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61 Abstract

62 Seventeen percent of the Sustainable Development Goals are currently on track to be achieved 

63 by 2030. That number points to a problem that better frameworks and more ambitious targets have not 

64 resolved: the gap between sustainability policy and operational delivery is not primarily a design 

65 problem. It is, at least in part, a leadership problem. This study examines how that problem is 

66 experienced and navigated by the people closest to it: 37 experienced sustainability and climate leaders 

67 working across six continents, multiple sectors, and national to global operational scales, all of whom 

68 completed executive education programmes at Harvard University in 2025. Using a qualitative-dominant 

69 mixed-methods design, we analysed open-ended survey responses through iterative open, axial, and 

70 selective coding, complemented by descriptive quantitative context. Five themes emerged from the 
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71 data: sustainability challenges experienced as interconnected system pressures; leadership as a 

72 purpose-driven, systems-oriented practice; the persistent gap between governance ambition and 

73 implementation reality; innovation and collaboration as the practical mechanisms through which impact 

74 is achieved; and strong, largely unprompted support for a Global Sustainability Leadership Framework 

75 grounded in practitioner experience. Across all five themes, the findings point toward a consistent 

76 picture: sustainability leadership is not defined by positional authority or technical expertise but by the 

77 capacity to hold fragmented systems together, sustain ethical commitment under institutional pressure, 

78 and carry policy intent across the distance between ambition and action. Purpose, systems thinking, 

79 collaboration, and adaptive learning emerged not as aspirational orientations but as the practical tools 

80 experienced leaders reach for when governance conditions work against them. These findings 

81 contribute empirical grounding to sustainability leadership theory, reframe the policy-practice gap as a 

82 leadership and capability challenge, and offer a set of practitioner-derived orientations that could 

83 inform future sustainability leadership frameworks: frameworks that provide shared foundations for 

84 practice without prescribing uniform solutions, and that are designed to complement rather than 

85 replace existing global sustainability architectures.

86

87 Keywords: Sustainability leadership; Systems thinking; Policy–practice gap; Science–policy–practice 

88 interface; Transformative change; Sustainability governance; Collaboration; Global Sustainability 

89 Framework; System Change.

90

91 Introduction

92 Something has gone wrong in the relationship between sustainability ambition and 

93 sustainability delivery. The goals are more clearly articulated than ever. The frameworks are more 
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94 numerous, more detailed, and more internationally endorsed than at any previous point. And yet the 

95 distance between what has been committed to and what is actually happening on the ground continues 

96 to widen. Climate change, biodiversity loss, water insecurity, food system fragility, and deepening social 

97 inequality are not converging toward resolution: they are compounding one another, creating 

98 interlocking crises that cross institutional boundaries and overwhelm governance systems built around 

99 the assumption that problems arrive one at a time (1–11). Geopolitical instability, economic shocks, and 

100 uneven development trajectories have sharpened those pressures further, hitting hardest in the 

101 contexts least equipped to absorb them. 

102 The past decade has seen genuine efforts to meet that challenge. The SDGs, the Paris 

103 Agreement, and the expanding architecture of ESG standards and reporting frameworks have shaped 

104 institutional priorities and mobilised international commitment at a scale that would have seemed 

105 unlikely two decades ago (7,12,13). Yet progress remains uneven and, in many cases, off-track. 

106 Seventeen percent: that is the share of SDGs currently on track to be achieved by 2030 (13, 17). About 

107 half have made minimal to moderate progress, and more than one-third have stalled or are regressing 

108 (13). Recent assessments point to persistent implementation failures, coordination challenges, and 

109 capacity constraints, particularly at national and sub-national levels (14–19). The frameworks are in 

110 place. The distance between them and operational delivery is not closing. 

111 That distance has a name in the literature: the policy-practice gap. And the implementation 

112 record suggests that what is missing is not primarily technical or financial, though those constraints are 

113 real. What is missing, or at least insufficiently understood, is the leadership that sits between policy 

114 ambition and operational delivery: the capacity to navigate institutional complexity, align competing 

115 interests across fragmented governance systems, and sustain coordinated action over timeframes that 

116 political cycles rarely accommodate. Recent scholarship has argued that meeting sustainability 

117 challenges requires leadership that is systems-oriented, adaptive, values-informed, and capable of 
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118 operating across the science-policy-practice interface (20,21). That argument is persuasive. What 

119 remains thin is the empirical evidence for how such leadership actually works in practice, who exercises 

120 it, under what conditions, and with what consequences for the outcomes it is meant to enable.

121 Sustainability leadership scholarship has grown substantially over the past two decades, and it 

122 has produced useful conceptual ground. There is now reasonable consensus that effective sustainability 

123 leadership operates across multiple levels, from individual practitioners to teams, institutions, and 

124 governance systems, and that interactions among those levels shape whether sustainability 

125 commitments translate into outcomes (22–24). What is less settled is how that leadership works in 

126 practice, particularly at the level of individual leaders operating within organisations and governance 

127 systems where the day-to-day work of sustainability transformation actually gets done (25–29). 

128 What the literature has been slower to produce is evidence grounded in lived practice. Much of 

129 what exists is normative: frameworks prescribing what sustainability leaders should do, competency 

130 models describing what they should be, and conceptual arguments about why those capacities matter. 

131 Targets, goals, indicators, and reporting mechanisms, however ambitious, do not by themselves address 

132 the everyday challenges of coordination, institutional inertia, political negotiation, and learning across 

133 fragmented governance systems (25–29,30). Recent scholarship has begun to address this, recognising 

134 that sustainability leadership requires capacities for sense-making, translation, collaboration, and 

135 responsible judgment under uncertainty (26–31), and calling for frameworks that focus on capabilities 

136 and practice rather than on prescriptive solutions. Transformational, collaborative, and adaptive 

137 leadership orientations have been identified as particularly relevant to sustainability transitions, and the 

138 importance of systems thinking, responsible judgment, and cross-sector coordination has been well 

139 argued (32–35). Collaborative governance arrangements and adaptive capacity have received similar 

140 attention (36–39). But empirical studies tend to focus on specific sectors or regions, limiting what can be 

141 said about leadership practice across the diversity of contexts in which global sustainability challenges 
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142 actually unfold. And relatively few studies have centred the perspectives of experienced sustainability 

143 leaders themselves, particularly those working across national, regional, and global scales. Three 

144 questions remain particularly underexplored as a result. How do sustainability leaders understand and 

145 respond to systemic complexity in practice, rather than in hypothetical scenarios? What leadership 

146 approaches enable action when institutional conditions are actively constraining rather than enabling? 

147 And what role do governance arrangements, innovation, and cross-sector partnerships play in 

148 determining whether leadership effort translates into measurable impact? These are not abstract 

149 questions. They are the questions that determine whether sustainability leadership frameworks, 

150 however well designed, produce anything useful for the practitioners they are intended to serve. 

151 This study takes those three questions seriously by going directly to the people best positioned 

152 to answer them. The 37 sustainability and climate leaders whose accounts form the basis of this 

153 research are not hypothetical subjects or survey respondents selected for demographic 

154 representativeness. They are experienced practitioners, working across six continents and every major 

155 sector, who have spent years navigating the institutional terrain that sustainability leadership 

156 scholarship has been trying to theorise. Their perspectives, gathered through a qualitative-dominant 

157 mixed-methods design combining open-ended survey responses with descriptive quantitative context, 

158 offer something the literature currently lacks: practice-based evidence of how sustainability leadership 

159 is actually exercised under real conditions of complexity, constraint, and uncertainty.

160 The study is guided by five objectives. It examines how experienced sustainability leaders 

161 understand and respond to system-level complexity in their working environments. It identifies the 

162 leadership approaches and capabilities that enable action when institutional conditions are resistant 

163 rather than supportive. It investigates how governance arrangements and institutional factors shape 

164 what leaders can and cannot achieve. It explores how innovation and cross-sector partnerships 

165 contribute to implementation and measurable impact. And it seeks to distil from those accounts a set of 
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166 practitioner-grounded orientations that could inform the development of a Global Sustainability 

167 Leadership Framework, one designed not to prescribe a universal model but to provide the shared 

168 foundations for learning, coordination, and practice that experienced leaders across this study 

169 consistently said they lacked.

