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Abstract 
The failures of leaders in the 21st century have reached crisis proportions, as evidenced by the alarming trends of 
“Quiet Quitting” and “The Great Resignation” (Jamali & Caldwell, 2023). Beck and Harter (2023) reported that 82% 
of people promoted to positions of leadership were the wrong individuals and 58% of employees in a 2018 survey 
indicated that they would rather trust a stranger than their boss (Damron, 2018). For organizations to reverse this trend 
of ineffective leadership, they must develop a sustainable leadership approach that incorporates true ethical principles 
(Hasan, 2022). 
The purpose of this paper is to address the need for “Sustainability Leadership” in modern organizations and to 
emphasize the importance of ethical leadership (Stouten, Van Dijke, & De Cremer, 2012). We begin this paper by 
defining Sustainability Leadership (SL) and emphasizing its importance as a leadership framework. After defining SL, 
we then identify how SL meshes with seven different leadership perspectives. We suggest eight propositions that 
leaders and organizations can test related to each perspective’s contribution to SL. We conclude the paper by 
identifying four contributions of this paper for leaders and organizations 
Keywords: Sustainability Leadership, Ethical Perspectives 
1. Defining Sustainability Leadership
Leadership is a central element in developing and promoting organizational sustainability, (i.e., Elkington & Upward, 
2016; Opoku et al., 2015; Suriyankietkaew, 2013). Creating sustainable organizations is challenging in a world where 
reality is “constantly changing, uncertain and unpredictable, nonlinear, emergent, self-organizing, adaptive, and 
existing as interconnected webs of relationships” (Burns, 2016, p. 1). The complexity of the modern world and the 
obligations owed by leaders and organizations have been redefined as society has recognized the ethical obligations 
that leaders and organizations share and the inevitable consequences that are on the horizon if stakeholders do not unite 
in the quest for common solutions (Anderson, Ndalamba, & Caldwell, 2017). 
Sustainability includes economic viability long-term. In his research about sustainability in organizations, Harvard 
University’s Michael Porter (1998) defined economic sustainability as an organization’s ability to maintain long-term 
competitive advantage.  However, with the increased emphasis on the ethical responsibilities of organizations of all 
types, the definition of sustainability also incorporates the triple bottom line responsibilities of social responsibility to 
society, an environmental obligation to do no harm, and a citizenship obligation to be an active participant in resolving 
the problems of both present and future generations (Henriques & Richardson, 2013).   
In addressing the responsibilities of sustainable leadership, the University of Michigan’s LaRue Hosmer (2010) 
proposed a model for ethical decision-making represented in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1. The Hosmer Model 

