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Abstract
This essay examines the ethical dimensions of successful businesspeople's Impact on society
through the lens of utilitarianism, arguing that successful businesspeople have the potential to
benefit others both in the process of making money and in how they spend it. When
businesspeople generate wealth through innovation, job creation, and responsible corporate
practices, they contribute directly to social advancement. Likewise, philanthropic activities, such
as the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation’s $7 billion contributions to global health and poverty
alleviation, exemplify how the ethical use of financial power can improve societal well-being.
However, ethical concerns remain regarding the means of wealth accumulation, potential
exploitation, and unequal access to resources. Thus, the central question becomes not only
whether successful businesspeople benefit others, but also how and to what extent these benefits
occur across the entire financial journey—from wealth creation to philanthropic distribution.
The essay concludes that both earning and spending can be ethically justified when guided by
utilitarian principles that prioritize collective welfare and long-term human flourishing.
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1. Introduction

1.1 Background and Research Questions
Forbes has found a significantly higher concentration of top-end wealth accumulation, with
the top six individuals from diverse backgrounds collectively earning more than all 470
billionaires from the 2000 list combined[1]. This raises important questions about the impact
successful businesspeople have on others.

Compelling evidence suggests that the generation and distribution of wealth benefit others in
numerous ways. However, others highlight that these benefits can also induce risks, as wealth
inequality affects resource distribution, poverty, and economic growth[2]. For instance, while
successful businesspeople can contribute to the development of Gross Domestic Product
(GDP), wealth inequality may be exacerbated, as inequality hurts economic growth. Yet, when
we account for the fact that some billionaires acquire wealth through political connections,
the relationship between politically connected wealth inequality and economic growth is
negative.

Further questions thus follow: do successful businesspeople benefit others? Who are the
beneficiaries? How do they achieve this— through making money, spending it, or both? Do
these benefits persist throughout their financial journeys?Do Successful Businesspeople
Create the Greatest Good When Making Money, Spending It, Both, or Neither? Was wealth
made and used in a way that respects human dignity and duty?

Building on the analysis of impact utilitarianism and ethics, this essay posits that the benefits
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provided by these individuals far outweigh their negative socioeconomic and environmental
consequences, demonstrating an overall positive net effect. Successful businesspeople, rather
than being solely fixated on wealth accumulation, have the potential to leverage their financial
power for the greater good, both to respond to increasing stakeholder pressure and for
goodwill. Their influence can extend to communities, economies, and societal well-being,
inspiring and motivating others to follow suit, thereby creating a ‘multiplier effect’ on society,
inspiring and motivating the audience. [3]

1.2 Definition: Utilitarianism, Ethics, andWealth
Utilitarianism is a moral theory developed by philosophers Jeremy Bentham and John Stuart
Mill[4] It argues that the right action is the one that produces the greatest overall happiness
and the least amount of suffering. For example, when applied to wealth and business,
utilitarianism asks whether making or spending money increases overall well-being. If wealth
creation generates jobs, innovation, and social progress, it is morally good. If wealth is spent
on philanthropy or investments that improve healthcare, education, or sustainability, it also
aligns with utilitarian principles. However, if earning or spending money causes harm—such
as exploitation, inequality, or environmental damage—then it fails the utilitarian test, even if
it benefits a few individuals[5]

Kantian ethics, by contrast, does not assess wealth by its consequences but by whether it is
acquired and used in accordance with duty and respect for human dignity. Businesspeople
must treat others as ends in themselves, not merely as means to profit. This implies fair wages,
honest practices, and responsible philanthropy.[6] Even if great happiness results, wealth
gained through deception or exploitation is immoral because it violates moral duty. Wealth, in
Kantian terms, carries a responsibility to respect autonomy and moral worth, regardless of
outcomes.[7]

2. Why do businesses benefit others？

Traditionally, 'benefiting others' seems counterintuitive for profit-maximizing enterprises and
entrepreneurs. However, since the 1970s, there has been increasing pressure on corporations
and entrepreneurs to shoulder environmental and social responsibilities beyond profitability
(for instance, the Triple Bottom Line theory)[8] This means they should be accountable to
various stakeholders, including employees, customers, supply chains, and communities.