170 The orientations that emerge from this study are not offered as a replacement for the SDGs, the 

171 Paris Agreement, or any other existing governance architecture. They are offered as a contribution to an 

172 ongoing conversation: an attempt to surface, from practitioner experience, the human and relational 

173 dimensions of sustainability delivery that goal-oriented frameworks do not address, and to make those 

174 dimensions visible enough that future framework development can take them seriously. 

175

176 Methodology

177 Study design

178 The study employed a qualitative-dominant mixed-methods design, combining in-depth analysis 

179 of open-ended survey responses with descriptive quantitative summaries of respondent characteristics. 

180 The choice of design was driven by the nature of the research questions rather than by methodological 

181 preference. Sustainability leadership involves judgment, relationship, and context in ways that resist 

182 reduction to predefined variables or measurable scales. Understanding how experienced practitioners 

183 conceptualise and navigate that complexity required a design that kept interpretive space open while 

184 providing sufficient quantitative context to situate findings transparently. Qualitative analysis formed 

185 the primary basis for inductive interpretation. Descriptive quantitative data served a supporting role, 

186 grounding themes in the broader characteristics of the respondent group rather than driving analytical 

187 conclusions.

188
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189 Participants and study context

190 Participants were sustainability and climate change leaders who had completed executive 

191 education programmes in Sustainability Leadership and/or Climate Change Policy at Harvard University 

192 in 2025. Of 94 eligible participants, 37 completed the survey, representing a response rate of 

193 approximately 40%. 36 of the 37 survey respondents are co-authors of this manuscript and contributed 

194 to the study and manuscript development. The remaining respondent's contribution is acknowledged in 

195 the Acknowledgements section.

196 The shared executive education context served two functions. It provided a common reference 

197 point for sustainability and climate governance frameworks across an otherwise diverse group, and it 

198 ensured that participants brought substantial professional experience to their responses rather than 

199 hypothetical or early-career perspectives. Respondents worked across national, regional, multi-regional, 

200 and global operational scales and represented government, private sector, academia, civil society, 

201 healthcare, and consultancy sectors. Because detailed demographic information was not available for all 

202 eligible participants, systematic comparison of respondents and non-respondents was not possible. The 

203 diversity of sectors, geographies, and operational contexts represented in the sample does, however, 

204 suggest reasonable breadth of practitioner perspective within the study's scope.

205 The lead researcher (first author) personally invited participants to collaborate as co-authors, 

206 drawing on their shared participation in Harvard University executive education programmes. 

207 Participants were fully informed of the study's purpose and collaborative intent prior to data collection. 

208 The survey was administered between 11th of November and 26th of December, 2025. Informed 

209 consent was obtained electronically from all participants as part of the data collection instrument, with 

210 respondents confirming voluntary participation and agreement to be listed as co-authors or 

211 acknowledged contributors prior to completing the survey. 

212

This manuscript is a preprint and has not been peer reviewed. The copyright holder has made the manuscript available under a  Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
(CC BY) license and consented to have it forwarded to EarthArXiv for public posting.license EarthArXiv

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://eartharxiv.org/


213 Data collection instrument

214 Data were collected using a semi-structured online survey consisting primarily of open-ended 

215 (free-text) questions, designed to elicit reflective, inductive accounts of sustainability leadership 

216 practice. The survey included items addressing: (i) primary sustainability challenges and priorities; (ii) 

217 leadership roles and approaches; (iii) experiences of policy implementation and governance; (iv) 

218 innovation and collaboration in sustainability initiatives; (v) perceived gaps between policy and practice; 

219 and (vi) perspectives on the design and value of a Global Sustainability Leadership Framework.

220 Respondents were also invited to describe their leadership approaches. In this study, leadership 

221 approaches referenced by participants—including collaborative, systems-thinking, adaptive, 

222 transformational, hierarchical, servant, strategic or visionary, and participatory leadership—are 

223 understood as broadly recognized orientations within sustainability and organizational leadership 

224 scholarship. Collaborative leadership emphasizes partnership and shared decision-making across diverse 

225 stakeholders (40,41). Systems-thinking leadership reflects the capacity to understand and act within 

226 complex, interconnected socio-ecological systems (42–44). Adaptive leadership highlights learning and 

227 adjustment in response to uncertainty and evolving conditions (45–47), while transformational 

228 leadership emphasizes mobilizing actors toward long-term collective change (48,49). Participants also 

229 referenced additional leadership orientations, including hierarchical leadership associated with formal 

230 authority structures, servant leadership centered on service and empowerment of others, strategic or 

231 visionary leadership focused on long-term direction setting, and participatory leadership emphasizing 

232 inclusive engagement in decision-making. The concept of purpose, which emerged as a central 

233 dimension of leadership in the analysis, refers in this study to the ethical commitments, values, and 

234 long-term motivations that orient leaders toward sustainability outcomes. Rather than reflecting only 

235 formal organizational mandates, purpose is understood as the normative orientation shaping leadership 

236 judgment and action in complex governance contexts (20,50–53).

This manuscript is a preprint and has not been peer reviewed. The copyright holder has made the manuscript available under a  Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
(CC BY) license and consented to have it forwarded to EarthArXiv for public posting.license EarthArXiv

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://eartharxiv.org/


237 We intentionally emphasized open-ended questions to allow respondents to articulate 

238 experiences in their own words, reducing the risk of constraining responses through predefined 

239 categories. The survey also included limited structured items to capture respondent characteristics and 

240 contextual information and grounding. Respondents were invited to describe their leadership 

241 approaches using examples (e.g., collaborative, systems-thinking, adaptive, transformational), but were 

242 not restricted to predefined categories in order to preserve open-ended reflection. All survey responses 

243 were retained in their original, self-reported form, and no participant-provided data were altered during 

244 processing. A complete data dictionary describing the raw variables of our study is provided in Table 1.
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Table 1: Data dictionary for raw survey variables (Source: Author-administered global sustainability leadership survey)
Variable Name Variable Type Description Values / Coding
Participant Profile/ Consent
Full Name Text Participant’s full name (for co-authorship or acknowledgement) Free text
Professional Title and Organization Text Participant’s professional role and affiliated organization Free text
Country/Region of Work text Self-reported country or region(s) where the participant works Free text (e.g., USA; UK & APAC; 

Global)
Sector Categorical & Text Sector(s) in which the participant operates Multiple selections permitted &

Free-text
Years of Experience in Sustainability 
or Climate-Related Work

Ordinal Length of professional experience in sustainability/climate fields Ordered ranges

Years of Leadership Experience Ordinal Experience leading people, programs, budget, or strategy Ordered ranges
Leadership Context
Primary Sustainability Issue Text Primary sustainability issue or challenge that the participant’s organization 

focuses on, as described by the respondent
Open-ended (free-text)

Sustainability Role Involvement Text Respondent’s current role or involvement in advancing sustainability initiatives 
within their organization or professional context

Open-ended (free-text)

Leadership Approach Categorical & Text Leadership approaches or styles the respondent identifies with in their 
professional practice

Multiple selections permitted &
Free-text

Sustainability Leadership Challenge Text Respondent-perceived primary challenge(s) encountered in exercising 
sustainability leadership within their organizational or institutional context

Open-ended (free-text)

Impact and Achievements
Sustainability Project Impact Example Text Narrative description of a sustainability project or initiative the respondent led 

or contributed to, including the project goal, the respondent’s role, and at least 
one measurable outcome or impact

Open-ended (free-text)

Primary Success Factor Categorical & Text Primary factor the respondent perceives as most critical to the success of the 
sustainability initiative described

Single response option &
Free-text

Success Factor Explanation Text Respondent’s brief explanation of why the selected primary success factor was 
critical to the sustainability project’s success

Open-ended (free-text)

Project Challenge and Response Text Narrative description of the most significant challenge or barrier encountered 
in the sustainability project and the actions taken by the team to address it

Open-ended (free-text)

Innovation, Tools, and Approaches Categorical & Text Innovation(s), tool(s), or approach(es) identified by the respondent as 
significantly contributing to the achievement of measurable sustainability 
impact

Multiple selections permitted &
Free-text

Innovation, Tools, and Approaches 
Impact Explanation

Text Respondent’s brief explanation of how the identified innovation(s), tool(s), or 
approach(es) contributed to achieving measurable sustainability impact

Open-ended (free-text)

Systems and Global Perspective
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Urgent Sustainability Priorities Categorical & Text Most urgent sustainability priorities identified by the respondent within their 
region or sector (up to three selections)

Multiple selections permitted &
Free-text

Alignment with Global Sustainability 
Frameworks

Text Respondent’s description of how sustainability efforts within their organization 
or country align with or support global sustainability frameworks (e.g., SDGs, 
Paris Agreement, ESG standards).

