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Abstract: 

This thesis examines approaches consultants use to assist organizational 
leaders in moving strategically towards sustainability. The Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD), isexamined to understand how 
one can overcome and address the complex challenges that consultants face 
in assisting leaders to develop appropriate leadership skills and 
sustainability knowledge that will allow them to lead their organizations 
strategically towards sustainability. Two consulting firms located in 
London are reviewed. From this research, an ideal way of using the FSSD 
called the Strategic Leadership Training Framework (SLTF) is proposed as 
a tool to guide and supplement current approaches used by consulting firms 
to improve their leadership training programs. A gap analysis compares the 
SLTF and the current approaches used by consultants. The SLTF can be 
used as a tool to assist consultants to find the gaps between the approaches 
they use and the SLTF. Finally, emotional intelligence and a definition of 
sustainability are found to be a key factor for a leader to be successful when 
moving their organization strategically towards sustainability. 
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Executive Summary 

Introduction 

This research addresses the urgent need for organizations to use their 
influential role to contribute to a sustainable society. The focus of this 
thesis examines how external assistance, especially that of consulting firms, 
can help organizational leaders guide their organizations strategically 
towards sustainability.  

Approaches that consulting firms use to assist organizations move towards 
sustainability are examined. Consulting firms that assist with leadership 
skills and sustainability knowledge find areas that the organization is 
lacking internally, and use various approaches to best assist the 
organizations. This thesis focuses on examining consultants‘ approaches to 

help organizational leaders become more effective when leading 
strategically towards sustainability. Two firms located in London, United 
Kingdom, are reviewed as case studies. 

Methods 

The primary research question in this thesis is: 

 How can the FSSD be used to complement existing approaches used 
by consultancy firms to build capacity in organizational leaders to lead 
strategically toward sustainability?  

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) is a five 
level framework used to work with sustainable development, a framework 
which uses a whole systems perspective. The generic Five Level 
Framework (a base for the FSSD and a structured method for planning in 
complex systems) greatly assisted in outlining and examining the existing 
approaches consulting firms use to help leaders in organizations move 
strategically towards sustainability. The levels of the generic Five Level 
Framework are: system level (understanding the system that one is working 
within), success level (defines a desired outcome within the system while 
focusing on success on a principal level), strategy level (strategies for how 
to achieve success by following prioritization questions), actions level 
(implementations to follow the strategic guidelines), and tools level (the 
tools used that can support to achieve the goals of success in the system) 
(Robért et al 2002).  
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An ideal way for consultants to work with their clients was created and 
guided by the FSSD. This became identified as the Strategic Leadership 
Training Framework (SLTF). It was created after completing extensive 
literature research, interviewing consultants, and by utilizing existing 
aspects of the FSSD. The SLTF was made as a guide for consulting firms to 
use so they assist leaders more effectively to guide their organizations 
strategically towards sustainability.  

The background research, including an extensive literature review, gathered 
information about leadership abilities and ways to categorize how 
sustainable the organization is. The leadership abilities focused on skills 
that could benefit a leader to help them move their organization towards 
sustainability. The existing approaches these two firms currently use to 
teach leadership abilities and sustainability knowledge were put into the 
structure of the generic Five Level Framework. An analysis for each firms‘ 

approaches in relation to the SLTF was completed and the results were 
combined. From there, the most important findings were identified as hot-
spots which are areas of great interest that can assist consultants even 
further in their work.  

Results 

The results of the research include three main sections. First, the creation of 
the SLTF is presented. This aspect focuses on the first three levels of the 
FSSD (system, success and strategy). The action and tools are excluded 
because they are levels that change depending on each consultant and client 
relationship, as well as to provide further support to the first three levels of 
the SLTF.  

The system level examines how the consultants can benefit by learning 
more about the organization and its leaders when defining their system. 
Here categorizing businesses in regards to how sustainable they currently 
are proved useful because it can assist consultants in learning more about 
the organization‘s current reality. In the success level, different leadership 

abilities and styles, as well as sustainability knowledge were examined. 
Emotional Intelligence was found to be vital for leaders to guide their 
organizations. Having high emotional intelligence can give a leader the 
competence and capabilities to lead effectively. As well, it was discovered 
that emotional intelligence can also help a leader care about sustainability, 
which is important to keep them motivated and care about becoming 
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sustainable; however it was also found that sustainability knowledge is 
needed. More so, a robust definition of sustainability and a tool to plan 
strategically like that of the FSSD was found to be sufficient to give leaders 
sustainability knowledge so they can effectively guide their organizations 
strategically towards sustainability. The strategy level focuses on 
backcasting from success and using prioritization questions to help choose 
actions.  The three questions are (Robért et al 2002 and Robért et al 2007):  

1. Does this lead in the right direction with respect to the definition of 
success?  

In this system, the right direction is when the leaders are 
developing the leadership abilities and sustainability knowledge to 
help their organization move towards sustainability.  

 
2. Does this measure provide a stepping stone (i.e. flexible platform) 

for future improvement? 
A flexible platform means that new findings in sustainability 

knowledge and leadership abilities can be integrated into 
consultants‘ current training methods to further develop the leader.  

 
3. Is this measure likely to produce a sufficient return on investment to 

further catalyze the process? 
Investments are not strictly monetary investments, but also 

investments so the leader has the abilities and knowledge to move 
their organization.  

Other guidelines were also added to the existing FSSD‘s prioritization 
questions to enhance the SLTF, and they included guidelines and questions 
of: 

 
1. What is the level of urgency considered for sustainability issues? 

This helps the consultant care for urgent sustainability issues within 
an organization without disregarding a larger sustainability picture.  

2. What level of control does the consultant have to influence the 
organization and how much control do the leaders inside the 
organization have to create a change towards sustainability? This 
guideline helps the consultant understand who has control in an 
organization to understand which employees need to be part of 
moving the organization towards sustainability. 
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3. How are decisions made inside the organization? This refers to 
consultants training leaders and helping them achieve certain 
abilities so they are capable and confident to affect the decisions 
made within the organization. 