Phillips and Wicks's Stakeholder Theory argues that a business's success should be measured
by its profitability and its benefits to its stakeholders. It stresses that companies should
ensure long-term

benefits for the broader community and environment through ethical practices (Fig. 1).

Figure 1: Business Sustainability Chart[9]

By addressing the needs and concerns of stakeholders, businesses establish a resilient
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foundation for long-term sustainability, profitability, and a strengthened reputation. Engaging
in social and environmental responsibility fosters brand loyalty, employee satisfaction, and
productivity. Supporting innovation within the supply chain drives industry advancement,
while contributing to community development creates positive societal impacts. Sustainable
practices reduce environmental footprints and meet consumer demands for responsible
products. Ultimately, addressing the needs of all stakeholders builds a stronger foundation for
business success and societal well-being.

Beyond fulfilling stakeholders' requirements, the benefits could spark ripple effects that
enhance societal efficiency and sustainability. Camerer highlights how, after accumulating
wealth, successful businesspeople engage in a 'spending practices game,' where their choices
on allocating resources can create significant social benefits. This game involves strategic
spending that benefits both the individual and the broader society, such as investing in
education or healthcare initiatives [10]. The following analyses elaborate on the prominent
pathways that yield such benefits.

3. What are the benefits?

3.1 Socioeconomic benefits
When successful businesspeople generate wealth, they create significant benefits for various
stakeholders through income and expenditure channels. Stakeholders typically include
consumers, employees, upstream suppliers, and governments. This impact is captured and
measured by the following equation, which guides the analyses of positive impact (Fig. 2):

Figure 2: GDP formula[11].

3.2 Benefits to employee-consumers: creating products and income to enable
consumption

Successful businesspeople create societal benefits through production and operations. When
making money, they create employment opportunities in production, enabling employees to
earn higher incomes and increase their consumption. This cycle provides financial stability for
individuals and boosts the overall economy through increased consumer spending.
Additionally, producing goods and services fulfills consumer needs by meeting necessities,
such as food and shelter, and additional desires, such as clothing and luxury items. By
satisfying these needs and wants, often in the form of entertainment, successful
businesspeople enhance societal well-being in ways that go beyond what traditional GDP
measures capture.[8] In turn, employees benefit from the job creation driven by increased
demand for goods and services. This phenomenon is particularly evident in large corporations
like Microsoft, which reported an annual revenue of $236.584 billion, marking a 13.97%
increase from the previous year.[9] Such revenue growth translates into more jobs and better
employee pay, enhancing their purchasing power and financial security. The rise in
consumption boosts GDP, as illustrated in the formula.

This closed-loop, self-reinforcing system fosters financial stability within communities,
supporting a robust local economy. As production scales up, it fuels economic growth, spurs
innovation, and enhances living standards. Ultimately, the wealth generated by successful
businesspeople through production is not merely a measure of personal gain but a dynamic
process that nurtures the economy, communities, and individual aspirations, showcasing our
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interconnected progress and prosperity.

3.3 Benefits along the supply chain
The supply chain benefits significantly from the success of businesses. As production demands
increase, there is a corresponding rise in orders for raw materials and intermediate goods.
This surge in demand drives innovation and capacity-building within supplier firms, fostering
a competitive and dynamic industry. The interconnected growth within the supply chain
strengthens overall industry performance and leads to widespread advancements. Motivated
by the heightened demand, suppliers invest in new technologies and processes, further
enhancing the quality and efficiency of their offerings. This symbiotic relationship between
businesses and suppliers underscores the integral role of successful enterprises in driving
industry-wide progress and innovation.

