).  

Results 

1. Learning: Did MI’s TBL reporting project help participants learn about sustainability 
and how to enhance it? 

The workshops developed as part of MI’s TBL reporting process opened up spaces for 
interaction and discussion on sustainability issues, enabling an improved capacity for those 
involved to learn how to learn, as well as some limited instances of individual and 
organisational learning. Many interviewees expressed enthusiasm for efforts used to create 
interaction across MI’s divisional structure, highlighting this as one of the most beneficial 
aspects of the way in which the TBL reporting workshops were conducted. For example, 
Staff 8 commented that the workshops allowed MI staff from different sections to “work 
together and find outcomes together” and this helped MI get out of its “silo” mentality.  

The three researcher-organised workshops also provided opportunities for MI 
participants to interact with us in the development of their TBL reporting process. Some 
interviewees noted that their interaction with us had contributed to the incorporation of 
sustainability issues into MI’s business plan – e.g. as a result of us “asking some of the 
broader questions or grappling with some of the broader issues of sustainability” (Manager 
3).  

In terms of learning outcomes, our analysis focused on whether our collaboration with 
MI on its TBL reporting project led to learning that was “single loop” or “double loop” in 
character. MI was already familiar with some aspects of TBL reporting. Since 2001, MI’s 
annual reports had included performance reports that followed a quadruple bottom line 
format (the fourth bottom line being culture and heritage, with the purpose of highlighting 
MI’s work to support local Indigenous and multi-cultural heritage) and they were considering 
adopting the Global Reporting Initiative guidelines (which they subsequently rejected in 
favour of a Balanced Scorecard approach1). MI also had considerable experience from their 
licence obligations in accounting for environmental impacts of irrigation in the MIA. Some at 
MI were already re-evaluating this regulatory approach to environmental reporting as it had 
become little more than a chore to be completed for government departments and had little 
meaning for MI apart from serving as a useful reference repository: 
 

I think it’s important that we’re not just catching and reporting data [but] 
that we’re actually saying “and we’re going to do this and we did this or 
we tried that and it didn’t work and we’ll now try something else”; [that] it 
becomes part of the doing of the organisation. (Manager 8) 

 
This desire for better use of MI’s environmental monitoring data thus inspired some at 

MI to rethink MI’s approach away from a focus on environmental compliance reporting 
towards what they considered to be a more proactive approach, i.e. by spending less on their 
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environmental monitoring obligations, they could use the resources saved to improve the 
environment (Staff 8).  

Our influence also resulted in the “champions” adopting and supporting the idea of 
linking reporting with a systematic questioning and re-evaluation of organisational goals. 
Referring back to our earlier explanations about single and double loop learning, the 
following comment might suggest that the learning could be (or become) more “strategic” in 
nature rather than “operational”, and thus “double loop” in character: 
 

In order to be able to put something in the annual report, you need the 
information. And in order to get the information, you need your systems. 
And in order to have your systems set up, you need to question what you do, 
and why you do it and how you do it and that’s how the circle I think is 
completed. (Staff 8) 

 
Completing the circle implies that the system being set up should be circular, and that 

feedback from past learnings could continuously feed back into new sustainability-related 
strategies [as shown in Figure 1]. Yet only a few interviewees made a connection from the 
reporting process back into the process of strategic planning. One example is from Manager 1 
who commented that TBL reporting is not just about “patting ourselves on the back and 
saying what a good job we’re doing” but that it also helps to “highlight flaws that not just us 
as a company but our area [the MIA] needs to concentrate on more” (Manager 1). 
Improvements in internal reporting were also noted as helpful in focusing on problem 
identification – “because you haven’t really known there’s a problem until you see it” 
(Manager 5). Yet Manager 5 later debated the appropriateness of one of our interview 
questions that asked whether there was a link from TBL reporting back into corporate 
strategic direction, responding that “triple bottom line reporting is reporting on the results of 
our strategic direction ... which is set by the Board” and thus asserting that TBL reporting 
had no role in helping to determine MI’s future strategic direction. The view that “reporting 
is a tool to show how you’ve been going in the past…” (Staff 4) was the predominant 
response among our interviewees. However, in this case, as Staff 4 continued to think out 
loud about the idea, it became apparent that the interview offered an opportunity to rethink 
assumptions about the potential change agency arising out of TBL reporting: 
 

