Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 5 June 2023 d0i:10.20944/preprints202306.0280.v1

Disclaimer/Publisher’'s Note: The statements, opinions, and data contained in all publications are solely those of the individual author(s) and

contributor(s) and not of MDPI and/or the editor(s). MDPI and/or the editor(s) disclaim responsibility for any injury to people or property resulting
from any ideas, methods, instructions, or products referred to in the content.

Review

Leadership towards Sustainability: A review of Sus-
tainable, Sustainability and Environmental Leader-
ship

Jane Boeske *

School of Business, University of Southern Queensland, West Street, Toowoomba Qld 4350, Australia
* Correspondence: Jane.Boeske@usq.edu.au

Abstract: Leadership and sustainability have been researched and examined concurrently. We
know much about sustainable, sustainability and environmental leadership as separate areas of re-
search and the leadership behaviours and practices that facilitate achievement of sustainability out-
comes. Whilst these research streams have developed alongside each other, we know little about the
similarities and differences of each of these three leadership approaches. The purpose of this paper
is to review and compare which sustainable, sustainability and environmental leadership approaches
are predictive of improved organizational performance with a view to understanding leadership to-
wards sustainability. Through a comprehensive review of the extant literature, we integrate the three
leadership approaches and highlight areas of similarity and difference. From a theoretical perspec-
tive, this paper seeks to make a significant contribution to the scholarly literature by building on
current knowledge and developing a unified framework that combines our findings on leadership
practices and behaviours in terms of the types of leadership required for achieving sustainability
outcomes. By unifying existing frameworks and clarifying points of integration and differentiation
under the umbrella of ‘leadership towards sustainability’, this paper seeks to advance research on
leadership approaches. From a practical perspective, a cohesive set of leadership behaviours and
practices will be emphasized so that leaders can adapt these to suit the context of their organization,
thus helping leaders make sense of the literature to inform their practice and reach sustainability
goals. Thus, the main goal of this paper is to identify a range of leadership behaviours and practices
that are required to improve the performance of sustainability in organizations thus informing the
broader leadership field.

Keywords: sustainable leadership; sustainability leadership; environmental leadership; sustaina-
bility; leadership.

1. Introduction

The concepts of leadership and sustainability have been studied extensively over the last 30
years. In general, the literature is wide-ranging with discussions on sustainable, sustainability and
environmental leadership linking a variety of interconnected leader behaviours, practices and skills
that achieve sustainability outcomes. However, an examination of the leadership literature reveals a
lack of agreement and understanding of the types of leadership necessary for positive sustainability
[Crews, 2010; Ferdig, 2007; Hargreaves & Fink, 2006, Metcalf & Benn, 2013]. In more recent years,
scholars have attempted to resolve this problem. Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew [2018] conducted a
large-scale systematic review of sustainable leadership thus providing frameworks for scholars to facil-
itate research direction. Knight and Paterson [2018] empirically investigated sustainability leadership
and identified ten critical and ten prominent behaviours of sustainability leaders in five competency
groupings. Their research refined a behavioural competency model that sustainability leaders require
to respond effectively to sustainability challenges. Boeske and Murray [2022] take a step towards
integrating and identifying the types of leadership required to achieve positive sustainability by re-
viewing a range of intertwined conceptualizations and developing an integrated framework of intel-
lectual capital and sustainability leadership practices. This review synthesized existing sustainability
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leadership literature and identified and clarified leadership constructs by offering several leadership
classifications [Boeske & Murray, 2022]. Althnayan, Alarifi, Bajaba and Alsabban [2022] researched
social learning theory and stakeholder theory to study the relationship between environmental trans-
formational leadership and sustainable performance. They found that environmental transformational
leadership positively predicts environmental organizational citizenship behaviour leading to im-
proved organizational sustainability performance [Althnayan et al., 2022]. By taking an altogether
different approach, this paper aims to identify and compare the similarities and differences of sus-
tainable, sustainability and environmental leadership specifically to address areas of overlap in the
current literature. As such, this paper will seek to understand leadership that contributes to the im-
plementation of sustainability initiatives and influence sustainability practices.

Research on organizations implementing sustainability into their organizations have high-
lighted multiple benefits [Burke & Logsdon, 1996; Jones, Hillier, & Comfort, 2015; Smith & Sharicz,
2011]. Not only are cost savings recognized [Albertini, 2013; Runhaar, Tigchelaar, & Vermeulen, 2006;
Lourenco, Callen, Branco & Curto, 2014], other benefits such as increased productivity [Boiral, Cayer,
& Baron, 2009], improved financial performance [DiSegni, Huly, & Akron, 2015; Endrikat, Guenther,
& Hoppe, 2014; Epstein, Buhovac, & Yuthas, 2015; Savitz & Weber, 2006], increased employee morale
[Robertson & Carleton, 2018; Robinson & Clegg, 1998]; improved organizational commitment [Can-
tele & Zardini, 2018]; increased efficiencies and reduced environmental impact [DiSegni et al., 2015;
Jones et al., 2015; Sheppard, Sarros, & Santora, 2013]; and improved public image [Cantele & Zardini,
2018; Solomon, 2013] among others, have been accomplished. The foundation for implementing sus-
tainability practices depends on leadership [Robertson & Carleton, 2018]. Organizational change, im-
proved performance, and growth depends on how leaders implement innovative strategies and pro-
cesses [Vardiman, Houghton & Jinkerson, 2006; Yukl, Gordon and Taber, 2002]. As such, leadership
is a critical factor that contributes to organizational success by setting direction and achieving organ-
izational goals, creating a vision and mobilizing resources. Thus, leaders require a variety of behav-
iours, competencies and skills to achieve organizational success [Battilana, Gilmartin, Sengul, Pache
& Alexander, 2010] particularly when implementing sustainability strategies.

