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Abstract: Sustainability leadership entails the processes, which leaders, policymakers, and academics
undertake in order to implement sustainable development policies and other initiatives within their
organizations. It encompasses approaches, methods, and systemic solutions to solve problems and
drive institutional policy towards a more sustainable organization. Higher Education Institutions
(HEI) play a particularly important role, especially with regard to their institutional leadership role in
promoting sustainable development. There is a paucity of research focusing on sustainability leadership
in universities. In order to address this gap, this paper discussed the concept of sustainability leadership
based on literature and empirical insights. The study aimed to understand the main characteristics of
sustainability leaders at HEI and the main challenges they are confronted with. Secondary research
questions involved gender issues and positive outcomes of sustainability leadership. The empirical
component of the study consisted of an online-questionnaire survey performed among leaders (n = 50)
from a set of universities in 29 countries. The sampling scheme was purposive, based on the membership
in the Inter-University Sustainable Development Research Program (IUSDRP). The study was explorative
in nature, and the descriptive statistics were used for the analysis. Due to the purposive sampling, the
participants from top management positions could be considered as experienced, and their views were
assumed to be information-rich. With a self-evaluation, the respondents described their leadership style
and their usual traits, with inclusive style and systemic thinking being predominant in the sample.
Regarding the skills, the respondents selected the ability to innovate, to think long-term, and to manage
complexity from a pre-defined set of options. Connectedness with interdisciplinarity and knowledge
about organizational settings, as well as global challenges and dilemmas, were stated as important
issues related to the knowledge required for being a leader. Regarding requirements for a change
towards more sustainable universities’ curriculum adaptation, investments in education for sustainable
development (ESD), sustainable procurement, and reporting were mentioned. The study also revealed
that gender issues were taken seriously among the sampled institutions, which is an encouraging trend.
Challenges seen in implementing sustainability leadership are, for instance, a lack of interest by the
university administration and among some members of the academic community, as well as lack of
expertise and materials or resources. Based on the empirical insights, a set of measures were listed and
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which may be adopted in the future, so as to allow leaders of Higher Education Institutions to enhance
their sustainability performance.

Keywords: leadership; sustainability in higher education institutions

1. Introduction

Organizations generate positive and negative externalities along with their processes of creating
and delivering value to their several stakeholders [1]. The negative ones can affect the economic, social,
and environmental systems, interfering with the process of achieving sustainable development (SD).

In this context, due to several charters and initiatives, such as the Principles for Responsible
Management Education (PRME), the Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) perceive to assume an
important role for sustainable development. These universities have been adapting themselves and
redirecting their actions by developing their institutional leadership role in promoting SD; caring about
their educational system and top management teams, staff, professors, and researchers as sustainable
leaders, and encouraging the development and education of tomorrow’s leaders who will assume
important positions at companies, NGOs, and government.

Regarding the perspective of the HEIs as sustainable leaders, they must become change actors,
considering the needs of present and future generations and encouraging professionals that are adept
and aware of SD [2]. This implies that the whole university system should become oriented to educate
students that will be capable of leading different types of organizations, in a responsible way, towards
sustainable societal patterns [2].

Still, in a complementary way to the definition by Lozano and colleagues (2013), sustainable
leadership is also explored from a theoretical perspective of how sustainable development can be
connected to different leadership approaches, such as traits/style school, context/situational school,
and interactionism/contingency school. Thus, the term sustainability leadership or, more specifically,
leadership for sustainability could be expressed as a combination of different leadership approaches in
a defined context (in this case, sustainable development) [3].

Academic inquiry of leadership is mainly related to the practical skills of an organization or
individual to guide followers (i.e., employees and team members) and to take actions that have a
considerable effect on the outcomes of an organization [4–6]. Leadership, as an activity and a role,
is especially vital whenever the state of a system or organization needs to be transformed, which always
creates uncertainty [7,8].

There is some overlap with the term management, i.e., individuals in a management position
are assumed to be leaders, but not all managers lead [9–11]. Management and leadership can be
considered as distinct but complementary systems of actions within an organization. Leadership is
often concerned with change management [12–14] and with preserving a ‘structural tension’ from
which pursuing a shared vision is fuelled [15]. Leadership involves aligning people with this vision,
as well as motivating and empowering them. Management, in contrast, is coping with complexity [12]
and advocates stability and preserving established routines [16]. Management involves, for instance,
planning and budgeting, organizing and staffing, controlling, and troubleshooting related to day-to-day
problems [17]. Table 1 provides a summary of how management differs from leadership.

