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Abstract 
Leadership is recognized as a crucial element for successfully introducing, implementing and 
institutionalizing change for sustainability. However, it is unclear which purposes, people and 
processes, regarded as core components of leadership, drive sustainability and how they do it. 

The objective of this thesis is to investigate how organizational leadership for sustainability can 
be conceptualized in terms of purposes, people and processes driving sustainability. Addressed 
research questions are: How is sustainability and leadership viewed and approached by 
organizational leaders? Which purposes, people and processes drive leadership for sustainability 
in organizations? How are these purposes, people and processes related in driving leadership for 
sustainability? To answer these questions, research data has been collected through a case study, 
primarily through 16 interviews with leaders in different companies who have explicit 
responsibility for sustainability. The findings suggest that: 

Purposes that drive leadership for sustainability are many. On an organizational level, a central 
driver is to meet stakeholder expectations, which in turn may create various business benefits. On 
an individual level, a core driver is the personal engagement of wanting to do something 
meaningful by contributing to sustainability and to the personal development of other people.  

People who drive leadership for sustainability have very mixed backgrounds and are associated 
with a wide range of abilities and qualities. However, the abilities to coordinate and to shift from 
silo thinking to systems thinking stand out. Combining generalist competences in systems 
thinking and coordination with specialist competences within environmental, social and economic 
dimensions suggests that key competences needed to drive sustainability could be described as M-
shaped competences. 

Processes that drive leadership for sustainability can be described in terms of including elements 
from a wide range of leadership theories, such as transformational, ethical, shared and emergent 
leadership. Elements of many different leadership theories seem needed to understand what 
leadership for sustainability means and how it effectively can be approached. 

Based on these findings, the overall conclusion is that the 3Ps purposes, people, processes play 
important roles in driving sustainability. Linking these 3Ps of leadership with the 3Ps of 
sustainability planet, people, profit into the 6Ps of leadership for sustainability seem to provide a 
valuable lens or framework for analyzing and understanding organizational leadership for 
sustainability as it highlights central aspects that seem essential to balance and clarify in order to 
drive sustainability. 
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Sammanfattning 
Ledarskap anses vara en avgörande faktor för att framgångsrikt införa, implementera och 
institutionalisera förändring för hållbarhet. Däremot är det oklart vilka syften, människor och 
processer, betraktade som centrala delar av ledarskap, som driver hållbarhet och hur de gör det. 

Syftet med denna studie är att undersöka hur ledarskap för hållbarhet i organisationer kan 
konceptualiseras i termer av syften, människor och processer som driver hållbarhet. Studiens 
forskningsfrågor är: Hur uppfattas hållbarhet och ledarskap av ledare i organisationer? Vilka 
syften, människor och processer driver ledarskap för hållbarhet i organisationer? Hur är dessa 
syften, människor och processer relaterade i att driva ledarskap för hållbarhet? För att besvara 
dessa frågor har forskningsdata samlats in genom en fallstudie, främst genom 16 intervjuer med 
ledare i olika företag som har ett uttalat ansvar för hållbarhet. Resultaten tyder på att: 

Syftena som driver ledarskap för hållbarhet är många. På organisationsnivå är en central drivkraft 
att möta intressentförväntningar, vilket i sin tur kan skapa olika typer av affärsnytta. På 
individnivå är en central drivkraft det personliga engagemanget att vilja göra något meningsfullt 
genom att bidra till hållbar utveckling och till andra människors personliga utveckling. 

Människorna som driver ledarskap för hållbarhet har mycket blandade bakgrunder och är 
förknippade med ett brett spektrum av förmågor och egenskaper. Men förmågan att samordna och 
att gå från silotänkande till systemtänkande sticker ut. En kombination av generalistkompetenser 
inom systemtänkande och samordning med specialistkompetenser inom miljömässiga, sociala och 
ekonomiska dimensioner tyder på att en nyckelkompetens som behövs för att driva hållbarhet 
skulle kunna beskrivas som M-formade kompetenser. 

Processerna som driver ledarskap för hållbarhet kan beskrivas i termer av bland annat element 
från ett brett spektrum av ledarskapsteorier, såsom transformerande, etiskt, delat och framväxande 
ledarskap. Element från många olika ledarskapsteorier verkar behövas för att förstå vad ledarskap 
för hållbarhet innebär och hur det effektivt kan drivas. 

Baserat på dessa iakttagelser så är den övergripande slutsatsen att syften, människor, processer 
spelar en viktig roll i att driva en hållbar utveckling. Att länka dessa tre delar av ledarskap (eng. 
3Ps purposes, people, processes) med de tre delarna av hållbarhet (eng. 3 Ps people, planet, profit) 
i ledarskap för hållbarhet (eng. 6Ps of leadership for sustainability) verkar vara en värdefull lins 
eller ram för att analysera och förstå ledarskap för hållbarhet i organisationer eftersom det belyser 
centrala aspekter som verkar vara viktiga för att balansera och driva hållbarhet. 
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Key definitions and abbreviations 
 
Sustainability A state of balance between fulfilling environmental, social and economic needs 

on both a local and global level, where needs are fulfilled at such a high level 
that this state of balance can be upheld continuously over time. Core 
components of sustainability as a concept is thus considered to be environment, 
society and economy. 

Leadership A phenomenon that emerges in relationships in a social context between people 
that engage in some kind of process with some kind of purpose. Core 
components of leadership as a concept is thus considered to be purposes, 
people and processes. 

Purposes  Drivers, motives, goals and strategies of individuals and organizations. 
Purposes thus encompass why sustainability is driven. 

People  Individuals in organizations including their backgrounds, competences and 
relationships to each other. People thus encompass who is driving 
sustainability. 

Processes  Series of actions used by people to achieve purposes, i.e. applied leadership 
approach. Processes thus encompass how sustainability is driven. 

 

Lx     Interviewed leader, numbered according to interview order (x=1,2,3…16) 
Cx     Company of interviewed leader, numbered according to above (x=1,2,3…16) 
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1. Introduction 
This chapter presents the background, the research problem, the objective, the research 
questions and the main delimitations of this thesis. It also outlines the remainder of the report.  

1.1. Background 
Today, sustainability is an inescapable challenge and concern for societies and businesses 
across the globe (Mancebo and Sachs 2015; Galpin and Whittington 2012). Climate change, 
natural resource depletion, financial crises, demographic dynamics, social justice as well as 
quality of life are some of the main reasons for the widespread agreement on the importance 
of sustainability (ibid.). Many organizations today engage in sustainability efforts not only 
because of external pressures from different stakeholders and regulations, but also because 
they believe that it is the right thing to do and that there are potential business benefits (Strand 
2015; Epstein and Buhovac 2010). However, many organizations struggle to implement their 
sustainability strategies (Metcalf and Benn 2013; Van Velsor 2009).  
Leadership has been recognized as one of the most crucial elements for successfully 
introducing, implementing and institutionalizing change for sustainability (Lozano 2015; 
Epstein and Buhovac 2010). This is not unique to sustainability. Indeed, leadership is 
considered critical for the implementation of most organizational changes (Yukl 2013). 
Organizational leadership is recognized as important for several reasons, such as enabling and 
directing change as well as aligning, motivating and inspiring people (Northouse 2010). 

The increasing interest and importance of sustainability in organizations is reflected in the 
research about sustainability, which has grown dramatically in recent years (Linnenlueke and 
Griffiths 2013; Lee and Carroll 2011; Cochran 2007). There is evidently also a large amount 
of research about leadership considering the long history of this phenomenon and the interest 
seems far from fading, indeed, the amount of leadership research has continued to grow 
considerably in the last decade (Dinh et al. 2014). Nevertheless, even though leadership for 
sustainability is clearly of increasing importance and interest in practice, the research on this 
subject is still limited (Metcalf and Benn 2013; Strand 2015; Van Velsor 2009). Regarding 
sustainability and corporate social responsibility (CSR) as closely related concepts, it has 
even been highlighted that there is “strikingly little research that explicitly explores the 
intersection between leadership and CSR” (Strand 2011, p. 84). 
Furthermore, existing research about sustainability tends to focus more on what sustainability 
is and why to implement it rather than on how to implement it and, especially, what the role 
of leadership is in this process (Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen 2015; Metcalf and Benn 2013; 
Waldman and Siegel 2008). Existing research relating more specifically to leadership for 
sustainability also tends to refer to corporate leaders and managers in general. Few studies 
focus on the role of leaders and/or managers with formal explicit sustainability responsibility, 
which is a role that in recent years has been increasingly introduced in practice (Borglund and 
Norberg 2013; Strand 2013). Thus, more research and empirical evidence of the role of 
leadership in driving sustainability – in particular the role of leaders with explicit 
sustainability responsibility – clearly seems needed.  
In addition to balancing environmental, social and economic needs, balancing different 
stakeholders’ needs are also described as critical for sustainability (Rahbek Gjerdrum 
Pedersen 2015; Hörisch, Freeman and Schaltegger 2014). As a part of Scandinavia, Sweden 
has been proposed as “a particularly promising context from which to draw inspiration 
regarding effective company-stakeholder cooperation” (Strand 2015, p. 82) and to “lead the 
world in strong CSR and sustainability performance” (Strand, Freeman and Hockerts 2015, p. 
4). Hopefully, this thesis will create at least a few sparks of such inspiration. 
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1.2. Research problem 
This section discusses the overall problem and case addressed in this thesis. It also comments 
on who has identified the studied problem and guided the topic and direction of the thesis. 

Lack of clarity about meaning and approaches  
The overall problem targeted in this thesis is the lack of clarity about what leadership for 
sustainability really means and how it works in organizations striving to drive sustainability. 
Moreover, there is lack of clarity about how leadership is approached and organized to drive 
sustainability and how this is related to organizational development towards sustainability.  
This lack of clarity gives rise to a range of questions such as where and on what level in the 
organization is leadership for sustainability carried out? By whom and/or by what means? 
With what level of formal and/or informal integration across the organization? What are the 
reasons for and against having formal leaders with explicit sustainability responsibility? Thus, 
there is a need to further investigate leadership for sustainability in organizations in order to 
better understand its function and nature as well as challenges and opportunities to help 
organizations to effectively organize their leadership for sustainability.  

The Scandinavian sustainability case 
As the background introduced, Sweden has as part of Scandinavia been proposed as “a 
particularly promising context from which to draw inspiration regarding effective company-
stakeholder cooperation” (Strand and Freeman 2015, p. 82). Scandinavian countries and 
Scandinavian-based corporations repeatedly rank exceptionally high in different indexes 
relating to sustainability performance, such as the Dow Jones Sustainability Index (DJSI) and 
FTSE4Good Index Series (Strand, Freeman and Hockerts 2015).  

Such indexes of course have limitations in the difficulty of converting the complexity of a 
whole country or company into a single figure. However, despite different and limited 
measurement methods, Strand, Freeman and Hockerts (2015, p. 4) argue that the consistency 
of top positions for Scandinavia indicates that “Scandinavian countries lead the world in 
strong CSR and sustainability performance”. This thesis responds to these assertions, 
acknowledging that inspiration can be drawn from Scandinavian cases of leadership for 
sustainability, while at the same time recognizing that it is unclear how this can be done. 

A note about drivers behind this thesis 
This thesis could be described as being both self-driven, research-driven and client-driven 
(Blomkvist and Hallin 2014). It is largely driven by my own curiosity about the intersection 
between two subjects that I for long have been very interested in. Diving into the ocean of 
literature about leadership and sustainability, it also became clear that this intersection was 
relatively unresearched. With help from my family, I was also able to establish a reference 
point in reality through a management consultant with many years of practical experience of 
leadership for sustainability. This contact person has not been a client of the thesis in the 
traditional sense of the word, but has provided input and ideas to the area of investigation. 

Problem statement 
The research problem this thesis is based on and addresses can in short be described as the 
lack of clarity regarding what leadership for sustainability means and how it can be 
approached to drive sustainability. It is also indirectly addresses the lack of clarity regarding 
how Swedish cases of leadership for sustainability can be regarded as sources of inspiration.  



Purposes, People and Processes in Leadership for Sustainability  Chapter 1. Introduction 

 3 

1.3. Objective  
The objective of this study is to investigate how organizational leadership for sustainability 
can be conceptualized in terms of purposes, people and processes* driving sustainability. This 
is investigated by exploring how organizational leaders with explicit sustainability 
responsibility experience the development of their roles and of their organizations in driving 
sustainability.  
This investigation will in turn aim to clarify what leadership for sustainability means and how 
it can be approached in organizations to drive sustainability. This will hopefully provide some 
insights that can help drive sustainability in the face of increasing external and internal 
pressures on organizations to adopt more sustainable practices. 

1.4. Research questions  
To fulfill the objective, the following research questions are addressed: 

• How is sustainability and leadership viewed and approached by organizational leaders? 
• What purposes drive leadership for sustainability in organizations? 
• Which people drive leadership for sustainability in organizations? 
• What processes drive leadership for sustainability in organizations? 
• How are the purposes, people and processes related in driving leadership for 

sustainability?  
The first research question seeks to clarify what leadership and sustainability mean to 
organizational leaders with explicit responsibility for sustainability and their organizations. 
An understanding of this provides an important foundation for understanding the following 
research questions and answers. 

The second research question seeks to identify why sustainability in general, and leadership 
for sustainability in particular, is important for organizational leaders with explicit 
responsibility for sustainability and their organizations. It seeks to identify key drivers, goals 
and strategies. 

The third research question focuses on capturing who the people are in organizations who 
drive sustainability. It specifically seeks to characterize those people who have explicit formal 
sustainability responsibilities but also possible other people who may play important roles in 
driving sustainability. Additionally, it intends to identify what capabilities people need to lead 
and drive organizational sustainability forward.  
The fourth research question attempts to grasp how leadership can drive sustainability, i.e. 
what processes, practices and activities in organizations that drive sustainability. In particular, 
it seeks to characterize formal leadership processes but also possible informal processes. 

The fifth and final research question aims to explore how the purposes, people and processes 
driving leadership for sustainability are related. In other words, it intends to investigate how 
the answers to the first four research questions are or can be linked. 

                                                
* As defined on p. vii and described further in the next Chapter 2, purposes, people and processes are in this thesis 
considered to be core elements of leadership. These 3Ps of leadership emerged as a focus of the thesis as a combined 
outcome of studying definitions of leadership in leadership literature and of trying to identify core components or themes in 
the interview responses. A quick surf on the internet reveals that purpose, people and process have been recognized as core 
components of leadership by many other many times before this thesis. Other “popular Ps” associated with leadership include 
performance, profit, probity, partnership(s), power(ful), practical, private and public. 
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1.5. Delimitations 
This thesis is delimited to study the research problem and the research questions described 
above through the eyes of organizational leaders who have, or who have recently had, explicit 
sustainability responsibility. In this thesis, this means that the empirical data will be based on 
interviews with formally appointed leaders who have manager/ director/ head/ chief executive 
or similar status together with “sustainability” or a synonym thereof explicitly included in 
their formal job title, or who have received an award for exemplary leadership for 
sustainability from some third party.  
These formal managers/ heads/ directors/ chief executives are assumed to be also leaders and 
participating in leadership processes in their respective organizations with the overall task of 
driving sustainability. As the previous sections suggest, “drive” is a frequently used word in 
this thesis. Inspired by the dictionary definition of drive: “to urge or force (animals or people) 
to move in a specified direction” (Oxford dictionaries, n.d.a), “drive” will in thesis refer to 
attitudes, approaches and actions that contribute to moving individuals, organizations and 
societies towards sustainability.   

Another delimitation is that the thesis focuses on studying this group of leaders’ perceptions 
and experiences of leadership for sustainability. The findings will be based on central themes 
in their responses to questions guided by the interview guide attached in Appendix A. In other 
words, the thesis does not include systematic reviews of internal documentation such as job 
descriptions, action plans and organizational charts. Neither does it look at measures of how 
the organizations have progressed development and performance towards sustainability, nor 
internal performance measurements, nor external ratings or indexes. While this of course 
could have provided valuable additional input to the analysis, it was considered beyond the 
scope of this thesis. Thus, rather than delving into details of documents and figures, the thesis 
is a qualitative study focusing on the investigation of overarching patterns and themes. 

Additionally, the thesis focuses on presenting and discussing the cross-case analyses and not 
the within-case analyses in this multiple case study. Similarly, the thesis focuses on 
investigating Swedish cases of leadership for sustainability and not on comparing and 
contrasting cases from different industries. The inclusion of cases from a range of industries 
served to provide a spread of input sources and to deemphasize industry specific aspects.  
While this thesis recognizes context on various levels as essential for understanding 
leadership for sustainability as a social phenomenon, this thesis is delimited to focusing on a 
few aspects of context. The case context first of all refers the organizational context, see Table 
2, as this thesis focuses on organizational leadership and the purposes, people and processes 
driving sustainability in organizations. It also recognizes elements of the larger societal 
context, in particular elements from the institutional infrastructure for sustainability and the 
geographical and cultural context of Scandinavia, but seeks to remain focused on purposes, 
people and processes driving sustainability.   
Finally, and for clarification, this thesis investigates the purposes, people and processes that 
drive sustainability. This thesis interprets these three Ps as the core components of leadership, 
recognizing that there may be many different other definitions of leadership. Similarly, this 
thesis adopts the widely agreed-upon three pillars, or 3Ps, of sustainability. Figure 1 is an 
illustration that summarizes what this thesis investigates, focusing especially on the left 3Ps 
and the middle intersection, i.e. the 3Ps of leadership are studied from the perspective of or in 
the context of the 3Ps of sustainability. 
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Figure 1. Attempt to illustrate and summarize the focus of this thesis – the intersection between leadership 
and sustainability and more specifically the 3Ps purposes, people and processes of this intersection. 

1.6. Outline 
This section provides an overall outline of how the remainder of this report is organized. It 
also provides short summaries of the overall content of each chapter. 

Chapter 2. Theoretical framework  
This chapter reviews relevant literature relating to the subject of this study in order to provide 
a basic understanding and orientation of where this thesis is positioned in relation to existing 
research. The chapter starts by introducing leadership and sustainability as two concepts of 
which the concept leadership for sustainability can be considered an intersection. It identifies 
purposes, people and processes as key concepts of leadership, and then discusses how these 
three Ps could be understood from a sustainability perspective, i.e. in leadership for 
sustainability. 

Chapter 3. Research methodology 
This chapter discusses the research methodology of the thesis. This includes underlying 
philosophical research assumptions, the overall research approach and design, data collection 
and data analysis methods. It also includes ethical research considerations. 

Chapter 4. Empirical and analytical findings  
This chapter presents the empirical and analytical findings of the study and discusses how the 
findings can be understood in relation to existing literature and theory. It starts by discussing 
how sustainability and leadership is understood and approached in the studied cases. It 
continues by discussing the purposes, people and processes driving sustainability and how 
these 3Ps are related. Based on the discussed findings, it finally suggests ways of visualizing 
how organizational leadership for sustainability can be conceptualized in terms of purposes, 
people and processes. 

Chapter 5. Conclusion and discussion 
The final chapter draws conclusions and discusses the thesis’ limitations and contributions. It 
first summarizes the answers to the research questions and discusses how the objective has 
been fulfilled. Next, it discusses the limitations and the quality of the findings. It also 
discusses the thesis’ possible knowledge contribution and suggests avenues for future 
research. Finally, it provides a few final remarks. 



Purposes, People and Processes in Leadership for Sustainability Chapter 2. Theoretical framework 

 6 

2. Theoretical framework 
This chapter reviews existing theory and research relevant for understanding how this thesis 
can be positioned in relation to existing leadership literature. First, it discusses central 
components of the concepts leadership and sustainability that leadership for sustainability can 
be considered an intersection of. Next, it discusses the intersection of these two concepts in 
terms of purposes, people and processes. The compilation of these theoretical elements 
comprises the theoretical framework of this thesis. 

2.1. Sustainability 
This section intends to grasp the core characteristics of sustainability as a phenomenon and 
concept. An understanding of this is essential for understanding leadership for sustainability 
as it encompasses the context and issues leaders for sustainability are faced with.  

Balance between environment, society and economy 
Sustainability is an ambiguous concept considering how it typically incorporates a range of 
complex interrelated issues (Amini and Bienstock 2014; Dobers 2009; Dahlsrud 2008). While 
there exists many different definitions, it is often described as a state where environmental, 
social and economic needs are fulfilled, and that it is of fundamental importance that this 
fulfillment is done in a balanced way because these three aspects are inherently interlinked 
and interdependent (Folke et al. 2011). Based on this widespread notion, sustainability is in 
this thesis defined as: a state of balance between fulfilling environmental, social and 
economic needs on both a local and global level, where needs are fulfilled at such a high level 
that this state of balance can be upheld continuously over time. Core components of 
sustainability as a concept is thus considered to be environment, society and economy. 
This triad has been expressed in several different ways such the three pillars of sustainability 
(Mancebo and Sachs 2015), the “triple bottom line” (Madu and Kuei 2012, p. 1), the “triple 
top line” (Braungart, McDonough and Bollinger 2007, p. 1343), the “3Ps” or “people, planet, 
profit” (Cramer, Van der Heijden and Jonker 2006, p. 380) and “the business case, societal 
case and natural case” (Dyllick and Hockerts 2002, p. 135). The establishment of this triad 
indicates the widespread agreement that balancing these three aspects lies at the very core of 
what sustainability is about. Figure 2 is a common way of illustrating the triad. 

Environmental

Social Economic

Planet

ProfitPeople

 
 Figure 2. The sustainability triad where sustainability can be regarded as the intersection between all three 

aspects – planet, people, profit – are equally included, adapted from Gröndahl and Svanström (2012, p. 36). 

Sustainability can be viewed as the goal of sustainable development, which is a concept that 
has emerged in response to the unsustainable development increasingly apparent around the 
world (Doppelt 2010). Like sustainability, sustainable development has many definitions, 
however, many refer to the UN definition from 1987 (Madu and Kuei 2012). This definition 
denotes sustainable development as development that “meets the needs of the present without 
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compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (UN 1987). With 
growing awareness among people at all levels of society of how critical sustainability issues 
are, more organizations and companies are increasingly engaging in trying to make the 
unsustainable sustainable (Epstein and Buhovac 2014).  

Balance between stakeholder interests 
In addition to balancing environmental, social and economic needs, balancing different 
stakeholders’ needs and interests are also commonly described as critical for sustainability 
(Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen 2015; Hörisch, Freeman and Schaltegger 2014; Epstein and 
Buhovac 2014). Caring for different stakeholder interests is based on the notion that a 
corporation does not exist in isolation but in a larger context with a range of stakeholders 
whom it is dependent of for its survival and success and therefore need to carefully manage 
(Freeman 2010a; Grankvist 2009). Figure 3 illustrates common categories of stakeholders.  

Company

Customers

Governments

Suppliers Employees

Owners NGOs

Management Society

“stakeholder  =  any  group  or  individual  who  can  

affect  or  is  affected  by  the  achievement  of  the  

firm’s  objectives”  

Freeman  (2010b,  p.  25)  

  “the  stakeholders  in  an  organization  are  the  

individuals  or  groups  dependent  on  the  company  

for  the  realization  of  their  personal  goals  and  on  

whom  the  company  is  dependent  for  its  existence”

Rhenman  (1968,  p.  25)  

 
 

 Figure 3. Stakeholder map with examples of common corporate stakeholders, adapted from Freeman (2010b, 
p. 25) and Rhenman (1968, p. 25).  

Strand, Freeman and Hockerts (2015) assert that the Swedish scholar Rhenman (1968) was 
first to use the term stakeholder in management literature in his seminal work on industrial 
democracy, suggesting that that the idea of consciously caring for the company’s stakeholders 
has Scandinavian origins, or at least strong roots in Scandinavia. 

Variety of sustainability terms 
In companies’ endeavors to contribute to an environmentally, socially and economically 
healthier world, a range of different terms that relate to sustainability and sustainable business 
practices have emerged. Figure 4 illustrates this variety of more or less overlapping terms.  
However, while this variety is still prevalent, recent research suggests that for example “the 
expression sustainability appears to be gaining favor over CSR”, arguably because 
sustainability is perceived as more “rational” and thus tends to be preferred by top 
management (Strand, Freeman and Hockerts 2015, p. 2). The term “corporate” in CSR 
arguably contributed to the widespread popularity of CSR by making it sound “critical to 
business” (Grankvist 2009, p. 19). However, today many companies have removed the term 
“social” in CSR as a way of showing that their responsibilities are not only social (ibid.).  

In this thesis, sustainability is regarded as an umbrella term, i.e. a term that encompasses a 
range of similar terms including CSR, CR and other terms illustrated in Figure 4, and is 
therefore the term that will be predominantly used. The term sustainability has unlike most 
similar terms the advantage of including or implying the importance of time. For this reason, 
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sustainability is considered to be “the concept that best describes a company’s endeavor to act 
in long-term sustainable ways” [my translation] (Grankvist 2009, p. 21). 

Sustainability

Corporate  Sustainability  (CS)

Corporate  Responsibility  (CR)

Corporate  Social  Responsibility  (CSR)

Corporate  Social  Performance  (CSP)

Corporate  Citizenship

Business  Ethics

Stakeholder  Relations  Management

Stakeholder  Engagement

Stewardship

Sustainable  and  Responsible  Investment  (SRI)

Business  and  Society  

Corporate  Governance

Responsible  Business

Responsible  Management

Sustainable  Development

Environment,  Health  and  Safety  (EHS)Resilience

Environmental  and  Social  Governance  (ESG)

 
 Figure 4. Word cloud illustrating the multitude of more or less overlapping terms related to sustainability 

and sustainable business practices, based on (Lozano 2015; Strand 2015; Amini and Bienstock 2014; 
Dahlsrud 2008; Xu, Marinova and Guo 2015; Crane and Matten 2010; Grankvist 2009). 