 
Consistent with Hosmer’s model, the leader’s responsibilities include recognizing the impacts of leadership decisions 
on the present and future stakeholders (cf. Friedman, 2009). Those responsibilities are affected by decisions that 
incorporate legal, economic, financial, and ethical duties as leaders evaluate options and propose a moral solution 
regarding the decisions that they make (Caldwell & Anderson, 2020). 
Understanding the implications of sustainability leadership requires that those who lead recognize their obligations to 
the individuals and the organizations that they serve (Chen, 2012). Economically, the obligation to create a sustainable 
competitive advantage requires creating an organization that delivers world class products or services that are “great” 
rather than simply “as good as” the competition – and Jim Collins (2001, p. 1) famously declared that “Good is the 
enemy of great.” Collins (2001, Chapter 1) explained that that for companies that lacked a distinctive competitive 
advantage, the issue was not whether they would go out of business but when their demise would occur. 
As an ethically virtuous standard of leadership, SL includes behaviors, practices, and systems that create long-term 
value for all stakeholders and enables leaders to optimize the creation of new value by so doing (cf. Bendell & Little, 
2015). Peterlin and colleagues (2015) explained that organizations have a responsibility to the greater good of society, 
and that SL is responsible for making decisions that take into account pro-social and pro-natural ecological and social 
dimensions. 
Other scholars agree with the importance of ethically based leadership perspectives that adopt a long-term commitment 
to the achievements of organizations and that emphasize creating organizational sustainability. For example, McCann 
and Sweet, (2015) found that leaders in the financial industry encouraged ethical behaviors among employees focused 
on the long-term performance of the organization rather than pursuing short-term profit-taking that often hamstrung 
organizations long-term. This recognition of the need to honor long-term obligations due to future stakeholders and 
even future generations was similarly emphasized by Thomas Friedman (2009) in his critique of the 2008-2009 
worldwide fiscal crisis. 
Leaders of organizations have come to realize that a sustainable business strategy was not only economically beneficial 
but could also contribute to the good of the environment and could benefit society (Winsemius & Guntram, 2013). 
Echoing the wisdom of Mary Parker Follett (2013) nearly a century ago, Mary Ferdig (2007) recognized that 
sustainability leadership involves taking responsibility for understanding and acting upon sustainability challenges and 
incorporated the philosophy of “power with” rather than “power over” others in the quest to solve challenging societal 
problems. 
In writing about the importance of creating a critical mass of employees committed to achieving environmental and 
social sustainability, Galpin and Whittington (2012) identified the importance of leadership style as a critical element 
in creating sustainable organizations. The extensive research by Gallup has confirmed that leaders throughout the world 
have typically failed to engage and empower their employees or to use the human capital in their organizations to 
productively address sustainability objectives and recommend that leaders who seek to create sustainability adopt a 
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transformational leadership approach (Clifton & Harter, 2019). Sustainability leadership demonstrates a commitment 
to the long-term welfare of all stakeholders in acknowledging the complex moral responsibilities of leadership 
(Caldwell & Anderson, 2019; Caldwell, Hayes, & Long, 2010).   
Incorporating the insights of the many scholars who have written about SL, we define the term as the virtuous 
commitment to ethical stewardship that honors the long-term financial, environmental, social, legal, and ethical 
obligations that leaders and organizations owe present and future generations. 
2. Leadership Perspectives and Sustainability 
In writing about the importance of creating a critical mass of employees committed to achieving environmental and 
social sustainability, Galpin and Whittington (2012) identified the importance of leadership style as a critical element 
in creating sustainable organizations. Consistent with that perspective, we suggest that SL integrates the best elements 
of a broad range of leadership perspectives that engage and empower the members of their organizations in honoring 
responsibilities owed to society (Friedman, 2009).  In this section we identify seven leadership perspectives that fit 
the criteria of SL and offer eight propositions about the specific contributions of each perspective to our definition of 
SL. 
2.1 Transformational Leadership 