Open-ended (free-text)

Global Framework Impact Examples Text Examples of specific actions, outcomes, or partnerships demonstrating 
measurable sustainability impact linked to alignment with global frameworks, 
including reported results, collaborations, or innovations.

Open-ended (free-text)

Global Policy Implementation Gap Text Respondent’s perception of the most significant gap between global 
sustainability policies and their real-world implementation

Open-ended (free-text)

Global Sustainability Leadership 
Framework
Proposed Core Leadership Principle Text Respondent’s proposed core principle or leadership capability for inclusion in a 

Global Sustainability Leadership Framework, including a brief explanation of 
why it matters.

Open-ended (free-text)

Perceived Framework   Value and 
Application

Text Respondent’s perception of whether a Global Sustainability Leadership 
Framework would add value in their context and how it could strengthen 
sustainability practice within their organization or professional environment

Open-ended (free-text)

Global Sustainability Leadership 
Lessons

Text Key lessons learned by the respondent through sustainability leadership 
practice that they believe could benefit practitioners globally (up to three 
lessons)

Open-ended (free-text)

Collaboration and Shared Learning 
Mechanisms

Text Respondent’s perspectives on the types of collaboration, networks, or shared 
learning mechanisms that could most effectively help sustainability leaders 
accelerate collective global impact

Open-ended (free-text)

The Future of Global Sustainability 
Leadership
Future Global Sustainability 
Leadership Vision

Text Respondent’s vision of what effective global sustainability leadership will look 
like over the next 5–10 years, including emerging qualities, systems, or 
collaborative models.

Open-ended (free-text)

Proposed Global Systemic Change Text Respondent’s proposed global policy, institutional, or systemic change that 
could strengthen sustainability leadership worldwide, including a brief 
explanation of why it would be impactful.

Open-ended (free-text)
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14

246 Derived variable: Operational Scope

247 To support consistent interpretation of leadership influence across geographic scales, a derived 

248 variable - Operational Scope - was created post-collection. Operational Scope captured the geographic 

249 breadth of participants’ professional responsibilities by applying a hierarchical coding approach 

250 informed by (i) self-reported country or region of work, (ii) professional titles, and (iii) organizational 

251 mandates. Roles with explicit global responsibility (e.g., Global Director, Head of Global Sustainability) 

252 were coded as Global, irrespective of physical base country. Roles spanning multiple countries or regions 

253 were coded as Multi-regional, while roles operating across multiple countries within a defined region 

254 were coded as Regional. Roles confined to a single country, including sub-national contexts, were coded 

255 as National.

256 We used this derived variable solely as an interpretive lens to contextualize thematic findings 

257 and illuminate leadership dynamics across scales, rather than as an analytical driver or predictor for 

258 subgroup comparison or hypothesis testing. Separating physical location from operational scope 

259 enabled more nuanced interpretation of leadership practice in sustainability governance, where 

260 professional influence frequently extends beyond national boundaries. The derivation and coding logic 

261 for the Operational Scope variable is summarized in S1 Table.

262

263 Data analysis

264 Descriptive quantitative analysis

265 We conducted descriptive quantitative analysis to summarize respondent characteristics and 

266 provide contextual grounding for the qualitative findings. Frequencies were calculated for variables such 

267 as geographic distribution, sectoral representation, leadership experience, sustainability priorities, and 
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268 leadership approaches. No inferential statistical analysis was conducted, consistent with the study’s 

269 exploratory and qualitative emphasis. For open-text questions where respondents could list multiple 

270 items (e.g., sustainability priorities and challenges), category counts reflect the number of respondents 

271 referencing each category and are not mutually exclusive, meaning totals may exceed the sample size of 

272 37.

273

274 Qualitative analysis

275 Qualitative analysis followed an iterative, inductive coding process informed by established 

276 qualitative research practices. All free-text responses across survey items were reviewed in full. Analysis 

277 proceeded through three stages: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding.

278 During open coding, initial low-inference codes were generated directly from the data, capturing 

279 key ideas, practices, challenges, and reflections articulated by respondents. Coding remained data-

280 driven and close to participants’ language to preserve interpretive fidelity. In the axial coding stage, 

281 related open codes were grouped/clustered and organized into broader conceptual categories and 

282 examined for patterns, convergence, and relationships across respondents. This process enabled the 

283 systemic formation of the study’s five thematic areas - preserving overlap where appropriate - which 

284 were used to structure the Results section. Selective coding then focused on integrating the five 

285 thematic areas into a set of cross-cutting core narratives and an explanatory storyline that captured the 

286 overarching meaning of sustainability leadership across contexts. This stage generated the study’s 

287 integrative interpretations, including how leadership dynamics intersect with systemic pressures, 

288 governance barriers, enabling mechanisms, and global alignment needs. Operational Scope did not drive 

289 code formation, theme development, or subgroup comparison.

290

291 Integration of qualitative and quantitative findings
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292 Integration of qualitative and quantitative findings occurred at the interpretive level, rather than 

293 through validating results using multiple statistical approaches. Descriptive quantitative results were 

294 used to: situate qualitative themes within the broader respondent context; illustrate the breadth of 

295 leadership experiences, and; enhance transparency regarding who contributed which perspectives. 

296 Qualitative narratives and exemplar quotations formed the primary evidentiary basis for interpretation. 

297 This strategy preserved the inductive nature of the qualitative analysis while providing sufficient 

298 contextual grounding to support rigor and credibility.

299

300 Development of the conceptual framework

301 The Global Sustainability Leadership Framework was developed through an iterative synthesis of 

302 qualitative findings and integrative interpretation. The framework does not represent a prescriptive 

303 model, but rather a conceptual architecture that reflects how sustainability leadership is enacted in 

304 practice across diverse contexts. Framework components - including purpose, leadership capabilities, 

305 enabling mechanisms, and outcomes - were grounded directly in the thematic findings and refined 

306 through repeated comparison between data, themes, and interpretive insights. The framework was 

307 designed to emphasize relationships, feedback, and adaptation, consistent with the non-linear nature of 

308 sustainability challenges.

309

310 Rigor, reflexivity, and limitations

311 Several strategies were used to support the rigour and credibility of the analysis. Systematic 

312 staging of the coding process, from open through axial to selective coding, ensured that interpretive 

313 claims remained traceable to the raw data at each stage. Exemplar quotations were selected to anchor 

314 thematic findings in participants' own language rather than in the researchers' interpretive paraphrase. 
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315 Descriptive quantitative summaries were included not to validate qualitative findings statistically but to 

316 provide transparent context about who contributed which perspectives and from which institutional 

317 positions.