Institutional infrastructure for sustainability 
As the interest in and importance of sustainability initiatives are increasing, so is the amount 
of different sustainability-oriented standards, codes, certifications, reporting systems, 
membership organizations, indexes, ratings, NGOs, academic journals, popular etc. Waddock 
(2008) refers to this as the emergence and evolution of an institutional infrastructure for 
corporate responsibility. Institutions can be described as the “rules of the game by which 
players, including individuals and organizations, interact” (Carson et al. 1999, p. 1). Appendix 
B provides a small glimpse of this large infrastructure for sustainability.  

Recognizing this institutional infrastructure is important because it influences how 
sustainability is interpreted, introduced and implemented by companies and their leaders 
(Angus-Leppan, Metcalf and Benn 2010). Many components of the institutional infrastructure 
are entirely voluntary and can support organizations with structure when developing 
sustainability strategies (Epstein and Buhovac 2014). However, identifying what to focus on 
and implementing this is challenging and demands a systematic understanding of this 
infrastructure as a whole (Bjartmarz and Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen 2015). 

Implicit and explicit sustainability 
One way of framing how companies express and exercise their sustainability practices is 
Matten and Moon’s (2008) implicit-explicit CSR framework. Table 1 describes what 
characterizes these two forms, including how CSR is communicated (ibid.). One expression 
of explicit CSR is to have CSR or a synonym like sustainability explicitly included in 
corporate strategies and formal job or position titles (Strand 2013). 

Table 1. Key aspects of implicit-explicit CSR framework, based on Matten and Moon (2008) and Angus-
Leppan, Metcalf and Benn (2010). 

Implicit CSR Explicit CSR 

• is a form of CSR that is embedded in social systems, 
e.g. a company, as a result of collective customary 
norms and mandatory requirements, and that 
addresses wider stakeholder concerns and interests 

• is typically implicitly communicated 

• may facilitate internal stakeholder engagement by 
encouraging commitment among staff 

• a form of CSR that is less embedded in the company’s 
system and that usually is based on individual 
corporate policies and voluntary programs  

• is typically explicitly communicated, e.g. policies and 
practices are communicated using sustainability and 
similar concepts in a conscious way 

• may facilitate external stakeholder engagement by 
raising attention and awareness 
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Matten and Moon (2008) developed the concept through a comparative study between the US 
and Europe. They identified that while US companies have a relatively long history of clearly 
claiming their contributions to the larger community, i.e. explicit CSR, this has not been the 
case in Europe until fairly recently (ibid.). While useful to understand how sustainability is 
expressed and practiced in organizations, the implicit-explicit framework has been challenged 
by arguments such as that sustainability is too complex to be separated into one of two kinds, 
and that the two forms often may exist in parallel in the same organization (Strand 2013). 

Implicit and explicit sustainability in Scandinavia 
Strand, Freeman and Hockerts (2015) suggest how a shift from implicit to explicit CSR is 
evident in Scandinavia, but also note how this shift brings both opportunities and challenges. 
A deeply rooted tradition of stakeholder engagement means that the foundations for a shift are 
in place. However, deeply rooted norms about being modest also mean a strong preference for 
do more and talk less, i.e. to “walk the talk” rather than “talk the walk” (ibid.). Such traditions 
and preferences are arguably closely linked to the “Law of Jante”, the Scandinavian cultural 
norm or mentality directing people to deemphasize individual recognition and instead 
emphasize humility (Johansson Robinowitz and Werner Carr 2001, p. 83).  
Furthermore, Scandinavians are typically regarded as relationship-oriented shaped by a 
history of democracy and solidarity (CIFS 2006). This relationship-orientation leads to 
behavior that encourages cooperation, consensus and consideration of the larger community 
(CIFS 2006; Morsing, Midttun and Palmås 2007; Strand, Freeman and Hockerts 2015).  

However, while such behavior may be common in Scandinavia, Scandinavian companies are 
by no means always exemplary. Media report of many examples of misconduct and more talk 
than walk in Scandinavian companies (Rimpi 2015). While media may not always cover the 
whole picture, the increased public interest in sustainability has increased media’s role in 
scrutinizing sustainability initiatives and to put pressure on companies to adopt sustainable 
practices (Doppelt 2010).  

2.2. Leadership 
This section seeks to review the essential characteristics of the leadership concept. It first 
highlights the multitude of different definitions of and approaches to leadership. Second, it 
discusses differences between leadership and management, and different levels of leadership. 

Variety of different leadership approaches 
Leadership is a phenomenon that has a long history of attracting people’s interest, from 
ancient tales to today’s steadily increasing research about different aspects of leadership 
(Dinh et al. 2014; Grint 2011). Although many people may have a similar intuitive idea of 
what leadership is, leadership is an ambiguous phenomenon and concept that has been defined 
and approached in many different ways (Dinh et al. 2014; Yukl 2013). Figure 5 provides a 
glimpse of the kaleidoscopic field of different leadership approaches and theories (Dinh et al. 
2014; Yukl 2013; Northouse 2010; Shriberg, Shriberg and Kumari 2005).  

The illustration in Figure 5 does not exhaustively cover all perspectives in leadership 
literature and the categories are not definitive. The approaches and theories that in previous 
research have been associated with leadership for sustainability will be further discussed in 
Section 2.5. 

 



Purposes, People and Processes in Leadership for Sustainability Chapter 2. Theoretical framework 

 10 

Leadership  
types  and  
theories

emotional  intelligence

intellectual  intelligence

integrity

      
      
      
    c
om
m
un
ic
at
iv
e

      
      
ad
m
in
is
tra
tiv
e

        
        
        
    te
ch
nic
al

more  
established

more  
emergent

trait
skills

      pa
rtici
pati
ve

em
po
we
rin
g

        shared
behavioral

relational

situational
neo-

charismatic strategic

for  
specific  
purpose

contextual

team

etical/
moral

                      leader-mem
ber

                exchange
  (LMX)

follower-centric

            relational

  social  exchange

      contingency

  path-goal

        situational

      leadershipsubstitute

        flexible

      charismatic

transform
ational

  transactional et
hi
ca
l

m
or
al

aut
hen
tic

servant

pro
jec
t

quiet

decision  groupteam

            
            
            
      so

cial
  

personality

up
pe
r  e
ch
elo
ns

st
ra
te
gi
c

changecreativity/

innovation

learning/
know

ledge

sociability

  a
na
ly
tic
al

diversity

distance

tim
e,  space

social  network

sp
iri
tu
al

systems  thinking/

integr
ative

perspective

complexity

 
 Figure 5. Mind map illustrating relatively more established and emergent leadership theories, based on Dinh 

et al. (2014), Yukl (2013), Northouse (2010), Bryman, Collinson, Grint, Jackson and Uhl-Bien (2011), and 
Shriberg, Shriberg and Kumari (2005).  

Leadership involves purposes, people and processes 
Despite the conceptual confusion due to many different leadership definitions and approaches, 
there seems to be a number of core components that together capture essential aspects of 
leadership – purpose, people and process. A way to describe leadership that includes these 
three components and draws on several common general definitions is that leadership is: a 
phenomenon that emerges in relationships in a social context between people that engage in 
some kind of process with some kind of purpose (Dinh et al. 2014; Yukl 2013; Northouse 
2010). This is the leadership definition adopted in this thesis, which also Figure 6 illustrates. 

People Process

Purpose

Why?

How?Who?

 
 Figure 6. Purpose, people, process – central components of the concept and phenomenon of leadership  
 recognized in this thesis, based on Dinh et al. (2014), Yukl (2013) and Northouse (2010).  

In addition to being core components of leadership, purposes, people and processes can also 
be considered as components of the organizational context, see Table 2. Context can be 
described as the “the circumstances that form the setting for an event, statement or idea, and 
in terms of which it can be fully understood” (Oxford dictionaries, n.d.c). 
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Table 2.  Major components of organizational context with examples of elements of these components, 
adapted from Porter and McLaughlin (2006, p. 563). 

Organizational 
context component 

 
Examples of elements of component 

Culture, Climate Types of culture, norms that reflect the culture, cultural emphasis on ethics 

Goals, Purposes Goals, strategies and missions of individuals, groups and organizational units 

People, Composition Demographic variability within the organization, capabilities of individuals and groups 

Processes Degree of standardization of processes within the organization; mode of governance; policies; task 
factors (e.g. differentiation, complexity, ambiguity); technologies in use 

State, Condition Availability of resources; stability or crisis; organizational health (e.g. financial, reputational) 

Structure Size, shape and type of organization; degree of formalization and centralization; hierarchical levels 
of individuals and groups under consideration; spatial distances between individuals/groups 

Time Duration of leadership effects; organizational life cycle stage effects; CEO/TMT1 succession history 
1TMT = Top management team, i.e. the small group of people at the highest level of an organization with the overall main responsibility for the 
company’s operations and performance. It includes the CEO (chief executive officer), and other chief officers such as the CFO (chief financial 
officer) who directly reports to the CEO, i.e. who are one level below the CEO in the organizational hierarchy. 

Guided by the objective and research questions of this thesis, the remaining Sections 2.3-2.5 
in this chapter will focus on purposes, people and processes in organizational leadership. 
While the focus is on purposes, people and processes, the section about purposes will 
indirectly relate to state/condition, the section about people will indirectly relate to structures, 
and the section about processes will indirectly relate to culture/climate and time. Inspired by 
the examples in Table 2, purposes, people and processes will in thesis mean and refer to: 

• Purposes: Drivers, motives, goals and strategies of individuals and organizations. 
Purposes thus encompass why sustainability is driven. 

• People: Individuals in organizations including their backgrounds, competences and 
relationships to each other. People thus encompass who is driving sustainability. 

• Processes: Series of actions used by people to achieve purposes, i.e. applied leadership 
approach. Processes thus encompass how sustainability is driven. 

Leadership versus management 
How leadership relates to management has for long been discussed and debated in literature 
(Strand 2015; Yukl 2013; Northouse 2010; Grint 2005). Table 3 lists some common 
contrasting characteristics between leadership and management. 

Table 3. Common characteristics of how leadership differs from management, based on Strand (2015), Yukl 
(2013), Thompson (2011), Northouse (2010), Maylor (2010) and Grint (2005). 

Leadership Management 

• is associated with change, and in turn  
• creating and communicating visions and strategies  
• building teams and inspiring, motivating and 
empowering people (people-oriented relationship) 

• is associated with consistency, and in turn  
• planning and providing resources and procedures  
• organizing staff and ensuring order, coordination and 
efficiency (task-oriented function) 

• is associated with facing a larger degree of uncertainty 
and unknown problems 

• is associated with facing a lower degree of uncertainty 
and more known problems 

• is associated with an occupation that has been 
formally appointed 

• is associated with a role that can be both formally 
appointed and/or informally gained 

Most agree that someone can be a leader without necessarily being a manager and vice versa. 
However, perhaps it is not the differences between these theoretical concepts and practical 
roles that are most interesting and important but rather how they complement each other. 
Indeed, it has been argued that integrating the two roles is essential for organizational 
effectiveness (Yukl and Lepsinger 2005).  
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Leadership levels 
Leadership can be regarded as occurring on different levels ranging from the individual, 
dyadic (one-on-one), group and organizational level (Yukl 2013), see Figure 7. 

Individual

Dyadic

Group

Organizational

 
 Figure 7. Multiple levels of conceptualization for leadership research, adapted from Yukl (2013, p. 30). 

While separating these levels provides different perspectives on leadership that may facilitate 
understanding of the concept, leadership may often occur on all levels simultaneously, 
especially in organizations. Like Figure 7 suggests, higher levels will include elements of the 
lower levels. In line with the objective and research questions, the focus of this thesis is on the 
organizational level, however, individuals and groups will also be discussed as they represent 
the building blocks or sub-systems of the larger organizational system. 

2.3. Purposes in leadership for sustainability 
This section discusses purposes in leadership for sustainability. As previously mentioned, 
purposes in this thesis refers to drivers, motives, goals and strategies of individuals and 
organizations. Purposes thus encompass why sustainability is driven. Accordingly, this section 
helps to create an understanding of why companies and their leaders address sustainability. 

Underlying motives and drivers 
There is today a wide range of reasons why managers drive their companies to engage in 
sustainability (Lozano 2015; Ditlev-Simonsen and Midttun 2011; Rahbek Pedersen and 
Neergaard 2009). Many of these reasons are related to the growing globalization and 
increasing pressures on companies to respond to issues such as climate change, natural 
resource depletion, financial crises, demographic dynamics, social justice as well as quality of 
life (Mancebo and Sachs 2015). However, societal pressures and expectations are not the only 
reasons, many companies also engage in sustainability because they believe that is the right 
thing to do and that it can bring business benefits (Neergaard 2006 in Rahbek Gjerdrum 
Pedersen 2015; Phillips et al. 2010). These main overarching reasons can be classified into 
institutional, intrinsic and instrumental motives (ibid.), see Figure 8. 

Institutional
“It  is  expected”

Instrumental
“It  pays  off”

Intrinsic
“It  is  is  the  right  
thing  to  do”

 
Figure 8. Three main reasons or motives for corporate sustainability, adapted from Neergaard (2006) in 
Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen (2015, p. 12) and Phillips et al. (2010). 
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There are evidently other ways of classifying drivers. One way is to view drivers in terms of 
the triad people, planet, profit or business case, societal case and natural case (Cramer, Van 
der Heijden and Jonker 2006; Dyllick and Hockerts 2002). Other ways to distinguish drivers 
is to identify them as interests of different organizational stakeholders (Hörisch, Freeman and 
Schaltegger 2014) or as interest on different levels such as the individual, organizational or 
larger societal level (Angus-Leppan, Metcalf and Benn 2010). Yet another way is to 
determine whether the drivers are external or internal. Figure 9 illustrates an attempt to 
provide a more holistic view of different drivers, proposing connecting drivers in addition to 
internal and external drivers (Lozano 2015). 

Generate/  
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Figure 9. Internal, external and connecting drivers for sustainability, adapted from Lozano (2015, p. 40). 

While these ways of differentiating drivers may help to create understanding of the range of 
different drivers, the greatest understanding is perhaps gained from viewing them in 
combination and how they complement each other. Yet, while these ways for classifying 
drivers facilitates understanding of which types of drivers exist, they offer limited guidance to 
identify the relative importance of different drivers, which in turn is important to help deal 
with potential trade-offs and synergies. Nonetheless, in an attempt to rate the relative 
importance of different corporate sustainability drivers, leadership was identified as one of the 
most important drivers (Lozano 2015). This is consistent with the established notion that 
leadership and top management support is essential for the successful implementation of any 
major change initiative in organizations (Epstein and Buhovac 2014; Doppelt 2010). 

To create shareholder value and shared value 
The approaches to addressing sustainability and its related terms have changed over time. 
Influential written works relating to sustainability and corporations are Friedman (1970), 
Carroll (1979, 1991), Freeman (2010b, first published 1984) and Porter and Kramer (2011, 
2006, 2002) (Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2013). Friedman (1970) established the idea of 
shareholder value by arguing that the central social responsibility for corporations is to 
increase profits and shareholder value. Freeman (2010b) popularized the idea of stakeholder 
engagement, see also Section 2.1. Carroll (1979, 1991) asserted that corporations had four 
main social responsibilities: economic, legal, ethical and discretionary (replaced by 
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philanthropic in 1991) in order of decreasing magnitude of responsibility. Porter and Kramer 
(2011, 2006, 2002) argued in short for the importance of linking sustainability with strategy. 
Implied to the concepts of shareholder value and stakeholder management is that they give 
rise to colliding interests and the need for trade-offs. However, these concepts do not 
necessarily need to conflict as shareholders are one group of stakeholders. A cause of conflict 
and critique is the difference in time horizons where a narrower shareholder view tend to 
favor shorter-term value while a wider stakeholder view looks further ahead for longer-term 
value (Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen 2015). Furthermore, Porter and Kramer (2011) has also 
argued that many trade-offs are assumed rather than real, and therefore call for looking 
beyond trade-offs to opportunities of creating shared value between business and society.  
Nonetheless, Strand and Freeman (2015, p. 80) assert that the idea of shared value has limited 
novelty, arguing that it directly builds on the established stakeholder view of “jointness of 
interests”, as discussed in Section 2.1. Moreover, they argue that stakeholder engagement, and 
thus also the idea of creating shared value, has origins in Scandinavia with deep roots in the 
Scandinavian cultural and institutional context.  

To create competitive and cooperative advantage  
Porter and Kramer (2002) have also earlier argued for strategic philanthropy, or how 
philanthropy can create competitive advantage. Likewise, they argue for strengthening the 
link between strategy and society through strategic CSR (2006). These ideas are similar in 
how Porter and Kramer (2011, 2006, 2002) speak of virtuous circles of value creation by 
focusing on business activities that have greatest relative impact on both the company and 
larger society. Although the idea is appealing, it might be too overoptimistic that all trade-offs 
can be converted into synergies as the idea somehow suggests. However, it certainly is 
desirable, which welcomes more empirical evidence of how it can be done in practice. 

Anyhow, Strand and Freeman (2015) suggest that strategic CSR that seeks to create 
competitive advantage conflicts with the idea of shared value in terms of the strong emphasis 
on competition over cooperation. Thus, they call for a shift in strategic focus from 
competitive to cooperative advantage (ibid.). It is interesting to draw parallels to nature where 
at first glance “survival of the fittest” seems to rule the order of things, however, looking a 
little bit closer reveals other roads to development, such as mutualism and co-evolution. 

2.4. People in leadership for sustainability 
This section discusses people in organizational leadership for sustainability, focusing on their 
capabilities. It first identifies the emergence of sustainability professionals who work 
specifically with sustainability and what competences this group of people have or may need. 
It then describes a way of conceptualizing competences needed in modern businesses that 
could be informative for understanding leaders and other people driving sustainability.  

Emergence of formal sustainability professionals 
As a result of the increasing importance and interest in sustainability in society, a new group 
of sustainability professionals has emerged and grown in recent years (Willard et al. 2010). 
This emergence has in turn attracted attention to who the people in this group are, where they 
work, and what they need to know and do in order to drive corporate sustainability 
performance (Osagie et al. 2014). Having professionals with sustainability explicitly included 
in the position title may have both significant strategic and symbolic value, as position titles 
often reflect and suggest what the company regards to be of significant importance (Strand 
2013; Leadbitter 2010; Nath and Mahajan 2008). 
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One of the most comprehensive surveys attempting to capture the key characteristics of this 
group of professionals is The CR and Sustainability Salary Survey, conducted by the British 
market leading sustainability recruitment company Acre (Acre 2014). The 2014 survey 
included responses from 1200 sustainability professionals working in a wide range of 
different organizations and countries with a majority working in companies and in Europe. 
The respondents mainly engage in the activities strategy development and implementation, 
reporting/performance measurement, environment, stakeholder engagement and auditing/ 
assurance (Acre 2014). About 90% of the respondents have an academic degree although 
often in a subject not directly related to sustainability. While this survey is highly informative 
on a range of aspects relating to the emergence of this group of professionals, it is a 
quantitative study providing limited qualitative insights about the studied aspects. 

In response to the emergence of the sustainability professional role, educational institutions 
are increasingly developing and offering courses and programs that include or are focused on 
leading and managing sustainability. The PRME (Principles for Responsible Management 
Education) is an example of a worldwide initiative by the UN Global Compact to promote 
responsible management and leadership in academic institutions and educations (PRME n.d.). 

Competencies associated with sustainability professionals 
As sustainability issues increasingly become more interesting and important for society and 
companies, the demands on sustainability professionals also increase. Figure 10 illustrates 
competencies identified in both conceptual and empirical research based on a variety of both 
quantitative and qualitative research methods (Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen 2015; Metcalf and 
Benn 2013; Dunphy and Benn 2013; Osagie et al. 2014; Acre 2014; Willard et al. 2010).   

1.  Engage  with  stakeholders

2.  Influence  and  persuade

3.  Plan  and  develop  strategy

4.  Measure  and  report  impact

5.  Manage  projects

Hard  skills

1.  Strategic  planning

2.  Systems  thinking

3.  Project  management

Soft  skills

1.  Communication  with

        stakeholders

2.  Problem  solving

3.  Inspiring  and  motivating

        others

1.  Read  and  predict  through

        complexity

2.  Think  through  complex  

        problems

3.  Engage  groups  in  dynamic

        adaptive  organisational  change

4.  Have  the  emotional  intelligence

        to  adaptively  engage  with  the

        own  emotions  associated  with

        complex  problem  solving  

1.  Self-change  skills

2.  Interpersonal  

        change  skills

3.  Change  project  

        leadership  skills

1.  Consciousness  

        (knowledge  and

        awareness)

2.  Commitment  

        (willingness)

3.  Capacity  

        (available

        resources)

4.  Consensus

        (harmony/conflict)

1.  Anticipate  CSR  challenges

2.  Understand  CSR-related  systems  and  

        sub-systems

3.  Understand  CSR-relevant  standards

4.  CSR-management  competencies,  including  

        a.  Lead  CSR  programs

        b.  Manage  CSR  programs

        c.  Identify  and  realize  CSR-related  business  opportunities  

5.  Realize  CSR-supportive  interpersonal  processes

6.  Employ  CSR-supportive  personal  characteristics  

        and  attitudes

7.  Personal  values-driven  competencies,  including

        a.  Ethical  normative  competencies

        b.  Balance  personal  ethical  values  and  business  

                objectives

        c.  Realize  self-regulated  CSR-related  behaviors  and  

                active  involvement

8.  Reflect  on  personal  CSR  views  and  experiences

[1]

[2]

[3]

[4]

[6]

[5]

 
Figure 10. Competencies and success factors considered needed to drive sustainability, adapted from [1]  
Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen (2015, p. 12), [2] Metcalf and Benn (2013, p. 381), [3] Dunphy and Benn 
(2013, p. 209), [4] Osagie et al. (2014, p. 1), [5] Acre (2014, p. 20), [6] Willard et al. (2010, p. 50).  

It is interesting to note how these competencies cover aspects that are typically associated 
with both management and leadership, see Table 3. The surveyed and interviewed people 
have been sustainability professionals, i.e. formally appointed to work with sustainability, 
which typically is regarded as a managerial role. However, these studies indicate that 
sustainability professionals also take on, or need to take on, leadership roles.  



Purposes, People and Processes in Leadership for Sustainability Chapter 2. Theoretical framework 

 16 

Systems thinking competences 
To drive sustainability, systems thinking is considered crucial (Gröndahl and Svanström 
2012). Systems thinking involves having a holistic view and ability to deal with complexity, 
which in turn involves understanding how technical systems, economic systems, natural 
ecosystems and social behavior interact (ibid.). It is about understanding that relationship 
between the whole and the parts, recognizing that everything is part of and affect a larger 
system, and that a system is more than the sum of its parts (Daellenbach and McNickle 2005; 
Meadows 2008). While not disregarding importance of individual parts, focus is on the whole 
and parts’ roles in relation to the whole, i.e. not digging too deep into details that in the end 
have little impact on the whole. 
The lack of systems thinking is arguably one major reason for the unsustainable development 
evident around the globe (Gröndahl and Svanström 2012). Lack of systems thinking tend to 
lead to sub-optimization, i.e. a system optimized with regard to one or few parameters or sub-
systems without considering the possible unfavorable effects on the larger system. Lack of 
systems thinking is also expressed in tendencies to value deep subject specialization (ibid.). 
However, while systems thinking indeed inform and help identify and solve problems, much 
hard work remains (Cabrera, Colosi and Lobdell 2008). There are several approaches to 
sustainability that are largely based on systems thinking, such as the frameworks and 
principles developed by the Natural Step (Robèrt 2012) and Cradle-to-Cradle (McDoough and 
Braungart 2009), see also Appendix B. 

T-shaped competences 
Another way of conceptualizing what competences that are needed in the modern knowledge 
economy is developing T-shaped managers or professionals (Hansen and Von Oetinger 2001). 
This T-shaped professional is someone “who breaks out of the traditional corporate hierarchy 
to share knowledge freely across the organization (the horizontal part of the “T”) while 
remaining committed to individual business unit performance (the vertical part)” (ibid.).  

These T-shaped competences idea implies a combination of specialist and generalist roles or 
competences (Kelly et al. 2011). It could be regarded as a response to the apparent limitations 
of only having “I”-shaped professionals in the organizations, i.e. many people who are 
specialists within great knowledge within different specific fields both who are unable share 
and combine their knowledge to deal with larger more challenging and complex problems. 
Figure 11 illustrates the idea of T-shaped competences. 

Across  multiple  
disciplines/fields/business  units:

discipline/field/business  unit

G E N E R A L I S T

 
Figure 11. T-shaped competencies, based on Kelly et al. (2011) and Hansen and Von Oetinger (2001). 
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Key activities of the T-shaped manager are to collaborate, connect, give and take: 
collaborating with and connecting people as well as sharing knowledge through the processes 
of giving and taking ideas, insights and information to and from different people or groups of 
people (Hansen and Von Oetinger 2001). More recently, it has been argued that shifting focus 
from the individual T-shaped professional collective T-shaped knowledge may be a more 
fruitful approach (Barile et al 2012). Adopting this approach means that organizations focus 
on building networks of cooperating communities that co-create knowledge (ibid.).  