Leaders enable and inspire change, encourage novelty and innovation and assist organizational
members to make sense of their environment [Kotter, 1996; Yukl et al., 2002]. Leaders use symbolic
narratives/stories [Daily & Browning, 2014] to emphasize key values and to build support for new
strategies and policies with stakeholders [Malhortra & Hining, 2015; Hitt, Haynes & Serpa, 2010; Jan-
sen, Vera & Crossan, 2009; Strand, 2014]. Leaders directly influence employees and organizational
systems such as formal policies and procedures that determine the structure and culture of an organ-
ization [Yukl, 1989; Portugal & Yukl, 1994; Schein, 2010; Sarros, Cooper & Santora, 2008]. Collectively,
leaders help to realize organizational goals and pursue growth opportunities [Portugal & Yukl, 1994;
Savitz & Weber, 2006]. Moreover, innovation and change are driven by top management/leaders
[Flannery & May 1994] that help to facilitate an organizational climate where firms can be a positive
force for social change [Du, Swaen, Lindgreen & Sen, 2013]. Consequently, understanding the types
of leadership necessary for positive sustainability presents significant value for economies.

This review is necessary because sustainability issues impact all organizations and leaders have
a responsibility to become more aware of how to address these problems [Runhaar et al., 2008; Parker,
Redmond & Simpson, 2009]. Whilst these different and separate studies of sustainable, sustainability
and environmental leadership have added to our growing understanding of how leaders contribute
to and facilitate achievement towards sustainability goals — these terms are often used interchangea-
bly. This review provides a new way of thinking about these leadership approaches by offering a
comprehensive framework and a more focused interpretation of the leadership required to influence
sustainability outcomes. To our knowledge, this is the first comprehensive review that combines sus-
tainable, sustainability and environmental leadership as well as offering insights into how all three
approaches of leadership contribute towards sustainability in organizations.
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This paper is structured as follows. First, we describe and provide a definition of both leadership
and sustainability. Second, our review is organized around the three leadership approaches of -: (i)
sustainable, (ii) sustainability, and (iii) environmental leadership which allows us to identify similar
and different findings from each leadership construct. Third, a discussion of the main relationships
between each leadership approach is made along with the main contributions of the paper. Finally,
the limitations and conclusion of this review are discussed.

2. Determining the concepts of Leadership and Sustainability

2.1 Leadership

Researchers have developed many different definitions of leadership and despite these differ-
ences, they share common elements. These elements are described as -: (i) leadership is a group phe-
nomenon as leadership involves both leaders and followers; (ii) leadership involves interpersonal
influence to achieve organizational goals [Bass, 1990]; and (iii) leadership is goal directed and action-
oriented [Stogdill, 1950, Bass, 1990; Yukl, 2012]. Various studies have defined the personality/attrib-
utes, style and nature of leadership, developing various models from different perspectives, each
with their own insights as well as limitations [DeRue, Nahrgang, Wellman, Humphrey, 2011; Judge,
Bono, Ilies & Gerhardt, 2002; Yukl, 1989; Bass, 1999]. Collectively, these leadership theories provide
a rich understanding of what is a complex concept.

Leadership is a dynamic “process of influence’ towards achievement of goals and objectives
[Bass, 1985; Yukl, 2012]. Leaders provide inspiration, create opportunities, possess strong personal
values, coach and motivate. Leaders play a central role in guiding employees or group members to-
wards goal achievement [Yukl, 2008, 2012; Strand, 2014; Sun & Anderson, 2012]. Leaders use appro-
priate interpersonal behaviours and styles facilitating and guiding individuals and groups toward
task accomplishment, as well as encouraging trust and commitment to promote adaptive short and
long term change [Bass, 1985; Bryman, 1992; Kets De Vries, 1996]. There are many definitions of lead-
ership and this paper will concentrate on leadership behavioural processes and practices, and as such,
the focus will be on what leaders do, rather than what the leader is! Hence, within the context of this
review, ‘leadership” will be defined as a process of influencing the activities of internal and external
stakeholders, who challenge the status-quo, develop a clear vision, forward plan (develop organiza-
tional goals), make decisions, engage staff (collaboratively) and consider both short-term and long-
term objectives [Wiesner, Chadee & Best, 2017; Ferdig, 2007; Timmer, Creech & Buckler, 2007;
Stogdill, 1950; Yukl, 2012].

2.2 Sustainability

Whilst we recognize that the terms corporate social responsibility, corporate sustainability, sus-
tainable development, sustainable productivity and sustainability have been used interchangeably
throughout the past seventy years, we also acknowledge that each of these terms have different
meanings [Sheehy & Farneti, 2021; Althnayan et al., 2022; Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010]. In consider-
ing these different terms and definitions, we acknowledge that ‘sustainability’ is the best term for the
purpose of this paper. Quinn and Dalton [2009, p. 21] describe ‘sustainability” as an organization’s
commitment to activities that demonstrate the inclusion of social and environmental concerns in daily
business operations. Bos-Brouwers [2009, p. 417] suggests that sustainability is about ‘doing some-
thing’ with the environment that ranges from improving production to reducing an organization’s
negative environmental impact. Sustainability has also been described as each of us becoming aware
of choices that influence the intricate balance of the earth’s social, ecological and economic systems
[Ferdig, 2007, p. 28; Bos-Brouwers, 2009]. Sustainability research examines how organizations are
encouraged to be more mindful of their long-term roles in the world’s ecology and communities with
an emphasis on conserving and protecting natural resources [Ferdig, 2007; Quinn & Dalton, 2009;
Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011]. As mentioned above, the term ‘sustainability” will be used in this paper
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and will be defined as an organization’s ability to meet existing business and stakeholder needs while
maintaining and enhancing the natural and human resources needed for the future [Althnayan et al.,
2022, Brundtland, Kahlid, Agelli, Al-Athel, Chidzero, Fadika, Hauf, Shijun, Morino de Botero, Singh,
Okita, et al.,, 1987; Elkington, 1998]. This includes the triple bottom line concepts of social, environ-
mental and financial dimensions (balanced accordingly) which aims to improve resource efficiency
and conserve energy consumption as well as the adoption of organizational processes to meet sus-
tainability goals [Hart, 1995; Farrell & Hart, 1998; Elkington, 1998; McCann & Sweet, 2014]. For fur-
ther information regarding these concepts, refer to discussions by Sheehy and Farneti, [2021]; Engert,
Rauter, and Baumgartner, [2016]; Althnayan et al.,, [2022]; Kantabutra and Avery, [2013] and
Kuhlman and Farrington [2010]. There are significant sustainability challenges confronting leaders
and as such, a comprehensive review of the sustainable, sustainability and environmental leadership
literature is required.