The second part of the results section identifies the existing approaches 
used by both consultancy firms based on interviews with the two case 
studies. The findings were mapped out in the generic Five Level 
Framework. Then a gap analysis was completed between the consultants‘ 

approaches and the SLTF. The areas of greatest interest are called hot-
spots. In discovering the hot-spots, it was found that: 

 Current approaches often focus on the urgent environmental 
problems of today, but lack a bigger picture of sustainability 

 Using business categorizing can be very useful in getting to know 
the clients system 

 Current approaches often lack of a clear definition of sustainability 
that is clearly communicated to clients 

 Actions for leadership training are not strategically prioritized in 
current approaches 

 Network for leaders incorporated in leadership training can be 
beneficial 

Discussion 

The discussion chapter further explores the results with a focus on 
answering the primary and secondary research questions.  

The SLTF can help consultants improve their sustainability leadership 
training. It is a framework that can serve as a tool to help consultants 
discover how they can improve by offering suggestions and an overall 
structure. As well, the SLTF can be adapted as society continues to change 
and grow. When using tools such as the FSSD, it is important to set 
boundaries because it can help one remain focused on their system without 
becoming consumed with aspects that is not part of their system. This is 
especially important for the work consultants complete with leaders so they 
can help them reach their goals of success. 

A combination of hot-spots and further suggestions for how the SLTF can 
be used to complement the existing approaches used by consultants to assist 
leaders are also discussed. The system level focuses on the larger 
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sustainability picture by having a wide systems perspective and taking all 
aspects of socio-ecological sustainability into account. The importance of 
business categorizing can also help consultants understand the organization 
they are working within in regards to their current sustainability 
movements. The success level discusses the benefits of having a clear 
definition of sustainability and communicating that definition throughout an 
organization. The strategy level consists of adding three new guidelines 
because it takes further aspects of their system into consideration. As well, 
creating a network for leaders with other leaders can give them extra 
support and confidence after they complete training with consultants. The 
flexible approaches consultants use with each client is considered a strength 
because it allows them to adapt to the unique needs of each client. Yet 
using a more strategic process and tools such as the ABCD methodology 
can help assure that the move towards sustainability is strategic. 

Further, the leadership abilities and sustainability knowledge are presented. 
Emotional intelligence is found as key abilities for leaders to have, and it is 
seen that emotional intelligence can even trigger a person to be more aware 
and caring of sustainability. On that note, the findings suggest that there is 
no difference in the abilities needed for either a ‗sustainability leader‘ or a 

‗leader‘. A ‗sustainability leader‘ would need the knowledge of how to 

move towards sustainability, but all leaders can benefit from the same 
leadership abilities.  

It is realized that the SLTF may not serve as a tool for all consulting firms. 
However, the SLTF may serve as a helpful tool in helping consultants to 
identify gaps they have in their approaches in working with organizational 
leaders, and it may also help fill those gaps.  

Conclusion 

The process of this thesis period has allowed us to draw the following 
conclusions: (1) The FSSD can be a useful tool to assist consultants in their 
work with organizational leaders by providing a structure for leadership 
development and sustainability knowledge; (2) The proposed SLTF can be 
helpful for any sustainability practitioner working in the same system as it 
enables them to make an analysis of their existing approaches, identify 
weaknesses and come up with ways to improve their approaches; (3) 
Emotional Intelligence can help a leader be successful in moving their 
organization strategically towards sustainability; (4) A strong and robust 
definition of sustainability can help provide guidance for initiatives and 
create a common language within an organization.  
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Glossary 

ABCD methodology: A tool for systematically applying backcasting from 
basic principles of success. It has been developed and promoted by the 
NGO, The Natural Step. Each letter of the tools signifies a different step. 
"A" is an overall discussion to create a shared mental model among the 
participants of the planning process. "B"is the where backcasting takes 
place. "C" represents creating visions and plans for the future to imagine 
where one wants to be. "D"step involves strategic prioritizing the measures 
generated during "C" (Robèrt 2000). 

Approaches:Methods a person(s) or group uses to engage and work with 
another person(s), group, or organization.  

Backcasting: A planning method by which the future success is envisioned 
to look backwards at today and ask ‗what do we need to do to get from here 
to there?‘ (Dreborg 1996). 

Brundtland definition of sustainable development: Meeting the needs of 
today without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their 
own needs (World Commission on Environment and Development 1987). 

Consultant: In this thesis, a consultant is a person who comes into another 
organization and assists them in an area that they need further knowledge 
in.   

Consultancy firm: The place where the consultant is employed. It can vary 
in structure, for example an NGO, a government structure, a business, etc. 

Five Capital model:Provides a basis for understanding sustainability in 
terms of the economic concept of wealth creation or capital. A sustainable 
business will maintain or even enlarge stocks of capital assets, instead of 
deplete or degrade them. This model allows businesses to deepen their 
understanding of financial sustainability by including how environmental 
and social issues can affect their profitability. This model is designed by the 
founder of Forum for the Future, Jonathon Porritt (Porritt 2005). 

Five Level Framework: A generic framework for planning and decision 
making in complex systems utilizing 5 distinct and non-overlapping levels: 
(1) System, (2) Success, (3) Strategy, (4) Actions, and (5) Tools (Robèrt et 
al. 2002). 
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Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): Describes 
the generic Five Level Framework used to understand and plan progress 
strategically towards a sustainable society specifically, with Level 2 
(Success) minimally defined as adherence to the four sustainability 
principles and backcasting (Robèrt 2000). 

Gap analysis: Describes the way differences and similarities are 
considered or discovered between two or more systems or findings.  In this 
thesis, a gap analysis was used to understand the differences between the 
case study firms' approaches and the SLTF. 

Hot-spots: Refers to the most significant differences and similarities 
discovered during the gap analysis of the existing approaches the case study 
firms use when compared to the SLTF. 

Strategic Leadership Training Framework (SLTF): Created using the 
FSSD as a guideline. The SLTF illustrates the most beneficial approaches 
consultants may use to effectively work with leaders to equip them with 
proper abilities and sustainability knowledge so that they can lead their 
organizations strategically towards sustainability.   