Transformational Leadership (TlL) is a leadership perspective that enables individuals and organizations to improve 
themselves through achieving positive change (Bass & Riggio, 2006). TlL empowers people to excel beyond their 
previous potential by providing a clear vision and motivating people to achieve a worthy goal (Givens, 2008). Leaders 
create the capacity to change by emotionally connecting with colleagues and inspiring them to be innovative in the 
pursuit of outcomes that redefine what is possible (Antonakis, 2012).  
In writing about the nature of leadership, James MacGregor Burns (2010) observed that leadership and ethics are much 
like two sides of the same coin.  TlL is ethically rich and consists of four fundamental elements (Caldwell & Anderson, 
2019b). 
Idealized Influence – Leaders are the ethical role models of those whom they lead and serve. 
Inspirational Motivation – Leaders seek to encourage and inspire others to go beyond their past best performance. 
Intellectual Stimulation -- Leaders constantly strive to learn, grow, and improve to achieve effective change. 
Individualized Consideration – Leaders emphasize that the welfare, growth, and wholeness of each individual is 
important.  
Leaders who honor the TlL perspective acknowledge that they owe an ethical obligation to pursue the best interests of 
their organizations and the individuals whom they lead while guiding organizations through the change process 
(Sendjaya, 2005). 
Consistent with this review of TlL and its relationship to SL, we offer our first proposition. 
P1: Leaders who are high in incorporating the ethical perspectives of TlL are perceived by their colleagues as 
more aligned with SL’s commitment to sustainable organizations than leaders who rate lower in those four 
perspectives. 
2.2 Servant Leadership 
Servant Leadership (SvL) is “a philosophy and set of practices that enriches the lives of individuals, builds better 
organizations and ultimately creates a more just and caring world” (Purdue Global, 2020).  Robert Greenleaf (2002) 
declared unequivocally that the servant leader is a servant first in her or his relationship with others.  SvL pursues that 
which is in each individual’s best interests rather than that which is in the leader’s personal self-interest (Ludema and 
Cox 2007, p. 343).  
SvL is an ethically-based framework which incorporates Gilligan’s (2016). Ethic of Care and demonstrates leaders’ 
commitment to the welfare, growth, and wholeness of those with whom they labor (Çelikdemir, 2022). Max DePree 
(2004, p. 11) emphasized that building relationships with individuals rose to the level of an ethical obligation of the 
leader to “be a servant and a debtor’’ to colleagues and employees—but DePree also noted that this relationship 
included the leader’s responsibility to ‘‘define reality’’ in dealing honestly about expectations required to meet the 
needs of the organization as well. 
We offer a second proposition about SvL and its ethically based contribution to leading others. 
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P2: Leaders who are perceived to be high in adopting principles of the Ethics of Care and Servant Leadership 
are able to create more sustainable organizations than organizations with leaders lower in adopting the Ethics 
of Care and Servant Leadership. 
2.3 Charismatic Leadership 
Charismatic Leadership (CL) generates the commitment and followership of others based upon the leader’s personal 
ability to establish connection with others and her/his ability to inspire others in the pursuit of a worthy goal (Conger, 
2015). This connection reflects the conviction of followers that inspires them to achieve unprecedented results (Conger, 
Kanungo, & Menon, 2000, p. 748). Charismatic leaders typically advocate a moral purpose that may often rise to the 
level of a ‘‘calling’’ for themselves and for those whom they lead (Lussier & Achua, 2009). 
Charismatic leaders inspire followers to transcend their own self-interest for the greater good (Brown & Trevino, 2006) 
and when those leaders honor the values that they espouse they model the way and are able to serve as role models of 
ethical values and principles (Kouzes & Posner, 2023). The alignment of values and the degree to which followers’ 
commitment meshes with the charismatic leader’s calling or purpose are the basis for their connection with the 
charismatic leader (Hayibor et al. 2011). The importance of this purpose is a fundamental element of the charismatic 
leader’s ability to motivate others (Ciulla, 2014). 
Our third proposition addresses the role of CL in achieving sustainable organizations. 
P3: Organizations with leaders who are modeling the ethical values of Charisma Leadership are more effective 
in being sustainable than organizations with leaders who do not model their organization’s values. 
2.4 Level 5 Leadership 
