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Abstract: This paper provides an overview of insights and lessons learned from nearly 20 years of
running a Master’s unit called Leadership in Sustainability and how it has been used to foster change
agents in small business enterprises, as well as other parts of our economy and community. The unit is
based on five ‘C’ pillars, which are discussed in this paper to show how the teaching was able to assist
potential leaders in their journey towards sustainability. Collective Wisdom is the theory of how leaders
have used their imagination to solve collective ‘wicked problems’ and how sustainability requires
such wisdom. The unit covers such theory from innovation, complexity, leadership, management and
sustainability literatures, and the students are required to show they used this in solving a problem.
Conversations are the main tool that is used because only through integrating diverse opinions have
solutions been found to such problems as sustainability. The unit is based around case studies
from leaders (including SMEs) who have approached sustainability from various perspectives, and
conversations were created with the leaders to illustrate this. Creativity is introduced as a tool that
draws upon different layers of perspectives on how to tackle wicked problems, as well as facilitating
the breadth of conversations and actions required to solve them. The unit requires students to make a
creativity contribution and the teachers provide assistance in how to make this work. Contemplation
is designed to show how leadership requires reflection to enable the creativity and conversations
to reach the depth and breadth required. The unit introduces students to the Theory-U tools to
help instil the link between creativity and reflection or contemplation in addressing sustainability
challenges and enabling leadership that creates change in personal, organizational and social systems.
Finally, Courage is shown as a necessary part of the role of a leader in sustainability to make the magic
of collective and creative solutions, based on conversations and contemplation, come to life through
a demonstration-based transition.

Keywords: leadership; sustainability; Collective Wisdom; Conversations; Creativity; Contemplation;
Courage

1. Introduction
1.1. The Need for New Modes of Learning

Large-scale transformations are required to move to a more sustainable future and a
key leverage point for this is the transformation in worldviews and thinking that is possible
through education [1]. Organizations, large and small, require graduates capable of leading
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this change; however, many traditional higher education programs are producing graduates
not capable of leading this change, and many keep reproducing the kind of graduates and
thinking that have created our erroneous trajectory in the first place [2]. A grand re-think
in terms of the way we learn, how we learn and what we learn is needed, and new ways
for knowledge co-creation are being called for [3,4]. Many educators still grapple with how
to design learning environments to build leaders for sustainability [5,6]. Non-traditional
and unique approaches to sustainability leadership education have the potential to provide
inspiration and practical knowledge on how these pedagogies for the future might support
this change.

While there is a plethora of material on leadership, organizational management,
sustainability, creativity and complexity thinking as discrete fields, the discourse and praxis
of drawing these disciplines and themes together is only just now emerging. In this paper,
we explore how we have brought insights from these and related areas together and what
has been learned and achieved in running a unit called Leadership in Sustainability (LiS)
for nearly 20 years.

This paper draws on the authors’ experience and theoretical perspectives as part of
their co-teaching of the Leadership in Sustainability (LiS) unit at the Master’s level, offered
through Curtin University Sustainability Policy (CUSP) Institute in Western Australia.
The paper suggests there are five pillars or foundations that are used to understand and
provide the tools for leadership in sustainability: Collective Wisdom, Conversations, Creativity,
Contemplation and Courage. It sets out what these pillars are and how they have been
applied to the teaching unit. We have selected to focus on how the unit has been able to
assist leadership in sustainability for people involved in small and medium enterprises.
It accomplishes this in all parts of the five ‘C’s and especially through conversations with
leaders from businesses, civil society and the government, discussing their experience in
creative and complex problem solving related to sustainability.

1.2. Methodology

Reflective approaches are important for sustainability leadership development [7],
and this paper represents this approach as all authors are professionals, researchers and
educators and identify as what Schön would call reflective practitioners [8]. This reflective
approach shapes the delivery and conversations throughout the Leadership in Sustainabil-
ity (LiS) unit. It also describes the writing process as method- [9] and learning-involved as
a ‘meta-reflective’ process of co-authoring this paper.

Based on this approach, we have generated five core themes that have become evident
as five pillars. The Collective Wisdom informs the content and the approach to the practice of
the Leadership in Sustainability teaching. The paper therefore uses Conversations to present
these concepts and illustrate what is taught and presents examples from the student’s work,
particularly in the Creativity Project; then, it uses the reflective practitioner approach to
show how the Contemplation approach in the teaching and in practice can enable leaders to
have the Courage to act.

2. About Leadership in Sustainability (LiS)
2.1. Intention of the LiS

The study unit of LiS is presently within the Master’s course Environment and Climate
Emergency but was part of a Master’s in Sustainability Policy before this. The research-led
Master’s program aims to integrate the knowledge and skills needed to understand present
global sustainability challenges, particularly climate change, and motivate global change
and local action. The course incorporates topics related to global environmental challenges,
climate policy, sustainable development goals, cities and urbanization, sustainable waste
management, societal resilience and the role of change agents and leadership—which is the
context for the LiS unit. Students are also required to prepare a dissertation based on an
area of their interest to deepen their insights into a particular field and for some, the LiS
enables them to discover their passion to pursue in more detail.
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LiS has been offered internally as a face–face learning experience and externally
through online learning including a module through Open University Australia. It has also
been offered across other Curtin graduate programs and to students at Murdoch University
so that their Master’s and undergraduate students in Sustainable Development could also
enjoy what the course had to offer. The unit runs intensively over five days—two days
of lectures and dialogue and two days of workshops. After a month or so working on
their creativity projects, a final day is devoted to the group presenting their major creative
contributions and to reflect on and celebrate their learning experience.

The formal aims of the LiS unit are to:

• Expose students to a range of contemporary leadership frameworks;
• Facilitate collaborative discourse between students and established sustainability leaders;
• Foster the skills and tools needed to personally adopt an ethic of sustainability leader-

ship within each person’s unique sphere of influence.

We acquit these aims by introducing students to a range of respected sustainability
leaders (or champions) who share their wealth of experience through reflective discussions
(conversations) about their personal sustainability journeys, guiding students through
the process of developing a creative response to a sustainability challenge of their own
choosing, as well as by exposing the students to contemporary information on the topic.