3. Sustainable, Sustainability and Environmental Leadership

This section aims to draw together a narrative of theoretical and empirical research that provides
the foundation for this paper. Extant research suggests that sustainable, sustainability and environ-
mental leadership have emerged as ‘topics in their own right” in recent years [Visser & Courtice,
2011]. However, it is argued that these three leadership approaches are not separate schools of lead-
ership, but a blend of leadership characteristics, styles and practices drawn from previous leadership
studies which have been applied within a definitive context [Visser & Courtice, 2011]. As such, this
paper will explore sustainable, sustainability and environmental leadership to inform and underpin
the contribution and purpose of this paper to clarify the processes of leadership that contribute to the
implementation of sustainability initiatives. To this end, we propose a framework (see Figure 1.)
which compares both similar and different leadership behaviours and practices that enhance the
achievement of sustainability outcomes.

Sustainable Leadership Sustainability Leadership

*  Being socially and

environmentally responsible
= Preserving and sustaining
= Shared responsibility

= Taking action on
sustainability values

* Importance of finding

sustainable sclutions

create opportunities
= Task leadership

efhical values, aifitudes and
beliefs
+  Organizational change

Environmental Leadership

= Importance of stakeholder influences and expectations
= Reduction of water and prevent pollution

Figure 1. Leadership towards Sustainability: A comparison of similarities and differences among Sus-
tainable, Sustainability and Environmental Leadership.
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3.1 Sustainable Leadership

The emergence of sustainable leadership frameworks and concepts are variable and inconsistent.
The extant literature reveals that there is no comprehensive definition of sustainable leadership, how-
ever, this review identified the following key findings -: 1) being socially and environmentally re-
sponsible, 2) preserving and sustaining organizations, 3) shared responsibility, 4) importance of
moral and ethical behaviours, 5) the need for continuous improvement (organizational change), and
6) the importance of organizational culture in achieving sustainability outcomes (see Figure 1).

The first key leadership finding emphasizes the notion of being socially and environmentally re-
sponsible [Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011; Hallinger & Suriyankietkaew, 2018] by protecting the environ-
ment including conservation which honors the past in creating the future [Hargreaves & Fink, 2006].
Consideration of the triple bottom line perspective of caring for people, planet and profits that creates
value that is sustainable knowledge is emphasized [McCann & Sweet, 2014]. The importance of de-
veloping business objectives to reduce the ecological foot-print, energy inefficiency and waste thus
having a social and environmental consciousness is made [Tideman, Arts & Zandeee, 2013]. Accord-
ing to McCann and Sweet [2014, p. 374], organizations are part of the natural world and sustainable
leaders create knowledge that combines concern for both the environment and society.

The second key leadership finding focuses on preserving and sustaining to create lasting and
meaningful organizations whereby attention is given to both short and long-term goals [Davies, 2007;
Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Tideman et al., 2013; McCann & Holt, 2001; Suriyankietkaew, Krittaya-
ruangroj & lamsawan, 2022; Hallinger & Suriuankietkaew, 2018; Nisha, Nawaz, Mahalakshmi, Gajen-
deran & Hasani, 2022]. McCann and Holt [2011, p.11] found that employees viewed employers as
responsible for acting in a sustainable way and confirmed that they were concerned with the longev-
ity of their companies. Hargreaves and Fink [2006] argue that sustainable leadership is about plan-
ning and preparing for school leadership succession whilst Davies [2007] suggests that success
should be sustainable and accessible to all. Avery and Bergsteiner [2011] and Tideman et al [2013]
concur that sustainable leadership is about taking a ‘long-term’ perspective in addition to ideas of
customer value, quality products and services along with skilled and loyal employees. In their study,
Suriyankietkaew et al., [2022, p. 5762] revealed that sustainable leaders adopt a strong long-term ori-
entation, going beyond short-term profits with a focus on inclusive sustainable growth for all. Kan-
tabutra & Avery [2013, p. 40] agree and add that organizations need to balance both short and long-
term goals with being concerned for the organization now and into the future.

A third key leadership finding identifies sustainable leadership as a shared responsibility [Har-
greaves & Fink, 2006; Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011] concentrating on including various stakeholders.
Tideman et al., [2013, pp. 24-25] recognize the importance of interconnectedness in relation to engag-
ing and building effective relationships. In addition to this, Hargreaves and Fink [2006] propose that
both distributed and transformational leadership are most effective to promote sustainability within the
education sector. Elements of transformational leadership, whereby all employees are involved, ele-
vated, encouraged, inspired, motivated and contribute towards a shared responsibility are most ef-
fective in promoting sustainability in firms. However, Tideman et al., [2013, pp. 26-27] argue that
sustainable leadership is broader than transformational leadership — both in scope and depth and
identified the importance of leadership mindsets needed to empower organizations towards sustain-
able value. Nisha et al [2022] argue that sustainable leadership promotes continuous improvement
by focusing on a shared leadership approach. Avery and Bergsteiner [2011] identified twenty-three
leadership practices (a “honeybee’ philosophy) and emphasized the inclusion of stakeholders and
recommended a social and sharing approach when implementing sustainability objectives.

A fourth key leadership finding features the importance of moral and ethical behaviours. Hargreaves
& Fink, [2006] argue that sustainable leadership is founded on moral considerations and Svensson &
Wood [2007, p. 260] extend this by suggesting that leaders need to be ethical and meaningful to bring
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positive change. Suriyankietkaew et al., [2022, p. 5762] confirm that ethics guide people’s values and
allows them to ‘do the right things’ thus, leading to pro-environmental behaviours with a focus on
social and environmental responsibilities. Kantabutra & Avery [2013, p. 42] found that being ethical
is a core principle of sustainable ‘honeybee’ enterprises (which is a sophisticated stakeholder, social
and sharing approach). They point out that ethical behaviour is difficult to define and confirm that
acting “ethically’ is difficult for managers operating on short-term principles. However, that they ar-
gue that ethical behaviours (such as being transparent and ‘doing the right thing’) can protect the
organization and enhance organizational sustainability in a number of ways [Kantabutra & Avery,
2013, p. 43; Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011]. Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew [2018, p. 3] argue that values
underlie conceptions of sustainable leadership and examples of values include -: moderation, pru-
dence, mutual respect, value of individuals, excellence, innovation, quality and ethical behaviour.

