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Abstract 

Existing theories addressing leadership and sustainability are mainly focused on organizational 
perspectives in tackling challenges that sustainability brings to business. Sustainability leaders are 
at the same time under scrutiny in media, which focuses more on the individual level. Thereby, 
there seems to be a gap in theory regarding the importance of leaders as role models and as 
sustainable individuals - in driving organizational sustainability. 
 
The purpose of this research is therefore to explore the field of sustainability leaders and their 
behaviour. In order to add awareness to the need for an individual dimension to existing leadership 
theories, ways to be a sustainable individual are analysed, and practical guidelines are suggested. 
 
The issue at hand was researched through (6) case studies based on articles regarding sustainability 
leaders, which have been either scolded or applauded in media for their unsustainable or sustainable 
personal commitment to sustainability. Moreover, additional case studies were conducted on 
various websites suggesting ways to be a sustainable individual. These have laid the foundation of 
the analysis, together with existing theories regarding values and behaviour – as a suggestion to an 
added dimension for sustainability leadership. 
 
The research suggests that being a sustainable individual is important in order to change the current 
unsustainable norm - by creating a situation of habitual actions towards sustainability. Since there is 
a need to have a holistic approach to sustainability, individuals also have a responsibility. 
Furthermore, it is suggested that leaders have a chance to be role models in order to drive 
sustainability in business, and by changing lifestyle, in society. The conclusion of this research is 
thereby to adopt sustainable behaviour altogether if you want to drive sustainability further in the 
business. Meaning, if you want to be a sustainable leader you should also (try) to be a sustainable 
individual, by adopting behaviour that support the message of sustainability one is promoting as a 
leader. 
 
 
Key words: Leadership, Sustainability, Sustainability Leadership, Values, Sustainable Behaviour, 
Role Model, Lifestyle, Sustainable lifestyle 
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1. Introduction 
Every research study has a starting point; in this case the authors are doing their Masters in Service 

Management, with further specialization in Sustainable Business. Therefore, for this specific 

research, the topics and experiences from leadership and sustainability has led to an interest in the 

two focus areas in combination. Moreover, the individual aspect of the two areas was found 

extremely fascinating, as the experience has been that theories from management courses were 

found hard to apply directly to the complexity of sustainability – since management was mainly 

discussed in combination with sustainability being profitable for business and how to manage that. 

This led to many questions regarding how leaders in the real world are affected, and how they 

actually could be able to apply this knowledge to their personal leadership style. Furthermore, based 

on the fact that much of the knowledge from sustainability seemed to regard a personal aspect, 

while management was more from an organisational point of view - an opportunity to dig deeper 

into the elements of combining the person behind the leader and sustainability was found 

interesting. 

 

With a genuine interest in the combination between the two fields, many articles were found 

highlighted in media during this research process where leaders personal commitment to 

sustainability was being criticised in media. One of the incidents covered by the media was when 

Leonardo Di Caprio, the world famous actor who won the Oscars for best actor, held an acceptance 

speech, which he dedicated to talk about climate change. Although his message was well received 

and much commented around the world - he was quick to be criticised for his personal 

unsustainable lifestyle (Rapier, 2016). As this was one of many of these incidents that occurred 

during the writing process, it has led the authors to believe that this subject was worth moving 

forward with. As media is still asking critical questions about leaders standing forward as 

environmental activists, even though they are regarded as big polluters - it led the authors to believe 

that there is no settled norm in the society of what is actually “good enough”, when it comes to 

leaders fronting sustainability. Meaning, how sustainable does a leader have to be to call oneself a 

fighter for sustainability? As it may seem from the criticism viewed in media - a personal aspect 

seems to be improving in importance, where leaders are criticised for not showing the way.  

 

“ If you are going to ask me to walk a mile, walk two yourself to show me the way.” (Rapier, 2016). 
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Thus, in order to frame this research, the first chapter starts with a short background in the field of 

sustainability, before introducing an overall framework of the central concept and definitions 

regarding sustainability in leadership. This is provided, in order to carefully explain how this 

eventually leads to the problem identification. Thereafter, a gap in theory will be described, 

furthermore leading to the problem statement. Chapter one closes with an overview of the 

remaining chapters. 

 

1.1 Background 
Sustainability has been the original economy for our species as the only alternative for preindustrial 

people was living sustainable (Ruckelshaus, 1992). If they did not act sustainable they would have 

to migrate due to expansion of populations beyond an available resource base. Being sustainable 

was a way of life, where people saw themselves as a part of nature. This era came to an end, and 

development of cities grew together with production and consumption. Today, advanced technology 

and the ability to manipulate and control nature - has created the assumption that there is no limit to 

humanity's power over nature (Ibid.). However, many say that it was the Brundtland Report of 

1987, which adopted the concept of sustainability and gave it the widespread recognition it enjoys 

today (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). 

Two-thirds of the ecosystem that our human society depends on is being used in a way that cannot 

be sustained (Ferdig, 2007). Moreover, the greatest strain on natural resources come from 

developing and developed nations of the world. Meaning, the richest 20% of the world's nations use 

17 times more energy than the bottom 20%. From the period of year 1950 to 2004 the water use 

have tripled, wood use have more than doubled – and consumption of oil, natural gas and coal have 

increased nearly fivefold. Even though the economy have had an enormous growth, the disparity 

between rich and poor within and between nations keeps increasing. And the same patterns are to be 

found in local communities (Ibid.). Following this, the concept of sustainability is receiving 

growing attention in media, academia and the corporate world (Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen, 2009). 

Various stakeholders, NGO ́s, public authorities, trade unions and international organizations are 

showing an increasing interest in environmental and social issues related to international business 

(Ibid.). Furthermore, businesses have been viewed as a major cause of social, environmental and 

economic problems in recent years (Porter & Kramer, 2011). At first, the focus was mainly at 

companies alone, and whether or not these acted responsible. Due to global competition, 

outsourcing, short product life cycle and time compression in all aspect of the supply chain - the 
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focus shifted even further from company to whole networks of supply chains (Andersen & Skjoett-

Larsen, 2009). Meaning, it was not enough for a company to act socially responsible internally, but 

they were also being held responsible for every company they are cooperating with (Ibid.). 

Furthermore, businesses are getting greater focus areas they need to take into account when 

planning and executing, which can be assumed to results in more responsibilities of the 

management and leadership in corporations. In addition to all that, the expansion in focus is 

including more stakeholders, adding more views to consider for the leaders, as they demand 

different ways for the business to manage their social and environmental impact (Lubin & Esty, 

2010). 

 

1.2 Conceptualization - Foundation and definitions 
In order to set the scene of the rest of the paper - to define what is meant by different terms and 

expressions, leading to the problem identification - a conceptualization will be presented. So far the 

notion seems to be that we have reached a point in time where leading with sustainability is at the 

core of any business, but still confusion seems to be surrounding the topic. In order to gain some 

clarity on this confusion, the paper will start out with properly exploring the foundation of 

sustainability in businesses by looking into the topic itself and also defining leadership, which is 

argued to be what drives sustainability in connection to business. 

 

1.2.1 Sustainability 
Why sustainability? 

As previously mentioned, the concept of sustainability is receiving growing attention in media, 

academia and the corporate world (Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen, 2009). Various stakeholders, 

NGO ́s, public authorities, trade unions and international organizations are showing an increasing 

interest in environmental and social issues related to international business (Ibid.). The outside 

pressure to act sustainably is thereby rising in order to survive as a business, and the pressure comes 

from many different parties (Erikson & Svensson, 2015). Hence, the growing attention in media 

regarding the issue, raise the danger of bad PR for companies who are discovered not to be doing 

business that is sustainable (Erikson & Svensson, 2015). Following this, consumers expect 

companies to take the lead on sustainability (Manget.et.al). They demand and seek out sustainable 

products, and support companies who are aligned with their own values (Ibid.). Non-governmental 
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organisations (NGO´s) also seem to increase in importance due to their ability to manifest broad 

social movements and thus represent the society (Erikson & Svensson, 2015). 

Lastly, industry, civil society and government pressure businesses to act according to their own 

interests, each with different visions of what the future should look like. (Smith et.al., 2005). 

Meaning, at the same time as companies are expected to improve their businesses to become more 

sustainable, they are also under pressure to reduce costs as an effect of globalization (Erikson & 

Svensson, 2015).  

 

Defining Sustainability 

The term “sustainability” is not new. It has been said that it was the Brundtland Report of 1987 that 

adopted the concept of sustainability and gave it the widespread recognition it enjoys today (Tom 

Kuhlman, John Farrington, 2010). The question Brundtland and her colleagues asked were “How 

can the aspirations of the world's nations for a better life be reconciled with limited natural 

resources and the dangers of environmental degradation?” (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). Their 

answer was sustainable development, and in the Commission's words: ‘development that meets the 

needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 

needs’ (Ibid.). The Brundtland report mentions two concerns, which are development and 

environment. It has been argued that this could be interpreted as needs versus resources, or short 

term versus long term (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010).  

Furthermore, since sustainability today is often seen in terms of the three dimensions of social, 

economic and environmental – a definition of sustainability has been adopted by the United Nations 

in what to include in the term “development”: ‘Development is a multidimensional undertaking to 

achieve a higher quality of life for all people. Economic development, social development and 

environmental protection are interdependent and mutually reinforcing components of sustainable 

development’ (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010). 

 

The Triple Bottom Line 

Following this, the triple bottom line is a concept suggesting that organizational sustainability 

therefore consists of three elements: the natural environment, society and economic performance 

(Carter & Rogers, 2008).  Moreover, the theory of triple bottom line suggests that there is a 

relationship between the components, which needs to be aligned in order to result in a sustainable 
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business model (Savitz & Weber, 2013). If there is a shortcoming in one of the elements, this can 

affect the other aspects, as a domino-effect (Ibid.).  

 
Figure 2: The Triple Bottom Line 

 

The environmental element concerns the natural resources (Savitz & Weber, 2013). Businesses 

need to act to sustain the natural resources in a way that makes it possible for future generations to 

make use of these resources as well, which can be argued to include a great undertaking. Referring 

to environmental elements includes things such as:  pollutants emitted, carbon footprint, recycling 

practices and water use (Ibid.). 

 

The social element is concerned with doing business in a responsible manner for people (Savitz & 

Weber, 2013). It thereby includes how to show respect, act fair and be concerned with how people 

are treated and their wellbeing. As part of this, many laws and regulations have been created in 

order to protect people of unfair treatment, human rights and privacy protection. Social elements 

thereby include, for example; health and safety record, community impacts, human right policies 

and product responsibility (Ibid.). 

The economic element is concerned with both internally and externally focused issues (Savitz & 

Weber, 2013). Internally, the focus is on the long-term financial viability, growth and profit. This is 

opposed to short-term profit, which may cause problems for the future. Externally, the focus is on 

the economic advantages that may arise for the society of thinking long-term. Moreover, some 

studies have showed that sustainability initiatives have been directly connected to financial 
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improvements for companies, such as cost savings and cost reduction due to less use of resources 

and avoidance of costs of challenges caused by environmental destruction. The economic elements 

thereby include sales, profit, return on investment, taxes paid and jobs created (Ibid.). 

 

The complexity of sustainability 

At first glance, sustainability may seem quite straightforward, and the question is generally - why 

don't we just include it, and start acting more sustainable? However, for many reasons, it seems to 

be more complicated than that, and seemingly troubles might arise for businesses when approaching 

sustainability. Even though the Brundtland Report and the triple bottom line often lay the 

foundation of what we define as organizational sustainability, it is still generally difficult to define 

whether or not a company, product or an individual is sustainable. The industry seems to lack a 

clear definition of standards regarding sustainability, which is argued to be confusing for both 

businesses and consumers (Manget et.al, 2009). The effect of this has resulted in many definitions, 

standards and various concepts such as; green, organic, fair trade, corporate social responsibility 

and supply chain greening (Andersen & Skjoett-Larsen, 2009). It has also given businesses an 

opportunity to make unsubstantiated claims about their credentials (Manget et.al, 2009). Moreover, 

in eagerness to be sustainable, sometimes companies make promises before they have taken any 

action, or hide the real effectiveness of their sustainable efforts (Esty and Winston, 2009). The term 

greenwash is an example of this, and describes the situation with respect to environmental practices 

when more money is spent promoting a company's or product's green credentials than is spent on 

actually being green (Baden, Harwood & Woodward, 2009).  One can then wonder why all this 

uncertainty exists - and how it can be cleared up?   

All this uncertainty has been argued to cause many consumers and stakeholders to become sceptical 

about “green products” or what is sustainable (Manget et.al, 2009). Furthermore, it is said to have 

created a confusion about what this actually means, which benefits it provides and how to tell if 

something is sustainable or not (Ibid). 

 

A sustainability standard can be defined as a set of ‘voluntary predefined rules, procedures, and 

methods to systematically assess, measure, audit and/or communicate the social and environmental 

behaviour and/or performance of firms’ (Gilbert, Rasche & Waddock, 2011, p. 24). Both social 

movements and firms often develop these standards as they co-exist and compete for adopters in the 

same sector - even though they are similar in design and with the same basic intentions (Reinecke, 
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Manning, & Von Hagen, 2012). Even though these standard organizations claim to have an 

overarching objective to promote sustainability, several observers have criticised them for not 

consolidating standards setting efforts. Together with consumer confusion - poor coordination, 

increased certification costs and duplicated activity has led to the perception that parallel standards 

fail to provide the efficient means to promote sustainability (Ibid). 

 

Additionally, the complexity grows when business also face difficulties such as silo thinking, 

meaning how one initiative will affect the rest of the business. By introducing one sustainable 

initiative and solving one problem - one can end up creating several new problems (Esty & 

Winston, 2009). This also seems to have relevance to the triple bottom line strategy previously 

discussed - where it is argued that everything needs to be aligned for it to actually make sense. 

Another considered issue seems to be eco-isolation, as it occurs when one department of the 

organisation does not know what the other one is doing, nor are the departments aligned. This has 

then been suggested to be solved through top-level commitment and management (Ibid.). Meaning 

that in a time of uncertainty there is a need for commitment and leadership to align and make sense 

of it all. 

Moreover, corporate sustainability regards systematic management efforts to make the company's 

value creation and related production processes, products and services more sustainable - by 

reducing negative ecological and social impacts, while increasing the positive (Hart and Milstein, 

2003). Again, management is mentioned as a factor to drive sustainability. Thereby, corporate 

sustainability can also be understood as innovation in the direction of sustainability. Processes, 

products and the entire business model must then be improved or replaces to fit into this definition. 

It has therefore been argued that a new way of thinking is needed regarding the core business and 

revenue logic, which is usually confronted with resistance from businesses, as they are profiting 

from the existing unsustainable way of doing business (Ibid.). This need for change seems to make 

it even more difficult to approach and understand sustainability, as companies are pressured to 

change even though it does not necessarily make sense profit-wise right now, and as stakeholders 

need to be on board. The fact that someone has to take that risk and also asks for return on 

investment within a certain amount of time - makes it hard to get investors to support the company 

(Ghosh & Nanda, 2010). However, the benefits of being sustainable are argued to be many, if done 

right, benefits such as; reducing cost, strengthening legitimacy and reputation, building competitive 
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advantage; and creating win–win situations through synergistic value creation (Carroll & Shabana, 

2010). 

 

However, the whole concept of businesses working towards becoming more sustainable may also 

be seen as contradictory, since businesses are being blamed for being the root of the problem 

(Porter & Kramer, 2011). There are several objectives against the concepts of businesses acting as 

sustainable and socially responsible, beginning with the classical economic argument by Milton 

Friedman (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). Friedman believed that businesses only have one 

responsibility, which is to maximize profit to its owners and shareholders. Moreover, he argued that 

social issues are not businesses concerns - and should rather be resolved by the unfettered workings 

of the free market system. It is also argued that if the problem cannot be solved by the market - it is 

not up to the businesses, but the government and legislation. A second objection has, according to 

Carroll & Shabana (2010), been that businesses are not equipped to handle social activities. This 

means that managers are oriented towards finance and operations, and do not have the social skills 

and necessary expertise to make these socially oriented decisions. A third objection is then argued 

to be that it dilutes businesses primary purpose. Meaning, that by adopting these issues, business is 

put into fields that are unrelated to their area of business. They continue to argue a fourth objective 

which is that businesses already have a lot of power, and should not be enabled to get more - by 

placing this opportunity to have and be able to use additional power, such as social power. The fifth 

objective is that businesses will make themselves less compatible globally (Ibid.). It is important to 

mention that some of these arguments were introduced decades ago, though some leaders and 

companies seem to hold on to these arguments still (Carroll & Shabana, 2010). There seems to be 

little clarity on who is actually responsible for the sustainability in society and the blame is easily 

put on someone else. 

 

Creating shared value 

When looking for “solutions” to the adaptation of sustainability and the changes it involves, 

economic aspect problems regarding sustainability seem to be mostly addressed. One solution to 

this problem is the principle of creating shared value (Porter & Kramer, 2011). This includes 

creating economic value in a way that also created value for the society by addressing its needs and 

challenges. Moreover, this principle encourages businesses to reconnect company success with 

social progress - based on the assumption that most companies are stuck in a “social responsibility” 
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mind-set, where sustainability is not at the core of the business. Furthermore, it is argued that shared 

value is not sustainability or social responsibility - but more importantly a new way of achieving 

economic success. This is believed to be the next major transformation in how leaders think of 

business, and the transformation is viewed in Figure 3 (Ibid.). 

 

  
Figure 3: CSR to CSV (Porter & Kramer, 2011). 

 

In large, capitalism is argued to be good for meeting human needs, creating jobs, building wealth 

and improving efficiency in our society (Porter & Kramer, 2011). However, this suggest that 

businesses have had a narrow view of capitalism, which in turn has prevented them from reaching 

their full potential to meet society's broader challenges which is something that has been greatly 

overlooked. Society's needs are large and growing - and today; consumers, employees and a new 

generation of young people are asking businesses to step up and take responsibility and invest in 

long-term competitiveness that simultaneously address social and environmental objectives (Ibid.). 

Porter and Kramer also argue that not all profit is equal, and that profits involving social purpose 

represent a higher form of capitalism - where the society will advance more rapidly at the same time 

as companies can grow even more (Porter & Kramer, 2011). The outcome of this will thereby be a 

positive cycle of company and community prosperity, which again will lead to profit that endures.  

Moreover, they propose that the term creating shared value should replace corporate social 

responsibility - which mostly includes programs that focus on reputation and have a limited 

connection to the business. This makes it difficult to justify and maintain in a long-term perspective, 
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which makes CSR unsustainable. What creating shared value proposes on the other hand, is to 

integrate sustainability to the core of the business, as shown in Figure 4 (Ibid.). 

 

 
Figure 4: Creating Shared Value (Porter & Kramer, 2011). 

     

Porter and Kramer (2011) clarify that not all societal problems can be solved through shared values. 

However, they argue that by creating shared values, businesses have an opportunity to utilize their 

skills, resources and management capability to lead societal progress. Thereby, it is proposed as a 

possibility for businesses to earn the respect of the society again (Ibid.). 

 

Main points: Sustainability 

With growing attention in media, academia and the corporate world - sustainability seems to be a 

response to pressures on making changes within the business, into a more responsible way of 

existing in society, including all stakeholders. While the benefits of successful compliance can be 

great, the results of non-compliance can be devastating. Based on the theories of sustainability 

above, the following definition will be the understanding of the concept throughout this paper: 

“Meeting the needs of the present, without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 

their own needs.” (Kuhlman & Farrington, 2010).  

The triple bottom line is also said to be essential, since this concept goes more in depth of what 

many put into the definition of what organisational sustainability consists of, namely; 

Environmental performance, Social performance and Economic performance. However, even with 
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these definitions and the additional triple bottom line - the concept of sustainability seems to be 

extremely complex. As previously described, it is hard to measure sustainability, as there are 

different standards and definitions for the many similar concepts. Moreover, together with 

greenwashing, the term sustainability is still argued to be confusing consumers as well as 

stakeholders - and cause a lot of scepticism. There also seems to be challenges regarding alignment 

with strategy, as one sustainable initiative is argued to create several new problems. An innovative 

approach is suggested, giving management responsibilities to make changes and pressuring them to 

find solutions - but even so the complexity still exists, and businesses still seem to struggle with the 

concept for some reason. Furthermore, sustainability and businesses, as well as leaders approaching 

this, have been largely criticised. So the question of what it takes to drive and lead this, when 

businesses are pressured to make all of these changes, arise. Therefore, this paper will continue by 

looking into the meaning of leadership by viewing what theories already exist, and get a deeper 

understanding in whether and how sustainability leadership actually differs from traditional 

leadership. 

 

1.2.2 Leadership 
Defining Leadership 

An extensive review of leadership literature was carried out by the Regent University, which lead to 

a distillation of several categories and statements relating to leadership into the following definition:  

 

“A leader is one or more people who select, equips, trains, and influences one or more follower(s) 
who have diverse gifts, abilities and skills and focuses the follower(s) to the organization’s mission 
and objectives causing the follower(s) to willingly and enthusiastically expend spiritual, emotional, 

and physical energy in a concerted coordinated effort to achieve the organizational mission and 
objectives.”(Gill, 2011, p 3). 

 

One way of exploring the meaning of leadership is by looking into the etymology of the word itself. 

The word ‘lead’ comes from Old English, meaning to ‘take with one’, to ‘show the way’ (Gill, 

2011). Showing the way assumes knowledge, or at least a belief in the way, implying that the way 

is the route to a destination. Meaning, a vision of a desirable destination in the future - what we 

want to be and where we want to be. Knowing the way, or believing in it, presupposes the desire of 

this known destination, which is said to relate to why one wishes to promote and pursue any 

particular vision. The reason for wanting to promote and pursue a vision is argued to be because it 

relates to the purpose- or that it relates to what one believes in and feels is meaningful, valuable, 
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and worthwhile, in work and in life in general. To effectively pursue a vision, mission and values 

leaders develop strategies, which is defined as ways and means that involves use of resources. 

Furthermore, it is argued that leaders get this done through other people, which is a resource not to 

be forgotten. Meaning, to get things done human beings need the ability (power) to do so, as well as 

the desire to do so. Therefore, leadership is about enabling people to do what needs to be done and 

influencing, motivating or inspiring them to want to do what needs to be done (Ibid.).  

 

Trait theories  

The earliest concept of leadership is the so- called ‘Great Man’ theory era, effective leaders were 

believed to show common characteristics causing them to behave in certain ways (Gill, 2011). 

Leadership was explained as internal qualities a person was born with, and that could not be made 

(Ibid.). It was further argued that if one is born with these qualities differentiating leaders from 

followers, they should be possible to identify (Bass, 1990). Therefore, trait theories arose, which all 

explained leadership in terms of personality and character. The approaches to leadership and trait 

studies have mostly been psychological, whereas sociologist frame leadership in relationships rather 

than in terms of characteristics or individual traits. The problem then with social theory is that the 

approach is to analyse the characteristics that result from the leader's position in society, with a 

focus on power and dominance, rather than personalities and behaviour of leaders (Ibid.). 

Furthermore, it was found that intelligence and leadership was significantly associated (Gill, 2011). 

These traits are said to have a fuzzy and imprecise meaning, although once viewed as essential, 

traits seem to have lost their importance and it is said that overemphasizing a leader's traits is to 

underemphasize other important variables, meaning; the situation, nature of task, and followers 

(Kellerman, 2004). 

 

Research has suggested main qualities that appear to be important for leadership to be: integrity, 

self- confidence, sociability and determination, as well as cognitive ability. Furthermore, traits 

found more important than intelligence included: extraversion, agreeableness and conscientiousness 

(Ibid.). It is on the other hand suggested that superior intelligence in a leader could interfere with 

effective decision-making (Gill, 2011). The approach thus failed to identify clear traits of effective 

leaders, which caused leadership research to re-focus on the behaviour of leaders. If it was not about 

whom leaders were, maybe it was about what leaders do? This lead to the identification of two 

general types of behaviour: work task focus and relationship focus (Bass, 1990). Following this, 
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Bass and colleagues developed a model describing the five styles of leadership. The Directive style, 

where leaders tell followers what to do and how to do it, initiate action and specify expectations as 

well as standards of performance. Leaders exercise firm rules and ensure they are followed 

accordingly. The one called the consultative style, is defined by leaders telling followers what to do, 

only after discussion with them about opinions and feelings on the matter. The third style - 

Participative - is defined as decisions made by the group, and where leaders and followers 

participate as equals in making them. Following this, the negotiative style is argued to employ 

political means and bargaining, and is about ‘selling’ decisions to followers and encouraging 

competition to meet desired ends. Leaders employing the delegative style are described as ones that 

state the problem and the conditions that need to be met, makes suggestions and then leave it to 

followers to decide what to do and how. (Gill, 2011) However, implementation of the task and 

relationship focus forms did not lead to increased performance (Bass, 1990). Gill (2001) argues that 

the leadership style theories focus on behaviour but have been criticized for not addressing values.  

Additionally, the trait theory was disfavoured when situational theorists suggested both person and 

situation had to be included to explain the emergence of a leader. Meaning, the leader is a product 

of the situation and not ‘born’ into it (Bass, 1990). 

But, Kellerman (2004) argues that even though the trait theory is out of fashion in the academia, it 

is silly to pretend that traits don’t matter at all. Leaders still seem to exceed in traits like 

intelligence, sociability, resistance, alertness, verbal facility, level of energy and adaptability. 

Meaning, the trait approach is a simple way of understanding why people behave like they do and 

whether a leader has, or lacks certain traits tells us how and why, good, or bad, leadership was 

exercised. (Kellerman, 2014) 

 

Transactional and Transformational leadership 

According to Burns (1978) the difference between management and leadership are in characteristics 

and behaviours (Gill, 2011). He claimed transforming leadership to be processes in which leaders 

and followers help each other advance to higher levels of morale and motivation. He furthermore 

argued for two concepts: transformational and transactional leadership. The transactional leadership 

involves the exchange between leader and follower - meaning, providing material or psychological 

reward in return for compliance with the leaders wishes. However, it lacks the sense of a higher 

purpose, though it values responsibility, fairness and keeping promises (Ibid.). Moreover, this 



  14 

approach creates significant change in the life of people and organization based on the leader's 

personality, traits and ability to make change through examples, vision and goals (Burns, 1978).  

Transformational leadership addresses the higher- order needs for achievement, people's self- 

esteem and self-actualization (Gill, 2011). Transformational leaders have strong values, which are 

concerned with end- values like liberty, justice and equality (Ibid.) 

Gill (2011) argues that a transformational leader, according to the Bass and Avolio model, tend to 

use and display one or more of ‘the four I:s’: Individualized consideration, intellectual stimulation, 

inspirational motivation and idealized influence (Gill, 2011). Individualized Consideration is 

referring to actively listening and identification of individual needs and abilities they develop and 

coach the followers. Intellectual Stimulation is used by transformational leaders by presenting 

followers with new ideas and challenging them to think, encouraging imagination and creativity in 

rethinking old ways of doing. Inspirational motivation is when transformational leaders 

communicate a clear vision, and aligning organizational goals with personal, meaning people can 

achieve their personal goal by achieving the organization's goals. Idealized Influence is closely 

related to charisma, and here leaders are said to express confidence in the vision and take personal 

responsibility for actions. Furthermore, they display a high level of ethical and moral behaviour. 