More and more, LiS has become about the linkages between the ethic of sustainability,
the role of leadership, what it means to take on leadership challenges—at the personal level
or within an organizational context—the role of creativity, the importance of reflectivity
or contemplation and finally the courage to set up something that can deliver change,
sometimes by establishing an SME.

2.2. Co-Teaching Experience

It is important to briefly note the authors’ own journeys and the depth and breadth of
the perspectives and experience that are brought to the development and delivery of this
important unit, which seeks to provide real practical insights and instil a sense of the hope
of effecting change. Not all authors have been a part of the unit every year, but we have
all been part of the unit’s evolution and development. Please see author biographies for
further details.

The role of this team has been to introduce the themes and theoretical concepts, and to
hold the space for a rich dialogue and experiential learning experience to unfold. Part of
the role of the co-teaching team is to highlight the complexity and ambiguity of the real-
life experience of leadership in sustainability—talking openly about personal challenges
and ‘failure’.

This real-world experience is enhanced each year by hosting Conversations with leaders
or champions from businesses, civil society and the government, discussing their experience
in creative and complex problem solving related to sustainability challenges in their worlds
(see below under Conversations).

To introduce the discussion about leadership, we start the teaching by using the
insightful YouTube video First Follower: Leadership Lessons from a Dancing Guy by Derek
Sivers [10], as it has powerful lessons about how a social movement is created or a small
business is started. The key lesson in that video is that the leader is creative and courageous
enough to do something different, but they only get somewhere when the second and third
followers are prepared to stand with them. So, we begin a process in the unit to try and see
what lies beneath this kind of change and how the students can begin to participate in it.

2.3. Conceptual Foundations and Learning Approaches

The core themes explored and integrated in this unit are set out as the five ‘C’ pillars
of Collective Wisdom, Conversations, Creativity, Contemplation and Courage.
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2.3.1. Collective Wisdom

The theory used in the unit tries to avoid the endless academic and business literature
on leadership and enables us to talk about deeper topics that we call Collective Wisdom. For
example, Walter Bruegemann [11], in The Prophetic Imagination, says: ‘The vocation of the
prophet is to keep alive the ministry of imagination, to keep on conjuring and proposing
alternative futures to the single one the agents of the dominant culture want to urge as the
only thinkable one’. Aristotle, in second-century BC ancient Greece, developed the theory
of democracy based around the need to include diverse voices in what he called ‘rhetoric’.
This was the opposite of what he called ‘logic’, which can measure the size of the empire
but not enable leaders to know how to govern the empire. This led to the establishment
of the Polis and democratic institutions to enable leadership that could solve the deep
problems we now face, such as sustainability.

Today there is a new kind of leadership, which has taken on the name Collectivist
Leadership. It is about working across a range of actors to build a coalition, a temporary
alliance for combined action to generate a transition agenda, to create a shift. This kind of
leadership would have been recognized by Aristotle and many leaders across the ages who
were not leaders because they wanted to improve their own life, but who were motivated
to help the collective common good [12].

Increasingly, the difficult problems of the modern day have been called ‘wicked prob-
lems’. These are the problems of sustainability, and the processes of resolution concerning
wicked problems require inclusive participatory dialogue and increasingly looks to the
Collective Wisdom that has been rediscovered by many writers in the sustainability arena
(e.g., Wisdom of the Elders by David Suzuki). This Collective Wisdom approach is found in a
range of literatures, and these are touched on in the fields of innovation theory, complexity
theory and transition theory [13–16].

Collective Wisdom on leadership covers vast fields of enquiry, so the unit seeks to
provide some introductory exposure to these topics—or what we have come to refer to as
a ‘bath’ in these leadership topics. This ‘bath’ approach allows exposure to diverse fields
of enquiry and the connections between them to begin to be made, whilst simultaneously
acknowledging the complexity inherent to this work. The aim of the ‘bath’ is also to let
the combined exposure to the conceptual material and the exposure to practitioners and
experiential learning ‘soak’ into the participants and provide an enriching, if somewhat
brief, opportunity to reflect on their own interests.

As part of this ‘bath’ in literature, we draw the distinction between management
(e.g., keeping an enterprise running) and leadership (setting direction, evolving and adapt-
ing to changing circumstances) [17]. We draw on some key insights (as the field is vast)
around the differences between formal leaders (e.g., political/executive leaders operating
within their ‘role descriptions’) and emergent leaders (e.g., people who voluntarily take
on ‘extra-role’ leadership behaviours), highlighting that emergent leaders are particularly
important in triggering and driving sustainability-related leadership processes (e.g., they
are champions or change agents). Sustainability leaders commonly need to exert influence
across and within organizational boundaries due to the nature of the disciplines, and silos
normally needed to be involved. Such influence across boundaries requires the emergent
skill of personal power [18]. Further, we chart the journey of leaders seen as heroes to the
more contemporary perspective of leaders as hosts [19]. Importantly, we highlight the many
and varied prefixes that have been added in front of the term leadership (e.g., charismatic,
transformational, emergent, servant, dialogic, complex, systems) and how it is useful to
use a number of these lenses when considering the change processes we ask the students
to explore in their formal assignments.

Expanding the language around leadership to the concept of Collective Wisdom provides
the first ‘C’ in the student’s exposure to this vast field, allowing them to focus on their
unfolding sustainability commitment and career journey. As such, it helps to provide
exposure to the importance of enhancing the inner well-being of change makers. For the
students, it can boost their capacity for creativity, dialogue and collaboration as they effect
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change in their chosen fields. These extra factors are thus helpful to expand on the initial
deep dive into what the Collective Wisdom can teach us about leadership and which we can
now explain further regarding how we can begin to apply it in our own lives.

2.3.2. Conversations

Given the reality that the climate and sustainability challenges we face sit squarely in
the basket of ‘wicked problems’, which are complex in nature, after the Collective Wisdom
literature we spend a little time introducing the tools for leadership, and a primary key in
this is the need for Conversations. Within the leadership theory outlined above, the concept
of ‘emergence’ is introduced to describe the almost magical process that arises out of
complexity. Margaret Wheatley goes beyond the magic to say ’Emergence happens through
conversations’ [19]. This can be seen to be like the Collective Wisdom set out by Aristotle
with his creation of the Polis to enable conversations to solve deep problems. Importantly,
conversations take work (not mere magic). This leads to what some have called dialogic
leadership and the foundation upon which real dialogue rests: listening [20,21].