Organizational leadership structures for sustainability 
Key elements of organizational structure include (narrow/wide) span of control/ tall vs. flat 
structure, (de)centralization, (high/low) formalization that combined make the organizational 
structure more mechanistic or more organic (McShane and Von Glinow 2010), see Table 4.  

Table 4. Mechanistic and organic organizational structure, based on McShane and Von Glinow (2010). 
Mechanistic Organic 

Narrow span of control/ tall structure Wide span of control/ flat structure 

Centralization Decentralization 

High formalization Low formalization 

While some extent of hierarchies may be useful, flatter and more flexible organizational 
structures as well as both formal and informal leadership are argued to be important for 
transforming towards sustainability (Doppelt 2010). Transforming leadership systems and 
structures may be even more vital than successfully implementing individual sustainability 
initiatives. Transforming organizational structures to better engage employees and other 
stakeholders in leadership processes such as decision-making will increase motivation, 
commitment, ownership and personal responsibility among more people, which in turn help to 
increase deeper understanding and a more effective change towards sustainability (ibid.).  
One way of transforming leadership structures to drive sustainability is to introduce 
committees dedicated to sustainability including board members, top managers and/or a 
network of other managers that regularly meet to discuss and resolve implementation issues 
(Klettner, Clarke and Boersma 2014). However, it is not clear what role formal sustainability 
professionals have in such committees in comparison to other members.  

Partly addressing this lack of clarity is Acre’s (2014) survey, which found that a third of 
formal sustainability professionals in-house work in teams of up to three people, another third 
have team sizes of up to twenty people and the last third work in larger teams. The majority of 
the professionals do not have staff who directly reports to them, and less than a quarter of the 
director/head group directly reports to the CEO (ibid.). However, this survey provides little 
guidance on sustainability professionals’ role in committees and top management teams.  

While what the role entails is somewhat unclear, companies with a member in the top 
management team who has explicit sustainability responsibility are about three times more 
likely to be included in the Dow Jones Sustainability Index (Strand 2013). However, there are 
also tendencies among companies to remove top management team sustainability positions 
shortly after they have been introduced (Strand 2014a). Even though the empirical evidence is 
limited, possible reasons for this are that sustainability responsibility is transferred to another 
position and/or that sustainability has become integrated throughout the organization (ibid.).  
Nonetheless, while these internal leadership positions and structures are important, it is also 
important to recognize that sustainability challenges are so severe that they “should be 
addressed simultaneously at the individual, organizational, sectorial, national and 
supranational level” (Lenssen, Dentchev and Roger 2014, p. 670). 
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2.5. Processes in leadership for sustainability  
This section discusses processes in organizational leadership for sustainability. First, it 
presents models that link different leadership processes to different stages of organizational 
sustainability development. It also presents an approach to leadership for dealing with today’s 
change and sustainability challenges. Next, it describes what these different leadership 
processes entail. The various leadership processes have been grouped, inspired by the 
thematic groups introduced in Section 2.2.  

Linking different leadership processes for sustainability 
It is argued that the types of leadership behavior and processes linked to successful 
implementation of sustainability efforts lack sufficient research (Basu and Palazzo 2008; 
Waldman et al. 2006). However, a closer scrutiny of existing research suggests that a variety 
of leadership theories have either directly or indirectly been associated with sustainability. 
Moreover, leadership for sustainability literature contains attempts to link different leadership 
processes with organizational development in relation to sustainability. Figure 12 illustrates 
one such attempt that suggests that companies go through a number of distinct but somewhat 
overlapping phases on their journey towards sustainability (Benn, Dunphy and Griffiths 2014; 
Dunphy and Benn 2013). 

Rejection EfficiencyComplianceNon-
responsiveness

Strategic  
proactivity

The  sustaining  
corporation

Opposition CostRiskIgnorance
Competitive  

advantage
Transformation

Value  
destroyers

Value  creatorsValue  conserversValue  limiters Sustinable  
businessValue  creators

perspective  on  

natural  environment

exploitation
oppositional

usual,  compliant  

resources  seen  as  a  

and  community  
standards

environmental  

compliance  plus  
proactive  measures  

productivity  and  

environmentally  

processes

increase  employee  
attraction  and  
retention

corporation  to  an  

society  in  its  

First  wave Second  wave Third  wave

Transcational/  
Distributed
Leadership

Distributed/  
Enabling
Leadership

Enabling/  
Transformational
Leadership

Transformational/  
Complexity
Leadership

 
Figure 12. Sustainability phase leadership model, adapted from Benn, Dunphy and Griffiths (2014, p. 22)  
and Dunphy and Benn (2013, p. 203). The arrows at the top name the phases, which characterize the type 
of activities the company has. The bullet points provide further characteristics of the phase. The words 
above the top arrows characterize the dominant attitudes among top management and the arrows at the 
bottom suggest how the attitudes and activities in phase influence the overall value of the company. 

The phases are grouped into three main phases or waves, where transition into the second 
wave means conscious commitments to sustainability and transition into the third wave means 
sustainable practices throughout the organization. Each phase is suggested to require different 
leadership approaches to effectively develop through the phase and into the next. It could be 
questioned whether organizations’ journeys towards sustainability really are as linear as this 
model suggests. It also seems like each phase could benefit from a combination of more 
leadership approaches, i.e. transformational leadership might be effective also in earlier 
phases and distributed leadership might be effective also in later phases. 
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Figure 13 illustrates another model that likewise suggests that different leadership approaches 
are more or less suitable and effective at different times or states (Metcalf and Benn 2013). 

Leadership Leadership Leadership

Search  for  attractor  basin  
(leadership  of  variety)  =  
process  of  experimentation,  
challenging  ideas,  innovation

Attractor  basin  found  
(leadership  of  unity)  =  
stability  through  norms  “one  
team,  one  organisation”

Attractor  basin  found  
(leadership  of  convergence)  
=  stability  of  human  social  
structure  through  rules

Human  perception  of  time

Figure 13. Complex systems leadership model, adapted from Metcalf and Benn (2013, p. 377). 
This model builds on complexity leadership theory in which organizations are viewed as 
complex adaptive systems. When such systems experience a state of relative stability, they 
can be described as having a basin of attraction. However, when they experience instability 
such as chaotic change challenges, their previous attractor basin can be described as loosing 
depth and there is need for searching for another (ibid.). While interesting, this model lacks 
empirical evidence. It is also unclear to what extent the different states overlap and whether it 
is possible in practice to clearly distinguish whether an organization is in a state of stability or 
instability. Many would probably agree that organizations continuously face change. 

Dualities-aware leadership 
Indeed, it has been argued that “leadership for the age of sustainability” requires a “dualities 
approach to organizational change”, or “dualities-aware leadership” (Sutherland and Smith 
2013, p. 216 and 231). This means that organizations arguably depend on “an interactive mix 
of continuity and change” and that managing such seemingly paradoxical dualities or tensions 
as listed in Table 5 is “the key to long-term sustainability” (p. 217).  

Table 5. Examples of continuity-change dualities or tensions to manage in the age of sustainability, reduced 
and adapted from Sutherland and Smith (2013, p. 231). 

Continuity (fixed) goals Change (dynamic) goals 

Control Collaboration 

Plans Actions 

Top-down leadership Empowerment 

Exploitation Exploration 

Centralization Decentralization 

Competition Cooperation 

Differentiation Integration 

Tight Loose 

Accountability Flexibility 

Internal focus External focus 

Individual Teamwork 

Hierarchy Networks 

Analysis Intuition 

Means Ends 

Short-term performance Long-term performance 
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The dualities approach to leadership regards the dualities listed in Table 5 “as 
‘complementary contradictions’ that provide the stimulus for organizational renewal in the 
age of sustainability” (Sutherland and Smith 2013, p. 236), which in turn requires a 
“both…and…” rather than “either…or…” mindset (p. 230). This approach hence regards 
conventional organizational approaches to focus on for example either efficiency or flexibility 
(i.e. continuity or change) as insufficient to deal with the dynamics and uncertainties 
characteristic of the world today (Graetz and Smith 2010). Hence, continuity and change are 
not necessarily competing, as they often are assumed to be, but rather complementary (ibid.). 

Transformational, visionary and strategic leadership 
In short, these three types of leadership relate to transformation through visions and strategies. 
Transformational leadership can be described as leadership that is able to significantly 
transform others, often beyond their self-interest for some higher collective purpose, and is 
considered the most researched type of leadership in the last couple of decades (Díaz-Sáenz 
2011). The transformation is largely triggered by inspirational motivation and intellectual 
stimulations (Grant 2012; Parry and Bryman 2006). As the name suggests, transformational 
leadership is linked with leading change efforts and often also with strong organizational 
performance, and is therefore highly relevant for leading sustainability in organizations 
(Metcalf and Benn 2013). 

Visionary leadership is closely related to transformational leadership as it also largely builds 
on the power of inspiration (Yukl 2013). However, the term places special emphasis on the 
vision and strong imagery. According to top managers in 15 countries, visionary leadership 
practiced by the CEO is positively related to CSR values in the top management team 
(Waldman et al. 2006).  
Strategic leadership focuses on the top executives with the main overall responsibility for 
organizations and builds on the idea that this relatively small group of individuals has 
significantly large impact on organizational development and performance (Strand 2014a). 
This focus developed in response to increasing interest how this group of leaders can 
transform their organizations to effectively meet the large challenges of today, including the 
increasing globalization and rate of change within systems we depend on (Yukl 2013). 

Transactional, autocratic and bureaucratic leadership 
Generally speaking, these three leadership types relate to leadership that is anchored in formal 
procedures and structures. Transactional leadership is based on the idea of exchange of 
tangible or intangible benefits and sometimes also of mutual dependence between people 
(Shriberg, Shriberg and Kumari 2005). A form of transactional leadership is incentives and 
reward systems, which have been suggested as critical for pushing development and adoption 
of sustainable business practices (Szekely and Knirsch 2005). 

Autocratic leadership is leadership with absolute power, i.e. lack of democracy and delegation 
in decision-making. It is possibly the first leadership theory associated with CSR due to its 
potential ability to effectively solve and limit social conflicts, however, it is widely disliked 
today because of how it clashes with widely agreed democratic values (Van Vugt et al. 2004).  

Bureaucratic leadership is leadership that arises from formal hierarchical structures that direct 
the flow of information in organizations, i.e. who reports to whom (Northouse 2010). While 
bureaucracies tend to become less rigid, they still exist today. In this literature review, 
bureaucratic leadership was found to be discussed indirectly in relation to for example how 
corporate governance structures are used to implement corporate sustainability strategies 
(Klettner, Clarke and Boersma 2014). 
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Ethical/moral, authentic and servant leadership 
These three leadership types are about seeking to do the right thing and trying to embody 
good leadership by following respected values, norms and principles. In brief, ethics concerns 
how moral principles guide human behavior, and moral principles concern the issues of 
distinguishing right from wrong and good from bad (Crane and Matten 2010). Ethical 
leadership can be in turn be regarded as self-reflective and conscious application of business 
and leadership ethics, based on a strong sense of duty and concern for others (deontological 
ethics) and/or for the consequences (teleological ethics) of one’s actions (Northouse 2010; 
Eisenbeiss 2012). Ethics arguably lies at the very core of leadership: “the point of studying 
leadership is to understand the nature of good leadership” and good leadership is in essence 
“ethical and effective” (Ciulla 2005, pp. 325 and 333).   

Authentic leadership could be described as being authentic or having integrity concerning 
personal values, ambitions and relationships with others (Freeman and Auster 2011; Caza and 
Jackson 2011). Organizations and organizational leaders are increasingly pressured to exhibit 
such authentic leadership based on values of responsibility and sustainability (ibid.). Another 
way of how authentic leadership informs leadership for sustainability is that it has been found 
to have a positive influence on job performance, job satisfaction and organizational climate 
(Walumbwa et al. 2008; Metcalf and Benn 2013). 
Servant leadership implies that serving followers and fellow human beings is the primary 
responsibility of leaders (Walumbwa, Christensen and Hailey 2011). Servant leaders carefully 
listen to understand needs of people and the situation as well as assist, empower and motivate 
others, which hopefully will be inclined to become servant leaders themselves (Yukl 2013). 

Shared, participative and collaborative leadership 
These three leadership approaches suggest that the collective is stronger and more effective 
than the individual when it comes to leadership. Based on the complexity and change 
characterizing both internal and external organizational environment, it has been suggested 
that it is unlikely, if not impossible, for single individuals to be sufficient for leading 
organizations and to be responsible for decisions and actions (Ireland and Hitt 2005; Metcalf 
and Benn 2013). Indeed, it has been argued that “sustainability challenges are too big and 
urgent for any single actor to effectively address alone” (Strand 2014b, para. 1). 

Shared leadership is in short leadership shared among two or more people (Dunphy and Benn 
2013). It can be contrasted with older views of the individual heroic leader, in comparison to 
which it has advantages on several conceptual levels (Crevani, Lindgren and Packendorff 
2007). On the individual and organizational level, workload can be more evenly spread and 
leadership qualities can be drawn from a wider base of complementing competencies. On a 
larger societal level, it facilitates promotion of moral actions and prevention of immoral 
actions as leaders collectively can monitor, discuss and correct each other’s behavior (ibid.). 
Participative leadership also involves two or more people, however, it centers on subordinates 
participating in rather than sharing the leadership with a designated leader (Northouse 2010). 
It has been argued that it is fundamental to the very idea of sustainability, especially 
considering the social dimension, that corporate sustainability efforts are participative 
processes involving both employees and possibly also other stakeholders (Maclagan 1999). 
Participative decision-making processes also have potential advantages such as higher 
decision quality, greater acceptance of decision and satisfaction with the decision-making 
process as well as development of learning and skills among participants (Yukl 2013). 
Collaborative leadership overlaps with shared and participative leadership. However, perhaps 
the term could be distinguished by the emphasis on the collaborative activity that bring 
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together different perspectives and capabilities, which is argued to be necessary to effectively 
deal with the modern information-intensive world (Shriberg, Shriberg and Kumari 2005). 

Emergent, enabling and complexity leadership 
These three types of leadership have in common that they typically arise in demanding and 
challenging circumstances where they complement or replace more established forms of 
leadership. Because of the inherent complexity and multi-dimensionality characterizing 
sustainability issues and initiatives, integrating sustainability in organizational systems can 
clearly be complex and challenging (Lozano 2015). While the ideas about emergent, enabling 
and complexity leadership are intriguing and possibly informative for this thesis, they are still 
largely conceptual and suffer from limited empirical evidence. 
Emergent leadership can in brief be described as leadership that emerges to be influential 
without being officially and formally appointed and assigned (Northouse 2010). Alternative 
expressions are unofficial or informal leadership. Such leadership might be forced to surface 
when organizations struggle with sustainability issues (Metcalf and Benn 2013). 
Enabling leadership could be described as supportive leadership as it can be understood as 
leadership that enables leadership (Yukl 2013). It includes support and facilitation of 
emergence of structures, processes, interaction and interdependencies between people that in 
turn facilitate access to resources and implementation of various initiatives (ibid.). Enabling 
leadership is argued to be vital for the success and sustainability in today’s organizations that 
both themselves are complex, are part of complex wider societal systems and that 
continuously need to deal with complex challenges (Dunphy and Benn 2013). Sometimes it is 
considered to be a key part of complexity leadership (Uhl-Bien, Marion and McKelvey 2007). 

Complexity leadership is an approach for the modern knowledge economy (Uhl-Bien, Marion 
and McKelvey 2007; Hazy and Uhl-Bien 2015). It focuses on the processes that emerge in 
interactions and interrelationships between people as they try to create order of complex 
challenges and changes facing them (Dunphy and Benn 2013). Sustainability evidently 
encompasses a plethora of such challenges (Beddoe et al. 2009). In complexity leadership, 
leadership can be self-initiated or initiated by other system parts, and is often transient and 
dynamic in the sense that people can enact leadership both through rotation and in tandem 
(Schneider and Somers 2006). 

2.6. Overview of theoretical framework 
This section summarizes the chapter by providing an overview of the theoretical framework 
based on the headings used in the chapter, see Figure 14. 

Sustainability 
• Balance between environment, society and economy 
• Balance between stakeholder interests 
• Variety of sustainability terms 
• Institutional infrastructure for sustainability 
• Implicit and explicit sustainability (in Scandinavia) 

Leadership 
• Variety of different leadership approaches 
• Leadership involves purposes, people and processes 
• Leadership versus management 

 

Purposes in leadership for 
sustainability 
• Underlying motives and 
drivers 
• To create shareholder 
value and shared value 
• To create competitive and 
cooperative advantage 

People in leadership for sustainability 
• Emergence of formal sustainability 
professionals 
• Competencies associated with 
sustainability professionals 
• Systems thinking competences 
• T-shaped competences 
• Organizational leadership structures for 
sustainability 

Processes in leadership for sustainability 
• Linking different leadership processes for 
sustainability 
• Dualities-aware leadership 
• Transformational, visionary and strategic leadership 
• Transactional, autocratic and bureaucratic leadership 
• Shared, participative and collaborative leadership 
• Emergent, enabling and complexity leadership 

 

Figure 14. Overview of theoretical framework.
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3. Research methodology 
This chapter describes the research methodology of this thesis, i.e. the adopted overall 
research approach and design, including data collection and analysis methods. It also 
describes ethical research considerations of the research methodology.  

3.1. Qualitative research approach 
This section presents qualitative research as the overall research strategy or approach adopted 
in this thesis to answer the research questions and fulfill the objective.  

Interpretivist research 
This thesis is based on assumptions that lean towards interpretivism, i.e. an interpretivist view 
of reality, knowledge and approach to research that often is contrasted with positivism, see 
Table 6 (Collis and Hussey 2014; Bryman and Bell 2007). 

Table 6. Philosophical research assumptions associated with interpretivism and positivism, based on Collis 
and Hussey (2014, pp. 46-49). 
Assumptions Interpretivism Positivism 
Ontological  
(the nature of reality) 

Reality is multiple and subjective Reality is singular and objective 

Epistemological  
(what constitutes valid 
knowledge) 

Knowledge is based on subjective 
evidence, researchers interact with and 
interpret phenomena 

Knowledge is based on objective 
evidence, researchers observe and 
measure phenomena 

Axiological  
(the role of values) 

The researcher acknowledges that the 
research is subjective and that findings 
are biased 

The researcher is independent from 
studied phenomenon and results are 
unbiased 

Rhetorical  
(the language of 
research) 

Active voice/ first person presents 
research 

Passive voice/ third person presents 
research 

Methodological  
(the process of 
research) 

Research has inductive approach with 
dynamic design, smaller samples, 
findings that help understand, developed 
within and for social sciences 

Research has deductive approach with 
static design, larger samples, results that 
help predict, developed within and for 
natural sciences 

While positivism often is associated with quantitative research approaches, interpretivism is 
often associated with qualitative research approaches (Collis and Hussey 2014). In line with 
Table 6, this thesis is based on assumptions such as that reality, knowledge and the research in 
this thesis are subjective. I have adopted a qualitative approach and used a dynamic research 
design to try to understand certain aspects of leadership as a social phenomenon. In this 
process, I have interpreted other people’s interpretations of this phenomenon. Limitations of 
the adopted research approach and the research findings will be discussed in Section 5.2. 

Qualitative research and leadership studies 
Qualitative research can be described as interpretative in-depth investigations of non-
numerical qualitative data, which can take the form of for example words, sentences and 
narratives that represent human ideas, thoughts, feelings and opinions (Bryman and Bell 
2007; Collis and Hussey 2014). Common characteristics of qualitative research include 
emphasis on context and processes, flexible structure and “seeing through the eyes of the 
people being studied” (Bryman and Bell 2007, p. 416). Qualitative research is considered 
appropriate for generating rich and holistic descriptions of studied phenomena (Lee 1999). 
Since this study seeks to investigate and understand personal experiences and perspectives of 
the phenomenon of leadership for sustainability, I regarded a qualitative approach to be 
appropriate. Even though quantitative research indeed may be suitable for certain purposes in 
leadership research, qualitative research has been described as “the cornerstone methodology 
for understanding leadership” (Conger 1998, p. 107).  
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Integrative and multi-level 
This thesis adopts an integrative and multi-level approach to leadership. In short, the adopted 
approach is integrative by incorporating a range of different leadership approaches (Yukl 
2013), see Figure 5. Additionally, the thesis focuses on the organizational level of leadership 
(ibid.). However, as described in Section 2.2, the higher organizational level builds on the 
lower levels and cannot therefore be completely separated from them. Therefore, elements of 
these will also be discussed in the thesis, particularly the individual level as the empirical 
study builds on interviews with individual people.  
Even if integrative and multi-level approaches and theories may become more complex and 
difficult to apply in practice, they have gained increased interest in recent years (Yukl 2013.). 
Indeed, it has been argued that “to embrace the complex and adaptive nature of leadership 
studies and societal challenges, there is a call for more organic, systemic and integrative ideas 
and approaches (Sorensen, Goethels and Haber 2011, p. 35). 

Iterative and interactive research process 
One key feature of qualitative research, and perhaps its greatest strength, is that the research 
process can be flexible and reflexive, meaning that many research activities occur in parallel, 
affect each other and can be changed in multiple cycles in response to new discoveries 
throughout the research process (Maxwell 2013). Because of the relatively limited amount of 
research about leadership for sustainability and the complexity of this subject (Metcalf and 
Benn 2013; Strand 2013), I believe that it is neither possible nor preferable to fix for example 
research questions and theoretical framework at the outset. Hence, the qualitative research 
approach has allowed me to adapt research questions and theoretical framework multiple 
times as I gained more knowledge and understanding during the research process. Figure 15 
illustrates the research process and the various iterative loops. 

Consider
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problem,  
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research  
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Review  
literature

Select  
research  

approach  and  
methods

Collect
empirical  
data  

Analyze  
empirical  
data

Draw  
conclusions  
and  discuss  
findings  

 
 Figure 15. Illustration of main steps in the research process, adapted from Quinlan (2011, p. 4). 

3.2. Case study design 
This section describes and motivates the research design selected for this thesis.  

Reasons for case study approach 
The research conducted in this thesis follows a case study design, where case study in brief 
can be described as interpretative in-depth study of one or more cases, where in turn the case 
can be a person, group of people, organization, place, process, project or other phenomenon 
(Bryman and Bell 2007; Collis and Hussey 2014).  

A case study approach is appropriate to answer the research questions of this thesis for several 
reasons. First, a case study is considered suitable when trying to gain deeper understanding of 
a contemporary and complex phenomenon in its real-life context, in particular when there are 
unclear boundaries between the phenomenon under study and the context (Yin 2014). As 
discussed in the previous chapter, sustainability, leadership and thus sustainability for 
leadership are all concepts characterized by complexity and context-dependence. Second, a 
case study allows and benefits from the possible use of a variety of methods and data sources 
to collect and analyze the empirical research data (ibid.). This may in turn enrich the findings 



Purposes, People and Processes in Leadership for Sustainability Chapter 3. Research methodology 

 25 

and create method and data triangulation, which increase the validity (transferability and 
credibility) and the reliability (dependability) of the study (Yin 2014; Collis and Hussey 
2014), see also Section 5.2. 

Multiple case design with multiple units of analysis 
The type of case study conducted for this thesis can be described as having a multiple case 
design with multiple units of analysis in each case (Yin 2014), see Figure 16.   

Context

Case

Embedded  

Unit  of  Analysis  1

Embedded  

Unit  of  Analysis  2

Context

Purposes

Organizational  Leadership

People

Processes

 
 Figure 16. Multiple case study design with multiple units of analysis, adapted from Yin (2014, p. 50). 

The studied case in this thesis were organizational leadership for sustainability and the 
embedded units of analysis are purposes, people and processes driving this leadership. These 
three units of analysis are studied through the views and experiences of managers/ heads/ 
directors/ chief executives for sustainability in different companies, which are assumed to also 
be leaders and participating in leadership processes in their respective organizations. 
Moreover, they are assumed to be the people in their respective organization with the best 
position to have valuable experiences and insights about the investigated research questions. 

The case context first of all refers the organizational context, see Table 2, as this thesis 
focuses on organizational leadership and the purposes, people and processes driving 
sustainability in organizations. It also recognizes elements of the larger societal context, in 
particular elements from the institutional infrastructure for sustainability and the geographical 
and cultural context of Scandinavia, see Section 2.1. However, as the dotted lines in Figure 16 
suggests, the boundaries between the context, the studied case and the units of analysis are not 
sharp (Yin 2014). As suggested in Section 2.2 and Table 2, purposes, people and processes 
could be regarded as components of the context itself. 

A reason for selecting a multiple case design over a single case design was because the 
outcomes are typically considered more appealing and robust (Blumberg, Cooper and 
Schindler 2011). Another reason was the access to potential interviewees provided by my 
industrial supervisor and her professional social network of leaders with explicit sustainability 
responsibility. While the selection of cases from this network where guided by the overall 
topic of this thesis, the refinement of the thesis topic, objective and research methodology 
were also influenced by the access to cases, as illustrated in Figure 17.  

Access  to  
empirical  data  
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Thesis  topic,  
objective  and  
research  

methodology
 

Figure 17. Mutual influence between the access to empirical data and the thesis topic and approach. 
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3.3. Case selection 
This section describes the case selection for the case study. It first describes the selection 
criteria and then provides general information about the selected cases that have been studied. 

