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Abstract: Given the social and environmental challenges facing all organizations, there is a need for
new leadership models, methods, and tools for implementing organizational change for sustainable
development. Toward that end, we review current approaches to leadership for sustainability in
terms of their conceptual frameworks and extant research, which all advocate a balanced stakeholder
approach to leadership to address the social and environmental issues related to sustainability and
sustainable development. Then, drawing from spiritual and being-centered leadership theories,
we offer a model of Global Leadership for Sustainability (GLfS) that incorporates and extends
the conceptual domain beyond current approaches to leadership for sustainability. In doing so we
propose that spirituality, through the qualities of self-transcendence and interconnectedness, is critical
for sustainability and is foundational for GLfS. We also emphasize the importance of cultivating
a Global Mindset for Sustainability, which incorporates two ethical principles—an ethic of remote
moral responsibility and an ethic of care and compassion. As a result, global leaders for sustainability
become more committed to moving beyond satisfying stakeholders’ demands for economic returns,
toward a more sustainable, triple bottom line, balanced approach. Finally, we discuss implications
for theory, research, and practice of GLfS.

Keywords: leadership for sustainability; sustainability; sustainable development; spiritual leader-
ship; sustainability leadership; responsible leadership; conscious leadership; global mindset; ethics
for sustainability

1. Introduction

By whatever name, something akin to spiritual renewal is the sine qua non of the
transition to sustainability.

Orr [1]

We live in unprecedented times. Many organizations, some with revenues greater than
the GDP of entire nations, are becoming increasingly international in terms of various
businesses, activities, and interactions with customers, competitors, suppliers, employees,
and other relevant stakeholders [2]. However, this global interconnectedness challenges
organizations to create an encompassing strategy in a fragmented but connected environ-
ment that encompasses poverty and disease in Africa, the reliance on IT services in India,
large-scale pollution in China, and increasingly critical consumers in home markets [3].
Multinational organizations are also expected to deal with the conflicting demands of a
wide range of stakeholders from diverse multicultural, ethnic, linguistic, and religious
backgrounds [4–8].

These demands are exponentially increasing as, according to a report by Ellen MacArthur
Foundation in 2013 [9], by 2025 there will be 1.8 billion additional middle-class consumers,
a 24% increase in global calorie consumption, a 47% increase in packaging, and a 41%
increase in end-of-life materials. At the same time, we are currently using 50% more natural
resources yearly than the Earth can replenish and 30% of the world’s population (2.1 bln)
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lack clean water and basic hygiene. This trend has serious consequences as it is estimated
that if we continue with “business as usual” we will require the resources of 2.9 planets to
survive in 2050 [10,11].

To reverse this trend, organizations are now called to create new business models
as well as new models of leadership for sustainability that can address the economic,
social, and environmental pillars of sustainability, often referred to as the triple bottom
line [12–14]. These models should allow for crossing multiple boundaries and balancing
local responsiveness with global integration in order to effectively drive corporate per-
formance, while addressing increasing demands for sustainable solutions from powerful
socially- and environmentally-focused stakeholders [15–17].

In response, many leaders and their organizations are already engaged in significant
efforts to address these challenging societal and environmental issues. However, recent
research that has tracked the adoption of corporate sustainability strategies over time has
found that, even though sustainable business models could generate 12 trillion US dollars
of economic and market opportunities and increase employment by up to 380 million jobs
by 2030 [13], businesses have been slow to tackle sustainability issues and are, on the whole,
nowhere near having fully incorporated sustainability into their strategic thinking and
operations [18,19].

A major proposition of this piece is that a new model of Global Leadership for Sustain-
ability (GLfS) is necessary for the transformation and the continued success of organizations
focusing on sustainability and sustainable development. Given that sustainability is deeply
rooted in the sacredness of humans, sentient beings, and nature, we also propose that the
development of spiritual capabilities is a particularly important aspect of GLfS, as these
reflect an emerging consciousness by leaders who are choosing to live their lives and lead
their organizations in ways that account for their impact on the earth, society, and the
health of local and global economies [20]. This creates unique challenges since leaders
and their organizations seeking to implement triple bottom line strategies would need to
emphasize spiritual qualities, such as self-transcendence and interconnectedness, which
are socially complex and causally abstruse, but nevertheless can be a source of competitive
advantage as they are difficult to imitate [21,22].

With an overriding purpose of co-creating a conscious, flourishing world that works
for everyone, GLfS is a leadership paradigm for organizational transformation to a learning
organization designed to facilitate vision and value congruence across the individual,
empowered team, organization, and stakeholder ecosystem levels (see Figure 1). GLfS
requires cultivation of a global mindset for sustainability based on two ethical principles
for sustainability, which foster hope/faith in a vision for sustainability and sustainable
development and an organizational culture based on the values of altruistic love. Leader-
ship for sustainability then satisfies fundamental needs of both leader and followers for
spiritual well-being through a sense of (1) calling/purpose to be change agents for sustain-
ability and (2) belonging or membership in a loving, supportive community for sustainable
development. In turn, spiritual well-being positively influences the economic, social, and
environmental outcomes for sustainability that are inherently represented through triple
bottom line key performance indicators.

The purpose of this article is to offer a model of GLfS that incorporates and extends
current approaches to leadership for sustainability. In doing so we first make the case that
two qualities of spirituality, self-transcendence, and interconnectedness, are foundational
for sustainability and sustainable development. Second, we review current approaches
to leadership for sustainability in terms of their conceptual domain and extant research,
which advocate a balanced stakeholder approach to leadership that explicitly addresses
issues inherent in the triple bottom line as it relates to sustainability and sustainable de-
velopment. Third, we propose that spiritual and being-centered leadership theories can
be used as the foundation for a model of GLfS, as they encompass both spiritual qualities
of self-transcendence and interconnectedness. In doing so, we build upon Egel and Fry’s
(2018) [23] work on global mindset, which makes the case that global leaders cultivate
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a global mindset only when they reach an elevated state of consciousness. At this level,
leaders committed to sustainability, in addition to having a sense of self-transcendence and
interconnectedness, incorporate two fundamental ethical principles into their strategic de-
cision making; an ethic of remote moral responsibility and an ethic of care and compassion
and will develop a Global Mindset for Sustainability (GMS). We then compare and contrast
the conceptual domains of leadership for sustainability and demonstrate that the GLfS
model incorporates and extends the conceptual domain of leadership for sustainability.
Finally, we discuss implications for future theory, research, and practice of GLfS.
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Figure 1. Model of Global Leadership for Sustainability.

This piece contributes to our understanding of global leadership for sustainability in
several ways in that it:

• further explains the role leadership must play, and its importance for, a triple bottom
line-based approach for sustainability and sustainable development;

• demonstrates that spirituality, through the qualities of self-transcendence and inter-
connectedness, is foundational for sustainability;

• reviews and integrates the relevant literature on leadership for sustainability;
• highlights the role spirituality must play in any model of leadership for sustainability;
• explores how a Global Mindset for Sustainability as a source for higher levels of

consciousness, self-awareness, and other-centeredness serves as the source for GLfS;
• introduces two ethical principles for sustainability relating to social and environmental

stakeholders that do not directly contribute to the firm’s financial performance, but
yet are necessary for sustainable development;

• explicates a causal model of GLfS that incorporates and extends current widely ac-
cepted approaches to leadership for sustainability;

• provides specific models, methods, and tools for the practice of GLfS.

2. Spirituality and Sustainability

While there are numerous definitions of spirituality, inherent to most of these is the
quest for self-transcendence and the attendant feeling of interconnectedness with all things
in the universe [24,25]. Self-transcendence is a state of consciousness whereby one seeks to
go beyond self-interest toward an other-centered, broadened life perspective purpose or
calling [21,26–29]. Interconnectedness is grounded in a sense of identity and community
in which humans see themselves as equal to and interdependent with all other sentient
beings and nature [30,31]. We are not separate from our communities and the larger world;
we are intricately interconnected with one another in search of a common purpose.

These two qualities of spirituality, self-transcendence and interconnectedness, are
also inherent to sustainability. Sustainability is most widely defined as a state of existence
whereby social well-being and quality of life is maintained without degrading the ecological
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systems upon which present and future life depend [32]. In tandem, sustainability and
sustainable development seek a balance among competing economic, environmental, and
societal forces, with emphasis on the connections among economic and social equity,
and environmental quality [20]. People and the Earth’s resources are not just factors
of production to be used and then discarded as waste when they become economically
useless [22]. One term for this balanced emphasis that has seen wide acceptance is the
triple bottom line [21].