3.4 Socially-beneficial investment
Investment by successful businesspeople can be categorized into for-profit and philanthropic
ventures, each significantly benefiting society. For-profit investment involves allocating
capital to ventures that generate financial returns while creating positive externalities for
underprivileged individuals, communities, startups, and the culture. Angel investments in
projects and startups by individual investors or corporations like Microsoft, Apple, Tesla,
Starbucks, and Amazon exemplify this. [12]These investments often set up funds, open
resource platforms, and educational initiatives that drive innovation, enhance workforce skills,
and foster economic competitiveness within and beyond industries; for instance, investment
in health and new energy technologies yields financial gains and benefits humanity and the
environment.[13]

Alternatively, businesspeople can address societal issues such as poverty, education, and
health by donating to charities and non-profits. This spending can lead to improved social
welfare and reduced inequality. Investing in local communities through infrastructure
projects, educational institutions, and healthcare facilities creates long-term societal benefits.
These actions enhance quality of life and foster community development. In game theory,
Nash equilibrium represents a state where no player can benefit by unilaterally changing their
strategy. Applying this to our context, the equilibrium is reached when successful
businesspeople adopt strategies that balance wealth creation with social responsibility. At this
equilibrium, the business and its stakeholders achieve optimal outcomes: Businesses enjoy
sustained growth, a positive reputation, and customer loyalty.

As highlighted by Freeman, businesses can directly benefit society by addressing social issues,
improving infrastructure, and enhancing public welfare. Indeed, the global top 10 wealthiest
individuals, as highlighted by Forbes, exhibit a consistent pattern of philanthropy and societal
contributions, reinforcing the argument that their benefits to society are substantial [14].
Philanthropic efforts by the Gates, Rockefeller, Ellen MacArthur, and Ford Foundations
demonstrate the profound socioeconomic and environmental impact.

These organizations address issues ranging from education and health to environmental
sustainability, providing resources and support where needed, and effectively contributing to
long-term societal benefits, thereby reducing socio-economic disparities. A vital example of
this is Bill Gates and Melinda Gates, who, through their foundation, have raised $7 billion to
assist the impoverished and those in need in African countries[15].This illustrates how
successful businesspeople utilize their resources and profits to contribute to social
advancements and benefits. Specifically, investments in sustainable and socially responsible
ventures have a substantial impact on both local and global markets.
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3.5 Benefits to government: tax-financed public spending
The benefits of successful businesses extend to governments through increased taxation and
economic stimulation. As companies expand and thrive, their tax contributions grow
proportionally, providing governments with the financial resources to fund public services
and infrastructure projects. Fuelled by tax revenues, government spending drives societal
progress by funding public goods and services, such as parks, schools, and transportation.
This spending supports innovations and technological advancements, reduces wealth
inequality through redistribution, and builds essential infrastructure such as highways and
bridges. Additionally, it fosters social responsibility, thereby reducing crime rates and
contributing to a safer, more harmonious society. Tax-driven government spending enhances
public services, bridges economic gaps, and strengthens community infrastructure, laying the
foundations for growth.

Despite risks of tax evasion, most compliant large companies have helped enhance public
services such as education, healthcare, and infrastructure (primarily sanitation,
transportation, and others), which directly improve the quality of life for citizens and
stimulate local economies. The reinvestment of tax revenues into community development
initiatives reinforces economic stability and promotes equitable growth. Similarly,
investments in healthcare improve public health outcomes, increase productivity, and reduce
healthcare costs.

3.6 Benefits to exports
A country's exports will increase when successful businesspeople make money during
production. This outweighs the imports, which would damage the GDP increase. This is
because there would be a higher demand for their desired product in other countries. This
would also generate considerable income and profit for the company itself. For example,
Apple, an American company, also targets the Chinese market and has had revenue totaling
$45.96 billion[16].which accounts for 19% of Apple ’ s total sales during the 2023 fiscal
year[17].This is a significant number, and as more Apple products are sold to foreign markets,
exports increase substantially. Once again, this increase in exports would increase the
national GDP of the US in this case, as shown by the previous equation on GDP in Figure 2.
Therefore, this increase in GDP creates numerous benefits for US citizens, including improved
employment opportunities, higher salaries, and economic growth. However, those who are
vulnerable and poor are often ignored and overlooked. This is a massive problem in our
modern society, as it has become increasingly prevalent[18].