Selection criteria 
The selection of cases included in this thesis was based on recommendations from my 
industrial supervisor. She considered people in her social professional network of leaders with 
explicit sustainability responsibility who she thought could be interesting to interview and 
who could contribute with valuable input to the topic of this thesis. My industrial supervisor 
could thus be regarded as a gatekeeper facilitating access to cases and the selection of cases 
could be described as convenience sampling (Bryman and Bell 2007). Clearly, there are many 
other leaders with sustainability responsibility that also could have been included in the study. 

Among the recommendations, I selected cases and participants that fulfilled three criteria. 
First, the participants needed to be formal leaders or managers with explicit sustainability 
responsibility in an organization. More specifically, they needed to have a job title including 
sustainability, sustainable development or CSR or to have received an award for exemplary 
leadership for sustainability from an external party. Second, the participants needed to work 
for a company in the private sector. Third, the participants also needed to be based in Sweden 
and work for companies that are well established in the Swedish and Scandinavian context. 

The selected cases 
Among leaders who fulfilled the selection criteria, I contacted and conducted interviews 
continuously during March-April 2015. I continued this process until I began to reach the 
volume of empirical data that I considered manageable to handle within the limited time 
frame of this thesis. The number of cases in this multiple case study amounted to 16. Table 7 
lists general information about the studied cases. 

Table 7. General information about studied cases. 
Nr. Title1 Industry Origin2 Type3 Number of employees 
1 S Hotel and restaurant Swe M 3500-3999 
2 CSR, E Pharmaceuticals Oth MS -499 (80000 globally) 
3 S Real estate Swe N 2000-2499 
4 S Real estate Swe N -499 
5 S Construction, Real estate Swe M 2000-2499 
6 S Real estate Swe N -499 
7 S, E Food and beverages Swe M 500-999 
8 S Hotel and restaurant Swe M 14000-14499 
9 S Energy Oth MS 3500-3999 (58000 globally) 
10 S Hotel and restaurant Sca M 12000-12499 
11 S Banking and finance Swe M -499 
12 S4 Food and beverages Swe M -499 
13 E, (S)5 Transportation Swe N 2000-2499 
14 S Construction Swe M 18000-18499 
15 CSR Media Sca M 6500-6999 
16 S Mining, Materials, Machinery Swe M 47000-47499 

1 S=sustainability/sustainable (or Swedish “hållbarhet”, “hållbar utveckling”), E=environment(al). 
2 Swe=Sweden, Sca=Scandinavian neighbor to Sweden, Oth=other country outside Scandinavia. 
3 N=National, M=multinational, MS=multinational subsidiary. 
4 Sustainability not included in title, but have received award including sustainability and leadership. 
5 Sustainability not included in title anymore, but recently has been. 

Gender considerations 
Of the interviewed leaders, approximately two thirds were women and one third were men. 
This reflects the majority of women among recommended leaders. Although this in turn could 
reflect a slight majority of female leaders in my industrial supervisor’s professional social 
network, recommendations were made first and foremost based on the potential of interesting 
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and valuable input to the topic of this thesis. Moreover, I have not recognized any particular 
patterns among female leaders in comparison to male leaders in the later analysis stage. 
Therefore, and to help maintain anonymity and because gender is not the focus of this thesis, I 
have not indicated whether the interviewed leader is female or male.  

3.4. Data collection methods 
This section presents how the empirical research data have been collected. Consistent with the 
reflexive iterative research process adopted for this thesis, see Section 3.1 and Figure 15, this 
thesis has been inspired by an integrated data collection and analysis approach. This means 
that the data analysis process began before the data collection process was completed and also 
somewhat affected the remaining data collection, see also Section 3.5. 

Semi-structured interviews  
The main method for collecting empirical research data for this thesis has been semi-
structured interviews. These interviews have focused on gathering personal experiences and 
perspectives on leadership for sustainability. The semi-structured interviews were guided by 
an interview guide, which included questions covering a number of areas of inquiry.  

Semi-structured interviews are considered appropriate for qualitative studies (Blumberg, 
Cooper and Schindler 2011). In these types of studies, semi-structured interviews offer the 
advantage of providing guidance, ensuring that important questions are asked and that the 
same or similar type of information is collected from each of several interviewees to allow 
comparative analysis (Bryman and Bell 2007; Qu and Dumay 2011). However, at the same 
time semi-structured interviews allow flexibility to follow-up interesting aspects that arise 
during the interview and in turn thus capture unexpected findings (ibid.). 

Developing the interview guide  
To guide the interviews, I developed an interview guide that consists of four main parts with 
associated questions, see Appendix A. To help develop the interview guide, I conducted a 
mini-pilot-test based on two test interviews: the first with my industrial supervisor where she 
answered based on her previous experiences of being a leader with explicit sustainability 
responsibility, and the second with a recommended leader who was informed that it was a test 
interview and who agreed to do a later follow-up interview. The test interviews helped me 
remove a few redundant questions, and to reformulate and reorder some other questions for 
better clarity (Maxwell 2013). Appendix A contains the revised interview guide. 
In this revised interview guide, the first part focused on the background of the interviewee’s 
position and leadership role, aiming to grasp who leaders with explicit sustainability 
responsibility are as well as why they had been assigned this role in their organizations. The 
second part focused on the background of the organization’s approach to sustainability in 
general and to leadership for sustainability in particular, seeking to find out by whom and how 
leadership for sustainability was carried out in the organization. The third part focused on 
what activities were carried out on a daily basis and what tools, standards and frameworks 
were used to support leadership for sustainability in practice. The fourth and final part 
focused on identifying key characteristics of leadership for sustainability with special focus 
on identifying indicators of how and in which direction this leadership will develop. 

Conducting the interviews 
All of the interviews were conducted in Swedish, which is my and the interviewees’ mother 
tongue. Conducting the interviews in the common mother tongue was a natural choice to 
avoid awkwardness in the interview setting. Indeed, most people communicate most clearly 
and effectively in their primary language (Bryman and Bell 2007). 
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The time for interviews ranged from 30 to 70 minutes and they were conducted during the 
period March-April 2015. This resulted in about 14 hours of interview time in total. About 
two thirds of the interviews were done face-to-face on a site suggested by and familiar to the 
interviewee. The rest of the interviews were conducted via telephone or Skype when desired 
by the interviewee or when it facilitated finding a suitable time for the interview.  

After gaining the interviewees’ acceptance, I recorded the interviews using the voice recorder 
function on my smart phone or an audio recording application on my personal computer. I 
generally followed the interview guide from start to end but as the word suggests it was just a 
guide, which means that sometimes all prepared questions are not posed and responded to 
(Alvesson 2011). In this thesis, this occurred either because interviewees brought up aspects 
that they and/or I found interesting to elaborate on or because I highlighted key questions in 
advance when I knew available interview time was limited.   

Transcribing the interviews 
All interviews were manually transcribed by myself, and the transcripts combined amounted 
to about 180 pages (A4, Times New Roman, 12 pts). Despite being time-consuming, the 
transcription allowed me to analyze the empirical data more carefully and systematically and 
facilitated later extraction of quotes (Alvesson 2011). Other advantages of recording and 
transcribing interviews include that it helps correct our naturally limited human memory and 
enables thorough repeated review of responses (Bryman and Bell 2007).  
The interviews were transcribed in the language used during the interviews, i.e. Swedish. 
While being careful to correctly transcribe the interviews, I did not include all filler words and 
sounds (e.g. “liksom” i.e. “like” and “eh”) and often shortened transcription of my own 
questions when they closely resembled the questions in the interview guide. While there are 
various views on transcripts and the attention to details in language (Alvesson 2011), I believe 
the simplifications I have done were appropriate considering that the focus of the thesis and 
analysis was thematic patterns rather than details of language.  

Public organizational documents  
Conducting interviews has been complemented with reviewing public documents published 
by the interviewees or their companies that describe how the organization and/or the leader 
approaches sustainability and/or leadership (Bryman and Bell 2007). These reviewed 
documents have first of all been public organizational documents including sustainability 
reports, sustainability related content in annual reports and on corporate websites. The 
organizational documents have also included video-clips, blogs and podcasts that had content 
expressing how the organization and/or the leader approaches sustainability and leadership.  

Reviewing these documents helped me prepare for each interview by providing an 
introduction and background to the organizational context and helping me to identify 
interesting issues and ideas to discuss further during in the interview (Blumberg, Cooper and 
Schindler 2011). Moreover, reviewing these documents provided triangulation, i.e. the use of 
multiple data sources and methods to help increase research quality (Collis and Hussey 2014). 

3.5. Data analysis methods 
This section describes how the collected empirical data has been analyzed. As described in the 
introduction to the last Section 3.4, the analysis began during data collection. This section 
first presents this relatively unsystematic integrated collection-analysis or pre-analysis work. 
Next, it describes the main and more systematic analysis method. 
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Memo writing 
A pre-analysis method that I have used in this thesis is memo writing, which has been 
described as an approach for integrated or joint data collection and analysis (Maxwell 2013; 
Charmaz 2006). It is an integrative step between collecting and analyzing data as it stimulates 
the researcher to start processing the data early during the research process, which in turn can 
guide further data collection and build a foundation for later analysis steps (ibid.).  
During reflection after and between conducting and transcribing interviews, I have made 
memos about central aspects in the content or about other ideas or associations that the 
content have triggered in me. They have been documented on post-its, papers, digitally or 
whatever else that has been close at hand. This memo analysis has deliberatively been 
unstructured and spontaneous in order to create a free flow of ideas. Beginning the analysis in 
this way was important to make effective use of the limited available time for this thesis and 
because the interviews were spread out over many weeks. 

Thematic content analysis 
My thematic content analysis approach could be described as a process containing a number 
of different steps, including some iterations to help make the analysis thorough, see Figure 18.  
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Sort  &  
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Write  up  &  

Extract  
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Verify  

Visualize  &  

Display

 
 Figure 18. Thematic content analysis process, based on Collis and Hussey (2014) and Charmaz (2006). 

The initial analysis step was carefully reading through the interview transcripts and 
documents to gain an overview of and increase familiarization with the collected data (Collis 
and Hussey 2014; Maxwell 2013). Next, I read through the transcripts again and highlighted 
key words and phrases that I regarded to be central to the content and that contained key ideas 
that I thought could help answer the research questions. 
As a next step, I reduced the data by trying to identify key ideas in the content using coding, 
which could be described as naming pieces of data with labels that summarize analytical 
interpretations of what the data is about (Charmaz 2006). More concretely, I did this by 
extracting highlighted words and phrases in combination with writing brief notes 
summarizing longer pieces of highlighted content. Directly extracted words and phrases could 
be described as manifest content, i.e. what was explicitly said, and the summarizing notes as 
latent content, i.e. what I interpreted was implicitly said (Bryman and Bell 2007).  

Having reduced the data, I next looked for patterns of similarities and differences by 
comparing and contrasting codes. I then tried to sort and arrange these patterns into suitable 
categories or themes, which are reflected in the headings in Chapter 4. Since this is a 
qualitative rather than quantitative study, I have not focused on counting and reporting exact 
numbers of how often a certain code has occurred. Instead, I have focused on capturing a 
spread of themes, including both commonalities and contradictions, and describe them as 
occurring in all cases, most cases, many cases, some cases, few cases or one case. 
In line with grounded theory (Collis and Hussey 2014; Glaser and Strauss 2008; Charmaz 
2006), I have tried to focus on the empirical data during coding and categorizing. However, 
because of time constraints for this thesis, I have not been able to wait with reviewing 
relevant literature until the later stages of the research process. Hence, while being aware of 
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these preconceptions and consciously looking for new themes, the codes and categories partly 
build on themes found in literature. Yet, as described in Section 3.1, the research process has 
been iterative so empirical findings have also influenced the focus of the literature review. 

While categorizing codes, I have considered both within-case and cross-case analysis 
(Eisenhardt and Graebner 2007; Eisenhardt 1989). While there is no standard format for such 
analyses, it basically means recognizing the studies cases both as separate entities and as a 
whole (ibid.). I have carefully gone through the public publications for each case and 
highlighted key content that support and/or complement the interview responses. This has 
been as a means of data triangulation, i.e. use of multiple sources of data to help reduce bias 
in data sources, research methods and researcher(s) (Collis and Hussey 2014). 
Sustainability reports and sustainability pages on the corporate websites have for all studied 
cases generally described well what sustainability means to the organization. How leadership 
is viewed and approached was generally less explicitly described. Blogs, podcasts and video 
clips have in some cases been available and supported the general understanding of how 
leadership is viewed and approached. Nonetheless, to maintain anonymity, none of the 
studied published material has been quoted in this report. 
In the next step, I have discussed identified themes or categories in relation to relevant theory 
and previous studies discussed in Chapter 2. I have focused on the cross-case analysis, 
assuming it to be more interesting for most readers and to avoid a too voluminous report. The 
empirical and analytical findings of this thesis are presented and analyzed in the next chapter 
in an intertwined manner, i.e. the presentation and analysis of the empirical data are integrated 
rather than separated (Blomkvist and Hallin 2014) 
To support the empirical and analytical findings, I have applied a rich use of quotes and tried 
to display some of the key findings visually in various figures. Diagrams that help explain 
findings as well as extensive use of quotes are considered essential for interpretivist case 
studies (Collis and Hussey 2014). Critique of coding interviews include that it that what is 
said may lose its context and that data is fragmentized, i.e. that what is said loses its narrative 
flow (Bryman and Bell 2007). While of course trying to avoid that quotes overrun description 
and evaluation of analytical findings, I have thus deliberatively used many fairly long quotes. 

Finally, I have made conclusions about the findings. Interviewees have had the opportunity to 
verify transcriptions and translations of included quotes and my industrial supervisor have 
accessed the full transcriptions and helped to verify the findings. To support the presentation 
of the findings, I have tried to display and visualize some of them in tables and figures. 

3.6. Ethical research considerations  
Throughout this research project, I have consciously considered research ethics and taken care 
to conduct the research in line with research ethics guidelines. Such guidelines typically 
emphasize ensuring informed consent, offering anonymity, protecting privacy and avoiding 
any form of deception or harm to participants (Collis and Hussey 2014; Bryman and Bell 
2007; Blumberg, Cooper and Schindler 2011; Ghauri and Grønhaug 2010). 

All potential participants were invited through e-mail, in which I included information about 
the study such that it was a Master’s thesis at KTH and, what the overall purpose was and 
who was supervising my thesis in addition to my academic supervisor. Before the start of 
each interview, I informed the interviewees that they and their respective organizations would 
be anonymous. Furthermore, I have asked for agreement to record the interviews, see 
Appendix A, and offered all participants the opportunity to approve the final report before 
publication. Throughout the research project, I have also been open to answer any further 
questions and concerns regarding the research that participants have had. 
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4. Empirical and analytical findings 
This chapter presents and discusses the empirical and analytical findings of this thesis. It first 
discusses how sustainability and leadership are viewed and approached in the studied cases. It 
then discusses key findings regarding which purposes, people and processes that drive 
leadership for sustainability in organizations. Finally, it discusses how these purposes, people 
and processes are related and suggests how leadership for sustainability could be visualized 
based on the findings. 

4.1. How sustainability is viewed and approached  
This section discusses empirical and analytical findings in relation to leadership literature 
discussed in Section 2.1. It discusses the sustainability concept, the stakeholder approach, 
different sustainability terms, the institutional infrastructure and the implicit-explicit 
sustainability framework. 

Sustainability is an ambiguous and confusing concept but with clear central components 
Many interviewees underline or imply that sustainability and its many related more or less 
synonymous terms are confusing. For example: 

You don’t really know what sustainability is, is there anyone who can reasonably answer what it is? Well, 
there are some basic formulations but there is no definite “this is sustainability…” And what do you call it? 
It is called corporate social responsibility, it is called social responsibility, social opportunity, you know, 
there are many such variations (L15). 

My task is to […] clarify what sustainability means to C5, because that is for sure not clear, it is a very 
vague concept (L5). 

These views well reflect research about sustainability and related concepts (Amini and 
Bienstock 2014; Dobers 2009; Dahlsrud 2008). Another interviewee also implies how 
sustainability could incorporate virtually everything when underlining the importance of 
clearly defining and delimiting what sustainability means in the individual case: 

Now I have sustainability and try to delimit it and explain to myself what it really means, because otherwise 
it could be almost anything (L3). 

One interviewee also suggests that this conceptual confusion poses challenges: 
There is a conceptual confusion in this area, which I believe in the long term needs to be sorted out because 
it is never good when there is conceptual confusion (L2). 

An example of a common confusion or misconception is that sustainability is only about 
addressing environmental issues. One interviewee explains: 

I have worked hard to explain how sustainability is so much more than just climate, even for an energy 
company. There are other types of pollution, there is biodiversity in the local environment and there are 
businesses, there are diversity and there are… all of this is included in sustainability. So to have a 
sustainable energy system you cannot have it built on solar cells manufactured in miserable conditions […] 
This is also the difficulty with sustainability, that it always is about the balance between people and the 
environment and the economy. It is not sustainable if it goes against economic principles either. So it is never 
black or white, it is more like fifty shades of gray (L9). 

Like the above quote also implies, however, it seems like all interviewees and their 
organizations agree that in spite of the general conceptual confusion, sustainability is in 
essence about recognizing how environmental, social and economic aspects are interlinked 
and how they need to be addressed in a balanced way (Folke et al. 2011). For example: 

It is important to understand the different sustainability issues […] because it is not only about the 
environment or the economy, it’s about getting the big picture to be good [….] All three perspectives need to 
work together in a good way. I mean we can set and meet targets to have very satisfied customers or 
employees and we can meet our environmental targets, but if this ruins our economy, then we don’t have a 
sustainable business model (L13). 
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However, several interviewees suggest that part of the difficulty in balancing these three 
dimensions lies in the different natures of these three dimensions. One interviewee highlights 
how social and environmental sustainability dimensions differ: 

It is quite frustrating with the social aspects of sustainability because there is no right and wrong in the same 
way as for environmental issues […] even though it of course depends on which different parameters you 
look at, you can always go back and find rights and wrongs, I mean I could for example say that “this is 
right if you want less impact on climate, but not right if you want lower acidity levels (L3). 

Likewise, another interviewee highlights how the environmental and social dimensions differ 
from the economic dimension: 

The tricky part if you want to find the heart of the matter is to accept that your investments can go to improve 
the performance of your product both environmentally and socially, because the economic dimension just 
runs on, as long as you are listed you will always have growth targets, you have to according to the law, but 
what you do with your surplus is so to speak up to you (L14).  

This suggests that although it may seem straightforward to balance the three dimensions in 
theory, it is quite a different thing in practice. The challenge of uncovering how these 
dimensions are effectively balanced is likely related to the still growing amount of research 
about sustainability (Linnenluecke and Griffiths 2013: Lee and Carroll 2011; Cochran 2007). 

Strong and increasingly more systematic stakeholder engagement 
Engaging stakeholders and balancing their interests seem to be a self-evident central aspect of 
approaching sustainability. While not referring explicitly to the terms stakeholder 
engagement, the way the interviewees describe how they work with leadership for 
sustainability in their organizations suggest that they all consciously consider a range of both 
internal and external stakeholders. One interviewee explains how consideration of 
stakeholders in both the organizational and larger societal communities is widespread among 
employees in the organization: 

There is no one, at least I have never met anyone who seriously says that ”we do not want to do right and do 
justice, we will not consider the environment, we will not take social responsibility”. We all want to be able 
to look our children and grandchildren in the eyes and say ”I did at least as much as I could, both 
professionally and on my free time, to stop this planet from going under”, which there is considerable risk it 
might do. And I also think that it is a great privilege to work with something that I know most people have 
close to the heart […] It is a fantastic opportunity to within the area of sustainability build loyalty, build 
pride so that employees and colleagues feel that we do good stuff. And that I also towards you as a student 
and towards many other stakeholders proudly can stand up and say ”we are a good corporate citizen” (L2). 

One interviewee suggests that stakeholder pressures and expectations was a main reason why 
the organization started to more systematically address and approach sustainability, including 
establishing a formally appointed leader dedicated to managing and leading sustainability: 

There is a demand for information about these issues from our stakeholders, our customers, our employees, 
our owners and other important stakeholders and that these issues are really being dealt with (L7). 

Many interviewees also imply that their organizations have worked with stakeholder 
engagement intuitively for a long time but that this work has become more systematic and 
structured in recent years. For example: 

When we began with GRI, sustainability reporting, it said really clearly that you have to conduct stakeholder 
dialogues. We had done this before but it was more intuitively, so now we have formalized it more to help 
receive good input on our work (L12).  

Having long worked intuitively with stakeholders also supports how stakeholder engagement 
has roots in a long Scandinavian tradition of valuing democracy and solidarity (Morsing, 
Midttun and Palmås 2007). One interviewee indicates that “jointness of interests” and 
sustainability goals for both the local and larger community are at least as important as the 
individual organizations’ sustainability goals (Strand and Freeman 2015, p. 80):  
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I try to be out and listen to what is going on […] basically trend spotting. However, you also want to get out 
and speak yourself about what we do and what we are good at. We willingly share because we believe that if 
we are to reach the sustainability goals of Stockholm and Sweden we cannot sit and protect our knowledge, 
we need to share it (L6). 

Clearly, stakeholder engagement is an essential part of how sustainability is approached in the 
studied cases. Stakeholder engagement can also be regarded as a purpose driving leadership 
for sustainability, see Section 4.3. 

Several similar but different sustainability terms 
Like recognized in research (e.g. Grankvist 2009), the studied cases of organizational 
leadership for sustainability uses a range of different terms to describe their attention to and 
activities to address sustainability. Likewise, the interviewees have a range of similar yet 
different terms and expressions in their respective job titles, including for example 
“sustainability director”, “chief sustainability officer (CSO)”, “director/ head of sustainable 
business” and “SVP/ head of corporate sustainability”. 

While the expressions used in the titles differ, titles including the terms sustainability/ 
sustainable clearly outnumber titles with CSR, supporting the trend recognized in research 
(Strand, Freeman and Hockerts 2015). (Note that, as described in Section 3.3, these two types 
of key terms were part of the case selection criteria, i.e. cases where leaders had for example 
environmental but none of these terms in the title were not included in the study.)  
The actions taken to drive sustainability are of course more important than the details in 
individual job titles. However, job titles may have an important impact on people’s identities 
(Grant, Berg and Cable 2014). Moreover, as discussed in Section 4.4, the job title can support 
both internal and external communication by for example providing a clear “ID” (L12) that 
facilitates access to different sustainability forums and “legitimacy” (L14) to coordinate all 
sustainability dimensions. 

Institutional infrastructure provides framework for interpretation and implementation 
According to the studied cases, the institutional infrastructure for sustainability appears too 
have a clear influence on how sustainability is interpreted and implemented, i.e. how it is 
viewed and approached. The wide agreement that sustainability incorporates balancing 
environmental, social and economic dimensions as discussed in the previous section is the 
most evident example, as this triad is prevalent in much of the institutional infrastructure for 
sustainability (Waddock 2008). Global Reporting Initiative (GRI), UN Global Compact and 
ISO standards (the 9000, 14000 and 26000 series) (ibid.) seems to be the most influential 
elements in this institutional infrastructure in the studied cases.  
Most interviewees recognize how these initiatives, principles and standards support their 
leaderships for sustainability, especially by providing structure and facilitating a systematic 
approach. For example, when asked if any of these were used, one interviewee responds: 

You almost have to, but the most valuable we have is GRI, it is really good. Even if it is a standard for 
reporting it is a really good standard for how to organize your work with sustainability (L5). 

One interviewee of a slightly opposing view questions the value of “putting money and effort 
and time” on standards (L2). However, this leader also recognizes that this view may be due 
to many years of experience and ”having it in my backbone” and that if: 

A new sustainability manager replaces me who has limited experience of for example environmental 
management, it will be valuable for him or her (L2). 

Hence, the use of for example standards may not only facilitate introduction and 
implementation of sustainability in the organization but also facilitate introduction for new 
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employees. However, standards will unlikely never be able to capture the width and depth of 
tacit knowledge developed over many years of experience.  
Another finding from the interviews is that although standards and the like may provide a 
useful framework for organizing sustainability in an organization, it is important to use them 
consciously with caution and constant consideration of their inherent limitations: 

Sustainability always entails so many trade-offs and you can never only rely on checklists and guidelines and 
standards, you also need to constantly consider additional aspects and think for yourself. So I think that it is 
very much about opening up people’s eyes that it is never that easy that you can simply say ”now I save a 
kilogram of carbon dioxide, therefore it’s good” (L9). 

An example of a limitation of standards is that they may sometimes focus on what is 
relatively easy to measure, which may not always address the most important issues: 

These report are all very well, but the focus is often on what is easy to measure […] I have raised this issue 
in the top management team and said that if we are fully serious about reporting, then we need to focus on 
and work with the tough questions, we already work with the easy ones […] when you talk about these 
questions in your networks you notice how people start to squirm […] everyone have similar problems (L6).  

While most interviewees seem to agree with the notion “what gets measured gets done” and 
that performance measures are essential for driving sustainability performance, many also 
comment the difficulty of identifying measures that both measures the correct thing and this 
measure this correctly. The quoted leader above also comments: 

We try to find ways of measuring, but everything cannot be measured. How do you measure all the social 
aspects of a building? It is impossible. Sometimes I think that you also need to listen to your gut feeling (L6). 

Thus, sometimes measures printed in black and white need to be complemented with for 
example gut feeling even if such feelings not always are easy to rationally explain. While 
standards and principles may provide a supporting framework, they do not replace people’s 
roles and responsibilities to implement changes that matter. As Albert Einstein is quoted to 
have said (Napier and McDaniel 2006, p. 9; Grankvist 2009, p. 149): 

Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted. 