318 Reflexivity in this study required attention to two specific conditions. First, the analytical team 

319 and the participant group overlap: 36 of the 37 respondents are co-authors of this manuscript. The 

320 remaining respondent contributed to the study and is acknowledged accordingly. This is a deliberate 

321 feature of the co-produced research design, consistent with established principles of collaborative 

322 practitioner research in sustainability science (54,55), but it creates an interpretive risk that findings 

323 could reflect participant preferences rather than systematic analysis. This risk was managed by 

324 maintaining a clear procedural separation between data collection, coding, and interpretation, and by 

325 grounding all thematic claims in the full dataset rather than in the accounts of any individual 

326 respondent. Second, the shared executive education context of participants may have influenced the 

327 language and conceptual framing they brought to their responses. This is acknowledged as a constraint 

328 on the study's scope rather than a flaw in its design: the study is explicitly focused on sustainability 

329 leadership as practised within formal institutional settings by experienced professionals, and the 

330 participant group reflects that focus. Perspectives from leaders working in less formal, less resourced, or 

331 community-based sustainability contexts are not represented here and would require separate, 

332 dedicated inquiry.

333

334 Ethical considerations

335 Participation in the study was voluntary, and respondents provided informed consent. 

336 Responses were de-identified (anonymized) during analysis and reporting to protect confidentiality, and 

337 no personally identifying information is reported here (e.g., individual names or uniquely identifiable 

338 organizational identifiers). The study focused on professional experience rather than sensitive personal 
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339 data, minimizing potential ethical risk. The views expressed in this article are those of the authors and 

340 do not necessarily represent the views or policies of the organisations with which the authors are 

341 associated.

342

343 Results

344 Respondent characteristics (quantitative)

345 Thirty-seven practitioners completed the survey. Table 2 summarises their geographic, sectoral, 

346 and professional characteristics in full. Three features of this group are worth noting. Geographic spread 

347 was broad, spanning North America, Europe, Africa, Asia, Australia, and Latin America, with several 

348 respondents holding multi-regional or global mandates. Sectoral representation was diverse, covering 

349 government, private sector, academia, civil society, healthcare, and consultancy. Most consequentially 

350 for interpreting the findings, this was not an early-career sample: respondents reported substantial 

351 experience in sustainability and climate-related work and held positions with direct responsibility for 

352 programme leadership, policy advisory functions, or organisational strategy. They were, in other words, 

353 practitioners who had already accumulated the kind of experience this study was designed to learn 

354 from.

355 In this study, sustainability leaders refers to professionals with active responsibility for 

356 designing, implementing, advising on, or managing sustainability or climate-related initiatives within 

357 their organisations or governance contexts, a definition that reflects the study's focus on leadership 

358 within formal institutional settings.

359

Table 2. The geographic, sectoral, and professional characteristics of the 37 sustainability leaders (Respondents) who 
participated in the study (N = 37)
Characteristics Category n %
Country / Region of Work United States 13 35.1
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Canada 3 8.1
United Kingdom 2 5.4
Australia 2 5.4
UK & APAC 1 2.7
Bangladesh 1 2.7
Brazil 1 2.7
Europe (multi-country) 1 2.7
Global 1 2.7
Global/United States 1 2.7
Guyana 1 2.7
Israel & United States 1 2.7
Mexico 1 2.7
Nigeria 1 2.7
Norway (Maritime sector) 1 2.7
Pakistan 1 2.7
Philippines 1 2.7
Rwanda (East Africa) 1 2.7
South Africa/Sub-Saharan Africa 1 2.7
The Netherlands 1 2.7
Turkey 1 2.7

Operational Scope National 25 67.6
Multi-regional 6 16.2
Global 3 8.1
Regional 3 8.1

Sector Representation* Private Sector/Corporate 19 51.4
Academia/Research 13 35.1
Government/Public Sector 7 18.9
Consultancy 4 10.8
NGO/Non-Profit 2 5.4
Healthcare 2 5.4
Utilities 1 2.7

Years of Sustainability/Climate Experience 1-5 11 29.7
6-10 9 24.3
11-15 9 24.3
16-20 7 18.9
21+ 1 2.7

Years of Leadership Experience 1-3 3 8.1
4-7 12 32.4
8-12 13 35.1
13+ 9 24.3

Notes:
* Multiple sector selections permitted; percentages may exceed 100%.
Totals may not sum to 100% due to rounding.
Operational scope was used as an interpretive lens only, not as an analytical driver.

360

361 Qualitative (thematic) results
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362 Overview of sustainability challenges 

363 Figure 1 shows the distribution of sustainability challenges respondents identified as central to 

364 their work. Climate adaptation and mitigation and energy transition were jointly the most frequently 

365 cited (n=21 each); the remaining challenges, listed in the order they appear in Figure 1, were water 

366 security (n=13), biodiversity and ecosystems (n=8), food systems (n=6), waste and circular economy 

367 (n=7), and governance and policy (n=1).

368 One feature of this distribution is worth noting. The challenges cited most frequently are not 

369 discrete problems with clean institutional homes: climate adaptation, energy transition, and water 

370 security intersect in ways that make them difficult to address independently, and respondents described 

371 experiencing them in exactly that way. 

372

373 Fig 1. Most frequently cited sustainability challenges reported by respondents (N = 37). Challenge 

374 categories were inductively coded from open-ended survey responses, with respondents able to 

375 reference multiple challenges. Bars represent the number of respondents identifying each sustainability 

376 issue as a key organizational or sectoral focus.

377

378 Leadership approaches in sustainability practice

379 Figure 2 shows the distribution of leadership approaches respondents described using in their 

380 practice. Collaborative, systems-thinking, and adaptive orientations were the most frequently 

381 referenced, each cited by more than two thirds of respondents, followed by transformational (n=20) and 

382 values-driven/ethical and inclusive/participatory orientations (n=18 each).

383 Respondents did not, for the most part, identify with a single leadership style. They described 

384 moving between approaches depending on what a given situation required: more directive when 
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385 decisions needed to be made quickly, more collaborative when buy-in across institutional boundaries 

386 was the bottleneck, more adaptive when implementation conditions shifted in ways that made earlier 

387 plans unworkable. That fluidity was not described as a compromise or a lack of clarity about one's 

388 leadership identity. It was described as the job. Several respondents specifically described this adaptive 

389 dimension as inseparable from learning: the ability to adjust was grounded not in flexibility for its own 

390 sake but in the deliberate extraction of operational insight from experience, including from initiatives 

391 that did not go as planned.

392

393 Fig 2. Distribution of most frequent leadership approaches described by respondents (N = 37). 

394 Leadership approaches were inductively coded from open-ended survey responses. Bars represent the 

395 number of respondents referencing each leadership approach; respondents could identify multiple 

396 approaches.

397

398 Sustainability challenges as interconnected system pressures

399 When respondents described their primary sustainability challenges, they rarely described a 

400 single problem. They described entanglements. One respondent's account captured the pattern plainly: 

401 "Multiple — climate change and water and food and food insecurity in changing environments. Cross-

402 cutting, including energy access and transition, air quality, public health, equity and environmental 

403 justice." (R13). The challenge, as this respondent framed it, was not choosing between priorities but 

404 recognising that the priorities were the same problem wearing different faces.

405 That entanglement was felt institutionally as much as technically. Respondents described 

406 governance structures built around sector-specific mandates that work well when problems stay within 

407 their assigned boundaries, and work poorly when they do not. Decarbonisation illustrated this clearly for 

408 several respondents. As one put it: "One of the main sustainability challenges our organisation focuses 
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409 on is decarbonising the energy system while maintaining affordability and reliability. This includes 

410 reducing greenhouse gas emissions, transitioning to renewable energy sources, and managing the 

411 impacts of climate change." (R25). The challenge here is not technical ignorance — the pathways are 

412 known. It is that the institutional architecture for pursuing them was not designed to hold affordability, 

413 reliability, and decarbonisation in the same frame simultaneously. What respondents described, in other 

414 words, was not the bounded complexity typically associated with difficult but tractable problems. It was 

415 something more intractable: challenges whose dimensions kept expanding the closer leaders got to 

416 addressing any single one of them.