Leader: A person taking a leading role in a group or organization to 
provide guidance or to bring a sense of unification to a group of people. 
The leader can guide any number of people in a group formation and the 
style of leadership can be either formal or informal.   

Leadership abilities/skills: A term used to describe the inherent or 
developed characteristics and/or qualities a person uses to effectively lead 
others. 

Masters in Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (MSLS): A 
program focused on the premise that a ―whole-system‖ and trans-
disciplinary approach is needed to address the sustainability challenge of 
meeting the needs of today‘s society and the needs of the future by using 

the FSSD in a holistic, non-traditional educational setting. 

Organization:A social arrangement that provides goods and/or services to 
others may also be referred to as a group or business.  

Organizational leader: A person within an organization who is assigned 
the role of a leader. Throughout the thesis, this person may be referred to as 
a leader, key person, or manager. They may also hold a position with less 
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prestigious status. The organizational leader is a person who has the 
abilities to guide the people of their organization.  

Sustainability Principles (SPs): Refers to four basic principles for socio-
ecological sustainability derived by scientific consensus to define the 
requirements of a sustainable society. The principles are derived from basic 
laws of science and have been published and peer reviewed by the 
international scientific community and promoted by The Natural Step 
(Robért et al 2007). 

Workshops/Training:  Gatherings among groups to be instructed, led or to 
review a subject area. Workshops and trainings may be used for differing 
reasons and the participant size can vary.  
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1 Introduction 

When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he finds it attached to the rest of 

the world.” - John Muir - 

 

The world today is on the brink of a major global environmental and social 
crisis. Due to the human society‘s dependence on the ecosystem, two-thirds 
of it has been degraded and used in a way that cannot be sustained 
(Worldwatch Institute 2006). The time to resolve these issues is now, 
because the time we have to correct these mistakes is limited.  It is very 
likely that, ―Today‘s university entrants truly have the hand of history on 

their shoulders: the first generation to face seemingly intractable global 
environmental problems right at the beginning of their careers, and the last 
with a chance to solve them‖ (Future Leaders Survey 2008, 2).  Currently, 

global society today is facing an unprecedented developmental crisis; it is 
unsustainable.  To understand the gravity of the term unsustainable, it is 
easier to first learn what it means to be sustainable.  One of the most noted 
definitions of sustainability has been defined by the Brundtland 
Commission, which states that, ―Sustainable development is development 
that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs‖ (UN Documents 2009). While 

the Bruntdland definition of sustainability is considered very precise and 
comprehensive, there rare other ways to envision sustainability.  

Another way to understand our current situation is create a picture in our 
minds. To visualize the situation we are experiencing, we can refer to the 
metaphor of a funnel(Robért et al 2007). The funnel represents the limits of 
the system, where the resources society depends on are systematically 
decreasing and pressure from the global populations‘ demands on the 

system is systematically increasing. As time continues, the walls of the 
funnel begin to close, thereby decreasing the room to successfully plan and 
move towards a sustainable society. The vision is that after we reach a 
sustainable future, we would even be able to start restoration of the 
ecosystems that were earlier systematically decreased. Figure 1.1 below 
illustrates this metaphor. 
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Figure 1.1. The Funnel Metaphor (Robért et al 2007) 

From a scientific and empirical perspective, change is necessary to address 
the unsustainable state of society today.  Yet questions remain: how can 
society create a change fast enough to be effective, and are there enough 
leaders to emerge these changes?  

This thesis explores the role organizations play in contributing to a 
sustainable society. More specifically, how leaders can be trained and 
engaged to be able to lead their organizations strategically towards 
sustainability. Often leaders work with outside consultants for assistance on 
how to lead their organization towards sustainability. The approaches the 
consultants use are vital for achieving effective change, and this thesis 
examines how the FSSD, a framework for strategic planning towards 
sustainability, can be used to guide approaches used by consultants aimed 
to train leaders. The approaches used by two firms are investigated to 
understand how consultants can improve their approaches to guide 
organizational leaders strategically towards sustainability.   

1.1 Organizations in society 

“Man cannot discover new oceans unless he has the courage to lose sight 

of the shore.” - Andre Gide - 
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Some members of society have a greater impact on the environment than 
others. The world contains many organizations that are complex networks 
and exist in the system of our biosphere. Organizations have relationships 
with individuals, communities, governments, NGOs and corporations and 
this can help and encourage organizations to move strategically towards 
sustainability.  

Of the different actors to move our world in the direction of sustainability, 
organizations can be seen as one of the most influential, as they have the 
ability to influence their own operations, public policy and other systems 
that can impact a change to benefit the broader society (Fourie & Theus 
2005, 46). Several studies have illustrated that the private sector can impact 
the broader governance architecture of society and can positively contribute 
to a deeper systematic change (Fourie & Theus 2005, 46). Yet to create a 
positive change towards sustainability, many organizations must go through 
an adaptation themselves. And because change today in our markets is 
faster than at any other time in history, it can be a difficult task to identify 
and master strategies for managing this change (Moran & Brightman 2000, 
66). When organizations‘ practices harm the environment and society, 

significant adjustments need to occur to help them become sustainable.  

Usually, large organizations rely on the Earth‘s natural resources and tend 
to focus on economic benefit to make products and services as fast and as 
cheap as possible, without necessary consideration to the resulting socio-
ecological impacts. As Bob Dopplet (2003) describes, this take-make-waste 
cycle does not allow enough time for our natural environment to replenish. 
This further exemplifies that natural systems are breaking down. Despite 
the development of environmental and social awareness, the progress 
towards sustainability has been modest. According to Bob Doppelt (2003) 
the individuals involved both internally and externally in sustainability 
initiatives often complain that the change has been slow, and thus, has led 
to both wasted resources and frustration about the limited growth of the 
sustainability movement. Although there are companies that have 
succeeded in moving towards sustainability in the economic, social and 
environmental realms, more change needs to occur within organizations to 
create a transformational change towards sustainability.  