…and that [reporting on how you’ve been going in the past] can be a 
catalyst to improve performance but it doesn’t necessarily. I don’t think the 
reporting itself says – well that’s good – by doing this report that means 
we’re more sustainable. So I suppose it’s probably the improvements. It’s a 
matter of having sustainability reporting that’s easy to understand so 
people know where we’re up to and how we have been performing. It’ll 
then provide maybe a catalyst to make change – or say we’re on the right 
track and to keep on going. (Staff 4) 

 
Figure 3 depicts how some of our interviewees’ comments could be interpreted as 

providing a feedback loop from the process of reporting towards the development of 
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improved TBL-related strategies, and associated new objectives and indicators. This figure 
built on analysis of our interviewees’ use of the concept of continuous improvement. Most 
saw continuous improvement as a process of improving the report only. The two minority 
views depicted extrapolate the implications from interviewee comments that show how the 
reporting process could influence changes in strategy – i.e. (1) finding problems implies the 
need to find solutions; and (2) questioning what the organisation does implies re-thinking 
overall strategy. 

We only found a few instances where the learning experiences at MI could be seen as 
challenging MI’s operating assumptions. The main example of assumptions being questioned 
related to organisational boundaries of influence – i.e. that TBL reporting “has raised a lot of 
questions about what we do and what we have an influence on” (Manager 3). When 
considering options in how to respond to major issues arising from TBL reporting, the MI 
Executive found that external influences had a much greater bearing on outcomes than 
internal management options. But Manager 3 went on to note that because TBL reporting 
makes you question what you do, you’re already starting to change what you do. The 
implication is that improved processes of learning arising out of TBL reporting would ideally 
lead to more substantial changes in the future. 

2. Capacity building/engagement? Did MI’s TBL reporting process enable it to 
build/engage its capacity to respond to the sustainability issues being faced? 

Several interviewees noted that MI had laid the basis for improving its capacity to plan and 
implement changes related to sustainability. This confidence was primarily based on MI’s 
approach to internal reporting using the Balanced Scorecard (BSC) (Kaplan and Norton, 
1996), but several interviewees also mentioned outcomes of developing a TBL snapshot page 
of performance indicators for inclusion in MI’s public report.  

MI’s decision to use a BSC approach to internally measure progress against key 
corporate targets meant that the development of TBL report indicators was incorporated into 
that process. The development of TBL objectives and indicators as part of MI’s BSC 
framework was used internally to drive changes related to TBL performance. As noted above, 
the internal reporting process was highlighted as a means for internal stakeholders to help 
identify problems and find solutions. It also allowed “a better reporting system back to the 
Board – it’s more than just the annual reporting we’re getting – we are now starting to get 
better Board papers” (Manager 1). 

MI’s approach to developing the BSC emphasised staff engagement as the BSC 
performance measures were translated from corporate level strategies, through unit level 
strategies, right down to how individual staff accounted for their work performance. The 
integration of the TBL concept as part of this trickle-down effect helped to nurture broader 
ownership of MI’s corporate sustainability objectives across the company, and created a 
direct link between day-to-day work and the overarching corporate strategic direction – “it’s 
very straightforward with that – being able to see what the company wants to achieve and 
how my work is actually doing it” (Staff 4). 

It was also apparent that MI would be able to use the TBL indicators from its BSC 
framework as the basis for its public TBL report. This had the added benefit of having a 
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greater emphasis in MI’s annual reports on the “results” of MI’s actions (as stated by Staff 
10). Yet this emphasis on results was undermined by a clear reluctance to make public some 
of MI’s flaws and problems that the internal reporting process might reveal – “I don’t think 
we want to hang out the dirty laundry; I think we want to correct the problems where they 
exist” (Manager 5). 