Trust is argued to be the single most important factor in transformational leadership. As Gill (2011) 

argues, people identify with leaders and they want to follow and be like them, resulting in leaders 

becoming role models (Ibid.). 

Authentic leadership 

An authentic leader is defined as one who is aware of how they think and behave, and how they are 

perceived by others as being aware of their own and others values, knowledge and strength, as well 

as the context (Avolio et al. 2004). Furthermore they are confident, hopeful, optimistic, resilient and 

have high moral and character (Ibid.). When describing leadership ‘authentic’, it has two meanings; 

adhering to one's true self, and being transparent - by disclosing every thought and feeling. These 

meanings are argued being problematic and both unrealistic and risky (Ibarra, 2015). Furthermore, 

they cause leaders to struggle with authenticity in the radical and frequent changes happening today 

in the kind of work being done, as well as in the cultural differences causing different expectations 

on behaviour, which Ibarra (2015) argues makes leaders choose between what is expected, and 

therefore effective, and what feels authentic. She continues on to argue leaders identities always 

being on display in today’s world of constant connectivity and social media. Meaning, that how we 
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present ourselves as people in a broader context (i.e. quirks and interests), and not only as leaders, 

has become an important aspect of leadership. She argues that by constantly editing oneself, out 

there for everyone to see, clashes with our private sense of self (Ibid.). 

Ethical leadership 

Because of the nature of the relationship leader and follower has – ethics is a central part. A leader 

influences a follower by affecting their lives, either positively or negatively (Yukl, 2012). Burns 

(1978) argued that helping followers achieve higher ethical standards when values conflict, is what 

leadership is about (Burns, 1978). Furthermore, he argued that the interaction of leaders and 

followers make the ethical behaviour and character bigger of both (Ibid.). Moreover, Burns (1978) 

argues that ethical leaders must be concerned with more than running their businesses, things like 

influencing people in achieving communal goals, and doing it in a way that is fair to their; 

employees, customers, suppliers, communities, shareholders, and themselves (Burns, 1978). He 

suggests that ethical leaders: put their followers needs before their own; exemplify private virtues 

such as courage and temperance and; exercise leadership in the interest of common good 

(Kellerman, 2004). In recent years the question of whether a leader’s private behaviour has any 

effect on public performance has been addressed. And in general there has been low tolerance for 

moral mistakes, even if they occur behind closed doors (Ibid.). In Kellerman (2004) an example of a 

conversation between Confucius and Lord Ji Kang, where the question “What should I do in order 

to make the people respectful, loyal and zealous?” is answered by Confucius in following way: 

“Approach them with dignity and they will be respectful. Be yourself a good son and a kind father, 

and they will be loyal. Raise the good and train the incompetent, and they will be zealous.” 

(Kellerman, 2004, p. 44), which again urges the leader to be what we today refer to as a role model 

(ibid.). 

 

Bad leadership 

Good leadership can, according to Gill (2011), be interpreted in two ways: in the moral sense and in 

the sense of being effective (Gill, 2011). But what is then bad leadership? Barbara Kellerman 

argues in her book Bad Leadership (2004) that a ‘dark side’ is a part of human nature and identifies 

seven major forms of bad leadership: incompetent, rigid, intemperate, callous, corrupt, insular and 

evil. The first three types being ineffective and the last four unethical (Ibid.).  
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Forms of bad leadership  

“Incompetent Leadership —the leader and at least some followers lack the will or skill (or both) to 
sustain effective action. With regard to at least one important leadership challenge, they do not 

create positive change.” (Kellerman, 2004, p 50) 
 

Leaders are not incompetent in every aspect. Some lack intelligence (emotional, practical or 

academic), or are ruined by stress and uncertainty, whilst some are unable to communicate, educate 

or delegate (Kellermann, 2004). Kellerman (2004) further argues that incompetent leaders are found 

everywhere, and that they are so for various reasons. Some may for example lack experience, 

education, drive, energy or ability to focus. She continues by arguing that others just are not clever, 

stable, flexible or emotionally intelligent enough. In addition, leaders are incompetent in ways 

ranging from mismanagement to unwillingness to employ necessary and appropriate strategies such 

as envisioning, prioritizing, communicating, educating, inspiring, adapting, getting information and 

so on (Ibid.) 

 

“Rigid Leadership —the leader and at least some followers are stiff and unyielding.  Although they 
may be competent, they are unable or unwilling to adapt to new ideas, new information, or 

changing times.” (Kellerman, 2004, p. 52). 
 

Rigid leaders are argued to be successful until a certain point, and if they then refuse to 

acknowledge and embrace the changes that are happening it results in bad leadership (Kellerman, 

2004). 

  

“Intemperate Leadership —the leader lacks self-control and is aided and abetted by followers who 
are unwilling or unable effectively to intervene.” (Kellerman, 2004, p. 53). 

 

Leaders have been cautioned to control their impulses, due to the fact that we live in a time where 

top leaders are in the centre of media attention and the risk for disruption is bigger than in the past 

(Kellerman, 2004). 

  

“Callous Leadership —the leader and at least some followers are uncaring or unkind. Ignored or 
discounted are the needs, wants, and wishes of most members of the group or organization, 

especially subordinates.” (Kellerman, 2004, p 55) 
 



  17 

E.g. Martha Stewart, even though she was brilliantly accomplished businesswoman, she was 

described as unpleasant and unkind to employees (Kellerman, 2004). 

  

“Corrupt Leadership —the leader and at least some followers lie, cheat, or steal. To a degree that 
exceeds the norm, they put self-interest ahead of the public interest.” (Kellerman, 2004, p 57) 

  

Corrupt leaders are argued to be more often motivated by greed and power – to acquire more of any 

scarce resource. E.g. to make more money they take bribes, sell favours, bend rules and break laws 

(Kellerman, 2004). 

 

“Insular Leadership —the leader and at least some followers minimize or disregard the health and 
welfare of “the other”—that is, those outside the group or organization for which they are directly 

responsible.” (Kellerman, 2004, p 59) 
  

As far as quality of leadership is concerned there is a debate over those who believe leaders are 

responsible only to their own areas and those who consider that they have a broader obligation 

(Kellerman, 2004). 

  

“Evil Leadership —the leader and at least some followers commit atrocities. They use pain as an 
instrument of power. The harm done to men, women, and children is severe rather than slight. The 

harm can be physical, psychological, or both.” (Kellerman, 2004, p 61) 
  

Evil leaders are believed to derive some sort of satisfaction from hurting others (Kellerman, 2004). 

Evil leaders are not necessarily sadistic but it should be considered that evil should include not only 

to terrorize but also to prolong suffering (Ibid.). She also argues that if bad leadership is to be 

avoided, it must reflect a shared responsibility between leaders and followers (Gill, 2011). 

Furthermore, character is considered the core of the personality system, and, unlike traits that are 

open to change, character is a permanent condition that is fundamental and fixed - it is who we are  

(Kellerman, 2004). As humans we have most basic needs such as safety, simplicity and certainty – 

where safety being the strongest one (Ibid.). 

Following this we are as infants completely dependent on adults in meeting our basic needs. 

Consequently, the first thing we learn to do is to follow someone. Even Freud made the connection 

between parenthood and leadership by claiming the longing for the father that lives in each of us 

from childhood days. Following this logic the need for safety lives with us in other ways than 

familial original ones, which is argued to be the reason for following leaders in our everyday lives. 
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This is then said to mean that even though the leadership or leader is bad, we follow, because the 

price of not doing so is high. Furthermore, the reason for following is argued to be due to simplicity 

and certainty. Leaders, no matter if they are good or bad, provide a sense of order and certainty in a 

world that is not just that- certain. According to Kellerman (2004), ineffective leadership is one that 

fails to produce the desired change. Reasons for this being lack of traits, weak skills, bad strategies 

and tactics. Unethical leadership, she argues, is one that fails to distinguish between right and wrong 

(Ibid.). 

 

Defining Sustainability Leadership 

With the sustainability challenges the world is facing and our aspirations for a more sustainable 

future, there is a call for particular types of leadership (Visser & Courtice, 2011). The previously 

mentioned leadership definitions and theories however, provide the background for understanding 

sustainability leadership, or leaders for sustainability. 

 

The Sustainability Leadership Institute’s has offered a definition of what sustainability leaders are, 

which are:  

“individuals who are compelled to make a difference by deepening their awareness of themselves in 
relation to the world around them. In doing so, they adopt new ways of seeing, thinking and 
interacting that result in innovative, sustainable solutions” (Visser & Courtice, 2011. p. 2). 

 

It is argued that sustainability leadership is not separate from traditional leadership theories (Visser 

& Courtice, 2011). However, it differs in the way that a particular blend of leadership 

characteristics is being applied within a definite context. Moreover, a number of business leaders 

have stated that they feel it is a necessary to differentiate sustainability leadership from traditional 

leadership theories. However, it is argued that this is only a temporary phenomenon. For instance, 

Neil Carson, CEO of Johnson Matthey has compared the sustainability issue to the quality 

revolution, which appeared in the eighties (Ibid.). Furthermore, he states: “What happened was 

companies either died or they got quality. One day this is going to be the same for sustainability. 

But there’s an interim period where that’s only true for some companies. So you’ve probably got 

ten years or maybe longer of there being a need for it to be pointed out that there is sustainability 

leadership and that it’s important.” (Visser & Courtice, 2011. p:3). 
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Just as with other leadership theories, there seems to be different arguments of what a 

“sustainability leader” should be like and what it contains. Many articles regarding sustainability 

leadership seem to be based on an article by Mary A. Ferdig, co-founder and director of the 

Sustainability Leadership Institute. Thereby, her view of what a sustainability leader is, is used to 

lay the foundation of our understanding of sustainability leadership. Ferdig (2007) has stated that 

sustainability leaders are not supposed to provide all the answers, but rather create opportunities for 

people to come together and generate their own answers (Ferdig, 2007). Moreover, they should 

create a base for people to explore, learn and create new ways of overcoming sustainability 

challenges. Instead of giving direction, sustainability leaders collaborate with others to adapt to 

unforeseen challenges. Sustainability leaders embrace the inevitability of continually changing 

dynamics in everyday life, while at the same time developing actions that provides direction, and 

clear accountability – but at the same time with enough flexibility to allow for corrections. In other 

words, being a sustainability leader is said to include putting away the ego-driven certainty of 

“right” answers, and genuinely engaging in the push and pull process of making decisions with 

others, in the interest of the individual and joint intentions. Sustainability leaders know about the 

complexity, paradox, and contradictions – but they embrace it instead of avoiding the issue. To find 

the balance between the different demands of the elements of socially, economically and 

environmentally sustainable solutions can be challenging for a leader. The demands can often be 

simultaneous and even contradictory. However, it is a compelling leadership opportunity (Ibid.). 

Following this, in the 2011 report entitled A Journey of a Thousand Miles: The State of 

Sustainability Leadership 2011, seven key sustainability leadership characteristics, traits and styles 

are suggested (CPSL, 2011). The first is the systemic understanding, which is described as the 

ability to see the root cause of unsustainable business, and understand how the company fits in with 

the world and the response to it. The second is the emotional intelligence and caring attitude - 

meaning, the ability to unlock human potential by motivating through real inspiration. The third is 

the value orientation that shapes the culture, which is suggested to be the credibility that comes 

from how someone behaves and interacts with the world. The fourth is suggesting is a strong vision 

for making a difference. The fifth is the inclusive style, which lead to trust - meaning that leadership 

is a team effort. Sixth an innovative approach is suggested, which refers to a willingness to innovate 

and be radical. The seventh is a long-term perspective on impacts (Ibid.). 
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Main points: Leadership  

Based on the leadership theories above it is then suggested that as the world changes, and the 

worldview changes, the view on leadership seems to change as well. From early theories involving 

inherent traits and ability to control followers, suggesting that an organization could be led and 

managed when these traits were discovered and understood, to a view dismissing the fact that traits 

were something you were born with - but still saw the leader as capable because of the traits. 

Additionally, the traits were said to work better in some situations than others. The focus on 

leadership thereafter seems to have shifted away from control to interaction with leaders and 

followers. 

Furthermore, the separation of either task or relational focus based on the situation seems to have 

added the state of follower and environment into the equation, meaning that leadership does not 

depend on only the traditional traits and behaviour anymore. The focus at this time seems to be the 

motivation and willingness of the followers. Following this logic, there does not seem to be a best 

way, or objective way to lead. With transformational leadership, the wellbeing of all involved in the 

process was introduced, as well as the attention shifted towards common goals, social justice and 

sustainability. 

According to the theories above, the main leadership characteristics, traits and styles, an effective 

leader is supposed to have are things like; intelligence, sociability, resistance, alertness, verbal 

facility, level of energy and adaptability. As well as being actively listening and identifying 

individual needs and abilities. A leader should have the ability to coach followers in determining 

right from wrong. Furthermore, traits of a good leader include trustworthiness, being inspirational 

and charismatic. Other important factors are to have high ethics, morale, courage, confidence and 

awareness. They should not be inconsiderate of the direct effect of the operations on others meaning 

incompetent, nor impulsive, greedy or evil. 

There seem to be many reasons to change the way we lead and organize. Following this, the 

sustainability leadership theories are suggesting that leaders within sustainability work towards 

collaboration - where the knowledge of the current situation and complexity of the company’s 

position in the world is key, as well as responding with innovative alternatives as they adapt new 

perspectives to the situation of the world and what the company's role is. According to the theories, 

the main leadership characteristics, traits and styles for sustainability leaders seem to be 

collaborative, flexible, intelligent, inclusive and engaged. Furthermore, they should not be ego-

driven and directive. 
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The main differences in the leadership characteristics, traits and styles between the traditional 

leadership theories and sustainable leadership theories above, seem to be the change in view on the 

organization's role and the opportunities for innovations and change as an effect of the sustainability 

leadership characteristics, traits and styles. 

 

Furthermore, Hedlund- de Witt (2012) argues that a better understanding of the nature and structure 

of more sustainable behaviours and lifestyles can be achieved through an insight into one's 

worldviews - and how they function and change in society (Hedlund- de Witt, 2012). 

Worldviews are hence argued to be a framework for meaning and the making of meaning that 

inform our understanding and ratification of reality. Furthermore, it is suggested that worldviews 

tend to shape how individuals perceive particular issues, the potential solutions and influence their 

willingness to partake in such solutions - as well as the willingness for socially addressing the issue 

(Ibid.) Values on the other hand have been conceptualized as important life goals and standards, as 

well as environmental attitudes have been defined as the beliefs, affects and behavioural intentions 

regarding environmentally related activities or issues a person holds. However, the worldview 

concept is argued to be generally understood to consist of “foundational assumptions and 

perceptions regarding the underlying nature of reality, ‘proper’ social relations or guidelines for 

living, or the existence or non-existence of important entities.” (Hedlund- de Witt, 2012 p. 75) 

Thus, understood as the overarching system of meaning and making of meaning that inform how 

one interprets, enacts and co-creates reality (Ibid.). It then seems that a general agreement is that 

there is no definition of leadership; however there seem to be common themes (Paglis & Green 

2002). Firstly, that leadership is fundamentally a process of social influence directed towards 

achieving common objectives. Secondly, that leadership is seen as having followers voluntarily 

accepting this influence rather than compliance being forced upon them. Meaning, that the concept 

of leadership is identifying a goal, a strategy to pursue the goal, and influence others to work 

towards it. What this definition seems to lack is the dynamic quality typically associated with great 

leadership (ibid.). 

 

The area of sustainability leadership theory is limited and perceived as complex, hard to understand 

and apply to practical daily tasks. Although there are different arguments of what a “sustainability 

leader” is, the following definition will be used as the understanding of this paper: “individuals who 

are compelled to make a difference by deepening their awareness of themselves in relation to the 
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world around them. In doing so, they adopt new ways of seeing, thinking and interacting that result 

in innovative, sustainable solutions.” (Visser & Courtice, 2011. p:2).  

 

Value Based leadership 

On one hand as indicated above there seems to be a great influence of values on leadership, and on 

the other hand the influence of values on leadership is argued to be a complex issue (Rohan, 2000). 

This is manifested in the fact that there is a conflict between personal values within an individual, 

the differences of values between the individual and members of the organization, and that the 

personal and organizational values are not compatible. Additionally, the decision-making seems to 

be influenced by social expectation (Ibid.). Important values for leaders can be found in Value 

Based Leadership (VBL), and are argued to be courage as well as humility (Frost, 2014). Thus, 

leading value-based organizations seems to require constant learning and evolving of one's thinking. 

Therefore, in order to test the factors leaders are asked; if they are willing to learn? If they want to 

lead? And, if they are able to deal with the changes and uncertainty that exist in organizations - 

and have the skills and knowledge to lead in in this environment not being overwhelmed  by the 

complexities of leadership? Because having these three factors in place, is argued to the base of the 

VBL- model coming together in a powerful way, as shown in Figure 5 (Ibid.). 

 

 
     Figure 5: Values Based Leadership (Frost, 2014 p. 125) 
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When all three dimensions work well it is said to lead to sustainability - a culture that has the agility 

to change and create long-term repeatable success (Frost, 2014). This is furthermore argued to lead 

to emotional connection and engagement of employees and customers, and organizational agility - 

meaning, being responsive and adaptive to changing environment in which one operates. Moreover, 

it leads to authentic leadership, since value based leadership is argued to win trust, respect and 

confidence of people within the organization (Ibid.). 

 

Leading self 

VBL starts with the leader; how effectively they lead themselves and the personal values that define 

them as a leader (Frost, 2014). In this context Frost (2014) refers to values as behaviours, and not 

just words, meaning consistently behaving in line with one’s stated values. Following this it is 

argued that self-management is a process of how leaders manage the resources around them, to 

consider and understand values, develop self-awareness and take time for personal reflection. 

Meaning, leaders should have self-awareness to understand who they are and what is important for 

them as a leader. Furthermore, it is argued that leaders need to show courage and the humility to 

role model their values to others - bringing authenticity to leadership. Frost (2014) also argues that 

in their work with leader, the authenticity is found to be the most powerful impact on drawing 

followers to leaders (Ibid.).  

 

The personal values are described as being who you are and what you stand for, what you do, how 

you behave and why (Frost, 2014). Leaders aware of these values take the time to understand these, 

which is then said to be the frame of reference for key decisions in all aspects of their life, and not 

just in the business context. When personal values are used actively in decision-making, it is said to 

build a leader's internal confidence and provides consistency in behaviours, which in turn is argued 

to allow others to build confidence in the leader. Furthermore, self-awareness is said to be a 

powerful skill, since knowing and understanding oneself enables leaders to know and understand 

others. Leaders should furthermore create time and commitment to consider what is happening, 

which enables them to reach important decisions in a timelier manner (Ibid.).    

 

Leading others 

Team values are argued to represent the collective values of the whole team, and leading others 

involves the willingness to lead people in a way that allows you to facilitate opportunities for the 
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team to identify and commit to these values (Frost, 2014). Meaning, they know who they are, how 

to work their strengths and how to work together to perform better. In order to develop and enhance 

the right environment, leaders can role model the values through self-leadership, listening and 

understanding with a total commitment to the team (Ibid.). 

 

Leading the organization 

Paul Poleman, chief executive of Unilever argues that to lead organizationally, he needs personal 

connection with the values of Unilever, he states: 

“If your values, your personal values, are aligned with the company’s values, you’re probably 
going to be more successful longer term than if they are not. If they are not, it requires you to be an 

actor when you go to work or to be a split personality.”  (Frost, 2014 p. 129). 

At an organizational level it is argued that the VBL is about creating connections with the purpose, 

vision and values that underpin the purpose and vision - meaning, creating an understanding of why 

the organization exists (Frost, 2014). Furthermore, as Simon Sinek argues in his TED session, the 

real connection to an organization starts with understanding the why (purpose) and is fundamental 

to leading a value-based organization. It is argued that when the VBL comes from beliefs, it has a 

personal emotional connection, and consistent behaviour will follow. When what the leaders do 

matches what they say - they win the trust of the organization (Ibid.). 

 

1.3 Problem identification  
As seen in the conceptualization with foundations and definitions, corporations seems to be further 

in the process of becoming more sustainable today. Therefore, it is natural that new issues arise 

because of just that (Esty & winston, 2009, Lubin & Esty, 2010). Many companies have caught up 

with the issue of sustainability by, for example, implementing codes of conduct, reverse supply 

chains, writing sustainability reports and created cooperation with NGOs and other activist groups 

(Ibid.). However, it seems difficult to find relevant publications or get help on what to do as a leader 

of such companies. As the area of responsibility has grown, the leader is not only responsible for 

their corporation - but for the entire network of suppliers they are in, and they do not have the 

corporate history to look at when searching for guidance of how to lead sustainability. Moreover, 

based on leadership theories and sustainability theories, it then may seem as leaders have a greater 

responsibility, in society, to lead the way. 
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The problem that also arises is of which knowledge to base decisions on, and in the present it seems 

unclear: how this knowledge can be effectively constructed. However, as seen in the previous 

section corporations are heading towards a development of management and leadership that support 

commitment to sustainability by aligning the worldviews and improving the current situation. This 

in turn requires changes in work practices such as processes, but more importantly on management 

and leadership approaches. When viewing sustainability trends and theories, and following the 

evolvement of it, it became clear that being sustainable in business is hardly optional anymore, thus, 

leaders are faced with constant and frequent changes that they quickly need to adapt to, whether 

they are willing to do so or not. Additionally, there is a big paradox in leading sustainable 

businesses, meaning leaders are forced to ‘fix’ problems their company is actually a cause of or 

contributor to (Porter & Kramer, 2011), with a constant need for transparency in corporations as 

well as personal lives of leaders the pressures seem to be unrealistic (Ibarra, 2015).  

It has also been suggested that conventional leadership training strategies are not enough when 

looking to transform individuals into leaders (Gill, 2011). In addition to this, it has been argued that 

character should be reinstated in the development of leaders (Gill, 2011). The argument reads: 

‘courses in leadership can only teach skills, not character or vision, nor do they seem to try, 

because how can you teach someone things like personal integrity, trust and credibility?’ (Gill, 

2011). The notion is that business schools promote the transformational leaders as charismatic, 

heroic visionaries who are above ordinary managers and that one can be made into such leader 

(Gill, 2011). Following this it is suggested that such notion only result in hubris and narcissism. The 

issue being that major focus on leadership still seems to be serving business ends (Ibid.). 

 

Since sustainability seems to have evolved, and leaders are no longer facing discussions whether or 

not to focus on sustainability in business – the focus seems to be more on how to integrate the triple 

bottom line throughout the business. However, companies often still seem surprised and 

unprepared, and it might seem like they are ignoring the issue has been shown to have devastating 

consequences, including well known examples of Walmart, BP, H&M (EFR, 2016) turning many of 

the social, environmental and economic impacts into crises. Businesses themselves can be argued to 

be prone to the social, environmental and economic risks because of their characteristics (location, 

product, customers, industry etc.) Therefore, understanding what the critical components of 

sustainability are seems to be a great challenge and more relevant than ever. There seems to be a 

need to find a way to integrate all parts of sustainability (economic, social, environmental) into day-
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to-day leadership decisions. Leaders are those who make sustainability work, but how can they 

make it work? 

Aristotle, a great biologist as well as philosopher, based his ethics on a psychological theory of 

human nature - insisting that we are naturally virtuous, rational, social and seeking happiness 

(Evans, 2012). It is therefore argued that governments and organizations need to build the best 

systems, which let humans fulfil their natural drive (Ibid.). Furthermore, influenced by Aristotle, the 

self-determination theory suggests that employees will perform better and work harder for you if 

one gives them tasks they find meaningful and morally worthwhile (Evans, 2012). Looking even 

further, ancient Greek historians and educators suggested humans to be incredibly social creatures, 

which constantly observe the people around them and imitate them (Ibid.). However, the argument 

follows that people often grew up surrounded by bad role models, but that people can be steered if 

they are provided with better patterns to imitate (Evans, 2012). Meaning, in organisational terms 

that what you say to your employees seems less important than what you do (Ibid.)  

 
 “They will watch how you behave, how you treat others, how you cope with pressure and whether 
you follow through on your promises. And they will imitate you. If you talk about ethics and then cut 
corners at the first opportunity, they will follow your lead. Set a good example and they will follow 
it. Plutarch would also warn that your best young employees will use you as a bar to aim for and 
exceed. That's natural. Let them compete with you and encourage them to go further.” (Evans, 
2012) 
 

In connection to sustainability, the leader seems to have an opportunity to be a role model, to get 

others to imitate, and even go further, but still there doesn't seem to be any indications in theory for 

the need for leaders to actually be sustainable in order to lead sustainable business.  

Moreover, Musonius Rufus who was known as the Socrates of Rome argued that philosophy cannot 

just be theoretical (Evans, 2012). Seemingly, if you want to be an ethical individual or an ethical 

company, it is indicated that one can't just study ethics, but have to practice it every day to get into 

good habits (Ibid.). “The ancient Greek word for ethics is actually the same word for habit.” 

(Evans, 2012) 

 

1.4 Gap in theory 
Seemingly, people need role models to imitate, and in connection to the research subject of 

leadership and sustainability - research regarding sustainability has been found extensively focused 

on environmental impacts, management strategies, and best practices at the organizational level. 
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Meanwhile, not as much attention has been found to focus on the individual level of sustainability 

leaders. As a result, it seems as little is known about how the leader is supposed to handle and drive 

these changes - not only at a corporate level, but from a personal aspect, in order to act as good 

sustainability leaders and avoid the focus on solely serving business ends. Sustainability and 

leadership thus seem to be two concepts depending on each other in the sense that sustainability 

means change, but also demands certain values and knowledge - change needs leadership - and 

leadership is showing people the way towards a desirable future - to show people the way there is a 

need for knowing it and believing in it - believing in it means feeling that it is meaningful and 

valuable in work but also in life in general.   

Furthermore, a high amount of pressure seems to be put on leaders not only as corporate leaders - 

but also as personal role models. Thus is seems as it may not be limited to what a leader does at the 

corporate level, but they also seem pressured to reduce their own personal emissions as they appear 

to be under constant scrutiny, as soon as they introduce the subject of sustainability into their 

business. In order to tackle all the new areas of leadership when becoming a sustainability leader, it 

could be argued that there is a need for guidelines and insight of how to do so. Moreover, with the 

ocean of related publications, there seems to be a need for concrete and direct tools for leaders on 

how to tackle the change that seems to come with sustainability. 

 

1.5 Problem statement 
Following this, and since sustainability is not only about business, but also about the interaction 

between business and society, it leads up to the following research question: 

 

- What can leaders do, in order to further drive sustainability in 

business and society?  

 

The conceptualization provided the base of this paper by firstly describing what is meant by 

sustainability. This led to the same an overall definition of the term - as well as clarifying why and 

what leaders need to take into account regarding sustainability. Secondly, the question of “What is 

good leadership and sustainability leadership?” was reviewed to explore which theories already 

exist, and to get a deeper understanding in whether and how sustainability leadership differs from 
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traditional leadership - which becomes fundamental when trying to answer the main research 

question. 

 

The analysis will be based on case studies regarding leaders who have been scolded or applauded in 

media for their personal commitment to the message they are communicating regarding 

sustainability. In order to understand why it might be that these leaders have troubles with alignment 

of corporate and personal values and how it influences their leadership - the case studies will by 

analysed based on value theories. The reason for this is to see whether or not a leader's values are 

crucial for driving sustainability in business and society. Furthermore, in order to address what 

leaders can do, in order to further drive sustainability in business and society, this part of the 

analysis will look into what behaviour is expected and needed from leaders - based on the previous 

main points, analysis of the case studies of leaders, and a case study of sustainability behaviour. 