Traditional leadership theory is concerned with the role of a leader, which is considered most
often to be a ‘great man’. In this heroic and ‘male’ understanding of the leadership role, the gender
perspective has been discussed later, the ‘great men’ bear all the burdens and work hard to achieve a
particular goal where losing is punished. Those ‘great men’ are also considered to be ‘born to lead’,
while other people will follow them. The heroic approach to leadership has deep roots in the military
and rather aggressive solutions to problem-solving and is still to be found in most (organizational)
cultures [18]. Another strand of leadership research is led by the ‘upper echelons hypothesis’ [4,19],
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according to which a small group of executives, known as the top management team (TMT), occupies
the positions at the top of the organization and have a significant effect on organizational outcomes.

Table 1. Differences between leadership and management [11,14,18].

Leadership Management

Agenda and
goal setting

Develops and articulate a vision, establishes
directions, develop change strategies

Executes plans, improves the present,
creates detailed steps/time tables

Way of thinking Focuses on people, looks outward,
“sees the forest”

Concentrates on issues, looks inward,
“sees the trees”

Employee relations Empowers colleagues, trusts, and develops Controls subordinates, directs,
and coordinates

Mode of execution
and operation

Does the right things, inspires, creates
change, serves subordinates

Does the things right, manages change,
controls, and organizes to solve problems,

serves superordinates

Governance
Uses influence, uses conflict, and acts

decisively, inspires and energizes others to
overcome barriers

Uses authority, avoids conflicts, and acts
responsibly, organizes to solve problems

Outcomes Potentially revolutionary change Consistent key results

More recently, a view has spread that it is not a question of position in an organization that constitutes
leadership, but that there is a phenomenon, i.e., leading when one is not in charge [19] or leading from
behind [20].

When related to leadership and sustainable development, where the aim is to find a balance between
financial/economical and socio-ecological interests, a particular new view of leadership is established [21].
This new view on leadership challenges the traditional assumptions made; for instance, that a respected
leader (or top management team) fulfills a designated role, stands somewhat above the people, and knows
and determines the best course of action [21]. Sustainability leadership is understood to be concerned
with creating current and future benefits while improving the lives of all actors concerned [22,23] and
points to a different view of leadership that assumes [21] that:

• sustainability problems are complicated or even wicked problems, i.e., related to phenomena that
cannot be reduced to manageable parts separate from the seamless web they are part of. Hence,
Newtonian and mechanistic approaches to problems solving are expected to fail

• anyone can choose to take responsibility to foster more sustainable conditions in workplaces or
communities; therefore, anyone can become a leader

• the role of a leader involves co-generation and learning, instead of being a leader over and of
other people

In this way, universities need leadership to create strategies with the vision of the future and
connecting key-areas, involving stakeholders through coaching processes, inspiring people, and making
communities stronger by adaptation [24] in order to manage and support all these challenges and
demands. Thus, leaders need to understand and be aware of the several externalities of their activities
on the systems and environments in which they interact (Foundation for deep ecology, 2012 apud [25]).

Besides the evolution of sustainability leadership concepts listed above, the trend in the literature,
discussing the importance of leaders in top management teams and the role of HEIs (Higher Education
Institutions) in contributing to sustainable development, needs further exploration.

Although this seems to be an evident and important issue, the literature has not fully explored the
current scenario of leaders and top-management representatives from a set of universities from around
the world yet. Against this background, the aim of the study was to collect information about attitudes
and opinions on sustainability leadership from an international group of professionals by conducting a
survey to collect information from an international sample. From this, recommendations were derived
as to how the difficulties identified could be addressed.
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Therefore, to work with this objective, the five subsequent items were developed: The literature
review discusses relevant literature on sustainability leadership at universities. The next section describes
the methods and techniques used to address the objective of this article. After that, the output of this
research was developed into three different topics: sample analysis and commitment to sustainability,
self-evaluation and requirements concerning sustainability leadership, and gender inequalities. Finally,
the conclusion section highlights the main findings and addresses theoretical and practical implications,
discussing some ideas for future research.

2. Sustainability Leadership at Universities

It is common sense in the literature that human beings are moving social and environmental
systems far beyond the limits of viability [26,27]. Hence, there is a commonly known need to pursue
sustainable development that, according to the Brundtland’s Commission, means understanding the
needs in order to meet the expectations of the current generation while respecting the demands of
the coming generations. Sustainable development should be based on the principles of balance and
stewardship [1].