Some interviewees noted how the inclusion of a TBL snapshot page at the front of 
MI’s annual report was helping to break down this reluctance for increased transparency, and 
that management was coming around to the view “that you mightn’t always have a good 
statistic this year [but] you’ve got to have it so that you can compare it to previous years and 
show how you’re going” (Staff 9). Annual presentations of trends through the TBL snapshot 
page also provided a regular reminder of MI’s sustainability-related objectives – “you can 
actually look at how you’re travelling ... it just reminds you that it’s important” (Staff 4); 
“they’re headline items ... like a set of street lights – if you see the red stop or the green light 
or the amber light, you take notice” (Manager 6).  

However, several interviews acknowledged that they still had further to go in 
changing business practices as further analysis would be required. According to Manager 7, 
this analysis would “unfold over the next two to three years of the business plan ... we’re not 
at the point where we’re changing business practice to adapt – that’s the next level.” Despite 
these assertions, we remain sceptical about the prospects for the kind of analysis to develop 
by those at MI that will lead to more substantial changes within the foreseeable future, as 
discussed in the next section. 

3. Change? Can TBL reporting lead to change? Can constraints on change be overcome? 

Most interviewees were unable to provide a specific example of a practical change arising 
from the TBL reporting project, but instead referred to learning outcomes. A case in point is 
Manager 1, who responded in terms of the ability to continually improve – “just raising the 
bar of what we do” – which was then linked to individual changes of “a new awareness.” 
Some interviewees referred to changes inspired by the inclusion of TBL aspects in MI’s 
internal BSC reporting process, most of which were relatively easy to implement, such as 
using less paper, reducing carbon emissions, recycling construction materials, and water 
efficiency aspects related to operations: 
 

We’re also looking at changing our operating procedures to reduce 
evaporation and to catch the water that’s running down drainage channels 
and reuse that. … We’ve also installed three major storage facilities which 
we use for capture of rejection water … and then we reuse that thereby … 
using less water from the river. (Staff 3) 

 
It is these changes to MI’s core operational procedures above that provide the closest 

examples of a significant change to MI’s business-as-usual practices, but few would interpret 
these changes as radical. Preventing unintended water losses was also emphasised by both 
channel attendants interviewed as critical to how their work performance would be assessed 
in the future. However, it is difficult to specify whether these developments resulted from the 
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incorporation of TBL indicators into how MI assessed its performance. These changes would 
have been implemented regardless of the development of TBL objectives and indicators, or, 
indeed, the BSC corporate plan. External pressures related to security of water supply, 
especially given the drought were at work. Even so, the TBL reporting cycle still provides a 
means to track progress that can support an open discussion of the impact of these changes 
over time. 

The various influences on change mentioned by our interviewees create a complex 
picture [see Figure 4]. Internal changes such as new leadership and the process of 
privatisation were the most common contributing factors identified. A further complication 
arises when one considers that the cause-to-effect relationships [arrows in Figure 4] are all 
one-way towards the changes observed. The problem with this depiction is its emphasis on 
the linearity of the cause-effect relationships whereas these cause-effect interactions are 
usually cyclical and iterative in character. For example, even if the drought has been a major 
influence on changes observed at MI, the interactive and iterative nature of this influence 
with the related increased concern for the environment has swayed the way that MI and MIA 
irrigators discuss and debate their responses to sustainability issues. In this context, TBL 
reporting provides a regular space for reflection and evaluation of TBL trends. 