The conversations developed as part of the teaching process are enabled by a range of
guests or champions. The collection of practitioners that have been part of this rich series of
dialogues is diverse, but the aim is always to draw on diverse experience and perspectives
from businesses, civil society and the government. The focus of these conversations
has been exploring, through an interview and dialogue process, the personal and career
journeys, challenges and reflections of how the champions have effected change and
built their own personal resilience to the challenges of the systems they operate within.
This process provides both inspiration and a rich sense of the personal challenges these
practitioners have faced. This comes through probing and exposing insights from what
sometimes have been very intimate conversations. A further point should be made that
much of the literature around leadership theories and sustainable development and/or
philosophies of sustainability highlights the need for dialogue between stakeholders and the
significance of respectful consideration of multiple points of view. By placing conversation
at the centre of course delivery, we displace the teacher–student hierarchy (with the student
passively observing), reinforcing that this Master’s unit is interested in paradigm shifts.
Furthermore, by enabling dialogue between expert and student, we are quite literally
practicing what we preach.

2.3.3. Creativity

The unit has taken an approach to sustainability leadership education, which according
to Sandri [22] is often missing—one that seeks to draw threads together and focuses on
real-world learnings in a manner which is supported by the literature, particularly how
creativity has been used. For example, Lozano [23] writes about the role creativity can play
in fostering organizational learning, and Molderez and Ceulemans [24] describe the use of
art to develop systems thinking, while Palsson et al. [25] describe the benefits of integrating
the humanities and the arts within sustainability approaches. Sandri [22] (p. 575) says that
‘ . . . sustainable development is essentially a creative endeavour’ as it requires us to take
active roles in creating the futures we want as opposed to merely reacting to the future
when we get there [26].

Creativity and creative thinking are therefore deeply embedded in this unit, under-
pinned by the thesis that sustainability requires change and change requires leadership,
but it is creativity that is the nexus between the two [27]. From the beginning, it was
realized that we needed not just an interdisciplinary approach that brought science and
social science together, but that we would need to tap into personal creativity. Thus, we
have always integrated a ‘Creativity Project’ into the course as a key deliverable because
we sensed that true sustainability was not just a rational application of technical capability,
although that would always be a major component.

Critical to our work with the students in Creativity is dispelling the myth of the
creative genius—a lone artist experiencing ‘aha’ moments of brilliance. Rather, Creativity
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for leadership in sustainability, is most often a process of continual curiosity, of ‘bending,
breaking or blending’, as outlined by Brandt and Eagleman [28], what already exists in the
world in order for new ideas, products and processes to emerge. It is often marked by trial
and error, failures and stuck moments [28,29]. Additionally, Creativity is often at its most
powerful as a socialized activity with diverse, interdisciplinary collaboration and dialogue
as key ingredients to dynamic innovations. This aligns with the evolving view of leadership
in a complex world from one of leader as hero to leader as host—where an individual has
the skills to hold a space for, bring together, and inspire a group of people working towards
a common goal [19]. Finally, we illustrate the place of storytelling, emotional intelligence
and the political and ethical potential in Creativity. We draw connections between these
practices and behaviour change theory, concluding that Creativity is therefore a great ally
for any change agent.

The Creativity component of the teaching needs to be experienced, not just explained,
so the students are drawn into a major exercise, which is outlined in more detail below
in Section 3.

2.3.4. Contemplation

The fourth pillar, contemplation or reflection, is based on theory and a set of practices
that enable people to experience the tool of contemplative practice. The theory of how
Contemplation for leadership in sustainability can be understood is based on people such as
Joseph Jaworski and his insights into the inner path of leadership {26] and other parts of the
Collective Wisdom literature, but mostly it is based on helping people to better understand
their own inward journey. Shawn Ginwright (an educationist) pointed out in an interview
about his book Hope and Healing that ‘The contemplative journey is the way to build power,
to confront and transform . . . ’ particularly as we confront the range of sustainability issues
that are structurally imbedded in our societies [30].

Otto Scharmer highlights the importance of this contemplative approach to leadership
in the paper on the ‘blind spot’ in leadership: ‘Successful leadership depends on the quality
of attention and intention that the leader brings to any situation’, he reminds us of the need
to spend time reflecting or contemplating for ourselves the ‘inner place, the source from
which (leaders) operate’ [21] (p. 52).

In recognition of this, we draw on the social technologies of awareness-based systems
change perspectives of the Presencing Institute [31] (co-created by Otto Scharmer), who
have crafted a whole program of training and learning resources to cultivate systems
change—from an egocentric to an ecocentric paradigm. This builds on the earlier work of
Senge et al. [32] and Scharmer [33]. Increasingly, we have found that around half of the time
we spend together involves introducing participants to these techniques, as shown further
below. These social technologies are also directly linked to the pillars of Conversation and of
Creativity, which are core pillars of this training program for Leadership in Sustainability.
Thus, the pillars are indeed integrated, and hence the teaching activities that involve the
students are a combination that use them in various ways.

In Section 3 we set out how Theory U is used to help generate a Contemplative approach
to leadership in sustainability as now happens in the teaching process of the unit.

2.3.5. Courage

The final pillar, or fifth pillar, is Courage in the journey to understanding leadership in
sustainability. This has been exemplified in a conversation with Gilbert Roschecouste, the
Founder and Chair of Village Well, a 30-year-old SME that promotes ‘place-making’ through
tapping into community leadership so that the values of a place can be rediscovered and
regenerated. Gilbert has contributed in person to this unit.

Roschecouste points out that in this current time of change, ‘we are all finding that
courage is the elixir that opens up the field of possibilities beyond right and wrong. It
flames and mobilizes the invisible forces and connects the larger field of positive social
change’ and that ‘courage is the rage of the heart, and the heart knows what to do when
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it’s open enough to listen’ [34] (pers. comm.). Thus, Courage can create the lightning rod
for leadership in sustainability, when combined with Collective Wisdom, deep Conversations
with people who you may not always want to, Contemplation at times when you know
it may hurt and Creative place-based actions that are likely to cause political unrest and
maybe even unsettle your life.