Moreover, in order to address which behaviour is needed from leaders; an analysis will be made of 

different elements that might limit leaders in changing their behaviour. 

Therefore, the following supportive research objectives have been generated: 

 

- Do values influence leadership for sustainability? 

- What behaviour is needed, in order to drive sustainability? 

 

1.6 Disposition 
The opening chapter one of the thesis was an introductory chapter, which first started with a general 

background, before covering a conceptualization with foundation and definitions of sustainability 

and leadership. Furthermore, the problem was identified and the found gap in theory was addressed, 

leading to the problem statement. 

 

The following chapter two will present the methodological choices made in order to answer the 

research question. This includes its; research philosophy, research approach and research design of 

purpose, strategy, choices and time horizons. This chapter will end with a description of the used 

data collection methods. Chapter three provides the theories, which will later be used in the 

analysis. The selected foundation is two folded, divided into value theories and theories regarding 

sustainable behaviour. 
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Chapter four presents six case studies on leadership. At this point in the paper, these cases are 

proposed with the purpose of exploring how sustainability and leadership plays out in the real 

world. Four of the cases therefore represent leaders who has been criticised in media for practicing 

sustainability in business – but not within a personal aspect. Following, two case studies are 

provided as contradicting case studies – of two leaders being applauded in media for their personal 

commitment to sustainability additionally to business. 

 

Following in chapter five, the analysis will be based on the theories in chapter three, with focus on 

the theories regarding values and behaviour. Moreover, the case studies on leaders will be analysed 

in light of the theories. The primary focus of this chapter is to go in depth with how values and 

behaviours can effect leadership for sustainability – and further dig deeper in what leaders can do, 

in order to further drive sustainability in business and society. Chapter six will discuss the findings 

from the analysis, leading up to a conclusion in chapter seven. Following chapter eight, will 

describe the limitations of this paper, including suggestions for further research. 

 

By the end of every chapter, the reader will be provided with an updated reader´s guide as shown in 

Figure 6, with the purpose of making it easier for the reader to follow the disposition. 

 

 
Figure 6: Reader´s guide 2 
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2. Methodology 

This chapter presents the methodological choices made in order to answer the research question. 

The different choices will be justified, by describing the process carefully. In order to do so in a 

systematic and organized way, the “onion” framework proposed by Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 

(2003) has been adopted as the mainly framework. The research onion illustrate the stages though 

the research process, with an overview of considerations and choices that has to be made in order to 

conduct a research. 

 

2.1 Research philosophy 
The initial step of the research process is to define the thesis's research philosophy. The adopted 

research philosophy contains assumptions of how the world is viewed, and is important to be aware 

of, as this has significant impact on how the thesis is written and the understanding of the research 

(Saunders et al., 2003). Moreover, it is concerned with the nature of knowledge, and how 

knowledge is developed (Ibid.). 

The thesis is basing its knowledge by adopting the interpretivism philosophy, which is recognized 

by understanding the differences between humans as social actors (Saunders et al., 2003). 

Moreover, sustainability and management is considered far too complex to be defined by “laws”, 

and if law-like generalisations were made there would be a risk that important insights would be 

lost, as if a positivist view was adopted. In order to explain this more in depth, the interpretivist 

philosophy will be further described by going through its ontology, epistemology and axiology. 

 

Ontology 

Firstly, ontology is concerned with the nature of reality (Saunders et al., 2003). This looks at the 

assumptions that researchers hold about how the world operates, and how it is perceived. In this 

study, as the interpretivist view is adopted, so is also the view that reality is socially constructed, 

subjective and may change (Ibid.). 

 

Epistemology 

Secondly, epistemology is concerned with what is seen as acceptable knowledge in a field of study 

(Saunders et al., 2003). Often, a distinction is made between two researchers views, which have 

been called the resource researcher and the feelings researcher.  The “resource researcher” considers 

data on resources needed, in order to collect “facts”. Reality is represented by objects that are 
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considered to be real, such as; machines, computers or trucks. These objects are argued to have 

separate existence, and therefore the collected data will be less biased and open - and more 

objective. However, this study takes the “feelings researcher´s” approach, which is concerned with 

feelings and attitudes. Although these cannot be seen, measured and modified in the same way as 

the objects the resource researcher is using, it has be argued that human feelings can be measured 

and can be just as “true”, if not even more, than what occurs from the resource researchers objects 

(Ibid.). Basically, this means that different research philosophies can give different findings. 

Thereby, the findings of this thesis will not be treated as the ultimate truth about what leaders 

should do, in order to further drive sustainability in business and society - but what they can do, as a 

new perspective and dimension to the topic in hand. Moreover, the epistemology of an interpretivist 

is recognized by having a view of subjective meanings and social phenomena (Saunders et al., 

2003). The focus is upon the details of a situation, the reality behind these details and subjective 

meanings motivation actions (Ibid.). 

 

Axiology 

Thirdly, axiology is concerned with the researches view of the role of values in the research 

(Saunders et al., 2003). In this research, the values are expressed by choosing the selected topic, and 

moreover which approach has been made to answer the research question. As management and 

sustainability are topics by the authors perceived as complex, with a lot of depth and variety - the 

data has been collected through already existing theories, supplemented with case studies. Meaning, 

the research is value bound, and the researcher's part of what is being researched cannot be 

separated and will therefore be subjective. Thereby, the authors express that in-depth information 

with room for discussion, is more important than a clean-cut answer put in black and white.  

 

2.2 Research approach 
A research approach can be inductive or deductive, and often goes hand-in-hand with the research 

philosophy (Saunders et al., 2003). Deduction is often connected to positivism, whereas induction is 

often connected to interpretivism - though such generalisation has also been suggested to be 

misleading. However, deduction is used when a theory and hypothesis and design a research 

strategy to test the hypothesis, while inductive research is when data is collected and from there 

theory is developed as a result of the data analysis (Ibid.). As this research is not thought of as 

scientific research, but more about building new theory - the inductive approach was used in this 
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research. This study is initially a descriptive study research, as it portrays accurate persons and 

situations. Moreover, as there already is existing data on both sustainability and leadership - it is 

possible to suggest that the authors had a picture of the phenomena prior to the investigation. 

However, it is important to mention that by doing a descriptive research, no final conclusion or “one 

truth” is made. Though, it helps explain the situation leaders are in, and thereby does not conclude 

what leaders should or need to do - but suggest what can be done. An attempt to simplify data and 

break it down has also been made, so that it will be possible for further use by leaders themselves, 

meaning that some generalisations were used throughout the paper.  

 

The purpose of an inductive research is to get a feeling of what is going on, in order to understand 

the nature of the problem - and make sense of the collected data (Saunders et al., 2003). The results 

of this sort of analysis may be a formulation of a new theory, and the strength of using the inductive 

approach is that one may be able to develop an understanding of how humans interpret their social 

world. Moreover, inductive research is said to be concerned with the context of events (Ibid.). For 

the phenomena of leaders and sustainability - context becomes central, as every situation is different 

from each other. However, with the different contexts and complexity - the goal is still to simplify 

the guidelines, so that it will be relevant for leaders to apply to their daily lives. Therefore, the 

research also includes some sorts of generalisation, in order to understand the data. 

 

2.3 Research design 
The research design is the general plan of how to answer the research question (Saunders et al., 

2003). It contains clear objectives, specifications of how to collect data and considers the 

constraints that one will have, such as data access, location, money and time. What is important 

when developing the research design, is that everything can be justified based on the research 

question and objectives, as well as it should be consistent with the research philosophy (Ibid.). 

 

2.3.1 Purpose 
Research purposes can be classified into exploratory, descriptive and explanatory (Saunders et al., 

2003). The deeper purpose of this paper is thereby to explore the topic in order to contribute with a 

new dimension to the academic literature with valuable information regarding the importance of the 

individual lifestyle in connection to sustainability leadership. Furthermore, the purpose is to 

promote further interest and research in the subject. Based on that businesses often seem to agree 
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that sustainability should be at the core of the business, it seems important and relevant to study 

what drives it. Thus, since changes traditionally involve leadership, the research will also focus on 

the importance and characteristics of the relationship between leadership and sustainability - and the 

mechanisms surrounding them.  

The paper started out with the intention to explore the lack of focus on the individual in leadership 

theories. In the process however, a need for a practical guideline on how to be a successful 

sustainability leader was discovered. Therefore, practical behaviours were identified - because it is 

easy to say that leaders should be sustainable and value sustainability: but how should they do it? 

Therefore, the purpose shifted to also identifying the actual behaviour that would help leaders to be 

sustainable to align values, in order to drive sustainability.  

 

The main purpose of this research is therefore twofold. Firstly, in order to understand and explain 

reality, the research starts out with gaining an increased understanding of leadership and 

sustainability. This allows for the identification of any aspects of the individual levels of leadership 

or lack thereof, in existing theory. Secondly, by real life case studies that showcase the focus area of 

the research, the purpose will be to explore sustainability leaders and their behaviour now as well as 

ways to actually be sustainable as an individual in order to add this dimension to existing theory. As 

a generalisation, one could suggest that leaders generally do not have a lot of free time to read 

heavy publications and studies regarding how to lead. However, with a simple tool and practical 

guidelines it is therefore suggested that it could be manageable to get a better insight - without 

having to spend a lot of time and resources searching for it. 

 

2.3.2 Strategy 
A research strategy can be determined by the kind of research question the study is trying to address 

(Blaikie, 2009). Accordingly, this research has a descriptive, explaining and exploring question 

(What), making case study research a relevant strategy. By an in-depth examination of series of 

events experienced by leaders, this research is conducted in order to get a systemic way of looking 

at the data, to eventually reach a clearer understanding of what happened and why (Ibid.).  

 

A case study is an empirical collection of data that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in 

depth and within its real-life context (Yin, 2003). Furthermore, Yin highlighted that context is 

important in case studies, and that the boundaries between the phenomenon being studied and the 
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context that it is being studied in are not clearly evident (Saunders et al., 2003). The case study 

strategy is therefore very interesting when there is a wish to gain rich understanding of the context 

surrounding the phenomena - and the process of it (Ibid.). 

A case study method was therefore chosen in this research since it is especially relevant when the 

boundaries between the context and phenomenon are not clear (Yin, 2003). According to Yin 

(2003) there are six possible sources of evidence for case studies, which are: documents, archival 

records, interviews, direct observation, participant-observation, and physical artefacts (Ibid.). This 

paper will conduct case studies on articles as well as websites, which will further be analysed 

relying on theoretical propositions; thinking about rival explanations; and developing a case 

description. 

This qualitative content analysis, which offers a range of rule- based procedures for systematic 

analysis of data material, is hence an appropriate analysis and interpretation method for case study 

research (Kohlbacher, 2006). Yin (2003) argues the quantitative counterpart, classical content 

analysis, being a method of analysing data in context of conducting case study research (Ibid.). 

Furthermore, this method is argued to preserve the advantages of qualitative content analysis, and at 

the same time apply qualitative text interpretation. Therefore, the authors find qualitative content 

analysis a useful tool for analysing data material in this case study research. 

In the case of this particular approach, triangulation takes place on two levels. Firstly, data is 

triangulated by integrating different materials and evidence - according to Yin (2003) a strength of 

case study data collection is the opportunity to use many different sources of evidence, allowing a 

researcher to address a broader range of historical, attitudinal, and behavioural issues (Kohlbacher, 

2006). Secondly, by applying a method of analysis (i.e. qualitative content analysis) that has not 

been particularly developed for this purpose to case study research (Ibid.). 

 

Case study strategies 

Yin (2003) distinguishes between four different case study strategies based upon the dimensions of 

single case versus multiple cases, and holistic case versus embedded case (Saunders et al., 2003). In 

this study, multiple case study strategy is used, as six cases are being analysed whereas there is a 

distinction between global cases, local cases and contradictory cases. The reason for using more 

than one case study, is to establish whether the findings of the first case occur in other cases - and as 

a consequence of this, there is a need to generalize the findings (Ibid.).  
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Yin´s second dimension is holistic versus embedded, and refers to the unit of analysis (Saunders et 

al., 2003). Qualitative content analysis is argued to take a holistic and comprehensive approach 

towards analysing data and thus aims to completely grasp and cover the complexity of the social 

situations examined and social data material derived from them (Kohlbacher, 2006.). Furthermore, 

it is argued that theory-based analysis is a strength of qualitative content analysis, and similar to 

case study, the central idea is researchers constantly compare theory and data- iterating toward a 

theory that fits with the data. In the analysis the paper will tie the emergent theory to existing 

literature, which is said to enhance the internal validity, generalizability, and theoretical level of 

theory building from case study research (Ibid.). 

 

2.3.3 Choices 
In this study, the mono-method qualitative studies have been selected as appropriate.  

Qualitative studies are used when collecting data through categorizing that that generates or use 

non-numerical data (Saunders et al., 2003).  

 

Firstly, this qualitative research method literature review was conducted to gather theoretical 

background knowledge within the sustainability and leadership field. Secondly, browsing and 

screening was applied in search for keywords such as sustainability leadership, role model to 

identify the relevant articles. Furthermore, empirical data was collected through documentary 

research, examining media reporting on different leaders. 

Qualitative research is emphasizing words rather than quantifying them in collection and analysis of 

data and content analysis is an approach to analysing documents and text with the aim to quantify 

the content (Blaikie, 2009). 

Multiple methods of analysing qualitative data exist, for this master thesis a qualitative case study 

analysis was conducted, since it allowed to analyse the fields of study in a systematic way and 

present the new assumptions (Farquhar, 2012). Furthermore in analysis of the suggestions for 

sustainable living thematic analysis (TA) was used to comparing and contrasting the cases. When 

using multiple cases, it is common to firstly provide a detailed description of each case followed by 

themes within the case, called a “within- case analysis”. This is then followed by a thematic 

analysis across the cases (Creswell, 1998; Yin, 2003). The reason for this was to search for themes 

that emerge as important to the description of the research field through reading and re-reading of 

the data in order to recognize patterns and where the themes become categories for analysis. This is 
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usually an iterative process, which involves making initial predictions, and compare them to 

evidence gathered from the cases. These are then revised and compared to additional cases in order 

to reach satisfactory match. 

The analysis of the data allows the research to present the patterns and categorize them so that the 

leaders firstly can be put into groups, and then so that proposed suggestions can be made to each 

specific group leaders. This is done in order to emphasize the importance of the focus on the 

individual with concrete solutions on behaviour. 

 

2.3.4 Time horizons 
In this thesis, data has been collected with origins from different points in time, as the case studies 

have a variety within a decade - and the theories have origin from early theory up until today. 

However, the study has been conducted as a “snapshot” of the phenomena as it is today. This study 

is thereby a cross-sectional study, where the focus is to seek and describe the phenomenon at this 

point of time in history (Saunders et al., 2003). 

 

2.4 Data collection methods 
In regards to data collection and techniques most often used, the interpretivism is recognized by 

small samples, in-depth investigations and qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2003). This also 

reflects this research, as the data was obtained through a study of documents, and is thus secondary 

data (Blaikie, 2009). Since there are great amounts existing written data on both fields, the focus is 

not to test theories and statements - but to connect the two fields of knowledge, in order to create a 

better understanding and offer insights though theoretical knowledge as well as qualitative case 

studies. Moreover, the focus will be on creating a simple and understandable tool that can easily be 

approached by leaders themselves. Documents as a data can be treated qualitatively as ‘identifying 

phenomena among which connections are established’ (Blaikie, 2009). 

 

Case study sampling 

The population in this paper is defined as articles reporting leaders that are personally 

unsustainable, while claiming an environmental activist role in society. This research uses 

theoretical sampling method in its qualitative research, meaning; collect, code and analysing data in 

a continuous process (Farquhar, 2012). As in grounded theory, decisions on sample size are made 

progressively and the initial cases will be selected according to the theoretical purpose that they 
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serve, further cases are then added in order to facilitate the development of potential development of 

the theory. Farquhar (2012) argues that theory development relies on comparison, and cases added 

are to facilitate this. This is conducted until the researchers feel they have reached theoretical 

saturation, meaning there is nothing new being discovered (Ibid.). 

The cases are also based on judgmental or purposive sampling. Selecting cases of a particular type, 

the selection of articles will be a matter of judgment as to which would be most appropriate 

(Farquhar, 2012). The judgments may be informed by theoretical considerations (Ibid.).  

Choosing those that are most/least successful and contrasting, i.e. good and bad has been done, in 

order to create a contradictory view of how a leader appearing to be an environmental activist can 

differ. Thereby, the case study sampling in this research includes in total six cases. The two first 

cases are about global environmental activist leaders who has been criticised in media for acting 

personally unsustainable. Case three and four are about leaders in Norway, who is claiming the 

same role - but also has been criticised for their personal non-alignment. Case five and six are then 

added as the contradictory case studies, of two leaders who has been applauded for their personal 

commitment to the message they are providing through their business. 

Furthermore, when scanning through the Internet, there are several websites available suggesting 

concrete solutions for sustainable lifestyles. The selection of the ones presented in this paper are 

based on a saturation sampling method where the suggestions were collected by the researcher until 

nothing new was found. Furthermore they were analysed, compared and categorized so that those 

who seem to cover the same category were put together ending up with the best suggestions and 

solutions out there.  

 

Theories 

The judgement of the cases has been influenced by theory concerning sustainability, leadership, 

sustainability leadership, value theories and theories regarding sustainable behaviour and 

expectations of leaders. In the conceptualization chapter, theories regarding sustainability and 

leadership were addressed, in order to set the scene and explain what the literature in the two fields 

are focusing on. In the theory chapter, however, is a sample of theories regarding the more personal 

aspect of an individual was included, as the research gap is indicating this is a missing element in 

sustainability leadership theories. Therefore, the value theories and sustainability behaviour theories 

becomes the additional aspect that is suggested to be included in sustainability leadership theories. 
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Figure 7: Reader´s guide 3 

 

3. Theories 
Based on the foundations and definitions regarding sustainability and leadership, it seems like 

sustainability has been described mainly from an organizational view, while leadership has been 

argued to lack clarity. Seemingly, research has focused on environmental impacts and strategies as 

well as best practices while there seems to be a lack of attention on the sustainable leader at the 

individual level. Furthermore, it seems as the leader could play a great role as change agents within 

sustainability when their beliefs and emotions are interconnected with changes the organization is 

heading towards. As the VBL seems to acknowledge the willingness of the leader to learn and 

evolve with the changes, and in order to answer the research question of; What does it take from 

leaders, in order to drive sustainability in business and society, the question that arises is: What is 

the motivation for sustainability leaders willingness to do so? Who can drive sustainability? 

Therefore, theories addressing the leader as an individual are suggested to be included. Sustainable 

leadership seems to be a mainly addressing higher morale, values and behaviour. Therefore, these 

will be explored as an attempt to fill the gap of personal aspects such as behaviour as change agents 

in existing theories on sustainability leadership. 
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3.1 Values 
As values seem to be fundamental for leadership and often mentioned in sustainability theories at 

both organizational and personal levels, the paper will look into theory regarding values. The 

following part will explore what is said about values and leadership, in order to later in the analysis 

answer the supportive research question; do values influence leadership for sustainability? 

 

Schein (2004) argues that a culture begins with the leader imposing their own values and 

assumptions on a group (Schein, 2004). He states that if the group is successful and once these 

values become taken for granted a culture is formed. Future types of leadership in the group are 

then defined based on these same values and assumptions once imposed. Meaning that the leaders 

values and the culture is the thing that defines leadership. However, as the group faces difficulties 

and changes of environment to a point where some of the assumptions are no longer valid, 

leadership becomes the ability to go beyond the culture that created the leader and start evolutionary 

change processes in order to be more adaptive. He argues that the ultimate challenge of leadership 

is that ability to know the limitations of one’s own culture and to evolve and adapt it to changes 

(Ibid.). 

According to Schein, there are three levels of culture, shown in following Figure 8:  

 
Figure 8: Levels of Culture (Schein, 2004)  

  

Following Schein’s (2004) argument, any group’s culture can be studied at these three levels, and if 

one does not succeed in understanding the patterns of the underlying assumptions, one will not 

know how to interpret the artefacts correctly (Schein, 2004). Meaning, it is difficult to determine 

how much belief one should put in the articulated values. Following this logic, it can be assumed 
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that once the underlying assumptions are understood, other more surface levels are easier to 

understand, which in turn makes it easier to deal with them appropriately (Ibid.). 

Schein (2004) defines culture as both a phenomenon that surrounds us all the time and is constantly 

practiced and created by interactions with others and shaped by leadership behaviour - and a set of 

structures, rules, routines and norms which are guiding and constraining behaviour (Schein, 2004). 

He argues that the dynamic processes of creating culture together with management are the essence 

of leadership, and furthermore, that culture begins with the leader imposing their own values and 

assumptions on a group. Following this, basic assumptions are said to be extremely difficult to 

change, meaning that any attempt to learn something new requires resurrection, re-examination and 

possible change of some of the stable parts of our cognitive structure. Such change is argued to 

destabilizes our cognitive and interpersonal world and cause anxiety, and rather than accepting such 

anxiety Schein (2004) argues that we tend to want to perceive events surrounding us as congruent 

with our assumptions, even if this means in any way falsifying to ourselves what is going on around 

us. It is here he claims culture has its ultimate power - as a set of basic assumptions they define 

where we should put our attention, what things mean and how to reach emotionally as well as what 

actions to take in different situations. Such set of assumptions are referred to as a “mental map” and 

are argued to provide comfort when interacting with those who share the same “map”, and 

discomfort in situations where different set of assumptions operate. This is said to depend on the 

fact that in such situation one will not understand what is going on, or will misinterpret the actions 

of others. He continues by arguing that the human mind needs cognitive stability, and will therefore 

release anxiety at any challenge or questioning of the basic assumptions. The shared basic 

assumptions that make up the culture of a group can in that sense be thought of as psychological 

cognitive defence mechanisms that keeps the group functioning - at both the individual and group 

level. Therefore, it is argued that if an assumption is made that everyone is highly motivated and 

competent, one will act according to that assumption and encourage people to work at their own 

pace and in their own way. Meaning, if someone is discovered to be unproductive in such an 

organization, it is argued that an assumption of a mismatch between personal and job assignment 

will be made instead of an assumption that the person is lazy and incompetent. Thus, the two keys 

to successful change of culture are argued to be: (1) the management of the anxiety that comes with 

any re-learning at this level, and (2) the assessment of whether there is any potential for new 

learning (Ibid.).  
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The source of beliefs and values that motivates the group to handle internal and external problems is 

according to Schein (2004) leadership. If what leaders propose works, and continues to do so, the 

assumptions that once only belonged to the leader gradually become shared assumptions (Schein, 

2004). Following this process of formation of the basic assumptions, it leads to them functioning as 

cognitive defence mechanism both for the individual members and for the group as a whole, 

meaning that individuals and groups seek stability and meaning. When this is achieved it is argued 

to be easier to get a misleading assumption of new data by denial, projection or rationalization than 

it is to change basic assumptions, which makes the change difficult - as well as time consuming and 

anxiety provoking. The most central issue for leaders is therefore said to be getting at the deeper 

levels of a culture, how to assess the functionality and assumptions made at that level and how to 

deal with the anxiety that arises when those levels are challenged. Furthermore, it is argued that 

leaders externalize their own assumptions, which they gradually embed in the mission, goals and 

structures. Schein (2004) also argues that in a rapidly changing world, the learning leader must be 

able to both impose and evolve the vision as external circumstances change (Ibid.). 

Moreover, it is argued that as organizations develop certain key emotional issues arise which 

concern the dependence on the leader, peer relationships and how to work effectively (Schein, 

2004). The leader's role is argued to be helping the group identify the issues and deal with them. 

During these stages it is furthermore argued that leaders often have to absorb and contain anxiety, 

which arises when things do not work properly. However, it is argued that even if leaders may not 

have the answer, they must provide the temporary stability and emotional reassurance while this 

answer is being worked out. This function is argued to be relevant during a time of learning, when 

the old habits and ways must be given up before new ones are learned. If the world is becoming 

more changeable, such anxiety may be here to stay - which requires the leader to take a perpetual 

supportive role (Ibid.). 

 

Values are argued to be where individuals invest effort, and that they work as a normative 

regulatory guide (Gill, 2011). In Gill (2011) a distinction is made between corporate and personal 

values. The corporate values are called ‘guiding principles’, meaning, a guide for people’s 

behaviour in the organization and are impersonal, objective and external. Personal values on the 

other hand, are defined as individual, subjective and internal. These are assumed to be the values 

that are seen in the leaders, by looking into their personal lifestyle and what goes on beyond the 
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business. Nevertheless, the two types of values may overlap, and the corporate values are said to 

reflect personal values (Ibid.).  

 

The more the personal and corporate values are aligned - the more effective the company will be in 

building a strong culture (Gill, 2011). Effective leadership therefore is argued to include creating 

shared values in the organization. Furthermore, when the values of the leader and follower coincide, 

leaders gain legitimacy, which is argued being the ability to motivate people - because of the belief 

in the leader and in what she or he is trying to accomplish (ibid.). 

 

3.1.1 Key values 
Four key values have been identified in Gill (2011), by looking into different organisations: 

honesty, truthfulness, integrity and trust (Gill, 2011). Honesty and truthfulness can be explained by 

a quote of Bernard Buckley; “if anything you are doing doesn’t fit with what you’ve said, don’t do 

it, or explain why not” (Gill, 2011 p.170). The third key value, integrity, is on the other hand argued 

to be a value that goes beyond honesty, and is argued to be about keeping promises (Gill, 2011). It 

is further argued that integrity means that leaders walk their talk, and that there is no gap in the 

espoused theories and practice. The last key value is trust, which is argued to be an elusive concept 

in academic literature but well understood in practice. According to Gill (2011), there seems to be a 

pattern of increased divergence between leaders words and deeds, which is argued to render 

untrustworthy and undermine credibility (Ibid.).  

“Many executives say they value capitalism, but they reward feudalism. They say they value 

democracy, but reward autocracy. They say they value openness and glasnost, but they behave in 

ways that value closeness, hidden agendas, and politicking” (Gill, 2011:p 171). Moreover, Gill 

(2011) argues that when espoused values do not match the behaviour, it is hypocrisy (Ibid.).  

  

3.1.2 Conflicting values 
It is argued that the early theories focused on the individual differences in the organization of 

universally relevant set of human features (Rohan, 2000). For example, Alexander Shands (1896, 

1914) theory of character is suggesting that adjustments of the point of view in the organization 

result in different attitudinal and behavioural responses to the world (Ibid.). Furthermore, a 

philosopher focused on organization, Eduard Spranger (1928), suggested that six value types, in 

different proportions, were present in everyone, where one was dominating. E.g. economical values 
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were dominating in the practical type (Ibid.). Following this was theories with an approach 

suggesting that people's primary general understanding of the world is by assessing diverse 

configurations of characteristics, and comparing these opinions with a prototype (Rohan, 2000). 

 

Rokeach's value theory (1973) describes the concept of values in his assumption about human 

values by stating that the total number of values that a person possesses is relatively small (Rohan, 

2000). Furthermore, he argues that although to a different degree, everyone possesses the same 

values everywhere and that values are organized into value systems. He continues by tracing the 

antecedents of human values to culture, society and its institutions - which is argued leading to 

consequences of human values being manifested in all phenomena social scientists might consider 

worth investigating and understanding (Ibid.). 