The main concern for how organizations begin to change is a major inquiry, 
and many options are present.A great deal of discussions within 
organizations focuses on 'what to do', for example, what new technology 
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and policies shall be implemented. The ways organizations can change their 
processes, behaviours and values to embrace new tools and techniques is a 
dialogue that is often overlooked (Doppelt 2003). This issue accounts for 
many problems facing organizations that are seeking to move into more 
sustainable practices. The need to adjust an organizations‘ culture illustrates 

that a shift in its mindset is required to fully move toward sustainable 
development. According to Bob Doppelt (2003), two main mechanisms 
need to be affected for organizations to start changing their culture.  Both 
the governance system of an organization needs to adjust, and skilled 
leaders need to be present to help change occur. 

1.2 Organizational leaders 

“Never doubt that a small group of thoughtful, committed people can 

change the world.  Indeed, it is the only thing that ever has.” - Margaret 

Meade - 

When working to move an organization towards sustainability, one very 
important part is the involvement of the leaders in an organization, because 
they can influence the organizations‘ emotional and cultural resourcesin 
many areas, including sustainability issues (Fernandez et al 2003, 636). It is 
mandatory that effective leadership is present for an organization to 
revitalize itself and facilitate change (Yukl 2006, 284). Top people such as 
CEOs and department managers are key people who have the opportunity 
to use their influence to help shift their institutions toward sustainability; 
however any member of an organization can influence the change or 
contribute to its success (Yukl 2006, 284). More so than the importance of 
the position a person holds, the personal leadership abilities they exhibit 
contribute greatly to their ability to lead and guide their organizations. They 
must possess strong leadership abilities so they can have the possibility to 
influence the organization they are transforming. As well, a leader guiding 
their organization towards sustainability must be knowledgeable in the field 
of sustainability so they know how to make decisions that will assist their 
organization in becoming sustainable. These two aspects, leadership 
abilities and sustainability knowledge are important for leaders to 
effectively guide their organization. However, often times to understand the 
abilities a leader needs to guide their organization, leaders turn to 
consultants to gain the necessary knowledge and guidance for how to 
change strategically towards sustainability. 
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1.3 Consultancy firms 

There are various sustainability practitioners who guide and train 
organizational leaders in both leadership skills and sustainability 
knowledge. Consulting firms come into an organization and assist them 
with new knowledge the organization was lacking internally. Most 
consulting firms already have strategies in place that they use to guide their 
work with top leaders of organizations, and it is impractical and unlikely 
that firms will change their approach entirely. This thesis focuses on 
examining the approaches used to provide assistance to organizational 
leaders to help them become sustainable. Two firms have been reviewed as 
case studies and they will remain as neutral parties throughout this thesis. It 
is also worth noting that this thesis does not look at all of the work of these 
firms, it only examines the work they do to provide assistance to train 
organizational leaders. Case firm one is based in London, United Kingdom. 
They are a charity organization and work in long term partnerships with 
organizations, with an advisory role aimed at helping the organization move 
towards sustainability. Their advisory work is aimed at helping top 
managers acquire relevant skills and knowledge so their organizations can 
develop and change towards sustainability. Case firm two is also based in 
London and their main focus is to provide personal development and 
leadership skills to the top managers within an organization. They provide 
personal development to their clients as a primary focus, and secondly they 
hope to assist such leaders in moving their organization toward 
sustainability. 

It is often difficult to know if consultancy firms provide enough assistance 
to help leaders guide their organizations strategically towards sustainability. 
Approaches must be used to assure that a firms' guidance is truly effective 
by giving the leaders of organizations the knowledge and abilities to lead 
strategically toward sustainability. The framework that is in focus for this 
thesis, and the program this thesis is written for is the Framework for 
Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD). In this thesis, the FSSD was 
applied in a unique way to examine new approaches consultants may use to 
strengthen the work they do to train organizational leaders. 
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1.4 Framework for Strategic Sustainable 

Development 

The Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) has been 
developed in an attempt to bridge the gap between society‘s current way of 

functioning and a sustainable future 1 . The FSSD assists people and 
organizations in complex systems to plan strategically towards 
sustainability as it can help identify the knowledge needed in order to be 
able to lead strategically towards sustainability. It acts like a compass for 
planning the societal transition toward sustainability, which organizations 
can use to find their own creative way to reach their goals (Broman et al. 
2000, 14). For this paper, the framework is being used to identify the 
sustainability knowledge and leadership abilities needed in order for leaders 
to be able to lead their organization strategically towards sustainability.  
The FSSD includes three main aspects: the generic Five Level Framework, 
sustainability principles, and backcasting from success.  

1.4.1 The generic Five Level Framework 

The FSSD is structured according to a generic Five Level Framework 
(Robért 2000). The framework, which this research was structured within, 
is briefly described in the figure below (see Figure 1.2).  

The generic five-level planning framework is intended to facilitate 
comprehensive planning in any complex system, while the FSSD is focused 
on planning for strategic sustainable development. It is structured in such a 
way to illustrate five ‗levels‘ and to maintain distinction between the levels 

in planning. The levels consist of: (1) the system level, (2) the success 
level, (3) the strategic guidelines level, (4) the actions level, and (5) the 
tools level.  

 

                                                 
1 Dr. Karl-Henrik Robért has led the scientific work and gained consensus to help create 
the evolution of the FSSD. As well, Robért founded The Natural Step (TNS), a non-
governmental organization working strategically toward a sustainable society (Robért 
2000; Robért et al 2002). 
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Table 1.1.The Generic Five Level Framework and The Framework for 

Strategic Sustainable Development 

 Generic five levels 
Framework for Strategic 

Sustainable Development 

1. System  

Any ‗system‘ or set of 

variables that relevant to set 
the goal you want to achieve 

Society in the ecosphere 

2. Success  

A goal you want to achieve 
with a definition of success 
principles 

Compliance with principles 
for global socio-ecologic 
sustainability 

3. Strategic  
Strategic guidelines or 
criteria for decision making 

Backcasting from success 
principles and strategic 
prioritization questions 

4. Actions 
The actions you need to take 
to achieve your goal The realm of action 

5. Tools 
The tools that support you 
in a achieving your goal Metrics and methodologies 

The system level focuses on having an understanding and awareness of the 
dynamics within any specific system we choose to analyze or plan for. It is 
in the system level that one would learn about the area one is working 
within. The success level focuses on defining a desired outcome within the 
specific system and defining success on a principle level for the system. 
The third level, known as the strategic guidelines level, contains strategies 
for how to reach success (level 2) within the system (level 1) and for how to 
prioritize between actions (level 4) and tools (level 5). The fourth level 
describes the actions that can be implemented following the strategic 
guidelines. Finally, the fifth level describes various tools that can support 
the above levels. 