A fifth key leadership finding highlights the need for continuous improvement (organizational
change) to remain competitive [Nisha, et al., 2022]. Here, Svennson & Wood [2007] accept that sus-
tainable leadership is a continual and iterative process that is highly dynamic and innovative as cre-
ative ways are needed to solve problems. Tideman et al., [2013, p. 25] support this idea and argue
that creativity and innovation are required to empower organizations towards sustainable value.
Avery and Bergsteiner [2011] support this notion and argue that leaders should foster systemic inno-
vation. Nisha et al.,, [2022] suggest that strong leadership is required to sustain a competitive ad-
vantage and achieve long-term accomplishment by focusing on the importance for contemporary
thinking and data sharing to achieve sustainability goals. This research on continuous improvement
and organizational change has improved our understanding of the leadership components that pro-
mote sustainability in organizations.

Leaders play a crucial role in building, maintaining and determining an organization’s culture
[Schein, 2010]. This is the sixth key leadership finding. The values and norms of business leaders
determine the culture of their organizations and as such, organizational culture may be defined as
the underlying set of key values, beliefs, understandings and norms shared by employees in a firm
[Schein, 2010]. Kantabutra & Avery [2013, p. 48] posit that organizational culture revolves around a
set of commonly held values and shared beliefs. Their study of sustainable leadership ‘honeybee’
practices at a leading Asian industrial conglomerate found that the organizational culture revolved
around its shared values and vision. To embed the culture, the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) per-
sonally communicates with new employees to share the company’s vision (clearly articulated), core
values, corporate philosophy and code of conduct [Kantabutra & Avery, 2013, p. 48]. Sustainable
organizations strive to preserve the core values and ideas that bind the members together and values
and beliefs are widely shared and provide the rules for employee behaviour which also helps em-
ployees to identify desirable sustainability behaviours [Kantabutra & Avery, 2013; Tideman et al.,
2013]. Hallinger and Suriuankietkaew [2018] emphasize that sustainable leaders shape organizational
culture, focus on continuous improvement, possess an innovation capacity and implement systemic
change in their firms. Within the context of sustainable leadership, organizational culture may be
defined as the process whereby the corporation and its individual members embrace a concern for
the natural environment in such a way that it becomes an integral component of the organization’s
core values [Svensson & Wood, 2007; Tideman et al., Nisha et al., 2022]. As purported by Schein
[2010], leadership and culture are mutually exclusive as organizational culture guides the beliefs,
values and behaviours of organizational members.

The key findings identified above illustrate sustainable leadership behaviours and practices that
enhance business performance and contribute to positive business outcomes [Avery & Bergsteiner,
2011; Suriyankietkaew., et al, 2022]. As highlighted in this section, sustainable leadership is not linked
to any specific leadership behaviours, styles or practices. Rather, the literature on sustainable leader-
ship can be viewed as applying a broad range of sustainable practices whereby leaders are recognized
as the main drivers of change and innovation and where sustainable leadership is required at all
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levels of a firm [Gerard, McMillan & D'Annunzio-Green, 2017; Igbal, Ahmad, & Yongmei, 2021]. A
review of the key findings from the sustainability leadership literature is discussed next.

3.2 Sustainability Leadership

Sustainability leadership reaffirms the importance of existing knowledge to expand our under-
standing of leadership and what it means to lead and implement sustainable outcomes. This section
will examine the key findings from the sustainability leadership literature that best promote sustain-
ability practices. The key findings ascertained include the following -: 1) taking action on sustainabil-
ity values (including task and transactional leadership), 2) the importance of finding sustainable so-
lutions demonstrating values, ethics and care, 3) developing relationships that influence all stake-
holders and creating opportunities to generate solutions (including relational and transformational
leadership), 4) leading organizational change, and 5) organizational culture (see Figure 1).

The first key leadership finding of sustainability leadership is about taking action on sustainability
values [Adams, Jeanrenaud, Bessant, Denyer, & Overy, 2016; Burns, Vaught, & Bauman, 2015; Tim-
mer, et al., 2007; Knight & Paterson, 2018] and economic imperatives make this a necessary objective.
Organizations must achieve solutions that are both sustainable and economically profitable [Quinn
and Dalton, 2009]. Several authors explore the notion of task-oriented leadership as being critical when
implementing sustainability processes in their organizations [Van Velsor & McCauley, 2004]. Aspects
of task leadership competencies include planning for contingencies, communicating, mobilizing ac-
tion in the direction of established goals and coordinating and monitoring activities [Avolio & Bass,
1999; Bass, 1985; Bass, Jung, Avolio, & Berson, 2003]. Features of task leadership are highlighted in
Quinn and Dalton’s [2009, p. 24] qualitative study of senior leaders who adopted principles, strate-
gies, policies and practices of sustainability. Their findings lead to the development of a framework
of leadership called ‘Tasks of Leadership” and include -: (i) Setting Direction, (ii) Creating Alignment,
and (iii) Maintaining Commitment [Quinn & Dalton, 2009]. They espouse that leaders need to reform,
restructure and redesign their organizations if the goals of sustainability are to be achieved [Quinn
& Dalton, 2009, pp. 22-24]. Epstein, Buhovac and Yuthas [2010] supports this notion, however, they
stress that to improve the implementation of sustainability strategies, key performance measures
should be identified. Together, they also identify the significance of performance evaluations, incen-
tive systems and organizational design in motivating employee behaviours towards implementing
corporate sustainability [Esptein et al., 2010, p. 46]. Strand [2014] concurs and reinforces the im-
portance of supporting structures in addition to key performance indicators being established. Benn,
Dunphy and Griffiths [2014] highlight that transactional leadership is necessary when complying with
legislative requirements. Knight and Paterson [2018, p. 569] also support the notion that sustainability
leaders are results driven and have an ability ‘to make things happen’. In this context, sustainability
leaders plan for and develop business goals and objectives that support the implementation of sus-
tainability initiatives in their firms.