A key constraint on change related to how stakeholders were engaged. While 
opportunities existed for internal stakeholders to take initiative in deciding future workplace 
strategies that could influence TBL outcomes, there was less potential for this activism to 
lead to a more radical questioning of MI’s overall corporate direction. MI’s corporate 
strategies were set by the Board and implemented in a top-down fashion, despite the effort by 
MI to include staff engagement in determining the lower level implementation of MI’s 
corporate vision. This inherent power vested in the organisational leadership means that any 
prospect for change requires genuine leadership commitment to use reporting to drive 
improvement in TBL performance (as also found by O’Dwyer, 2005).  

By the end of our collaboration with MI, evidence began to emerge of increased 
leadership commitment towards using TBL reporting to engender change, including the 
prospects for increased external stakeholder feedback on MI’s TBL reports. As part of the 
introduction to our final workshop where we collaborated on a formative evaluation of MI’s 
TBL reporting process, MI’s Managing Director declared that “reporting is more than just a 
report” and that it is “a means to drive improvement in MI’s performance.” This represented 
a significant change in attitude, reinforced by unanimous support from the workshop for 
avenues to enable increased input from external stakeholders in MI’s TBL reporting process. 
Prior to this, MI had been directed by the Board not to engage external stakeholders in its 
TBL reporting process (except for the research team2) until such time as they had “got 
confidence in the key elements” of how MI reports to the Board “in an effective monthly, 
quarterly, annual reporting framework” using the BSC (Manager 7). It had since become 
apparent that “everybody” at MI seemed to have a “more positive attitude to reporting 
because they can see … what we’re trying to achieve and why” (Staff 8). 

Later discussions with MI staff revealed that stakeholder engagement remains mostly 
ad hoc rather than systematic, and almost exclusively involves MI’s shareholders (who are 
also their customers). Thus, despite our most strident efforts to focus the organisational 
thinking towards external stakeholder engagement, during our period of engagement this 
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remained a future commitment, and there was no indication how this would result in a change 
in the organisation’s system of governance (similar to the findings by Cooper and Owen, 
2007). This is an important limitation on the results of our research. To paraphrase Owen’s 
(2008, p. 257) conclusion: When undertaking research in an area of uncomfortable conflict 
related to sustainability issues, it is better to develop the research in ways that directly engage 
stakeholder groups rather than working within the constraints of managerial interests alone. 
While we were privileged by the level of engagement we were able to enjoy with internal 
stakeholders, our understanding of the possibilities to effect change would have been greatly 
enhanced if we had been able to directly engage other stakeholder groups. This limitation was 
compounded by the parallel limitations of conducting research within a limited timeframe 
and without the benefit of multiple case study experiences to draw upon3.  

Conclusion 
Despite the short two-year duration of our collaboration with MI on its TBL reporting 
project, we observed interactive spaces open up within the organisation that showed 
prospects of organisational participants “learning how to learn”. There was little evidence, 
however, that this was leading to any substantial questioning of organisational assumptions 
about the sustainability of MI’s core activities. The few examples of “double loop” learning 
at MI – as well as the few practical changes identified by our interviewees – are best viewed 
as isolated “small wins”. As we reflected on these outcomes in the midst of the Murray-
Darling Basin’s most severe and enduring drought, these isolated “small wins” seemed 
ineffectual in the face of the urgent and structural changes required by Australia’s water 
sustainability crisis. Because the changes required question the sufficiency of water used for 
irrigation over its efficiency, we recognised that external forces would play a greater role than 
isolated changes pursued by one organisation alone. We would therefore have to conclude 
that the prospect of TBL reporting being able to lead to the kind of enhanced sustainability 
required was remote at best. 