Finding a balance among contradictory demands for economically, socially, and
environmentally sustainable solutions is an undeniable leadership challenge that calls for a
personal ethic that reaches beyond self-interest [20]. In its broadest sense, all approaches
to sustainability assume the fundamental dignity of human beings, other sentient beings,
and the environment requiring mutual respect, caring, and love [1,33]; that no human is
entitled to diminish the well-being of another and that no generation has the right to take
actions detrimental to the generations to come. Leopold [34] believed that giving an ethical
stand to nature requires a more spiritual view of our relationships with one another as well
as to nature. Pruzan and Pruzan-Mikkelsen [35], in interviews of spiritually motivated
executives, found they were most inspired by spiritual qualities such as love, caring for
others, purpose, compassion, divinity, and service.

David Orr [1] in “Four Challenges of Sustainability” argues that spiritual renewal
is the sine qua non of the transition from the all-but-universal addiction to consumerism
and the Neoliberal economic model based on perpetual growth. He further contends that
such a spiritual renewal cannot take place without a heightened spiritual awareness based
on compassion, courage, kindness, humility, gratitude, forgiveness, empathy, and humor,
which, again, are the very same qualities that are foundational to the world’s spiritual and
religious traditions. This requires a shift to a higher level of consciousness that is more
inwardly focused and spiritual, with an appreciation of the social and natural world that
ultimately improves both the quality of life and the environment [36,37]. At this level
of consciousness, leaders become committed to a sustainable world that insures not just
continued survival, but the flourishing of future generations [38,39].

3. Leadership for Sustainability

Leadership for sustainability is a relatively new field of scholarly inquiry that goes
beyond more traditional leadership approaches that emphasize internal organizational
processes and outcomes within limited or closed systems, although it is related to other
leadership models that are relational and focus on systems change [40–43]. It includes a
radically expanded approach to leadership that allows all who are committed to making a
sustainable difference in their organizations, communities, and the broader society to be
leaders [20]. Leadership for sustainability is thus enacted in organizations operating in open
systems in an evolving and global ecosystem of stakeholders. This challenges the traditional
neoliberal economic paradigm with its primary focus on maximizing shareholder wealth to
the exclusion of those advocating social and environmental issues as championed through
the seventeen United Nations “sustainable development goals” [44].

Leadership for sustainability thus goes beyond the trappings of formal position or
legitimate power. Instead, these leaders find themselves in a wide array of collaborative
relationships faced with the complex challenge of co-creating a common vision and building
synergies among a diverse set of internal and environmental stakeholders that are often in
conflict [20,45]. More recently, work in this area has evolved into three streams of scholarly
inquiry, including sustainability leadership [46], responsible leadership [47], and conscious
leadership [48,49]. All three focus on a balanced stakeholder approach to leadership that
explicitly addresses issues inherent in the triple bottom line.

3.1. Sustainability Leadership

In a comprehensive bibliographic review, Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew [46] found
the literature on sustainable (or sustainability) leadership to be modest in size but global
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in scope and growing rapidly, with the bulk of scholarship being published within the
last decade. However, there is little consensus on the conceptualization of sustainability
leadership, due to overlapping and different constructs and definitions. For example,
Ferdig [20] defined sustainability leaders as taking conscious action to foster outcomes that
nurture, support, and sustain healthy social, environmental, and economic systems. Avery
and Bergsteiner (2011) [50] assert that sustainability leaders focus on long-term decision
making for system-wide innovations to increase customer satisfaction through a highly
engaged workforce, quality products, services, and solutions. Hargreaves and Fink [51]
viewed sustainability leadership within the broad definition of sustainability as leadership
that seeks to meet the needs of current society without compromising the ability of future
generations to prosper. Suriyankietkaew and Avery [52] see sustainability leadership as
leadership that creates long-term well-being and lasting value for all stakeholders, beyond
just social and environmental responsibility, that produces increased profitable growth,
resilience, and sustainability in organizations. Finally, Knight and Paterson’s [53] review of
behavioral competencies of sustainability leaders defined sustainability leadership as lead-
ers who collaboratively work with stakeholders to integrate ethical, social, environmental,
and consumer concerns into their core strategy and operations.

Nevertheless, there are common features that emerge from work grounded in the vari-
ous conceptualizations of sustainability leadership [22,42,46,53–60]. Sustainability leaders
are dedicated change agents for sustainability rooted in a learning organizational paradigm
and spiritual way of being that is interconnected, inclusive, relational, and mindful and
practiced in an open organizational and social stakeholder system within a particular
institutional environment. Both sustainability leaders and their organization’s culture
adopt altruistic ethical values that are grounded in mutually beneficial stakeholder relation-
ships and a shared purpose focused on sustainability and sustainable development. These
values form the foundation for both leader–follower relationships and an organizational
vision and strategies for sustainability that are co-created with stakeholders and jointly
pursued. Sustainable leadership also emphasizes multiple outcomes for organizational
effectiveness that go beyond traditional measures of success, such as employee productivity,
commitment, and profit to include the “triple bottom line” of broader economic, social, and
environmental outcomes; however, these outcomes are not the end goal. They encompass
the degree to which organizations, communities, and societies embrace sustainability and
sustainable development.

Reflecting the nascent state of the field, research to date on sustainability leader-
ship has no clear focus as it is limited to six empirical studies that have been published
in peer-reviewed journals (see Table 1). Two studies [52,61] used the theoretical frame-
work and questionnaire derived from Avery and Bergsteiner’s [41] honeybee model, a
humanistic approach to sustainability that builds on the Rhineland sustainable leadership
practices [62,63], which emphasize environmental sustainability, corporate social responsi-
bility, and financial success. Consistent with the model, Suriyankietkew and Avery [61]
found support for the hypothesis that sustainable leadership was significantly related to
employee satisfaction for 20 of 23 of the sustainability practices explicated by the honeybee
model. Similarly, Suriyankietkaew and Avery [52] found that 16 of the 23 practices we
associated with financial performance, with amicable labor relations, valuing employees,
a strong and shared vision, and social responsibility being the strongest predictors of
long-term financial outcomes.

The other four studies utilized the 15-item measure developed by McCann and
Holt [64] to explore sustainable leadership’s influence on a range of variables. In terms
of findings, these studies uncovered both mediating and moderating effects for sustain-
ability leadership. Employee self-efficacy mediated the relationship between sustainable
leadership and employee innovation [65]. Organizational learning partially mediated the
relationship between sustainable leadership and sustainable performance [66]. Psycho-
logical safety mediated the relationship between sustainable leadership and sustainable
performance, while psychological empowerment positively moderated the indirect relation-
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ship between sustainability leadership and sustainable performance through psychological
safety [66]. Finally, Psychological safety mediated the relationship between sustainable
leadership and sustainable performance and, additionally, psychological empowerment
moderated the indirect relationship between sustainable leadership and sustainable perfor-
mance through psychological safety such that this relationship is strong in the presence of
high psychological empowerment [66].

3.2. Responsible Leadership

The call for responsible leadership has emerged as leaders have found themselves
engaging stakeholders in an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous
(VUCA) global environment. Similar to sustainability leadership, responsible leadership
has seen growing interest in both academia and the business world with the initial seminal
work emerging within the last fifteen years [50,67,68]. This literature also incorporates
and extends more traditional leadership approaches (e.g., transactional/transformational,
ethical, authentic, and servant leadership) that primarily emphasize relationships between
leaders and followers within a closed organizational system.

As with sustainability leadership, there is little agreement on the conceptualization
of responsible leadership due to overlapping and different constructs and definitions. To
date, three distinct theoretical perspectives have gained relevance [69,70]. The stakeholder
perspective conceptualizes responsible leadership across multiple levels of analysis as a
purposeful, relational, inclusive, and ethical approach to dealing with a diverse population
of stakeholders [47,68,71–76]. Agent views rest on the traditional assumption that the firm’s
primary responsibility lies in maximizing firm profits and shareholder value [77,78]. Con-
verging perspectives attempt to balance economic, social, and environmental stakeholder
demands through an emphasis on the triple bottom line [45,73,76,79–82].