1.4.2 Sustainability Principles 

The FSSD consists of four basic principles of sustainability that are 
included in the success level. These principles were developed over many 
years through a process of scientific consensus initiated by Dr. Karl-Henrik 
Robért (Robért 2000). Because the concept of sustainability becomes more 
relevant as we understand the un-sustainability of current activities in 
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society, the principles for sustainability are formulated as restrictions. The 
principles can be applied under the Brundtland definition of sustainable 
development (World Commission on Environment and Development 
1987). In Figure 1.2 the Brundtland definition is described as a value 
statement that is transformed into a scientific, non-value based definition of 
sustainability. 

 

Figure 1.2. The Structure of the Sustainability Principles ( World 

Commission on Environment and Devlopment 1987 and Ny et al 2006) 

Thus the principles describe what society must not do in order to avoid 
destroying the ecosphere or social system that sustains us. Each principle is 
unique, yet together they achieve an all-encompassing socio-ecological 
view of sustainability. The principles (SP) can be read in further detail 
below (Ny et al. 2006, 64):  

In a sustainable society nature is not subject to systematically increasing: 

(SP 1) …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth‘s crust; 

(SP 2) …concentrations of substances produced by society; 

(SP 3) …degradation by physical means;   

and, in that society… 
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(SP4) …people are not subject to conditions that systematically 

undermine their ability to meet their needs.  

1.4.3 Backcasting from success 

One of the strengths the FSSD offers is its inherent focus on backcasting, 
see Figure 1.3. Applied in the strategy level of the FSSD, backcasting 
means having a well-defined outcome/vision in mind, and then planning 
from there.  Almost as if one has already reached success, looking back and 
saying, ―How did I get here?‖ and then plan from that. As Holmberg and 
Robért describe ―it is a method in which the future desired conditions are 

envisioned and steps are then defined to attain those conditions, rather than 
to take steps that are merely a continuum of present methods extrapolated 
into the future‖ (Holmberg and Robért 2000, 294). Strategic backcasting 
allows a business to recognize trends of un-sustainability as symptoms of 
larger problems. Backcasting envisions the future by looking at where one 
wants to be,whereas forecasting is the process of predicting the future based 
on current trends (Robinson 1990). 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3. The Difference between Forecasting and Backcasting 

In the case of the FSSD, backcasting is applied in conjunction with a 
desired future defined by the sustainability principles. This application of 
backcasting from the sustainability principles has been designed to allow 
and encourage creativity within the defined sustainability constraints 
(Dreborg 1996). Planning accordingly can create financial success and 
socio-ecologically sustainable businesses, preemptively avoiding the risk of 
an un-sustainable future (Robért et al 2002).  
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1.5 Purpose 

The purpose for this thesis is to explore how the FSSD can guide and 
complement existing approaches and methods used by consulting firms for 
leadership development. Gaps that may exist in current approaches are 
studied, and the FSSD is used to identify how those gaps can be filled. 
Using the FSSD in this respect would not require current consulting 
approaches to be entirely altered, thus it is a guide that is more feasible and 
likely for them to use.  

This research analyzes an area that has never been fully examined: the 
approaches used for training organizational leaders to be able to lead their 
organizations towards sustainability. The discussion of leadership is well 
researched and an extensive amount of literature surrounding management 
and personal development is available. The literature focusing on training 
leaders towards sustainability, however, is less developed, and the focus on 
ways leaders influence organizations guided by the FSSD is not an area that 
has been widely researched. The interesting aspect of this research is to 
identify how consultancy firms can be aided by the FSSD to help guide 
leaders to lead their organizations strategically towards sustainability.   

1.6 Research questions 

Primary research question 

 How can the FSSD be used to complement existing approaches used 
by consultancy firms to build capacity in organizational leaders to lead 
strategically toward sustainability?  

Secondary research questions 

 What type of leadership skills and sustainability knowledge would a 
key person of an organization benefit from having to effectively lead 
their organization strategically towards sustainability? 

 How can the FSSD be used to complement current methods of 
consulting firms? 
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2 Methods 

The methodology section examines and illustrates how the authors 
conducted the research and how the methods chosen assisted in finding 
results for this study. The overall thesis has been guided by Joseph 
Maxwell‘s qualitative research design and the generic Five Level 

Framework. By applying these methods, the authors have completed a 
literature study and conducted interviews in the following steps: First, a 
vision was created to understand an ideal way of training leaders based on 
the FSSD. Second, an understanding was gained of the current approaches 
used by consultancies. And finally, a comparison was made between the 
previous two steps to identify key differences.    

2.1 Qualitative research design model 

The research process used an interactive qualitative research design method 
by Joseph Maxwell (2005), where all parts of the research were 
reconsidered or modified in response to findings or developments that 
affected any of the research components. Maxwell's method enabled a 
systematic and iterative quality to the process, which ensures a deeper 
understanding of problematic areas or phenomenon that are examined. 
Furthermore, because the research is inductive and the implementation is 
dynamic and changeable, following a guideline presented in Figure 2.1 
brought fluidity to the process. As well, the research questions constantly 
evolved, and the process and design of the research consists of components 
that are tied to each other, as Maxwell (2005) states they are ―an integrated 

and interacting whole‖.  