 

Schwartz value theory is grounded in the assumption that people differ only in the relative 

importance they put on a set of value types that are universally important (Rohan, 2000). In 

Schwartz (1992) the theory was revised, and suggested two motivational dimensions that structure 

the value system. These are formed in terms of conflict and could be understood in terms of 

fundamental human problems, which need to be solved. The first dimension ‘openness to change 

versus conservation’ suggests that values are shown in the conflict between the extent to which they 

motivate people to follow their own intellectual and emotional interests, which is argued to be in 

uncertain and unpredictable directions versus protecting the current state which is argued to provide 

certainty in relationship with others, institutions and traditions. The second dimension ‘self- 

enhancement versus self-transcendence’ on the other hand, suggests that values are shown in the 

conflict between the extent to which they motivate people to enhance own personal interests versus 

the extent to which they motivate people to go beyond selfish concerns and promote the welfare of 

others as well as nature (Ibid.). Studies have shown that specific set of values is positive predictors 

of environmental behaviour (Hedlund-de Witt, 2012). Based on Schwartz's’ value theory, and the 

dimensions mentioned above (self-transcendence versus self-enhancement, and openness to change 

versus conservation), individual values fall in between “self-enhancement” to “self-transcendence”, 

a reflection of the distinction made above between the pursuit of self-interest values and those 

relating to a concern for the welfare of others. Furthermore, valuing self-transcendence and 

openness to change, appears to be a strong positive predictor of pro- environmental behaviour, 

whereas the opposite is a negative predictor (ibid.). 
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3.1.3 Schwartz's value theory 
Schwartz's value theory (Schwartz, 1992, 2006) specifies six main features implicit in writings by 

many theorists. These features are of all the values and are distinguished by the goal or motivation it 

expresses (Schwartz, 2012):  

 

1) Values are beliefs linked to affect (Schwartz, 2012).  

It is argued that values are infused with feeling, meaning that people with independence as an 

important value are provoked if their independence is threatened, lose hope when they are helpless 

to protect it and happy when it is there (Ibid.).  

2) Values refer to desirable goals that motivate action (Schwartz, 2012). Meaning, if values such as 

social order, justice and helpfulness are important, people are motivated to pursue these goals 

(Ibid.).  

3) Values transcend specific actions and situations (Schwartz, 2012). This feature recognizes a 

difference between values, and norms and attitudes that usually refer to specific actions, objects or 

situations (Ibid.).  

4) Values serve as standards or criteria and guide how one evaluates actions, policies, people and 

events (Schwartz, 2012). People decide what is good or bad, right or wrong, based on which 

consequences it might have for their values. This is argued to happen subconsciously. One only 

comes aware of the values when the actions or judgements are conflicting for different values one 

might hold (Ibid.).  

5) Values are ordered by importance relative to each other (Schwartz, 2012). This ordered system is 

argued to characterize them as individuals and distinguish values from norms and attitudes (Ibid.). 

6) The relative importance of multiple values guides’ action, meaning any behaviour typically has 

implications for several values (Schwartz, 2012). This trade-off among relevant and competing 

values is said to guide attitudes and behaviours. Thus, values influence action when relevant in the 

given context and important to the actor (Ibid.).  

 

Furthermore, the value theory defines ten broad values according to the motivation underlying each 

one (Schwartz, 2012). Action that is based on any of the values has consequences, can be either in 

conflict or harmony with other values - resulting in a circular structure describing the pattern of 

value domains (see Figure 9) (Ibid.).  
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     Figure 9: Pattern of Value Domains (Schwartz, 2012) 

 

The closer any two values are in either direction around the circle, the closer their underlying 

motivations are (Swartz, 2012). Similarly, the more distant the values are the more opposite their 

motivations are. According to Schwartz (1996), the priority of value is in response to three 

universal requirements of human existence: ‘biological needs, requisites for coordinated social 

interaction, and demands of group survival and functioning’ (Rohan, 2000, p. 262). Moreover, 

actions in pursuing values are argued to have practical, psychological, and social consequences 

(Swartz, 2012). Meaning, the choice of an action alternative promoting one value may offend or 

violate competing value. The person choosing what to do may also feel that such alternative actions 

are psychologically clashing. Moreover, social sanctions could be imposed, pointing to practical 

and logical inconsistencies between what one chooses to do and other values one claims to have. It 

is argued that people can, and do pursue competing values, but that they usually do so through 

different acts and at different times and settings (Ibid.).  

 

In order to cope with the requirements of human existence mentioned above, one must articulate 

appropriate goals that are communicated with others and furthermore gain cooperation in pursuing 

said goals (Swartz, 2012). Following is the ten values used as an expression of the goals in social 
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interaction, and they are defined accordingly in Table 1: 

 
Table 1: Ten Values Expression of Goals in Social Interaction (Schwartz, 1992, 1996, 2012)  

 

In addition to the own value system, people have perceptions of others’ value systems (Rohan, 

2000). This allows groups (e.g. societies, cultures, corporations) to be described in terms of the 

values they have or promote. Following this, Rohan (2000) makes a distinction between value 

systems located within someone: personal and social value systems. She argues that if social and 

personal value systems exist, it forces people to decide if they should behave in line with 

expectations of others - which is in line with social value priorities - or in line with the own 

priorities. However, it has been implied that acting in accordance with others value priorities in fact 

could be in line with own value priorities (Ibid.). 

 

Based on the leadership theories suggesting that values are the base of pursuing vision, and value 

theory suggesting that one behaves according to what one values - one can assume that the leader's 

individual values seem highly relevant in the pursue of organizational goals, and the closer work 

values and individual values are, the stronger the motivation. There seems to be a need to look into 

the individual level of the leader and what is expected from them but more importantly what is 

actually affecting their decision making in relation to their lifestyle choices. Therefore, the focus 

from now on will be on leaders actions and behaviour. 
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3.2 Behaviour 
In order to answer the fourth supportive research question; What behaviour is needed, in order to 

drive sustainability?, theory regarding learning, expectations, suggestions of solutions and also 

hinders of personal sustainability development will be addressed next. So far the theories have 

shown great challenges for leaders within sustainability, as it seems to imply a change in 

perspective and behaviour, which seem to be strongly influenced by values. The leader is argued to 

be the one setting the base with own values, which seem to be the base of action. How do you learn 

if the values are aligned or not? Therefore, this paper will look into the things that influence and 

motivate the change in behaviour towards sustainability by looking into studies conducted on the 

subject. 

 

3.2.1 Expectations of the 21st century leader 

In order to further create a picture of which behaviour is expected from a sustainability leader, the 

paper will look into what members of the World Business Council for Sustainable Development's 

Future Leaders team responded in 2012, to what they think makes a 21st century leader (Purt, 

2012). In this response, the focus was mainly regarding qualities in which they believed was 

important for leaders in the future, in order to tackle the added complexity regarding sustainability 

(Ibid.). 

 

Baptiste Raymond, climate change initiatives manager in Lafarge, expressed a need for system 

thinking to identify paradigms driving change and mediation skills to facilitate knowledge sharing, 

ensure stakeholder´s ownership and foster innovation (Purt, 2012). The vision, he argued, should be 

rooted in community service and ethical behaviour together with decisiveness in a constantly 

changing environment where the boundaries are blurred. Roberto Jiménez, senior analyst strategy 

development in Group CO2 Shell pointed out that important qualities were focused on leaders who 

are motivated by personal values, rather than financial performance and have commitment over 

time. He argued for the need for leaders to make issues deeply personal. Following this, Yuri Itoh, 

manager in Environmental Strategy Office Hitachi, included things like; enthusiasm to create a 

better world, strong principles whilst being flexible and realistic, patience, sincerity and fairness, 

being collaborative and work together - and take risks and give the fruits to people. Mariano Spitale, 

sustainability manager in PricewaterhouseCoopers, said that knowing how to identify and apply 

appropriate economic, moral and political incentives to actually incorporate sustainable 
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development into our daily lives is what makes a 21st century leader. Furthermore, he argues for the 

need to be vigilant to the challenges and opportunities for innovation that will come from 

companies and societies in emerging countries (Ibid.). 

 

John Qiang Zhao, business sustainability manager in DuPont, identifies a need for 21st century 

leaders to lead their enterprises to define 'profit' in the context of the impacts the company will have 

on the earth (Purt, 2012). He also responded that there is a need for an understanding how one as a 

leader of a multinational company, should better utilise the unique position to influence the 

behaviour of various stakeholders (including governments, suppliers, customers and the general 

public in many countries). Furthermore, John Qiang Zhao argues that when working together with 

other far-sighted leaders, we will eventually find that mercy and leniency are imbedded into our 

company's profit. He argues that this will set a model for other companies to follow and thus make 

fundamental changes happen in the world. Eugenia Ceballos, global procurement manager in 

Holcim Group Support Ltd, additionally argues for a need for concrete and practical people who 

search for solutions, which must be useful and serve a cause and qualities such as focus on facts and 

accurate details and deliver precision of end results. Moreover, people who enjoy spending time 

with each other and get energy from being with others are needed, as they share feelings, show 

respect and are patient. She identifies the need for people who enjoy new and untraditional ideas 

that are doing things differently and enjoy looking deeply into issues. Furthermore, leaders should 

have the characteristic to look at the overall picture from different angles and offer imaginative 

solutions. She argues that they need to promote and drive this common way of thinking and acting, 

by creating innovative strategies that drive a change in culture by engaging people and creating a 

shared need (Ibid.). 

 

According to Eugenia Ceballos, a 21st century leaders should: “Have credible plans to get there 

and leaders with enough energy to communicate, communicate until it hurts.” (Purt, 2012). 

Shannon Sung Hee Shin, manager at Green Management Centre, Deloitte Touche Tohmatsu argues 

for a need to have the ability to create a meaningful context out of the existing sustainability 

landscape. She identifies the need to recognize and provide innovative, sensitive, and meaningful 

sustainability possibilities (Ibid.). 

Seemingly, learning behaviour is focused on the individual and following these responses regarding 

expectations of leaders. The responses seem to be similar in the sense that bigger and deeper 
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commitments are expected - which leads to the question of: if and how leaders can meet these 

expectations. 

 

3.2.2 Learning  
A study done in 2010 reported observations that pointed to a connection between spiritual 

leadership and corporate social responsibility (Fry & Wiggleworth, 2010). Following this a new 

study was made in 2004 which shared findings of “a qualitative descriptive exploratory study where 

16 leaders championing sustainability initiatives were interviewed in order to learn from them, 

understand what information played a role in their actions, how they thought, and what motivated 

or inspired them to act in a “business-as-unusual” way“ (Rimanoczy, 2014). The gathered data 

allowed Rimanoczy to make recommendations to academic educators, coaches and corporate 

leadership development. These were divided into eight points with associated recommendations for 

adult learning facilitators (Ibid.). This aspect is interesting due to this research study, as it could be 

used to explain how leaders are supposed to learn how to be sustainability leaders. Moreover, by 

including this aspect of learning – one goes in depth with the personal aspect of leadership, where 

the individual is in focus. The recommendations are as follows: 

 

Personal mission: 

Thinking of a personal mission can have great motivating power and reinforce initiatives for the 

common good (Rimanoczy, 2014). The recommendation is to explore different terms that are 

inspiring for a particular audience, and ask questions such as “Why am I? What am I meant to do? 

What is my role?” (Ibid.). 

 

Know thyself 

Many of the participants thought that if they had been exposed to answer deeper questions about 

themselves during their college years - they would have experiences personal development and 

growth much earlier (Rimanoczy, 2014). The recommendation is to explore personal values in order 

to become self-aware. Questions that could be asked were; “Who am I? What are my cultural 

beliefs? What is my relationship with consumption and the material world?” In other words, one is 

learning by asking questions about the purpose of one's own life, the meaning of what we do, and 

own identity (Ibid.). 

 



  50 

Self and the world 

The question of how they are contributing to the problems they see in the world - triggered an 

emotional reaction by several participants (Rimanoczy, 2014). Rimanoczy argues that this reaction 

in turn fuelled the decision to act, and created an urge to do something about it. The 

recommendation is to introduce this perspective, and use events and situations to trigger these 

questions, such as “How am I contributing to this? How does this connect to my world?” (Ibid.). 

 

Self and nature 

Some of the most powerful teaching moments were in nature - with direct experiences and 

closeness to nature (Rimanoczy, 2014). It reminded some of the participants about their childhood, 

while for others it was an experience where reflection became central. The recommendation is to 

focus on learning to observe, and on observing to learn. Experience with nature is multisensory, 

which means that we get it though our sense as we immerse in it. After, we are able to do a 

cognitive processing of what we experienced (Ibid.). 

 

The whole person 

Several participants mention that they experienced that something was missing in their lives 

(Rimanoczy, 2014). Some named this “vacuum” as their spiritual dimension. The recommendation 

is to invite all dimensions into the room, and explore the whole compensation of our combination of 

body, mind, feelings and soul. Thereby, creative activities where feelings are express and we 

connect with the soul is recommended (Ibid.). 

 

Meditative practices 

Several participants indicated that some sort of meditative practice have played a key role in their 

personal balance and in developing their consciousness (Rimanoczy, 2014). The recommendation is 

to provide resources or simple indications for meditative practices, such as; sitting in silence, 

focusing on one's breathing, walking, observing the thoughts passing through one´s mind, making a 

small pause and closing one's eyes (Ibid.). 

 

Reflective practices 

The pace at a workplace was said be quite overwhelming, and though this study they learned to 

respect the power of a moment of quiet reflection (Rimanoczy, 2014). The recommendation is to 



  51 

develop reflection through exercises and repetition, in order to make this a part of the culture. The 

suggestion is therefore to use personal journals, create minutes of silence and writing one's own 

thoughts (Ibid.). 

 

The spiritual organisation 

The individuals participating in the study were making an impact by using their organisation as an 

instrument (Rimanoczy, 2014). Moreover, they realized that they brought old missions statements 

back to life, by going beyond initiatives and actions. The recommendation is to expand thinking and 

provide inspiration and develop awareness of these issues (Ibid.). 

 

3.2.3 External and personal hinders of sustainability  
It is argued that the current sustainable action strategies rarely acknowledge the different needs, 

desires and motivations of individual people, which lead to “single issue - single solution” 

approaches and a technological innovation or policy solution focus (Spread, 2012). Furthermore, it 

is argued that the initiatives often target separate industries, the public sector or households without 

taking the trade-offs and compromises required for people to pursue a sustainable lifestyle into 

consideration, including the ways of producing, working or living (Ibid.).  

Following this, in an article written by John Thøgersen, consumer policy is being addressed, and 

how it can empower consumers for sustainable lifestyles (Thøgersen, 2005). Since the purpose of 

this research is to analyse the individual aspect in leadership, the conclusions in this theory seem 

adaptable, as leaders as well as consumers are individuals. 

  

In order to successfully change behaviour it is argued that there needs to be an understanding of 

people and the diversity of lifestyles and access to sustainable lifestyle options (Spread, 2012). 

Moreover, the current unsustainable behaviours are argued to be “locked- in” due to the existing 

infrastructure and systems of provision, such as transportation or energy supply – emphasizing the 

role of integrated multi-level and multi-stakeholder approaches when creating enabling 

environments that facilitate sustainable lifestyles, and thus, long lasting change. It has been argued 

that the current patterns in consumption and lifestyle require coherent action across stakeholder 

groups and sectors at micro to macro level. Furthermore, it is argued that the best change processes 

and innovations that support sustainable lifestyles involve a deeper understanding of the impact of 

the lifestyles, human behaviour and environments that foster the change (Ibid.). 
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Lifestyles are argued to reflect our sense of self, our worldview and our values and there are many 

factors contributing to the human behaviour and the choices one makes on how to live (Spread, 

2012). It is often argued that consumers themselves can make a difference, and carry their 

responsibility by transforming their lifestyle into a sustainable one (Thøgersen, 2005). However, it 

is also argued that even though consumers have a responsibility, it is important not to “blame the 

victims”, in the sense of blaming consumers for unsustainable lifestyles, when there are macro 

conditions that exists which are argued to be the contributors to the problem (Ibid.). Furthermore, 

lifestyles are said to function as “social conversations” through which we communicate our social 

position in society - it helps to fulfil our needs and desires (Spread, 2012). Much of this 

communication is mediated by our consumption, services we use and the possessions we keep, 

therefore lifestyles have a great impact on production and consumption patterns in societies (Ibid.). 

Thøgersen (2005) also argues some external and individual limitations constraining lifestyle 

changes including the richest part of the world which has been described as a consumer culture, 

which means that purchase and consumption do not just serve as means to satisfy basics needs, but 

rather as a means to create identity and status (Thøgersen, 2005). There are still groups trying to 

rebel against this by living a more simple life - but this group is shown to be only a small minority 

(Ibid.). 

 

“Lifestyle is how we prefer to live, spend our time, interact with others, who these others are, where 
we live, where we vacation, where we shop and what we consume.” (Spread, 2012, p. 17) 

 

However, one of the most difficult elements to change is argued to be the norms and values or 

conventions and traditions at the system level, since these dictate what behaviour is considered 

normal (Spread, 2012). Hence, the current unsustainable lifestyles are argued to be the norm - and 

changing these norms therefore poses a major challenge. Changing an unsustainable lifestyle is 

argued to require careful exploration of existing routines and underlying values that relate to 

comfort, material consumption, and status assumptions. Moreover, there is a need to unlearn one’s 

old behaviours, challenge assumptions and adopt new norms until these become usual common and 

habitual (Ibid.). Although many people seem to express concern about unsustainable lifestyles, the 

notion seems to be that these individual improvements only will have the sufficient impact if there 

is a simultaneous broader societal change (Thøgersen, 2005). Nevertheless, the individual change 

provides the basis for significant change to the broader system (Spread, 2012). It is furthermore 
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argued that going against society is hard due to the fact that social norms are difficult to change 

(Thøgersen, 2005). Moreover, it is argued that finance ministers and economists have for a long 

time encouraged citizens to consume more, which means that our whole society is built up under 

these habits. Therefore as long as there is a lack of governmental commitment, it will be difficult to 

create radical change in social norms supporting a sustainable lifestyle (Ibid.).  

Furthermore, Thøgersen (2005) is pointing towards some individual limitations that keep 

individuals from approaching sustainability. He has divided his arguments into the following five 

factors; limited time and financial resources, limited cognitive capacity, limited energy for volition 

and self-control, limited knowledge about problems and solutions, and limited skills and task-

specific knowledge (Thøgersen, 2005). These will now be addressed. 

 

Limited time and Financial Resources 

It is well documented that budget and time constraints limit people in how much time and effort 

they will invest in saving the environment (Thøgersen, 2005). Moreover, purchase of more 

expensive products such as organic food products, is argued to be positively correlated with income. 

Meaning that, the willingness to pay for a sustainable future increases when income increases. 

Furthermore, the time-pressure in today's society is argued as an argument for traveling by for 

example car rather than other more sustainable alternatives (Ibid.). 

 

Limited cognitive capacity 

It is also suggested that the cognitive capacity is restricting average person's awareness about and 

attention towards sustainability (Thøgersen, 2005). Sustainability issues are competing against other 

social issues - and with the complexity of today´s society with e.g. long travel distances and plural 

product/service choices, this results in limited consumer attention. What we as citizens care about is 

argued to be very much dependent of what media choose to focus on. Therefore, since most media 

is more interested in the counter-stories such as cases where “green” companies have made 

mistakes or committed fraud - it leads to great suspicion for consumers (Ibid.). 

 

Limited energy for volition and self-control 

Research suggests that it is not only our cognitive capacity that is limited (Thøgersen, 2005). In 

fact, it is argued that energy resources that we draw when making decisions, self-regulation and 

controlled processing are also limited. Meaning, people have difficulties dealing with more than one 
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issue and need to make one decision at a time. It has also been argued that when energy resource is 

depleted - consumers are more likely to buy stuff on impulse and are more likely to fall for 

temptations. This ego-depletion may thereby lead to behaviours such as over-consumption and 

waste (Ibid.). 

 

Limited knowledge about problems and solutions 

It is argued that even though citizens know about the sustainability issues - they may be uncertain 

about what the problem actually is, and what they themselves should and could do about it 

(Thøgersen, 2005). Experimental evidence and field studies show evidence that people under 

uncertainty is less likely to make en effort for the common good. Moreover, studies shows that lack 

of knowledge about these issues reduce the likelihood that a person will decide to do something 

about the problem (Ibid.). 

 

Limited skills and task-specific knowledge 

Sustainable lifestyle changes are argued to often demand knowledge about how to proceed with the 

change (Thøgersen, 2005). Meaning, to distinguish products and services that are sustainable from 

unsustainable, and understand labels and systems can be difficult. In regards to studies done 

towards recycling and organic products, it is found that positive attitudes sometimes are not 

transformed into behaviour, based on the fact that there is a need for specific skills and knowledge  

(Ibid.). 

Following the suggestions that a lifestyle can have a strong impact on one’s way of life and works 

as such a mediator, it seems as it would be important to look into the lifestyles of leaders. In order 

to explore the current situation and the lifestyles of leaders, case studies are conducted. There seems 

to be a need to explore how leaders cope with the changes they are faced with following the 

sustainability trend. This is done in order to further explore how they best can cope with the 

changes, and to get a better understanding of the scope of sustainability leadership. 
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Figure 10: Reader´s guide 4 

 

4. Case studies on leadership 
At this point, the purpose is to explore how the personal aspect of sustainability leadership can be 

practices in real life. Therefore, case studies are chosen that represent leaders who have gotten 

attention because of their sustainability leadership role to see where the focus needs to be, in order 

to answer the research question. In reviewing several cases the sample chosen for this paper will be 

presented in order to get an understanding of the practices of leaders. 

 

Based on value theories and theories regarding sustainability behaviour, it becomes clearer that the 

personal aspect of how a leader becomes a sustainability leader may be a dimension that is missing 

from theories addressing leadership and sustainability, as well as from today´s leadership “tools”. 

In order to come closer to understand what leaders can do, in order to further drive sustainability in 

business and society - it is therefore argued that this should in fact be included. Value theories and 

the theories regarding sustainability behaviour provides much more in-depth knowledge about the 

personal aspect, which can be useful when a leader takes on the task of sustainability. Moreover, 

since there seems to be a high amount of pressure on leaders not only as corporate leaders - but as 

personal role models, these theories will provide insights in this area of research. 
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In order to address how this plays out in the real world, case studies where the personal aspect of 

leaders have been criticised will now be addressed. Following, two contradictory case studies will 

describe leaders who have been applauded in media for their personal commitment to sustainability. 

The case studies showcase what it is that matters and what is looked at, when talking about 

sustainability leaders. - Does the personal aspect matter? 

 
Figure 11: Overview of Case Studies on Leadership 

4.1. Global cases 

The two global case studies represent Al Gore and Arnold Schwarzenegger, as they are globally 

known for their environmental activist role - and has been highly criticised in media for their 

personal commitment to the message they are sharing about sustainability. 

 

4.1.1 Case one: Al Gore  
Al Gore is a former Vice President of The United States of America, co-founder and chairman of 

Generation Investment Management (Gore, 2016). He is a senior partner at Kleiner Perkins 

Caufield & Byers, and member of Apple Inc´s board of directors. Moreover, according to his own 

website, he spends most of his time as chairman of The Climate Reality Project, which is a non-

profit devoted to solve the climate crisis. Gore is also the author of the bestsellers Earth in the 

Balance, An Inconvenient Truth, The Assault on Reason, Our Choice: A Plan to Solve the Climate 

Crisis, and The Future: Six drivers of Global Change (Ibid.). 
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The Inconvenient Truth the movie, which later turned into a book, is based on his personal history 

and lifelong commitment to reversing effects of global climate change - which won two Oscars in 

2007 (Imdb, 2007). Furthermore, in 2007, Gore and Intergovernmental panel on Climate Change 

awarded with the Nobel Peace Prize “for their efforts to build up and disseminate greater 

knowledge about man-made climate change, and to lay the foundations for the measures that are 

needed to counteract such change” (Nobelprize, 2016). 

 

However, in February 2007 the Tennessee Centre for Policy Research charged that Al Gore´s gas 

and electric bills of his 20-room home and pool house devoured nearly 221,000 kilowatt-hours in 

2006, which is more than 20 times the national average of 10,656 kilowatt-hours (Tapper, 2007). 

The Centre’s president Drew Johnson stated; “If this were any other person with $30,000-a-year in 

utility bills, I wouldn't care. But he tells other people how to live and he's not following his own 

rules." (Tapper, 2007). He has also been quoted; “As the spokesman of choice for the global 

warming movement, Al Gore has to be willing to walk to walk, not just talk the talk, when it comes 

to home energy use”  (Bruce Nussbaum, 2007). 

 

 A spokesperson for the Gores, Kalee Kreider, pointed out that both Al Gore and his wife worked 

from home, and her argument was that "the bottom line is that every family has a different carbon 

footprint. And what Vice President Gore has asked is for families to calculate that footprint and 

take steps to reduce and offset it."(Tapper, 2007). Moreover, she argues that the family is offsetting 

their footprint by purchasing their power though a local Green Power Switch program, where 

electricity is generated through renewable resources and that they use solar panels in their home. 

She states that “They also use compact fluorescent bulbs and other energy efficiency measures and 

then they purchase offsets for their carbon emissions to bring their carbon footprint down to zero." 

Johnson then comments that he appreciates the solar panels, "but he also has natural gas lanterns in 

his yard, a heated pool, and an electric gate. While I appreciate that he's switching out some light 

bulbs, he is not living the lifestyle that he advocates." (Tapper, 2007). 

 

Since then, there have been many accusations against Al Gore as a hypocrite by media, among 

others for his private jet-setting lifestyle and shunning taxis for private limousines (Energytribune, 
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2013). There are many headlines similar to the one made by BBC News in 2007; “Gore accused of 

energy hypocrisy” (BBC News, 2007). 

 

In 2013, a new fuzz around Al Gore comes around as he sells his Current TV network to Al-Jazeera 

for $500, where $100 was pocketed to him (Fox News, 2013), (Rapier, 2013), (Daily World wide 

News, 2013). Al Jazeera is funded by Qatar, which receives a lot of its wealth from fossil fuels. Al 

Gore got a lot of criticism again for being a hypocrite, first in an interview with Matt Lauer (Rapier, 

2013). He challenges Gore for the fact that he himself had been criticising how fossil fuel money 

have a great influence in television, but then when he got wealthy selling his own network to 

another network that exists because of fossil fuel money (Ibid.). Lauer asks if Gore sees the 

contradiction in his position. Gore responded; “I get the criticism, I just disagree with it, because 

this network has established itself, it's objective, it has won major awards in countries around the 

world - and the climate coverage has been outstanding and extensive”. (Daily World wide News, 

2013), (Rapier, 2013). 

 

Rapier, in his article on Oilprice.com, makes an example of how Gore applies special exception to 

the rules he communicates in the example: 

Al Gore: “You should never run a red light.” 

Me: “But you just ran a red light.” 

Al Gore: “Yes, but I was in a hurry.” (Rapier, 2013). 