In the journey of pursuing sustainable management, there are several tensions [28] in which
trying to achieve sustainability in a given company could compromise other objectives (i.e., the higher
level of sales, profit, and meeting the concern of investors). One of these tensions relies upon the fact
that organizations produce negative externalities [1] and have to mitigate them in order to create and
capture sustainable value to its several stakeholders [29].

Once positive externalities are desirable and negative ones should be mitigated, the discussion of
sustainability leadership becomes essential at the organizational level [1,30]. In line with this, a couple
of initiatives were created by the UN to foster SD actions in organizations. The United Nations Global
compact exists to connect strategies and operations of companies into the sustainable development
goals (SDG), working with the recently developed instrument—the SDG Compass. Also, the PRME
(Principles for Responsible Management Education) aim to prepare future leaders of sustainable
organizations with the capacity to be change-agents in society [31].

All these initiatives have an effect, not only on the organization’s sustainability and HEIs but also
on society and local communities [32–34]. The initiatives present an excellent opportunity to engage
diverse actors of HEIs and focus on the challenges today’s society face, as well as achieving essential
results towards sustainability [33,35].

Besides UN initiatives and the authors’ discussions on the importance of organizational leadership,
there is another strand that discusses sustainability leadership at the individual level. Visser and Courtice
(2011) brought this issue through a sustainability leadership model based on the situational leadership
theory [36–38], considering three dimensions: leadership context (the internal and external environments
of organizations), the individual as a leader (with its traits, styles, skills, and knowledge), and leadership’s
internal and external actions.

It is known that sustainability leaders can promote positive externalities in the market and inside
companies. Today´s students that absorb the sustainability culture could become sustainable leaders of
tomorrow. They may guide organizations to pass through an adaptive process of learning [39] towards
a more sustainable state, capable of dealing with complexity and goal conflicts between the social,
economic, and environmental aspects [21]. In other words, these leaders need to have systems thinking
competencies [40] and be able to think outside of the box [3,41] to overcome wicked sustainability challenges.

In this sense, developing leadership and empowerment of students should be seen as not only
an effort by universities but from a systemic and situational perspective. In this sense, three other
dimensions of sustainability leadership development are discussed: the leader perspective, the actions,
and the context in which the leader-follower dyad is being established [3,37,38].

Besides the importance of the perspective of the management team and the role of academics
as leaders in the Institutions of Higher Education (IHEs) [42–45], the development of students as
sustainability leaders also should be taken into account. There is a tendency in the literature to consider
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not only how sustainability leadership occurs in university management teams but also the perspective
of the students. In other words, through the bottom-up empowerment of students as being change
agents [46,47].

From the perspective of the individual, the style adopted by the leader, such as inclusive [3],
visionary [48], creative [49], and altruistic [50], could contribute to sustainability leadership practices.
There is also a vast literature, studying if they (leader or follower) have a set of competencies, values,
knowledge, and skills, which makes them engage in leadership that seeks to preserve the earth’s
systems [40,51–61].

To increase the performance of a leader, it is important to develop leadership. That means fostering
specific skills and capabilities, which will be needed by the leader during its job fulfillment [62]. Some
methods for leadership development exist in the literature, such as multilateral feedback, executive
coaching, mentorship, and networking. Still, these methods are not yet fully empirically tested, so one
cannot fully confirm its effectiveness [62].

The discussion of gender, women in leadership positions, has gained increasing interest in research [63–71].
That is since women in many countries represent almost half of the workforce, but are underrepresented in
leadership positions [72]. The industry sector and the role performed inside the company are influencing
factors for women in top-positions [62], and much has been discussed about the effectiveness of leadership
composition [72].

Besides the individual characteristics of a leader and the relationship established by the dyad
leader-follower, there is another significant aspect of whether or not sustainability leadership would be
a success—the context [73–75]. At this point, Visser and Courtice (2011) added to this framework [3]
that sustainability leadership also needs to consider the external context (ecological, economic, political,
cultural, and community) and the internal context (sector, industry, organizational reach, organizational
culture, governance structure, and leadership role).

It is worth considering that universities also could be seen as institutional leaders in the effort of
promoting sustainability. Universities may contribute to the sustainable development of their region
and are recognized as pivotal institutions that can deal with problems, as well as provide the education
of future leaders and the development of sustainable solutions for the future [2,76–80]. The PRME and
SDG inclusion in universities´ activities reflect the need to focus not only on teaching and researching
but also in developing new paradigms related to sustainability [78]. It transforms society, whether
from its students, the surrounding community, staff, or professors.