However, there is an emerging consensus that responsible leadership exemplifies ethi-
cal behavior that inspires workers to “do well by doing good” for all stakeholders [69,83].
They also concentrate on using their influence and power to improve the well-being of
all economic, social, and environmental stakeholders (e.g., the triple bottom line) rather
than having a primary focus on enriching organizational elites and shareholders through
profit maximization. In doing so, responsible leaders play a pivotal role in the stakeholder
network and seek consensus to conflicting demands through authentic negotiation and
dialog. These leaders must also embrace a number of roles: the leader as steward, citizen,
visionary, servant, ethical role model, expert, coach, facilitator, and change agent [47,84].
Marques et al. [47] (p. 20) take all this into consideration to offer a more integrative defini-
tion of responsible leadership: “Responsible leaders become managers of relationships of
different stakeholder groups inside and outside the firm, as well as managers in charge of
developing sustainable business, via integrating micro and macro concerns.”

Another arena for conceptual development of responsible leadership has emerged
from the United Nation’s focus on the Sustainable Development Goals [12,85]. From this
perspective, responsible leadership implies the grounding of actions in a system of values
which recognize stakeholder interdependence. It is a collective phenomenon occurring
within a global context that creates an adaptive culture of responsibility that relies on far-
reaching planning, systemic analysis, and collaboration at all levels of society. Responsible
leaders must have the moral depth, reflective awareness, multicultural sensitivity, critical
thinking skills, and the wisdom to weigh competing stakeholder demands. They also
must have a deep empathy and an innate understanding of one’s colleagues, organizations,
communities, the environment, and how all these factors relate to one other. Such leaders
facilitate organizational transformations through a renewed sense of vision, purpose,
values, and goals that are focused on sustainability and sustainable development.

In terms of research on responsible leadership (RL), although further advanced than
the field of sustainability leadership due to the emergence of survey measures [84,86–89],
there is still a paucity of empirical research on responsible leadership. To date thirteen
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empirical studies on responsible leadership have been published in peer-reviewed journals
with no clear pattern of results yet to emerge (see Table 1).

In terms of direct relationships with responsible leadership, responsible leadership has
been found to positively influence leader’s perceived effectiveness, favorable stakeholder
evaluations, employee engagement with the organization and society, work-life balance,
unity with others, inspiration, expressing full potential, balancing tensions, corporate
reputation, and financial performance, [83,84,87,90,91]. Leader empathy, positive affect,
and universal value orientation positively predict responsible readership [84]. In addition,
RL negatively influenced integrity with self-dimensions of an updated seven-dimension
Comprehensive Meaningful Work Scale [87]. Liao and Zhang [92] discovered that three
dimensions of responsible leadership (relationship building, relational governance, and
sharing orientation) were positively related to incremental environmental innovation
and that relational governance and sharing orientation had a positive effect on radical
environmental innovation.

Table 1. Summary of Sustainability Leadership and Responsible Leadership Empirical Studies.

Author(s) Instrument Used Sample Results

Sustainability Leadership

Iqbal and Ahmad [93] McCann and Holt [64] 369 SMEs from Pakistan
Organizational learning partially mediated the
relationship between sustainable leadership and
sustainable performance

Iqbal, Ahmad, Nasim, and Khan [66] McCann and Holt [64]
405 SMEs from Malaysia,
Indonesia, and Brunei
Darussalam

Psychological safety mediated the relationship
between sustainable leadership and sustainable
performance
Psychological empowerment moderated the indirect
relationship between sustainable leadership and
sustainable performance through psychological safety
such that this relationship is strong in the presence of
high psychological empowerment

Javed, Iqbal J., Iqbal S., and Imran [65] McCann and Holt [64] 250 software development
workers in Pakistan

Employee self-efficacy mediated the relationship
between sustainable leadership and employee
innovation.

Suriyankietkew and Avery [61] Avery and Bergsteiner [50]
1152 employees in small and
medium–sized enterprises
in Thailand

20 of 23 SL practices positively related to employee
satisfaction with high staff engagement, valuing
employees, ethical behavior, considered organizational
change, a strong and shared vision, an enabling
culture, and quality in products and services being the
strongest predictors.

Suriyankietkaew and Avery [52] Avery and Bergsteiner [50]
439 managers in small- to
medium-sized enterprises
in Thailand

20 of 23 SL practices positively related to long term
financial performance with amicable labor relations,
valuing employees, a strong and shared vision, and
social responsibility being the strongest predictors.

Qaisar, Noor, Adeel and Syed [66] McCann and Holt [64]

405 managers of Malaysian,
Indonesian, and Brunei SMEs

Psychological safety mediated the relationship
between sustainable leadership and sustainable
performance.
Psychological empowerment positively moderated the
indirect relationship between SL and sustainable
performance through psychological safety.

Responsible Leadership

Afsar, Masqsoom, Shahjehan, Afridi,
Nawaz and Fazliani [94] Voegtlin [89] 329 employees and

88 supervisors in Pakistan

Green shared vision mediated RL with
Proenvironmental behavior (PEB)
Moderating effect of RL was stronger for high locus of
control for both green shared vision and
organizational commitment on PEB

Cheng, Feng, and Lin [95] Voegtlin [89]

Low-level leader responsible behavior mediated the
relationship between high-level responsible leadership
and employee unethical pro-organizational
behavior (UPB)

120 sales team supervisors and
426 insurance salespeople
in China

Low-level leader-employee value congruence
moderated and the relationship between low-level
leader responsible leadership and UPB
High- and low-level leaders value congruence
moderated the relationship between high- and
low-level leader responsible leadership

Doh, Stumph, and Tymon [86] Doh et al. [86] 4352 workers from 28 Indian
and global organizations

Satisfaction mediated RL with intention to leave and
turnover
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Table 1. Cont.

Author(s) Instrument Used Sample Results

Han, Wang, and Yan [83] Voegtlin [89] 384 Chinese employees
Autonomous and external motivation mediated the
relationship between RL and organizational
citizenship behavior for the environment

Haque, Fernando, and Caputi [96] Doh et al. [86] 200 Australian Employees Turnover intention mediated RL and org commitment

He, Morrison, and Zhang [97] Voegtlin [89] 261 Millennial employees in
five-star hotels in China

Green behavior played a mediation role between a
three-way interactive effect of CSR, GHRM, and
responsible leadership on employee performance after
controlling the effect of organizational identity.
Three-way interactive effects of CSR, GHRM, and
responsible leadership on employee green behavior
and performance

Javed, Rashid, Hussain, and Yasir [91] Voegtlin [89]

224 senior level
Pakistani managers

RL positively influenced corporate reputation and
financial performance
Responsible leadership negatively moderated the
relationship between CSR–reputation and CSR–
performance

Liao and Zhang [92] Voegtlin [89] 208 manufacturing firms

The three dimensions of responsible leadership
(relationship building, relational governance, and
sharing orientation) were positively related to
incremental environmental innovation.
Relational governance and sharing orientation were
positively related to radical environmental innovation.
Managerial discretion displayed a significant and
positive moderating effect on the relationships
between sharing orientation and incremental and
radical environmental innovation, and between
relational governance and radical environmental
innovation

Lips-Wiersma, Haar, and Wright [87] Lips-Wiersma et al. [87] International data set of
879 employees

RL positively influenced unity with others, inspiration,
expressing full potential, and balancing tensions and
negatively influenced integrity with self-dimensions of
an updated seven-dimension Comprehensive
Meaningful Work Scale

Mousa [88] Mousa [88] 140 physicians from an
Egyptian hospital

Inclusive diversity climate mediated RL with
organizational commitment

Mousa [90] Mousa [88] 225 female Egyptian
pharmacists RL positively influenced work-life balance

Mousa and Puhakka [98] Mousa [88] 240 physicians employed in
four Egyptian hospitals

Organizational inclusion partially mediated the
relationship between RL and three dimensions of
organizational commitment

Voegtlin, Frisch, Walther, and
Schwab [84] Voegtlin et al. [84]

Three studies:
1. 195 individual and 95 Swiss
employee-supervisor dyads.
2. 97 Swiss college students.
3.495 German workers

Leader empathy, positive affect, and universal value
orientation were positively related to responsible
readership
RL positively related to the leader’s perceived
effectiveness, favorable stakeholder evaluations and
employee engagement with the organization
and society

Eight studies discovered variables that mediated RL relationships, including green
shared vision mediating RL with proenvironmental behavior, low-level leader responsi-
ble behavior mediating the relationship between high-level responsible leadership and
employee unethical pro-organizational behavior, satisfaction mediating RL with intention
to leave and turnover, autonomous and external motivation mediating RL and organi-
zational citizenship behavior for the environment, turnover intention mediating RL and
org commitment, and inclusive diversity climate mediating RL with organizational com-
mitment [83,86,88,94–96]. Mousa and Phuhakka [98] found that organizational inclusion
partially mediated the relationship between RL and three dimensions of organizational
commitment. Finally, He, Morrison, and Zhang’s [97] study revealed that green behav-
ior played a mediation role between a three-way interactive effect of CSR, GHRM, and
responsible leadership on employee performance after controlling the effect of organiza-
tional identity.