All of these behaviours and practices developed in the unit require Courage or the
delivery of an outcome may never quite happen.

This Master’s unit introduces the students to the (soft) skills essential to be a Courageous
leader. We give students these skills in a ‘Theory U’-type journey through experiential,
personal and team practices (in the contemplation activities and creativity assignments), and
then students seem ready to apply these deeper understandings and new perspectives to
the ‘real world’ or the SME environment (as demonstrated in their final essay assignments).

The fifth C is thus Courage, and it is where we complete the fundamentals in our
approach to Leadership in Sustainability. In Brene Brown’s book Dare to Lead, she says
‘Here’s the bottom line: If we don’t have the skills to get back up, we may not risk falling.
Additionally, if we’re brave enough often enough, we are definitely going to fall’ [35]
(p. 244). Leadership in Sustainability is not a safe journey and we do not try to suggest that.
It is fundamentally a test of Courage.

3. Student Activities

In this section, we outline the four main pedagogical approaches that are used in
the LiS course: Conversations with sustainability champions; a Creativity Project, which
invites students to practice creativity in making change; Critical Reflection essay, which
invites students to apply the literature to a leadership issue; and Contemplation exercises for
student reflection.

3.1. Conversations

Throughout the teaching there are guests or champions invited to the unit who are
interviewed by the lecturers and students about their story of leadership to seek what
motivated them and how they accomplished it. We attempt to establish gender equity in
inviting our guests and to invite individuals who are culturally and linguistically diverse
and have at least one champion who is able to speak from a first-nation experience. The
students are encouraged to engage in rich dialogue that both inspires and highlights what
we usually call the deeper stuff or inner path. Examples of champions that have contributed
to the rich conversations include:

• Champion A—a Noongar man from the south coast of Western Australia who has played
a key role in helping support recovery from the impacts of the Stolen Generation;

• Champion B—a CEO of the local government who has led significant local commu-
nity transitions;

• Champion C—previous CEO of Community Arts Network Western Australia, a
refugee from Chile and recent PhD recipient specializing in leadership in the cul-
tural and community development space;

• Champion D—Mayor of the City of Fremantle for ten years when they integrated
sustainability into all aspects of the council, now a Western Australian state politician;

• Champion E—from Gap Filler New Zealand, a group that continues to lead creative
community building processes founded after the Christchurch earthquakes;

• Champion F—a serial-sustainability-focused entrepreneur presently pursuing battery
innovations in small business;

• Champion G—coordinator of the Climate Justice Union, a Western Australian group
pursuing a ‘just transition’ to a cleaner, greener future and who runs an SME that
provides cultural educational experiences ‘on country’ with local Elders;

• Champion H—businessman and previous senior mining executive and government
leader, who advocates for sustainable value transfer as the basis of sustainability in
the extractive industries or any scale of business;
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• Champion I—entrepreneur, educator and facilitator of the highly successful United in
Diversity IDEAS program, which brings private sector, not-for-profit and government
representatives together in programs designed to stimulate systems-level changes
across Indonesia and now across the Indo Pacific;

• Champion J—worked on the Western Australian State Sustainability Strategy in 2003
whilst studying sustainability with Peter Newman, has spent several decades working
in a Perth-based SME which consults business and government whilst building a
social enterprise on her farm that integrates regenerative agriculture practices;

• Champion K—Campaign Manager of Social Reinvestment WA, an advocacy group
seeking to reduce the level of incarceration of Aboriginal people and enact a new
vision for an effective and connected approach to justice in WA;

• Champion L—Long-term climate and environment campaigner who suffered burn out
and as part of his recovery rode his bike up the east coast of Australia, documenting
and blogging about the myriad of sustainability initiatives he visited (see http://
pedallingforwards.com/about/, accessed on 25 January 2022).

3.2. Creativity Project

In LiS, we ask participants to explicitly practice creativity in their major assignment-by
thinking differently about a sustainability issue and coming up with a creative solution
or response to address or reflect change in that issue. Usually, as an entirely new field of
practice for professionals working in this field, it is a risk-taking venture, often involving
deep reflection, stepping out of comfort zones and a holding space for complexity. We
encourage the exploration of a diversity of practices, including performance, creation
of protype solutions, visual art and craft, installations, web development, poetry, song,
sculpture, guerrilla gardening, community garden plots, cooking and more. These projects
help students discover how the Creative process of leadership for sustainability can be seen
as ‘a complex dynamic process that emerges in the interactive spaces between people and
ideas’ [36] (p. 3).

Throughout the life of LiS, the Creativity Project has been ‘the most challenging and,
quite possibly, the most rewarding element in the course.’ [27] (p. 5962). While there is
always a struggle enabling the participants to understand the idea of a Creative project,
ultimately they triumph and grow with the task. We have been presented with immensely
diverse projects and creations. We have seen:

• Birdhouses made from wood offcuts at a cricket bat manufacturer;
• Low-carbon food recipes cooked and placed in the fridge at work to be shared with

colleagues over lunch (see Figure 1 below);
• A shipping container designed to house the homeless during the COVID-19 lockdown

and beyond);
• An alternative walking history of Fremantle;
• The revival of traditional sewing methods and re-designs of unused clothes to chal-

lenge fast fashion and the issue of textile waste, such as making shopping bags out of
old clothes (see Figure 2 below)

• Learning an Indigenous language with their daughter and then writing poems in
that language;

• A sculpture from the rubbish accumulated over a month;
• A myriad of community gardening projects.

http://pedallingforwards.com/about/
http://pedallingforwards.com/about/
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One of the most creative and courageous projects was the ‘Seeds of Resistance’ project,
where a student in Istanbul planted guerrilla tomato plants on windowsills in a neigh-
bourhood, encouraging a collective cultural shift in growing food locally, and formed
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the seeds of a community-led campaign for the local government to create a community
permaculture garden in an abandoned site. The student emailed six months after the unit
finished to tell us of the exciting progress with this campaign; the local government had
now agreed and taken concrete steps to establish the garden (see Figure 3 below).
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Through these projects we have seen quite stunning transformations of student’s
thinking and doing around leading and creating. In 2016, an exhibition of past works
was included in the Fremantle Festival and held at a well-know Gallery space. This
exhibition covered two floors of the gallery and included complex and simple pieces,
including a hand-written design of the students’ home-to-be in regional Queensland
(radically redesigned to reduce the carbon footprint and encourage passive solar energy);
an abstract installation presenting a tiny sliver of raw beef balanced precariously on litres of
bottled water, illustrating the water use in the consumption of meat; a splatter painting in
the Jackson Pollack tradition representing the sustainability journey of the student, sitting
alongside a laptop computer playing the time lapse documentation of the making of the
painting; and a specially welded bicycle repair station. While this was an artistic exhibition,
these students would mostly never have considered themselves artists, and while most
years their projects were presented in their house, each year the students are afforded an
opportunity to think differently and innovatively—to be creative.