Later, in an interview with Jon Stewart, Al Gore comments that he is very comfortable with the 

criticism, but that it was a good choice and the net benefit for the US will be very positive (Rapier, 

2013). Stewart thereby highlighted the fact that Gore makes statements about his principles - but by 

at the end of the day, when Gore did the cost-benefit analysis he determined that it benefited him 

enough to be comfortable with taking the fossil fuel money (Ibid.). 

4.1.2. Case two: Arnold Schwarzenegger 
Arnold Schwarzenegger is often known as the world-famous athlete and actor from Austria (Arnold 

Schwarzenegger, 2016). However, in 2003-2010 he was elected governor in California, and was a 

leader in an era of innovative leadership and extraordinary public service, according to his own 

website (Arnold Schwarzenegger, 2016). Furthermore, he states on his own webpage that “his 

commitment is giving something back to his state and to his country through public service that 
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gives him the most satisfaction; donating his time, energy and personal finances to serving others 

all over the world” (Arnold Schwarzenegger, 2016). According to himself, he made California a 

world leader on renewable energy, he combated climate change and has committed both time, 

energy and personal finances to charitable organizations around the world (Arnold Schwarzenegger, 

2016). 

 

However, the 26.th of march 2014, Huffington Post publishes an article stating “Report Links 

Arnold Schwarzenegger To Companies That Destroy Forests” (Mosbergen, 2014). Soon after being 

named Honorary Ranger of the US Forest Service, was claimed to have been profiting well from the 

destruction of forests. According to a report written by United Kingdom-based advocacy group 

Global Witness, Schwarzenegger is a major shareholder of Dimensional Fund Advisors (DFA), 

which is an investment company said to finance some of the world's most destructive and 

unsustainable companies. According to Huffington Post, the report which was part of a larger 

investigate study found that DFA holes shares totalling $174 million in 20 of 50 companies chosen 

for the study. The Global Witness Chief analyst of environment, Andrew Simms, comments; 

“DFA´s trading algorithms seem devoid at any regard for tropical forests or the people that depend 

on them”. Moreover, Huffington Post refers to a 2003 report by Index Fund Advisors, which shows 

that Schwarzenegger is estimated to have a 5 per cent stake in the company and that his stock in 

DFA is listen in the highest category, and his annual dividends are also listed in the highest 

category.  

Simms comments: “The industrial-scale deforestation caused by some of the companies that Mr. 

Schwarzenegger profits from accelerates the climate change that he wants to stop. In environmental 

terms, it’s a weaponized contradiction” (Mosbergen, 2014). Moreover, regarding Schwarzenegger 

Simms states; “To put his money where his mouth is, he needs to get DFA to cut its investment in 

these companies or get out of DFA himself.” (Mosbergen, 2014). 

 

A policy advisor at Global Witness,Tom Picken´s response to this is that “It's really important for 

public personalities like him to make sure they're not part of the the problem and to use their 

influence in companies to help implement better policies, especially companies which are widely 

known to be responsible for environmental degradation and human rights abuses and other illegal 

activities” (Mosbergen, 2014). 
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A representative from DEA told Huffington post in an email that "publicly traded companies are 

subject to full disclosure of their business activities which must meet established rules and 

regulations, adding that the company understands that some clients have perspectives and 

preferences related to social, sustainability and/or environmental issues" and that it works to 

"accommodate those preferences."  (Mosbergen, 2014). Huffington post then states that they had 

not been able to get a comment from Schwarzenegger´s lawyer (Ibid.). 

 

The same report and case regarding Arnold Schwarzenegger has been commented by other big 

publishers, such as The Guardian with the headline “Arnold Schwarzenegger 'linked to destructive 

logging companies'“ (Goldenberg, 2014), Independent with the headline “Arnold Schwarzenegger 

accused of profiting from deforestation”  (Morrison, 2014), and Business Insider with the headline; 

“Arnold Schwarzenegger Profiting From Indonesian Deforestation? Harrison Ford Will Be 

Pissed”  (Gell, 2014). In the latter, the author comments; “It would not be unexpected for an 

investor with Schwarzenegger´s dedication to the environment and political background to make 

every effort to ensure that his holdings were socially responsible” (Gell, 2014). 

 

Global Witness own press release from March 25th 2014 is still available online with the headline 

of “Schwarzenegger’s multi-million dollar ‘robo-fund’ company terminates tropical forests“ 

(Global Witness, 2014). They even made a short-film about the issue, which also is available on 

their websites, in order to express this very serious issue (Global Witness, 2014). However, a 

response from Schwarzenegger is still not to be found on the Internet, and since 2015 he has among 

other events, released a series that is concerned about climate change, “Years of Living 

Dangerously”, and he is still a front person for a change towards a sustainable future (Vidal, 2015; 

Years Of Living Dangerously, 2016). 

 

4.2 Local cases 
The two local case studies represent Petter and Gunhild Stordalen and The Green Party in Norway, 

as these are locally known for their environmental activist role - and has been highly criticised in 

media for their personal commitment to the message they are sharing about sustainability. 
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4.2.1. Case three: Petter & Gunhild Stordalen 
Petter Stordalen is a well-known name in the hotel industry. The Norwegian businessman owns 

Scandinavia's largest hotel chain: Nordic Choice Hotels, which has 170 high-end hotels divided in 

five countries (Forbes, 2016). Together with his wife, Gunnhild Stordalen, he founded Stordalen 

Institute in 2011, which promotes environmental and social responsibility (Ibid.). 

 

Furthermore, he describes himself as an environmental activist - often promoting sustainability 

through changes in strategy for the Nordic Choice Hotels and through his own blog (Petter 

Stordalen, 2016). 

The 15.th of may 2014 an article in the Norwegian newspaper “Nordlys” published an article with 

the headline; “The environmental activist Stordalen came to a party in his private yet: - No one 

should have a bad conciencse for flying.” (Høyning & Høyer, 2014). 

The article describes how Petter Stordalen talked about his 24 hours in the city of Tromsø for an 

opening of a new hotel with his wife - with a pressure on “environmental activist” throughout the 

whole article. Moreover, when Stordalen is confronted with his environmentalist activist role and 

the fact that he travelled in his private jet, he replies: “I'm sure I can be criticised for that. But I 

believe the time where we criticize people for traveling with airplanes, or for having over the mean 

of a house are passed us. I have 172-73 hotels around the world. I need to fly to reach around” 

(Høyning & Høyer, 2014). Furthermore, he clarifies that he does not feel bad about traveling for 

business or pleasure. When asked whether or not it is necessary to travel privately, he states that 

“I´m sure I could have travelled less, and the hotels would be fine. However, with the traveling I 

envisage, it is a necessary. It´s not a luxury. The plane is a work readiness.” (Høyning & Høyer, 

2014). He then clarifies that he buys CO2 quotas to compensate for the emissions he´s responsible 

for (Ibid.). 

Green Warriors, or locally called Norges Miljøvernforbund´s deputy Ørjan Holm comments that it 

is just a big bluff with CO2 quotas, and that there is only one way to save the world - which is 

through reduced consumption (Høyning & Høyer, 2014). However, Zero - an environmental 

organisation where Gunnhild Stordalen is a board member herself, is not so critical against Petter 

Stordalen´s use of a private jet. The leader of Zero Marius Holm argues: “Petter is just like us 

others. He covers the need he has, on the easiest way possible, just like the rest of us. I travel by 

plain more than I should. Most of us do.” (Høyning & Høyer, 2014). However, when asked whether 

or not Stordalen could have taken the regular liner instead, he comments that; “Yes, he could be 
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criticised for that,” but meanwhile clarifies that “what is important in Petter's case is that he uses 

possibilities as a hotel owner to do something for the environment” (Høyning & Høyer, 2014). 

 

Petter Stordalen´s wife, Gunhild Stordalen is also a self-proclaimed environmental activist - after 

they founded Stordalen Foundation in 2011 (EAT, 2016). Furthermore, the Stordalen foundation 

initiated EAT, where she is Co-founder and chair. EAT is “an international consortium of 

government, world leading universities and research institutions, philanthropic foundations, non-

government actors and organisations, and companies - which all share the common understanding 

of what is essential to collectively address the issues of food, health and sustainability across 

different fields of academia, business, politics and civil society to ultimately be able to feed 9 billion 

healthy people within safe planetary boundaries” (Eat, 2016). 

EAT and Gunhild Stordalen was criticised in the Norwegian paper “Dagbladet” the 2nd of June 

2015, by Kjetil Rolness, a sociologist, artist and writer. The rather provoking headline is “Gathers 

celebrities to expensive conferences paid by husband. - We've heard it all before.” (Rolness, 2015). 

Moreover, he writes a debate about how the world faces a catastrophe - and writes ironically how 

only one woman can save the world, by collecting famous people, politicians, royals and media to 

big and expensive conferences, paid by her husband. According to Rolness, all the solutions have 

been heard before - and claims that experts doubt that anything good will come out of this meeting. 

Furthermore, Rolness claims that the responsibility is being put on the consumers and that no one 

wants to ruin the couple Stordalen´s party - and the days go by in Norway (Ibid.). 

21 days later, Dagbladet again posts an article, this time by Anders Holth Johansen and Mari Sand 

Malm- where they look into the debate of which Kjetil Rolness started and how it had developed - 

with the headline of; A three weeks long trip with Stordalen´s luxury yacht is equivalent with 200 

children families use of diesel car for a year - Ingenieur have been counting on the queen of 

environment´s private use” (Johansen & Malm, 2015). The article states that the debate had been 

divided between those who thought the environmental engagement is rather thin due to Stordalen´s 

private consumption and those who believes the engagement itself is worth their share of CO2 

quotas. Moreover, this debate has lead to some new facts about how much carbon footprint the 

Stordalen family is responsible for. The engineer Jo Alexander Gjerpe, has been looking into parts 

of Gunhild´s emissions, which an environmental scientist have checked is correct. Gjerpe comments 

that the press have not said anything sooner - because the environmental issues are so important. 

Moreover, that there is a “front collision between theory and reality” (Johansen & Malm, 2015). He 
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compares this to standing in the condominium, pointing out the window and asking people to turn 

down the heat, while she herself has a radiator a hundred times bigger than the others. Again, the 

use of a private jet is discussed - with the argument that media have not done its job covering these 

issues. The article finishes with a quote by Kjartan Steen-Olsen, a scientist with NTNU with carbon 

footprint as speciality which says: Without saying anything normative about Gunhild Stordalen´s 

private habits, I can objectively say that if it is correct that they are traveling much by private jet, it 

is very clear that her private carbon footprint is much higher than for most Norwegians” (Johansen 

& Malm, 2015). 

Then again, 1st of july Dagbladet again publishes an article written by Gunnar Kvåle, professor 

emeritus at the Centre for International Health, with the following headline: “Missing link between 

life and teachings, weakens credibility”, with the sub-headline of “When leading climate- and 

environmental engaged people don't care to reduce own emissions, it can be perceived as a sign 

that the climate-situation isn’t that serious” (Kvåle, 2015). Kvåle reacted when Gunhild Stordalen 

replied to the criticism in another interview that she “does not believe that a sustainable future is 

free from parties and vacations” and Petter Stordalen said that “no one should have a bad 

conscience about flying” - and that this implies that they do not understand the consequences of 

their own consumption (Kvåle, 2015). In the same article, Kvåle highlights one guy he believes has 

shown that he understand the consequences of his own lifestyle, namely Kevin Anderson, deputy-

director at the British Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research. Andersen stopped flying 11 

years ago, and believes that everyone who has understood the seriousness of climate change has a 

responsibility to lead. He has also showed that it is fully possible to do top research internationally 

without flying. 

Kvåle writes that climate-friendly habits are important; both in itself - but also to signal that radical 

changes are necessary, both on the individual- and society level. He believes that if those who has 

understood the seriousness don´t lead and change their habits, the chance of us as a society will 

introduce measures that will make a difference (Ibid.). 

 

4.2.2. Case four: The Norwegian Green Party 
The Green Party in Norway is both a political party and a part of a social movement (Miljøpartiet 

De Grønne, 2016). They work for a compassionate society in ecological balance. The party was 

founded the 29.th of October in 1988. The party had a national breakthrough in 2013 with 2,8 % of 

the votes, which is nine times more than the last election. According to their own website, they also 



  64 

state that since 2013 they have been much more visual both at the Norwegian Parliament and in 

media (Ibid.). In 2015 The Green Party was the great winner in Norway regarding the municipal 

election, and during the days they were fighting for power on the national basis - and they naturally 

got a lot of attention from media during these days. 

1.st of October 2015 the Norwegian newspaper “Dagbladet” publishes an article about the party 

with the following headline: “The Green Party encourage people to cycle , but the leaders of the 

party is happy to use a car themselves”, with the sub-headline of “Can arise a gap between life and 

theory also for us” (Malm, 2015). The article explains that meanwhile the party is negotiating for a 

car-free centrum of the main capital Oslo, their priorities of using bike, train and other collectively 

transportation instead of a car - many of the leaders of this party owns more than one car themselves 

(Ibid.). 

The author of the article, Mari Sand Malm, comments: “So, even though the leaders of the Green 

Party have made it clear that they enjoy biking, then maybe they are not any better than most of us 

when it comes to car-driving?” (Malm, 2015). In response, the Party's national spokesperson says; 

“I don´t have the most environmentally friendly car one can think of, that is correct. However, the 

most important environmental factors regarding a car, is how much you use it. I live in place where 

the road has ruined both an el-car and a hybrid car. Thereby, I chose to buy a used SUV. I have a 

good conscience, but it's clear that I should have had a car that have a zero-emissions” (Malm, 

2015). 

Another member of the Green Party clarifies that they wish to make it easier to make the good 

choices, and that he himself does not own a car - and adds that neither does the main leader of the 

party (Malm, 2015). Mari Sand Malm then refers to another example in the party, Halvor Hartvig - 

which owns three Jaguars. His response to this fact was that “I´ve travelled collectively my whole 

life, but right now the busses don't go here in the weekends, and the trains don't go anymore - so 

then there are no alternative.” (Malm, 2015). Moreover he states that he bought the tree cars to 

create attention around the bad collective offer, and claims that when the busses and trains strats 

running again - he will sell all the cars (Ibid.). 

Another leader that has secured him self with cars are the leader in Trøndelag and Stjørdal, Tommy 

Reinås (Malm, 2015). He owns three cars, and explains how he uses the different cars regarding to 

what is needed. He states that “Even though one is shop steward, one does not have to live the 

perfect life. We cannot stop flying, stop driving a car and just eat short travelled food. Our task is to 
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work for changes in the society that are more environmentally friendly. My main point is that The 

Green Party is regular people” (Malm, 2015). 

Tom Sverre Tomren in The Green Party Hordaland comments; “Also for us in The Green Party 

there can be a gap between life and theory in the everyday. There can arise a communication 

problem for us if the gap is too big” (Malm, 2015). He himself admits he has three cars - however, 

he says he only uses two of them - and that the last one is going to scrapped. He adds “the one I use 

the most, is the electric car” (Malm, 2015). 

The article ends with a statement of the mayor candidate, Shoib Sultan, who uses a BMW. When 

Malm asks for a comment his response was “I was hoping you were not going to ask me that 

question.” (Malm, 2015). 

 

This was far from the only time The Green Party got attention for their use of cars during their 

campaign in 2015. Another case that got a lot of attention in Norwegian media was when after the 

leader in The Green Party, Lan Marie Nguyen Berg was observed taking a taxi straight after a 

public debate in Oslo (Solheim, 2015). TV2 publishes an article by Margrethe Håland Solheim the 

19th of October, 2015 with a quote of the Transport Minister Ketil Solvik-Olsen´s Twitter and 

Facebook post, saying that “In this exact moment this post has been shared 8.500 times on 

Facebook and nearly 2000 times on Twitter”. The post said; “#Thatfeeling when “environmental 

politics” orders a cab home from a NRK-debate, where they ten minutes earlier told people they 

don't need to drive a car. #LifeandTheory #HardMeetingWithReality”. Accordingly, Margrethe 

Håland Solheim states that many people in the comment field had pointed out that the sub-line was 

nearby, while others clarified that it was a very cold Monday evening (Ibid.). 

 

Another leader in the Party, Torkil Vederhus, calmly commented the event that; “Lan bikes all year, 

does not own a car and takes a taxi once in awhile when she is in a hurry. That is good, green 

politics in practise” (Solheim, 2015). 

One day later, Nguyen Berg makes a statement herself to Dagbladet, saying: “I know what I am 

doing. I bike both during summer and winter, and I don't have a car” (Hillestad & Malm, 2015). 

Meanwhile, the Transport Minister Ketil Solvik-Olsen who made the observation after the debate 

comments: “I guess they had the best excuse to take a taxi - that they did not have a lot of time to 

the next meeting. But this is the same excuse as everyone else has” (Hillestad & Malm, 2015). 
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4.3 Contradictory cases 
The two contradictory case studies represent Ingvar Kamprad and Kevin Anderson, as these are 

known for their environmental activist role - and has been applauded and admired in media for their 

personal commitment to the message they are sharing about sustainability. 

 

4.3.1. Case five: Ingvar Kamprad 
Ingvar Kamprad was the founding owner of the furniture chain store IKEA (Fredén, 2015).  

The idea behind IKEA is that the products should be available for everyone, and still be modernist 

and stylish. By doing so, they cut costs, made profits and also served the people. Moreover, 

Kamprad is the man behind the basic IKEA concept; “Simple, affordable flat-pack furniture, 

designed, distributed and sold in-house” (Fredén, 2015). The brand has grown enormously since the 

business was founded in 1943 - and today there are over 300 IKEA stores all over the world, in a 

total of 38 countries (Ibid.). 

Even though Kamprad has frequently been listed between number one and eleven on the world's 

richest list, he seemingly seemed to have a very simple and sustainable lifestyle (Fredén, 2015). 

 

Express.co published an article on March 29.th 2013 with the headline of “Frugal life of Mr IKEA: 

Meet the flatpack billionaire who only flies economy” (Pukas, 2013). In the article, Pukas state that 

“it has been claimed that more people read the IKEA catalogue than the Bible” (Pukas, 2013). 

Furthermore, the article focuses on Kamprad and his simple lifestyle. Because, even though one of 

the richest men in the world is about to have his 87th birthday, he does not go in for extravagances 

such as birthday parties. Moreover, Pukas states how he always choose to fly economy class and 

preferably on a budget airline, how he arrived early at a gala to receive a Business Of The Year 

Award - because he took the bus to get there, and how he rather enjoys a cheap meal at one of his 

stores instead of dining in Michelin starred restaurants (Ibid.). In his memoir Testament Of 

Furniture Dealer he wrote: “We don’t need flashy cars, impressive titles, uniforms or other status 

symbols. We rely on our strength and our will!” (Pukas, 2013). 

Furthermore, Kamprad is known for calling his employees co-workers - and he tells them to use 

both sites of the paper always turn off the lights when leaving a room (Pukas, 2013). According to 

Express, this is how Kamprad has always been since he started the business at 17. He has always 

controlled his own and company's image with consummate skill. When the book The Truth of 
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IKEA was published in 2010, his former executive assistant Johan Stenebo wrote: “He wanted to 

appear a man of the people, one of us” (Pukas, 2013). 

In an article by The Guardian written on March 10th 2016, the headline is “Ikea billionaire Ingvar 

Kamprad buys second-hand clothes to save money” (Agence France-Presse, 2016). The article state 

that Kamprad has a reputation for penny-pinching, which he himself claims helped Ikea to become 

one of the world's top brand names. According to business daily Dagens Industri, he told Swedish 

channel TV4 that “I don’t think I’m wearing anything that wasn’t bought at a flea market. It means 

that I want to set a good example, it’s in the nature of Smaland to be thrifty,” referring to his home 

region (Agence France-Presse, 2016). Moreover, the article states that Kamprad's modest spending 

habits have made headlines over the past years - and that in 2008 he accordingly told the Swedish 

newspaper Sydsvenskan that a 22 euro bill in the Netherlands had broken his budget, and he 

explained; “Normally, I try to get my haircut when I’m in a developing country. Last time it was in 

Vietnam” (Agence France-Presse, 2016). 

 

4.3.2. Case six: Kevin Anderson 
Kevin Anderson is the is the leader of Tyndall Manchester´s energy and climate change research 

programme and is Deputy Director of the Tyndall Centre (Tyndall Centre, 2016). He is active with 

research with recent publications in Royal Society journals, Nature and Energy Policy - and 

engages across all tiers of government (Ibid.).  Andersson states: “My day job is to translate the 

science of climate change into the everyday language we use to understand our lives. To chaperon 

policy-makers in the transition towards a low-carbon UK, and to help companies and civil society 

understand the mitigation challenge we all face. But this is not just a job – I’m as much a part of the 

problem as the solution.” (Anderson, 2012). 

 

In the report “Towards a culture of low-carbon research for the 21st Century” published by the 

Tyndall Centre for Climate Change research, it is recommended that climate scientists should lead 

by example and radically curb the number of flights they take (King, 2015), (Tyndall Centre for 

Climate Change Research, 2015).  The paper argues that it is unacceptable that academics are 

among the highest emitters of greenhouse gases in the world - and that this is linked to flying to 

overseas conferences, fieldwork and meeting (King, 2015). Already in the introduction, it starts off 

with the statement that “As experts in a field that is of profound importance to the wellbeing of 

future societies and ecosystems, it matters what climate scientists say and do” (Tyndall Centre for 
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Climate Change Research, 2015). Furthermore, the report propose a way to monitor travel 

emissions and their rationale by using the Tyndall Travel Tracker, which is an app designed to 

record and analyse travel emissions year-on-year (Tyndall Centre for Climate Change Research, 

2015; Moriarty, 2016). 

According to the article published by Climate Change News, Andersson stated that: “Scientists are 

the best informed… we have all the information. It doesn’t make any difference to the veracity – the 

science is independent – but the credibility of our message is not. It is improved if we believe in our 

own science.” (King, 2015). 

 

As the deputy director of the Tyndall Centre, Andersson has generated headlines not only on behalf 

of the centre, but also for his personal commitments. He has been said to set an example, such as 

when he travelled from the UK to Shanghai by train to the UN Climate Change Conference 

(Bridger, 2014) and as he travelled to and from Iceland on a container ship to attend a meeting 

(King, 2015). Moreover, Andersson has not been flying since 2004, he halved his yearly driving 

distance and significantly changed his lifestyle (Anderson, 2012). His reason for not flying is very 

clear as he states that; “Everyone who is concerned about the climate change should stop flying. To 

fly is the most energy intensive and environmentally harmful action a human can do. The practical 

consequence of people in rich countries choose to use airplanes, is that people in poor countries 

will die of climate change.” (Kvåle, 2015). He believes that we are all part of the same system, and 

thereby everyone has a role to play and a responsibility to create change. He states that: “We are all 

a part of the problem. And the solution.” (Kvåle, 2015). 

 

4.4 Main points: Case Studies on Leadership  
As seen in the case-examples provided: some of the leaders, both globally and locally, who are 

regarded as environmental activists - have been scolded in media for their personal emissions. 

There seems to be no clear difference between the global and local cases regarding their responses 

to the criticism - except with regards to media coverage. The global cases naturally have far more 

coverage, since this concerns a larger population than the Norwegian population. The contradictory 

case studies, however, creates a clear difference from the criticised leaders, in how they are 

committing to the sustainability issue. However, in response to the pressures and based on what the 

criticised leaders have achieved and their reputation as great leaders - they are still fulfilling their 

job requirements regarding leadership theory. However, even though they are doing a lot of good 
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for the environment and business-wise, the question still stands if it is enough, when they are not 

seemingly personally committed to their message of sustainability? Does ones responsibility stop 

when work does, meaning that they are no longer accountable for their actions in relation to 

sustainability goals of the business they represent? The theory doesn’t seem to put any focus on the 

personal responsibility; meanwhile the media focuses a lot on the personal commitment and the 

contradictions it brings. Thereby a link seems to be missing in theory between the personal 

dimension in leadership and driving sustainability. Thereby, the analysis will go in depth with the 

personal aspect of leadership and its connection to sustainability. 

 

 
Figure 12: Reader´s guide 5 

 

5. Analysis 
The case studies of leaders show a differentiation in how sustainability leaders think and behave 

personally, according to the message they are communicating as leaders in their business role. Even 

though all of the leaders are communicating sustainability trough business – some of them receive 

criticism for their personal unsustainable lifestyle. Meaning, there might be a shift towards 

recognizing the personal aspect of leadership – which all leaders does not seem to have caught up 

with yet. The overall understanding of what leaders can do in order to drive sustainability in 

business and society still seems unclear. 
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Furthermore, the criticism has been strongly focused on whether they actually practice what they 

preach, and there also seem to be efforts made to showcase the opposite. Therefore, in order to 

address the personal aspect more in depth, the analysis of the case studies of leaders will be done 

based on theories regarding values and behaviour – with the purpose of exploring the personal 

aspect and if it is important to include this aspect in theories of sustainability leadership. 

 

5.1 Values analysis 
In the first part of the analysis, the supportive research objective of” Do values influence leadership 

for sustainability?” will be analysed. The reason for this is to see whether or not a leader's values 

are crucial for driving sustainability in business and society.  

 

Following Rimanoczy´s (2014) argument on personal mission as motivating power for initiatives 

for the common good, it could be argued that once questions such as “Why I am”, “what am I 

meant to do” and “what is my role” are answered, they are setting the personal mission of the 

leader, and act as the motivator. As argued by Schein (2004) those can be viewed as the basic 

assumptions that drive the culture. Following this, the recommendation by Rimanoczy is to explore 

the personal values, in order to become self-aware and to be related to shaping one’s worldview 

(Rimanoczy, 2014). This is turn, forms the actions and responses to issues - by answering questions 

about who one is and the purpose of one’s life, as well as the meaning of the things that we do and 

our identity (Ibid.). Leaders power to impose values on the organization, which they are encouraged 

to do following Schein’s theory, could be argued as important for organizational change towards 

sustainability. Moreover, as indicated in e.g. value based leadership (VBL) theory it seems to be 

generally important for leaders to know oneself and know what one values, as it could then be used 

as a foundation for this change. 

If one’s values then are so interlinked with the behaviour, the recommendation to introduce the 

perspective including events and situations that trigger questions about one’s contribution to the 

problems one sees in the world, could be a way to connect the personal values to one’s work values. 

From the theory above it seems as if an emotional reaction fuels a decision to act and an urge to do 

so. Meaning, the values and underlying assumptions of a leader will affect the work they do, and 

actions they take in their work role. One could therefore based on this, argue that the closer these 

are to the organizational values - the better it will be for both in terms alignment and willingness to 
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work towards objectives. Furthermore, the connection to a spiritual dimension, and inclusion of all 

the dimensions seems to indicate the importance of one’s connection to the individual self and one’s 

position as a leader. The need to connect the body, mind and soul to one’s work therefore seems to 

strengthen the assumption of the importance of the individual levels when addressing leadership 

and sustainability. The importance of motivation that comes from within seems to play a great role 

in the outcome, and therefore actions seem to be motivated by one’s own values and beliefs. 

However, this leads to a question whether the limitations occur due to the fact that the individual 

values are not considered when making changes in the organization? Theory mostly suggests 

creating values, and sharing these based on goals that are made and often formed through 

responding to external pressures. It suggests the leader to align everyone else’s values to the 

organizational. The leader on the other hand, seems to be put in a position where the response needs 

to be quick and adherent to business practices, without any consideration or indication on how so. 

Therefore, it can be assumed that the lifestyle and behaviour of a leader needs to reflect the 

business's sustainability initiatives in order to align the choices and values, which lead operations on 

the way the business needs or wants to go. 