The university’s engagement with sustainability is a challenge [81,82], and it can be motivated
by the institution’s interest in enabling a new organization form and action focus [83] by its high
administration team [84]. The universities also seek to implement sustainability in many other ways.
They formulate principles or are signing declarations (e.g., global compact and PRME) or integrate
sustainability into their curricula. Sometimes, wholly new educational institutions are created, adapting
both the mission and management of the university itself [85,86].

However, the successful implementation, whether in research, teaching, or campus-management,
is confronted with significant barriers. These barriers include overcrowded curricula, irrelevance
given by lecturers to sustainability, limited knowledge of employees on sustainability, and the limited
direction and commitment of the institution [82,87].

Besides, there are significant barriers to the implementation of a sustainable university, for instance:
the often legally guaranteed freedom of research and teaching, the lack of recognition of teachers who
work with and for sustainable development, the lack of a desire for change, and the lack of pressure
from society [88].

3. Methods

The aim of the study was to collect information about attitudes and opinions on sustainability
leadership from an international group of professionals. From this, recommendations should be derived
on how to tackle difficulties identified. For this purpose, two main research questions guided this
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study: (a) what are the main characteristics leaders possess and should have to work on sustainability?
and (b) what are the main challenges for sustainability leadership? Further considerations in the research
were given to matters, such as gender issues and the positive outcomes of sustainability leadership.

3.1. Participants

In order to have the basis to discuss sustainability leadership, a survey was conducted to collect
information from an international sample, which was drawn by purposive and non-random sampling.
The study was, therefore, explorative and did not aim in theorizing or drawing generalizable statements.
In order to select information-rich and experienced participants, purposeful sampling was applied.
The sample included leaders and top-management representatives (e.g., Heads of Department, Deans,
Vice-Rectors, and Rectors) from a set of universities from around the world, participating in the network
Inter-University Sustainable Development Research Program (IUSDRP).

3.2. The Questionnaire

The survey consisted of three sections (as presented in Figure 1 and Table A1). The authors
prepared a battery of questions to assess essential matters related to sustainability leadership in HEI,
which are a novelty to the literature. Other items of the survey built upon Visser and Courtice (2011),
who published a model of sustainability leadership in practice [42], containing, among other aspects,
individual characteristics of leaders (i.e., styles, traits, skills, and knowledge). The survey was initially
pre-tested by members of the authors’ universities to check completeness, clarity, understandability,
and relevance of the questions.
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Figure 1. Online survey sections.

Some questions allowed only one response, and others up to two responses or multiple responses
(as indicated in the survey summary in Table A1).

3.3. Data Collection Procedure

The final version of the survey was sent to colleagues who occupy senior positions at their
universities, which are members of the IUSDRP network. The online tool Google Forms was used
to share the survey link. The estimated response time was 5–8 minutes, and the survey received 50
responses during the period of application (November 2019 to January 2020). The results were analyzed
using simple descriptive statistics (i.e., percentages to describe frequency distributions of responses).

4. Results and Discussion

The purpose of the study was to collect information about attitudes and opinions on sustainability
leadership from an international group of professionals. The results of an international survey amongst
top-level decision-makers in universities are reported in this section. This section has been divided into
four parts. The first part deals with a description of the sample, followed by a self-evaluation concerning
sustainability leadership. The other sections focus on areas of particular interest, such as requirements
for change, gender issues, and other difficulties faced. The results of the study provided indications of
how sustainability leadership is perceived by representatives of the top management of universities.
This forms the basis for the derivation of conclusions and recommendations in Chapter five.
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4.1. Sample Analysis and Commitment to Sustainability

The survey was answered by 50 leaders from 29 countries (Figure 2): United Kingdom, United States,
Latvia, Germany, Brazil, India, Ukraine, Uganda, Nigeria, Vietnam, Austria, Zimbabwe, Guatemala,
Australia, Malaysia, Canada, Bangladesh, Ghana, Romania, Belarus, Portugal, Spain, Republic of Korea,
Qatar, Italy, Poland, Switzerland, Singapore, Estonia. The country with the highest number of respondents
was the United States, with eight answers.
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Figure 2. Participating countries.

As a non-random and purposive sampling was conducted, the results described in this section
reflected only the information from this sample. After all, 50 people took part in the survey, which was
a very good result considering the access difficulties in the field, in general, and with regard to the top
management representatives, in particular. Despite the fact that these insights are valuable in itself,
their transferability to other institutions is limited.

