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A significant body of research has emerged in recent years focused on best green 

business practices and corporate sustainability at the organizational level.  

  

However the literature has not paid enough attention to sustainability 

leadership at the individual level. 

 

  

  

Corporate Sustainability Research at the Organizational Level 



As a result, little is 

known about the  

deeper psychological 

motivations of 

sustainability leaders  

and how this may relate  

to their capacity to lead 

transformational 

change.  
 

(Boiral et al., 2009; Brown, 2012; Hedlund de-Witt, 2013; Rogers, 2012; Visser & Crane, 2010)  

Corporate Sustainability Research Focused on   

Individual Psychological Level 
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Can be thought of as the deep mental patterns for how we see the natural world 

  

They are the cognitive, perceptual, and affective maps that we continuously use to 

make sense of our natural environment 

 

They are usually unconscious and taken for granted as the way things are 

 

They can limit or enhance our perception of the natural world 

 

Anthropocentric       Ecocentric 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 (Esbjorn Hargens & Zimmerman; 2009; Hart, 2010; Hedlund de-Witt, 2012; Kahn, 1999)  

 

Ecological Worldviews 



Action Logic / Developmental Theory 

How adults construct knowledge through specific hierarchical stages of 

increasing complexity 

 

The frame through which people translate their thoughts, feelings,  

and perceptions into actions 
 

Stage of development effects what we can be aware of, reflect on, and act on 

 

Conventional and Post-conventional refer to two broad stages of development 

  

Conventional action logic is characterized by conformance with social 

conventions and achieving expertise and efficiency 

 

Post-conventional is characterized by an attempt to reframe problems with a 

broader understanding of complexity and interdependency of systems 

 

Research has shown that leaders with post-conventional action 

logic have greater capacity to lead transformational change 
 

 
 (Brown, 2012; Cook-Greuter, 2004; Kegan & Lahey, 2008; Rooke & Torbert, 2005; Torbert, 2004 )  
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Action-Logics 



There have been only a few theoretical studies that 

have attempted to integrate ecological worldviews and 

action logics in the context of sustainability leadership.  
 
(Esbjorn Hargen & Zimmerman, 2009, Boiral et. al 2009)  

In terms of empirical research, there have been even 

fewer studies. Those that have been conducted have  

been based on small sample sizes.  
 
(Brown, 2012; Hedlund de-Witt, 2012; Rogers, 2011) 

Gaps in Sustainability Leadership Research 



How do sustainability leaders describe their 

worldviews and motivation for their work?  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Q1: 

Q2: Do the descriptions by sustainability leaders  

of their worldviews and their motivation for 

sustainability reflect specific action logics? 

 
 



THE STUDY 



Multi-phase Qualitative Design 

 

- Semi-structured interviews allowed for a wider range of data 

collection 

 

- Provided for a deeper picture than the variable based 

correlations of quantitative studies 

 

- Qualitative studies are increasingly used  to study interior 

dimensions of leadership  

 

- Tested quantitative instruments as part of my pilot study 

 

- Based on my constructivist and transformative stance, a 

qualitative study best captured the spirit of my research  
 

 (Creswell 2009; Marshall & Rossman, 2011; Silverman, 2006) 

Qualitative Methodology 



• Purposive and snowball sampling strategy to recruit 

leaders from multinational corporations, environmental 

NGOs, private corporations, and consultants 

 

• Semi-structured phone and face-to-face interviews were 

conducted with sample of sustainability leaders 

 

• Interviews typically lasted from thirty to forty-five minutes 

and were transcribed during or after the interview 

 

• Two phases of data collection using different sets of 

questions as interview guides 

 

  (Babbie, 2002; Creswell, 2009; Lincoln & Guba, 1985)  

 

 

Data Collection 



 
Multinational Corporations 
      
  Chairman and CEO      2      3% 
 
  Chief Sustainability Officer    6      9% 
      
  Vice-President      12      19% 
 
  Director        18      28% 
 
  Manager        7      11% 
  
Private Company Presidents     6      9% 
       
Environmental NGO CEO's     6     9% 
 
Sustainability Consultants     8      12% 
 
 
 
 
Total Participants       65      100% 

Description of Participants 

# OF PARTICIPANTS  
           (N=65) 

PERCENTAGE SECTOR / TITLE 



3M 

 

AMD  

 

AT&T  

 

Aveda 

 

Ben and Jerry’s/ 

Unilever 

 

Clorox 

 

Coca-Cola 

 

Ford 

 

 

 

General Electric 

 

Green Mountain 

Coffee 

 

Hewlett-Packard  

 

Mattel 

 

Microsoft  

 

Miller-Coors  

 

Motorola 

 

Nike 

 

 

 

Price Waterhouse 

Coopers  

 

SC Johnson  

 

Seventh Generation 

 

Shaklee 

 

Starbucks  

 

Sprint 

 

Sun Microsystems  

 

Waste Management 

Partial List of Companies 



Partial List of Titles 

 
Chief Sustainability Officer       
 
 
V.P. of Global Citizenship 
 
 
V.P. of Environment and Water         

 

Director of Social Mission    
Manager of Product Integrity 

 

Director of Sustainability and 

and Stewardship 
 
 

Director of Stakeholder Mobilization 

 

Director of Corporate Consciousness 

  

 

Director of Natural Resources   

 

Director of Coffee Community 

Outreach  

 

Director of Sustainability Initiatives 



 How or why did you become involved with sustainability within  
your organization? 