However, TBL reporting does not happen in isolation. It sits alongside other strategies 
that can be used to enlighten and empower change agency amongst a concerned citizenship, 
and can interact cyclically and iteratively with these other processes of change towards 
enhanced sustainability. To deal with the causes of unsustainable resource use, we need to 
challenge people, their awareness, and the social structures and systems that drive these 
unsustainable practices. While we accept that TBL reporting can and has been used to capture 
and control sustainability discourses and to avoid or defer organisational change (maintain 
status quo) (Gray et al., 1995; Owen et al., 1997; Larrinaga-González and Bebbington, 2001), 
it can also be used and promoted as a process of ongoing learning and adaptive management 
(a process of incremental change). To improve on the prospects of the latter, our reflections 
turned to the insights we could offer from our case study concerning how TBL reporting 
processes could be improved in ways that could engender more radical agendas for change.  
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Improving the potential for radical change from TBL reporting 
This conclusion offers four insights that might be of use to researchers and change agents to 
improve the potential for radical change from TBL reporting. It draws a link between 
pragmatic assumptions about achieving change that can have a focus on incremental 
improvement and critical assumptions about the need for radical transformational changes in 
structures and processes. We establish this link by arguing that there is not necessarily any 
clear distinction between the concept of incremental reformist change and radical 
transformational change; these are concepts along a continuum. By blurring the lines between 
reformist and radical change, we aim to support the pursuit of a critical agenda for TBL 
reporting by finding ways in which to push the predominantly pragmatic incremental change 
strategy of TBL reporting towards one that might lead to more radical change solutions.  

The first insight we offer from our reflections is the benefit of supporting strategies 
that empower change agency. One way to inspire greater self-belief in the power of agency is 
to perceive “small wins” as achievements that may be part of a broader movement for change 
(Weick and Westley, 1996), and as examples that can inspire others to take actions to 
enhance sustainability (Newman, 2007). Because “small wins” can occur at the same time in 
different places and as a series of consecutive “small wins”, it means that “several small 
changes in the aggregate can approximate those of a radical transformation”, especially 
where the changes are “moving in a similar direction” (Weick and Westley, 1996, p. 445). 
This argument reinforces the above-referred blurring between what constitutes incremental 
reformist change and radical transformational change. It allows those analysing the outcomes 
of change to move away from a focus on the individual outcomes of each “small win” as a 
sporadic event towards something potentially transformational as the combined learning 
experiences of different people in different places head in a similar direction. Analysis could 
focus on whether “small wins” are indicative of a broader societal level momentum for 
change or whether they only occur at an organisational level and/or serve to distract, “provide 
a premature sense of completion, or steer a change effort off course” (Meyerson and Scully, 
1995, p. 596).  

The second insight builds on an appreciation that organisations have fluid boundaries 
(Gray et al., 1995) and that workplace activists interact with external stakeholders with whom 
they share similar ideals for change (Ball, 2007). This was our experience in the MI case 
study where some of those at MI used us as allies to strengthen their agenda for change. 
Interaction between internal and external change agents can nurture increased personal 
learning and commitment, especially if engagement processes are used that emphasise 
collaborative emancipation, such as the Freirean inspired dialogic approach suggested by 
Bebbington et al. (2007; also see Thomson and Bebbington, 2005). Learning, commitment 
and the prospect of change is likely to increase if workplace activists can avoid simply 
relying on external change agents to initiate changes towards enhanced sustainability 
(Georgakopoulos and Thomson, 2008). During our collaborations with MI, we consistently 
sought to create spaces for internal and external stakeholders to nurture iterative and mutual 
interaction and co-learning. Building on the first insight above, these interactive spaces need 
to accept the “possibility of human agency” – it is important to “deconstruct the sense of 
powerlessness experienced by individuals” overawed by humanly-created structures and 
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“reinstate their belief in agency” (Bebbington et al., 2007, p. 366). We see this as crucial to 
nurture the possibility of transformative thinking and action. 