Regarding their experience, 46% of the sample occupied a leadership position for more than six
years; 20% did it for a period between 4 to 6 years; 24% for a period between 1 to 3 years, and 10% for
less than one year. In the analyzed sample, most universities were committed to sustainability: 42% to
some extent, and 42% to a great extent. Sustainability was a central issue in 12% of the institutions.
However, 4% of the sample informed not to be committed to sustainability yet. These institutions,
which did not undertake sustainability measures, are located in Brazil and Poland.

4.2. Self-Evaluation and Requirements Concerning Sustainability Leadership

When asked about their style as sustainability leaders, 76% of the respondents pointed out their
approach as “Inclusive”; 40% considered themselves “Visionaries”; 38% selected “Creative”; 18% “Altruistic”;
only 4% selected “Radical”. It is worth mentioning that each respondent could attribute up to two
approaches; thus, the sum of percentages was higher than 100%. Being an inclusive leader means working
in a collaborative and participative way [3]. It inspires a sense of belonging [89], also contributing to a
quality learning environment [39].

For the respondents’ perception of their usual trait related to sustainability leadership concern,
64% considered themselves “Systemic/holistic thinkers”, and 38% indicated their trait as “Enquiring/

open-minded”. The same percentage was found for “Caring/morally-driven”, while 22% of the
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respondents stated “Visionary/courageous”, and 20% “Self-aware/empathetic”. This topic also allowed
up to two responses for each leader. According to Visser and Courtice (2011), the trait which received
most responses is associated with “ . . . the ability to appreciate the interconnectedness and interdependency
of the whole system” [3] p. 7), which means that a specific change can affect the whole system.

The respondents also identified the primary skills that a sustainability leader should possess.
For this, 60% of them indicated “Challenge and innovate”; 52% reported “Manage complexity”; 40%
indicated “Think long term”; 36% pointed “Communicate vision”; 4% pointed “Exercise judgment”.
The most stated skill contains the word “challenge”, and this might be a reason for respondents to
choose it—the recognition of sustainability as a challenge for HEIs [82,90]. Additionally, sustainability
leaders need to overcome challenges, look for alternative solutions, and think outside the box [3,41].

Regarding the knowledge that a sustainability leader should have, 68% indicated “Interdisciplinary
connectedness”, which is related to the same context of the triple bottom line—social, economic,
and environmental connection of sustainability—and implies the relationship of all areas of expertise [3,91].
“Organizational influences and impacts” was indicated by 42% of the respondents; 40% pointed “Global
challenges and dilemmas”; 26% reported “Change dynamics and options”; 22% indicated “Diverse
stakeholder views”. All these results are summarized in Figure 3.Sustainability 2020, 12, x FOR PEER REVIEW 9 of 21 
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About the decisions to increase sustainability, 70% of the respondents indicated that they took
these decisions “Collaboratively”; 24% did it “individually (according to a respective position)”; 4%
did it through a “majority of votes”; 2% took decisions in a customized way.

4.3. University Change Requirements

Most of the respondents (78% and 76%, respectively) indicated “Curriculum Change” and “Investment
in Education for Sustainability” as main actions universities should implement as a result of good
sustainability leadership. The following items were indicated as actions to be taken to foster sustainability:
“Green/Sustainability Office” (58%), “Projects for the local community” (56%), “Sustainability procurement”
(44%), “Improved sustainability reporting” (42%).

Other actions were also pointed out as important for respondents, as described in the following list:

• Sustainable in operations (and lead by example, institutional capacity, the transition to net-zero
carbon, sustainable food purchasing) (10%)

• Sustainability in research and responsible and impactful research (8%)
• Sustainability in outreach (including stakeholders engagement and social spaces for civic engagement) (6%)
• Communication (spillover, information transparency) (4%)
• Full alignment with the SDGs (2%)
• Aim at sustainability in all aspects of HEI activity (2%)

4.4. Gender Inequalities

When gender issues were considered, only one respondent (from Brazil) affirmed that no woman
is in a leadership position in their university. All the other respondents stated that there are women in
leadership positions in their institutions. Concerning the percentage, 36% of the respondents indicated
that women occupy more than 30% of the positions; 22% said that it ranges from 21% to 30%; 14%
stated that it is between 11% and 20%; for 10% of the sample, the ratio was 10% or less; 16% did not
know this information. These results pointed to the problem of a continuing under-representation of
women in leadership positions in higher education, which is also supported by other studies [65,69,70].
At the same time, the results did not unequivocally support the statement of the higher commitment
of newer universities to gender equality and a more significant representation of women in these
positions [66]. The founding years of the universities varied significantly within each group of answers,
not allowing to speculate about the relation between these two parameters.