Not everything that matters can be measured, and not everything that can be measured matters. 

Change from implicit to explicit sustainability but still a combination 
Like with stakeholder engagement, the interviewees also share similar descriptions of how 
their organizations have more or less always worked with sustainability, but that the approach 
has become more explicit and strategic in recent years. One interviewee says that: 

I usually argue that we have worked with this more or less always. It is just what you have called it, how you 
have regarded it from some kind of strategic perspective […]now it is more explicit, how do we deal with it 
to build our brand? Or how do we deal with it to ensure the employees’ well-being? To recruit new 
employees? Or to ensure that we are perceived as a good force or actor in society? (L2). 

We have worked with environment for long, we have worked with economics for very long, all companies 
have, and we have cared for our employees, but it’s not until you understand that these three cannot point in 
different directions, that they have to point in the same direction and be in tune with each other that it’s 
really sustainability (L13).  

This is consistent with Matten and Moon’s (2008) implicit-explicit sustainability framework 
and that more organizations in more countries in recent years tend to approach sustainability 
more explicitly. Indeed, having a formally appointed sustainability leader is an expression of 
explicit sustainability (Strand 2013), which suggest that all studied cases in this thesis at least 
to some extent approach sustainability explicitly.  

However, responses from many interviewees also suggest that while a change from an 
implicit to a more explicit approach has advantages such as clarifying communication about 
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what aspects of sustainability that are addressed as well as why and how this is done, there are 
also difficulties associated with addressing and communicating sustainability more explicitly. 
The difficulties arise both in internal and external communication. For example, as one 
interviewee suggests, approaching sustainability explicitly can clarify for employees that 
sustainability is taken seriously. However, the reactions may differ: 

It shows the employees that it is important, explicit and that someone directly works with the issues. 
However, the specific individual may interpret it quite differently […] raising diversity issues for discussion 
can make some people irritated, like “you create a problem that doesn’t exist” while other people appreciate 
such initiatives “good that we are discussing this, how can I think about this?” Also regarding sustainability 
in general, some think like me that a sustainability manager should not be needed, it should be a given that 
sustainability is integrated everywhere (L9). 

Some other interviewees address the difficult balancing act of how much of their 
sustainability efforts and performance that should be communicated externally. One 
interviewee explains: 

One challenge is always to find a good way to communicate this externally, and to agree internally in the 
organization how far to go and what to say and what not to say, and when do we expose ourselves for large 
risks if we stick our chin out. It is a challenge for everyone to understand where that boundary is […] and to 
say that we are good at something. There may be concern in the organization that ”yes, but what if…” and 
that it might be easier and more comfortable by just ”lying low, but still good” or ”having wide margins, but 
still lying low” […] But we want to communicate this more, but without any ”green wash”. However, such 
discussions about ”where is the limit?” are difficult (L7). 

Another similar but more concise standpoint: 
We don’t want to end up in just communication, we want to do first and then communicate (L6). 

These experiences and standpoints reflect deeply rooted norms of preference of doing more 
and talk less, i.e. to “walk the walk” or at least “walk the talk” while avoiding “talk the talk” 
(Strand, Freeman and Hockerts 2015). This preference could be illustrated in a four-field 2x2-
matrix as in Figure 19, where Scandinavians and leadership for sustainability in Scandinavia 
tend to strive for the top two fields, especially the top right field. 

Walk (v.) Walk the Talk Walk the Walk 
Talk (v.) Talk the Talk Talk the Walk 
 Talk (n.) Walk (n.) 

 Figure 19. Illustration of different approaches to sustainability, in terms of what is done and what is said, i.e. 
one dimension refers to the verb (v.) and the other refers to the noun (n.). 

4.2. How leadership is viewed and approached 
This section discusses empirical and analytical findings in relation to leadership literature 
discussed in Section 2.2. It discusses approaches to leadership, the leadership concept, key 
differences between leadership and management as well as organizational leadership. 

Combination of approaches to leadership 
The studied cases exhibit elements of a wide range of leadership theories, both more 
established ones such as those based on traits, skills, behavioral and neo-charismatic 
approaches and more emergent ones such as those based on strategic, ethical, complexity and 
systems thinking approaches (Dinh et al. 2014; Yukl 2013; Northouse 2010; Shriberg, 
Shriberg and Kumari 2005).  

However, none of these leadership theories in themselves seem to sufficiently explain 
leadership for sustainability. Instead, elements of all seem needed for a holistic understanding 
of what leadership for sustainability is in both theory and practice. Figure 25 illustrates a 
suggestion of how these could be visualized in an integrated way. The component parts of this 
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visualization will be further discussed with empirical evidence in the following sections of 
this chapter. 

Leadership is an ambiguous concept with clear central components 
As the rest of the sections in this chapter will suggest and elaborate on, leadership for 
sustainability is a complex phenomenon. This is reasonably largely a result of the complexity 
of leadership itself (Dinh et al. 2014; Yukl 2013). However, examining how the interviewees 
describe their experiences of leadership for sustainability in their organizations suggests that 
people, processes and people are clear components of the leadership concept (Dinh et al. 
2014; Yukl 2013; Northouse 2010).  

All interviewees speak of leadership in terms of themselves and other people in the 
organization as well as what processes and activities these people engage in and for what 
purposes they do so. While most interviewees do not use these three terms explicitly to 
express how they view leadership, one interviewee spontaneously elaborates on what 
leadership is and what it means in relation to sustainability: 

Well, leadership in general is an interesting question: what is it? It is to lead people towards a goal in some 
way… The goal from a societal perspective is really a sustainable development so that we do not have a 
development at the expense of our own existence, and this is an incredibly large responsibility, so leadership 
for sustainability is really, from this perspective, to make it understandable, not frightening, to make it 
attractive and motivating…well, I think that’s the main point (L14).  

This reflection first explicitly suggests how leadership is viewed as some kind of influence 
process between people for some kind of purpose, which here is a goal. Furthermore, this 
reflection also suggests how leadership with regard to sustainability may be a particularly 
challenging and complex type of leadership. 

Both leadership and management 
The studied cases suggest how the phenomena and concepts of leadership and management 
overlap in practice. As discussed earlier, the interviewees are in fact managers as they are 
formally appointed for managing sustainability. However, according to how they describe 
themselves and what they actually do in their roles, the assumption that they are also leaders 
seem to be true.  
The interviewees imply how they work with for example change, communicating strategies 
and motivating people, which characterizes leadership (Yukl 2013; Northouse 2010). For 
instance, one interviewee describes how a key responsibility in the current role is: 

To change work practices and processes and the like internally to ensure that we take a greater 
responsibility in different ways throughout the whole value chain. It is about everything from working with 
purchasing to see how they can become better at finding risks and dealing with risks in the supply chain to 
how we develop our products and how this in turn drives customers to take a greater responsibility (L9). 

Similarly, the interviewees also imply how they work with for example planning, providing 
procedures and ensuring coordination, which characterizes management (Yukl 2013; 
Northouse 2010). One interviewee explains that the current role: 

Means that I have an overarching group responsibility for issues relating to the environment, ethics and 
social responsibility. One could say that I work on an overarching level with management, goal setting, 
monitoring and evaluation of strategies for these issues (L7). 

Thus, the interviewees indicate that their roles incorporate both leadership and management. 
Formally, they are managers but in practice they also act as leaders. This is consistent with 
literature that suggests how the two concepts are complementary and that integrating them 
may be important for organizational effectiveness (Yukl and Lepsinger 2005).  
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Organizational leadership emerges and exists within the context of the organization 
While it may seem self-evident, the interviewees’ responses and descriptions indicate that 
organizational leadership indeed emerges and exists within the context of the organization. 
Contextual components such as culture, purposes, people, processes, state, structures and time 
are all important factors that consciously and/or unconsciously influence how organizational 
leadership for sustainability arises and evolves (Porter and McLaughlin 2006). While all of 
these obviously are difficult to capture in a single short quote, the following excerpt from an 
interviewee’s description of leadership for sustainability connects to many of these factors: 

It is probably like for all other companies that if we start to ”show off” our sustainability […] it becomes 
essential to follow-up, and to be very careful that it is firmly anchored in the strategy so that we do not loose 
track… in other words, we have made a decision that we need to hold on to and live up to. I think a challenge 
is to connect this perspective to our mission and strategy and ensure that it becomes firmly anchored in the 
company so that it does not depend on who is in charge […] so that no individual easily can change it, but 
that it is really anchored in the culture and the very foundation (L15). 

As described in Chapter 1 and in Section 2.2, purposes, people and processes are the focus of 
this thesis and will therefore be analyzed in more depth in the following sections. 

4.3. Purposes include multiple core drivers and changing focus 
This section discusses empirical and analytical findings in relation to leadership literature 
discussed in Section 2.4. It first discusses underlying organizational and individual drivers 
and then drivers related to creating stakeholder value and competitive advantage.  

Strong drivers on both organizational and individual levels 
There are clearly strong drivers for sustainability on both an organizational and individual 
level among the studied cases. Together the interviewees directly or indirectly refer to both 
intrinsic, institutional and instrumental motives (Neergaard 2006 in Rahbek Gjerdrum 
Pedersen 2015; Phillips et al. 2010). They also directly or indirectly refer to more or less all of 
the internal, external and connecting drivers illustrated Figure 9, albeit with stronger emphasis 
on certain drivers. 

The business case, market and stakeholder expectations, access to markets and customers, 
customer satisfaction, shareholder value, attracting and maintaining labor are some of the 
drivers expressed in the following quote of an interviewee describing the opportunities with 
driving sustainability for the organization:  

It is really to create and show the benefits, when we have shown that this really provides business value in 
different ways, which can include that customers are more satisfied with us and select us over competitors 
because we are a more secure and sustainable supplier for them […] We also want to be an attractive stock 
to invest in, and there are many who are not allowed to or do not want to invest in companies that not are, or 
are not considered to be, sustainable […]our employees, it is clearly so that an unsustainable company will 
not have as loyal employees and will also not be able to attract new employees, perhaps especially among 
people in your generation […] so sustainability is important, it is a top five when selecting employer (L16). 

Risks and avoiding environmental and social crises, cost savings, profits and growth, 
employees’ shared values and personal engagement are other important drivers:   

There are advantages in terms of risk minimization and cost savings today and the advantage of tomorrow in 
terms of increased market share and possibly also higher profitability. I think many companies recognize 
these. Moreover, you should not forget that a company consists of people, and people think this is important, 
so there is also pressure internally that as a company, you cannot ignore these issues today (L10). 

Leadership and personal engagement stand out as especially strong drivers among the 
interviewees when asked what the best with their job is and what they perceive are the 
greatest opportunities in their current role. As will be further described in Section 4.5, many 
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interviewees imply that strategic leadership with strong top management support for 
sustainability and leadership structures is crucial for driving sustainability.  
Another perspective on leadership as a driver is the leadership role that companies have in 
society in driving sustainability. In responding to what is best with the current job and role, 
the interviewee quoted above also explains that: 

To be part of developing the business. I am a market capitalist who strongly believes in companies’ ability to 
make money and to change the world as one of the greatest opportunities for sustainability to really succeed, 
it is one of the preconditions we need to have in place to progress […] it is not governments and different 
countries that will lead the way, it is companies and businesses (L10). 

A similar response from another interviewee, which also implies the strong emotional 
foundation of the commitment, is that the greatest opportunities with the role is: 

It is very much. The best part is to feel that you actually do something important and useful. I believe that it 
is companies that change the world […] Special interest organizations are very good since they stand on the 
barricades and yell and are annoying, but it is companies who move positions in the right direction, quite 
voluntarily actually. To be part of this is really great, to be a big player… I am almost in tears now when I 
talk about it… It is consumer power but on a macro level. When we buy TVs, we will buy 20 000 TVs in one 
go, which enables us to go to the factories and tell them what materials that they are not allowed to use, in 
other words explain how we want these TVs to be for the least possible environmental impact while 
simultaneously negotiating price. It is really great to be a big player (L8). 

Hence, many interviewees express strong personal engagement in contributing to 
sustainability. It engages emotions and is even experienced as a privilege:  

The best with my job is to feel that I do something important that I can feel engaged in with my heart and 
emotions, and this also makes me feel enormously privileged (L14). 

It is the actual impact on companies, to make the world a better place to put it simply […] To be part of 
driving sustainable development, that is important, and that is fun (L11). 

Several interviewees are also strongly driven by contributing to the personal growth and 
development of their fellow human beings, for example: 

I very much enjoy seeing others take their responsibility and seeing others change, when I notice that 
someone has gained a new insight or think in some new way or do things themselves. So yes, this triggers me, 
it feels great when someone comes to me and says ”look at what we have done” and are proud, this can send 
shivers of excitement through by body (L9). 

Another similar example of the rewarding feeling of enabling others to gain new insights, 
when explaining one of the best aspects of being a leader for sustainability: 

It’s to get that penny to finally drop in people, that’s really great (L3). 

Perhaps this driver, personal growth and development of oneself and others, would be a 
valuable addition to Figure 9, which is based on an attempt to provide a holistic view of 
different sustainability drivers (Lozano 2015). 

Driven by deep concern 
Although confusing, it is perhaps more important to think of why the concept sustainability is 
of importance and interest, i.e. why it even exists in the first place. One interviewee reflects: 

It’s like the less sustainable we become, the more we speak about sustainability […] Agriculture 200 years 
ago was in many ways very sustainable, you had a horse and pulled, and it was not like it would become 
unsustainable in the long term. However, the way we work with agriculture today will not be possible to 
continue in the long term, we need to reset (L12). 

In line with this reasoning, sustainability is a concept that largely has emerged as a response 
to non-sustainability, i.e. that the human society need to halter current practices of 
unsustainable development and preferably also change or replace them with more sustainable 
practices (Doppelt 2010). While trying to contribute to such a change, the interviewee quoted 
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above also implies the magnitude of this challenge and concern, when asked what the worst 
with the role of leading sustainability is: 

Well, it’s that the job never ends, you can work around the clock for days and nights. This is no good, 
absolutely no good, it is very important to have time for other things in life. However, from a sustainability 
perspective, the worst part of the job is that it sometimes feels like this is not going to work out, we will not 
make it, it will go wrong in one way or another. If it is not the carbon dioxide it is the nuclear power or the 
emissions or the acidification of the oceans or you name it, lead levels in the air… There are very many 
unpleasant things and there are many arrows pointing in the wrong directions. If you think too much about 
this, well, then it is really hard (L12). 

A few other interviewees similarly describe the challenge and concern that people in general 
do not fully understand the severity of certain sustainability issues. For example: 

I think that our greatest challenge is to make people actually and fully understand how bad the situation is 
within certain sustainability areas […] I don’t think people understand how great the challenges de facto 
are. It is easy to say that the environment or the socioeconomic dimension of sustainability is our greatest 
challenge. However, our politicians and we as private people do not all the time act as if this was our 
generation’s absolutely most critical issue (L2). 

Such lack of understanding and action among people is common: 
On all levels […] to make them understand that this is a societal issue, will the human being survive or 
disappear like many other species have done? To make people understand that this is what it is all about. I’m 
not particularly nature…I mean I like to walk in the forest but not more than anyone else […] I mean I am 
more interested in society and have seen that the way things are will not work out (L3).   

These descriptions from people facing the realities of sustainability in their daily work 
illustrate why sustainability is of such importance to the whole population of the planet 
(Mancebo and Sachs 2015), however, it is a challenge and concern far from being solved.  

Motives to create value for both shareholders and other stakeholders 
While the interviewees generally describe that their organizations have a range of different 
stakeholders, many indicate that shareholders continue to be key stakeholders. However, 
many interviewees also underscore the increasing shareholder directives emphasizing 
sustainability. Sustainability is also increasingly the top topic at annual meetings: 

Last annual meeting, which was my first, all questions to our CEO were related to sustainability. It was quite 
incredible, both small shareholders and the large main owners, it was just sustainability. This shows that 
sustainability is driven and directed from the very top (L5). 

Furthermore, the interviewees recognize that there exist both many trade-offs and many 
synergies between different stakeholders’ interests and sustainability goals. They provide 
plentiful concrete examples of how dealing with both trade-offs and synergies is inherent in 
working with sustainability. For example: 

Look at how we work with food, for example, where we want to take more responsibility for our guests’ 
health, in other words having better and healthier food and reduce food wastage. This is a case where we 
can make money and where the guests also in the end will live better, hence an example of a win-win. But 
such examples are everywhere. Conflicts always exist, otherwise everyone would have had done much more 
so of course there are also trade-offs in more or less everything you do (L10). 

To minimize trade-offs and maximize synergies, the interviewees refer to the importance of 
having clear priorities and strategies to guide decision-making, often supported by standards 
and other elements of the institutional infrastructure for sustainability (Waddock 2008). 
However, a few also comment that merely referring to pre-established priorities and 
principles cannot solve all individual issues. It is also important to think yourself, both as an 
individual and together with others, and to try to incorporate as many perspectives and 
possible impacts as possible. One interviewee encourages people she meets to: 
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“You need to know what the concept sustainability entails so that you understand what to consider, meaning 
that you need to consider the impact, because when you understand impact, you can also make a conscious 
decision”. It may be then that some people will make a decision that I would not have done, but at least they 
have consciously tried to fully understand the impact and integrated this information in their decision-
making, which is a large step in the right direction (L9). 

Motives to create competitive and cooperative advantage 
Many interviewees speak of approaching sustainability as a means of creating competitive 
advantage. Particularly, they emphasize that it is important to focus their sustainability efforts 
to areas and aspects that are closely connected to their core business and where they have the 
largest relative impact. For instance, one interviewee describes how:  

We are driven by the idea to work with sustainability issues where they arise. We look at our business model 
and consider ”where is impact or influence occurring? Negative and positive? And how do we minimize the 
negative impacts and maximize the positive impacts?” (L4). 

This thinking is clearly consistent with Porter and Kramer’s (2011, 2006, 2002) of 
approaching sustainability strategically and focusing on aspects that are closely connected to 
the core business. The language of competition rather than cooperation still clearly appears to 
dominate, i.e. competitive advantage is commonly explicitly used while cooperative 
advantage at most implicitly used. In practice, however, it appears as if competitive and 
cooperative advantages may coincide, where certain actions or initiatives can provide 
cooperative advantage from one perspective and competitive advantage from another, as this 
narrative from one interviewee suggests:   

One area that we could work more with than we do today is to consider how we financially affect our 
stakeholders. This is something that is quite central if you read ISO 26 000 and also GRI. Our customers, 
how do we affect them? The sales situation for example, when they are buying, what protection do they have 
if they sign a contract and then become sick and unable to provide the money? What insurances are there? 
There is a risk that we as a large company take advantage of our size in relation to small suppliers […] we 
have a responsibility here to try and find out how we create opportunities. Providing better security for 
customers can also provide competitive advantages in relation to competitors (L5). 

4.4. People have mixed backgrounds and complementing competences 
This section discusses empirical and analytical findings in relation to leadership literature 
discussed in Section 2.4. It first tries to distinguish which people that actually are or could be 
considered to be leaders for sustainability. Second, it discusses what value formal leaders for 
sustainability may bring to an organization. Third, it discusses what education, abilities and 
skills that these leaders have or need to have in the role. Finally, it discusses individual and 
collective competences and different ways of thinking in relation to sustainability.   

Working with sustainability versus working with aspects of sustainability  
This section begins with distinguishing between working with sustainability and working with 
certain aspects or dimensions of sustainability. While it could be argued that everyone in an 
organization works with sustainability by simply being employed and assumed to at least 
contribute to some increase of some business value, it is perhaps valuable for the 
understanding of leadership for sustainability to distinguish between working with aspects of 
sustainability and working with sustainability. The former arguably applies to everyone, while 
the latter applies to people with formal sustainability responsibility and possibly a number of 
other people.  

This distinction was sometimes discussed during interviews to clarify the question “Who and 
how many have explicit sustainability responsibility?” It could be understood as if everyone 
in any organization has sustainability responsibility, considering how most organizations have 
for example codes of conduct. However, the question was designed to identify which people 
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in the organization that are formally appointed to actively address all three main dimensions 
of sustainability in a holistic way.  

Formal leaders for sustainability provide both strategic and symbolic value  
Having a formal leader for sustainability seems to have both strategic and symbolic value 
(Strand 2013; Leadbitter 2010; Nath and Mahajan 2008). For example: 

It is a way to clarify for the market that sustainability is important and that we work with it and take it 
seriously […] we see that we have to be at the front within sustainability for strategic business reasons (L6). 

Another interviewee emphasizes the importance of having competent personnel dedicated to 
sustainability, suggesting that it is a hygiene factor for companies today:  

If you work with the issues you of course have to have a person working with it. You cannot speak of actively 
working with HR without having anyone working with HR, you cannot speak of managing the finances 
without a CFO. So if you are to work with sustainability, you need someone with the competences, networks 
and opportunities to drive the work, it is a hygiene-factor for companies that want to work with sustainability 
seriously that they have the competences for doing so in the organization (L10).  

However, this interviewee also comments that what this person or people are called, i.e. what 
job titles they have, matters less. This view could be contrasted to one of the two studied 
cases in this thesis that does not presently have anyone in the organization with a job title 
including sustainability. While it would not reduce the CEO role in driving sustainability, this 
organization might introduce a formal leader with sustainability in the job title to have 
someone in the organization with a clear sustainability identity to facilitate access to different 
sustainability forums and networks: 

We are thinking about it, it might be so in the future […] but, regardless what we choose to do in the future, I 
will still consider sustainability to be the CEO:s main responsibility, because sustainability issues are future 
issues […] if we would introduce such a role, it would be to give this person a clearer sender-ID, like a 
clearer business card ”I am this person”, which would allow you to easier communicate with others in 
similar roles, perhaps also to gain access to arenas that are not as obvious today, but I am absolutely 
convinced that it is an issue for top management […] I would not take less responsibility even if we would 
introduce a sustainability manager (L12). 

In addition to gaining access, having a title explicitly including sustainability can also 
increase legitimacy to coordinate sustainability within the organization: 

We felt that the role is largely about being a catalyst and a coordinator. We saw that it was very important 
that we try to get all the three dimensions together. It wouldn’t be so natural if HR coordinates 
environmental issues […] that is, if you have the title sustainability manager, you are also legitimized to 
coordinate all the sustainability dimensions (L14).  

Another interviewee, who not only is a formal sustainability leader but who also on a daily 
basis works with analyzing sustainability performance of other organizations, says that there 
“definitely” is a positive connection between having a formal sustainability leader and 
performing well on various criteria for sustainability (L11). This interviewee: 

Well, really, the title is not the important part, what is important is what the sustainability manager does […] 
having someone responsible and knowledgeable who drives, well that’s very important (L11). 

Having a formal leader dedicated to sustainability and with sustainability included in the job 
title may thus help communicate internally and externally that the organization is serious 
about sustainability. It may also facilitate access to sustainability forums outside the 
organization and increase legitimacy to coordinate all dimensions.  
While these are advantages of having a formal leader with explicit sustainability 
responsibility, there are also possible disadvantages. One risk that several interviewees 
recognize with having a formal leader or a whole business unit dedicated to sustainability is 
that others in the organization may think and act as “sustainability, that’s their job”: 
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I think it’s important to make sure that sustainability is incorporated in the daily business and the daily 
thinking, so everyone works with it. But you need someone to “light the fire” and drive it, and this person 
could be two or three, but not creating a large department that makes other people start thinking that 
“sustainability is the sustainability department’s job” (L8). 

Kaleidoscope of educational and professional backgrounds of leaders for sustainability 
In line with Acre (2014), the interviewed formal leaders for sustainability have a wide variety 
of educational backgrounds, including various branches of engineering, biology, IT, 
economics, law, journalism and marketing communications, see Table 8. The majority has 
had their current position for five years or less. All but one has also have other positions in the 
company, where they have worked with one or more aspects of sustainability. In these cases, 
the position is usually a result of increased commitment within the top management team to 
approach sustainability in a more serious, structured and systematic way.  

However, many interviewees have also been highly involved in introducing and shaping the 
position and role, adapting its profile to available individual leaders competences and to other 
available competences in the organization. As Table 8 indicates, in most cases this is a new 
position in the organization with no predecessor. In the few cases where there has been a 
predecessor, the interviewees have also had large influence on adapting the position’s profile. 

Table 8. Backgrounds to current positions of interviewed leaders. 
Nr. Years in 

current 
position 

Predecessor in 
current 
position1 

Years in 
company 
(group) 

Main field of previous work in 
company 

Main field of education 

1 5 No 29 Wide range, including environmental 
and HR management 

Economics 

2 5 No 21 Operations and production 
management 

Engineering (chemistry) 

3 3 No 7 Environmental and quality 
management 

Engineering (material 
technology) 

4 3 No 7 Business development and 
environmental management 

Engineering 
(construction/ land 
surveying) 

5 1 No 6 Environmental and material 
selection management  

Biology (ethology) 

6 2 No 7 Project management Engineering  
(urban) 

7 6 No 6 None Economics 
8 7 Yes 19 Marketing communications and 

information management 
Marketing 
communications 

9 3 Yes 4 Corporate responsibility (specialist/ 
advisor) 

Engineering 
(electronics) 

10 2 Yes 3 Environmental management IT 
11 12 No 18 Environmental management 

analysis 
Engineering (chemistry) 

12 9 N/A1 15 Marketing communications and 
information management 

Journalism 

13 5 No 12 Environmental and sustainability 
management 

Biology 
(ecotoxicology) 

14 2 No 5 Environmental management Law 
15 2 No 25 Editing and media management Journalism 
16 2 No 3 Corporate social responsibility 

auditing 
Law 

1Formally appointed to have explicit sustainability responsibility (sustainability included in title). 
2Question about predecessor not applicable because sustainability not included in title (have received award). 