Five studies uncovered variables that moderated responsible leadership relationships
with other variables. Afsar et al. [94] found that the moderating effect of RL was stronger
for high locus of control for both green shared vision and organizational commitment on
proenvironmental behavior. Cheng et al. [95] explored the relationship between leader
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and employee value congruence and levels of RL. They discovered that (1) high- and
low-level leaders value congruence moderated the relationship between high- and low-
level leader responsible leadership and (2) Low-level leader-employee value congruence
moderated and the relationship between low-level leader responsible leadership and un-
ethical pro-organizational behavior. Javed et al. [91] conducted a study which revealed
that RL negatively moderated the relationship between CSR–reputation and CSR– perfor-
mance. Then:

Liao and Zhang [92] revealed that managerial discretion plays a significant and
positive moderating role in the relationships between sharing orientation and incremental
and radical environmental innovation, and between relational governance and radical
environmental innovation. Finally, He, Morrison, and Zhang [97] unearthed a three-way
interactive effect of CSR, GHRM, and responsible leadership on employee green behavior
and performance that was significant and positive.

3.3. Conscious Leadership

Conscious leadership is primarily addressed in the practitioner and popular literature
as a central component of Conscious Capitalism [99,100], which is a widely acknowledged
and accepted approach for organizations committed to sustainability and the triple bottom
line [49,101–103]. However, to date there has been minimal scholarly enquiry and no
empirical research published in peer reviewed journals. We included it here as a nascent
emerging paradigm due to its future potential for scholarly research on leadership for
sustainability that would have a natural link to practical application.

Conscious Capitalism is a way of thinking about capitalism and business that better
reflects the challenges inherent in our human journey, the state of our world today, and the
potential for business to make a positive impact in the world (Conscious Capitalist Credo,
n.d.) [104]. Organizations and leaders committed to Conscious Capitalism focus on the
triple bottom line in the belief that it is possible to have superior corporate performance
while also delivering value for all other stakeholders simultaneously. Four foundational
tenets, higher purpose, stakeholder orientation, conscious culture, and conscious lead-
ership, provide the basis for the Conscious Capitalism organizational paradigm, with
conscious leadership being viewed as the most important tenet for Conscious Capitalism
and creating conscious businesses [48,49,102,103].

Conscious leaders inspire positive transformation and keep the business focused
on its higher purpose by mentoring, motivating, developing, and inspiring the people
within the organization to create value for all of the organization’s stakeholders. They
also act as an energizing and unifying force to create and reinforce conscious cultures
through values based on trust, authenticity, caring, transparency, integrity, learning, and
empowerment. Moreover, conscious leaders have a world-centric view that encompasses
all sentient beings and the planet, care passionately for, and are wholly committed to
the company’s purpose instead of personal self-interest. As change agents, they believe
that doing well by doing good and aligning the needs of all stakeholders will lead to
performance excellence [100,105]. They lead with love-treating business as an opportunity
to serve and uplift humanity and communities, rather than as an engine to enrich investors
and managerial elites. They place their highest priority on purpose through a vision for
the value they can contribute to a sustainable world. Moreover, conscious leaders are
emotionally and spiritually mature, have heightened self-awareness, and other-centered
ethical values that go beyond doing just what is legal [106]. Rather than following a carrot
and stick approach, conscious leaders create inclusive, empowered teams that have a strong
sense of meaning in their work and can make decisions without fear of failure [103,107].

Conscious leaders also exhibit high levels of analytical, emotional, spiritual, and sys-
tems intelligence. Since their personal calling is aligned with the organization’s purpose,
they find joy in their work, helping others grow and evolve to help shape a better, sustain-
able future through an inclusive and holistic mindset and other-centered values such as
goodness, justice, truth, love, kindness, and the alleviation of suffering [48,49,106]. Perhaps
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most importantly, conscious leaders embrace self-awareness through contemplative prac-
tices (e.g., prayer, meditation, Tai Chi, yoga, chanting, visualizations, and affirmations),
which allows them to be more present. This helps ensure that they are able to better discern
their strengths and weaknesses and thus not be overly influenced by negative emotions so
as to not fall blindly or unconsciously into selfish actions that are inappropriate, destructive,
or self-contradictory [49].

4. Global Leadership for Sustainability

The GLfS model (see Figure 1) is grounded in both being-centered leadership the-
ory [25], Spiritual leadership theory, and the spiritual leadership model, which has seen
extensive research, validation, and application [21,108–111]. We now explore the com-
ponents of the GLfS model to support our major proposition that GLfS is necessary for
the transformation and the continued success of organizations focusing on sustainability,
sustainable development, and maximizing the triple bottom line.

4.1. Global Mindset for Sustainability

The field of global leadership emerged in the 1990s in response to a recognition that
most executives working in global firms were not able to adequately deal with the complex-
ities of globalization; namely, unpredictable markets, turbulent economic conditions, and
uncertainties surrounding technological development [112]. The field distinguishes itself
from mainstream leadership research in its emphasis on the contextual or environmental
aspect of leadership [113]. The initial focus of scholarly research in this area was on the
capabilities of effective global leaders [15,112–115].

However, the new and significant issues global organizations face, such as climate
change and acute economic and social inequalities, put additional demands on organi-
zations to incorporate the needs of diverse stakeholders through a balanced focus on
economic profits, social impact (including employees), and environmental sustainabil-
ity [21,116–118]. This reflects an emerging consensus for global leaders for sustainability
to account for their organization’s impact on the earth, society, and the health of local
and global economies. However, even though the importance of personal ethical values
such as honesty and integrity have been stressed by some authors, the literature on global
leadership has not emphasized issues surrounding sustainability and the triple bottom
line [119,120].

Pless, Maak, and Stahl [73] were the first who attempted to close this gap by integrat-
ing the fields of global leadership and responsible leadership. They extended the scope
of global leadership by integrating the responsible leadership principle of accountability
towards stakeholders in a global business context. Maak, Borecka, and Pless [2] stated
that development of global leaders requires a transformational process. To that end they
proposed international volunteerism programs as experiences that challenge the global
leader psychologically and promote social consciousness and community engagement
at a global level. However, we contend that this approach may make global leaders
aware of ethical issues involving societal and environmental sustainability but does not
necessarily lead to other-centeredness through self-transcendence and interconnection.
Other-centeredness, which results in global leaders being positive change agents for sus-
tainability, requires a higher level of consciousness. Here we argue that our approach to
cultivating a global mindset for sustainability offers a roadmap that makes this transition
feasible and maintainable.

4.1.1. Cultivating a Global Mindset for Sustainability

A Global Mindset is viewed as essential for meeting the strategic challenges for global
leadership [121,122]. Drawing from being-centered leadership theory, Egel and Fry [23,25]
proposed that foundational to cultivation of a GM are five levels of being (Levels V–I). Each
level encompasses the leader’s experience of the world, their core beliefs and values, and
life in general and, through this filter, the leader’s ontological experience of reality and the
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epistemological context for how they cognitively know their reality for decision making
and subsequent behavior.

At Level V, leaders have self-concepts and identities focused on “having” or “doing”
in the physical and observable world through their five senses. Success is measured
materially. The leader creates and transfers knowledge through active engagement in
worldly affairs. Effective leadership requires developing appropriate diagnostic tools
to discern the characteristics of tasks, subordinates, and the organization, and to adapt
leadership behavior to produce effective outcomes. Level IV Leadership involves using
images and imagination, such as creating a compelling vision or establishing strong cultural
values, with an emphasis on subjective experience of individuals and groups as they
develop awareness and knowledge. Effective leadership at this level creates consensus on
a socially constructed reality, intrinsically motivating followers to attain higher levels of
commitment and performance. The focus is on leaders’ legitimacy, vision, and the ethical
and cultural values which individuals and groups should embrace or reject. However,
leadership at this level is organizationally-focused and ultimately self-serving.