It is argued however, that even though traits are changeable - one’s character is fundamental and 

permanent: it is who we are. And furthermore, bad leadership is characterized by unwillingness to 

change or adapt to the changes, and not knowing right from wrong. This then also seems to indicate 

the importance of the individual in leadership. In the context of sustainability it could be suggested 

that unsustainable leaders are those that do not know good from bad, and are therefore ineffective 

and “bad” leaders. Whereas, the ones that do will be able to eliminate the characteristics of a bad 

leader and thereby become better. 

 

According to Schein (2004), each of us belongs to many groups, and what we bring to that group is 

influenced by the assumptions appropriate to that group (Schein, 2004). Therefore, sustainability 

perspectives can be argued impacted by leaders membership in different parts of society. Which in 

turn would mean that valuing sustainability at the individual level could be an important dimension 

to leadership in sustainability. As the case studies on leadership shows how media seems to focus a 

lot on the individual behind the leader, the individual leader's personal life seem to influence the 

sustainability in the business. Meaning, this perspective is highly relevant when talking about a 

sustainability leader. Moreover, as we look at the cases, the fact that leaders are practicing 

unsustainable actions in their personal life is what they bring back to the business, and therefore the 
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theories need to be extended and include the individual level. Values have been argued to be where 

individuals invest effort, and furthermore, work as a normative regulatory guide (Gill, 2011).  

Moreover, in Gill (2011) a distinction is made between corporate and personal values (Gill, 2011). 

Firstly, the corporate values are called ‘guiding principles’, meaning, a guide for people’s behaviour 

in the organization and are impersonal, objective and external (Ibid.).  

When looking at the case studies, these are the values that involve how the company and society 

should work towards a more sustainable future. Secondly, and on the other hand, personal values 

have been defined as individual, subjective and internal (Gill, 2011) and are assumed to be the 

values that are seen in the leaders, by looking into their personal lifestyle and what goes on beyond 

the business. Following Schein’s argument on culture, which exists on the base of the leader's 

values, they can be assumed important for any organization. If the leader's values are the thing 

filtering all levels of behaviour, one can argue that aligning them with the sustainability would 

make it easier to understand and deal with the changes sustainability seem to enforce. On one hand, 

the basic assumptions one has are difficult to change - but if the leader holds the right values, once 

those are imposed on the group - eventually the appropriate culture will be created. However, if the 

leader's values are misaligned with sustainability, one can assume that this will affect the culture – 

and as argued, conflict and hypocrisy will appear. 

 

Nevertheless, the two types of values may overlap, and the corporate values are said to reflect 

personal values (Gill, 2011). When looking at the Ingvar Kamprad case, this becomes evident as he 

claims that his personal values regarding his modest spending habits have helped his business 

become one of the world's top brand names (Agence France-Presse, 2016). Even now, long after his 

business has become successful and he has become one of the richest in the world, he flies 

economy, takes the bus and buys second-hand clothes to save money (Anna Pukas, 2013, Agence 

France-Presse, 2016). This makes it interesting to go even further and investigate whether or not 

this is something one needs to have from birth – or if it is possible for all leaders to follow 

Kamprad´s footsteps – in order to drive sustainability in business and society.  

Moreover, it is said that the more the personal and corporate values are aligned - the more effective 

the company will be in building a strong culture (Gill, 2011). It seems evident in the case study of 

Kevin Anderson that both Anderson and Tyndall Centre which he represents agree with this 

statement, since he after the report “Towards a culture of low-carbon research for the 21st Century” 

was published, stated that “Scientists are the best informed… we have all the information. It doesn’t 
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make any difference to the veracity – the science is independent – but the credibility of our message 

is not. It is improved if we believe in our own science.” (King, 2015).  Moreover, he has taken great 

steps towards a more sustainable lifestyle, for example by not flying, and halving his driving 

distance (Kevin Anderson, 2012). 

 

Effective leadership therefore is argued to include creating shared values in the organization (Gill, 

2011). Furthermore, when the values of the leader and follower coincide, leaders gain legitimacy, 

which is argued being the ability to motivate people - because of the belief in the leader and in what 

she or he is trying to accomplish (ibid.). 

 

5.1.1 Key values 
As seen in four of the case studies, there seems to be an inconsistency between theory and life of the 

leaders. It is thereby not said that the leaders are not accomplishing progress in regards to creating 

sustainable change, however, there is a question of whether or not they are as effective as they 

could be. Following this, looking into different organizations, some key values have been identified; 

honesty, truthfulness, integrity and trust (Gill, 2011). The reason for looking deeper into the key 

values is to see whether or not the leaders of the case studies seem to have these – based on how 

they are expressed. 

 

Honesty and truthfulness 

Honesty and truthfulness can be explained by a quote of Bernard Buckley; “if anything you are 

doing doesn’t fit with what you’ve said, don’t do it, or explain why not” (Gill, 2011 p.170). As seen 

in the case studies, Al Gore, Petter Stordalen, Gunhild Stordalen and the Norwegian Green Party 

have their explanations of why they did not act according to what they are communicating as 

important. Al Gore´s spokesperson's response to his published gas and electric bills of his 20-room 

home and pool house, was that both Al and his wife worked from home - and used the argument 

that "the bottom line is that every family has a different carbon footprint. And what Vice President 

Gore has asked is for families to calculate that footprint and take steps to reduce and offset 

it."(Tapper, 2007). Moreover, she argued that the family is offsetting their footprint by purchasing 

power through renewable resources; they use solar panels in their home and purchase offsets for 

their carbon emissions (Ibid.). By another criticism that occurred in 2013 regarding his sale of the 

Current TV network to Al Jazeera, which is funded by Quar, which receives a lot of its wealth from 
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fossil fuels, Gore responded “I get the criticism, I just disagree with it, because this network has 

established itself, it's objective, it has won major awards in countries around the world - and the 

climate coverage has been outstanding and extensive” (Daily World wide News, 2013), (Rapier, 

2013). 

 

Petter Stordalen took a similar approach as he responded that “No one should have a bad 

conscience for flying” (Morten Rydland Høyning & Andreas B. Høyer, 2014), when he was 

confronted with the fact that he arrived to a party with his private jet. Moreover, he explained that 

his plane is a work readiness, and that he compensate for the emissions by buying CO2 quotas 

(Morten Rydland Høyning & Andreas B. Høyer, 2014). His wife, Gunhild Stordalen has also 

commented some of the criticism by saying “I do not believe that a sustainable future is free from 

parties and vacations” (Gunnar Kvåle, 2015). 

The Norwegian Green party also responded to the criticism regarding the leader's use of cars - while 

negotiating for a car-free capital. The arguments were various, and the spokesperson commented “I 

don´t have the most environmentally friendly car one can think of, that is correct. However, the 

most important environmental factors regarding a car, is how much you use it. I live in place where 

the road has ruined both an el-car and a hybrid car. Thereby, I chose to buy a used SUV. I have a 

good conscience, but it's clear that I should have had a car that have a zero-emissions” (Malm, 

2015). Another leader, who owns three Jaguars responded that he bought them to create attention 

around the badly collective offer, and that he had travelled collectively his whole life until there 

were no alternative (Ibid.) Tommy Reinås who also owns three cars responded that one does not 

have to life the perfect life. Moreover, he said: “We can not stop flying, stop driving a car and just 

eat short travelled food. Our task is to work for changes in the society that are more 

environmentally friendly. My main point is that The Green Party is regular people” (Malm, 2015). 

Tom Sverre stated that he also has three cars - though he uses the electric car the most.  

Moreover, when the party's main leader Lan Marie Nguyen Berg was observed taking a taxi straight 

after a public debate in Oslo, she responded: “I know what I am doing. I bike both during summer 

and winter, and I don't have a car” (Hillestad & Malm, 2015).  (Solheim, 2015). 

Arnold Schwarzenegger on the other hand, did not respond to the criticism regarding the report 

written by United Kingdom-based advocacy group Global Witness, stating that Schwarzenegger is a 

major shareholder of Dimensional Fund Advisors (DFA), which is an investment company said to 
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finance some of the world's most destructive and unsustainable companies (Dominique Mosbergen, 

2014), (Gell, 2014),  (Goldenberg, 2014), (Morrison, 2014). 

 

On the other hand, when looking at the case studies of Kamprad and Anderson, it is found that none 

of them have had to make these statements of explanations of how they are behaving. However, 

they have been explaining why they are behaving according to what they are saying - which can be 

argued is even more powerful in order to give an impression of being honest and truthful. Kamprad 

seems to be constantly explaining why he chooses to fly economy and take the bus - Anderson 

explains why it is important that he has stopped flying altogether.  

 

Integrity 

Regarding the third key value, integrity, it is on the other hand argued to be a value that goes 

beyond honesty, and is about keeping promises (Gill, 2011). It is further argued that integrity means 

that leaders walk their talk, and that there is no gap in the espoused theories and practice (Ibid.). Not 

walking the talk is what is mainly being argued from the publisher's side of the study cases 

regarding Al Gore, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Petter and Gunhild Stordalen, and The Green Party in 

Norway.  

 

In the Al Gore case, the Tennessee Centre for Policy Research President, Drew Johnson, stated that 

“As the spokesman of choice for the global warming movement, Al Gore has to be willing to walk to 

walk, not just talk the talk, when it comes to home energy use”  (Bruce Nussbaum, 2007). Moreover, 

Johnson stated: “While I appreciate that he's switching out some light bulbs, he is not living the 

lifestyle that he advocates." (Tapper, 2007). Al Gore has gotten a lot of criticism of being a 

hypocrite over the years based on his energy use, but also for the sale of his Current TV network 

(Fox News, 2013), (Rapier, 2013), (Daily World wide News, 2013). As an example, Matt Lauer 

challenged Gore for the fact that he himself had been criticizing how fossil fuel money have a great 

influence in television, but then when he got wealthy selling his own network to another network 

that exists because of fossil fuel money (Rapier, 2013). John Stewert also commented the fact that 

Gore makes statements about his principles - but by at the end of the day, when Gore did the cost-

benefit analysis he determined that it benefited him enough to be comfortable with taking the fossil 

fuel money (Rapier, 2013).  
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In regards to the fact that Al Gore is a major environmental activist fighting for a sustainable future 

- it may therefore be argued that he is not walking the talk in regards of sustainability. However, he 

never really promised that he himself would take his part of the responsibility, which is what makes 

it really interesting. As far as the case studies review - he never publicly stated that he is living a 

sustainable lifestyle, which means that he is not directly lying or being dishonest on that note. 

 

In the Arnold Schwarzenegger case study, the report claiming that he had been profiting well from 

the destruction of forest, led to many headlines. Andrew Simms, the Global Witness Chief analyst 

of environment, commented: “The industrial-scale deforestation caused by some of the companies 

that Mr. Schwarzenegger profits from accelerates the climate change that he wants to stop. In 

environmental terms, it’s a weaponized contradiction” Moreover, regarding Schwarzenegger 

Simms states that “To put his money where his mouth is, he needs to get DFA to cut its investment 

in these companies or get out of DFA himself” (Mosbergen, 2014). Furthermore, Tom Picken 

commented that “It's really important for public personalities like him to make sure they're not part 

of the problem and to use their influence in companies to help implement better policies, especially 

companies which are widely known to be responsible for environmental degradation and human 

rights abuses and other illegal activities” (Mosbergen, 2014).  

Hence, even though Schwarzenegger has been viewed as holding contradicting views - he never 

directly stated that he did not have any part of the problem. So on one hand it could be argued that 

he should not be a part of the problem he is so publically trying to solve, however, on the other hand 

- he is not really breaking any promises, based on the fact that he never actually promised anything 

himself. However, the fact that leaders did not promise or commit to anything doesn’t seem to 

matter a great deal based on what the articles focus on. 

In the case study of Petter and Gunhild Stordalen, both of them get confronted with their 

environmentalist activist roles and the fact that they travel by private jets and go on expensive 

vacations (Kvåle, 2015). Moreover, they are being criticized for not caring about reducing their own 

emissions - which is argued to be perceived as a sign that the climate-situation isn’t that serious. 

Moreover, it is suggested that they do not understand the consequences of their own consumption 

(Ibid.). The engineer Jo Alexander Gjerpe made a comparison of their lifestyle to a “front collision 

between theory and reality” (Johansen & Malm, 2015). Ørjan Holm, the deputy of Green Warriors 

calls their response with CO2 quotas a big bluff, as he believes the only way to actually save the 

world is through reduced consumption. However, the leader of Zero Marius Holm commented; 
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“Petter is just like us others. He covers the need he has, on the easiest way possible, just like the 

rest of us. I travel by plain more than I should. Most of us do.”  Though, when asked whether or not 

Stordalen could have taken the regular liner instead, he comments that; “Yes, he could be criticised 

for that,” meanwhile clarifying that “what is important in Petter's case is that he uses possibilities 

as a hotel owner to do something for the environment” (Høyning & Høyer, 2014).  

Yet again, the same problem arises. Neither Petter nor Gunhild Stordalen have promised to live a 

truly sustainable lifestyle. Even though they can be criticised for not living according to the 

message they are primarily communicating - they never really lied or broke a promise and still their 

integrity is questioned.  

 

In the case study of the Norwegian Green Party, they have also been criticised for having a gap 

between life and theory (Malm, 2015). The study mostly reveals facts about the leaders in the Green 

Party, with their explanations - in order to let the facts speak for themselves. However, the 

Transport Minister, Ketil Solvik-Olsen, commented after the debate arose around Nguyen Berg 

after she was observed taking a taxi straight after a public debate in Oslo (Solheim, 2015). His 

comment was that;  “I guess they had the best excuse to take a taxi - that they did not have a lot of 

time to the next meeting. But this is the same excuse as everyone else has” (Hillestad & Malm, 

2015). 

In this case, the facts are different than in the other cases. Meaning, the Green Party all together are 

constantly talking about how it is possible to live in a city without a car - and more precisely, 

Nguyen Berg have herself commented that “I know what I am doing. I bike both during summer and 

winter, and I don't have a car” (Hillestad & Malm, 2015). Thereby, she is implying that she does 

not drive a car. Furthermore, Torkil Vederhus commented the event by saying; “Lan bikes all year, 

does not own a car and takes a taxi once in awhile when she is in a hurry. That is good, green 

politics in practise” (Solheim, 2015). This again can be received as extremely controversial - as 

they on one-hand brags about their sustainable lifestyle - but then creates loopholes for themselves, 

for when it is ok to make a less sustainable decision. However, they have never directly promised 

that they would never get in a car again - so even though they have been creating loopholes for 

themselves, they do not really break any promises, directly.  

 

In the case studies of Kamprad and Anderson, it becomes clear that their communicated promises 

are being kept. In the case of Kamprad - he never really directly promised anything either, however, 
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he has kept his alignment with what he stated regarding his thoughts and priorities and doesn’t seem 

to be questioned either. Even though he is in his later days of his life, he still lives by the same 

statements he communicated years ago.  

Anderson is also viewed as very consistent regarding his sustainable lifestyle. He is truly honest by 

saying that he has some emissions like everyone else - but that he has cut them down. Moreover, he 

has never travelled by plane after he promised to never fly again. These two leaders can be argued 

to have true integrity - as they have always been honest, open and kept their promises.  

 

Trust 

The last key value is trust, an elusive concept in academic literature but well understood in practice 

(Gill, 2011). According to Gill (2011), there seems to be a pattern of increased divergence between 

leaders words and deeds, which is argued to render untrustworthy and undermine credibility.  

“Many executives say they value capitalism, but they reward feudalism. They say they value 

democracy, but reward autocracy. They say they value openness and glasnost, but they behave in 

ways that value closeness, hidden agendas, and politicking” (Gill, 2011:p 171). Moreover, Gill 

(2011) argues that when espoused values do not match the behaviour, it is hypocrisy (Ibid.).  

When transferring this to the study cases, it can therefore be argued that when leaders who call 

themselves environmental activists do not have a sustainable lifestyle themselves, it can lead to 

decreased trust and credibility - in both the leader and the message they are communicating. 

However, it is again important to mention that based on the case studies, these leaders never really 

broke any direct promises or acted truly unfaithful. However, based on the fact that they have 

received bad publicity for their unsustainable lifestyle - trust may be an important key value. The 

arguments against the criticised leaders have fundamentally been based on actions that have led 

them to be called hypocrites, and the leaders have therefore been questioned about their entire 

philosophy. Eventually, in order to drive sustainability in business and society - trust seems to be an 

important key value that should not be compromised by contradicting behaviour. 

  

5.1.2 Conflicting values 
As seen in Rokeach's value theory and Schwartz's value theory, they seem to agree that there are 

some value types that everyone possess - but in different proportions, degree or importance to each 

individual. Furthermore, it seems like there is an agreement from the earlier theories and Schwartz 

value theory on the fact that values may also be conflicting. Eduard Spranger suggested that one 
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value was dominating, such as economical values, while Schwartz suggested two motivational 

dimensions that structure the value system are formed in terms of conflict (Rohan, 2000). In terms 

of the case studies, this may give us an indication that leaders with a mismatch between life and 

theory can be struggling with conflicting values - whereas other values may seem to dominate their 

behaviour. In order to address the conflicting values more in depth, the analysis will look into 

Schwartz's value theory (Schwartz, 1992, 2006), which specifies six main features implicit in 

writings by many theorists. These features are of all the values and are distinguished by the goal or 

motivation it expresses (Schwartz, 2012). Furthermore, the analysis will be based on what is 

expressed though the case studies on leaders. 

 

Values are beliefs linked to affect  

It is argued that values are infused with feeling, which indicates that people with independence as 

an important value are; provoked if their independence is threatened, lose hope when they are 

helpless to protect it, and happy when it is there (Schwartz, 2012). In connection to the case of 

leaders, this may suggest that if sustainability is valued, there will be a link to the feelings of a 

leader when it is being addressed or ignored. Hence, if there is a concern to the feelings of people in 

the organization, their values should be considered. And if sustainability is a true value a leader 

possesses, it will show in the feelings they portray when decisions regarding sustainability are 

addressed and/or ignored. 

  

Values refers to desirable goals that motivate action  

If values such as social order, justice and helpfulness are important, people are said to be motivated 

to pursue these goals (Schwartz, 2012). This may suggest that if sustainability is an important value 

to leaders, then this is what will motivate them, and in extension following Schein’s theory, the 

whole group to work towards sustainability goals. 

 

Values transcend specific actions and situations  

As previously mentioned this feature recognizes a difference between values, and norms and 

attitudes that usually refer to specific actions, objects or situations (Schwartz, 2012). It could 

thereby be argued that in regards to Kamprad and Kevin Anderson - the true values are shown 

through their personal lifestyles. Meaning, even though the leaders in the remaining cases express 
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norms and attitudes for a sustainable mind-set - the values are not necessarily aligned, which is 

revealed through their unsustainable personal lifestyles. 

  

Values serve as standards or criteria  

These values guides how one evaluates actions, policies, people and events (Schwartz, 2012). This 

was argued to address how people decide what is good or bad, right or wrong, based on which 

consequences it might have for their values. Which is in turn argued to happen subconsciously. One 

is only argued to know the values when the actions or judgments are conflicting for the different 

values one might hold (Ibid.). In the perspective of leaders, this may suggest that it can be difficult 

for them - since the personal aspect of leaders acting sustainable themselves, may be unfamiliar. 

Meaning, the consequences for not being sustainable seem to be more known and therefore more 

severe now, than before. Furthermore, actions that did not get any attention previously, seem to all 

of a sudden be considered “wrong”, and thereby pressuring leaders to change their perception of 

what is “good” and “bad”. However, values are much deeper than that, and conflicting values 

thereby arise. 

 

Values are ordered by importance relative to each other  

The ordered system of values is argued to characterize them as individuals and distinguish values 

from norms and attitudes (Schwartz, 2012).  Meaning, leaders with conflicting values here might be 

between acting sustainably and constant profit maximization goals. In a more individual aspect, it 

could be conflicting values regarding personal satisfaction e.g. “I´ve worked hard and I deserve to 

go on an expensive vacation or live in a big house”, and the value regarding thinking about the 

future and consume less. Moreover, this is also important when it gets obvious for the external 

world - as the choice they end up taking will show whether or not they value sustainability or 

personal satisfaction most. 

  

The relative importance of multiple values guides action 

This means that any behaviour typically has implications for several values (Schwartz, 2012). This 

trade-off among relevant and competing values is said to guide attitudes and behaviours (Ibid.). 

Thus, since values influence action when relevant in the given context and importance to the actor, 

one could suggest that the most important values are revealed through the action they end up taking. 

An example is in the case of Al Gore, where he decides to sell his Current TV to a company that is 
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based on oil-money. Based solely on this theory, it could be perceived that Al Gore´s most 

important value in this context was profit. 

 

Furthermore, in addition to the own value system - people have perceptions of others’ value 

systems, which allow groups to be described in terms of the values they have or promote (Rohan, 

2000). In this case, these leaders have described themselves as environmental activists, meaning 

that they believe and are fighting for a more sustainable future - or as one source puts it, 

environmentalism is defined as “Advocacy for or work toward protecting the natural environment 

from destruction or pollution” (Thefreedictionary, 2016). Following this, Rohan (2000) makes a 

distinction between value systems located within someone, namely: personal and social value 

systems (Rohan, 2000). She argues that if social and personal value systems exist, it forces people 

to decide if they should behave in line with expectations of others - which is in line with social 

value priorities - or in line with the own priorities (Ibid.). The social value principles in this context 

is thereby suggested to be acting sustainably both in business and personally. This is based on the 

criticism received in media trough the cases. On the other hand, their own priorities in this context 

could moreover be to take other choices that are not considered as sustainable - even though, as 

described previously, it has been hard to actually draw the line of what is sustainable and what is 

not. However, it has been implied that acting in accordance with others value priorities in fact could 

be in line with own value priorities (Rohan, 2000). 

 

5.1.3 Main findings: Values 
When analysing the key values, in honesty and truthfulness it was shown that Al Gore, Petter 

Stordalen, Gunnhild Stordalen, and the Norwegian green party, all had explanations of why they 

had acted as they had in their personal life. In that sense, they it can be argued that they still possess 

the key values of being honest and truthful. According to what is found in the case studies, they 

have never lied or promised to act otherwise. However, in the case of Arnold Schwarzenegger, he 

never gave a response or commented the fact that he was supporting major forest deconstruction. 

Meaning, he is not directly lying, since he never stated otherwise. Though, it could be perceived as 

an attempt to try to hide the facts - and in that sense be perceived as not being honest and truthful. 

 

Furthermore, in regards to integrity and trust, it gets more interesting. This is based on the argument 

that integrity goes beyond honesty, and is about keeping promises (Gill, 2011). However, the same 
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arguments still stand. Al gore, Petter Stordalen, Gunnhild Stordalen, the Norwegian green party and 

Arnold Schwarzenegger never promised to walk the talk themselves - so indirectly they never really 

promised to act sustainably. They are talking about sustainable change, what is needed and ways to 

change business and person lives in order to become more sustainable - but they never promised to 

do it themselves which means they technically still have the traits needed to be a good leader. 

However, the criticism they have gotten such as being hypocrites - might be an understanding of 

that when a leader is communicating the importance and still does not take their personal 

responsibility to reduce their own emissions, they are not doing themselves what they are asking 

from others. In that sense, trust may be effected, as in; why should I trust this person about 

sustainability - when it is clear that they do not act according to it themselves? 

Hence, when comparing and contrasting the cases, different themes were identified that allowed the 

leaders to be divided into various groups. When looking into the expressed values from the case 

studies, all the leaders that were being criticised are communicating sustainability through business, 

but they do not seem to have very strong personal values regarding sustainability. This is based on 

their statements and the fact that they are being criticised for actually being unsustainable. 

However, in the contradictory cases - a difference between Kamprad and Anderson was identified, 

as Kamprad had expressed that he grew up with these values, and that he had always thought like he 

does today. However, Anderson made a change when he understood how severe his consequences 

were for his personal emissions. The leaders from the contradictory case studies were thus divided 

into two groups, where Kamprad represents a group with leaders with strong sustainable values 

both socially and personal - and Anderson represents another group of leaders, who have changed 

their behaviour to match what he is communicating. The analysis was identified to divide the 

leaders into the following groups: 

 

1: Leaders with strong sustainable values, both socially and personal.  

2: Leaders who communicate sustainability, but personal values are not very strong 

3: Leaders who have changed their behaviour to match what they are communicating 

Table 2: Leader Values 

 

Following this, it has become clear from the case studies and theory regarding values, that it seems 

easier to lead sustainable business for leaders in the first group - where they act in accordance with 

others value priorities, but also in line with own value priorities. Thereby, they avoid to constantly 
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being in conflict with themselves - as they truly believe and live by what they are communicating. 

An example of this is again Kamprad, who is said to have had a sustainable mind-set since his 

childhood. It´s just seems like it is natural for him to live this way. In group two, the troubles arise. 

The leaders who are suggested to be in this group are Al gore, Petter Stordalen, Gunnhild Stordalen, 

the Norwegian green party and Arnold Schwarzenegger. The reason for this is that while they 

communicate sustainability - they still live in luxury, and their personal lifestyle can be criticised 

for not being aligned with social value principles. This could indicate that they are in fact, in a 

constant conflict with their own values. It is also important to mention that this does not mean that 

they do not have values regarding sustainability of their own - but it might indicate that other values 

are stronger and/or that they lack the knowledge of the link between the two. An example of this is 

when Al Gore sold his Current TV. Eventually, it came down to whether following the money or 

the most sustainable alternative should be chosen - and he chose the money. This could indicate that 

the value of profit was regarded higher than the matter of sustainability. Moreover, this is also 

presented in the theory - that how one prioritizes own values are also affected by context and 

consequences. In the case of Al Gore, it is suggested that he knew about everything external to the 

deal - and the consequences and criticism he would get from media after making that decision. And 

the fact that he actually knew, but still went through with the deal - could be seen as an indicator of 

how strong the economical value was for him in this context. 

 

In the final group, we find leaders who have changed their personal behaviour, in order to act 

accordingly to what they are communicating as social values. Kevin Anderson is an example of a 

leader in this group. He found out that the only way he could make a change - was to be a part of 

the needed change himself. Moreover, he encourages other scientists to do the same. Based on the 

claim that values and behaviour is interlinked, it is thereby reasonable to say that leaders in this 

group have been able to change values. This does not necessarily mean that there are no conflicting 

values anymore - but that personal behaviour is aligned with society's value priorities, which can be 

seen as a sign that own values are being aligned with society's values. 

Based on the fact that new pressures regarding sustainability are pushed upon leaders, it is logical to 

make an assumption that most leaders are in fact a part of group two or three. If a leader is not in 

conflict with own values and society's value priorities - sustainability might come naturally. 

However, when the values are conflicting, it leads to ineffective leadership with decreased trust, as 

well as constant battle within themselves. As seen in the case of Kevin Anderson, it may look like it 
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all boils down to the actions the leaders ends up taking - whether it is based on the society's values, 

their owns or an alignment between the two. 

 

Therefore, concerning the supportive research objective asking if values influence leadership for 

sustainability, the answer based on this analysis is that values do seem to influence leadership for 

sustainability. If their personal values are aligned with what they are communicating as a leader, it 

seems to be easier to be an effective leader for sustainability. However, as also discovered, it 

eventually boils down to which actions the leader end up taking. Meaning, it is the behaviour that 

eventually determines how effective the leader ends up being. Moreover, as seen in the case of 

Kevin Anderson - it is possible to change behaviour, so that it is aligned with the communicated 

sustainability message, and to effectively drive sustainability in business and society. 