417 Leadership as a purpose-driven, systems-oriented practice

418 Purpose and systems thinking were the two orientations that cut most consistently across 

419 respondents' accounts, appearing not only in direct descriptions of leadership style but surfacing 

420 unprompted across questions about challenges, policy gaps, lessons learned, and framework design. 

421 That cross-domain consistency is itself a finding: these were not abstract values respondents endorsed 

422 when asked. They were the orientations they reached for when describing what their work actually 

423 required.

424 Three quotes illustrate how differently this looked in practice. One respondent located effective 

425 leadership in systemic vision: "Effective sustainability leadership requires seeing the whole system and 

426 acting with purpose beyond short-term organizational goals." (R33). Another grounded it in relational 

427 intelligence: "Always remember you are talking to a human being and to get them engaged, you need to 

428 find a shared purpose first at a higher level. Data and goals are very important but are not everything." 

429 (Column Z). A third framed it through ethical commitment: "Co-created through justice, equity and 

430 empathy. Bringing talent from various arms of professionals for maximum action and impact." (Column 

431 AB). Purpose, in these accounts, functions as strategic orientation for some, relational practice for 

432 others, and ethical foundation for others still — but as something load-bearing in all of them.
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433 That pluralism extended to leadership style. Respondents did not identify with a single 

434 approach. As one put it: "I practice a participatory leadership style, bringing diverse stakeholders into the 

435 planning and decision-making process to ensure inclusive solutions. I balance adaptability by adjusting 

436 strategies based on real-time feedback and emerging challenges, while applying systems thinking to 

437 understand interdependencies across environmental, social, and economic dimensions." (R28). What this 

438 describes is not a hybrid style chosen for convenience but a practice shaped by what the work demands.

439 Adaptive learning surfaced as a related but distinct dimension of leadership practice. 

440 Respondents described not only moving between approaches situationally, as R28's account illustrates, 

441 but actively revising their understanding of what was required based on what implementation revealed. 

442 Several described learning from failed initiatives as formative to their current practice, treating setbacks 

443 not as exceptions but as the primary source of operational intelligence. This orientation toward learning 

444 under conditions of uncertainty and institutional resistance, rather than applying fixed models, was 

445 described as essential to sustaining leadership effectiveness over time.

446

447 Governance and the persistent policy–practice gap

448 The policy-practice gap was among the most consistent cross-cutting findings in the dataset. 

449 Respondents working at every scale, from national programme managers to global strategy leads, 

450 described versions of the same structural problem: policy ambition outrunning institutional capacity to 

451 deliver on it. One respondent diagnosed the gap with particular clarity:

452 "The biggest gap between sustainability policies and real-world implementation is often the lack 

453 of political will and financial resources, as well as insufficient infrastructure and capacity to deliver on 

454 commitments. Policies may be ambitious, but without practical enforcement mechanisms, funding, and 

455 alignment with local needs, they fail to translate into action. Additionally, competing priorities, short-

456 term economic pressures, and limited stakeholder engagement can undermine implementation." (R25)
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457 A second respondent located the problem further upstream, in how policies get designed in the 

458 first place:

459 "The gap is that policies are often not designed with the end user in mind (i.e. the community). 

460 People feel this is the government saying they must do something. It needs to be co-developed with them 

461 and built from the ground up. More importantly, there needs to be transparency and follow through on 

462 the outcomes and actions to be taken. There are far too many conversations about sustainability without 

463 the resulting action." (R21)

464 Read together, these accounts point to a gap with two distinct faces: one on the delivery side, 

465 where enforcement, financing, and capacity fall short of what ambition requires; and one on the design 

466 side, where policies arrive without the legitimacy or community ownership that implementation 

467 depends on. Addressing only one face of that problem, as most governance reforms tend to do, leaves 

468 the other intact.

469

470 Innovation and collaboration as enablers of implementation and impact

471 When respondents described sustainability initiatives that had achieved measurable impact, the 

472 accounts shared a consistent structure: rarely a single intervention, rarely a single actor, and rarely a 

473 straightforward path from plan to outcome. What appeared was a pattern of convergence: collaborative 

474 processes creating the conditions for technical solutions to work, stakeholder trust making 

475 implementation possible where resistance might otherwise have blocked it, and monitoring tools 

476 providing the feedback that kept implementation on course when conditions shifted. Innovations 

477 described across accounts spanned digital tools, data and monitoring systems, financing mechanisms, 

478 and participatory approaches, but consistently in a supporting role rather than as the primary driver of 

479 impact.
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480 One respondent's account of a community transportation programme illustrated this pattern 

481 directly: "A sustainable community transportation program… resulted in reduction of hospital emissions 

482 by 18%… the biggest success factor was convening a diverse group of stakeholders — it allowed us to 

483 collaborate across the organization and also bring in different perspectives to enhance the program. The 

484 biggest barrier was buy in. This was something that not everyone was willing to try, and it required 

485 continuous engagement and education on why it's important. We found it was important to bring in 

486 testimonials and stories to show how it can be done. Innovation and tools: Behaviour change marketing 

487 and engagement approach. It allowed us to tailor our approach and create more accessible messaging, 

488 meeting people where they are at." (R20).

489 A second account, from an energy efficiency initiative, pointed to the same dynamic from a 

490 different angle: "The measurable result was a 15% reduction in energy consumption and cost savings of 

491 approximately $50,000 annually. The greatest success factor was strong stakeholder engagement and 

492 clear communication, ensuring buy-in from building users and management. This was key because it 

493 minimized resistance and facilitated smooth implementation. The most significant challenge was 

494 coordinating multiple contractors and minimizing disruption to building operations. We addressed this 

495 through detailed planning and scheduling, along with regular progress meetings. Innovations/tools 

496 included energy management software to monitor performance, which helped identify further 

497 optimization opportunities and ensured sustained savings." (R25).

498 Both accounts are notable for what they do not say as much as for what they do. Neither 

499 respondent attributed their outcome primarily to the technical intervention. The emissions reduction 

500 and the energy savings were real, but both respondents located the decisive factor in the relational and 

501 organisational work that made implementation possible: convening the right people, building the trust 

502 that overcame resistance, and maintaining the coordination discipline that kept complex delivery on 

503 track.
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504 Toward a global sustainability leadership framework (GSLF)

505 Support for a Global Sustainability Leadership Framework was both widespread and, notably, 

506 largely unprompted. Respondents across sectors and operational scales raised it not as a response to a 

507 leading question but as something they had arrived at independently through their own experience of 

508 working without one. What they described wanting was specific: not a prescriptive model that would 

509 standardise their practice, but a shared architecture for learning, language, and mutual accountability 

510 that could travel across contexts without flattening them.

511 One respondent articulated the vision in concrete terms: "Effective global sustainability 

512 leadership in 5–10 years will look like collaborative, systems-thinking leaders who can drive 

513 transformational change across sectors. It will involve integrating sustainability into every level of 

514 decision-making, with leaders prioritizing equity, resilience, and long-term value over short-term gains. 

515 These leaders will be skilled in mobilizing resources, influencing policy, and leveraging innovation to 

516 accelerate global transitions. Stronger multilateral cooperation, transparent accountability, and inclusive 

517 participation will also be essential." (R37)

518 The tension running through many responses was between wanting coherence and resisting 

519 uniformity. A framework, in respondents' telling, earns its value not by telling leaders what to do but by 

520 providing the shared foundations that make peer learning, cross-context coordination, and collective 

521 accountability possible. As one respondent put it simply: "A global framework would help connect 

522 practice, learning, and purpose without imposing a one-size-fits-all model." (R9)

523 Taken across all five thematic areas, the findings present a consistent picture: sustainability 

524 leadership is shaped by systemic complexity and persistent structural barriers, but it is also held 

525 together, in practice, by shared orientations: purpose, systems thinking, collaboration, and adaptive 

526 judgment, that appear across very different institutional contexts and operational scales.