The initial completion of the qualitative research design assisted in 
clarifying and presenting the role of each component of this research. The 
initial processes also formed the structure and a starting point for the 
exploration into existing research, and ideas around primary research 
questions. 
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Figure 2.1. Joseph Maxwell's (2005) qualitative research design model 

2.2 Generic Five Level Framework and the 

FSSD 

As the introduction reflects, the generic Five Level Framework is intended 
to facilitate comprehensive planning in any complex system. Using this 
framework has been a central part of the research, and has assisted the 
authors in gathering and structuring information. The research has been 
arranged so that it could be mapped out into the framework. The framework 
also assisted in arranging the findings from the literature review and the 
interviews. As well, it supported structuring the gap analysis and examining 
the hot-spots of the case firms.  

Because this research area focuses on planning in a complex system toward 
a sustainable society, the FSSD was used with a focus on strategic 
sustainable development. An ideal way of using the FSSD was created as a 
baseline for approaches used by consultants, and this is referred to as 
Strategic Leadership Training Framework (SLTF). In it, an understanding 
of the system, definition of success, and strategic decisions are examined. 
The SLTF also assisted the authors in researching the case firms existing 
approaches in terms of their understanding of the system, how they define 
success and what strategic guidelines they use to make decisions. The focus 
on the first three levels of the framework is because these levels offer the 
most significant influences for adjusting consultants‘ approaches, whereas 
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actions and tools can be selected and changed as needed. When these two 
steps were complete, a gap analysis between the SLTF and the approaches 
used by consultancy firms today could be conducted to compare the two. 
Recommendations could then be deciphered based upon the gaps that were 
found between the SLTF and the existing consulting approaches. An 
adapted Five-Level Framework table can be seen below to understand the 
different levels in relationship to this thesis.  

Table 2.1 Adapted from the Five Level Framework 

System 
What should the consultants know about the system they are 
going into when preparing to train leaders? 

Success 

How should success be defined when it comes to training 
leaders so that they can lead their organization strategically 
towards sustainability? 

Strategy 
What strategic guidelines should the consultants use when 
deciding on different actions and tools? 

2.2.1 Validity of generic five level framework and 
the SLTF 

The use of the generic Five Level Framework was guided by the consultant 
interviews, literary research and the FSSD to create a structure and content 
for the SLTF. Because the focus on the SLTF was made to assist consultants 
for where they are at now, we deem that it should be useful for any 
practitioner who needs guidance on a strategic level for how to engage 
leaders. They can use the SLTF to conduct their own gap analysis of where 
their organization currently is, and use it to guide them in planning for a 
strategic sustainable development while helping organizations. A consultant 
using the SLTF should remain aware that it may not be fully applicable to 
all cases, yet it can work as a guiding tool and can start a momentum in 
moving organizations strategically towards sustainability.  
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2.3 Information gathering and validity 

Different methods for gathering information were used to gain background 
information in the researched topic area. Gathering various data also 
allowed creating the SLTF and also identifying the existing approaches 
consultants use.  

2.3.1 Literature review 

The authors focused on several terms during the literature review. The 
following terms were areas researched, listed in no particular order: 
―leadership towards sustainability‖, ―leadership abilities‖, ―organizational 

leader‖, ―consulting firm‖, ―5-Stage Sustainability Journey‖ and 

―organizational structure‖. Using the above key words the authors searched 
for and identified a range of books, journal articles, magazine articles, 
papers and other various online resources. 

The literature was collected using the following methods (no specific 
order): 

 Overview of course literature 
 Database searches via BTH‘s electronic library services 
 Library searches, with the Swedish national library system LIBRIS 
 Internet searches 

The information gathered from each source was reviewed, analyzed, and 
shared among group members. Some results of the literary research 
provided more information than others. Findings around the terms 
―Leadership Abilities‖ and ―Sustainability journey‖ proved especially 

useful during the interviews. The information focused on "leadership 
abilities" was used to identify a set of leadership skills in order to find 
common ground with the interviewees. The leadership abilities also gave 
the authors a deeper understanding of what skills could benefit a leader to 
move their organization strategically towardsustainability. The categorizing 
of businesses was also used to bring a context to the interviews with the 
consultants. 



15 

Validity of literature review 

The literature review assisted the authors to receive a core understanding of 
the research area. Although mainly based on scientific articles and books 
written by experts in the area of study, the validity was kept high because a 
diverse group of resources were examined. However, it is possible that 
focusing on different terms during the search could have offered useful 
information. Despite this, the terms searched proved to be valuable and 
informative for this research. 

2.3.2 Case study interviews 

During the research process, the authors created semi-standardized 
interviews. These types of interviews involve the implementation of a 
number of predetermined questions and/or special topics (Please refer to 
Appendix A to view questions). The questions are typically asked to each 
interviewee in a systematic and consistent order, however the interviewers 
are allowed freedom to digress; that is the interviewers are permitted (in 
fact expected) to probe far beyond the questions of their prepared and 
standardized questions (Berg 2001, 70). The semi-standardized interviews 
were used to gain a deeper knowledge around leadership training and 
existing approaches used by the consultants. The form of interviews varied 
depending on the type of contact that was made with the interviewees, and 
most of the interviews were in person and a few were taken over the phone. 
However, both ways of contact offered an informal dialogue that 
maintained productive and unrestricted conversations. The structures of the 
interviews were informal dialogues with one person at a time, and the 
interviews lasted for about one hour and was conducted during March 
2009. Seven interviews total were completed with the involvement of 
consultants from both case study firms. There were two interviewees from 
case firm one who will be referred to as interviewee No. 1-2. Interviewee 
No. 1 and 2 are senior sustainability advisors. From case firm two, the 
interviewees are No. 3-7. Interviewee No. 3 is a consultant. Interviewee No. 
4 is the director of the firm. Interviewee No. 5 is a consultant for the firm. 
Interviewee No. 6 is a non executive director for the firm. Interviewee No. 
7 is a consultant for the firm. The overall interview techniques and form of 
contact revealed stories and examples of authentic experiences and 
situations. 