 

5.2 Behaviour analysis 
Based on the analysis of the case studies based on value theories, it becomes clear that personal 

values do matter in the sense how a leader can effectively drive sustainability in business and 

society. Since values are argued to work as individuals normative regulatory guide, it is therefore 

argued that this is an aspect that should be included in when talking about what leaders can do, in 

order to further drive sustainability in business and society. However, it also becomes clear that 

what is essentially important - seems to be which values are being acted upon. Now that the basic 

foundation of the personal aspect has been analysed, the analysis will continue by looking into 

which behaviour is needed by the sustainability leader.  

 

By now it may be revealing why it is challenging for leaders to transform into sustainability leaders. 

Following Friedman’s classical economic view, where the main goal of the business is to be 

profitable, all the way to Porter and Kramer’s shared values view, the role of the business has 

changed immensely. Moreover, the notion that being a leader controlling followers is something 

one could be born into, has evolved into several responsibilities a leader has towards followers as 

well as all stakeholders, in order to drive the business forward.  

This chapter will answer the fourth supportive research question, which is; what behaviour is 

needed, in order to drive sustainability? In order to answer the research question of how leaders can 

drive sustainability in business and society - part two of the analysis will look into what behaviour 

is expected and needed from leaders. 
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Following the main points made previously in the analysis, this chapter will go in depth with how a 

leader in group two can develop into joining group three of the Leader´s values (Table 2), which 

consisted of:  

- Leaders with strong sustainable values, both socially and personal.  

- Leaders who communicate sustainability, but personal values are not very strong 

- Leaders who have changed their behaviour to match what they are communicating 

 

As addressed in the values chapter, generally everything seems to boil down to the actions the 

leaders take - whether it is based on the society's values, their own, or an alignment between the 

two. Meaning, leaders often have the possibility to choose which values to behave according to.  

As all the leaders in the case studies are communicating sustainability in their work-life, it is rather 

reasonable to assume that they might have these values personally as well. However, conflicting 

values can be one of the factors, making it complex to make decisions that are aligned work-wise 

and personally. 

 

Thereby, this part of the analysis will first start with looking into other obstructing factors, which 

may also affect behaviour. In order to answer the research question of what leaders can do, in order 

to further drive sustainability in business and society, it is seen as a necessarily to understand some 

of the frames around what the decisions are based upon. Furthermore, expected behaviour will be 

analysed, as there seems to be a need to establish some sort of norm for what is “good enough”. 

When this has been established, there will be done an attempt to suggest how these expectations can 

be fulfilled, through practical application to concrete behaviour.  

 

5.2.1 Obstructing factors  
Before attempting to suggest which behaviour is needed, in order to drive sustainability in business 

and society - potential hinders of changing lifestyle will first be analysed. In order to create realistic 

suggestions to which behaviour is needed, the external and personal factors that may influence 

decision-making is seen as needed to explore. 

 

As previously discussed, an explanation for why these leaders does not change their lifestyle, can be 

understood as being based on conflicting values. However, there are also some external and other 
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individual limitations that might be hindering these leaders in achieving the wanted behaviour, in 

order to drive sustainability in business and society. As previously discussed, there are several 

factors that constrain lifestyle changes (Thøgersen, 2005, Spread, 2012), which will now be 

analysed together with the case studies. In order to be able to suggest which behaviour is needed the 

frames around the leaders also need to be addressed. Moreover, in order to create some concrete 

suggestions of which behaviour is needed, in order to drive sustainability in business and society - 

the factors that may be limiting the leaders need to be addressed, in order to know what is realistic 

to expect from the leaders. 

 

External factors analysis 

Cultural Meanings and Norms 

The external factors such as cultural meanings and norms are suggested to be what makes it difficult 

for the leaders to change their lifestyle (Thøgersen, 2005). It would basically mean that they would 

have to go against social norms and society, as it is today in order to have a sustainable lifestyle. 

Furthermore, since consumption is not only about satisfying the basic needs, this also means that 

they additionally might have to find new ways to satisfy their need for identification creation and 

status. As seen in the case studies, all the leaders that have been scolded in media for their 

unsustainable lifestyle - are generally people of status, either locally or globally. This does not 

necessarily have to mean that they need to drive fancy cars or have private jet planes, but may be 

perceived as a status symbol in the society. To give up that sort of status or luxury, when one 

actually can afford it, would be breaking the norm and can be argued being difficult. 

On the other hand, the case studies describes leaders that are actively fighting for a more sustainable 

future - and it can therefore be argued that they are already standing up against society in that way 

and that this is better than doing nothing at all, meaning, they are in a sense already part of this 

minority, trying to create a change. However, this could also be seen as the source of the hypocrisy 

that arises when there is no attention on leaders individual lifestyle in connection to their leadership. 

 

Infrastructure and available alternatives:  

The challenge of infrastructure that the leaders would have to relate to in regards to infrastructure - 

is the same as any other. To be without a car for example, may create several difficulties when there 

are no suitable alternatives (Thøgersen, 2005. It is thereby not only up to the individual to change, 

as this factor is external and the frames in society needs to be complementary in order for it to make 
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sense both profit wise, time wise and in regards to comfort. Furthermore, leaders are also seen as 

“victims” in the sense of understanding labels and which products are actually the most sustainable. 

On the other hand, it again comes down to the fact that these leaders are role models for 

sustainability, and it may therefore be argued that they should be able to find the most suitable 

alternatives in the given situation. As seen in the case studies, the criticism has generally been 

regarding that leaders have made lifestyle choices that are more unsustainable than what the general 

public have chosen. As an example, Petter Stordalen was using a private plane, instead of regular 

flights - which is considered more sustainable than the more traditional and still unsustainable 

alternative. As another example, Al Gore was caught with a great electronic bill, which includes far 

more than what a regular citizen are using though a year. One can argue that the leaders should be 

role models, but the lack of infrastructure seems to steer the choices in the wrong direction, since 

the defence the leaders use is generally blaming the lack of alternative. But if one is dedicated to 

make a lifestyle changes towards sustainability the challenge would be to find alternatives and 

hopefully sustainable behaviour could be argued to create alternatives. 

 

Individual factor analysis 

Limited time and Financial Resources 

Limited time may be argued as one of the most important factors for why leaders choose not to 

choose the most sustainable alternative. Among other leaders, Petter Stordalen said in one of his 

statements, that he has a lot of responsibility and much to do over short periods of time. In order to 

get where he needs to be at all times, a private plane is, according to him critical. On the other hand, 

as stated in the criticism, since these leaders are so aware of the challenges in regards to 

sustainability, an argument could be that the effort should also be there to invest in the sustainable 

alternatives. Again, it is not always about being extreme in the sustainable direction - it is more 

about not choosing the alternatives that are even worse than the most common one. Moreover, 

based on the studies stating that purchases for sustainable products are positively correlated with 

income - these leaders would most likely be able, financially, to choose these products. 

 

Limited cognitive capacity 

It may be argued that even though these leaders are focused on creating sustainable changes in 

business and in their role as leaders - they may not have much attention towards the personal aspect 

of sustainability, regarding how they may contribute as individuals. As stated, media chooses what 
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to focus on, and most cases may be about the company's stand regarding sustainability, and not so 

much about the personal aspect. 

On the other hand, as shown by providing these case studies in the first point - media is also 

focusing on the personal aspect of the leaders. Moreover, since sustainability is such a great part of 

what they daily are communicating - the attention could be argued is already towards sustainability, 

and the awareness should already be manifested. 

 

Limited energy for volition and self-control 

Limited energy for volition and self-control also makes sense in regards to the leaders, as change is 

difficult and often takes a great amount of time. Meaning, since they are already creating changes 

business-wise, they may lack of energy or cognitive capacity to change even more - which is in 

regards to their personal lifestyle.  

On the other hand, these are again leaders fronting sustainability on a daily basis - and it can 

therefore be argued that they have already adapted in the sense of creating change. Even though 

there would be a need of focus on changing personally, the motivations to do so could be argued 

should be so strong - that this process would not be as dramatic, as it would for regular people. 

 

Limited knowledge about problems and solutions 

Leaders face challenges with limited knowledge about problems and solutions personally, as any 

other individual. Even though they know how to solve sustainability issues business-wise, it may be 

unclear how they can contribute in their personal lives. However, with the amount of knowledge 

these leaders have regarding these issues – it could be argued that figuring out how to solve these 

problems should not be too difficult. Moreover, as front figure for sustainability - it could also be 

argued that they have a responsibility to gain this sort of knowledge and promote the relevant 

solutions. 

 

Limited skills and task-specific knowledge 

Leaders again face these difficulties with limited skills and task-specific knowledge, as any other 

individual. To change lifestyle demands that they would have to learn new skills and gain other 

forms of knowledge. On the other hand, it may be argued that since they are so aware of the 

problems - they should also be able to gain the knowledge in order to solve these tasks. If not 

themselves, they are resourceful people with the resources to get help to change. 
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Main findings 

In the external context there are hinders or limitations that will affect leaders, no matter how strong 

their motivation might be to act in a sustainable manner. The norms of the society, infrastructure 

and available alternatives these leaders face - will not change immediately just by changing 

behaviour of the individual. However, there are still possibilities to drive change. And as described, 

leaders have an opportunity to find new ways to create identification by changing what is viewed as 

status. Moreover, they have an opportunity to actually change the norms in society, by leading the 

way. Furthermore, leaders have an opportunity to find and choose the best alternatives. What is also 

found from this analysis is that leaders do not necessarily have to, for example, stop travelling all 

together - but by choosing the best alternative they can still overcome these hinders without 

compromising their message about sustainability, since their awareness and knowledge will be what 

determines the choices made and thus prepare them for any questioning or consequences of those 

actions. The fact that they are aligning their values and lifestyle with sustainability indicates the 

willingness to change and be the change promoted, thus the critique would be that they are not there 

yet, instead of that they are not walking the talk at all. 

 

In regards to the personal limitations, time might be one of the major issues that has been addressed 

by the leaders themselves - and is probably why the businesses also has overseen the personal 

aspect of leaders for so long. Since leaders are doing so much “good” in the business world, that has 

become an explanation for why their personal emissions are so high. Moreover, since there has not 

been a lot of focus on the individual aspect of a leader, it is understandable that it can be 

challenging to know exactly what to do and gather knowledge about how they personally can 

contribute to sustainability. 

However, as seen in the internal analysis, it may be argued that finding the best solutions and 

alternatives should be a high priority of these individuals. As this is the message they are 

communicating daily though their business-perspective, and since they are already aware and 

moreover resourceful - it can be argued that this should, in fact, be a high priority. 
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Based on the external and internal limitations for leaders to change their lifestyle, there seems to be 

some general suggestions to how the suggestions to behaviour need to be addressed. Moreover, in 

order for leaders to actually be able to do so, it is thereby suggested that the final suggestions of 

behaviour should be:  

 

1) Easy to understand. 

2) Easy to implement. 

3) Easy to stick to. 

Table 3: How Suggested Behaviour Should be Addressed 

 

5.2.2 Expected behaviour 
As the analysis now have addressed some of the limitations which may limit leaders to change 

lifestyle, the analysis will continue by focusing on expectations that may be held towards leaders. 

In order to answer the supportive research objective of “which behaviour is needed, in order to 

drive sustainability in business and society”, there is a need to address, which expectations there are 

of the leaders. In order to suggest what is needed, there has to be established some sort of norm for 

what is “good enough”. As an example from the contradictory case studies of Kevin Anderson and 

Ingvar Kamprad, it becomes clear that there is quite a differentiation between the behaviours of the 

two leaders. Even though they both are applauded in media for their personal commitment to 

sustainability, they have different approaches to solve the problem. As an example, Anderson have 

stopped flying altogether, while Kamprad is trying to reduce flying as far much as he believes is 

possible - and choose flying on low-price tickets and by economy class. It is important to mention 

that the values and motivations behind these behaviours and choices may be many. However, as the 

goal is to answer what behaviour is needed from leaders - we first have to answer what behaviour is 

expected from leaders.  

 

In order to do so, the analysis will continue by looking into characteristics, traits and styles that has 

been used to describe the sustainability leader, from both theory and statements from World 

Business Council for Sustainable Development's Future Leaders team. Furthermore, an analysis will 

be made based on the case studies on leaders. The goal will be to figure out which expectations are 

being expressed through the case studies on leaders. When these expectations have been addressed, 
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a further analysis will be made where the different suggestions will be organized in groups based on 

similarity, in order to make the proposed behaviour even more tangible.  

 

Characteristics, traits and styles 

In the definition of sustainability leadership, seven key sustainability leadership characteristics, 

traits and styles, were suggested by The State of Sustainability Leadership 2011 (CPSL, 2011). 

Furthermore, value theories also suggested which characteristics leaders should have. In order to 

create a clear overview of which behaviour a leader should precede based on these theories, these 

characteristics will first be documented again, before they will be shown in a Table 4.The reason for 

creating this table is to get a better overview of what is expected of the sustainability leaders, based 

on the theories already expressed so far in the analysis.  

The seven key sustainability leadership characteristics, traits and styles suggested by The State of 

Sustainability Leadership 2011, are as follows (CPSL, 2011): 

1: Systemic understanding, which is described as the ability to see the root cause of unsustainable 

business, and understand how the company fits in with the world and the response to it.  

2: Emotional intelligence and caring attitude. Meaning, the ability to unlock human potential, by 

motivating through real inspiration.  

3: Value orientation that shapes the culture, which is suggested to be the credibility that comes from 

how one behaves and interacts with the world.  

4: Strong vision for making a difference. 

5: Inclusive style which lead to trust, meaning that leadership is a team effort.  

6: Innovative approach, which refers to a willingness to innovate and be radical.  

7: Long term perspective on impacts (Ibid.) 

 

Additionally, according to value theories, the expectations seem to be that leaders should be honest, 

truthful, have integrity and be trustworthy. Leaders should also have self-awareness, be good 

listeners and have total commitment to the team. 

Thereby, a table is created to put these characteristics, traits and styles together as shown in Table 4 

on the following page. 
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A sustainability leader should have: 

-       Systemic understanding 

-       Emotional intelligence 

-       Value orientation 

-       Strong vision 

-       Inclusive/committed style 

-       Innovative approach 

-       Long term perspective on impacts 

-       Integrity 

-       Self-awareness 

Ad Additionally, they should be:  

Honest 

Truthful 

A good listener 

Table 4: Expectations of Leaders Based on Theory 

 

These characteristics, traits and styles are all helpful when trying to figure out which behaviour is 

expected from leaders. However, the need for a more concrete guide of suggested behaviour is still 

strong - as this is more vague and hard to apply to daily tasks. Furthermore, this suggestion is also 

applicable when looking at what members of the World Business Council for Sustainable 

Development's Future Leaders team responded in 2012, to what they think makes a 21st century 

leader (Purt, 2012). The answers were furthermore very various, and when looking at the answers 

given for what it takes to be a good sustainability leader, it can be argued that one will be left with 

the impression that what it takes is “all or nothing”. However, in order for the transformation to 

actually be realistic, concrete solutions and examples of behaviour are thereby argued needed. 

 

Analysis based on expectations expressed in case studies of leaders 

Based on the suggestion that the characteristics, traits and styles found in statements and theories 

are hard to apply to behaviour, another approach will be used in order answer the supportive 

research objective of; which behaviour is expected from leaders. The question of why the leaders in 

the case studies of leaders received criticism based on their behaviour will be analysed. Moreover, 

the cases will be analysed in order to create a message of what is expected based on the data 
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collected. This will be done by collecting some of the expectations expressed in the different case 

studies on leaders - and furthermore these statements will be analysed by being formulated in a way 

so that it can be applicable to a general context. 

 

One statement that can be found which addresses the behaviour of the leader as stated by Drew 

Johnson, Tennessee Center for Policy Research President (Tapper, 2007) is as follows: “If this were 

any other person with $30,000-a-year in utility bills, I wouldn't care. But he tells other people how 

to live and he's not following his own rules" (Tapper, 2007). 

 

What this quote seems to indicate is that leader should not make rules that they are not capable to 

follow themselves. Furthermore as he states: “As the spokesman of choice for the global warming 

movement, Al Gore has to be willing to walk to walk, not just talk the talk, when it comes to home 

energy use”, which one can assume that it strengthens the argument which advocates that leaders 

are meant to do what they are promoting and “walk the talk”. As Drew Johnson, Tennessee Center 

for Policy Research President (Tapper, 2007) then goes on by arguing: "...While I appreciate that 

he's switching out some light bulbs, he is not living the lifestyle that he advocates.". What one could 

draw from this seems to be that the leaders are argued to behave completely to one's own rules, and 

not just go halfway.  

Andrew Simms, Global Witness Chief analyst of environment (Mosbergen, 2014) said: “The 

industrial-scale deforestation caused by some of the companies that Mr Schwarzenegger profits 

from accelerates the climate change that he wants to stop. In environmental terms, it’s a 

weaponized contradiction”, which seems to indicate that a leader should have a holistic view to 

their approach. Meaning, they should not support organizations that are supporting an industry their 

message is not. When looking at the case of Arnold Schwarznegger, Tom Picken, policy advisor at 

Global Witness (Mosbergen, 2014) stated: “It's really important for public personalities like him to 

make sure they're not part of the problem and to use their influence in companies to help implement 

better policies, especially companies which are widely known to be responsible for environmental 

degradation and human rights abuses and other illegal activities”, which further strengthens the 

previous statement. Furthermore, Aaron Gell, author in Business Insider (Gell, 2014) said: “It 

would not be unexpected for an investor with Schwarzenegger´s dedication to the environment and 

political background to make every effort to ensure that his holdings were socially responsible”, 

pointing at the importance that leaders make every effort to ensure that their holdings are socially 
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responsible. Following this, Ørjan Holm, Green Warriors deputy (Høyning & Høyer, 2014) said: “It 

is just a big bluff with CO2 quotas. There is only one way to save the world - which is through 

reduced consumption”. This then seems to be a strong indication that any effort might be useless 

unless leaders reduce consumption. Furthermore, Marius Holm, leader of Zero (Høyning & Høyer, 

2014) argued in the case of Petter Stordalen that: “Petter is just like us others. He covers the need 

he has, on the easiest way possible, just like the rest of us. I travel by plain more than I should. 

Most of us do.” He is seemingly arguing that leaders do not have to be perfect, but should 

nevertheless select the best available alternative. As Kjetil Rolness, a sociologist, artist and writer 

(Rolness, 2015) further argues that: “The responsibility is being put on the consumers, who has to 

stop buying gas and eat red meat”. Thus, leaders seemingly should not just tell consumers how to 

live their life - they should lead by example. Following this, a statement by Jo Alexander Gjerpe, 

engineer: (Johansen & Malm, 2015) in the case of Petter and Gunhild Stordalen reads: “There is a 

front collision between theory and reality. It´s like standing in the condominium, pointing out the 

window and asking people to turn down the heat, while she herself has a radiator a hundred times 

bigger than the others.”. Hence, this seems to indicate the leaders not to tell others what to do if and 

when you are not doing it yourself. Looking at the next statement by Kjartan Steen-Olsen, scientist 

with NTNU (Johansen & Malm, 2015) which reads:  

“Without saying anything normative about Gunhild Stordalen´s private habits, I can objectively say 

that if it is correct that they are traveling much by private jet, it is very clear that her private carbon 

footprint is much higher than for most Norwegians”. The notion seems to be that leader should 

make sure their emissions are not above what is actual norm. Looking further in the cases the 

statement from Gunnar Kvåle, professor emeritus at the Center for international health (Kvåle, 

2015):  

“Missing link between life and teachings, weakens credibility. When leading climate- and 

environmental engaged people don't care to reduce own emissions, it can be perceived as a sign 

that the climate-situation isn’t that serious”, which could be interpreted as an indication for leaders 

to reduce their own emissions in order to be taken seriously. Mari Sand Malm, author in Dagbladet 

(Malm, 2015) furthermore states that: “The Green Party encourage people to cycle, but the leaders 

of the party is happy to use a car themselves”. Which seems to suggest that leaders should not 

encourage others to choose sustainable alternatives, when they are not using them. A final statement 

addressing the behaviour of the leaders as stated by Ketil Solvik-Olsen, Transport Minister 

(Hillestad & Malm, 2015) is: “I guess they had the best excuse to take a taxi - that they did not have 
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a lot of time to the next meeting. But this is the same excuse as everyone else has”, which can be 

interpreted as an indication for leaders to not make their own exceptions of when they can and can 

not follow their own rules. 

 

Following this, as seen in the analysis of the behaviour based on expressed expectations taken from 

the case studies on leaders, there seem to be some general suggestions to good sustainability 

behaviour. In order to create a better overview of the suggested behaviour, they are all narrowed 

down and listed in the following Table 5: 

 

Do not make rules, if you are not able to keep them yourself.  

Walk the talk. 

Do not go half way in order to stick to your own rules, stick to them completely. 

Do not support organisations that are supporting an industry that your message is not 

supporting. 

Make sure you are not supporting the industry your message is not supporting.  

Make every effort to ensure your holdings are socially responsible.  

Reduce your consumption. 

You do not have to be perfect, but you should select the best available alternative.  

Do not just tell consumers how to live their life, do it yourself too. 

Do not tell others what to do, if you are not doing it yourself.  

Make sure your emissions are not above what is actually normal.  

Reduce your own emissions, or you will not be taken seriously. 

Do not encourage others to choose sustainable alternatives, when you are not using them 

yourself.  

Do not make your own exceptions, for when you can and cannot follow your own rules.  

Table 5: Case Studies on Leaders: Expectations  

 

Further analysis of expectations 

When looking at the proposed suggestions of behaviour found based on the case studies, it becomes 

clear that many of them are similar to each other. Therefore, the different suggestions will be 

organized in groups based on similarity, in order to make the proposed behaviour even more 

tangible. 
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Group 1 

- Do not make rules, if you are not able to keep them yourself.  

- Walk the talk 

- Do not go half way in order to stick to your own rules, stick to them completely. 

- Do not support organisations that are supporting an industry that your message is not 

supporting. 

- Make sure you are not supporting the industry your message is not supporting.  

- Make every effort to ensure your holdings are socially responsible.  

- Do not just tell consumers how to live their life, do it yourself too. 

- Do not tell others what to do, if you are not doing it yourself.  

- Do not encourage others to choose sustainable alternatives, when you are not using them 

yourself.  

- Do not make your own exceptions, for when you can and can not follow your own rules.  

Group 2 

- Reduce your consumption 

- Reduce your own emissions, or you will not be taken seriously  

Group 3 

- You do not have to be perfect, but you should select the best available alternative.  

- Make sure your emissions are not above what is actually normal.  

 

Furthermore, these three groups have been made into three concrete sentences based on these 

groupings, and are as follows: 

1: Balance and align your rules with your lifestyle 

2: Reduce your own consumption. 

3: Always choose the most sustainable alternative. 

Table 6: Case Studies on Leaders: Concrete Expectations 

 

In this table, it becomes clear that the criticism is not really about a need for leaders to be perfect. 

However, the main point seems to be that leaders are expected to balance what they say with what 

they are actually doing. Moreover, it seems like it is expected that they should not have greater 

emissions than the general public - or making excuses for their own behaviour, while advocating 
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others on how to live a more sustainable lifestyle. Therefore, the suggestions for behaviour will not 

be based on what is perfectly sustainable - but rather on choosing the best alternative, in any given 

situation. 

 

5.2.3 Practical application 
In order to apply the suggested expectations of behaviour resulting from the analysis of expectations 

of behaviour, a case study of practical application will focus on trying to find concrete ways to 

apply these expectations into practical daily tasks, resulting in concrete behaviour. Moreover, since 

the three resulting expressed expectations to behaviour were to (1) balance and align your values 

with your lifestyle, (2) reduce your own consumption, and to (3) always choose the most 

sustainable alternative, this chapter will try to answer how to balance and align rules with lifestyle, 

how to reduce consumption and how to choose the most sustainable alternative. 

This practical application analysis is conducted on account with what was found in the obstructing 

analysis regarding that change of lifestyle can be challenging to achieve. Meaning, in order to 

actually make realistic suggestions to how leaders should behave, in order drive sustainability in 

business and society - the suggestions have been researched with a need to fulfil the criteria found 

in Table 3: How Suggested Behaviour Should Be Addressed (page 90), namely: Easy to understand, 

easy to implement and easy to stick to. 

 

Therefore, in order to answer how to balance and align rules with lifestyle, how to reduce 

consumption and how to choose the most sustainable alternative - suggestions of behaviour will first 

be presented through a case study of sustainable behaviour, before analysing which suggestions that 

may be reformulated and adjusted towards leaders. 

 

Case study of sustainable behaviour 

The focus will now be on presenting concrete ways found to reduce carbon footprint by looking into 

different solutions and sustainable actions suggested for individuals. The expectations seem to point 

at the importance of leaders to influence and drive change with their knowledge and personal values 

that are rooted in sustainability. What is then behind valuing sustainability? If one is to have values 

that set the base for sustainability within the organization, how should one act, and what can one 

actually do? There seem to be several organizations that provide practical suggestions on actions 

one can take in order to “be green”. Amongst these are, as written by Michigan University's Centre 
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for Sustainable Systems (Center for Sustainable Systems, University of Michigan, 2015), 

suggestions like: 

- Eat local, vegetarian, or organic foods. For non-vegetarians, replace some beef 

consumption with chicken. 

- Walk, bike, carpool, use mass transit, or drive a best-in-class vehicle. 

- Move to a smaller homes, since they use less energy. 

- Replace conditioned roof area with solar reflective material  

- Use a low flow shower head and set the temperature lower than usually. 

- Turn off your TV, computer, and other electronics when not in use. 

- Unplug unused electronics 

- Choose energy-efficient lighting.  

- Recycle waste  

- Buy products with minimal packaging   

- Shop smart and purchase items with a comparatively low carbon footprint when possible. 

(Centre for Sustainable Systems, University of Michigan, 2015) 

 

Furthermore, the World wildlife foundation (WWF) has a list of “concrete things you can do to help 

our living planet” (WWF, 2016). The WWF suggests that we all need to make better choices in our 

consumption, production and use of energy in order to reduce our ecological footprint (Ibid.). 

Following this, they argue for energy use and eating as the biggest sources of impact we as humans 

have on the planet, and therefore suggest actions to address these. As they argue for the need to 

make lifestyle changes they provide the following things to do: 

- Measure your impact 

- Reduce your own carbon emissions by; 

- Being energy efficient 

- Buying renewable energy 

- Making better travel choices 

- Use your consumer power: 

- Watch your soaps and cosmetics too 

- Choose good wood 

- Don't flush forests down the toilet 

- Choose energy-efficient appliances & electronics 
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- Buy better produced products - look for eco labels that make a difference 

- Reduce, reuse, recycle: 

- Save water 

- Save paper 

(WWF, 2016). 

Looking further on what one can actually do in order to be sustainable The Centre for Biological 

Diversity also argue for the fact that we make choices every day, which affect our environment, the 

climate and wildlife and that there is a lot we can do. Following this, they have published “12 ways 

to live more sustainably” (Centre for Biological Diversity, 2016):  

- Think twice before shopping 

- Make sure your big purchases have big environmental benefits 

- Ditch the plastic 

- Boycott products that endanger wildlife 

- Pay attention to labels 

- Be water wise 

- Drive less, drive green 

- Green your home 

- Choose renewable energy 

- Take extinction off your plate: eat less meat. 