A Global Mindset for Sustainability (GMS), is only possible when leaders are operating
more consistently from Levels III and II, as it is only at these levels that leaders begin to
realize the futility of the self-centered and materialistic way of life at levels V and IV, and
the lack of meaning and suffering inherent in it [21]. At Level III, leaders become committed
to being rather than having and doing. They begin to cultivate a spiritual practice (e.g.,
daily routine of prayer, mediation, reading, or similar action) dedicated to facilitating a
spiritual journey of self-transcendence and interconnection that does not simply focus on
enriching themselves with the trapping of success and financial stakeholders. As a result of
their commitment to a spiritual practice, leaders become more other-centered, developing
the capacity to be more aware, in the moment, of their experiences, thoughts, feelings, and
body sensations (often termed mindfulness). Self-awareness and self-transcendence begin
to emerge and become more dominant.

Building upon their commitment to the spiritual journey in Level III, Level II leaders
are more consistently able, through self-transcendence and a sense of connectedness with
all existence, to love and serve others. They are more able to embrace all stakeholders’
perspectives and respect the fundamental dignity and worthiness of their fellow humans,
other sentient beings, and nature. They are not threatened by other cultural standards or
religions, seeing diversity as just another way of expressing people’s similarities and unity
as human beings on a spiritual journey.

Finally, leaders at level I perceive a transcendent unity. This stage of being that is more
aspirational rather than a current reality within organizational settings. Few, if any, Level I
leaders reside or work within organizational contexts. The world’s wisdom traditions refer
to this level of being as so all-encompassing that it contains both pure emptiness and pure
fullness or completeness. At this level is the experience of transcendence of all opposites
(dualities) and the realization of self-actualization. Separations dissolve and there is no
distinction between the “leader” and the “led”.

4.1.2. Ethics for Sustainability

As leaders operate more consistently from Levels III and II, two ethical principles
become paramount. These work to extend the firm’s interests beyond a primary emphasis
on satisfying stakeholders interested in economic outcomes toward a more balanced, triple
bottom line approach that extends moral responsibility to the social and environmental
pillars of sustainable development: (1) remote moral responsibility to stakeholders that are
distant in time and space, and (2) the acceptance of stakeholder legitimacy from a moral
point of view that is grounded in care and compassion. They also challenge the current,
most common norms of moral business conduct created by contemporary neoliberal
economic theories [123]. Bringing these ethical principles to the forefront is essential, as
they legitimize global leaders’ choice for sustainability and offer a specific framework for
enacting GLfS.
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Remote Moral Responsibility

A GMS expands the organization’s moral imagination and obligation to assume
remote responsibility for the impact of its actions and repercussions on stakeholders distant
in time and context from direct organizational interests, including future generations. Here
we define moral imagination as the “ability to imaginatively discern various possibilities
for acting in a given situation and to envision the potential help and harm that are likely to
result from a given action” [124] (p. 202). Moral imagination involves an active exploration
of the situation and of possible actions. It offers an idealized standard- either internal, such
as an ideal self-image, or external such as a moral exemplar-to evaluate an anticipated
course of action. It encompasses both the creative ability to “disengage us from the
dominant perspective (e.g., maximize profit) from which we view a situation so that we
will be able to consider new possibilities” and a sense of moral awareness where one can
then “evaluate these possibilities in terms of their moral worth” (p. 9). People who live
in countries of the Global South are an example of stakeholders who are distant in space.
Here are included employees in Africa, Asia, or Latin America who extract resources and
manufacture the goods developed nations buy, yet are disenfranchised from a living wage
or safe working conditions.

The questions global leaders for sustainability might ask through this ethical principle
are: Who is worthy of our care and attention? Who are we responsible for? In other words,
who is being morally excluded? As defined by Opotow [125] moral exclusion occurs “when
individuals or groups are perceived as outside the boundary in which moral values, rules
and considerations of fairness apply” (p. 1). If acting ethically is concerned with the way in
which the rights, desires, and aspirations of others are balanced against our own, then it
is vital to determine “who the other is”. Generally speaking, people who are closer to us
through kinship bonds or other aspects of psychological identification are easier to include
in our circle of moral imagination. However, in addition to key stakeholders, global leaders
for sustainability must also recognize that the socially disenfranchised, other sentient
beings, and the earth are worthy of moral imagination and consideration [126]. Through
GLfS, those outside this boundary are given full consideration as moral claimants. They
are worthy of being included in the organizations strategic deliberations concerning the
interplay among economic, social, and environmental forces for sustainable development.

Acceptance of Stakeholder Legitimacy from a Moral Point of View

Acceptance of stakeholder legitimacy from a moral point of view provides us with the
framework within which we may exercise our moral imagination. Stakeholder legitimacy
is not determined by whether stakeholders have power to voice their claims and pressure
the corporation, or whether the corporation considers them important. Rather, it speaks
to the organization’s moral obligation to protect the rights of those stakeholders who are
not in a position of power to claim and protect their rights [43]. Indigenous people in
the Amazon rainforests whose survival is being threatened by deforestation and willful
extraction of crude oil from cartels is an example of such a stakeholder [23,73,127].

As the philosopher Hans Jonas [128] described it, future human beings, other sentient
beings, and the Earth do not have rights. Our duty to future generations and to nature
are independent of any idea of a right or reciprocity or justice. That fulfilling our human
responsibility to guard both powerless and future stakeholders requires an expansion of
our ethical perception of justice to an ethical perception of care [129]. Moral reasoning
based on justice is predicated on impartiality, fairness, reciprocity, and the application of
universal moral principles to abstract features of ethical situations [130]. An ethics of care
entails having certain dispositions and feelings with a focus on sympathy, compassion, and
concern for the well-being of all [131,132].

Martin Heidegger [133] talks about care as attention to one’s presence in the world.
It is not just about the leader’s or organization’s self-interests, it is also about attention,
solicitude, and active involvement with other powerless stakeholders that are morally
relevant in terms of distance in time or space. Stakeholder legitimacy from a moral point



www.manaraa.com

Sustainability 2021, 13, 6360 13 of 27

of view is not determined by whether stakeholders have power to voice their claims and
pressure the corporation, or whether the corporation considers them important, but rather
the assumption that this is a right based on the fundamental dignity of all humans, sentient
beings, and nature.

4.2. Leadership for Sustainability

Referencing Figure 1, leaders for sustainability must cultivate a global mindset for
sustainability by leading consistently from Levels of Being III and II and the two ethical
principles that are necessary for cultivating a GMS. It is this higher level of consciousness
that is the source of leadership for sustainability through hope/faith in a vision for sustain-
ability and sustainable development and an organizational culture based on the values of
altruistic love.

4.2.1. Altruistic Love

GLfS draws on the cultural values of altruistic love as defined through spiritual lead-
ership theory, which is “a sense of wholeness, harmony, and well-being produced through
care, concern, and appreciation for both self and others” [108] (p. 712). Underlying this
definition are cultural values such as integrity, patience, kindness, forgiveness, acceptance,
gratitude, humility, courage, trust, loyalty, and compassion, which facilitates a sense of
interconnectedness among all stakeholders. A culture that invites all stakeholders to
come together in support of a common commitment and passion for sustainability and
sustainable development [21]. This is critical because organizations operating in today’s
complex, dynamic, and interdependent world requires cooperating, rather than competing,
with stakeholders in order to sense and shape the external environment, source and seize
innovative opportunities, and adapt to changing conditions.

4.2.2. Vision

Visions are inspirational. They define the organization’s journey, what it aspires to
be, and why the leaders and followers are taking it. In mobilizing stakeholders, vision
should have broad appeal, define the organization’s destination and journey, encourage
hope and faith, reflect high ideals, and establish a standard of excellence [134,135]. Because
of intense global competition, shortened development cycles for technology, and strategies
losing their competitive advantage quickly, it is of utmost importance for GLfS that a clear
compelling, vibrant, and idealized vision for sustainability and sustainable development be
co-created through the involvement of all relevant stakeholders as a beacon for where the
organization wants to be going forward, with a persuasive reason for why people should
strive to create that future.