Regarding women as sustainability leaders, 28% of the respondents stated that no activities/programs
promoting women as sustainability leaders at the organization had been performed. According to 26%
of the respondents, less than five of these activities/programs were executed; 14% of the leaders stated
that between 5 and 15 activities/programs were done. More than 15 activities/programs were conducted
only in 6% of the respondents’ institutions. Finally, 26% of the sample stated not to know the answer
to this question. Considering that most universities in the sample are committed to sustainability,
it could be concluded that the promotion of women’s leadership roles is not an essential part of their
sustainability agenda.

Moreover, the respondents did not pay attention to gender-related issues and related actions that are
required to overcome the challenges associated with sustainability leadership. When inquired if women
are more effective sustainability leaders than men, due to their greater concern over sustainability-
related issues, almost half of the respondents (44%) remained neutral, neither agreeing nor disagreeing.
Additionally, when asked if they consider that the gender composition of executive leadership roles
defines a level of sustainability at the organization, despite a somewhat balanced result, a few more
responses indicated agreement. The last statement (concerning attention to needs and preferences
of women when designing and implementing sustainability) was the one with the highest level of
agreement (68% in total). These results are presented in Figure 4.
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The neutral to strongly disagree position of most respondents on women as better sustainability
leaders could be explained by one or more of such factors as the still prevailing stereotype on women’s
abilities as leaders [63,71]. Women on leadership positions leaders consider their experience being leaders
as gender-neutral based on merit and hard work [92], organizations do not emphasize gender nature of
sustainability achievements, and there is very limited dissemination of studies on women in managerial
positions as drivers to better organizational performance, including sustainability [63,64,68,93].

4.5. Difficulties Faced for Sustainability Leadership

Regarding the difficulties faced by institutions in sustainability leadership, the lack of funding
was pointed out by 80% of the respondents, corroborating the results of previous studies [81,82].
The lack of support from the administration was indicated by 54% of the respondents; the lack of
interest from the academic community was stated by 52%; the lack of expertise was indicated by 48%;
the lack of materials/resources was pointed out by 32%. Other elements were indicated by only 2% of
the respondents, and they were work and freedom embedded into the policy; political and business
interests in the surrounding community; lack of understanding of sustainability issues; diversity
tolerated and not valued; lack of vision; no clear mission/targets defined; vested interests; lock-ins
and barriers sustained by the paradigms of growth; enthusiasm among stakeholders; unwillingness to
change; lack of broad inclusion.

To overcome these difficulties and ensure proper sustainability leadership, several actions were indicated
by the respondents, as presented in Table 2, where they were grouped according to similar approaches.

Although the involvement of high administration is a requirement mentioned by several studies
on sustainability in higher education [84], it is crucial to highlight that this is not enough for institutions
to reach practical results. What is necessary is to focus on holistic approaches [94].

One of the roles of universities is to connect to society, therefore, highlighting the importance
of partnerships and projects with local communities [33,35]. Additionally, by working on “public
relations”, universities can reach a wide range of stakeholders by using online communications as
opportunities to share actions on sustainability and results of a proper sustainability leadership [95].

Some of the actions in Table 2 refer to behavior changes and education. Sustainability awareness
and willingness to contribute to organizational efforts towards sustainability are fundamental for
reaching good results [96,97]. It demands continuous efforts and participation by the diverse actors of
HEIs, especially to have sustainability embedded in the university culture [98]. The additional space for
comments by the end of the survey returned many interesting insights. The respondents highlighted
the importance of courage to speak-up for sustainability and to overcome challenges related to the
tendency of this topic to be marginalized from important decisions. Equitable opportunities were also
mentioned, especially when it comes to gender issues and how to make leading men more interested
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in sustainability. As already discussed by other studies [32–34], respondents supported the importance
of impact outside the university (e.g., in local communities) and cooperation among institutions.

Table 2. Actions indicated by the respondents to overcome sustainability leadership challenges.

Topic Actions

Involve high
administration

Greater sustainability awareness at the highest level of the university
(e.g., Vice-Chancellor, Deputy Vice-Chancellor, etc.)

Involve university rector board and administration office
Must be presented at all managerial levels

Convincing administration that sustainability is not an option but a necessity for
remaining a relevant educational institution and leading by doing

Only when a benefit for the University appears, interest may be created.