 
 Where do you think your deeper motivation comes from in regards to  
 sustainability? 
 
 How has sustainability influenced your approach to leadership?  

 
 How do you think your work in sustainability has impacted your worldview? 

 
 How would you describe your ecological worldview?  

 
 What comes up for you when you think about your relationship with nature? 

 
 Looking back, can you point to any transitions or events that caused you  
 to look differently at the world, yourself, and nature, or is this a worldview  
 that you have held for a long time? 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Semi-structured Interview Questions 



Multi-step thematic analysis and hermeneutic methodology was utilized 
to analyze approximately 40,000 words of text 
 

• Color-coded key words, phrases, and expressions 
 
• Margin notes led to identification of initial sub-themes  

 
• Hermeneutic methodology catalyzed a greater awareness of 

multiple contexts during the thematic analysis  
 

• Additional rounds of analysis evolved into descriptive findings 
and themes  

 
• Findings were organized under three major themes that were 

supported by more than 100 interview quotations as evidence 
 

• Themes and findings were connected into a narrative storyline 
 
 

(Bentz & Shapiro, 1998; Braun & Clarke 2006; Creswell 2009; Rogers, 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) 

DATA ANALYSIS 



THE FINDINGS 



THEME ONE 

Experiences that 

Shape Ecological 

Worldviews Across 

the Lifespan 

 

 

• Family of Origin and Childhoods in Nature 

 

• Environmental Education, Teachers & 

Mentors 

 

• Seeing Poverty and Environmental 

Degradation in Developing Countries 

 

• Perceiving Capitalism as a Vehicle for 

Environmental Activism 

 

• Through a Sense of Spirituality and Service 



THEME TWO 

Expressions of  

Ecocentric 

Worldviews 

 

• Awareness of Ecological Embeddedness 

 

 

• Awareness of the Fragility of Planetary 

Ecosystems 

 

 

• A Belief in the Intrinsic Value of Nature 



 
THEME THREE 

EXPRESSIONS OF 

POST-CONVENTIONAL 

ACTION LOGICS 

• Awareness of Diverse Worldviews and Contexts 

 

• Thinking in Longer Time Horizons 

 

• Enhanced Systems Consciousness  

 

• Planet-centric Circles of Identity and Care  

 

• Inquiring Stance and Increased Vulnerability 

 

• Highly Collaborative Approaches to Leadership 

– Leading from the Middle  

– Influencing without Control 

– Collective Wisdom 



IMPLICATIONS 



Implications for Sustainability Leadership Practice 

Based on a worldwide sample of 1847 

corporate leaders, they found that 

although nearly two thirds rate social and 

environmental issues as significant, less 

than ten percent report that their 

corporations are addressing them 

thoroughly.  

 

The researchers attribute this gap to a  

“disconnect between thought and action. 

  
(Kiron et al., 2013, p. 3).   

BY SHOWING EVIDENCE FOR HOW A GROUP OF SENIOR EXECUTIVES:  
 -  EXPRESS HIGHLY DEVELOPED ECOLOGICAL WORLDVIEWS 
 -  CONNECT THEIR ECOLOGICAL WORLDVIEWS WITH THEIR MOTIVATION 
 -  EXPRESS POST-CONVENTIONAL ACTION LOGICS 
 -  PRACTICE HIGHLY COLLABORATIVE FORMS OF LEADERSHIP 
THE FINDINGS OFFER NEW WAYS TO CLOSE THE GAP BETWEEN THOUGHT AND ACTION  



 Future Research Questions 

• Is the practice of sustainability driving human development? 

 

• Do individuals with post-conventional action logics self-select for sustainability leadership? 

 

• How can an understanding of ecological worldviews and post-conventional action logics be 

      integrated into sustainability leadership development programs? 

 

• How can ecological worldviews and post-conventional action logics be leveraged by 

sustainability leaders to enhance their effectiveness in their organizations? 

 

• How can existing assessment instruments be modified to enhance our understanding of the 

ecological worldviews of sustainability leaders?  

 

• How do the ecological worldviews and action logics of sustainability leaders vary across  

 age group and gender? 

 

• How do ecological worldviews and action logics of sustainability leaders vary across  

      nationality and culture? 

 