4.2.3. Hope/Faith

Hope/Faith is the unwavering commitment to the organization’s vision for sustain-
ability and sustainable development. It results from the conviction that sustainability is the
only way forward; the only chance we have to survive and thrive. It is sourced in an inner
knowing that goes beyond profit and loss statements and creates a foundation of trust for
pursuing the vision. Often the metaphor of preparing for and running a race is used to
describe faith as an expectation of reward or victory the joy of preparing for and seeing the
race as a vision quest [136]. Hope/Faith acts as the motivational force that fuels the vision
and sustains the culture of altruistic love. Discussing the importance of faith in soldiers,
Sweeney, Hannah, and Snider [137] (p. 33) state that “faith is critical because it provides
the direction and will to persist in the continuous, often arduous, journey of life and the
trust and hope that the journey will produce a life worth living”. We see this as a direct
analogy to the role Hope/Faith plays as an intrinsic motivational force in GLfS.
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4.3. Spiritual Well-Being

Referencing Figure 1, leadership for sustainability then positively influences spiritual
well-being as leaders model the values of altruistic love to co-create hope/faith in pursuit
of a common vision for sustainability to love and serve key stakeholders. There are two
primary aspects of spiritual well-being [21]: (1) a sense of transcendence, purpose, or being
called (vocationally) to be a change agent for sustainability, which gives one a sense that
one’s life has meaning and makes a difference and (2) a sense of membership, belonging,
and community, whereby both leaders and followers feel understood, appreciated, and
supported for their dedication to sustainability and sustainable development.

4.3.1. Calling

It is through calling that one finds this miraculous transformation that is the source
of one’s commitment to an authentically purposeful life that provides meaning and turns
work into an effortless privilege [138]. There is something inherent to the human experience
that speaks to the universal yearning for a calling grounded in a sense of purpose; for a
vocation that fulfills the world as it moves forward in one’s own life; for a role that interlocks
with the roles of others. Calling emerges through experiences where one learns that true
happiness cannot be found through external gifts or the trappings of success. A strong
sense of purpose provides the commitment and strength for facing doubts limitations, and
self-contradictions head on while fighting distraction, futility, rationalization, and fatigue at
every step; to rise above one’s circumstances to care about something or someone beyond
oneself [26].

Carl Jung, the founder of analytical psychology, believed the process of discovering
ones calling has two stages. There is first an inner voice, a call to vocation that has the
power of a law or God. This is followed by a free choice to obey the call. He believed that
through calling one discovers and fulfills their deep true potential, much as the acorn has
the potential to become the oak, or the caterpillar to transform into a butterfly. Based on
his study of both eastern and western religions, Jung thought the spiritual experience of
discovering ones calling and, therefore, one’s purpose, gives life meaning and is essential
to our well-being. It is a journey to meet the self and at the same time to meet the
Divine [27,139].

A purpose for sustainability is a powerful source of intrinsic motivation and this
purpose can only be found through going inward to find a source of strength or power
greater than ourselves to have hope/faith in a vision of loving and serving others, whether
it be family, friends, or an organization (e.g, NGOs focused on sustainability). This is the
very essence of and goes to the heart of sustainability and sustainable development [21].
Note that the recent manifesto from the Business Roundtable proclaimed the sole pursuit
of profits and shareholder wealth is no longer the main purpose of business, but rather
now leaders and their organizations must heed the call to have a more positive influence
on society and the environment [140].

4.3.2. Membership

Membership is the universal need for belonging and community within which one is
understood, appreciated, accepted, and supported for who we are just as we are, warts
and all. Membership enables compassionate identification with others in community and
fellowship that helps to heal isolated individuals. It becomes the source of personal ethics
and leads to codes of conduct based on the universality of pain and suffering. This sense
of membership plays a vital role in fostering resilience, happiness, and well-being. It also
provides the context for how and to whom we communicate, the language we use as well
as what thoughts we think [21].

Membership at work requires an organizational culture based on the values of altru-
istic love so there is sense of mutual caring, support, and being connected to each other
as part of a larger community based on mutual acceptance and trust. Membership in
a supportive community helps change agents for sustainability feel they are important,
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that they have value, and that they belong while experiencing deep communion with
others, which eventually expands beyond humanity toward a sense of membership in the
community of all living things.

In this sense our physical and psychological lives are ecological in that our values,
thoughts, possessions, health, and even the food we eat and the air we breathe are inter-
connected lattices of webs reaching from person to person. As we weave these webs, we
define the reality of our lived-in universe. These realities are not spun alone; they overlap
in multilayered depths in the sea of intersecting human worlds of work, family, community,
the socially disenfranchised, and the natural environment so necessary for our spiritual
well-being.

4.4. Triple Bottom Line Outcomes

The triple bottom line measures the impact of an organization’s sustainability initia-
tives on the world, including its profitability and shareholder value, employee well-being,
and its social and environmental impact. Here we propose that, through the lens of the
three pillars of sustainability, positive triple bottom line personal, organizational, and
stakeholder outcomes are the result of satisfying employees’ fundamental needs for spir-
itual well-being. When members of an organization have a commitment to a common
purpose for sustainability and a sense of belonging in a community supportive of sustain-
ability, the organization, as a whole, is more successful in meeting or exceeding stakeholder
expectations focused on sustainable development [21,22].

In terms of tangible outcomes, the three pillars of sustainability represented through
the triple bottom line provide the lens through which leaders and their organization
assess stakeholder satisfaction and organizational success through development of key
performance indicators (KPIs). Examples include also see [141,142]:

• economic-organizational commitment and productivity, total revenue, net profit, ROI,
ROE, environmental compliance, environmental costs savings, sustainable innovations
rate, environmental certifications (e.g., ISO 14000);

• social-employee well-being, diversity and inclusion metrics, percent participants in
social initiatives, consumer, supplier, and employees’ safety rate, investment, and
procurement practices;

• environmental-carbon footprint, percent reusable/recycled material, energy intensity
(energy used per thousand product units), sustainable water use rate.

Thus, focusing on the KPIs comprising the triple bottom line can be an important tool
for GLfS in achieving the organization’s sustainable development goals.

5. Comparison of Leadership for Sustainability Models

Here we demonstrate that GLfS incorporates and extends the conceptual domain of
the three most widely cited approaches to leadership for sustainability reviewed earlier (see
Table 2, Column 1). Table 2 also highlights the degree to which sustainability leadership,
responsible leadership, and conscious leadership either explicitly, implicitly, or fail to
incorporate elements of the GLfS model.

Common to sustainability leadership, responsible leadership, conscious leadership,
and GLfS is an explicit emphasis on leadership of change agents for sustainability through
a multi-level, stakeholder engagement strategy. They all also emphasize engagement
with key stakeholders to co-create a vision for sustainability with a shared purpose that
acts to galvanize and nurture an inclusive and relational community, with a focus on
triple bottom line outcomes centered on the economic, social, and environmental pillars of
sustainability and sustainable development. However, only responsible leadership has seen
causal models tested that explicitly specify antecedents and outcomes [87,91,94]. Similarly,
only one study on sustainability leadership has explicitly proposed that sustainability
leadership is essential for implementing a learning organizational paradigm [60]. Likewise,
only conscious leadership explicitly speaks to the major role love must play in fostering
employee, social, environmental as well as economic well-being [48].
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Table 2. Comparison of Leadership for Sustainability Models.

Leadership for Sustainability Conceptual Domain Sustainability
Leadership

Responsible
Leadership Conscious Leadership Global Leadership

for Sustainability

Causal Model Explicit Explicit

Learning Organization Explicit implicit implicit Explicit

Stakeholder Focused Explicit Explicit Explicit Explicit

Multi-Level Explicit Explicit Explicit Explicit

Change Agent Explicit Explicit Explicit Explicit

Spiritual Foundation:
Mindfulness

Self-Transcendence
Interconnectedness

Implicit Implicit Implicit Explicit

Global Mindset for Sustainability Explicit

Visionary Explicit Explicit Explicit Explicit

Altruistic Love Implicit Implicit Explicit Explicit

Two ethical Dimensions for sustainability Explicit

Calling/Purpose Explicit Explicit Explicit Explicit

Inclusive and Relational Explicit Explicit Explicit Explicit

Triple Bottom Line Explicit Explicit Explicit Explicit

Other components of the GLfS model are implicitly referred to in research on sustain-
ability, responsible, and conscious leadership. Spirituality in terms of reflexive, mindful
practices that facilitate being present and conscious moment-to-moment is implicitly em-
phasized in all three of these approaches to leadership for sustainability. However, none
explicitly refer to the relationship between these spiritual practices and how they result
in or produce the commitment to self-transcendence and interconnectedness seen to be
essential for sustainability. Sustainability leadership and responsible leadership emphasize
that leadership for sustainability embrace altruistic, caring ethical values. Organizational
learning is generally implied in studies on responsible and conscious leadership. Finally,
no studies on leadership for sustainability have explored the process for cultivating a GMS.
Nor have they explored the ethical principles necessary for sustainability that also result
from cultivating a global mindset for sustainability.