16 

Validity of case firm interviews 

The case study interviews were structured in a manner that allowed for an 
open dialogue.  The authors realize that there may be biases based on their 
personal experiences, however keeping the interviews in a conversational 
manner assured that questions regarding these issues could be explored. As 
well, the type of contact could also have influenced the conversations, 
depending on the interviewees‘ preference to phone or face-to-face contact. 
It is possible that the interviews did not offer as much information as 
needed, and may not have been as clear as possible. However, the authors 
maintained contact with the interviewees and followed up regarding any 
remaining questions. As well, the authors typed their notes from the 
interviews and asked all participants to review the notes and make any 
adjustments necessary.  

Every interview offered a unique perspective on how consultants work with 
leaders who move their organizations towards sustainability. Due to the 
boundaries of this thesis, it was not possible to complete an extensive 
amount of interviews with consultants. However, the interviewees consisted 
of a diverse and knowledgeable group, and offered an expertise that was 
vital to the completion of this study. Therefore, while the findings have 
been useful in creating an understanding of some approaches that are used, 
they should not be considered fully representative of the way in which the 
organizations work as a whole. The authors found that having thorough 
conversations with a smaller pool enabled comprehensive results. The 
identified existing approaches shall be seen as a mapping for the purpose of 
this thesis and might not be something that the case firms agree upon as 
representative of their full approaches.  

2.3.3 Gap analysis 

The gathering of information through the literature review and interviews 
provided a deep understanding that allowed the authors to explore the topic 
and process the information they received to a greater extent. With this 
information, the authors were able to create an ideal way of using the FSSD 
for consulting firms who focus on leadership training, i.e. the SLTF. In 
conjunction to this, the approaches used by both case firms were put into 
the structure provided by the generic Five Level Framework. A comparison 
was then conducted between the SLTF and the case studies to identify gaps 
between the two. This procedure assisted to draw overall conclusions 
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within the researched area to allow the findings to be of interest for any 
practitioner within this system. After this, hot-spots were identified. The 
hot-spots were the areas of greatest interest, and the areas with the largest 
differences and similarities between the existing approaches and the SLTF.  

Validity of gap analysis 

It is possible that there may be areas in each firms‘ practice that have not 

been examined.  For example, some information the firms maintain could 
be confidential and therefore cannot be disclosed. This can greatly affect 
our analysis of their approaches. Also, the found hot-spots may not be 
major areas of importance, although this information was shared with the 
interviewees and their feedback proved the hot-spots are main areas of 
importance.  

2.4 Research scope and limitation 

There are a few areas and boundaries that existed during the completion of 
this research. Not every single consulting firm in society was examined, 
thus there are methods used by firms that will not be discovered during this 
thesis.  This thesis is specifically looking at efforts aimed to train leaders so 
they can be able to lead their organizations strategically towards 
sustainability. These limitations can be considered as strengths because it is 
aimed at those who want to engage leaders on a full sustainability 
perspective, and not only those that are interested in single issues. 

As well, this thesis is focusing on the first three levels of the FSSD. The 
first three levels are more complex. They assist greatly in planning for a 
system as they follow specific guidelines, whereas the tools and actions 
levels can be chosen once it is understood how to strategically move 
towards success within the system. 
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3 Results 

The results section is divided into three components. In the first section, our 
findings are summarized into the SLTF. The second part of the results 
section identifies the existing approaches used by consultancy firms based 
on the two case studies. The final section of the results compares the SLTF 
approaches and the existing approaches to find hot-spots. These hot-spots 
allowed us to examine where the SLTF can further improve consultants‘ 

existing approaches.  

3.1 Findings to identify the SLTF 

The first three levels in the generic Five Level Framework (system, success 
and strategy) are the levels that will be examined closely in this section. 
There are a few reasons for excluding the action and tools levels when 
creating the SLTF. One is that the FSSD is more likely to contribute to the 
first three levels. Another reason is because there are a lot of actions and 
tools that can be used depending on the context. For example, a client may 
request certain workshops that require a tool, or a consultant may use 
specific tools that they are familiar using during leadership or sustainability 
trainings. Finally, the tools and actions should be selected in accordance 
with the strategy to achieve success in the system. The difference between 
various client-consultant relationships has an effect on the tools and actions, 
and these variable factors became evident during the interviews with the 
two case study firms. 

3.1.1 Level 1 – Understanding the system 

In this research the system level can be defined as a consulting firm 
working within an organization to train their leaders, so that the leaders can 
move their organization strategically towards sustainability. Knowledge 
about the system also offers insights regarding how to engage the 
organization to develop successful leadership training. A valuable thought 
in relation to this idea is that a group is stronger when they align with each 
other and work as a whole towards the same goal (Senge 1990). The 
individual arrows in Figure 3.1, represents the efforts of different 
individuals and sub-groups within the organization, while the circled arrows 
represent leaders. The cloud symbolizes the lack of effectiveness and 
direction that occurs when an organization is lacking a shared view for the 
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where they should be moving in. The system level also includes identifying 
the leaders inside the organization, leaders who are capable of aligning their 
organization towards the goal of sustainability.   

 

Figure 3.1. The System view for the SLTF (adapted from Senge 1990) 

It is important that the consultant coming into an organization thoroughly 
knows the organizations‘ system by identifying their culture and internal 
processes. The role of leadership has changed and in today‘s market, the 

entire organizations‘ collective knowledge is of importance to be able to 

overview and lead in the most efficient manner (Dess, Picken 2000). This 
understanding can be built by identifying the organizations culture and 
internal processes. One way to help consultants understand the operations 
of an organization is to categorize it according to its current sustainability 
achievements. This is important because assessing it can help identify 
where the organization currently is in relation to sustainability. 

Identifying the current situation in the client organization  

There are several ways organizations can be categorized in regards to 
sustainability, and various reasons why categorizing organizations might be 
beneficial. Understanding where an organization is on its sustainability 
journey is useful because it is a way to observe the accomplishments the 
organization has exhibited, and also it can measure the amount of 
transformation that remains.  This thesis categorizes businesses as a way to 
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assess the organizations‘ current reality. There are many different ways this 

can be completed, yet for the purpose of this research it was vital that 
categorizing businesses is focused around sustainability. Two different 
ways to categorize businesses according to the organizations‘ sustainability 

awareness were discovered during the research process, and the results 
from each are hereby examined.  