Level 5 Leadership (L5L) was described by Jim Collins (2001) as the integration of personal humility with a fierce 
resolve to accomplish previously unachieved organizational outcomes. Leaders in the most successful organizations 
who adopted this L5L perspective were understated individuals who did not seek the acclaim of others but focused on 
the success of their organizations (Penn, 2019). L5L leaders ‘‘look in the mirror’’ and take personal responsibility 
when organizational problems occur but ‘‘look out the window’’ and give credit to others when their organizations 
succeed (Singh, 2008).  
The L5L perspective’s focus on the ethical responsibilities of leadership emphasizes the obligation of leaders to achieve 
meaningful outcomes that add value to society while involving others as full partners who receive credit for their role 
in achievements (Caldwell, Ichiho & Anderson, 2017). Giving others credit for success is intellectually honest, morally 
fair, and recognizes that employees in today’s knowledge, wisdom, and service economy are key to providing the 
quality of experience that customers receive (Wiley & Kowske, 2011). The ethical perspective of L5L leaders is based 
upon the query, “What can I contribute?” rather than “How can I personally benefit?” (Caldwell, 2012). 
Consistent with our review of L5L’s contribution to leadership, we offer our fourth proposition. 
P4: Organizations with leaders who model the humility and fierce resolve of Level 5 Leadership are more 
effective in being sustainable than organizations with leaders who do not model those values. 
2.5 Principle-Centered Leadership 
Principle-Centered Leadership (PCL) is a highly ethical leadership obligation to honor duties owed to others based 
upon a commitment to values and principles (Covey, 2006). PCL is based upon the assumption that leaders choose to 
comply with universal principles and values that are widely accepted and common to all cultures (Lewis 2001). These 
principles and values produce predictable desirable outcomes that achieve results and benefit others (Covey, 1992). 
The ethical obligation of PCL is to apply correct principles in all of one’s dealings with others in the pursuit of creating 
a better society and enriching the lives of others (Covey, 2005). The identification and implementation of those virtue-
based principles reflects the duties owed by leaders to society and to individuals and groups within it (Hosmer 2010).  
Those principles honor others as valued ‘‘Yous,’’ or as valued ends, rather than inconsequential ‘‘Its,’’ or as simply 
the means to achieving one’s self-interests (Buber, 2008). 
P5: Organizations with leaders who adopt universally accepted values and principles in their interactions with 
others are more sustainable than organizations with leaders who do not adopt those values. 
2.6 Covenantal Leadership 
Covenantal Leadership (CovL) is a leadership model that emphasizes the leader’s obligation to constantly pursue new 
insights and greater truths in the quest to serve society and make a better world (Caldwell & Hasan, 2016).  In 
developing the leadership perspective of CovL, Moses Pava (2015) integrated the roles of the leader as a teacher, role 
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model, servant, exemplar of proper conduct, and the creator of new meanings.  Citing Moses, as a great example of 
CovL, Pava (2001) viewed leadership in the Judaic tradition as noble, highly ethical, and committed to empowering 
others. 
In CovL, the leader is engaged in a partnership with others to benefit society and to assist others in the process of 
continuous improvement and personal growth and views its responsibilities as a sacred and covenantal obligation 
(Caldwell et al., 2012). CovL honors relationships with followers by personal example and by helping others to 
recognize their personal responsibility in the pursuit of truth and the creation of new meaning (Fischer & Schultz, 
2017). Aligned with this review of the role of CovL, we present our sixth proposition related to SL. 
P6: Organizations with leaders who adopt the Covenantal Leadership perspective about their covenantal 
obligation to discover new meanings are perceived by others as more sustainable than organizations with 
leaders who do not adopt the Covenantal Leadership perspective. 
2.7 Transformative Leadership 
Transformative Leadership (TvL) is an integrative leadership perspective that combines ethical elements of each of 
the six leadership perspectives listed above and was developed as a model of ethical stewardship intended to honor the 
ethical duties of organizations (Caldwell, 2012). Caldwell and colleagues (2012, page 176) defined the term as “an 
ethically-based leadership model that integrates a commitment to values and outcomes by optimizing the long-term 
interests of stakeholders and society and honoring the moral duties owed by organizations to their stakeholders (Italics 
in the original).  
 