One interviewee explicitly comments this heterogeneous group of sustainability professionals: 
Sustainability managers backgrounds are very very varied, which I think is great. It also shows that 
sustainability is not a one-dimensional issue (L2). 

However, this interviewee also recognizes that a change is on the way due to the increasing 
emergence of more educational programs and courses specifically focusing on sustainability, 
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which likely will generate a new generation of sustainability professionals with more 
homogenous educational backgrounds: 

As soon as universities and other educational institutions pick up something new we also get a 
standardization, I mean people who will be in the future recruitment pool for sustainability managers will be 
more and more molded in the same shape (L2).  

Formal and informal structures in terms of sustainability groups and networks  
Formal leadership for sustainability appears to generally be positioned at a high level of the 
organization. All interviewees were maximum two levels from the CEO. Among those who 
formally had two levels from the CEO and the top management team, some were part of the 
extended top management team. However, most seem to have direct contact with CEO and 
other top management team members. While the level of formality may be fairly high on 
paper, this indicates a fairly low level of formalization as well as flat and flexible structures in 
practice. However, as stated previously, having someone to report to seems essential (L4): 

You have to have someone to report to […] at the same time I feel like a fairly free molecule or something 
like that, and I will still discuss many of my issues directly with the CEO (L4). 

It may be essential with hierarchies for security reasons, so that everyone knows what they must do, that is 
very important, but I think the transformation today goes in a more sustainable direction in a dynamic 
process instead of having like a decree from above. Now it is key to be able to cooperate, to find our different 
areas of competences […] and use these to move ahead at a greater pace (L14). 

Furthermore, formal leaders for sustainability typically do not work in a large business unit or 
“sustainability department”. Most interviewees describe how they are like an individual 
function but one which is loosely connected to more or less all other functions. A few 
interviewees work in a small group focused on overarching sustainability issues or focused on 
some key aspect of sustainability such as environment. Formal leaders for sustainability 
report to people in a range of disciplines, see Table 9.  

Table 9. Current positions of interviewed leaders in organizational hierarchy. 

Nr. Level (levels from CEO) TMT1 (Yes/No) Reports to (main area of responsibility)2 
1 1 Yes CEO 
2 2 No Communication 
3 1 Yes CEO 
4 2 No Communication 
5 2 No, extended Sustainability 
6 1 Yes CEO 
7 1 No CEO, others in TMT 
8 2 No HR/under discussion 
9 2 No Sustainability 
10 2 No, extended Properties 
11 2 No, extended Sustainability 
12 0 Yes N/A 
13 2 No, extended Strategy 
14 1 Yes CEO 
15 1 Yes CEO 
16 2 No Communication 

1TMT = Top management team, see also Table 2. 
2These areas are based on job titles. Where it says sustainability, the job title has typically included “sustainability and [something else]”. 

Like one interviewee says: 
It fits anywhere. It’s a leadership issue so it fits well under HR […] it’s also very much about managing 
market expectations and tell them about what we do, so it’s strongly linked to the brand, so it fits under 
communication. But it’s also about business, so it also fits under strategy and business development (L9). 

Most interviewees are also part of a number of different networks, which they perceive to be 
very valuable for exchanging experiences and ideas. Internally, these networks may include 
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members from different business units and/or different geographical regions and the 
interviewees often have a main role. Externally, there are both cross-industry and industry-
specific networks. Some networks are also focused on the sustainability manager role. Like 
discussed more later in this chapter, sustainability challenges are too demanding to be handled 
by anyone alone. Individual efforts are crucial, but like emphasized in previous research, so 
are also joint efforts on “organizational, sectorial, national and supranational level” (Lenssen, 
Dentchev and Roger 2014, p. 670).  

Varied extent of formal job requirements 
Formal job requirements for leaders for sustainability differ much. Most of the interviewees 
express that they have clear overall tasks and targets, which typically include developing 
sustainability strategies and then communicating, coordinating and coaching implementation 
of these strategies. However, when it comes to more specific requirements, their responses 
differ more. Some interviewees have clear job descriptions and performance criteria while 
others describe how one part of their job is really to define their job: 

I often end up having to define, that is my first task to define so that it becomes reasonable. If it becomes 
unmanageable, it is just me not doing my job, it’s part of the job to concretize and clarify (L5). 

I would say that nobody understands what to require from a sustainability manager, so you have to create 
your own requirements […] there is no end to how much you could keep on adding to this role. […] (L3).  

The next subsections will continue to discuss abilities/skills, personal qualities/traits and job 
requirements that the interviewees consider are required of them. The focus in this subsection 
is to distinguish between generalist and specialist types of competences. 

Wide range of abilities and personal qualities 
Being a formal leader for sustainability demands a wide range of different abilities and 
qualities. As one interviewee vividly expresses it: 

One moment you stand on a stage and speak to 400 or 1000 or 2000 people, and then the next moment you 
stand digging in trashcans looking for colored glass when it should have been clear glass, so it’s really 
everything from top to bottom (L10). 

Figure 20 and 21 illustrate abilities and qualities from the interviewees’ descriptions of what 
they do in their role on a daily basis, what they consider are their own strengths and what they 
consider characterize effective leadership for sustainability.* The following discussion will 
focus on abilities that stand out. Many abilities in Figure 20 and 21 will indirectly be 
discussed in Section 4.5, for example to communicate, coach, catalyze, motivate and inspire.  

Spot  trends

Inspire

Share  ideas  and  knowledge

Coordinate

Connect  to  business

Create  consensus

Coach

Control  and  evaluate

Cooperate
Build  trust

Connect  people

Motivate

Create  dialogues

Communicate
Report

Develop  strategies

Handle  conflicts  and  risks

Support  and  serve

Create  synergies

Catalyze

Highlight  good  examples

Educate

Handle  trade-offs

Create  change

Instill  systems  thinking

Build  bridges

Create  committment

Handle  complexity

 
Figure 20. Abilities/skills (verbs) associated with formal leaders for sustainability. 

                                                
* The size and level of color saturation is loosely based on the prevalence of each ability and quality in the responses 
overall. However, this is not a quantitative study focusing on absolute numbers and corresponding relative sizes. Instead, the 
focus is on capturing the spread and variety of different responses and indicate which ones the clearly seem to be more 
common. Hence, Figure 20 and 21 illustrate abilities and qualities even if only one or a few interviewees have mentioned 
them, but emphasize the abilities and qualities mentioned more frequently through larger size and higher color saturation. 
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Figure 21. Qualities/traits (adjectives) associated with formal leaders for sustainability. 

As suggested in Figure 20, an ability that stands out overall is to “coordinate”, and also the 
somewhat overlapping ability to “cooperate”. One interviewees explains: 

Because sustainability is such a wide field it is very much about coordination, you have to be a little bit of a 
diplomat, and be able to coordinate, and find it interesting with many different fields, and be responsive and 
get all these different disciplines to work together, to reconcile, it is very much about reconciling, about 
negotiating and about coordinating […] the different staff still have the responsibility, but you coordinate 
and find structured practices, and enable better dialogues between the different staffs and fields (L5).  

Other abilities that the interviewees commonly mention are to “create commitment” (in 
yourself and in others) and “to connect to business”. As one interviewee expresses it: 

I think commitment is the most important […] because it is often about things that might not matter in the 
short term but that matter in the medium or long term. And you have to build the business case, you cannot 
refer to idealism […] so commitment and business connection. And super stubborn (L11). 

It is interesting to note that to “coordinate”, to “create commitment” and to “connect to 
business” mentioned by the interviewees as characteristic for their job are not included in 
Figure 10, which covers abilities found in a number of sources (Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen 
2015; Metcalf and Benn 2013; Dunphy and Benn 2013; Osagie et al. 2014; Acre 2014; 
Willard et al. 2010). There is obviously some overlap among the listed competences and 
characteristics in Figure 10, and to “coordinate” could perhaps be regarded as included in for 
example “change project leadership skills” (Dunphy and Benn 2013, p. 381). However, to 
“coordinate” and to “connect to business” (translation from Swedish “samordna” and 
“affärskoppla/ha affärstänk”) stand out so clearly in the studied cases for this thesis that might 
be valuable to add to the collection of abilities included in Figure 10.  
Indeed, looking at the dictionary definition “coordinate: bring the different elements (of a 
complex activity or organization) into a harmonious or efficient relationship” suggests how 
coordinate as a single word captures much of what leadership for sustainability seems to be 
about (Oxford Dictionaries, n.d.b). Here, “complex activity” could be interpreted as “driving 
(or reaching) sustainability” and the elements as the environmental, social and economic 
dimensions. “Organization” would more obviously be the organization and the elements could 
be interpreted as the contextual components discussed throughout this thesis.  

Another ability that the interviewees commonly mention is to “handle complexity” (see also 
end of next Section 4.5). One might of course wonder what is meant by “complexity” and 
“complex” as expressed by these interviewees. The interviewees were not asked to define 
what they meant, but according to one dictionary definition, “complex” means “consisting of 
many different and connected parts, complicated or intricate and not easy to analyze or 
understand” (Oxford Dictionaries n.d.c). This definition fits well with how interviewees have 
described sustainability, i.e. many different aspects within environmental, social and 
economic dimensions that are linked and influence each other in ways that often are difficult 
to understand.  



Purposes, People and Processes in Leadership for Sustainability  Chapter 4. Empirical and analytical findings 

 46 

This finding that complexity is inherent in sustainability and in leadership for sustainability is 
consistent with literature. Like Metcalf and Benn (2013, p. 381) argue, capturing what 
leadership for sustainability is about and what leadership theories best help to understand it is 
confusing, challenging and complex for one main reason: complexity, or more specifically 
“multiple layers of complexity: the complexity of sustainability the complexity of complex 
problem solving and the complexity of leadership itself.”  

Generalist individual competences  
Many of the abilities/skills and qualities/traits included in Figure 20 and 21 refer to more 
general business or soft skills, such as to communicate and cooperate. To coordinate, coach, 
catalyze and to create consensus and commitment could also be regarded as more general 
competences. The interviewees seem to agree well that effective leadership for driving 
sustainability generally requires more generalist than specialist competences.  
The interviewees also use words such as “multidisciplinary”, “interdisciplinary”, “trans 
boundary”, “boundary spanning” and ”broad” to describe generalist competences useful for 
leaders driving sustainability. One interviewee using such terms explains that: 

The sustainability manager is broad, it like spans across many more fields and is more complex, which also 
often makes it more difficult to describe […] you need to dare to cross borders, you need to feel secure in 
going outside your own expertise and competence and knowledge (L2).  

Working across fields of knowledge and business units in the organization in this way 
corresponds to the horizontal part of the “T” in the idea of T-shaped competences (Hansen 
and Von Oetinger 2001). One interviewee provides a vivid illustration that directly 
corresponds to the horizontal (and vertical) part of the “T”: 

The future sustainability manager is broad, it is gutters rather than downpipes […]that means that you have 
to know a lot about a lot, which means that you cannot be the super specialist within environment, instead 
you need to be able to understand environment but from a broader perspective, how things are related […] 
and that is about the gutters, which means that you work freely across a wide spectrum of disciplines, which 
means that you should support the different disciplines, however, I don’t take over their work (L1).  

Figure 22 illustrates this metaphor. 

 
Figure 22. Gutters and downpipes metaphor for generalist and specialist competences. 

Another interviewee, who similarly asserts that broad generalist competences are most 
important for leaders driving sustainability, asserts that some specialist competences may 
however be important for gaining trust: 

In an overarching role I think you should be broad in terms of sustainability, I think being a generalist is 
more important. You may need to be a specialist to gain people’s trust, even though you might not really 
need to be one, but you may need to be one to make people listen (L8). 

Yet another interviewee suggests that it is virtually impossible to be a specialist within 
sustainability, but also adds that sustainability could in some sense be regarded as a special 
field in itself: 
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It is virtually impossible to be a specialist in sustainability as sustainability in essence is a collective concept 
for all sorts of disciplines [...] at the same time sustainability also becomes more of a specialty in itself […] 
because there are constantly so many new things that arise and that are related to sustainability, it could be 
new standards for sustainability, new ways of how to report […] so it becomes like a discipline in itself (L5). 

Specialist individual characteristics and competences  
While leadership for sustainability clearly seems to primarily demand generalist competences 
(which arguably could apply for all types of leaders of managers at the top of any 
organization), it seems crucial to have some depth within each of the three environmental, 
social and economic dimensions. Many interviewees have an educational background within 
natural sciences and have previously worked with environmental issues. When asked if there 
are any competences they would like to develop, several of these interviewees mention that 
they would like to develop their competences within for example economics. Some depth 
within all three thus seem important as well as really understanding of how the three 
dimensions are related and interdependent. One interviewee explains: 

I think you have to understand how an ecosystem works […] even if you are a sustainability manager on a 
high level, you need to understand how different decisions affect the environment in the long term. I mean, if 
you invest in a building with environmental certification, you don’t do it to have a nice certificate to hang on 
the wall, you do it because you understand how it is worthwhile (L13). 

Some interviewees also indicate that sustainability could in some sense indeed be regarded as 
a specialist field in itself. One interviewee refers to the complexity inherent in dealing with 
sustainability as a reason for having “sustainability specialists” supporting integration of 
sustainability into the organization: 

It can be necessary, because it is so complex, to have specialists […] to have a specialist function, which is 
needed to support integration of sustainability into the organization, I mean that is how I think the specialist 
function should be used, to support others so that they can easier integrate (L11). 

In a similar manner, another interviewee suggests that the institutional infrastructure for 
sustainability (Waddock 2008) could be regarded as covering much of what a “sustainability 
specialist” could be expected to be specialized within: 

It is not only about knowing the technical aspects for every issue, it is also about understanding what 
reporting requirements there are, what legal requirements there are. I mean, now there has for example 
come large new global regulations against corruption, so then you need to know what that entails, what do 
we have in the Swedish legislation, how does GRI work […]and how do you measure different KPI:s that you 
need to develop […] so it is quite technical knowledge also on the overarching level, not necessarily within 
the different disciplines and dimensions that are part of the sustainability agenda, and only understanding 
such a thing as what really is the sustainability agenda (L16).  

Collective and combined M-shaped competencies 
While specializing in institutional infrastructure for sustainability could be reasonable for a 
single individual to do, it seems quite unreasonable for any single individual to be specialized 
in all sorts of different branches within the environmental, social and economic dimensions. 
Aligned with this line of thinking, one interviewee highlights the importance of to:  

Be humble and turn to those experts that are available (L2). 

Similarly, another interviewee suggests that in practice, many individuals with competences 
in different special fields cooperate: 

What I have done is really identifying our most important aspects, then I have distributed them to all the 
different staffs, so that someone is responsible for each of all the aspects. It is the group top management 
team that is responsible for setting targets, developing indicators, direct our business and have an action 
plan for improving towards the targets, and then to follow up every year to see how it goes and then to re-
report […] so it is the respective chief in staff who is responsible for his or her aspects, but everything is 
coordinated and discussed in this group, and so this group has really no formal responsibility, it is more 
about coordination and finding structured practices (L5).  
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This suggests that leadership for sustainability largely emerges in this process or relationship 
between a collective of individuals as their different competences are combined and interact. 
It seems like the formal leader for sustainability could in turn be understood as an enabler of 
this leadership, aligned with the relational view of leadership (Uhl-Bien 2006), i.e. 
recognizing that leadership can be understood both as entities (i.e. people/leaders) as well as a 
phenomenon that emerges in a relationship (i.e. process/leadership) another interviewee 
asserts that the introduction of this individual leader for sustainability has enabled leadership 
for sustainability: 

This position has not existed before [I took office two years ago]. Previously, there was much intensive work 
with these issues but in silos. No overarching strategy was developed, and it was also not well connected to 
the business and no real leverage considering all the resources that actually was invested, so it became my 
task to lift sustainability issues and integrate sustainability into the overarching business strategy (L16). 

Thus, the idea of T-shaped competences inherent in an individual could perhaps be 
complemented with M-shaped competences inherent in the relationship that emerges when 
individuals in a collective interact. Figure 23 illustrates this idea, where the three vertical parts 
of the “M” represents the three dimensions of sustainability.  

S Y S T E M S    C O O R D I N A T I O N

 
 Figure 23. M-shaped collective competences combining specialist competences within environmental, social 

and economic aspects with generalist competences relating to systems coordination. 

As discussed previously, individual leaders for sustainability need some extent of depth of 
knowledge and understanding within each of the 3Ps of sustainability (environmental, social 
and economic competences). This could perhaps be denoted “m”-shaped competences, or 
simply” “M”-shaped competences but with shorter vertical parts or legs. 

Need for a shift from silo thinking to systems thinking 
As the last quote above suggests, one main task for the explicit leader for sustainability seems 
to be to tackle thinking and acting in silos, where silos in short refers to “a system, process, 
department, etc. that operates in isolation from others” (Oxford dictionaries, n.d.d). Another 
leader develops this idea of dissolving silos and creating connections and interactions between 
different disciplines (or between diferent systems, processes, department, etc. (ibid.)): 

I think this role is very important because it has a strategic role to play, because if you think historically, our 
development has been very silo-like, we have specialized and we have advanced medical research and 
scientific research and so on very deep. Sustainability is very much about like Gro Harlem Brundtland said, 
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to achieve balance between these different dimensions economic, social and environment or ecological […] 
The sustainability manager has a role to try and coordinate and monitor so that you do not get the Mickey 
Mouse syndrome with economic becoming the big bubble and then the two others [environmental and social] 
the small […] So I feel that we are generally really stuck in old structures, silo thinking is widespread in 
society, but I think sustainability can help break up these structures and help to start more interaction. It is 
much more fun and fruitful to collaborate than to be in conflict with different stakeholders (L14). 

Several other interviewees discuss similar themes. One interviewee describes sustainability as 
a perspective and that a central task for formal leaders for sustainability is to integrate this 
perspective in all parts of the organization and to provide structures for a more systematic 
approach across the organization: 

I regard [sustainability] as a perspective that you have to apply to everything […] you need to draw lessons 
from, to systematize, to follow up. This is very important, because otherwise people will do a little bit there, a 
little bit here, everywhere in the country and not see that this may be social sustainability, not until you can 
exchange experiences. So you could say that I provide the structure (L3).  

Shifting from silo-thinking to systems thinking seems to be facilitated by complementing 
specialist thinking in silos with generalist thinking in systems. Connecting the idea of gutters 
and downpipes to a systems perspective, one interviewee explains: 

The dilemma is that the typical environmental manager role become very very facts.. it goes down deep in the 
downpipe, it digs deep, and it might be right from a particular point of view, but if you look at the matter 
from a systems perspective, what might be right from one point of view might be wrong if you look at other 
parameters, so you need to find better solutions that solves both environmental issues, social issues and 
perhaps also economic issues […] so rather than addressing the symptoms you need to address the real 
problem. You might build a whole new system. So rather than just minimize pollution of something you might 
be able to build a whole new system, it could for example mean that you discard a product and develop a 
completely new one (L1). 

Reflections about the future formal sustainability professionals to-be or not-to-be 
With regard to the future of the formal leader with explicit sustainability responsibility, the 
image is unclear. From the 14 out of 16 studied cases that currently have a formal leader for 
sustainability, interviewees tend to believe that this role for the foreseeable future has an 
important part to play in organizations to help drive sustainability: 

Today, since sustainability is still not yet fully integrated into everything we do, it is clear that it is valuable 
for the organization to have someone with ”sustainability eyes” that can ensure that sustainability aspects 
are included in all strategic decisions and decision-making processes (L2). 

I think some form of overarching coordination will be need for the foreseeable future, but I think that we at 
the same time are moving towards more and more integration. But when it becomes more integration, it will 
also be more to do for the sustainability manager (L7). 

As discussed earlier in this section, one of the two studied cases that currently does not have 
anyone in the organization with a job title including sustainability might introduce such a role 
to have someone with a more distinct “sustainability business card” even though this would 
not reduce the CEO role in driving sustainability (L12). The other case that does not currently 
have anyone in the organization with a job title including sustainability have had this for some 
time but then removed the position/ title, explaining that: 

We see it more like something that everyone needs to think about, or that it is how you get a plan to think 
sustainability all the time. I don’t think that we will have a sustainability manager again. If we would, it 
would in such case be someone specifically responsible for reporting sustainability […] if you have 
developed a strategic approach to sustainability […] this is our balanced scorecard, then that’s what the 
group management team lead our company with, you don’t need another person to manage it (L13). 

There is wide agreement among the interviewees, as previously mentioned, that top 
management plays a vital role in driving sustainability. However, they generally suggest that 



Purposes, People and Processes in Leadership for Sustainability  Chapter 4. Empirical and analytical findings 

 50 

one does not exclude the other, i.e. that for example the CEO and a sustainability manager can 
be complementary to help drive sustainability. 
Nonetheless, this development or tendency to remove sustainability positions relatively 
shortly after they have been introduced has also been identified in previous research, which 
suggested that reasons for such a removal could be that the responsibility for the company’s 
work with sustainability is transferred to someone else with a job-title not necessarily 
containing sustainability or because sustainability has begun to be integrated in the 
organization to the extent that the role is not considered needed (Strand 2014). 
Indeed, having sustainability integrated as business-as-usual seems to be a common goal of 
quite a few interviewees, for example: 

Actually, it is a totally weird role, like why should you have a sustainability manager? Companies must be 
driven in a sustainable manner, full stop (L4). 

I often say that actually I don’t want my role to be needed at all, I mean my goal is really that it should be 
possible to discard this role completely (L9). 

In tune with this line of thinking, several interviews have included reflections about how 
strange and sad it is that unsustainable practices or products as referred to as “normal” or 
“traditional”, e.g. agriculture and milk, whereas sustainable practices or products today are 
explicitly labeled “sustainable”. The common view has been that sustainable really ought to 
be the obvious normal and standard, i.e. the natural reference point. At least from an 
environmental point of view, practices and products have throughout most of human history 
been relatively sustainable, yet it is the practices from the last hundred years that are referred 
to as traditional.  

As discussed in Section 4.1, the job title may influence people's identity, including 
inspirational impact (Grant, Berg and Cable 2014). Nonetheless, regardless if the future leader 
for sustainability has a job title containing sustainability or not, all interviewees seem to agree 
with that it is vital to have someone responsible who is competent and makes sure that actions 
to drive sustainability are effectively implemented. 

4.5. Processes based on a combination of leadership approaches  
This section discusses empirical and analytical findings in relation to leadership literature 
discussed in Section 2.5. It discusses how approaches to leadership for sustainability may 
develop over time and that leadership for sustainability seems to need “both…and…” rather 
than “either…or…” approaches. It then focuses on discussing how leadership for 
sustainability incorporates elements from a range of different leadership theories and 
approaches, providing empirical evidence for five thematic categories of leadership theories.  

Development of sustainability attitudes, activities and approaches over time 
Organizational leadership in Sweden from a sustainability perspective has clearly progressed 
over time in recent decades. All studied cases show a developed maturity in their attitudes, 
activities and leadership approaches in relation to sustainability. It has been a general change 
from incoherent to more systematic and strategic attitudes, activities and leadership 
approaches. This has often been described in terms of change from reactive to proactive, from 
charity or compliance to business and shared benefits, and from add-on to integrated. 
Appointing a formal leader for sustainability seems to be one step in changing to more 
systematic and strategic approaches to sustainability. Introducing the role seems to indicate 
that the company has progressed quite far in their development towards sustainability, i.e. 
they could be described as having entered the second wave and the phases efficiency and 
strategic proactivity phase in the sustainability phase leadership model (Benn, Dunphy and 
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Griffiths 2014; Dunphy and Benn 2013). In other words, many interviewees describe how 
their organizations have developed from being reactive to more proactive in their attitudes, 
activities and approaches, which according to Benn, Dunphy and Griffiths (2014) is a sign of 
organizational development towards sustainability. For example:   

We used to be very reactive, which we are really trying to change. We go after the ball first instead of 
reacting to someone telling us to do so. It’s not only media but also our investors, customers, suppliers and 
employees who raise questions. We’ve lots of different stakeholders and want to respond to their questions 
proactively rather than reactively (L16). 

Many interviewees also describe how they have started to approach sustainability more 
strategically by going from regarding it as something related to charity and compliance to 
something that can add value to the business and beyond, similar to how Porter and Kramer 
(2011, 2006, 2002) recommends companies to do. For example: 

It is a much more strategic approach to what we do. The big change I experience is that, in terms of 
environment, it used to be very compliance-driven, we must live by the rules […] while today we lie ahead of 
the law and try to make sustainability a competitive advantage, and also tell society that you don’t need to 
create heavy complicated regulations because we care and handle it anyways (L2). 

Moreover, many interviewees similarly describe a development from regarding and 
approaching sustainability as add-on activities to activities that are integrated in all aspects of 
the business to even, in some cases, activities that are the business. For example: 

Well, the view that I try to communicate is that social responsibility has gone from being something you 
would do a little on the side to your business to that it should be integrated in the business to perhaps how we 
see it now that it should actually be the business […] so what I do is to go through what we do, sort it, and 
develop strategies so that we can lift our business from a sustainability perspective, it is not my task to 
“[L15], can you find a sustainability project for us to do”, not at all that (L15). 