Sustainability leaders, as discussed in this section, recognize the significance of the sustainability
challenges facing organizations and acknowledge the importance of finding sustainable solutions demon-
strating values, ethics and care. This is the second key leadership finding. The importance of ethics,
values and finding innovative solutions to solve sustainability problems are highlighted in this sec-
tion [Timmer et al., 2007; Benn et al., 2014; Burns et al., 2015; Nicholson & Kurucz, 2019; Knight &
Paterson, 2018]. Ferdig [2007, p. 26] implies that people need to lead their organizations and account
for their impact on the earth, society and health of global and local communities. Quinn and Dalton
[2009, p. 21] suggest that businesses are being called upon to take responsibility for their organiza-
tion’s impact on the natural environment. Crews [2010] and Strand [2014] expand this further arguing
that sustainability is not a management fad, but a rebalancing of economic objectives with environ-
mental pressures and changing societal expectations. Metcalf and Benn [2013, p. 370] acknowledge
that organizations operate in a dynamic environmental, economic and social system. Wang, Van Wart
and Lebredo, [2014] and Burns et al., [2015] emphasize that leaders must work towards finding
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answers to address problems of climate change and social inequity. Knight and Paterson [2018] con-
cur and add that generating ideas, being willing to challenge established views and embrace change
with optimism are essential competencies of sustainability leaders. Nicholson and Kurucz [2019, pp.
25, 39] suggest that a moral theory of ‘ethics of care’ can highlight the ethical dimensions of relational
leadership for sustainability. As outlined above, sustainability leadership features the importance of
values, ethical viewpoints and embedding sustainability value to find solutions so that sustainability
goals are realized.

Several researchers promote the importance of developing relationships that influence all stakeholders
and creating opportunities to generate solutions [Burns, Vaught & Bauman, 2015; Crews, 2010; Visser &
Courtice, 2011; Boeske & Murray, 2022; Jayashree, Barachi, & Hamza, 2022]. This is the third key
leadership finding. These types of sustainability leaders correlate with relational (and transformational)
leadership theories [Burns, 1978; Bass, 1985; Bass & Avolio 1999; Bryman, 1992; Knight & Paterson,
2018] to include -: a strong vision and strategic perspective, inspiration, innovation and creativity,
intellectual stimulation, risk taking, and strong personal values [Ferdig, 2007; Judge & Bono, 2000;
Taylor, 2008b]. Burns et al. [2015] suggest that leadership for sustainability is related to transforma-
tional and relational models of leadership that are inclusive, collaborative and a reflective process. Ferdig
[2007, p. 31] proposes that sustainability leaders create opportunities for people to work collabora-
tively together and generate their own answers to address sustainability challenges specific to their
context, modifying and adapting these responses to changing circumstances. Visser and Courtice
[2011] emphasize that inclusive, visionary, creative, self-sacrificing leadership styles collectively sum-
marize characteristics of sustainability leaders. Jayashree, Barachi and Hamza [2022, p. 17] provide
evidence of the importance of a multistakeholder approach whereby various entities operate cohe-
sively. Other aspects of relational and transformational leadership such as the ability to share environ-
mental values that inspire and motivate employees to think about sustainability issues in new inno-
vative ways [Robertson & Carleton, 2018, p. 199] are associated with an increase in individual, team
and organizational performance [De Groot, Kiker, &Cross, 2000; Wang, Courtright, & Colbert, 2011].
Benn et al. [2014] suggest that it is necessary to encourage new ways of thinking to solve problems
creatively and adapt to new challenges. Leaders need to be able to influence team members, network
with key stakeholders, act as a mentor or coach and build effective teams [Benn et al.,, 2014]. The
notion that relational [and transformational] leaders challenge the status quo implies that higher creativ-
ity and innovation will lead to increased organizational performance [Wang et al., 2011; Nicholson &
Kurucz, 2019; Knight & Paterson, 2018]. Hence, this new area of sustainability leadership affirms the
importance of relational and transformational leadership theory types in expanding scholarly understand-
ing of leadership and what it means to lead sustainably [Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011; Benn et al., 2014;
Ferdig, 2007].

Incorporating sustainability initiatives and strategies involves change and improvement to-
wards achieving revised organizational goals. Hence, the fourth key leadership finding, leading or-
ganizational change, includes using appropriate business strategies, developing a new strategic vision
and implementing revised policies and procedures to transform organizations [Benn et al., 2014].
Visser and Courtice [2011] argue that sustainability leaders are compelled to make a difference to
bring about profound change. Organizational change that inspires employees to think and work dif-
ferently, assess regulatory requirements, set guiding principles and respond to opportunities to pro-
mote a more sustainable future is needed [Ferdig, 2007]. If the goals of sustainability are to be
achieved, leaders must challenge the status-quo, gather and interpret information, create and provide
meaning and develop a personal mindset towards achieving sustainability outcomes [Wiesner, et al.,
2017]. In essence, leaders play a key role in shaping innovative initiatives that positively impacts
growth and profitability, thus, providing a business case for change towards sustainability [Sroufe,
2017]. Knight & Paterson [2018, pp. 569 — 570] put forth that leaders need to be willing to challenge
established views, seize opportunities and embrace change with optimism. Metcalf and Benn [2013]
discuss the importance of engaging groups (including employees) in dynamic adaptive organiza-
tional change. Benn et al., [2014] argue that key competencies of sustainability leaders include
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managing change and complexity with the ability to implement, monitor and evaluate change pro-
cesses accordingly. Burns et al., [2015] concur and note the importance of inclusiveness, collaboration,
establishing a common purpose and embedding sustainability values to guide organizations towards
improving operational processes.