The third insight is to make the most of the potential for iterative and formative 
learning that a cycle of TBL reporting can provide. Like Bebbington et al. (2007), we posit 
that creating spaces for interactive polyvocal reflection as part of a TBL reporting process 
could develop into an iterative cycle of experientially-based and action-oriented learning 
through which stakeholders can become enlightened and empowered. Adopting such a 
process requires acceptance by those currently holding power that such an approach is needed 
(Bebbington et al., 2007, p. 373) and the engagement of “dialogic experts capable of helping 
open up issues for discussion” and responding to power dynamics (p. 368). The process also 
needs to be underpinned by epistemological views that privilege heterogeneous polyvocal 
interaction over monologues that can put a blanket over discussion and diversity (p. 367; see 
also Gray et al., 1997; Brown, 2009). MI’s interactive workshops (facilitated by external 
dialogic experts) provided the space and practical means to link reporting (on the past) to 
actions (for the future) through a participatory process. Linking these regular reflections to 
the annual reporting cycle can ensure that evaluation remains on the organisational agenda. 
Indeed, if other organisations in the region undertook similar processes, the potential for an 
aggregate sum of “small wins” could lay the basis for a paradigmatic transformation in how 
water is used across the Murray-Darling Basin, and/or establish moves towards restructured 
water governance arrangements. 

This leads us to our final insight. Multi-stakeholder interactions inspired by TBL 
reporting activities could result in greater collaborative activity, helping to overcome 
constraints of organisational boundaries of influence (Archel et al., 2008) and facilitating the 
development of social learning (Keen et al., 2005; Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007), which could in 
turn lay the basis for greater social acceptance of more radical and structural changes. In the 
MIA, for example, regional collaboration on how to improve TBL outcomes might develop 
as key stakeholders start to collaborate on developing a region-wide approach to TBL 
reporting. This might provide opportunities for those involved to look beyond the “theories in 
use” of their individual organisations, and to start questioning societal level governance 
values and arrangements, which some refer to as “triple loop” learning (e.g. Keen et al., 
2005). At the very least, increased transparency in reporting could help demonstrate the 
extent of unsustainability and increase external agendas for structural change (Gray, 2006a). 

Triple bottom line reporting is just a tool. Like any other tool, it is how it gets used 
that can open up or close down the possibilities for “double loop” learning and radical 
change. By investigating and reflecting on the process of TBL reporting, we have been able 
to offer some insights into how use of the tool could be improved. This seems a better option 
than simply dispensing with the tool and making the same mistakes with the next tool that 
comes along.  
                                                
1 The MI case study was part of a broader Cooperative Research Centre for Irrigation Futures (CRC IF) project 
that aimed to develop a framework and methodology for TBL reporting that could be applied across a broad 
range of scales and organisations in the irrigation industry. MI decided to work with the CRC IF project rather 
than try to incorporate the GRI indicators which they saw as mostly irrelevant to their situation as a small 
company. Their eventual decision to adopt the Balanced Scorecard enabled greater internal stakeholder 
engagement, as discussed in the next section. 
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2 It is worth noting that the research team included irrigation scientists with extensive expertise in researching 
environmental impacts from irrigation, especially in the MIA, and this meant that MI staff were not in an easy 
position to dupe the research team about false claims, nor could they avoid discussion of environmental impacts 
of which the irrigation scientists were aware. 
3 The broader CRC IF project involved three other case studies, but their contexts were vastly different for 
comparative purposes.  
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Figure 1: TBL reporting as a learning cycle 

PLAN

ACTOBSERVE

REFLECT PLAN

ACTOBSERVE

REFLECT- Evaluate indicator trends

- Identify areas for improvement

- Review objectives

- Evaluate management strategy

- Statement on the organisation’s vision and values for sustainable development

- Identify key sustainability objectives

- Develop management strategy for enhancing sustainability

- Determine key performance indicators across TBL

- Apply management strategy

- Monitor and measure

- Collate data

- Write TBL report

Stakeholder 

Engagement

 

Source: Shepheard et al., 2006, p. 4 
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Figure 2: Location of Murrumbidgee Irrigation Area 

 
(Map created by Simon McDonald, CSU Spatial Data Analysis Network) 
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Figure 3: Feedback loops from reporting back into corporate planning 
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Figure 4: Influences on organisational changes at MI 
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