We have seen the students grapple with and embrace concepts of complexity, dialogue
and collaboration, invest in the power of storytelling, see failure as part of the creative
process rather than an end point and establish themselves as a ‘leader as host’—holding
space for others to lead or enact change.

3.3. Critical Reflection on Collective Wisdom Applied to a Leadership Issue

The main formal written assignment in this unit is an essay that asks students to
analyze one example of sustainability leadership they know about or have been involved
in and reflect upon it through the lens of the leadership theories they have been exposed to.
Students analyze what worked, what did not, and highlight what could be done differently
in the future. This exercise provides an opportunity for critical reflection and synthesis of
insights into sustainable leadership theory and practice. This brings the Collective Wisdom
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literature into a more personal understanding of how it can be applied to leadership in
sustainability in the experience of each participant.

Over the years, these essays have covered diverse examples of sustainability leader-
ship, from community-led campaigns to new government policies. Most often, participants
choose to analyze a small-to-medium size enterprise or organization, often within their
own industry or workplace. For example:

• One student analyzed their first-hand experience of trying to implement paper-free
processes in an NSW hospital.

• Another analyzed the strategies employed in implementing a food organics and
garden organics (FOGO) recycling service at a local council.

• A motorsport racer and enthusiast analyzed his industry, identifying which individ-
uals, teams and companies were driving the sector towards lower emissions and
reducing their environmental impact.

Through the process of this analysis, we have seen meaningful and often transforma-
tive insights take place for participants who, perhaps for the first time, through insights
gained from this unit, are able to identify specific leverage points and leadership practices
to better lead and accelerate sustainability within their workplaces and businesses.

3.4. Contemplation Exercise

As highlighted above, we have expanded the time spent on the experiential learning
based on our own experiences with the awareness-based systems change practices from
Theory U. These exercises, which last for nearly two days, are not considered part of the
assessment but are regarded as a critical part in understanding the core values, the pillars,
of being a leader in sustainability.

The students have responded over the years that they have had many deep insights
into their experience during these exercises. There is usually a profound realization that
working on the self can lead to inner growth and a pathway to change and transforma-
tion. Feeling safe and supported are often identified as the prerequisites for opening up
and building trusting relationships. What emerges, in a subtle way, is a sense of inter-
connectedness and the collective power of shared stories to bind and to build shared
meaning for what is possible. Lost dreams are revived, and the two days spent diving
into the self serve to affirm direction and purpose. There is a strong desire to apply the
techniques and tools learnt to the workplace and to the students’ own lives. The embodi-
ment practices taught during the two days also highlight the importance of listening to our
somatic intelligence. What was clearly expressed by the students is a yearning for more of
this kind of learning. The following are some recent responses from students:

‘I now see myself as someone more capable and willing (rather than resistant), less fear’

‘What has landed for me is infinite possibilities.’

‘I see myself as someone with potential and the ability to change or transform’

‘I see that we all share experiences as each other. We are never truly alone in this process’

‘I will use the tools of my class as a way to connect and listen to others, to myself’

‘I will try to introduce some of these techniques in my work and life’

‘I wish I worked somewhere these listening techniques were uses’

‘I wish there was more time for reflection across all units of study, what we are learning
can be digested.’

‘I wish more people could experience this level of collaboration.’
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4. Discussion—What We Have Learnt

This paper has set out how each of the five pillars of leadership in sustainability have
a role to play in an integrated approach to deeper understanding that enables people to
become leaders. Table 1 provides a summary of key conceptual frameworks and literature
and relates it to the findings in the LiS course.

Table 1. Conceptual frameworks and literature and their relationship to LiS.

The 5 ‘C’ Pillars of LiS and Reference Conceptual Frameworks and Literature Relationship of LiS Findings to Literature

Collective Wisdom
[11–19]

• The Prophetic Imagination (Bruegemann
2001)

• Democracy and ‘rhetoric’ (Aristotle)
• Wicked problems require collaboration

(Australian Public Service Commission
2007; Snowden and Boone 2007)

• Difference b/w Leadership and
Management (Kotter 2008)

• Personal Power for Sustainability
leadership (Taylor 2010)

• Leader as Host (Wheatly and Frieze
2011)

• LiS demonstrates a pedagogy for
sustainability leadership that draws on
understandings that collaboration,
participation and a collective approach to
problem solving are required for society
to address the challenges we face today.

• The content challenges notions of
leadership as being about personality or
hierarchy and instead proposes the
leader as ‘host’ and demonstrates this
approach in the pedagogy of the unit
through hosting and facilitating
conversations to aid learning.

Conversations
[19–21,37].

• Emergence happens through
conversations (Wheatly and Frieze 2011)

• Dialogue and Dialogic Leadership
(Isaacs 1999; Scharmer 2008)

• Generative Dialogue (Gunnlaugson
2006)

• Theories that propose that dialogue and
conversations are essential to both
effective leadership and creating societal
sustainability change are taught in LiS as
content and modelled as pedagogy. The
method of learning through the
champions that are hosted through the
unit is performed through collaborative
dialogue.

Creativity
[22–29].

• Creativity needed in Education for
Sustainable Development (ESD) (Sandri
2013)

• Creativity for sustainability in
organisations (Lozano 2014)

• Art to foster Systems Thinking
competence in ESD (Molderez and
Ceulemans 2018)

• Creativity and Humanities needed in
Sustainability Approaches (Palsson et al.
2013)

• Synchronicity and Creating the future
(Jaworski 1996)

• Learning from failure (Brandt and
Eagleman 2017)

• The LiS course demonstrates and
articulates a practical approach to adding
creativity as a concept, content and
pedagogy into sustainability education.