The fifth key leadership finding relates to organizational culture in connection with the achieve-
ment of sustainability goals has been noted by scholars [Benn et al., 2014; Burns et al., 2015; Epstein,
2008; Jayashree et al., 2022]. Several authors point to the value of building a sustainability culture that
emphasizes norms for innovation, openness, initiative and risk taking [Crews, 2010; Epstein et al.,
2010]. Epstein et al., [2010] acknowledge that organizational culture can assist in creating an innova-
tive and continuous improvement culture, a ‘soft’ system that plays an important role in educating
employees about why a company should engage in sustainability efforts and ‘sensitizing’ them to the
basic assumptions, values, norms, symbols and myths of leading sustainably [Epstein et al., 2010, pp.
46-47; Schein, 2010]. Crews [2010] also maintains the importance of organizational culture and sug-
gests that companies might reduce resistance to implementing sustainability objectives if the sustain-
ability initiatives are understood as being part of the culture or desired cultural change towards sus-
tainability. An organizational culture that supports sustainability ideas and contributes to the values
of the firm will facilitate behavioural change of employees [Crews, 2010]. Sustainability leaders play
an important role in developing an organization’s culture that is embedded in values of sustainability
[Benn, et al, 2014, pp. 205 — 206]. Jayashree et al. [2022, p. 19] concur and add that modelling of inclu-
sive behaviours by leaders and having a clear purpose are important aspects driving sustainability
agendas. Organizational culture is defined as the underlying set of key values, beliefs, understand-
ings, expectations, attitudes and norms shared by employees in a firm [Isensee, Teuteberg, Griese &
Topi, 2020] and helps leaders to enlist cooperation, compliance and commitment from employees
[Epstein, 2008; Epstein et al., 2010]. Isensee et al. [2020, p. 12] emphasize the role of organizational
culture as a crucial foundational process that is integral to achieving sustainability outcomes.

The key findings identified above highlight various sustainability leadership behaviours such
as -: (i) taking action on sustainability values, (ii) the importance of finding sustainable solutions, (iii)
developing relationships that influence all stakeholders and creating opportunities to generate solu-
tions, and (iv) elements of task leadership that are required to achieve sustainability in their organi-
zations. These four key findings are unique to the sustainability leadership literature. However, there
were four similar key leadership findings from this sustainability leadership section such as (a) the
importance of moral and ethical values, attitudes and beliefs; (b) organizational change, (c) transfor-
mational leadership, and (d) organizational culture that have also been identified as key findings
from the previous section on sustainable leadership. Hence, whilst four unique leadership behaviours
have been associated with sustainability leadership, there is clear overlap between some of the key
leadership findings from sustainable leadership. A review of environmental leadership is discussed
next.

3.3 Environmental Leadership

Environmental leadership has been examined over thirty years. This section will examine find-
ings from the environmental leadership literature that best promote sustainability practices. These
key leadership findings include -: 1) values, beliefs and attitudes, 2) guiding organizations towards
change (organizational change), 3) transformational leadership, and 4) the importance of stakeholder
influences and expectations (see Figure 1).

Environmental concerns are both scientifically and socially complex [Boiral et al., 2009; Flannery
& May, 1994], and requires a deep assessment of the values, beliefs and attitudes held by organizations
with leaders who know how to manage and lead. This is the first key leadership finding. Environ-
mental leadership depends on practices that care for and protect the natural environment, reduce
waste from which costs savings can be made, as well as marketing of safe products and services all
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of which go further than prescribed legislative requirements [Flannery & May, 1994]. Robinson &
Clegg, [1998] take this further and argue that reducing or preventing pollution is also an important
aspect of environmental leadership. Boiral, et al., [2009] concur and suggest that environmental lead-
ers are more aware of eco-centric values which aim to increase employee awareness of environmental
concerns. Several studies acknowledge the importance of moral norms [Flannery & May, 1994], the
notion of personal values and how these contribute to the welfare of others and the environment
[Egri & Herman, 2000] and the importance of organizational members morally committing to an en-
vironmentally sustainable planet [Robertson & Barling, 2013]. Niu, Wang and Xiao [2018] found in
their study of environmental leaders in the public sector that intrinsic normative motivators such as
moral obligations and value driven intents have a significant impact on environmental leadership
behaviours. Flannery and May [1994] developed a model called the Environmental Leadership Model
(ELM) which outlines the factors influencing top managers. These factors include the importance of
-:a) moral norms and values, b) environmental attitudes, c) stakeholder influences, and d) perceived
behavioural control in driving environmental strategies [Flannery & May, 1994, pp. 205, 218]. Build-
ing on these concepts, environmental leaders are proactive, as opposed to being reactive [Flannery &
May, 1994] and take steps to mobilize employees around long-term ecological goals [Boiral et al.,
2009; Egri & Herman, 2000].

Environmental leadership is not about keeping things the same, it involves change and devel-
opment using business strategies, strategic vision and appropriate leadership to implement and guide
organizations towards change. This is the second key leadership finding. Flannery and May [1994] high-
light the important role that top-level managers perform during the change process. Robinson and
Clegg [1998] suggest that elements of an environmental management system should include contin-
uous improvement. Egri and Herman [2000] argue that environmental leaders need to be open to
change and be more change and service oriented towards their clients. Leading environmental
change involves new ways of collaboration within and outside the firm, guiding, empowering and
being reflective and proactive [Egri & Herman, 2000]. Taylor [2008b] adds that the pace of change,
including during a time of crisis, is also important when managing a change process. Boiral et al.,
[2009] argue that environmental commitment is linked to leaders/managers and that change towards
environmental sustainability is generally a top-down approach [Boiral et al., 2009]. Niu et al [2018]
discuss the importance of change oriented transformational leadership behaviours as relevant to pro-
environmental initiatives. As organizations move towards implementing environmentally sustaina-
ble outcomes in their firms, there is a priority to understand the leadership behaviours and practices
that facilitate this change process. Smith and Sarros [2013, p. 165] point out that environmental issues
will become more important as people fight for fewer resources. Overall, the current research
acknowledges the importance of environmental leadership and discusses opportunities to lead
change towards an environmentally sustainable future.