- Choose to have a smaller family 

- Use your voice and your vote 

(Center for Biological Diversity, 2016)  

A global environmental organization has shared ideas on how to live lightly on earth and save 

money at the same time at home and at work. They have published yet another list which is argued 

to help people save energy and reduce their carbon footprint: “10 ways to go green and save green”  

(Worldwatch Institute, 2016) 

1: Save energy to save money: 

- Set your thermostat a few degrees lower in the winter and a few degrees higher in the 

summer to save on heating and cooling costs. 

- Install compact fluorescent light bulbs (CFLs) when your older incandescent bulbs burn out. 

- Unplug appliances when you're not using them. Or, use a "smart" power strip that senses 

when appliances are off and cuts "phantom" or "vampire" energy use. 
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- Wash clothes in cold water whenever possible 

- Use a drying rack or clothesline to save the energy otherwise used during machine drying. 

2. Save water to save money: 

- Take shorter showers to reduce water use.  

- Install a low-flow showerhead.  

- Make sure you have a faucet aerator on each faucet.  

- Plant drought-tolerant native plants in your garden. 

3: Less gas = more money (and better health!): 

- Walk or bike to work. 

- Consider telecommuting if you live far from your work. Or move closer. Even if this means 

paying more rent, it could save you money in the long term. 

- Lobby your local government to increase spending on sidewalks and bike lanes.  

4: Eat smart: 

- If you eat meat, add one meatless meal a week.  

- Buy locally raised, humane, and organic meat, eggs, and dairy whenever you can.  

- Watch videos about why local food and sustainable seafood are so great. 

- Whatever your diet, eat low on the food chain. This is especially true for seafood. 

5: Skip the bottled water: 

- Use a water filter to purify tap water instead of buying bottled water.  

- Bring a reusable water bottle, preferably aluminium rather than plastic, with you when 

traveling or at work. 

- Check out this short article for the latest on bottled water trends. 

6: Think before you buy: 

- Go online to find new or gently used second-hand products.  

- Check out garage sales, thrift stores, and consignment shops for clothing and other 

everyday items. 

- Watch a video about what happens when you buy things. Your purchases have a real 

impact, for better or worse. 

7: Borrow instead of buying 

- Borrow from libraries instead of buying personal books and movies.  

- Share power tools and other appliances.  

8: Buy Smart: 
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- Buy in bulk.  

- Wear clothes that don't need to be dry-cleaned. This saves money and cuts down on toxic 

chemical use. 

- Invest in high-quality, long-lasting products.  

9: Keep electronics out of the trash 

- Keep your cell phones, computers, and other electronics as long as possible. 

- Donate or recycle them responsibly when the time comes.  

- Recycle your cell phone. 

- Ask your local government to set up an electronics recycling and hazardous waste collection 

event. 

10: Make your own cleaning supplies 

- The big secret: you can make very effective, non-toxic cleaning products whenever you need 

them. All you need are a few simple ingredients like baking soda, vinegar, lemon, and soap. 

- Making your own cleaning products saves money, time, and packaging-not to mention your 

indoor air quality. 

(Worldwatch Institute, 2016). Furthermore, The Worldwatch institute argue that the steps one can 

take to stop climate change also make life better (Ibid.). 

Concrete suggestions 

The case study of behaviour describes what different sources have suggested as advice to live more 

sustainable. However, as different sources has proposed similar, but still varied advice to 

individuals - it generally becomes difficult for leaders to know which advice to follow, in order to 

change their lifestyle. Therefore, this analysis will try to find concrete suggestions, directed 

towards, and adjusted for leaders. These have been analysed and divided into different categories, in 

accordance to different types of scenarios of behaviour. These are: shopping, transportation, at 

home/office and a general category. Moreover, within each of these categories, concrete actions are 

suggested - in order to make it easy to understand, implement and stick to. 

 

Shopping 

In shopping, it is suggested that the leaders should (1) think twice before shopping, in order to 

reduce their amount of consumption. This includes thinking about whether or not this product or 

service is really needed - or if it is possible to exclude it. (2) Look for better produced product labels 
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and buy local, vegetarian or organic foods. For non-vegetarian, it is suggested to buy less meat. This 

does not have to be very complicated, but it contain that some time is used on getting to know the 

more sustainable products in the beginning. However, once the habit is changed, this will no longer 

be a challenge in the sense of time-consuming. (3) Buy in bulk. This is suggested, in order to reduce 

packaging - but also to avoid any temptations that might occur when stopping by a store. (4) Invest 

in high-quality, long-lasting products. This will reduce consumption, as one does not have to buy 

new products as often - since the ones bought will last much longer. 

 

Transportation 

In transportation, it will be suggested that the leaders should (1) walk, bike, carpool, use mass 

transit or drive a best-in-class vehicle. By doing so, the personal emission will go down - but at the 

same time the suggestions are not really excluding transportation all together such as cars, which is 

done in attempt to make the action realistic. (2) Make better travel choices. This contains more than 

the daily transportation such as when travelling for business or vacation. Moreover, as a suggestion, 

one could choose to travel by regular airlines instead of using a private jet. (3) Consider 

telecommuting instead of traveling. This is included, as an alternative to eliminate the transportation 

all together. If it is not necessary to actually see the other persons or to be in the same location - this 

could be a good alternative to transportation all together. 

 

Home/office 

At home or in the office, it will be suggested that the leaders should (1) move to a smaller home. 

This is again not a suggestion that the leaders should live in the smallest apartment in the city. 

However, as seen in the case of Al Gore, his home was a mansion, which also used a lot of energy. 

Living in a smaller home would reduce energy-use, as less energy would be used to maintain it. (2) 

Turn off your TV, computer and other electronics when not in use. This is a suggestion is about 

habit, where energy does not have to be used - when it is not necessary. (3) Unplug unused 

electronics. Again, this includes stop using energy when it is not necessary. (4) Choose energy-

efficient lighting, appliances and electronics. This contains that the leaders would have to do some 

research regarding which alternatives that will be most efficient for their home or office. However, 

when that first is done, it can be compared to the shopping advice given, for searching for the best 

alternatives in the market. When the research is done, the rest will go by itself - as one would not 

have to do anything after the investment itself of doing research. 
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General 

In general, it is suggested that the leaders should (1) Measure personal impact to look for 

improvements, and have a realistic picture of their own emissions. This is suggested, based on the 

criticism regarding leaders not understanding the impact of their personal emissions and 

consumption. By keeping an overview and being aware of what they are contributing to the problem 

- it may be easier to see where they have a possibility and motivation to cut their emissions. (2) 

Reduce, reuse, recycle, borrow, share or donate as often as possible. This is a general behaviour 

includes a change in habit as well. By using or sharing what already exists in the society, one can 

reduce own consumption and emissions, but also help others to reduce theirs. 

 

5.3 Main findings: Behaviour 
The purpose for this chapter was to answer the research question of what behaviour is needed, in 

order to drive sustainability in business and society. Moreover, the needed behaviour was also 

aimed to answer how leaders can move from the group of leaders that communicate sustainability, 

but does not have strong personal values - to group three, which includes leaders who have changed 

their behaviour to match what they are communicating. Furthermore, as the hinders described some 

of the difficulties with change - the suggestions were based on the factors so that they should be 

easy to understand, implement and stick to. 

 

Based on the case study analysis of behaviour, it was suggested that the leaders should balance and 

align own rules with lifestyle, always choose the most sustainable alternative and reduce own 

consumption. That became the basis of the analysis regarding which concrete actions leaders can 

take; in order to drive sustainability is business in society. Moreover, to really answer how they 

should be able to reduce their own consumption. Together with theory, it was therefore possible to 

divide the proposed solutions into four categories, which are shopping, transportation, at 

home/office and a general category - with following concrete suggestions to behaviour. 

Table 7 is thereby proposed, as a suggestion to what behaviour is needed, in order to drive 

sustainability in business and society: 
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Shopping: 

- Think twice before shopping 

-     Look for better produced products labels. Buy local, vegetarian, or organic foods. 

For non-vegetarians, buy less meat 

-      Buy in bulk. 

-      Invest in high-quality, long-lasting products. 

Transportation: 

- Walk, bike, carpool, use mass transit, or drive a best-in-class vehicle. 

- Make better travel choices 

- Consider telecommuting instead of traveling 

At home/office: 

- Move to a smaller home 

- Turn off your TV, computer, and other electronics when not in use. 

- Unplug unused electronics 

- Choose energy-efficient lighting, appliances and electronics 

In general: 

- Measure personal impact to look for improvements, and to have a realistic picture 

of emissions 

- Reduce, reuse, recycle, borrow, share or donate as often as possible 

Table 7: Needed Sustainable Leadership Behaviour 

 

Following this, it is thereby proposed that if leaders do these actions in their personal life, they will 

be able to move from the group of leaders who communicate sustainability, but do not have strong 

personal values - to the group of leaders who both communicate sustainability and behave based on 

it. 
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Figure 13: Reader´s guide 6 

 

6. Discussion 
The purpose of this study is to create a clear guideline for leaders in order to point out the lack of 

focus on the individual. As seen in the conceptualisation chapter, there is much theory about both 

sustainability and leadership - but also how to lead sustainability in an organisational context. 

However, the personal aspect of what the leader needs to do in order to function as a role model for 

sustainability in business in society is rarely addressed. More concrete, it is hard to apply to real life 

context. 

 

Furthermore, as seen in leadership theory, sustainability theory and the case studies  - the question 

regarding how to be sustainable has actually already been answered. However, the connection to the 

personal aspect of leaders has not previously been analysed and connected to this answer. 

Moreover, guidelines directed and adjusted towards leaders seem to be missing. By including this 

aspect in leadership theory, it is thereby argued that the issue of pushing the responsibility towards 

others in the society such as the government, businesses and consumers, may be eliminated. 

Furthermore, if sustainability is genuine in values - a sustainable lifestyle may lead to sustainable 

behaviour and decision-making in work life as well as the personal life. It is thereby argued that 
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leadership theory regarding sustainability needs to include the responsibilities of individual lifestyle 

outside of work. 

 

By providing leaders with a guideline adjusted for them on how to change their personal lifestyle, it 

could be argued that the focus will shift away from profit maximization - which may end up 

reducing the complexity of sustainability, since this will contribute to closing the gap between what 

is said and done. Furthermore, as leaders will be able to make more aligned decisions and stick to 

their promises, it can based on this be argued that they will also be able to lead sustainability more 

efficiently in business and society. However, this alignment may also cause more pressure on 

leaders as individuals. Meaning, by implementing the personal aspect into leadership theory, the 

line between work and private life becomes unclear. Though, if these leaders are acting upon 

meaningful values and they are aligned, it should be beneficial for both parties and further drive 

sustainability in business, but also in society at large since it broadens the sustainable practices of 

people in their life in general. Meaning, since value theories suggest that the values an individual 

chooses to act upon creates the framework for everything you do - the unwillingness to change 

could lead to a constant personal fight between conflicting values, and moreover keep media 

focusing on hypocrisy which will keep businesses and society as a whole unsustainable. 

 

Values 

The analysis of values showed that it might become extra challenging for leaders with conflicting 

values, regarding sustainability. Moreover, it can lead to ineffective leadership with decreased trust 

from their employees and the society - if one communicates one thing, and acts in a different way in 

private life. Furthermore, it was revealed that what it eventually boils down to - is which values one 

decides to act upon. The behaviour is what is visible to others, and leaders are being judged based 

upon which actions they end up taking - not necessarily how they feel about it. Thereby, based on 

which behaviour is needed, in order to drive sustainability in business and society it could however 

be argued that it would be possible to sense whether or not the leader changes because one feels like 

one has to, or because they truly believe in the change. It could therefore be suggested that by 

giving leaders these guidelines it could, as already mentioned, contribute to even more pressure 

upon leaders - but also give them a guideline on how to be viewed as a sustainability leader, even 

though they might not care at all. This again may create even more conflicting values and add 

complexity for the individual - as they start acting in a very sustainable way, even though they do 



  107 

not believe it will help in other ways than to for example create a better image of them as a leader. 

Even so, in the greater picture, sustainable lifestyles would end up changing how businesses and 

society think and act regarding sustainability - and by raising awareness and making these changes, 

it will lead to greater good as the leader will become more sustainable and act as a good role model 

for sustainability. Values are said to lead to discomfort with opposite ones, meaning that if one 

manages to change the basic assumptions and value sustainability – unsustainable behaviour will 

bring discomfort and could therefore be argued avoided if leaders truly value sustainability. The 

values are also connected to affect, and valuing sustainability will be provoked when unsustainable 

values appear that threaten the sustainable ones.  Furthermore, how one responds to any direction, 

instruction or in general interpretations are based on what one values – a change in behaviour 

personally could therefore be argued to give sustainable behaviour greater importance leading to 

sustainable values and therefore subconsciously based on consequences it might have for the values. 

The trade off between the relevant and competing values guide the behaviour and influence action 

when important to the actor. 

This again drives us back to the point made, which says that eventually it boils down to which 

actions one takes. So whether it is the leader´s own values, the businesses values or an alignment 

between the two, which makes them change lifestyle - the outcome is what becomes crucial. 

However, the leader needs to believe that this approach is a necessity in one way or another, in 

order to create the change. Even with every possible ease to change, it comes down to the individual 

having to actually do it. By believing that what you are doing is important and necessary - will 

therefore make it easier to change, but the reason for why it is important to the specific individual, 

becomes irrelevant in the greater context. 

 

Behaviour 

On the one hand leadership behaviour is what shapes the culture of the business and leading oneself 

is as important as leading the organization and others following the value based leadership 

framework. Additionally, the analysis of behaviour further indicates that knowing oneself learns the 

behaviour that is based on basic assumption one might hold. On the other hand leadership theories 

suggest that the only way to drive change is to collaborate with followers, meaning including a lot 

of values and assumptions, which could be confusing in the sense that sharing and aligning them is 

more complex. Even if these statements are not contradicting, it seems as there are no clear 

indications on what to prioritize as a leader. Moreover, one can argue that in order to collaborate 
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one should firstly know the reason for why one is pursuing certain goals and furthermore how one 

can do so. With no clear indication on the importance of one’s personal behaviour it could be 

argued that leaders easily oversee this. If behaviour on the other hand is suggested as an important 

factor for sustainability leadership the culture could be assumed to be shaped accordingly because it 

then takes away any confusion that might appear from leaders saying one thing and behaving 

different. 

 

For leaders to change lifestyle may become challenging, due to the limitations that occur through 

external and personal factors. However, it can be argued that the limitations are there in the first 

place, based on lack of willingness to change, by breaking patterns and habits. In order to resolve or 

facilitate this major issue in human nature, it were therefore suggested that the proposing behaviour 

should be easy to understand, implement and stick to. By providing leaders with example of 

behaviour that does not necessarily have to be experienced as very ground breaking with their old 

habits - it is argued that leaders will actually be willing to take on the changes. As the leader´s role 

is to be a good role model, it is argued that they should be the first to portray the need for personal 

commitment to sustainability. Moreover, it is thereby suggested that this will lead other to follow, 

such as employees, the operation they run and furthermore the society as a whole. Meaning, if 

leaders are told to lead a sustainable business and are given a guideline on how to be sustainable 

themselves - one could assume that their lifestyle will affect business, and that business will affect 

their lifestyle. How close these two factors are to each other, will determine one's approach, which 

means that the personal willingness to adapt a sustainable lifestyle should be included in leadership 

theory. 

 

In the suggestion category of shopping it one hand seems as it is an easy change, but as also argued 

before, it takes a lot of knowledge to actually know the better alternatives. So based on the 

limitation of things such as time it can be argued that the concrete suggestions actually add to the 

pressure of expectations on leaders. There are also always risks connected to buying products that 

could lead to unsustainable associations and unsustainable behaviour such as food waste when 

buying in bulk. But again, the fact that one is taking precautions towards a sustainable lifestyle 

creates a base for a more sustainable culture, which in collaboration with followers could be argued 

to create new alternatives and solutions that fits the particular group which in the end will align all 

practices with the initiatives and create a sustainable environment that by default seemingly is 
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surrounding the people involved - motivating and driving it constantly. In the transport category on 

the other hand it seems as there would always be a better choice, and the leader can easily try and 

justify choices as seen in cases, where they feel as if in order to do certain amount of work certain 

transportation is needed. However, what the solution suggests is to be aware of one’s choices, and 

even if the choice is not the most sustainable one, it could be argued to force evaluation and 

knowledge of one’s behaviour. Therefore, these suggestions seem to also work as a tool to meet 

critique with clear indications that the actions are thought through, and not accidental contradictory 

ones. The category at home and in the office seems as one difficult to actually see by followers, 

nevertheless it could be one that is important for the individual to actually test how deep the values 

go. If one is concerned with the small things and the more one realizes the importance of aligning 

them as well one can argue the more genuine it all becomes, and the closer to actually making the 

lifestyle change needed to align it all. 

 

Ending remarks 

Sustainability leaders are argued to be the one’s who create the base for sustainable behaviour in the 

organization. If this base is in any way contrasted by opposite behaviour, this can then be argued to 

set the wrong or at least not the intended base for a sustainable business. Furthermore, the process 

of being a sustainability leader specifically involves the interest of the individual and furthermore 

joint intentions. When leaders are aware of the complexities and paradoxes, it is suggested that they 

should embrace them - instead of avoiding the issue. Even if a sustainable lifestyle has its 

constraints and may not be as easy due to the limitations, there is a clear need to actually go beyond 

said limitations and show people the possibilities. 

The systemic understanding that is expected from a sustainability leader could be argued to need to 

include more than just adhering to company goals. The way to gain trust from followers seems to be 

by actually projecting one’s value in life as well as at work. The influence of values is clearly 

relevant when they are the link between people as well as people and the business – their vision and 

goals and actions are all manifested by values one holds. But more than the fact that their existence 

is important, is the fact that they need to be updated and constantly evolved as the context around 

them changes. The problem seems to be in the speed in which changes are happening, and whether 

or not leaders are able to actually transform their values without clear directions on how to do so. 

The expectation of learning the context and all that surrounds it, can be difficult as it seems to be 

constantly revised and actually different depending on a lot of factors. Furthermore, since there are 
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specific suggestions of how to live by a sustainable lifestyle, it seems as the main hinder is in the 

choice of actually adapting the lifestyle personally. One can then argue that by not doing so, the 

leader is choosing not to share the values of the company. On the other hand, if the leader actually 

fully commits and attempts to transform moving into the group of leaders that value and behave 

according to the ways they expect the business to do - they should be able to contribute to drive 

sustainability in business and society, as that particular behaviour first with the purpose of driving 

sustainability, and is therefore seen as a factor that matters. 

 

When the individual is taken into consideration, there is need for a deeper meaning and 

understanding of the why behind the initiatives, because following a guideline for sustainable 

lifestyle can be argued to force leaders to gain knowledge on the subject beyond the business. The 

complexity of sustainability and leadership leads to changes, which can be argued easier coped with 

if one is aligned with the changes personally as well. Not having a sustainable lifestyle and working 

towards sustainability could basically be argued like working with sustainability but with economic 

growth as the main objective - they don’t match. 

 

 
Figure 14: Reader´s guide 7 
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7. Conclusion 
The notion of this paper begins with the fact that the complexity of sustainability makes it 

complicated to implement, and for businesses to adapt to, because of all the changes and diffuseness 

surrounding the topic itself. But nevertheless the fact that it is important remains and is even 

growing, and therefore better and/or new ways of approaching the topic are needed. Endorsing 

sustainability is still pressured by various stakeholders, and it keeps getting negative media 

attention, which means that current approaches lack something. Though leadership is what drives 

change- and therefore is an important factor in the sustainability context, there are high expectations 

on leaders. Thus, without a focus on personal behaviour of leaders businesses lack a dimension in 

their sustainability approach. 

 

Sustainability leadership theories should give us an understanding of the leaders and what they can 

do to drive sustainability in business and society. Instead, most focus is on what a sustainability 

leader is. The question then arises: by presenting a general image of a “sustainability leader”, does it 

actually help leaders to better do their job? 

Thus, it is concluded that it is important to include the individual and their lifestyle when combining 

the topic of leadership with driving sustainability. The “how” behind it becomes important in order 

to bring a solution, and not just a suggestion to align all elements. 

 

Practicing sustainable behaviour, following a list like the one this research constructed, will make 

this change easier - by aligning the values of the individual and business. Being a sustainable 

individual is important in order to change the norm - by creating a situation of habitual actions 

towards sustainability. Since there is a need to have a holistic approach to sustainability, individuals 

also have a responsibility. Furthermore, where leaders have the chance to be role models in order to 

drive sustainability in business, and by changing lifestyle, in society - a clear guideline then sets the 

main focus. An aligned personal and organizational focus helps avoiding any hypocrisy that may be 

in the way and hindering sustainable change. 

 

The findings in this research therefore suggest that a sustainability leader should have; systemic 

understanding, emotional intelligence, value orientation, strong vision, inclusive/committed style, 

innovative approach, long term perspective on impacts, integrity and self-awareness. Moreover, 

they should also be honest, truthful and a good listener. 
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And, additionally, the sustainability leaders should apply a specific behaviour in order to drive 

sustainability in business and society. In this paper, theory and analysis has lead to the following 

suggestions to how leaders can achieve a sustainable lifestyle: 

 

1. Think twice before shopping. 

2. Look for better produced products labels. Buy local, vegetarian, or organic foods. 

For non-vegetarians, buy less meat. 

3. Buy in bulk. 

4. Invest in high-quality, long-lasting products. 

5. Walk, bike, carpool, use mass transit, or drive a best-in-class vehicle. 

6. Make better travel choices. 

7. Consider telecommuting instead of traveling. 

8. Move to a smaller home, since they use less energy. 

9. Turn off TV, computer, and other electronics when not in use. 

10. Unplug unused electronics. 

11. Choose energy-efficient lighting, appliances and electronics. 

12. Measure personal impact to look for improvements, and to have a realistic picture 

of emissions. 

13. Reduce, reuse, recycle, borrow, share or donate as often as possible. 

Table 8: Concluded Behaviour 
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Figure 15: Reader´s guide 8 

8. Limitations and future research  
The goal for any research is to examine “the whole picture of information” about a given subject. 

By focusing on theoretical perspectives and combining two fields of research, it has enabled to go 

in depth with the information that is already there. Moreover, it creates a bridge between the two 

fields of study, which is considered needed. However, it does not provide any new information in 

that sense of new primary data, rather it suggests a new perspective of sustainability leadership 

based on melting theories and case studies from real life into one - where the leaders need to make 

it personal in order to drive sustainability in business and society. It could have created a more 

innovative research if it included more of the qualitative and quantitative methods. Though, 

regarding all the information already existing in these two fields - the selected research method was 

preferred and considered to be more valid than to conduct a focused research within only one 

industry or company. 

 

By combining secondary data from two different fields of study, the conclusions created are based 

on research that has been done for different purposes. Furthermore, with the amount of data existing 

on the two fields separately, it would go beyond the timeframe given to go through everything. That 

means that the foundations that the final conclusions are made upon, are biased in the sense of what 

the authors found important to include and exclude in the analysis. Moreover, leadership and 
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sustainability may be regarded as biased in itself, meaning that there are many various definitions 

and opinions about how to be a good leader, and how to succeed with sustainability. 

 

The findings of this study is a suggestion to sustainability leaders that want to drive sustainability in 

business and society, the indications are based on a lack of focus on the subject but are not 

empirically proven to work. Therefore these are merely suggestions to raise awareness to other 

factors and perspectives in the subject. The research is limited to those with the ability to actually 

make the suggested changes, but is also open for interpretation by leaders themselves so that they 

can adapt it to particular situations. The suggestions do not measure the amount of impact the 

changes would actually have, and whether or not they would contribute to the sustainability goals of 

the company, but it is assumed that changing lifestyles according to these suggestions will have 

significant impact, and as the purpose is not to actually measure the sustainability it is more used in 

order to make an impact on the overall approach on sustainability by businesses through leadership. 

 

The cases presented in this paper have shaped the indications, which might have looked different 

otherwise. However, on the other hand, the sampling was conducted in order to shed some light on 

a new perspective. One misunderstanding about case-study research is that the method contains a 

bias toward verification, meaning such research allows more room for the researcher’s subjective 

and arbitrary judgement (Flyvbjerg, 2006). However, it has also been argued that it is a worthwhile 

way of exploring existing theory, as it can challenge an existing theory and provide a source of new 

research questions (Saunders et al., 2003). Nevertheless, the authors believe it will still give insight 

and understanding of the two fields, and creates something new by combining them and by making 

the knowledge easier to conduct. On the other hand, an advantage of case- study research is the fact 

that one can go in-depth on real life situations and, furthermore, test views directly in relation to 

phenomena as the unfold in real life (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Thus, the case study as a method contains no 

greater bias towards verification of the researcher’s preconceived notion than any other methods 

(Flyvbjerg, 2006). The paper further recognizes the use of newspaper articles might not be a 

objective source, but in the context of this research the cases were selected to also analyse the 

leaders cause for media attention, thus are a relevant source. 

 

In order to make stronger conclusions based on the findings this research could have included a 

broader aspect of theories together primary data about leaders, but the method was intentionally 
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based on secondary data to avoid interpretations of how one sees themselves as leaders but actually 

focus the analysis on suggested approaches. Furthermore, a deeper suggestion such as tools for 

measuring one's impact would add depth to this research, but was excluded due to the focus of this 

particular research question. The paper also recognizes the need for a bigger systemic change in 

order to make these particular finding more adaptable to businesses today, but also suggests that this 

could be a start toward such change. 

 

Furthermore, most of the research in sustainability address change from an organizational level 

therefore an attempt to address it from an individual level provides further insight. This research is 

limited to leaders in developed countries. 

The case study method allowed the paper to analyse the real practices on a relatively new subject, to 

gain insight instead of interviews otherwise coloured by the individuals’ perceptions of oneself 

within the field of sustainability and the practices at home. 

If it was possible to generalize further one could say that leaders true intentions or values need to be 

coherent with the business in more than sustainability in order to drive business forward. According 

to the findings here the actions or lifestyles affect the actions taken even in practices and decisions 

made at work - and should therefore be considered when choosing a leader. 

  

As a suggestion to further research, it could be interesting to do an exploratory research study, to 

seek new insights and to assess the phenomena in a new light. However, this was seen as very time 

consuming - where additionally to search in literature and conduct case studies, would have had to 

interview experts in the subject and conducting focus group interviews. Limitations in time and 

resources/getting in touch with relevant interviewees made this challenging. These limitations were 

also the ones limiting this research to become a longitudinal study, where it would have been 

possible to study change and development over time. By conducting a similar research study with 

the role of a practitioner-researcher, where one would have had full access to people in these 

positions, could also be interesting to get deeper insight in a particular organisation or industry. For 

this study, the authors did not have this possibility. However, it did make us able to ask the “basic” 

questions, which is often forgotten when one is too familiar with the subject or organisation. 

Furthermore, it could be interesting measure any difference in the lifestyles of leaders within 

sustainability. This paper also suggests a deeper research on the practical suggestions for 

sustainable lifestyle, and the evolvement and implementation of such suggestions. 
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