527
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528 Discussion

529 Thirty-seven sustainability leaders, working across six continents and every major sector, told us 

530 essentially the same thing: the hardest part of their job is not knowing what needs to be done. It is doing 

531 it: inside institutions that move slowly, across governance systems that weren't designed for 

532 interconnected crises, and alongside stakeholders who don't always share the same urgency. That 

533 convergence of practitioner experience is itself a finding worth sitting with. These are not early-career 

534 optimists describing an ideal future; they are experienced professionals describing the terrain they 

535 navigate daily. And what emerges from their accounts, running beneath all the differences of context 

536 and sector and geography, is a consistent picture of leadership as fundamentally integrative work: less 

537 about authority or expertise, more about holding fragmented systems together long enough for action 

538 to take root. Whether that capacity ultimately translates into measurable outcomes depends on 

539 something beyond the individual leader, as we discuss below.

540

541 Sustainability leadership under polycrisis and systemic risk

542 Polycrisis was not a theoretical concept for the leaders in this study. It was their working reality. 

543 When asked to describe their primary sustainability challenges, respondents did not identify discrete 

544 problems: a water issue here, an energy transition challenge there. They described cascading, 

545 interlocking pressures that cut across climate, biodiversity, governance, and social equity 

546 simultaneously, often in ways that made addressing any single dimension harder without first reckoning 

547 with the others. Systems thinking, in this context, was less an intellectual orientation they had chosen 

548 and more a practical necessity they had arrived at. 

549 The language our respondents used to describe their operating environment maps closely onto 

550 what complexity scholars now call polycrisis: not multiple simultaneous crises, but crises that interact 

This manuscript is a preprint and has not been peer reviewed. The copyright holder has made the manuscript available under a  Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
(CC BY) license and consented to have it forwarded to EarthArXiv for public posting.license EarthArXiv

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://eartharxiv.org/


28

551 and amplify one another in ways that defeat sector-by-sector responses (10,56–62). Several 

552 respondents described exactly this dynamic: a water challenge that was also a food security challenge 

553 that was also a governance challenge, with no obvious entry point and no single institutional mandate. 

554 This matters for how we theorize sustainability leadership. Much of the existing literature still frames 

555 the challenge as navigating "wicked problems" — difficult, but tractable through the right combination 

556 of expertise and collaboration (63–66). What our findings suggest, consistent with more recent 

557 scholarship on metacrisis (71–73), is that the terrain may be shifting further still. These conditions 

558 increasingly involve systemic thresholds and non-linear change, raising real risks of destabilization that 

559 reshape the constraints and trade-offs leaders must navigate in every decision (67–70). In such 

560 environments, outcomes are genuinely emergent, control is partial, and the logic of optimizing within 

561 stable systems is increasingly difficult to sustain (74–76). These implications are significant for leadership 

562 development. Domain expertise remains necessary, but it is not sufficient. What leaders increasingly 

563 need are capacities for sense-making under uncertainty, cross-institutional coordination, and adaptive 

564 governance, the very orientations our respondents described enacting, often without formal 

565 frameworks to support them (37,77–80).

566 One finding deserves particular attention because it cuts against a common assumption in 

567 sustainability leadership research: that context is everything. Respondents working at national, regional, 

568 multi-regional, and global scales described strikingly similar leadership challenges — fragmented 

569 governance, misaligned incentives, the chronic tension between short-term institutional pressures and 

570 long-term sustainability commitments. Scale changed the setting, the stakeholders, and the stakes. It did 

571 not change the underlying problem structure. This cross-scalar consistency has theoretical significance. 

572 Systems leadership scholarship has long argued for boundary-spanning and adaptive sensemaking as 

573 core functions in sustainability transitions (81–84), but that argument has rested largely on conceptual 

574 grounds (77,85). What this study adds is practitioner-led evidence that these are not aspirational 
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575 capabilities reserved for a particular scale or sector; they are the lived practice of experienced 

576 sustainability leaders operating across very different institutional environments. The gap between 

577 systems thinking as theory and systems thinking as daily practice, documented in recent empirical work 

578 (86–91), appears narrower among this cohort than the literature might predict.

579

580 Purpose-driven leadership at the intersection of science, policy, and 

581 practice

582 Perhaps the most unexpected pattern in the data was how consistently purpose surfaced: not as 

583 a strategic framing device, but as something closer to a moral anchor. Respondents did not describe 

584 purpose in the language of organisational mission statements. They described it in terms of ethical 

585 obligation, responsibility to future generations, and a felt commitment to outcomes that outlast any 

586 single role or institution. That distinction matters. A growing body of sustainability leadership 

587 scholarship points to purpose-driven orientations as central to long-term leadership effectiveness (92–

588 97), and research on sustainability transitions confirms that leaders operating amid volatility and 

589 legitimacy pressures depend on something beyond technical competence to sustain their engagement 

590 (98–104). What our findings add to that conversation is a harder edge: for several respondents, purpose 

591 was not merely motivating. It was what prevented them from walking away. In governance 

592 environments defined by misaligned incentives, slow-moving institutions, and the accumulated weight 

593 of incremental disappointment, purpose functioned less as inspiration and more as ballast.

594 The translation problem in sustainability governance is well documented: scientific evidence 

595 exists, global frameworks are in place, yet the gap between policy intent and operational reality persists 

596 (105–110). What is less well understood is how individual leaders bridge that gap in practice. Our 

597 findings point to purpose as one underappreciated mechanism. When evidence alone is insufficient to 
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598 move institutions — and respondents were clear that it frequently is — purpose appeared to function as 

599 the connective tissue between what the science says should happen and what leaders could actually 

600 persuade colleagues, funders, and political actors to do. This is not purpose as inspiration. It is purpose 

601 as a practical translation tool: something leaders drew on to reframe abstract global commitments in 

602 terms that resonated with the immediate concerns of the people in the room. Several respondents 

603 described this almost instinctively, adjusting their language and framing not because the underlying 

604 science changed, but because their audience did.

605

606 Reframing the policy–practice gap as a leadership challenge, not just a 

607 governance failure

608 The policy–practice gap is not a new problem. Sustainability governance scholars have 

609 documented it across sectors, regions, and governance levels for decades (111–115), and if anything the 

610 post-2020 period has sharpened its edges — institutional overload, crisis-driven policymaking, and 

611 shrinking implementation capacity have made the distance between policy ambition and operational 

612 delivery harder to close (114–116). What this study adds is not another documentation of the gap, but a 

613 different account of where it lives. The standard explanation locates the problem in institutional design: 

614 inadequate enforcement mechanisms, misaligned incentives, insufficient financing (113,117, 118,119). 

615 Our respondents did not dispute that. But they described something the institutional literature tends to 

616 underplay: the daily work of leaders who sit at the boundary between policy and practice, interpreting 

617 frameworks, negotiating trade-offs, building the coalitions that formal governance structures assume 

618 but rarely create. The gap, in their telling, is as much a leadership and capability problem as it is a 

619 governance one. Closing it requires not just better policy design, but people with the judgment, 

620 relationships, and adaptive capacity to carry policy intent across the last and most difficult mile.
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621 This reframing has direct consequences for how we think about policy design and leadership 

622 investment. If the policy–practice gap is partly a leadership and capability problem, then the standard 

623 response: more detailed frameworks, stronger enforcement mechanisms, better monitoring systems, 

624 addresses only part of the challenge (116,117,120–123). The other part requires sustained investment in 

625 the people who carry policy across institutional boundaries: their judgment, their relational networks, 

626 their capacity to learn and adapt when implementation conditions shift in ways no policy document 

627 anticipated. That kind of investment is harder to budget for and harder to evaluate than a new reporting 

628 framework. But the respondents in this study, taken as a body of practitioner evidence, make a strong 

629 case that it is where a significant portion of the implementation gap actually lives.