Research on transformational leadership for environmental sustainability abounds. This is the third
key leadership finding. Portugal and Yukl [1994] identified transformational leadership behaviours
as relevant for environmental leaders. They developed a two-dimensional leadership framework in-
volving two levels of influence: individual (single person or small group) and organizational (policies,
procedures, structure and organizational culture) and two types of influence: internal (setting objec-
tives and strategies, motivating and maintaining relationships) and external (maintaining a network
with people outside the organization) [Portugal & Yukl, 1994]. Portugal & Yukl [1994] argue that
transformational leadership behaviours such as visioning, sense-making and symbolic action involv-
ing sharing efforts of all individuals at all levels will succeed in achieving specified environmental
goals [Portugal & Yukl, 1994]. Teamwork, including suggestions and ideas from all employees can
be highly motivational when devising an environmental strategy [Robinson & Clegg, 1998]. In their
study, Egri and Herman, [2000] examined the importance of both transformational and transactional
leadership in achieving sustainability in organizations. Taylor [2008a, 2008b] and Smith and Sarros,
[2004] confirm and agree that transformational leadership behaviours such as intellectual stimula-
tion, the ability to mentor, coach, motivate and inspire team members to think about environmental
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issues in different ways whilst establishing close relationships will lead to desired sustainability out-
comes. Robertson and Barling [2013] take this one step further by conceptualizing environmentally
specific transformational leadership (ETFL) which encourages team members to engage in pro-envi-
ronmental behaviours. They argue that both ETFL and general transformational leadership styles are
linked to improved organizational environmental sustainability goals being acheived [Robertson &
Barling, 2017]. An empirical study by Althnayan et al., [2022] discovered that environmental trans-
formational leadership significantly predicts environmental organizational citizenship behaviour
and organizational sustainability performance in the petrochemical industry in Saudi Arabia. They
argue that employees look to their leaders as role models and are inspired by leader behaviours and
actions that help establish a vision that allows them to participate in sustainable activities [Althnayan
et al., 2022, p. 8779]. Niu, et al.,, [2018] point out that change oriented transformational leadership
behaviours are fundamental in achieving pro-environmental initiatives. A somewhat different find-
ing by Smith and Sarros [2004, p. 164] found that intellectual stimulation was not widely used by
forty-nine senior business leaders when compared with three environmental political leaders. How-
ever, other aspects of relational and transformational leadership such as the ability to coach and men-
tor employees [Smith & Sarros, 2004] and share environmental values that inspire and motivate em-
ployees to think about sustainability issues in new innovative ways [Robertson & Carleton 2018 p.
199] are associated with an increase in individual, team and organizational performance [Wang et al.,
2011; De Groot et al., 2000]. The key leadership findings presented here reinforce the relevance of
transformational leadership, thus offering an extension of existing leadership theories that provide
expanded perspectives on leadership for environmental change [Egri & Herman, 2000]. In addition
to the leadership styles of top management, the importance of stakeholders will be considered next.

Environmental leadership research highlights the fourth key leadership finding which is the im-
portance of stakeholder influences and expectations [Flannery & May, 1994; Boiral et al., 2009] including
teamwork [Robinson & Clegg, 1998] and networking [Portugal & Yukl, 1994; Taylor, 2008b]. Robin-
son and Clegg [1998, p. 6] contend that the foremost environmental pressure on businesses in the
United Kingdom is exerted by government and that all businesses must comply with legislation and
regulations. Flannery and May [1994, p. 207] take a broader view of stakeholders arguing that ‘all
interest groups, parties, actors, claimants and institutions’, who are internal or external are affected
by the organization’s actions. Examples include investors, board of directors, managers, employees,
customers, suppliers, competitors, the community and society at large, unions and governments and
it is the responsibility of top management to ensure that these stakeholders are as satisfied as possible
[Flannery & May, 1994, p. 207]. Building on this, Portugal and Yukl [1994, p. 273] draw attention to
external leadership activities that are responsible for dealing with environmental issues such as:
learning, lobbying and forming alliances with the aim of solving shared environmental problems
thus, reinforcing the importance of creating and maintaining networks to gather, analyze, identify
threats and opportunities, and negotiate agreements as central to the organization’s environmental
mission. Hence, effective environmental leadership is a dynamic process of influencing and includes
the involvement of both internal and external stakeholders.

Environmental leadership is about diversity of leadership practices that reflect the diversity of
social objectives [Case, Evans, Fabinyi, Cohen, Hicks, Prideauz, & Mills, 2015, p. 414]. It is not neces-
sarily about responding to a crisis but responding to multiple socio-political, cultural or environmen-
tal interests [Case, et al. 2015]. As discussed above, environmental leadership recognizes the im-
portance of stakeholders — especially with regards to their influences and expectations. This is a
unique key leadership finding. Environmental leadership shares three key leadership findings with
both sustainable and sustainability leadership approaches and these include -: (a) the importance of
moral and ethical values, attitudes and beliefs, (b) organizational change and (c) elements of trans-
formational leadership. Interestingly, environmental leadership also shares both transactional and
relationship leadership behaviours/styles with sustainability leadership, as well. Hence, there is not
one leadership style or set of behaviours required of environmental leaders as there are a variety of
complex environmental issues to solve that require specific leadership skills and practices.


https://doi.org/10.20944/preprints202306.0280.v1

Preprints (www.preprints.org) | NOT PEER-REVIEWED | Posted: 5 June 2023 d0i:10.20944/preprints202306.0280.v1

4. Discussion

Knowledge about how leaders manage and lead their businesses is required if sustainability
outcomes are to be achieved. Whilst existing theories and frameworks on sustainable, sustainability
and environmental leadership have been studied separately, this review has revealed areas of simi-
larity across these leadership constructs that have clear overlap as well distinguishing the leadership
behaviours and practices that are unique to each leadership approach (see Figure 1). There were three
key leadership findings that were found to be similar in all three leadership approaches. First, the
importance of moral and ethical behaviours that demonstrate a leader’s values, attitudes and beliefs
towards sustainability was emphasized (see Figure 1). This would be as expected as a leader’s moral
and ethical values influence and guide followers toward sustainability goals. Leaders implementing
sustainability strategies have a different perspective about how their business should operate com-
pared with other leaders, as they actively pursue strategies to respect and honor the natural environ-
ment [Quinn & Dalton, 2009]. Examples of moral and ethical values include — improving resource
efficiency, meet existing business and stakeholder needs whilst maintaining and enhancing the nat-
ural environment, caring for and protecting the environment, consideration of the welfare others and
‘doing the right thing’ [Suriyankietkaew et al., 2022; Knight & Patterson, 2018]. However, not all lead-
ers share the same values or have the same way of managing environmental or sustainability issues
[Boiral et al., 2009, p. 479]. Nevertheless, leaders need to be ethical and meaningful to bring about
positive sustainability change and economic requirements render incorporating sustainability values
into the day-to-day operations of their businesses a priority [Quinn & Dalton, 2009].