Table 1. provided here, briefly summarizes the contributions of the six other leadership perspectives in addressing 
TvL’s contribution to SL 

Leadership 
Perspective Ethical Emphasis Contribution to Sustainability 

Leadership Comment 

Transformational Balanced Excellence 
Focused on optimizing the goals of 
the organization while enriching 
individuals. 

Honors duties owed to 
organizations and 
individuals. 

Servant Serving the Individual 
Achieve the organization’s goals by 
first meeting individual members’ 
needs. 

Meeting individual needs 
builds their trust and 
commitment. 

Charismatic Pursuing a Calling Accomplishing a noble purpose 
worth achieving. 

Inspires personal 
dedication at highest level. 

Level 5 Achieving Results Pursuing excellence and giving 
credit to contributors. 

Seeks excellence while 
honoring others. 

Principle-Centered Embracing principles 
and values 

Honoring correct principles and 
values to achieve the best possible 
outcomes. 

Identifies and applies 
correct principles and 
values. 

Covenantal Creating new truths Constantly learning to grow and 
flourish. 

Acknowledges duty to 
constantly improve. 

 
Warren Bennis and Burt Nanus (2007, p. 16) described TvL as ‘‘the capacity to translate intention into reality and 
sustain it.” (Italics in the original.) TvL increases the capacity for leaders to earn the trust, followership, and support 
of others (Caldwell, Hayes & Long, 2010). Goleman (2007, p. 28) described such leadership the ability to “pull the 
best out of people” in enabling organizations to achieve and maintain a competitive advantage. It is in TvL’s combined 
set of ethical and moral criteria that appeals to its followers and demonstrates the integrity and character of leaders 
who adopt its principles and values (Caldwell & Anderson, 2019). 
In addressing the significant contribution of TvL, we offer two more propositions that address the sustainability of 
leadership. 
P7: Organizations with leaders who adopt Transformative Leadership principles are more sustainable than 
organizations with leaders who do not adopt Transformative Leadership principles. 
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P8: Leaders that adopt all of the ethical elements of Transformative Leadership are perceived as more 
trustworthy than leaders who do not adopt all of its elements. 
3. Contributions of the Paper 
As leaders and organizations reflect on how they can create sustainable and thriving cultures, understanding the ethical 
obligations that they owe their employees can exponentially improve their ability to build employee trust and 
commitment.  In this review of SL, this paper makes four contributions to both practitioners and to the scholars who 
study organizational leadership. 

1) We explain the nature of Sustainability Leadership and its importance in helping organizations to be 
successful (Hasan, 2022).  Defining SL and its accompanying characteristics enables individuals and 
organizations to recognize the importance of honoring duties owed to employees in the quest for sustainability 
(DePree, 2004). 

2) We emphasize the importance of ethical leadership as a factor essential for achieving organizational 
sustainability (Ciulla, 2014).  As leaders consider the broad range of ethical duties owed to stakeholders, 
they have a greater appreciation for examining the underlying principles and values implicit in their 
relationships with others (Burns, 2010). 

3) We explain how ethical leadership perspectives contribute to greater organizational sustainability and offer 
eight propositions for testing those contributions (Caldwell, 2012).  Each of the transformative leadership 
perspectives that we describe can enable leaders and organizations to achieve productive change and enable 
organizations to accomplish their objectives more fully (Bennis & Nanus, 2007). 

4) We provide useful insights about the nature of leadership and organizational sustainability that can 
generate thoughtful dialogue about leadership and organizational effectiveness (Kouzes & Posner, 2023).  
At a time when organizations and their leaders appear to be struggling to retain the commitment, followership, 
and trust of employees to be sustainable, it behooves leaders and those who study organizations to engage in 
this dialogue (Clifton & Harter, 2019). 

4. Conclusion 
It is folly to suggest that solving the problems of the modern organization is a simple task. Albert Einstein is famous 
for reminding the world that the significant problems that we currently face cannot be resolved at the same level that 
we were at when we created those problems. Such is the case with the issues of sustainability and SL. We urge leaders 
and organizations to reflect upon the degree to which they honor the underlying ethical duties owed to their employees 
and encourage them to adopt the principles and values of ethical leadership as they strive to become sustainable 
organizations. 
The unfortunate fact that many of today’s leaders are not viewed as trustworthy is a well-established reality (Clifton 
& Harter, 2019). Integrity and honesty have consistently been identified as the primary source of leader credibility, yet 
the growing distrust in today’s leaders suggests that unethical leadership is a major cause of that loss in credibility 
(Kouzes & Posner, 2023). Although SL would seem to be a major priority for regaining organizational trust and 
employee followership, the growing evidence suggests that leaders are failing to understand their responsibilities as 
ethical leaders (Hasan, 2022). 
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