3.7 Environmental benefits
Socially conscious billionaires have also made significant efforts to benefit the environment
and ecosystem, aiming to save the planet and reduce global warming. For example, Tesla has
pioneered innovations since its inception. In 2003, Tesla proposed and successfully mass-
produced a 100% electric vehicle (EV) that did not compromise mileage or comfort[19].This
innovative idea was a great success, resulting in Tesla's average revenue increasing while
maintaining eco-friendliness.

Beyond sheer GDP growth, the contributions of successful businesspeople are evident in
various environmental and socioeconomic benefits, as illustrated in the Corporate Social
Responsibility pyramid and the Triple Bottom Line model[20] Production activities generate
income for upstream suppliers, fostering economic development. For instance, 21% of farmer
households reached a living income, averaging $ 4,735[21]. Fairtrade also collaborates with
multinational companies, including the Co-op and Amazon.[18] which are owned by
successful businesspeople to benefit many impoverished suppliers living in third-world
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countries. This income can also drive innovation among suppliers and build their capacity,
ultimately driving the industry’s growth and technological advancements[22].

4. EvaluatingWhether Business Success Benefits Others Through Earning,
Spending, or Both from the utilitarianism and ethics framework.

Ethical perspectives, such as Freeman’s Stakeholder Theory, emphasize that businesses have
responsibilities not only to shareholders but also to employees, consumers, suppliers, and the
broader community. From an ethical standpoint, companies must ensure fair treatment,
reduce harm, and act in ways that uphold social trust and justice[23]. Engaging in sustainable
and responsible practices fosters brand loyalty, employee satisfaction, and long-term
resilience, demonstrating that ethical conduct is not separate from profitability but is, in fact,
an essential condition for it.

From a utilitarian perspective, wealth is neither inherently good nor bad, but rather judged by
its consequences for overall happiness. Successful businesspeople benefit others by
generating income, creating jobs, stimulating supply chains, contributing to tax revenue, and
producing goods and services that meet both essential and aspirational needs. For example,
Microsoft ’ s revenue growth translates into more jobs and greater financial stability for
employees, enhancing collective well-being. Similarly, increased exports and supplier
development contribute to national prosperity and technological advancement, improving
living standards across society.

At the same time, spending wealth also produces substantial utility. Philanthropic
contributions, such as the Gates Foundation ’s $7 billion in aid, directly improve healthcare,
education, and poverty alleviation. For-profit investments in renewable energy and healthcare,
on the other hand, generate positive externalities for both people and the environment.
Camerer ’s “spending practices game” illustrates how choices in resource allocation create
ripple effects that maximize collective welfare.

Therefore, when guided by ethics and utilitarian principles, successful businesspeople can
benefit others at both stages of their financial journey. By aligning wealth creation and
distribution with sustainability, fairness, and long-term flourishing, they transform profit-
making into a vehicle for social progress and greater happiness.

5. Conclusion

In summary, the impact of successful businesspeople extends far beyond mere profitability,
encompassing significant positive effects on society, the economy, and the environment. Their
pivotal role is evident in fostering societal development for different stakeholders through
income and expenditure[24]. Adopting a stakeholder-based approach, this essay emphasizes
that true success encompasses positive contributions to employees, customers, suppliers, the
government, and the broader society and ecosystem.

The principles of stakeholder theory, emphasizing that true success encompasses more than
profitability, propel enterprises to adopt ethical practices that align economic, social, and
environmental well-being. Thus, while the GDP formula illustrates how increases in
consumption, investment, government spending, and exports drive economic growth,
practical evidence shows that business leaders can drive development beyond mere monetary
value through innovation, job creation, and responsible production.

Utilitarianism emphasizes that philanthropy and socially responsible investments maximize
happiness by reducing poverty, improving healthcare, and protecting the environment.
Ethically, spending wealth demonstrates a duty to redistribute resources for social good,
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reinforcing trust, justice, and sustainability. Thus, wealth allocation amplifies societal benefits
beyond profit, fostering long-term flourishing. From an economic wealth perspective,
successful businesspeople benefit others through wealth creation by generating jobs,
increasing incomes, stimulating supply chains, and providing tax revenue that supports public
goods. Ethically, this aligns with stakeholder responsibility, as businesses must ensure fair
treatment of employees, consumers, and communities, making profit-making a driver of social
well-being.
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