• The examples provided show the
creative pedagogy of LiS, encouraging
students to make changes for
sustainability, demonstrating the impact
on their organisations, workplaces and
communities.

Contemplation
[7,26,31–33].

• Contemplative Practices to Support
Sustainability Leadership (Jaworski 1996;
Scharmer 2008; Ginwright 2019)

• The value of contemplative practices can
be seen through the student feedback,
thus supporting literature calling for this.

Courage
[34,35].

• Courage to lead sustainability (Brown
2018; Rochecouste 2022)

• Courage is demonstrated through the
LiS students’ creativity projects and is an
essential capacity to develop for
sustainability leadership

4.1. What We Have Learnt about the 5 Cs of Leadership in Sustainability

Collective Wisdom is shown to help guide students through extensive leadership litera-
ture, to touch on those elements that mean most to them. This process is assisted by the
student needing to relate the wisdom they find most meaningful to an actual case study of
failure or success in sustainability leadership. The experience often makes students go back
to experience the literature more deeply.

Conversations are held with people who we believe are champions at undertaking
sustainability leadership. The conversations reveal difficult questions, often leading to
sharing personal stories as well as battles to change the system or a structure that needs
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changing. This leads to students wanting to understand the complexity of a leader’s
internal journey and to build empathy for different stories. These conversations are often
raw and vulnerable and emergent, a property of generative dialogue, which is a rarely used
but valuable approach in education [7,37]

Creativity is set up as a process for students to not only enjoy but to learn how the
perspective of creativity shifts everyone away from seeing everything as fixed and un-
moveable. An earlier paper in this journal about the LiS unit [27] (p. 5957) suggested: ‘At
the core of this course is the understanding that just as the integration between ecological,
social and economic elements is inherent in the practice of sustainability, so creativity is a
necessary element in bringing sustainability and leadership together’. We still think this
is the case. The creativity project draws on design thinking, encouraging the student to
experience a rapid problem-solving process and learn that, like a picture tells a thousand
words, a prototype can save 100 meetings. It also illuminates the power of dialogue,
storytelling, emotional intelligence, connection and collaboration in creating change. The
creativity project asks the student to invest in lateral thinking. For many, these concepts
have rarely been put to work, certainly not in combination, in their own working life or in
their role as a leader or change agent in an SME or any organization.

Contemplation is not a frequent part of any university education. However, it has been
critical to teaching leadership in sustainability. To equip the next generation, as well as
current practitioners, with skills needed to effect change, we have learned from our own
experience and the reflection of our participants that they need to build personal resilience
as well as a creative mind set. This is essential as the ‘systems’ or organizations and
institutions we work within tend to be cumbersome and structurally resistant to change,
which can be daunting. Power and agency to make change in these systems rests in an
awareness that we can shape systems and policies rather than just having them shape
us. Their power over us exists simply because we fail to notice what they are doing to
us, as Daniel Miller suggests [38] (p. 155). Students learn that changing systems can be
based on how systems need to learn to ‘see themselves and sense themselves’, as Otto
Scharmer says [39] (pers. comm.). This cannot be done unless there is a Contemplation process
through which students learn how to sense and feel themselves within the systems they
are immersed in. The importance of reflection as a pedagogy in supporting sustainability
leadership development is found in other programs and is a key part of developing
competencies required of sustainability graduates [7].

Courage is about taking risk. Most education reinforces and rewards processes that
lead to the present systems and practices, which are often highly unsustainable in terms of
their outcomes in our economy and society, such as climate change and loss of biodiversity.
Helping students to take risks is about learning to embrace failure and be brave enough to
do things differently. Failure is often demonized in our culture, but it is in fact an essential
part of any leadership process, and it is how we learn and iterate an idea. The creativity
assignment in this unit often reveals this truth to the participants; the first iteration of their
project may come up against a roadblock or fail in some way, from which a new version
or direction often emerges that is more impactful or insightful than the first. The failure
is necessary to learning, reflecting and creating. However, the ability to take risks mostly
depends on being able to reflect and contemplate what deeper feelings about oneself that
are getting in the way of taking risks.

These five pillars overlap in their ability to help create leaders in sustainability. In a
short, focused Master’s teaching unit, students can only just begin to see how they overlap
and help them in their emerging careers. It is of course a ‘lifelong process of learning how
we can be the transformation and realize our unique potential in a way that serves the
wellbeing of all’ through developing a benefit mindset and practice [40] (p. 499).

4.2. What We Have Learnt about Course Design, Structure and Integration

Finally, the way the teaching journey is structured—an introduction to Collective
Wisdom, followed by Conversations with champions, then a Creativity project and finally the



Sustainability 2022, 14, 5070 14 of 16

Contemplation work (social technologies of Theory U) leading to Courage to take risks based
on a greater self-awareness—takes participants on a personal journey of transformation.
There are always students who are not quite ready for this kind of change, and this challenge
has been found in other transformational sustainability leadership programs [5]. Other
students, however, are seeking such transformative education, and many at a Master’s level
have already experienced enough to realize the need to begin an inward journey as well as
learning tools and techniques. As the students move through the various elements of the
course, they experience and apply, first-hand, the things we are teaching through the unit,
so it is possible to see how they can begin the journey of application in their businesses,
organizations and SMEs that they work for or would like to establish. Additionally, we see
this come to life in their creativity project, which often takes a great deal of courage. The
core objective is that these students will, at some point in their lives, have the courage to
take the steps that begin a new kind of sustainability solution.

4.3. What We Have Learnt about Why an Innovative Sustainability Leadership Education Matters

Higher education has the capacity to be a key part of the solution to our ‘un-sustainability’
and indeed societal transformation towards sustainability and must be a key part of social
learning in its broadest sense [41]. The institutions, systems and paradigms within which
much of our learning takes place, however, are indeed part of the problem, and the danger
is that we keep reproducing the kind of graduates and thinking that have created our
erroneous trajectory in the first place [2]. A grand re-think in terms of the way we learn,
how we learn and what we learn is needed, and new ways for knowledge co-creation are
being called for by many [3,4]. We have not solved all these issues, but LiS is a unit that
challenges the norms of education and has provided a unique approach to encouraging
sustainability leadership in its graduates for two decades. In this era, where the need for
change toward sustainability is undeniable, we need transformational education that can
support students as active participants in creating a sustainable world and being a part of
the solution [42]. This unit is experiential as well as academic, and in inviting students to
create change in their lives, workplaces and communities, it affirms that ‘the only way to
understand something is through a comprehensive, collaborative attempt to change it’ [43]
(p. 54).