However, while these findings are consistent with for example Benn, Dunphy and Griffiths 
(2014) and their description of phases that organizations go through in their development in 
relation to sustainability, it seems as the phases can benefit from a larger combination of 
leadership processes than suggested by Benn, Dunphy and Griffiths (2014) in their phase 
model. That is, instead of regarding certain kinds of leadership processes as most suitable for 
each phase, it might be valuable to consider a wider range of leadership processes (or 
leadership theories) as different colors on a palette – and that the use of several or many 
colors are needed to paint or fulfill a compelling motive. 

The studied cases in this thesis all show signs often having progressed towards the “strategic 
proactivity stage” in Benn, Dunphy and Griffiths’ (2014) phases model. However, as the 
following subsections will discuss, they together apply many different leadership theories in a 
way that suggest that elements of different theories complement each other to help drive 
sustainability.  

A “both…and…” approach to leadership for sustainability 
Even though some aspects of these different leadership theories may appear to contradict 
rather than complement each other, they could perhaps also be regarded as “complementary 
contradictions” (Sutherland and Smith 2013, p. 236). Similarly, it seems like leadership for 
sustainability may be better understood as a question of “both…and…” rather than 
“either…or…” like Sutherland and Smith (2013) argue. The dualities or tensions related to 
change–continuity as illustrated in Table 5 can be related to the discussion in Section 4.2 that 
leadership and management are complementary and both needed to drive sustainability, like 
previously also suggested as important for organizational effectiveness in general (Yukl and 
Lepsinger 2005). The analysis–intuition duality in Table 5 can be found in the discussion 
about the institutional infrastructure for sustainability in Section 4.1 and that not everything 
that can be measured and that the gut feeling may sometimes need to be consulted. 
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Similarly, the dualities competition–cooperation and internal–external focus and were 
discussed in relation to different drivers and stakeholders in Section 4.3. The hierarchies–
networks and accountability–flexibility dualities could also be related to the discussion in 
Section 4.4 about formal and informal leadership structures and the future role of the formal 
leader for sustainability. 

Short-term–long-term performance is another duality that many interviewees mention as one 
of the most apparent and difficult trade-offs or challenges in their role. For example:  

It is all the time a matter of balancing the short-term and long-term perspective, because we need to sell [our 
products/ services] today, we cannot just focus on what will happen in a 100 years. We need to move from 
the present into the future by every year also earning money and survive as a company […] “oh, what great 
ambitions they had […] but it doesn’t matter because the products lost relevance for the customers” this is 
my challenge, that I don’t get too captured by working with sustainability issues, the customers must be in as 
well otherwise it doesn’t make much of a difference (L12).   

While people like to be focused to be effective, too much focus as in “either …or…” seems 
insufficient to effectively deal with sustainability as previously also suggested (Graetz and 
Smith 2010). One interviewee that directly addresses the notion of “both…and…” approaches 
as crucial for sustainability:   

Sometimes I’m approached with “we should focus on two main issues.” “What?”, I respond, “shall we skip 
all the other issues the?” “No, we cannot…” […] I sometimes compare this with shoveling snow from the 
driveway to your garage. Either you shovel a narrow track down to the street, which makes it really clear 
what you have done. Or you shovel crosswise and target the whole width, although this may also mean that 
new snow has begun to cover your wide track before you have reached the street and it might not be as clear 
what you have actually shoveled and you may need to start over. What I am trying to say is that you need to 
work with all issues a little bit all the time instead of just focusing on one, I think you have to do this, 
otherwise you cannot drive the car forward (L8). 

Of course, this is not to say that no focusing is necessary. Many interviewees and reviewed 
public organizational documents emphasize the importance of materiality analyses to help 
identify what dimensions and aspects the organization has most relative impact, i.e. the most 
negative impacts to minimize and the most positive impacts to maximize. However, most 
seem to agree that a wide agenda of different issues is needed for driving sustainability and 
that fixed–dynamic focuses need to be balanced because the sustainability agenda 
continuously change – sustainability is a moving target (Sutherland and Smith 2013). One 
interviewee says: 

The width of the sustainability agenda […] there are so many aspects and it’s widened all the time. While we 
need to try to keep focus on the issues that are absolutely most important to us, like the ones we have 
identified in our materiality analysis […] but there are constantly arising new issues that we have to deal 
with even if we have not identified them ourselves as our main issues […] that balance between what 
different stakeholders regard as important and our own analysis about it is tricky when there is such a wide 
sustainability agenda (L16). 

Hence, in line with the reasoning about systems thinking and M-shaped competences, 
“both…and…” rather than “either…or…” mindsets seem essential to drive sustainability. The 
rest of this section will indirectly relate to aspects of for example the dualities the control–
collaboration, top-down leadership–bottom-up empowerment and individual–teamwork 
dualities (Sutherland and Smith 2013). 

Strategic, transformational and visionary leadership seems to be essential to drive change 
Most if not all interviewees emphasize the importance of having strong support for 
sustainability from the top management team and the CEO in order to be able to effectively 
drive sustainability in the organization. Simply put: 

There has to be great understanding and support from top management, otherwise it doesn’t work (L9). 
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This is aligned with the notion that strategic leadership, i.e. the leadership of the top 
executives in the organization, is essential for effectively enabling any major transformations 
in an organization (Strand 2014). Many interviewees do not only emphasize that strong top 
management team and CEO support are important, but also that they today experience a 
generally high level of such support. All interviewees are also either members of the top 
management team or directly reports to a member within it, see Table 9. 
Reviewing sustainability reports and sustainability webpages suggest that transformational 
and visionary leadership is also widespread among the studied cases. Many organizations 
communicate clear visions and high ambitions with regard to sustainability. One organization 
that has raised the bar: 

We set tough targets and we make them transparent. But we also say that we do not promise that we will 
succeed. I was a little skeptical to begin with because I felt that should we really talk about something that 
we haven’t done yet, isn’t that risky? ”No, No” said my information manager ”this is how you should do it 
today to get more people along and feel engaged” and I think now that she was right, I mean it feels great 
because if you say that ”this is our vision, this is our desire” you can get more people to come along on the 
train and thus more people to help (L12). 

In addition to suggesting that visionary leadership is important for driving transformational 
change by inspiring more people “to get on the train” (L12), this quote also suggests the 
preference of walking before talking like discussed previously in this chapter (Strand, 
Freeman and Hockerts 2015). 

While no interviewees explicitly state that they and their organizations practice visionary 
leadership, one interviewee explicitly uses the term “communicative leadership” and explains: 

This is my small, or large, jenga game that I have built to illustrate how species are about to die out and the 
resilience in the system is decreasing […] I have worked very much with the planet in a playful manner (L3). 

While communicative leadership in this example seem to refer to more hands-on and concrete 
leadership tools or practices, it shares much the power of inspiration characteristic for 
visionary leadership (Yukl 2013).  
Related to the use of concrete communication tools, like in the example above, is the relative 
balance between communicating positive and negative images. In other words, whether it is 
most effective to change people’s behavior towards increased sustainability by showing 
beautiful and inspiring wonders of the world or by showing harsh and cruel sides of reality. 
According to two interviewees who during the interviews come to speak of this subject: 

I don’t believe in leading by intimidation, but rather in leading by showing good examples. But I could 
possibly see a need to shake people up a little sometimes to wake them up so they become more aware (L2). 

Positive drivers are always stronger than negative ones […] In some ways we need to understand what it 
really looks like and how it works, but at the same time, the more positive I can be, the more I can engage 
and enthuse people, the better the chances are that I succeed. If people feel ”this is smart, this is right, this is 
fun, this is what I want” it is much better than the horror scenarios, which is not as good motivators (L12). 

Thus, to reflect reality, it seems reasonable to have a balance between the two. To drive 
sustainability, it seems reasonable to sometimes make people open their eyes a little more by 
making them perhaps painfully aware of present problems. However, on the whole, 
emphasizing inspirational images that make people want to take care of and develop what is 
great seem to be more fruitful. 

Transactional, bureaucratic and autocratic leadership may help speed up rate of change 
Reward systems with clear incentives may play an important role in organizational leadership 
to drive sustainability. Like one interviewee explains: 
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We’re trying to create incentives to work with sustainability and have for example integrated sustainability 
as a parameter in our reward system (L3). 

When asked regarding the possibilities of everyone, or at least most people, in an organization 
taking on a leader role in driving sustainability, this interviewee adds: 

That’s what you want, but that journey will be long, unless there are stronger economic instruments (L3).   

This suggests that transactional leadership in terms of having for example reward systems 
may play an important role in increasing the rate of change to more sustainable practices in 
organizations, as previously suggested by for example Szekely and Knirsch (2005). Rewards 
do not, however, necessarily have to be economic rewards. As some interviewees suggest, 
positive attention and justified praise for progress towards sustainability also means much for 
continued motivation: 

It is great fun when we as a company are credited for what we do, when others see that we are doing good 
things and reach the goals and targets we have defined that makes a change, that is very satisfying (L9).  

Hierarchical organizational structures evidently also affect leadership for sustainability, 
possibly both supporting and/or hindering change. No interviewee has for example questioned 
the interview questions about where in the organization their position is located, including 
number of reporting levels or steps from the CEO. This suggests that hierarchical 
organizational structures appear to be an unquestioned order of how things are. As discussed 
in Section 4.4 under the sub-heading “Formal and informal structures…”, formal structures 
may be important for security reasons, i.e. that accountability and responsibility is clear. They 
may also be important for credibility and trustworthiness: 

You cannot appoint a person far down in the hierarchy [to be main responsible for sustainability]. It has to 
be at the very top if you want to gain credibility and trustworthiness, and to have an impact (L15). 

With regard to how for example Doppelt (2010) argues that transforming leadership structures 
may be one of the most important aspects in order to transform to more sustainable practices 
in a way that lasts, i.e. is sustainable, it seems crucial to carefully and consciously consider 
how formal leadership structures affect leadership for sustainability in the organization. While 
bureaucratic leadership may not perhaps qualify as a key characteristic of leadership for 
sustainability as compared to leadership in organizations for other purposes, it seems to be an 
important piece of the puzzle. 
Furthermore, even if the level of formality in practice may be low (as also discussed in 
Section 4.4 under the subheading “Formal and informal structures…”) and that flexible 
structures with high level of participation and shared responsibility (as discussed in the later 
subsection of this chapter “Shared, participative and collaborative leadership…”) may support 
leadership for sustainability, it is worth to note that this may have downsides, for example: 

It is always more difficult when there are broad issues. The more people that are included, the slower the 
process will be (L5). 

Several more interviewees regard a too slow rate of change towards sustainability as one of 
their greatest sources of frustration. While no interviewees directly suggests any form of 
autocratic leadership, perhaps elements of this kind of leadership to some extent in some 
situations can help to more effectively limit conflict and enact quicker change as suggested by 
for example Van Vugt et al. (2004). Indeed, most interviewees acknowledge that there will 
always be some trade-offs between different stakeholder interests while they at the same time 
are concerned that organizations and societies are not transforming unsustainable practices to 
sustainable practices at a fast enough speed.  
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Ethical, authentic and servant leadership seems to be a cornerstone for sustainability 
Many interviewees directly or indirectly communicate how they have a strong sense of justice 
and doing what they feel and think is right. As discussed in the Section 4.3 about purposes, 
personal engagement and deep concern regarding sustainability are strong drivers among 
interviewees in their leadership roles. Several interviewees showed strong emotions when 
describing that they work with sustainability because they think it is important and they want 
to do something meaningful that can contribute to, put simply, a better world. The 
interviewees imply that ethical and moral leadership is central in leadership for sustainability. 
However, while a strong sense of ethics seems to be central in leadership for sustainability, it 
also seems important to avoid too extreme stances. This might even be counterproductive. 
About half of the interviewees think it is important to not become “too green” or “too activist” 
and that business orientation is at least as important, suggesting that good leadership does not 
only need to be ethical but also effective (Ciulla 2005). For example: 

I think it could be a danger, you can’t be like an activist because people will stop listening [….] with very 
strong personal opinions you can lose people’s trust in you, when it is clear that you do not work for the best 
of the company but prioritize some personal agenda (L4). 

Being a role model and lead by example appears to be other essential aspects of leadership for 
sustainability, which could be described as ethical leadership but also having a strong sense of 
integrity as in authentic leadership (Freeman and Auster 2011). Again, however, it seems 
important to avoid extreme stances and make sure to also be flexible and pragmatic: 

I think you have to be personally convinced and be a role model. But I also think that you have to be quite 
pragmatic, you need to be able to let go of issues otherwise you’ll hit the wall or you’ll be an irritating 
person noone wants to work with (L8). 

Acting in consistence with what you say could also be interpreted as an expression of 
authentic leadership, which also is closely related to the preference of “walk the talk” over 
“talk the walk” that many interviewees seem to support as discussed in Section 4.1. Not only 
is doing what you say preferred, but doing something else of what you say is highly disliked. 
One interviewee says for example: 

I get so furious when people say one thing but do another thing, I can’t stand it. In such case change what 
you say, but stand up for what you say and then do what you say you’ll do. Saying one thing and doing 
another thing, it really makes me furious (L3). 

Another cornerstone in leadership for sustainability seems to be providing support and 
services to others, which could be interpreted as a form of servant leadership (Walumbwa, 
Christensen and Hailey 2011). One interviewee explains the aim to serve as a resource:  

I try to not lead projects myself, because I should be available for all projects as a resource or expert (L8). 

Furthermore, communicating and sharing good examples or success stories appears to be 
another essential way of supporting and serving others to also adopt and drive sustainability: 

You cannot lead by forcefully directing with your whole hand, you can only lead by highlighting good 
examples (L1). 

However, serving and supporting others may not necessarily be unique to servant leadership 
and leadership for sustainability. It could be argued to be an essential element in any kind of 
leadership or just leadership in general. Like one interviewee says: 

It does not matter if it concerns sustainability or not, all leadership have to be clear and you have to trust 
people and try to make people become their best selves. You need to provide conditions for that. That is what 
leadership is much about, trying to take care of and nurture every individual’s specific and special potential, 
and then also to inspire and motivate. And when they are not doing so well, you tell them and try to help 
them to do the right things in the right time and place, it doesn’t matter in which field you are (L12). 
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Shared, participative and collaborative leadership seems to be a necessity for sustainability 
While there may be a specific individual with explicit main responsibility for sustainability, it 
is quite clear that driving sustainability is not a single person task. Like discussed in for 
example Section 4.4, most people could be considered to work with sustainability, at least 
with aspects of it. However, sustainability also seems to be a prime example of a field, 
comprised by a multitude of fields as it is, that also need many people to lead, i.e. to share the 
leadership responsibility as in shared leadership.  

As described about strategic leadership earlier in this section, the interviewees experience a 
generally high level of support from top management and most of the interviewees suggest 
that sustainability really is a CEO and top management issue. This implies that CEO and other 
top management team members in practice share leadership for sustainability. Nonetheless, 
shared leadership could also be regarded to exist on other levels and corners of the 
organization. For example:  

I try to capture the creativity we have out in the country. I might for example say that we are going to 
develop our customer offerings or inspire the world around us, and then Uffe in Umeå might say ”I have 
started a climate school here and invited a lot of people”, ”that’s great, I’ll support you”, and then I’ll 
support him in that work and also share it ”look at what they do in Umeå” to more people (L3). 

The example also illustrates how competences from more people can benefit more people as 
well as sharing the workload (Crevani, Lindgren and Packendorff 2007). Moreover, this 
participation in driving sustainability across the organization could also be described as 
participative or collaborative leadership (Northouse 2010). Many interviewees emphasize 
discussions between different people to be essential for meeting sustainability challenges, 
which for example include trade-offs that rarely have an answer key. 

Within sustainability you compare business ethics with energy use and workplace accidents, I mean there is a 
lot of apples and pears, how do you evaluate that? It’s hard, so there is always very much reasoning and 
discussions that have led us to where we are today, it’s not anything that can be resolved overnight (L5) 

I want people to discuss the issues, that they talk to each other and bring forth dilemmas […] really find out 
what the impact is, all your actions and decisions have some kind of impact or influence on something, on 
your colleagues or on someone somewhere completely elsewhere in the world, or it can be on the fish, the 
climate or on the company’s long term profitability (L9). 

Nonetheless, discussions and participation in all its glory and value, the downside is the time 
this may take. Indeed, several interviewees experience frustration with that progress in driving 
sustainability is slow. While it is important to be careful, discussions cannot replace action as 
one interviewee suggests: 

The main thing is to not stop, that’s what I really feel. We must act. There will never be any “tjoff, now we’ll 
do this and we’ll solve all the problems”. Instead, you need to act on all fronts based on the knowledge we 
have today […] So I’m like “go, just go, get out there” (L3). 

So while being aware of and avoiding that discussions and decision-making come at the 
expense of actions driving sustainability, collaborative leadership in the hands-on daily hard 
work seems to be a necessity to drive sustainability. Connecting to systems thinking and M-
shaped competences discussed in the previous section, one interviewee suggests that 
leadership for sustainability is largely about nurturing: 

The feeling that you are part of something bigger, that you contribute to a better society, you are part of 
building a future Rome, or a sustainable society, and that feeling that you have your part in the bigger whole, 
that you understand the whole. Making people understand that is the sustainability manager’s task, it is 
showing people “look, you’re actually building a new city here, a new country or society” so that they 
understand the context. And this is about the downpipes, when people are down there they don’t understand, 
they only see that they do a certain activity “we carry a stone”, and then it is part of my role to explain how 
that stone is an important part in building the cathedral (L1).   
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Indeed, it has been argued that “sustainability challenges are too big and urgent for any single 
actor to effectively address alone” (Strand 2014b, para. 1). Collaborative leadership where 
people feel part of something larger and meaningful seems to be a vital source of sustainable 
motivation.  

Emergent, enabling and complexity leadership may be the make-or-brake for sustainability 
While having formal leadership and leader roles may be important for clarity and security, as 
discussed for example in relation to bureaucratic leadership, the discussion in the previous 
subsection about shared, participative and collaborative leadership also implies that informal 
leadership and leader roles are vital complements. Several interviewees suggest that they try 
to encourage and try to enable informal or emergent leadership. For example: 

I am working for that people in the organization come to me with "we are working on this project, now we 
need your help" rather than me going around and saying "you need my help, right?" and it has actually 
changed from me having to remind people about sustainability and myself to now actually being a natural 
part of projects (L8). 

This approach of supporting emergent leadership, which has resulted in more people in the 
organization taking ownership or a leadership role for sustainability, suggests how emergent 
leadership is linked to servant leadership discussed previously. However, while this was a 
case of a formal sustainability manager actively refraining from being a leader in projects, 
there are also cases where this formal sustainability manager does act as a project leader: 

I am usually the project manager, the driving force [...] I try to find ways to improve, facilitate for them, 
because we have this approach to facilitate for the line to live up to our requirements on them […] so we 
work with developing tools, training, competence assurance, ensure that they can do it well themselves, so 
that we not just tell them to do something without also helping them with the ”how” (L7).  

Anyhow, both of the above quotes illustrate how formal leadership for sustainability largely 
seems to be about providing help, support, resources, competences and coordination, which 
could be understood as a kind of enabling leadership or leadership enabling leadership (Yukl 
2013). It could perhaps also be described as leadership leading leadership or leaders leading 
leaders. Like one interviewee implies, everyone needs to take on a leadership role in order for 
change to happen: 

I mean even if you don’t formally have people under you, it still must be a leader role to make things happen 
in the organization, so you have to lead the organization even if you don’t have personnel (L3). 

As discussed in the previous Section 4.4 about people, dealing with complexity seems to be 
an inherent component of leadership for sustainability. Many interviewees refer to complexity 
when trying to pinpoint the core characteristics of their job, for example ”breadth, complexity 
and daring” (L2), ”there is a high level of complexity” (L5) and ”it’s really quite complex” 
(L11). A few other interviewees describe how there previously has been a lack of 
understanding of what is needed of people and leaders to drive sustainability: 

Now I have been working with this for nine years […] but nine years ago people didn’t understand how 
complex it is, it was enough to just be interested (L8). 

These are really complex issues, it’s nothing that you can do just go like “you take care of that” […] it has 
been a big problem that top management teams have not realized that you really need certain competences to 
handle these issues (L3). 

While these interviewees also indicate increased understanding of the complexity related to 
sustainability, this complexity seems to be a continued challenge: 

These issues have become broader and more complex (L10). 
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4.6. Visualization of the 6Ps of organizational leadership for sustainability 
This section presents suggestions of how to visualize the conceptualization of organizational 
leadership for sustainability in terms of purposes, people and processes and how these are or 
can be related. The visualizations build on the findings discussed in previous sections. They 
are intended to serve as an inspiring memory aid or summary of what has been discussed in 
the thesis. No claims are made that they encompass all aspects central to understanding 
leadership for sustainability. However, keeping these limitations in mind, they can hopefully 
provide some clarity to how leadership for sustainability may be understood and approached.  

The 6Ps of leadership for sustainability 
The illustration in Figure 24 suggests that leadership for sustainability can be regarded as the 
intersection between leadership and sustainability, and that both leadership and sustainability 
are two concepts that each can be considered to be comprised of three core components or 
3Ps. Combined, these two sets of 3Ps become the 6Ps of leadership for sustainability. Just like 
the 3Ps planet, people, profit are interlinked and need to be balanced for sustainability (Folke, 
et al. 2011), the 3Ps purposes, people and processes seem to likewise be interlinked and 
needed to be balanced in leadership. The 6Ps together thus seem to be central components to 
balance in leadership for sustainability.  

Why?
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 Figure 24. Leadership for sustainability Venn bubbles, or the 6Ps of leadership for sustainability. 

The leadership for sustainability tree 
The tree illustrated in Figure 25 is an attempt to illustrate how purposes, people and processes 
are related in driving leadership for sustainability. The 3Ps of sustainability are the roots of 
the tree; including a wide variety of sub-branches to these three dimensions as more narrow 
and deeper root-branches. The 3Ps are the very roots why the notion of leadership for 
sustainability exists as a phenomenon and concept in the first place. In other words, leadership 
for sustainability can be regarded as having grown out of the phenomenon and concept of 
sustainability. Just like a three-legged stool will fall over if not the three legs are equally 
balanced, the tree may lose its balance if sustainability is not rooted in a balanced approach to 
environmental, social and economic needs.  
The 3Ps of sustainability are thus the very foundation of the various purposes driving 
leadership for sustainability, both on an individual and organizational level. Different drivers, 
such as the fundamental three intrinsic, instrumental and institutional drivers of (Neergard 
(2006) in Rahbek Gjerdrum Pedersen 2015) and internal, external and connecting drivers 
(Lozano 2015) are related to the 3Ps of sustainability and can thus be considered to be part of 
the roots and help drive sustainability and in turn leadership for sustainability.  
In a similar manner, a tree thrives best if it has branches in different directions that help it 
stand strong and balanced on the ground and that help to capture sunlight in different 
directions as the sun crosses the sky. According to the discussion in the previous Section 4.5, 
leadership for sustainability seem to similarly thrive from drawing upon elements of many 
branches of leadership theories. However, unlike for example the sustainability phase 
leadership model (Dunphy and Benn 2013) and the complex systems leadership model 
(Metcalf and Benn 2013) that suggest that different leadership approaches are more or less 
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suitable in different phases of development in a linear-like process, the tree suggests a more 
continuous cyclical process. Like the Earth orbits around the Sun and different branches with 
leaves are in best position to capture sunlight at different times of the day, elements of 
different leadership theories may be needed within the course of a single day to effectively 
deal with and drive sustainability. 
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 Figure 25. The leadership for sustainability tree. 

Finally, the tree trunk is the people that really are at the core of driving sustainability – the 
core body and the ones who based on purposes and using processes determine how effective 
sustainability is driven. Like several interviewees have implied, the main barrier for 
sustainability is not technology but rather people and their behavior. However, with strong 
purposes and processes that drive people, people may in turn also be viewed as one of the 
strongest drivers of sustainability. With some imagination, the lower part of the tree including 
roots and trunk form an M-shape, reflecting the M-shaped competencies considered important 
for driving sustainability.  
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5. Conclusion and discussion 
This chapter draws conclusions and discusses the findings of the thesis. It first summarizes 
the key findings by drawing main overall conclusions. Next, it discusses main limitations and 
main knowledge contribution of the findings and conclusions. Finally, it suggests avenues for 
future research and provides some final concluding remarks. 

5.1. Conclusions regarding research questions and objective 
This section summarizes the conclusions from empirical and analytical findings in relation to 
the five research questions and the objective. First, however, it recapitulates the problem and 
objective underlying the thesis. 

Need to clarify how leadership for sustainability can be approached to drive sustainability 
The research problem addressed in this thesis is in short the lack of clarity regarding what 
leadership for sustainability means and how it can be approached to drive sustainability. 
Based on this problem and the emergent finding from literature reviews and collected 
empirical data that purposes, people and processes seem to be essential components of 
leadership, the objective of this thesis was finally revised into: to investigate how 
organizational leadership for sustainability can be conceptualized in terms of purposes, people 
and processes driving sustainability. To fulfill this objective, five research questions were 
developed and addressed. These research questions were analyzed and answered in Chapter 4 
by discussing empirical findings in relation to existing theory and research. These answers are 
summarized in the next subsections.  