The second key leadership finding discussed in all three leadership approaches is the ability to
implement organizational change (including revising the organizational vision, updating policies
and procedures, involving all employees in making decisions and so on) [Benn et al., 2014; Metcalf &
Benn, 2013] to transform their firms towards achieving sustainability goals (see Figure 1). This key
finding is predicted. Leaders must be able to engender change to progress towards sustainability
objectives and competitive business practices [Wiesner, et al. 2017]. Leaders are committed to and
consciously embrace new ways of seeing, thinking and interacting that result in and improve envi-
ronmental sustainability outcomes [Quinn & Dalton, 2009], and as such, leaders need to be able to
seize opportunities and incorporate change within their firms [Knight & Paterson, 2018].

Transformational leadership was identified as the third key leadership finding and was antici-
pated (see Figure 1), as leaders are required to inspire and motivate employees as well as develop
and implement several strategies that will have a positive influence on their organization and the
environment [Portugal & Yukl, 1994; Robertson & Barling, 2013]. Elements of transformational lead-
ership include providing a strong vision and sense of mission to generate awareness thus instilling
pride as well as gaining respect and trust; communicating high expectations; inspiring innovation
and creativity when solving sustainability problems and coaching and advising employees individ-
ually [Ferdig, 2007; Avolio & Bass, 1999]. Leaders must be skilled in engaging others in the process
of creating a vision and making it a reality through the development and implementation of actions
to support goals inherent in the organizational vision [Ferdig, 2007, p. 30]. Taylor (2008a) highlights
the significance of transformational leadership styles to promote sustainable operational practices in
urban water management organizations. Accordingly, leaders are encouraged to take a transforma-
tional leadership approach when inspiring and motivating employees to think about sustainability
issues in new and resourceful ways [Robertson & Carleton, 2018].

In addition to the three areas of similarity (discussed above), other similarities exist (see Fig-
urel). Both sustainable and sustainability leadership share the relevance of organizational culture
when implementing sustainability initiatives in their firms. Sustainability and environmental leader-
ship for instance, share both transactional leadership and relational leadership approaches when
leading their firms towards sustainability goals. There are also unique key leadership findings in all
three leadership approaches. Sustainable leadership, for example, features being socially and
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environmentally responsible; includes aspects of preservation and sustaining organizations; and
acknowledges the importance of shared responsibilities. Sustainability leadership key findings in-
clude taking action on sustainability values; finding sustainable solutions; developing relationships
that influence all stakeholders; and elements of task leadership. Environmental leadership focuses on
the importance of stakeholder influences and expectations to enhance the implementation and suc-
cess of environmental initiatives. So, how do leaders implement sustainability in their firms? Do they
take action and plan specific goals, mobilize resources and set the new direction or do they focus on
developing relationships with all stakeholders and focus on the company’s organizational culture —
or a combination of all of the above? It is unlikely that leaders will embody all styles, skills, practices,
and behaviours of leadership towards sustainability [CISL, 2018]. Instead, leaders will be able to use
and adapt these key leadership findings to suit the context of their organization, thus enhancing sus-
tainability practices in their firms.

Our aim was to resolve the similar and different findings from the literature to examine which
sustainable, sustainability and environmental leadership approaches are predictive of improved or-
ganizational performance with view to understanding leadership towards sustainability. Based on
the extant literature and discussion above, we have developed an integrated framework that com-
bines our findings on leadership behaviours and practices in terms of the types of leadership required
for sustainability change. The ‘leadership towards sustainability” framework (see Figure 1) includes
leadership behaviours and styles that have been developed from theoretical and empirical research
and describes recurring themes. The framework organizes the current literature and takes a step to-
wards integrating and understanding leadership towards sustainability. This new framework re-
views and extends current leadership constructs, thus progressing leadership research in this field.
As discussed above, there is much research that seeks to understand how leadership influences the
implementation of sustainability in firms and this review uncovered similarities and differences
among the three main leadership constructs.

5. Limitations and Future Research

This review paper has several limitations. First, whilst the key findings outlined in the ‘leader-
ship towards sustainability” framework will assist managers to implement or enhance sustainability
initiatives in their firms, it has not been empirically tested. Second, most of the research on leadership
and sustainability has focused on top management leader behaviours and practices directing and
facilitating change towards sustainable goals. However, attention should be given to followers and
their role in facilitating change and progressing sustainability ideas for top management considera-
tion. Third, the approach to sustainability in this paper is mainly driven by business imperatives with
the focus on making efficiency gains across economic, social and environmental issues. It is not about
maintaining the integrity and viability of natural ecosystems, nor does it discuss capitalism, consum-
erism or organizational expansion. Fourth, the application of ISO 14000/14001 standard Environmen-
tal Management System has not been considered in this review. Finally, there remains considerable
differences about the terms discussed in this review. The aim of this paper is not to limit the discus-
sion or to have the final say, conversely, it is about clarifying and building on existing leadership
theories to enhance our understanding of leadership knowledge.

6. Conclusions

This paper reviewed sustainable, sustainability and environmental leadership literature and
identified areas of overlap and complementarity (see Figure 1). These three leadership approaches
were chosen in this paper because of its emerging prominence in the leadership literature and its
effectiveness through research. What has been missing in the literature is a synthesis of leadership
behaviours and practices that combine sustainable, sustainability and environmental leadership. We
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believe that this discussion will bring together literatures that have not previously been aligned and
thus, will facilitate a deeper understanding of leadership within a sustainability context. Overall, this
review is valuable because it develops a ‘leadership towards sustainability” framework in which to
study and practice leadership and identifies key leadership findings that promote sustainability and
business development. Subsequently, this paper attempts to increase our understanding of the lead-
ership behaviours and practices that facilitate the initiation and implementation of sustainability
goals within firms.
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