630

631 Innovation and collaboration as enablers of sustainability 

632 implementation and impact

633 When respondents described what made their sustainability initiatives work, technology was 

634 rarely the headline. It appeared, certainly: energy management software, AI-assisted monitoring tools, 

635 digital engagement platforms, but consistently in a supporting role rather than as the primary driver of 

636 impact. This stands in some contrast to how innovation is typically framed in policy and governance 

637 discourse, where digitalisation, artificial intelligence, and data infrastructures tend to dominate the 

638 narrative (124–127). What respondents described as decisive was something harder to procure: the 

639 ability to convene the right people, design processes that built trust across institutional boundaries, and 

640 construct financing or governance arrangements that did not exist before. This broader understanding 

641 of innovation, spanning technological, institutional, and social dimensions, is well supported in 

642 sustainability transitions research, which has long argued that transformative change depends on their 

643 interaction rather than on any single strand (99,101,128–130). What is notable here is that experienced 

This manuscript is a preprint and has not been peer reviewed. The copyright holder has made the manuscript available under a  Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
(CC BY) license and consented to have it forwarded to EarthArXiv for public posting.license EarthArXiv

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://eartharxiv.org/


32

644 practitioners arrived at that same understanding not through the literature, but through the 

645 accumulated experience of trying to make things happen in resistant institutional environments. The 

646 shift in systems thinking scholarship from ego-system to eco-system orientations (131–134) maps onto 

647 something these leaders were already doing in practice: treating relationships, trust, and collaborative 

648 design as infrastructure, not as soft add-ons to the real work.

649 If purpose was the anchor and innovation the tool, collaboration was the condition that made 

650 either of them usable. Respondents did not describe collaboration as a value or a preference. They 

651 described it as a practical necessity: the mechanism through which resources got mobilised, resistance 

652 got negotiated, and fragmented institutional mandates got aligned well enough to act. That picture sits 

653 comfortably alongside scholarship on boundary-spanning networks, polycentric governance, and 

654 relational leadership, all of which position trust and cross-sector coordination as load-bearing elements 

655 of sustainability action rather than peripheral niceties (41, 135–144). But what the practitioner accounts 

656 in this study add is a texture that the theoretical literature sometimes loses: collaboration was not a pre-

657 existing condition these leaders stepped into. It was something they built, often slowly and against 

658 resistance, one relationship and one negotiated agreement at a time. The implication is straightforward. 

659 Treating collaboration as a soft skill underestimates what it actually takes to produce it in environments 

660 where institutional incentives point in different directions and where trust, once lost, is not quickly 

661 recovered. 

662

663 Toward a global sustainability leadership framework: coherence 

664 without uniformity
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665

666

667 One of the more striking findings from this study was not about what sustainability leaders 

668 struggle with, but about what they want. Across sectors, regions, and operational scales, respondents 

669 expressed strong and largely unprompted support for a Global Sustainability Leadership Framework — 

670 not as a prescriptive model that would standardise their practice, but as a shared architecture for 

671 learning, coordination, and mutual accountability. That distinction is worth holding onto. The existing 

672 landscape of global sustainability governance is not short of frameworks. The SDGs, the Paris 

673 Agreement, and a growing array of ESG standards provide ambitious goal-oriented structures that have 

674 genuinely shaped institutional priorities and reporting practices. What respondents identified as missing 

675 was something different: a framework oriented not toward targets, but toward the capabilities, shared 

676 language, relationships, and accountability mechanisms through which targets might actually be 

Box 1. Practitioner Illustration: Sustainability Leadership in Complex Governance Contexts

Not all governance environments are equally challenging. But the practitioners in this study, working across stable 
democracies, emerging economies, and fragile states alike, described a common underlying condition: institutions that 
were not designed for the sustainability transitions they are now being asked to support. The gap between what a policy 
requires and what an institutional environment can actually deliver was not an edge case in these accounts. It was the 
terrain. For some respondents, that terrain was unusually demanding. One leader working in a fragile governance 
context, where standard assumptions about institutional stability, policy enforcement, and adequate resources did not 
hold, described what leadership requires under those conditions:

"Sustainability fails without institutional realism. Ambitious policies collapse when they ignore weak systems, 
bureaucracy, or the absence of formal governance structures. Community insights are more valuable than external 
assumptions. In fragile contexts, the most accurate data often comes from people's lived experience, not official records. 
Flexibility is a leadership skill, not a compromise. The ability to redesign plans, restructure workflows, or adapt 
communication strategies is essential for driving impact, specifically in unstable environments." (R15)

The phrase that carries the most weight here is not about fragility or instability. It is "flexibility is a leadership skill, not a 
compromise." That reframing, from adaptive behaviour as a concession to adaptive behaviour as a core competency, 
ran through accounts from leaders across this study, in contexts far more stable than R15's. What this account 
articulates with particular sharpness, others described in quieter forms: that reading the institutional environment 
accurately, and adjusting accordingly, is not a failure of resolve. It is what effective sustainability leadership actually 
looks like from the inside.".
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677 achieved. This aligns with a growing body of scholarship calling for governance approaches that balance 

678 global coherence with contextual flexibility, particularly where uniform solutions have repeatedly failed 

679 to account for the diversity of institutional settings in which sustainability action must be delivered 

680 (33,84,101,145–152). The case our respondents made for such a framework was grounded less in theory 

681 than in professional experience: they had seen what happens when capable leaders operate without 

682 shared language, without peer learning networks, and without any architecture for connecting local 

683 practice to global intent.

684 What does sustainability leadership look like when it is working? The practitioners in this study 

685 offered a reasonably consistent answer, and it did not centre on authority, expertise, or positional 

686 power. It centred on the capacity to hold a system together: to maintain enough shared direction across 

687 fragmented institutions, enough trust across competing stakeholders, and enough adaptive judgment to 

688 keep moving when conditions shifted. Purpose provided the ethical orientation. Systems thinking 

689 provided the diagnostic lens. Collaboration provided the relational infrastructure. And the capacity to 

690 learn, from failure as much as from success, provided the feedback mechanism that kept all of it from 

691 calcifying into routine. These are not independent competencies to be developed in sequence. They 

692 operate as a mutually conditioning set, each one reinforcing and depending on the others, and all of 

693 them shaped by the institutional environments in which leaders work. That reading is consistent with 

694 scholarship on knowledge-action systems and institutional diversity, which emphasises that linking 

695 knowledge, judgment, and action across governance arenas requires exactly this kind of integrated, 

696 iterative capacity rather than linear expertise (78,79,153,154, 155). Figure 3 attempts to capture these 

697 relationships visually, illustrating how purpose, leadership capabilities, and institutional mechanisms 

698 interact within the science-policy-practice system this study has been mapping.

699

This manuscript is a preprint and has not been peer reviewed. The copyright holder has made the manuscript available under a  Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
(CC BY) license and consented to have it forwarded to EarthArXiv for public posting.license EarthArXiv

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://eartharxiv.org/


35

700 Fig 3. Practitioner-Informed Global Sustainability Leadership Framework (Conceptual Illustration). The 

701 framework places purpose at its ethical and directional core, surrounded by four interdependent 

702 leadership capabilities: systems thinking, adaptive and learning-oriented leadership, collaborative and 

703 relational leadership, and policy-practice integration. These capabilities operate as a reinforcing system, 

704 not a linear sequence, activating science-policy-practice integration as a cross-cutting function 

705 throughout. Together they shape and are shaped by institutional mechanisms, including governance 

706 design, policy instruments, financing, innovation, and partnership networks, through which 

707 sustainability action is implemented. Outcomes, including policy delivery, measurable impact, and 

708 systemic resilience, feed back into learning and adaptation processes rather than functioning as 

709 endpoints. The framework is conceptual, grounded in practitioner insights from this study, and is 

710 intended to inform rather than prescribe.  