5. Conclusions

Over the years of running and evolving this Master’s unit, Leadership in Sustainability,
we have come to experience first-hand the transformative power of:

a. Collective Wisdom from the ancient prophets and sages to the present wise collectivist
leaders who seek common good outcomes;

b. Conversations with people (champions) seeking to achieve sustainability and some of
how they did it in practice;

c. Creativity, which deeply touches people’s emotions and often untapped creative
potential, providing new perspectives on sustainability issues;

d. Contemplation that enables reflective approaches to touch the heart and soul of the
issues we find ourselves struggling to resolve;

e. Courage at a point of transition where we contemplate the risks of a life-changing
move and make the decision to become a change agent.

We have never found teaching Leadership in Sustainability to be anything other than
an inspiring and deeply moving experience.

Author Contributions: All authors contributed to conceptualization, writing—original draft prepa-
ration, writing—review and editing. All authors have read and agreed to the published version of
the manuscript.

Funding: This research received no external funding.

Data Availability Statement: Not applicable.



Sustainability 2022, 14, 5070 15 of 16

Acknowledgments: The authors acknowledge that this course is run on Wadjak Noongar Lands
and acknowledge Elders past and present. Further, we acknowledge the rich conversations and
contributions of the guests and students who have taught us an amazing amount over the years that
LiS has been run. We acknowledge the staff and students of ISTP (Murdoch University) where the
first iteration of Leadership in Sustainability took place.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.

References
1. UNESCO. ESD for 2030; UNESCO Education for Sustainable Development: A Roadmap; UNESCO: Paris, France, 2020. Available

online: https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374802.locale=en (accessed on 20 January 2022).
2. Wals, A.E.J.; Jickling, B. “Sustainability” in Higher Education: From Doublethink and Newspeak to Critical Thinking and

Meaningful Learning. High. Educ. Policy 2002, 15, 121–131. [CrossRef]
3. Lang, D.J.; Wiek, A.; Bergmann, M.; Stauffacher, M.; Martens, P.; Moll, P.; Swilling, M.; Thomas, C.J. Transdisciplinary Research in

Sustainability Science: Practice, Principles, and Challenges. Sustain. Sci. 2012, 7 (Suppl. S1), 25–43. [CrossRef]
4. Norström, A.V.; Cvitanovic, C.; Löf, M.F.; West, S.; Wyborn, C.; Balvanera, P.; Bednarek, A.T.; Bennett, E.M.; Biggs, R.;

De Bremond, A.; et al. Principles for Knowledge Co-Production in Sustainability Research. Nat. Sustain. 2020, 3, 182–190.
[CrossRef]

5. Bryant, J.; Ayers, J.; Missimer, M.; Broman, G. Transformational Learning for Sustainability Leadership–Essential Components in
Synergy. Int. J. Sustain. High. Educ. 2021, 22, 190–207. [CrossRef]

6. Brundiers, K.; Barth, M.; Cebrián, G.; Cohen, M.; Diaz, L.; Doucette-Remington, S.; Dripps, W.; Habron, G.; Harré, N.;
Jarchow, M.; et al. Key Competencies in Sustainability in Higher Education—Toward an Agreed-upon Reference Framework.
Sustain. Sci. 2021, 16, 13–29. [CrossRef]

7. Ayers, J.; Bryant, J.; Missimer, M. The Use of Reflective Pedagogies in Sustainability Leadership Education—A Case Study.
Sustainability 2020, 12, 6726. [CrossRef]

8. Schön, D.A. The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action; Arena: Aldershot, UK, 2003; ISBN 978-1-85742-319-8.
9. Gale, K.; Wyatt, J. Working at the Wonder: Collaborative Writing as Method of Inquiry. Qual. Inq. 2017, 23, 355–364. [CrossRef]
10. Sivers, D. First Follower: Leadership Lessons from a Dancing Guy–You Tube Video. Available online: https://youtu.be/fW8

amMCVAJQ (accessed on 7 January 2022).
11. Bruegemann, W. The Prophetic Imagination, 2nd ed.; Augsburg Fortress: Minneapolis, MI, USA, 2001; p. 3. Available online:

https://cac.org/imagination-2019-07-11/ (accessed on 20 January 2022).
12. Yammarino, F.J.; Salas, E.; Serban, A.; Shirreffs, K.; Shuffler, M.L. Collectivistic Leadership Approaches: Putting the “We” in

Leadership Science and Practice. Ind. Organ. Psychol. 2012, 5, 382–402. [CrossRef]
13. Australian Public Service Commission. Tackling Wicked Problems; Commonwealth of Australia: Canberra, Australia, 2007.
14. Snowden, D.J.; Boone, M.E. A Leaders Framework for Decision Making. Harv. Bus. Rev. 2007, 85, 1–8.
15. Uhl-Bien, M.; Marion, R.; Bill McKelvey, B. Complexity Leadership Theory: Shifting leadership from the industrial age to the

knowledge era. Leadersh. Q. 2007, 18, 298–318. [CrossRef]
16. Senge, P.; Hamilton, H.; Kania, J. The Dawn of System Leadership. Stanf. Soc. Innov. Rev. 2015, 13, 27–33.
17. Kotter, J.P. A Sense of Urgency; Harvard Business School Publishing: Boston, MA, USA, 2008.
18. Taylor, A.C. Sustainable Urban Water Management: The Champion Phenomenon. Ph.D. Thesis, Monash University, Melbourne,

Australia, 2010.
19. Wheatly, M.; Frieze, D. Leader as Host-Leadership in the age of complexity: From hero to host. Resurgence Mag. 2011, 264, 14–17.
20. Isaacs, W. Dialogic Leadership. Syst. Think. 1999, 10, 1–5.
21. Scharmer, C.O. Uncovering the Blind Spot of Leadership. Lead. Lead. 2008, 2008, 52–59. [CrossRef]
22. Sandri, O.J. Exploring the Role and Value of Creativity in Education for Sustainability. Environ. Educ. Res. 2013, 19, 765–778.