As shown in Table 2, GLfS incorporates and explicitly extends the conceptual domain
of the three most widely cited approaches to leadership for sustainability reviewed earlier.
Following the logic of the causal model of GLfS given in Figure 1, GLfS links spirituality,
as defined through self-transcendence and interconnectedness, to sustainability through a
global mindset for sustainability that incorporates two ethical principles for sustainability,
which embrace remote moral responsibility and acceptance of stakeholder legitimacy
through an ethic of care. It is also a multi-level model for organizational transformation to
a learning organizational paradigm that is seen to facilitate vision and value congruence
across the individual, empowered team, organization, and stakeholder levels. GLfS then
intrinsically motivates and inspires change agents for sustainability through hope/faith in a
vision for sustainability and a corporate culture based on altruistic love, which then satisfies
both leader’s and follower’s need for spiritual well-being through a sense of purpose or
calling, to be a change agent for sustainability and a sense of belonging or membership in
an inclusive and relational community for sustainable development. Satisfying these needs
for spiritual well-being focused on sustainability then positively influences employee well-
being, and the economic, social, and environmental outcomes for sustainability represented
through the triple bottom line outcomes.

6. Discussion

The GLfS model is proposed as a universal model. In other words, the spiritual
qualities of transcendence and interconnectedness, a Global Mindset for Sustainability,
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the two ethical principles for sustainability, vision for sustainability, and cultural values
based on altruistic love are viewed as necessary for sustainability, sustainable development,
and implementation of the triple bottom line key indicators. GLfS requires leaders with
extraordinary decision-making and problem-solving skills, as these organizations must
operate within complex interconnected and dynamic environmental, economic, and social
systems [143]. This has significant implications for the theory, research, and practice
of GLfS.

6.1. Implications for Theory and Research

As we demonstrated though Table 2, GLfS extends the conceptual domain beyond
current approaches to leadership for sustainability. We consider this approach most rel-
evant as the field of global leadership primarily focuses on a set of business skills that
global leaders generally rely on for creating strategy [15,111–114]. Sustainability, on the
other hand, offers the lens through which global leadership for sustainability should be
enacted. Up to this point, research on leadership for sustainability as well as on leadership
approaches that incorporate sustainability have not explicitly encompassed the global
dimension as represented through GMS.

Also, incorporating two ethical principles necessary for sustainability provide the
foundation for GMS as the existential reality that is the source for GLfS. Leaders with
deeply held beliefs concerning the welfare of human and sentient being and nature are
more likely to develop sustainability-based ethical systems to guide their strategic decision
making and actions. They will support stakeholders that represent the best interests of
the planet and its people, respond to their concerns, and consciously work to develop and
improve the sustainability-based capabilities of the organizations they lead [22].

In this sense, GMS offers a new mode of meaning making; a new schema (struc-
ture/framework) through which awareness is organized [144]. Schemas play an important
role in the identification of ethical issues as they organize what we pay attention to and
our ability to spot the ethical aspect of a situation. Without these to alert us to ethical
concerns related to sustainability and sustainable development, leaders are unlikely to
notice when ethical issues arise and to judge the moral quality of their actions. The current,
most common bases for norms of moral business conduct are the ones created by contem-
porary rule-based theories that include formulations such as utilitarianism, justice, and
rights/duties [123]. They place a premium on individual autonomous choice and equal-
ity and encompass notions of balancing rights and responsibilities driven by merit [145].
However, in order to maximize the triple bottom line, global leaders for sustainability need
to adopt different schemas, grounded in an ethic of care, which will legitimize their choice
for sustainability over profit making alternatives [146,147]

Moreover, as it is grounded SLT and incorporates and extends current approaches to
leadership for sustainability, the GLfS model provides for a more focused, reliable, and
valid research approach than the current extant research on sustainable and responsible
leadership. Perhaps most importantly, GLfS, like SLT, which has been extensively tested
and validated [109,110], is posed as a causal model that can be tested empirically through
rigorous quantitative methods as well as explored through qualitative research.

6.2. Implications for Practice

We have proposed that since sustainability is deeply rooted in the fundamental dignity
of human and sentient beings and all of nature, building spiritual capabilities is essential
and necessary for the practice of GLfS [22]. Given that spiritual leadership theory provides
the theoretical foundation for GLfS, it provides a natural starting point for exploring the
practice of GLfS, as the practice spiritual leadership at both the personal and organizational
levels has been extensively explicated (c.f., [21,23,148–151]). However, as space limitations
allow only for a general summary here, the reader is referred to the above citations for
more detail.
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6.2.1. Cultivating a Global Mindset for Sustainability

Leaders who cultivate a GMS seek self-transcendence and interconnection with all
human and sentient beings and the natural world. However, these qualities are only mani-
fest at the Levels III and II of being. At these levels, global leaders for sustainability exhibit
higher levels of consciousness, self-awareness, deeper empathy, compassion, and other-
centeredness as well as greater awareness of the needs of their colleagues, organizations,
communities, relevant stakeholders, and how all these interrelate. Leaders who have em-
braced their vulnerability and weaknesses are better able to successfully address conflicting
stakeholder demands and strategic complexity, including the integration of geographically
distinct operations and markets, while simultaneously responding to local demands.

In cultivating a GMS, global leaders for sustainability and their organizations also
come to embrace the two ethical principles we view as necessary for true commitment
to sustainable development, as it serves to reinforce a moral schema that will legitimize
dedication to sustainability over strategies that solely focus on enriching top management
and profit-seeking stakeholders [146,147]. It is only by deeply ingraining into the organiza-
tion’s culture remote moral responsibility and stakeholder legitimacy from a moral point
of view, much as was done by Paul Polman during his tenure as CEO of Unilever [152],
that the fundamental dignity of disenfranchised social and environmental stakeholders is
deemed worthy of care, moral deliberation, and strategic attention in decision making.

Most important for cultivating a GMS is for leaders to develop an effective a spiri-
tual or meditative practice as this provides the gateway to the Levels III and II way of
being [21,153–155], which may be facilitated through a company sponsored executive
coach [150,156]. However, it is important to note that most organizations prefer a neutral
term, such as mindfulness training, since people tend associate the word spiritual with
religion. Because of this, it has proved challenging to balance employee and employer’s
expression of belief without judgment with respective parties’ legal rights [109].

In addition to mindfulness training for leaders, fostering voluntary programs that
nurture employees’ GMS is necessary for establishing GMS across the organization [21,157]
including management practices such as:

• company-wide mindfulness training programs [157];
• developing a personal mission statements, which provide both the foundation and

guidance for GLfS;
• a brief moment of silence before meetings;
• a room for silence;
• spiritual support groups;
• corporate chaplains/spiritual directors for confidential inner spiritual guidance and

support;
• providing employees with coaching and mentoring opportunities for both technical

and leadership development and formation;
• supporting a context for conversations among workers about personal fulfilment and

spiritual aspirations;
• a library that loans spiritual and religious materials.

6.2.2. Leadership for Sustainability Through Hope/Faith, Vision, and Altruistic Love

Implementing leadership for sustainability through hope/faith in a vision for sustain-
able development and a strong organizational culture based on the values of altruistic love
entails developing effective relationships between the organization and environmental
stakeholders. This requires selectively recruiting new personnel who identify with the
company’s vision and values, an organizational design based on empowered teams and
decentralized decision making, and competitive compensation that is contingent upon
organizational performance, transparency of financial and performance information, and
reduced positional status distinctions and barriers.

To facilitate this process, several ongoing organization development (OD) interven-
tions are critical for the implementation of GLfS [21]:
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• administer GLfS Survey to establish a baseline and raise key issues (See Appendix A) [158];
• conduct vision/stakeholder analysis;
• the organization’s leadership team, in conjunction with representatives from all rele-

vant stakeholders, work to co-create the organization’s vision and mission, utilizing
cultural values based on altruistic love and the two ethical principles for sustainability
as a foundation;

• identify stakeholder expectations;
• develop stakeholder effectiveness criteria to meet these expectations;
• identify issues for each stakeholder that fail to meet these criteria;
• organize and create empowered teams/task forces around key issues;
• develop goals and strategies to address these issues;
• develop stakeholder information systems to measure effectiveness;
• conduct organizational development interventions and skills training;
• develop elements of team empowerment;
• Employ collaborative, consensus-based decision making;
• manage conflict through conflict styles training and third-party confrontation, inter-

group, and large group conflict interventions;
• manage and overcoming resistance to change;
• address workplace anger, resentment and fear through interventions that target the

cultural values of forgiveness, acceptance, and gratitude;
• align changes with organization design variables, including, structure, information

technology, production/service technology, promotion, and reward systems, and
recruiting, selection and training processes.