711

712 Key contributions: advancing sustainability leadership scholarship

713 Taken as a whole, what does this study add to sustainability leadership scholarship? The 

714 empirical record on sustainability leadership is thinner than the normative one. There is no shortage of 

715 frameworks prescribing what effective sustainability leaders should do: which competencies to develop, 

716 which styles to adopt, which governance arrangements to favour. What has been harder to produce is 

717 evidence of what experienced practitioners actually do, across diverse institutional contexts and at the 

718 level of granularity that would make such frameworks useful in practice. This study contributes to that 

719 gap directly. By drawing on the accounts of 37 sustainability and climate leaders working across six 

720 continents, multiple sectors, and national to global operational scales, it offers a body of practitioner-

721 informed evidence that grounds sustainability leadership theory not in ideal models but in the messy, 

722 instructive reality of trying to deliver sustainability outcomes inside real institutions.
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723 A second contribution concerns how sustainability leadership itself is conceptualised. The 

724 systems-oriented, purpose-driven picture that emerges from this study is not entirely new to the 

725 literature, but it has rarely been tested against the lived experience of practitioners working under real 

726 institutional pressures. What respondents described was not leadership as a competency profile to be 

727 acquired and deployed. It was leadership as a practice: something developed through repeated 

728 encounters with complexity, refined through failure as much as success, and held together by ethical 

729 commitment rather than by formal authority. That distinction has practical consequences. Framework 

730 development that starts from competency lists risks producing tools that look rigorous on paper but 

731 miss what actually sustains leadership effort when institutions push back, resources shrink, and political 

732 conditions shift.

733 Third, the study reframes the policy-practice gap. The standard account treats it as a governance 

734 problem: inadequate enforcement, misaligned incentives, insufficient financing. Our findings do not 

735 dispute that, but they add a dimension the institutional literature tends to underplay. What respondents 

736 described, consistently and across very different contexts, was a gap that better policy design alone 

737 cannot close. It is also a leadership and capability gap, one that sits in the space between policy intent 

738 and operational delivery and that depends on people with the judgment, relationships, and adaptive 

739 capacity to carry ambition across that distance. Recognising this has direct implications for where 

740 investment goes: not only into policy architecture, but into the human infrastructure that makes policy 

741 architecture work.

742 Fourth, the study makes a methodological contribution. Qualitative-dominant mixed-methods 

743 designs are not uncommon in sustainability research, but they are not always well executed. This study 

744 demonstrates that combining inductive thematic coding with descriptive quantitative context can 

745 produce findings that are both analytically rich and practically communicable. That combination matters 

746 particularly for practitioner-facing sustainability leadership research, where the risk of producing work 
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747 that is either too abstract to apply or too thin to trust is a persistent challenge. The transparency of the 

748 analytical process here, from open coding through axial and selective coding to integrative 

749 interpretation, provides a replicable model for future studies working at the science-policy-practice 

750 interface.

751 The fifth and final contribution is conceptual. The leadership orientations that emerge from this 

752 study, purpose, systems thinking, collaboration, and adaptive learning, are not offered as a replacement 

753 for existing sustainability governance frameworks. The SDGs and the Paris Agreement set goals and 

754 establish accountability structures that matter. What they do not address is how leaders build the 

755 human and relational capacity to pursue those goals inside institutions that were not designed with 

756 them in mind. That is the space this study occupies. And what the practitioner accounts here suggest is 

757 that filling it does not require a new universal model. It requires shared foundations flexible enough to 

758 travel across contexts, specific enough to guide practice, and honest enough to acknowledge that the 

759 distance between global ambition and local delivery is crossed by people, not by frameworks.

760

761 Implications for policy, practice, and executive education 

762 The findings carry distinct implications for three audiences. For policymakers and institutional 

763 designers, the most direct implication is about investment priorities. Sustainability policy has historically 

764 been better resourced at the design end than the delivery end: frameworks get developed, targets get 

765 set, reporting systems get built. What receives comparatively little investment is the leadership and 

766 organisational capacity that sits between a policy commitment and its operational realisation. The 

767 practitioners in this study were not asking for better frameworks. They were describing what it costs, in 

768 time, relationships, and adaptive judgment, to carry existing frameworks across the distance between 

769 intention and action. Closing that distance requires sustained investment in cross-agency coordination 
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770 mechanisms, embedded learning and feedback systems, and an explicit recognition that leadership 

771 capability is not a soft complement to policy effectiveness. It is a precondition for it.

772 For sustainability practitioners and the organisations that employ them, the implication is about 

773 where leadership gets positioned inside institutional structures. Respondents were consistent on this 

774 point: sustainability leadership that sits at the edges of an organisation, disconnected from strategy, 

775 budgeting, risk management, and procurement, operates at a permanent disadvantage. It can advocate, 

776 but it cannot steer. Embedding sustainability leadership into core organisational functions is not simply a 

777 structural preference. It is what determines whether sustainability commitments survive contact with 

778 the budget cycle and the quarterly review.

779 For executive education and leadership development programmes, the findings point toward a 

780 gap that formal training rarely addresses directly. The capabilities respondents described as most 

781 consequential, building trust across institutional boundaries, sustaining purpose under conditions of 

782 systemic resistance, and learning adaptively from implementation rather than from theory, are not 

783 easily taught through frameworks and case studies alone. Programme design that prioritises peer 

784 learning across sectors, regions, and institutional contexts comes closer to what these practitioners said 

785 they needed. So does an honest reckoning with access: practitioners working in under-resourced 

786 organisations or regions face real barriers to executive education of this kind, and programmes that 

787 draw predominantly from well-resourced institutional contexts will systematically underrepresent the 

788 leadership realities where the sustainability challenge is often most acute.

789

790 Limitations 

791 Three limitations of this study warrant acknowledgment. The first concerns the participant 

792 group. All 37 respondents completed executive education programmes at Harvard University, sharing 

793 not only a professional development context but also the institutional access and organisational support 
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794 that made participation possible. That is a specific kind of sustainability leader, and the findings reflect 

795 that specificity. Leaders working in under-resourced environments, grassroots initiatives, or without 

796 access to formal professional networks may experience sustainability leadership very differently. The 

797 study does not speak for them. The second limitation is inherent to the design. Self-reported survey data 

798 captures how practitioners understand and frame their own leadership experience, not what they 

799 actually do or whether the capabilities they describe translate into measurable outcomes. Longitudinal 

800 designs or mixed-method case studies that connect practitioner accounts to organisational and policy 

801 outcomes would move the field toward something closer to causal understanding. The third is about 

802 scope. This study generates a conceptual framework grounded in practitioner experience but does not 

803 test it in practice. Whether the leadership orientations identified here function as described when 

804 applied deliberately across different governance contexts and institutional scales remains an open 

805 question, and one that future research is well positioned to take up.

806

807 Conclusion

808 Sustainability leadership is not a solved problem. The practitioners who contributed to this study 

809 were not describing a practice that has been figured out and now needs scaling. They were describing 

810 one that is still being worked out, in real time, inside institutions that were not designed for the 

811 challenges they are being asked to address, and under conditions of complexity and uncertainty that 

812 show no signs of easing.

813 What this study offers is not a framework that resolves that difficulty. It is an account of how 

814 experienced leaders are navigating it. And that account has a consistent shape across very different 

815 contexts: purpose as the ethical anchor that keeps leaders oriented when institutional conditions push 

816 back; systems thinking as the diagnostic capacity that keeps them from mistaking symptoms for causes; 
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817 collaboration as the relational infrastructure through which isolated effort becomes collective 

818 momentum; and adaptive learning as the feedback mechanism that keeps all of it from hardening into 

819 routine. These are not new ideas. What is new is the degree to which they are confirmed, not by 

820 scholarship, but by practitioners who arrived at them through the accumulated experience of trying to 

821 deliver sustainability outcomes inside real governance systems. That convergence between theory and 

822 lived practice is itself a finding, and it has a practical implication that is easy to state and hard to act on: 

823 the investments most needed to close the gap between sustainability ambition and sustainability 

824 delivery are not primarily technical or institutional. They are human.

825 Global sustainability challenges will not wait for perfect conditions or perfect frameworks. What 

826 they require are leaders who can act under imperfect ones, and institutions that take seriously the task 

827 of developing, supporting, and retaining them. This study is offered in that spirit: not as a conclusion, 

828 but as a contribution to a conversation that the state of the planet makes increasingly difficult to defer.

829
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