Partnerships/
public relations

Establishment of partnership with institutions that are making greater progress
and impact

Development of joint projects with universities, which have expertise in
sustainable leadership
Good public relations

Cooperation in sustainable local development projects with municipalities
Development of stakeholder organization networks
Leadership on the basis of local knowledge practice

Education and
communication

Awareness-raising and good communication
A greater degree of consciousness through events, training, and calls

Education and funding
More widespread communication across the university on the global and local

importance, priority, and change that is and will happen
Continued education and awareness at all levels of the university

Potentializing the sustainability actions (projects, education, support to the community)
and disseminating them; even if they are isolated initiatives, they contribute to

awareness of the academic community
Encouragement of reflective thinking (making students voices heard)

Financial support
and planning

More financial support and proper action plan
Steady funding commitment

Continuous investment in education for sustainability at top management level,
faculty members, students, and university fringe communities

More funding in creating solutions to be shared by all, less competition between
universities/people, which hinders sharing

Policy concern Having broader societal and governmental concern about sustainability challenges
Existence of role models

Curriculum and
training

Development of sustainability staff networks
More rigorous professional credentials for sustainability officers

Establishment of agreed sustainability principles that should be embedded in
educational and operational practices, as well as measurable targets that must be met

(and for which different stakeholders in the community are held accountable)
Link to the curriculum

Sustainability should be made part of academic assessments

Behavior changes

Being open-minded and going beyond the status quo
Sincerity of purpose

Persistence and patience; sustainability is undoubtedly moving up all our agendas,
and we will be held to account

More inclusivity, less in-group, out-group behavior

5. Conclusions

This study revealed a number of trends. As a start, most of the surveyed sustainability leaders
described their institutions as “Inclusive”, which suggested that only a few of them regarded themselves
as “Radical”. This finding, in turn, indicated that collaborative and participative ways of working
are popular. Besides, as far as the skills of senior management are concerned, the primary skills
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that a sustainability leader should possess entailed “Challenge and innovate”, “Manage complexity”,
and “Think long term”. This was also an interesting finding since these skills do help in engaging staff

and in motivating them to engage. In addition, it was evident from the responses that a sustainability
leader should have “Interdisciplinary connectedness”, a further ability, which helps to motivate others.

In respect of the main actions the leadership should undertake to foster institutional sustainable
development, “Curriculum Change” and “Investment in Education for Sustainability” were regarded
as seen as being among the most popular ones. The study also revealed that gender issues were taken
seriously among the sampled institutions, which is an encouraging trend, whereas lack of funding and
lack of support from administrations were listed among the main difficulties faced by institutions for
sustainability leadership. It was noticeable that the involvement of senior management and the use of
holistic approaches were important in handling the identified problems.

In respect to its implications for theory and practice, this study did not strive for generalizable
conclusions due do its explorative character and purposive sampling. However, conclusions could be
drawn from the sample. For instance, it provided a welcome addition to the literature on sustainability
leadership, exploring the role of senior staff in pursuing and achieving institutional objectives toward
more sustainable practices.

In addition, it showed that some Higher Education Institutions are increasingly taking leadership
on sustainable development more seriously and reflecting on them. The research also illustrated the
advantages that could be taken by critical sustainability leadership dialogues, which might entail
research and teaching.

This study had some limitations. Firstly, reaching a greater number of participants in the online
survey would have added additional robustness to the study, especially since it could have allowed a
broader diversity in respect of perspectives. More participation from decision-makers would have
provided a better and more representative understanding of their positions and opinions. However,
the usual difficulties in engaging top management representatives in similar studies were also observed
here. Whereas there is no such a thing as an ideal sample size, the fact that 50 leaders from 29 countries
were involved, and bearing in mind the sample entailed representatives from industrialized and
developing countries means that it caters for a rough profile, which shows the extent to which leadership
perceives sustainable development.

In respect of the measures that may be adopted in the future, so as to allow Higher Education
Institutions to enhance their performance, the following may be mentioned:

• Measure 1—a greater focus on practical aspects of governance, better integrating governance
issues into university life.

• Measure 2—institutionalizing the incorporation of SD issues at universities, by means of a stronger
embedment of concrete activities, such as the elaboration of sustainability action plans and
strategies or work programs, via which senior management can better be related to academic and
non-academic staff, all to the advantage of institutional practices.

• Measure 3—a greater focus on the contributions from leadership towards the attainment of the SDG
targets. Here, the current levels of emphasis on the SDGs could be measured, a set of SDGs-related
goals could be set, and progress toward their achievements could be assessed. The fact that senior
staff act as drivers and/or moderators means that the visibility of such action will be assured.

• Measure 4—identify the means via which leadership may engage in fostering the capability of staff

at their organizations to promote sustainable development. There is a paucity of leadership-led
training initiatives aimed at raising awareness among academic and non-academic staff, so such
an initiative may help to move this important area forward.