[CrossRef]
23. Lozano, R. Creativity and Organizational Learning as Means to Foster Sustainability: Creativity and Organizational Learning.

Sustain. Dev. 2014, 22, 205–216. [CrossRef]
24. Molderez, I.; Ceulemans, K. The Power of Art to Foster Systems Thinking, One of the Key Competencies of Education for

Sustainable Development. J. Clean. Prod. 2018, 186, 758–770. [CrossRef]
25. Palsson, G.; Szerszynski, B.; Sörlin, S.; Marks, J.; Avril, B.; Crumley, C.; Hackmann, H.; Holm, P.; Ingram, J.; Kirman, A.; et al.

Reconceptualizing the “Anthropos” in the Anthropocene: Integrating the Social Sciences and Humanities in Global Environmental
Change Research. Environ. Sci. Policy 2013, 28, 3–13. [CrossRef]

26. Jaworski, J. Synchronicity: The Inner Path of Leadership; Berrett-Koehler Publishers: San Francisco, CA, USA, 1996.
27. Newman-Storen, R. Leadership in Sustainability: Creating an Interface between Creativity and Leadership Theory in Dealing

with “Wicked Problems”. Sustainability 2014, 6, 5955–5967. [CrossRef]
28. Brandt, A.; Eagleman, D. The Runaway Species: How Human Creativity Remakes the World; Catapult Publishing: New York, NY,

USA, 2017.
29. Lewis, S. The Rise: Creativity, the Gift of Failure and the Search for Mastery; William Collins: London, UK, 2015.

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374802.locale=en
http://doi.org/10.1016/S0952-8733(02)00003-X
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-011-0149-x
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41893-019-0448-2
http://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-01-2021-0014
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-020-00838-2
http://doi.org/10.3390/su12176726
http://doi.org/10.1177/1077800416659086
https://youtu.be/fW8amMCVAJQ
https://youtu.be/fW8amMCVAJQ
https://cac.org/imagination-2019-07-11/
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1754-9434.2012.01467.x
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2007.04.002
http://doi.org/10.1002/ltl.269
http://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2012.749978
http://doi.org/10.1002/sd.540
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2018.03.120
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.envsci.2012.11.004
http://doi.org/10.3390/su6095955


Sustainability 2022, 14, 5070 16 of 16

30. Ginwright, S. Podcast Called ReRooted–Hope and Healing Hosted by Francesca Maxime 20 July 2019. Available online:
https://www.maximeclarity.com (accessed on 7 January 2022).

31. Presencing Institute. 2022. Available online: https://www.presencing.org (accessed on 7 January 2022).
32. Senge, P.; Kleiner, A.; Roberts, C.; Ross, R.B.; Smith, B.J. The Fifth Discipline Feildbook: Strategies and Tools for Building Learning

Organizations; Nicholas Brealey Publishing: London, UK, 1994.
33. Scharmer, O. Theory U: Leading from the Future as it Emerges; Berrett-Koehler Publishers: Oakland, CA, USA, 2009;

ISBN 9781626567993.
34. Roschecouste, G. Personal Communication with the Authors. 28 January 2022.
35. Brown, B. Dare to Lead; Vermillion: London, UK, 2018; p. 244.
36. Lichtenstein, B.B.; Uhl-Bien, M.; Marion, R.; Anson Seers, A.; Douglas Orton, J.; Schreiber, C. Complexity leadership theory: An

interactive perspective on leading in complex adaptive systems. Manag. Dep. Fac. Publ. 2006, 8, 2–12.
37. Gunnlaugson, O. Generative Dialogue as a Transformative Learning Practice in Adult and Higher Education Settings. J. Adult

Contin. Educ. 2006, 12, 2–19. [CrossRef]
38. Miller, D. Stuff ; Polity: Cambridge, UK, 2010; ISBN 978-0-7456-4423-3.
39. Scharmer, C.O. Personal Communication—During the Presencing Institute Foundation Course, Fremantle, Western Australia.

July 2018.
40. Buchanan, A.; Greig, J. Shifting Mindsets: Transforming Self, School, and Society. In The Palgrave Handbook of Positive Education;

Kern, M.L., Wehmeyer, M.L., Eds.; Palgrave Macmillan: Cham, Switzerland, 2021; pp. 493–523. [CrossRef]
41. Barth, M.; Michelsen, G. Learning for Change: An Educational Contribution to Sustainability Science. Sustain. Sci. 2013, 8,

103–119. [CrossRef]
42. Fazey, I.; Schäpke, N.; Caniglia, G.; Patterson, J.; Hultman, J.; van Mierlo, B.; Säwe, F.; Wiek, A.; Wittmayer, J.M.; Aldunce, P.; et al.

Ten Essentials for Action-Oriented and Second Order Energy Transitions, Transformations and Climate Change Research. Energy
Res. Soc. Sci. 2018, 40, 54–70. [CrossRef]

43. Greenwood, D.J.; Morten, L. Introduction to Action Research: Social Research for Social Change; SAGE: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 2007.

https://www.maximeclarity.com
https://www.presencing.org
http://doi.org/10.7227/JACE.12.1.2
http://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-64537-3_20
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11625-012-0181-5
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.erss.2017.11.026

	Introduction 
	The Need for New Modes of Learning 
	Methodology 

	About Leadership in Sustainability (LiS) 
	Intention of the LiS 
	Co-Teaching Experience 
	Conceptual Foundations and Learning Approaches 
	Collective Wisdom 
	Conversations 
	Creativity 
	Contemplation 
	Courage 


	Student Activities 
	Conversations 
	Creativity Project 
	Critical Reflection on Collective Wisdom Applied to a Leadership Issue 
	Contemplation Exercise 

	Discussion—What We Have Learnt 
	What We Have Learnt about the 5 Cs of Leadership in Sustainability 
	What We Have Learnt about Course Design, Structure and Integration 
	What We Have Learnt about Why an Innovative Sustainability Leadership Education Matters 

	Conclusions 
	References