What does sustainability and leadership mean to organizational leaders? – “What?” 
Both sustainability and leadership are experienced as quite confusing concepts in practice by 
organizational leaders for sustainability. With regard to sustainability, it is often part of these 
leaders’ jobs to define and concretize what sustainability means to their specific organization. 
This task is not as easy as it may seem since the sustainability agenda (which is largely 
influenced by the institutional infrastructure for sustainability) not only is vast and sometimes 
vague, but also constantly changing – sustainability is a moving target. Nonetheless, there is 
widespread agreement that sustainability in essence relates to balancing environmental, social 
and economic needs as well as different stakeholder needs. While many of these needs have 
been addressed implicitly for many years in organizations, they generally seem to have been 
addressed much more explicitly and systemically in recent years.  
In a similar manner, purposes, people and processes seem to be central components of 
organizational leadership for sustainability according the studied cases. Explicit leadership for 
sustainability integrates both leadership and management characteristics. It also incorporates a 
wide range of different leadership theories and approaches that complement each other in a 
way that suggests that a range of them is needed to understand how leadership drives or can 
drive sustainability. 

What purposes drive leadership for sustainability in organizations? – “Why?” 
A multitude of purposes drive sustainability and in turn leadership for sustainability in 
organizations. Core drivers include the market and stakeholder expectations, access to 
markets and customers, customer satisfaction, attracting and maintaining labor, minimizing 
risks, cost savings, increasing profits and growth and personal engagement.  
The findings suggest that personal engagement is a particularly strong motivator and that it 
could possibly be elaborated. In addition to feelings of wanting to do something meaningful 
by contributing to sustainability, a strong motivator is also contributing to the personal growth 
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of others – supporting them in gaining new insights and in adopting new practices that help 
drive sustainability. 
To create competitive advantage and shareholder value are clear explicit drivers, while the 
motives to create cooperative advantage and shared stakeholder value seem to gain traction 
but are not explicitly expressed using these terms. Nonetheless, the strongest drivers on an 
organizational level seem to be stakeholder expectations and on an individual level sheer deep 
concern about our planet’s future and that they want to contribute to the change from 
unsustainable to sustainable practices. 

Which people drive leadership for sustainability in organizations? – “Who?” 
Everyone in a company can be said to work with aspects of sustainability, while a smaller 
number of people can be said to work with sustainability as a profession, which means having 
an overarching responsibility to coordinate environmental, social and economic dimensions in 
a way that drives sustainability. Formal leaders for sustainability have emerged in recent years 
as a new role in many organizations. They have very varied backgrounds and may be part of 
or associated with a range of different business units, however, usually at a high level in the 
organizational hierarchy one or two levels from the CEO.  
People who are leaders and drive sustainability are associated with a wide range of abilities 
and qualities. However, the ability to coordinate stands out in the empirical findings while it 
is not a very common key word in previous research on this role. In addition, the findings also 
suggest that it is important that leaders for sustainability and other people shift from silo 
thinking to systems thinking in order to drive sustainability.  
The people who drive leadership for sustainability, i.e. are leaders for sustainability, generally 
consider themselves as requiring to be generalists, although some specialist competences may 
help to establish credibility and trustworthiness. Combining generalist competences in 
systems thinking and coordination with specialist competences within environmental, social 
and economic dimensions suggest that key competences needed to drive sustainability could 
be described as M-shaped competences (with the horizontal part being systems coordination 
and the vertical parts being the three pillars of sustainability). These M-shaped competencies 
could be regarded as both individual and collective competencies, where a leader for 
sustainability may need some depth in each of the three dimensions although not as deep as 
needed by the collective in order to drive sustainability. 

What processes drive leadership for sustainability in organizations? – “How?” 
Organizational sustainability attitudes, activities and leadership approaches have developed 
over time. The findings suggest that the studied organizations have developed through a 
general change from relatively incoherent to more systematic and strategic attitudes, activities 
and approaches. Today, organizational leadership for sustainability incorporates a wide range 
of leadership approaches and processes that complement each other. None of these alone 
seems to sufficiently capture what leadership for sustainability is in both theory and practice.  

This thesis has identified and investigated five thematic groups of leadership theories, each of 
which contains more or less overlapping leadership theories. First, strategic, transformational 
and visionary leadership in short seem to be essential for driving change. Second, 
transactional, bureaucratic and autocratic leadership may help speed up rate of change. Third, 
ethical, authentic and servant leadership seem to be a cornerstone for sustainability. Fourth, 
shared, participative and collaborative leadership seem similarly in short to be a necessity for 
sustainability as sustainability issues are often too challenging and complicated for single 
individuals to deal with alone. Fifth, emergent, enabling and complexity leadership may be 
the make-or-brake for sustainability as it allows informal leadership to rise as a possibly vital 
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complement to formal leadership structures and roles. Note that this is not an exhaustive list. 
Instead, it serves to indicate how multifaceted leadership for sustainability is in terms of 
different leadership theories.  

How are the purposes, people and processes related in driving leadership for sustainability?  
To drive sustainability, i.e. to ensure that environmental, social and economic needs are met 
in a balanced way, people are clearly needed. For people to be able to fulfill such needs, it is 
vital that they have compelling purposes of why to do so as well as effective processes of how 
to do so. These question words – who? why? how? – for people, purposes and processes can 
be regarded as a way to frame how purposes, people and processes are related in driving 
sustainability.  
How purposes, people and processes are related in driving leadership for sustainability can 
also be visualized using for example Venn bubbles or the image of a tree. Leadership in this 
case can be regarded as the intersection between the 3Ps purposes, people, processes and 
sustainability can similarly be considered as the intersection between the 3Ps planet, people, 
profit. Leadership for sustainability can in turn be regarded as the intersection between these 
two intersections. Visualized as a tree, the roots are the underlying purposes for why to drive 
sustainability and the branches are different processes for how to do so. Similar to the way the 
roots and branches with leaves provide the tree with what it needs to drive photosynthesis and 
to sustain its life, purposes and processes provide people with essential motivators and tools 
to drive sustainability. While these visualizations hopefully can function as inspiring 
reminders of one way of conceptualizing the essence of leadership for sustainability, they 
could possibly be perceived as somewhat abstract and too imaginative.  

A more concrete way of describing how the 3Ps purposes, people and processes of leadership 
for sustainability are related could be to directly refer to concrete examples of the 3Ps. For 
example, intrinsic purposes relating to strong personal engagement and values are closely 
linked to people having qualities of being engaged and abilities to inspire, motivate, coach 
and catalyze. This in turn is linked to processes such as authentic and transformational 
leadership. Similarly, instrumental purposes such as the business case are closely linked to 
qualities of being strategic and systematic and abilities to coordinate, control and evaluate, 
which in turn are linked to processes such as strategic and transactional leadership. The 
changing character and challenges of sustainability suggest that “both…and…” approaches to 
leadership for sustainability are preferable over “either…or…” approaches. In other words, it 
is not “either intrinsic or instrumental”, “either to catalyze or to coordinate”, “either 
transactional or transformational leadership” – it is “both intrinsic and instrumental”, “both to 
catalyze and to coordinate”, “both transactional and transformational leadership”. This is 
consistent with the “dualities approach to organizational change”, or “dualities-aware 
leadership” proposed by Sutherland and Smith (2013, p. 216 and 231). 

Conceptualizing leadership for sustainability in terms of purposes, people and processes 
The answers to the research questions above together help to fulfill the objective, i.e. to 
investigate how organizational leadership for sustainability can be conceptualized in terms of 
purposes, people and processes driving sustainability. The overall conclusion is that all these 
3Ps – purposes, people, processes including their many possible subcomponents – play 
important roles in leadership for sustainability and thus in driving sustainability. The findings 
hence suggest that combining the 3Ps of sustainability with the 3Ps of leadership into the 6Ps 
of leadership for sustainability may provide a valuable lens or framework for analyzing and 
understanding organizational leadership for sustainability – by highlighting central aspects 
that need to be addressed and balanced to drive sustainability, which in turn help to clarify 
what leadership for sustainability means and how it can be approached. Hopefully, the 6Ps of 



Purposes, People and Processes in Leadership for Sustainability  Chapter 5. Conclusion and discussion 

 63 

leadership for sustainability as discussed in this thesis can contribute with some small insights 
that in turn can help to drive sustainability in the face of increasing pressures on organizations 
to adopt more sustainable practices. 

5.2. Limitations and quality considerations 
This section discusses limitations and quality considerations of the findings and conclusions 
of this thesis. These limitations largely depend on the selected research methodology and 
methods, described and discussed in Chapter 3. 

Evaluating qualitative research 
To evaluate the limitations and quality of research, reliability and validity are considered 
important criteria (Bryman and Bell 2007). In research, reliability is associated with 
consistency, dependability and repeatability while validity is more associated with accuracy, 
truthfulness and trustworthiness of the research outcomes (Collis and Hussey 2014; Quinlan 
2011). However, these are arguably more relevant for quantitative research (Bryman and Bell 
2007). For qualitative research, alternative evaluation criteria are the four criteria credibility, 
transferability, dependability and confirmability (Lee 1999; Bryman and Bell 2007; Collis and 
Hussey 2014). However, these alternative criteria overlap or could be considered equivalent 
to reliability and (external and internal) validity (ibid.). The following subsections attempt to 
address these various different quality criteria. 

Credibility (internal validity) 
Credibility refers in short to how accurately and completely studied phenomenon is identified 
and described (Lee 1999). Methods to increase credibility include triangulation, peer review 
(Collis and Hussey 2014) and rich and detailed descriptions of studied phenomenon (Lee 
1999). I have tried to follow this advice, having at least two different types of data sources 
and data collection methods. I have also asked the interviewees to double-check information 
included in tables as well as confirm and/or comment transcribed and translated quotes. 

Transferability (external validity and generalizability) 
Transferability refers to the extent to which findings can be transferred or generalized to 
another case or situation that is “sufficiently similar” (Collis and Hussey 2014, p. 172). The 
findings in this thesis may not be transferable to all other organizations, but possibly to other 
organizations in similar contexts. Hence, while thesis is not based on a quantitative study and 
cannot be representative for all Scandinavian organizations and industries, the generalizability 
is low but some of the findings may possibly be transferable to other cases that are similar in 
some aspects of context. 

Dependability (reliability) 
Dependability considers the extent to which the research process is systematically conducted 
and well documented in way that makes it possible to replicate (Collis and Hussey 2014; 
Bryman and Bell 2007). I have tried to be systematic in my research, both in documenting 
research data and in describing the different steps in the research process, see Chapter 3. 
However, as also discussed in Section 3.1, this thesis is based on a qualitative and iterative 
process where all the different iterations or loops back and forth between different research 
steps has been many and both difficult and very time-consuming to document. 

Confirmability (objectivity) 
Confirmability can in short be described as the extent to which someone else could confirm or 
come to similar findings based on the collected data (Collis and Hussey 2014). While 
recognizing that complete objectivity is not possible in qualitative research, it basically means 
that the research should not be “overtly” influenced by personal values and interests (Bryman 
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and Bell 2007, p. 414). One way to increase objectivity could be to have several people doing 
the highlighting, coding, comparing and contrasting separately at first and then looking for 
discrepancies when combing the outcomes. Being a single researcher, this has not been 
possible in this thesis. However, my industrial supervisor has accessed the transcriptions and 
reviewed the analysis, which has helped to ensure that the findings are confirmable.  

5.3. Theoretical and practical knowledge contribution 
This section discusses theoretical and practical contributions and implications of the findings 
and conclusions of this thesis. 

Recent research rich in insights from reality 
This thesis contains a broad collection of recent insights from reality and people working 
explicitly with driving sustainability. These insights are also discussed in relation to a 
literature review that summarizes much recent research from the past few years. Moreover, 
leadership for sustainability is a relatively unexplored intersection of two otherwise much 
researched fields. Indeed, the formal sustainability manager or leader is a relatively new role 
in businesses. However, there are also tendencies to remove this role soon after it has been 
introduced, as noted by one of the studied cases and in previous studies. Hence, there seems 
to be more questions than answer in terms of the future of the formal sustainability leader. 
This thesis provides perspectives from reality on the future of this role. 

M-shaped competences  
A more concrete contribution is perhaps the modified T-shaped model of what competences 
are needed in people, especially managers and leaders, to drive sustainability – the M-shaped 
model of competences. While there was widespread agreement among interviewees that their 
role is largely about coordination and systems thinking, i.e. largely a generalist role, many 
also said that this role needs some specialist competences to be effective. Nonetheless, it 
seems questionable that a single individual can have sufficiently deep knowledge and skills 
within all three main dimensions of sustainability. Thus, the modification of the T-shaped 
model to an M-shaped model could also be regarded as a modification or change in focus 
from the individual to the collective. While this image or model in itself of course does not 
drive sustainability, it may be a useful tool for organizations when organizing people to lead 
or work with sustainability. 

The 6Ps of leadership for sustainability 
Another more concrete contribution is the idea or model of 6Ps of leadership for 
sustainability, which is an attempt to link purposes, people and processes in organizational 
leadership for sustainability. The widely used 3Ps of sustainability are in this model 
complemented with the 3Ps of leadership discussed in this thesis. Again, as discussed for M-
competences, these visualization may have very limited importance in themselves. However, 
believing in the power of visualization, these kinds of visualizations can help raise attention 
and awareness, and in turn contribute to better understanding and practical guidance.    

5.4. Suggestions for future research 
Working with this thesis has inspired many ideas for possible interesting future research. This 
section discusses suggestions for possible interesting future research in terms of different 
research approaches, topics and research questions. 

Comparative research 
It would of course be interesting to also incorporate other views of leadership for 
sustainability, both vertically and horizontally inside the organization as well as outside it. In 
particular, it would be interesting to gain more insights about the informal leadership for 
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sustainability and investigate how the views on purposes, people and processes differ in 
comparison to the studied cases in this thesis. The role of internal and external leadership 
networks would also be highly interesting to examine further. It would certainly also be 
interesting to really question and scrutinize whether these 3Ps really can be considered core 
components of leadership. Are there other complementary components in other contexts? 

It would also be interesting to study organizations that actively address sustainability but that 
do not have a formal manager or leader with overarching responsibility for sustainability, 
either never having had one or having had one and later decided to remove it. These different 
approaches could then be compared and contrasted to the approach most common in this 
study, i.e. to have a formally appointed leader for sustainability. What are the opportunities 
and challenges with each different kind of approach?  

As discussed in the thesis, the explicit formal leader for sustainability has emerged in recent 
years and become increasingly established in organizations. As a result, more universities and 
other educational institutions have started to introduce programs dedicated to educating 
people into this role, courses dedicated to sustainability and/or more generally having 
sustainability integrated in courses that first and foremost are dedicated to other subjects. It 
would be interesting to investigate how these different forms of sustainability educations 
complement each other in preparing future generations of both formal and informal leaders 
for sustainability.  

While this thesis has discussed the need to shift from silo thinking to more systems thinking, 
having too many systems coordinators at the expense of experts may not be effective to drive 
sustainability. Building on the reasoning about that sustainability is largely about 
“both…and…”, what is a suitable effective balance of both generalist and specialist 
competences, on both the individual and the collective level? 
Furthermore, it would be interesting to do a comparative study with other non-Scandinavian 
countries. Even if Scandinavia is generally regarded as strong in sustainability, other parts of 
the world are surely strong in certain aspects of sustainability. It could be an opportunity to 
learn from different approaches and build a large bank of different approaches to 
sustainability, and to leadership for sustainability more specifically, which in turn could be 
used to compensate for weaknesses of individual approaches.  

Longitudinal research 
Studying the topic in this thesis over time, perhaps through a smaller number of cases in terms 
of organizational leadership or organizations, could provide valuable insights into the 
dynamics of this kind of leadership. Indeed, this thesis is limited how it through the 
interviews, although providing information from publications, is a snapshot reality. A longer 
running study could also include more methods such as observation and participation and go 
deeper into aspects of organizational context, such as culture and climate. 

Quantitative research 
As leadership for sustainability is a relatively under-researched field and where existing 
research typically is based on qualitative approaches, a suggestion for the future is to conduct 
quantitative research that can test the proposed theoretical ideas in this thesis on a much larger 
sample. Such research could for example include a questionnaire to managers and employees, 
i.e. both potential formal and informal leaders. 
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5.5. Concluding remarks 
The year 2015 has been denoted “the year of sustainable development” by Professor of 
sustainable development and UN special advisor Jeffrey D. Sachs* (Sachs 2014). He says: 

The year 2015 will be our generation’s greatest opportunity to move the world toward sustainable 
development. Three high-level negotiations between July and December can reshape the global development 
agenda, and give an important push to vital changes in the workings of the global economy […] In July 
2015, world leaders will meet in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, to chart reforms of the global financial system. In 
September 2015, they will meet again to approve Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) to guide national 
and global policies to 2030 [thus replacing the UN Millennium Development Goals]. And in December 2015, 
leaders will assemble in Paris to adopt a global agreement to head off the growing dangers of human-
induced climate change. The fundamental goal of these summits is to put the world on a course toward 
sustainable development, or inclusive and sustainable growth […] Agreements at [this] year’s three summits 
will not guarantee the success of sustainable development, but they can certainly orient the global economy 
in the right direction. The chance will not come along again in our generation. 

Sustainability is evidently one of our time’s greatest challenges. It concerns everyone 
everywhere everyday both today and tomorrow. While there are many pieces to the 
sustainability puzzle, I believe that it is clear from this thesis that leadership for sustainability 
is one crucial piece. Formal leaders with explicit sustainability responsibility play a key role 
in driving sustainability. However, to really drive sustainability, it also appears vital that 
many more people sincerely incorporate leadership roles in both their private and professional 
roles that in turn can complement individual leaders with a collective leadership on a group, 
organizational and societal level.  

This thesis unfortunately does not provide any complete answers – there are still many issues 
to be investigated and questions to be answered in relation to leadership for sustainability in 
both theory and practice. However, as I wrote in the introduction, I hope that the thesis can 
help to ignite some small sparks of inspiration, insights or ideas to at least someone 
somewhere. Even if such insights in themselves are evidently not enough to drive 
sustainability, hopefully they could stimulate some action somewhere that in turn may 
provide a small contribution in the collective effort to make 2015 the year of sustainability.  

                                                
* Professor of Sustainable Development, Professor of Health Policy and Management, Director of the Earth Institute at 
Columbia University, Special Advisor to the UN Secretary General on the Millennium Development Goals (Sachs 2014). 
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Appendix A. Interview guide 
 
Introduction  
The overall objective of this interview is to investigate how organizational leaders with 
explicit sustainability responsibility experience their own roles in driving sustainability efforts 
in order to deepen the understanding of what challenges and opportunities for development 
that characterize leadership for sustainability.  
Participation in the study is voluntary and all interview responses are anonymous. 
Participating individuals and their organizations will only be described in terms of general 
characteristics such as job title and type of organization. If participants agree, interviews will 
be recorded to enable a more detailed and systematic analysis. 
Background about position and leadership role 

• What is your formal job title and what are the main areas of responsibility in your 
current position and leadership role?  

• What is your educational and professional background in short? How long have you 
worked specifically with (leadership for) sustainability? 

• How and why did you get your current position? How long have you had it? 
• How would you describe the main formal (and informal) job requirements in your 

current position? (What type of knowledge, skills, previous experience, education?) 
• Do you feel that your areas of responsibility and/or the job requirements are 

reasonable and appropriate? Why or why not?  
Background about organizational context and approach to sustainability 

• How long has your organization addressed and worked with sustainability, and how 
has the view on and approach to sustainability evolved over time? 

• What aspects of sustainability and key stakeholders are in focus in your organization 
today? Why? 

• How is leadership for sustainability organized today? How has this changed over 
time? (How is it structured and coordinated?) 

o Who and how many have explicit sustainability responsibility? (You and 
who else?) 

o On what level and in which division/unit is your position (and other 
positions with sustainability responsibility) found in your organization? 
(Who reports to whom?)  

o What is the relationship between you (and other leaders with explicit 
sustainability responsibility) and the top management in your organization? 
(To what extent are leaders for sustainability included and supported by top 
management? Who make decisions?) 

Work characteristics of position and leadership role in an organizational context 

• What do you work with in your position on a daily basis? (What main types of 
activities? e.g. communicating, networking, monitoring, controlling)  

• What tools, methods, models, codes, standards, principles and/or frameworks etc. do 
you use in your leadership? (Internally and/or externally developed?) 

• What are the main opportunities in your work with regard to driving sustainability? 
o What aspects of your work do you find relatively easy?  
o What do you perceive to be most rewarding and satisfying in your work? 

(What is the best with jour job?) 
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o Who and what inside and/or outside the organization provide the main 
support in your leadership? (Sources of inspiration?) 

• What are the main challenges in your work with regard to driving sustainability? 
o What aspects of your work do you find relatively difficult?  
o What do you perceive to be most non-rewarding and dissatisfying in your 

work? (What is the worst with jour job?) 
o Who and what inside and/or outside the organization are the main barriers in 

your leadership? (Sources of frustration?) 
• How do you regard different kinds of trade-offs and synergies in your leadership for 

sustainability? How do you concretely approach and work with these? 
Characteristics of position and leadership role 

• In your view, what are the main characteristics leadership for sustainability to 
effectively drive sustainability initiatives in organizations and reach organizational 
sustainability goals? Why? (What type of leadership style(s), (hard and soft) skills, 
traits, values? Where and by whom is it ideally practiced?) 

• In your view, how do these characteristics translate between different companies and 
industries?  

• What do you consider are your main strengths and what would you like to develop in 
your leadership? 

• What is your view on the future of leadership for sustainability in your organization 
in terms of improving sustainability and organizational effectiveness in reaching 
sustainability goals?  

• What is your view on the future of leadership for sustainability in general? How will 
it change and/or what changes will be needed? 
 

Additional questions 

• Is there anything else you would like to add that you believe could be valuable for 
this research project? Anything else I need to know to understand leadership for 
sustainability in your case? 

• Do you have any material (digital or in print) from your organization that you believe 
could be valuable, and that is available, for this research project?  

• Is it possible for you to respond to any additional follow-up/ complementing/ 
clarifying questions later during this study? 
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Appendix B. Institutional infrastructure for sustainability 
 

Components of the institutional infrastructure for corporate responsibility, adapted and vastly 
reduced from Waddock, S. (2008,) Building a New Institutional Infrastructure for Corporate 
Responsibility, Academy of Management Perspectives, August 2008, pp. 87-108. 

Highly Visible Principles, Standards and Codes 

UN Global Compact Principles Ten principles that focus on human rights, labor, the environment and anti-corruption 

UN Millennium Development 
Goals (MDGs)1 

Set of eight measurable goals for 2015 to combat poverty, hunger, disease, illiteracy, 
environmental degradation and discrimination against women 

Principles for Responsible 
Investing 

UN-based framework to help investors integrate social, environmental and governance 
performance in investment decisions 

OECD Guidelines for 
Multinational Enterprises 

Recommendations for voluntary principles and standards of ethical business conduct 
for multinational enterprises operating in or adhering to OECD 

Major Business-Related Standard Setting, Accreditation, Reporting and Certification Organizations 

Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) Corporate reporting framework unique to each industry; the de facto international 
standard for corporate reporting on environmental, social and economic performance 

ISO 26000 An international standard that provides guidelines for social responsibility (SR) to add 
value to existing intergovernmental agreements 

Fair Trade Labeling 
Organizations  

Develops fair-trade standards and provides business support to producers, utilizing an 
independent organization for certification and auditing  

Prominent Business Membership Organizations with Sustainability and Responsibility Orientation 

World Economic Forum Independent international organizations committed to improving the state of the world 
by engaging leaders in partnerships to shape global, regional and industry agendas 

CSR Europe Leading European business network for corporate social responsibility 

Carbon Disclosure Project 
(CDP) 

Independent not-for-profit that facilitates dialogue between shareholders and 
corporations on the implications for shareholder value and commercial operations 
presented by climate change 

Major Responsible Investment Institutions 

Dow Jones Sustainability Index 
(DJSI) 

Longest-running global set of indices evaluating corporate sustainability performance 
that serve as benchmarks for investors and corporations 

FTSE4Good Index Series Similar to DJSI, global set of indices evaluating corporate environmental, social and 
governance (ESG) practices 

Major Corporate Responsibility Consulting Organizations (both NGO, not-for-profit and for-profit) 

The Natural Step2 Non-profit organization providing education to organizations and individuals to help 
build a sustainable society. Provides tools and frameworks for understanding and 
working with sustainability, such as Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development 
(FSSD) and four basic Sustainability Principles that build on four system conditions. 
Source: Robèrt, K. -H. (2012) Sustainability Handbook: Planning Strategically Towards 
Sustainability, Lund: Studentlitteratur. 

SustainAbility Consults on corporate responsibility and sustainable development in the core areas of 
sustainability strategy and implementation, stakeholder engagement, risk 
management, innovation, transparency, reporting and accountability. 

Legislation related to corporate responsibility/disclosure 

Sweden3 All enterprises need to include environmental reports in yearly balances (1999). All 55 
state-owned companies will be required to produce annual sustainability reports in 
conformance with GRI (by 2009) 

1 The MDGs expire by the end of 2015 and will be replaced by the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). 17 goals, 
including many more targets and indicators, are proposed but yet to be finalized later this year (United Nations (n.d.) 
Sustainable Development. Available from: <https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/> (Accessed 2015-04-28)). 
2 Not included in Waddock (2008), but added because mentioned in thesis and fits to the category. 
3 In December 2014, a new directive was adopted in Sweden that suggests that all large companies should provide 
sustainability reports by 2016 (Regeringskansliet (n.d.) Företagens rapportering om hållbarhet och mångfaldspolicy. Available 
from: <http://www.regeringen.se/sb/d/18311/a/251861> (Accessed 2015-05-11)). 

 
 