If properly considered and implemented, sustainability leadership may not only lead to an enhancement
in the ways an institution engages on matters related to sustainable development but should also lead
to a culture of institutional change, assisting an organization in finding the best ways to respond to
local, regional, and global challenges.
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This research provided insights for future research. First, a greater understanding of other leadership
approaches (besides the trait/style school) in the context of sustainable development could enrich this work.
Thus, an exploration, for example, of the relations between university members, or dyads (leader-follower)
of leadership for sustainable development, such as Rectors/Vice-Rectors; Vice-Rectors/Deans; Deans/Heads
of the department; Heads of Department/Professors; Professors/Students, could be valuable. Secondly,
having in mind that the context in which the university is inserted is an important variable to work
with, the question of how universities organize themselves when they face changes in their external
environment, reflecting this into sustainable leadership practices could be explored (e.g., how universities
react and adapt their systems when they become PRME signatories). Third, since leadership in HEIs
is an important and growing topic in the literature, in-depth qualitative and quantitative exploration
would be fundamental to develop a robust theoretical framework capable of dealing with the complexity
that is inherent to sustainability leadership, boosting the theoretical understanding. Finally, longitudinal
studies could be useful to understand how several variables change over time, showing the evolution of
sustainable leadership practices in HEIs.
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Appendix A

Table A1. Summary of the survey questions and response options.

Background

A. University

B. Country

C. Is your university committed to sustainability?

Not yet
Yes, to some extent

Yes, to a great extent
Yes, it is central to our university

Your work as a leader

1. You have occupied a leadership position for:

less than 1 year
1 to 3 years
4 to 6 years

more than 6 years

2. Which style do you think describes more properly your
approach as a leader as far as sustainability leadership is

concerned? (please select up to two options)

Inclusive
Visionary
Creative
Altruistic
Radical

3. Which type of usual trait describes more properly your
approach as far as sustainability leadership is concerned?

(please select up to two options)

Caring/morally-driven
Systemic/holistic thinker
Enquiring/open-minded
Self-aware/empathetic
Visionary/courageous
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Table A1. Cont.

Background

4. Decisions aimed at increasing sustainability at the
organization you are leading are made primarily in the

following way:

majority of votes
collaboratively

individually (according to a respective position)
custom

Desired aspects, gender equality and challenges

Desired aspects

5. In your opinion, which are the main skills a sustainability
leader should possess? (select up to two options)

Manage complexity
Communicate vision

Exercise judgment
Challenge and innovate

Think long term

6. In your opinion, which topics better represent the
knowledge a sustainability leader should possess?

(select up to two options)

Global challenges and dilemmas
Interdisciplinary connectedness
Change dynamics and options

Organizational influences and impacts
Diverse stakeholder views

7. Which main actions should a university implement as a
result of good sustainability leadership?

(multiple choices possible)

Curriculum change
Green/Sustainability Office

Projects for the local community
Investment in Education for Sustainability

Improved sustainability reporting
Sustainability procurement

Other

Gender equality

8. Are there women in leadership positions (e.g. president,
rector, vice-president, vice-rector, chief officers,
vice-chancellors, deans, heads of departments)

at your university?

Yes
No

8.1. If yes, what is the percentage of women in
leadership positions?

10% or less
11%–20%
21%–30%
over 30%

don’t know

9. How many activities/programs promoting women as
sustainability leaders at the organization have been set up?

None
less than 5

5–15
more than 15
don’t know

Please specify the extent to which you agree/disagree with
the following statements:

10. Women are more effective sustainability leaders due to
their greater concern over sustainability-related issues

when compared with their male counterparts regardless of
positions held at the organization.

Strongly disagree
Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree
Agree

Strongly agree

11. The gender composition of executive leadership roles
defines a level of sustainability at the organization.

Strongly disagree
Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree
Agree

Strongly agree
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Table A1. Cont.

Background

12. There is a necessity to pay explicit attention to the
needs and preferences of women when designing and
implementing activities/projects/initiatives aimed at

increasing sustainability.

Strongly disagree
Disagree

Neither agree nor disagree
Agree

Strongly agree

Challenges

13. Which elements mostly hinder the efforts of
sustainability leadership? (multiple choices possible)

Lack of expertise
Lack of interest from the academic community

Lack of funding
Lack of materials/resources

Lack of support from administration
Other

14. Which actions do you feel are needed to overcome these
challenges and ensure proper sustainability leadership?

Any other comments?
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