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Sustainable Leadership
Perhaps I should first define what other 
professionals are calling Sustainable Leadership. 
It is a start, but for me, it is not sufficient.
“Sustainable leadership is when leaders of 
businesses (often CEOs) manage companies 
with the environment, society, and long-term 
sustainable development goals in mind. 
Frequently, it's referred to as PPP, or the triple 
bottom line: people, planet, profit." (Megan 
Werft  2015 – “10 Reasons the World Needs 
More Sustainable Leadership.”

As I will explore in this first article, I think it will 
be far more practical to define leadership 
principles and practices specifically than to

identify a massive plan of global goals (see the 
UN 2030 Global Agenda for Sustainable 
Development) and lofty organizational 
statements around sustainability.

I have lived a very blessed life. My professional 
colleagues and partners introduced me to the 
world of management consulting back in the 
early eighties, and especially leadership 
development. On this journey, I learned the 
most from our clients as they tackled hard 
business and practical issues. Over the years, I 
honed my consulting practice to focus on two 
sectors – education and the environment. In 
February of 2020, I had to "retire" from my 
work due to health reasons, and I searched for  

I have been transformed by Sir David Attenborough's latest documentary, "A Life of Our 
Planet." He calls it his "witness statement." As this first leadership article lays out, the film 
has entirely shifted my perspective on my role and the role of leaders in tackling the 
challenges of climate change and global regeneration.
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many months to give meaning and purpose to my 
life.  

David Attenborough’s film re-ignited my passion 
for the natural world in a way that has mobilized 
me to action. You can read more about the action 
strategies in the section entitled, How to Engage 
People in Conversation. As part of this action 
strategy, I realized that I wanted to shift the focus 
of my decades of leadership work to one that 
recognizes the vital role that leaders are called 
upon to play in the regeneration of living systems 
on our planet. The science and evidence on 
climate change are abundantly clear. Unless we 
mobilize and focus our decisions and actions to 
restore our living systems, the damage will surpass 
the human species' ability to survive. If there was 
ever a time for people at every level of scale to 
start leading with a unified vision and set of 
operating principles, this is our existential 
moment. 

Two quotes come to mind that frame our work as 
leaders. The first is:

"Where there is no vision, the people 
will perish" - Proverbs 29:18 – King 

James Version.

Organizational vision statements have become 
somewhat overrated and meaningless in how they 
have been constructed and used to motivate and 
focus people. Whereas there are many examples of 
compelling vision statements, in my experience, 
the process and expression of an organizational 
vision is often a very time-consuming effort that 
produces a cookie-cutter statement that lacks 
clarity, identity and that fails to unify actions and 
decisions.

And yet, we now find ourselves in a world that 
calls for a hopeful vision of the future, one in 
which we live in balance with the natural world 
that supports us.  



3pageThe role of leaders in regenerating our organizations and natural systems.

Vision, Hope and Empowerment
I believe that many people in developed countries 
lack a sense of empowerment about how they can 
positively impact the many interconnected issues 
we face as a human species. Essentially, we feel a 
lack of control and sense of efficacy. In a word, we 
have mostly given up hope. I have experienced 
that when I talk to people about watching David 
Attenborough's documentary, their first reaction 
is, "what can I possibly do to make any 
difference?" After I share a bit about what is 
happening and the steps people can take, people 
become animated and share that they feel more 
hopeful.

The second quote that is fundamental to an 
operating strategy to transform hope to action is:

"Where the people lead, the leaders 
will follow" – Mahatma Gandhi.

In the United States, governmental leaders have 
managed to disregard this quote and have

significantly contributed to polarizing people - a 
path away from finding unity and shared vision 
and action. This same polarizing phenomenon 
is happening in several other developed 
countries around the world.

As has always been true, leaders have risen from 
our ranks, and many powerful business and 
organizational leaders exist and are active in 
tackling some of our most challenging global 
issues. One needs to look no further than the 
leaders that are part of the Conscious 
Capitalism movement. 

Incredible things are taking place worldwide, 
pointing to solutions to climate change and 
planetary regeneration. The major challenge is 
that the average person doesn't know about this 
exciting work. If they did, and that they have a 
vital part in driving these solutions further, we 
would see a grassroots mobilization that would 
accelerate changes to match the time challenges 
we face. 



4pageThe role of leaders in regenerating our organizations and natural systems.

Core Leadership Principles
I want to provide my initial thinking to 
get the conversation going. Ideally, 
principles are specific enough to guide 
consistent action.

• To commit to balancing the business needs
with the long-term environmental needs in
every decision and action.

• A constant recognition that all parts of
every system must be healthy for the whole
system to be self-sustaining. That actions in
any part of the system will have impacts on
the whole.

• To operate with an abundance mindset, we
have the curiosity, resources, and
connections to tackle anything without
sacrificing organizational or environmental
vitality.

• To look collaboratively and encourage non-
traditional partnerships to find positive
solutions. We will seek to understand other
peoples' stories that will enable us to work
with different values, beliefs, and cultures.

Leadership is the key. People always look to 
formal governmental leadership even though all 
social change has occurred through non-
traditional leaders, what Everett Rogers calls early 
adopters. 

I would like to get the conversation started among 
a community of leaders about developing a set of 
leadership guiding principles. Principles that will 
guide our decisions and actions to reflect 
organizational vitality in harmony with a balanced 
environment. Principles are key. They are like the 
“bill of rights” in the US constitution. The 
fundamental framework that guides and mediates 
how our democracy is governed. They provide a 
set of objective standards that everyone can call 
upon to resolve differences and guide a somewhat 
consistent direction forward. Imagine if more and 
more leaders adopted such a “bill of rights” that 
guided their decisions and actions that balanced 
profitability with environmental resiliency. The 
literature abounds with lists of such principles. 
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• To continually educate ourselves
to understand the risks and
opportunities that environmental and
social trends create.

• To utilize the best available technology
to assure stewardship of energy, air,
water, and soil.

• To seek, utilize, and build strategies on
the facts and science about living
systems.

I recognize that these principles focus on the 
environmental dimensions of the traditional 
definition of sustainability leadership (Triple P). 
However, I believe, and research supports, that 
when we can create these kinds of conditions, 
many other organizational dimensions begin to 
take care of themselves.

I welcome your reactions to these principles and 
the ideas presented in this article. Please email me 
at steve@stevezuieback.com. I look forward to 
bringing forward your ideas along with other 
contributor articles in future newsletter articles.

For much more information regarding conversation processes to assist in your journey of 

talking with people with different perspectives, values and beliefs, I refer you back to my 

website or to my published resources. Please email to let me let if this has been useful 

information to you at: 

steve@stevezuieback.com
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