To the extent these OD interventions are successfully put into practice, leaders for
sustainability are better able to initiate active dialog, whereby, through a common vision,
all affected stakeholders can reach balanced and fair decisions grounded in the two eth-
ical principles for sustainability. They embrace the inevitability of continually changing
organizational dynamics, while working within an action framework that provides for
clear accountability and flexibility, recognizing that change and the conflict it creates fuels
new ideas, discoveries, and innovations that can renew organizations, communities, and
the earth.

Global leaders for sustainability also seek to continually expand their awareness and
experiment with how to engage in any situation, respecting the value of individuals and
stakeholders through their similarities and interconnectedness to others, all life and nature,
as well as through their diversity and distinctiveness. They make informed decisions and
take calculated risks, learn from mistakes, and share what they discovered in the process,
avoiding the ego-driven certainty of “right” answers but rather genuinely engage others in
the decision-making process in the interest of mutual gain. In doing so they become role
models that attract others to commit to sustainability and sustainable development.

7. Conclusions

GLfS can be practiced by leaders who seek sustainable change, regardless of role
or position, to build the kind of world that we want our children and grandchildren to
inherit [20]. In its broadest sense, sustainability and sustainable development mean that all
humans not only live beyond mere biological survival but also have the fundamental right
to experience a sense of purpose and meaning within a loving community, with leaders
committed to a sustainable world that insures not just the status quo but the flourishing
of future generations [38]. Leaders and their organizations should have a higher purpose
beyond enriching themselves and financial stakeholders. In addition to economic success,
leaders have responsibility for the well-being of employees, their communities, the socially
disenfranchised, and the earth we all inhabit. We should all leave, as part of our legacy,
a sustainable, flourishing world for our children, grandchildren, and future generations
to come.
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This unparalleled challenge requires an unprecedented approach to leadership, which
is perhaps the greatest test facing humanity and the organizations they create, to foster
a more socially responsible, sustainable world within an economic system based on the
fundamental dignity of human and sentient beings with compassion for the Earth we
all inhabit. GLfS recognizes that we can all fill this role regardless of our location in
or the size of the organization. However, GLfS requires spiritually conscious, visionary,
ethically oriented, inclusive, and results driven change agents [23,53,143,159]. To equip
these leaders for this task, we have offered a comprehensive domain that must be mastered
for effective GLfS. This is a leadership paradigm in which leaders experience purpose
within a community committed to something greater than themselves. If we are willing
to walk this path of spiritual discovery; if we are in it for the long haul and we approach
the journey with a great spirit of creativity and mutual benefit; and if we care deeply for
ourselves and those we share the journey with, we will become true change agents for
sustainability to the benefit of our lives, our organizations, and our world.
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Appendix A

Global Leadership for Sustainability Survey

I. Global Mindset for Sustainability—the extent to which one seeks mindful awareness
or presence in the now (Level of Being III). *

1. _____ (Q6) I do jobs or tasks automatically, without being aware of what I’m doing.
2. _____ (Q18) I find it difficult to stay focused on what’s happening in the present.
3. _____ (Q30) I could be experiencing some emotion and not be conscious of it until

sometime later.
4. _____ (Q42) I find myself doing things without paying attention.
5. _____ (Q50) I forget a person’s name almost as soon as I’ve been told it for the

first time.

* These items are reverse scored (5 = 1, 4 = 2, 3 = 3, 2 = 4, 5 = 1).
Total Score _____/5 = ______

II. Leadership for Sustainability

Vision—describes the organization’s journey and why we are taking it; defines who we
are and what we do.

1. _____ (Q1) My company has a vision for a sustainable world that brings out the best
in me.

2. ______ (Q13) My organization’s vision for sustainability inspires my best performance.
3. ______ (Q25) My organization has a vision for sustainability that I am committed to.
4. ______ (Q37) My organization’s vision for sustainability is clear and compelling to me.

Total Score _____/4 = _____

Hope/Faith—the assurance of things hoped for, the conviction that the organization’s
vision/purpose/mission will be fulfilled.

1. _____ (Q2) I have faith in my organization and I am willing to “do whatever it takes”
to ensure that it accomplishes its vision for sustainability.
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2. _____ (Q14) I demonstrate my faith in my organization and its vision for sustainability
by doing everything I can to help us succeed.

3. _____ (Q26) I persevere and exert extra effort to help my organization succeed because
I have faith in its commitment to sustainability.

4. _____ (Q38) I set challenging goals for my work because I have faith in my organiza-
tion’s vision for sustainability and want us to succeed.

Total Score _____/4 = ______

Altruistic Love—a sense of wholeness, harmony, and well-being produced through
care, concern, and appreciation for both self and others.

1. _____ (Q3) The leaders in my organization” walk the walk” as well as “talk the talk”.
2. _____ (Q15) The leaders in my organization are honest and without false pride.
3. _____ (Q27) My organization is trustworthy and loyal to its employees.
4. _____ (Q39) The leaders in my organization have the courage to stand up for their people.
5. _____ (Q49) My organization is kind and considerate toward its workers, and when

they are suffering, want to do something about it.

Total Score _____/5 = ______

III. Spiritual Well-Being

Meaning/Calling—a sense that one’s life has purpose, meaning, and makes a difference.

1. _____ (Q4) The work I do related to sustainability makes a difference in people’s lives.
2. _____ (Q16) The work I do is meaningful to me.
3. _____ (Q28) The work I do is very important to me.
4. _____ (Q40) My job activities related to sustainability are personally meaningful to me.

Total Score _____/4 = ______

Membership—a sense that one is understood and appreciated.

1. _____(Q5) I feel my organization appreciates me and my work for sustainability.
2. _____(Q17) I feel my organization demonstrates respect for me and my passion for

sustainability.
3. _____(Q29) I feel I am valued as a person in my job.
4. _____(Q41) I feel highly regarded by my leaders.

Total Score _____/4 = ______

IV. Triple Bottom Line

Economic

Organizational Commitment—the degree of loyalty or attachment to the organization.

1. _____ (Q7) I really feel as if my organization’s problems are my own.
2. _____ (Q19) I would be very happy to spend the rest of my career with this organization.
3. _____ (Q31) I talk up this organization to my friends as a great place to work.
4. _____ (Q43) I feel a strong sense of belonging to my organization.

Total Score _____/4 = ______

Productivity—Work group efficiency in producing results, benefits, or profits.

1. _____ (Q8) In my department, everyone gives his/her best efforts.
2. _____ (Q20) In my department, work quality is a high priority for all workers.
3. _____ (Q32) My work group is very productive.
4. _____ (Q44) My work group is very efficient in getting maximum, output from the

resources (money, people, equipment, etc.) we have available.

Total Score _____/4 = ______

Organizational Economic Factors

1. _____ (Q11) My organization is recognized for the service given to its customers.
2. _____ (Q23) My organization is recognized for the quality of its products/services.
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3. _____ (Q35) My company is recognized as being financially successful.
4. _____ (Q47) My organization actively controls the costs of operating (e.g., supply

chain, recycling).
5. _____ (Q52) My company closely monitors employee productivity and efficiency.

Total Score _____/5 = _____

Social

Satisfaction with Life—one’s sense of subjective well-being or satisfaction with life as
a whole.

1. _____ (Q9) I am satisfied with my life.
2. _____ (Q21) In most ways my life is ideal.
3. _____ (Q33) If I could live my life over, I would change almost nothing.
4. _____ (Q45) So far, I have gotten the important things I want in life.

Total Score _____/4 = ______

Social and Stakeholder Responsibility

1. _____ (Q10) My organization believes that it has an obligation to serve the community
in which it operates.

2. ____ (Q22) My organization is committed to being socially responsible.
3. _____ (Q34) My organization considers the consequences of its decisions on

affected stakeholders.
4. _____ (Q46) My organization weighs different stakeholder interests before making

a decision.
5. _____ (Q51) My organization demonstrates awareness of the claims of social and

environmental stakeholders.

Total Score _____/5 = ______

Environmental

1. _____ (Q12) My organization seeks to assess the impact our operations on the envi-
ronment.

2. _____ (Q24) My company is recognized for working to minimizing its environmental
impact.

3. _____ (Q36) My organization has adopted specific initiatives to reduce its environ-
mental impact.

4. _____ (Q48) My company has a program in place to reduce the amount of energy and
materials wasted in our business.

5. _____ (Q53) My organization’s leaders are committed to environmental sustainability.

Total Score _____/5 = ______
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