Bob Willard is a leading expert in corporate sustainability and he developed 
the Five Stage Sustainability Journey, a model used to assist organizations 
in moving towards sustainability. He specifically focuses on engaging top 
leaders such as the board members of organizations, and offers compelling 
reasons to move toward sustainability (Willard 2005, 3). In doing so, 
Willard explains the Five Stage Sustainability Journey as Pre-Compliance, 
Compliance, Beyond Compliance, Integrated Strategy, Purpose and 
Passion. Table 3.1 below describes each stage in further detail. 

Table 3.1. Five Stage Sustainability Journey (Willard 2005) 

Stage 1: Pre-Compliance The company only cares about profits. They will cut corners and break 
laws if they can get away with it. It fights against laws that protect the 
environment. 

Stage 2: Compliance The business obeys all labour, environmental, health and safety 
regulations and laws. Environmental and social actions are treated as 
costs and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is not taken seriously. 

Stage 3: Beyond Compliance The company realizes it can save expenses by being eco-efficient, 
having cleaner processes, and better waste management. It is aware 
that community investment and social marketing can help its 
reputation, yet sustainability initiatives remain in specialized 
departments and are not institutionalized throughout the company. 

Stage 4: Integrated Strategy The organization begins to transform itself. It re-brands itself and 
integrates sustainability with key business strategies. Its sustainability 
initiatives benefit all stakeholders. The organization makes cleaner 
products and appreciates competitive advantages from sustainability 
initiatives. 

Stage 5: Purpose & Passion The company is driven by passion and a commitment based on value. 
It is focused on improving the well-being of the company, society, and 
the environment. The company is dedicated to helping build a better 
world. 
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Willard explains the main differences between the stages, and offers 
compelling arguments and useful tips to assist organizations on their 
sustainability journey.  For example, he explains that to move from Stage 3 
to Stage 4 a shift in the organization‘s mindset is required (Willard 2005, 
29).  The leap here is quite obvious, yet to move from Stage 4 to Stage 5 is 
a matter of the business moving from describing success as doing the right 
thing, to being successful so they can do the right thing (Willard 2005, 29).  
A similar way to explore the sustainability journey of an organization was 
discovered during the research process.  

Dexter Dunphy, Andrew Griffiths and Suzanne Benn (2007) have classified 
another way to identify which phase a business is in. The model was 
designed after they completed various literary researches, which led to a 
comprehensive model that was developed to illustrate how corporations 
progress towards both human and ecological sustainability(Dunhpy et al 
2007, 13). The authors developed this model because they believe when 
organizations move towards sustainability, their current stage of 
sustainability must be identified for the process to be successful. Dunphy 
and colleagues chose to split sustainability into human and ecological 
sustainability because they believe that some organizations might be more 
successful with one area of sustainability, while lacking in another area. 
The Table 3.2 below describes this phase model. 

Table 3.2. Phases in the Development of Corporate Sustainability (Dunhpy 

et al 2007) 

Phase Human Sustainability Ecological Sustainability 

1. Rejection Employees and subcontractors are 
regarded as a resource to be exploited. 
Disadvantages such as gender and 
ethnicity are exploited. The 
organization takes no responsibility for 
health, welfare or future career 
prospects of employees. Community 
concerns are rejected. 

Owners and managers are hostile to 
environmental activists. Physical resource 
extraction is done in a way that destroys 
future capacity and damages the 
ecosystem. Polluting by-products are 
discharged into the environment, and the 
organization takes no responsibility for its 
operational environmental impact. 
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2. Non-Responsiveness Financial and technological factors are 
given priority over human resource 
management.  Labour is considered as a 
cost that needs to be minimized. 
Training agendas focus on technical and 
supervisory training. 

Ecological environment is not a relevant 
factor in strategic or operational decisions. 
Environmental resources are wasted and 
little regard is given to environmental 
degradation. Environmental risks and 
costs are seen as irrelevant. 

3. Compliance Financial and technological factors 
remain to dominate business strategies, 
however the senior management 
considers the firm as a ‗decent 

employer‘.  There is an emphasis to 

comply with legal requirements 
regarding safety, and other standards. 
Community concerns are addressed 
only when the firm may encounter risk 
of prosecution.  Compliance is used as 
way of risk-reduction. 

Senior management seeks to comply with 
environmental laws to minimize the 
firms‘ possible liabilities.  Most obvious 

environmental abuses are eliminated, 
however all others that are not as obvious 
to the community are ignored. 

4. Efficiency An attempt is made to integrate human 
resources to reduce risks and increase 
efficiency.  People are viewed as 
significant and human training is paired 
with technical and supervisory training. 
Community projects are completed 
when funds are available or when a cost 
benefit can assist the company. 

Company avoids poor environmental 
practices.  Ecological issues are critically 
reviewed, especially to reduce costs.  
They may have some type of EMS in 
place, however environmental issues are 
only considered if they have a financial 
effect on the company. 

5. Strategic Proactivity Workforce skills and diversity is seen as 
important aspects to the business 
strategy.  Programs are used to recruit 
top talent.  Emphasis is placed on 
product and service innovation. 
Communities affected by the 
organization are taken into account and 
integrated with corporate strategy. The 
corporation also views itself as part of 
the community it is in. 

Environmental strategies are seen as a 
strategic business opportunity. Products 
are redesigned to reduce material and use 
recyclable materials. The organization 
competes to be a leader by using 
environmentally products and processes. 

6. The sustaining 

corporation 

Organization is a strong promoter of 
equal opportunity, and strives for its 
employees to have a balanced work-life 
schedule. People are considered 
valuable. The company adopts a clearly 
defined corporate ethical position and 
seeks to influence key people to benefit 
society. 

The organization actively promotes 
ecological sustainability. They complete 
environmental best practice because it is 
the right thing to do. Nature is valued.  
The organization assists society to 
become ecologically sustainable and uses 
products and services to do this. 

While conducting literary research, we were interested in we questioned the 
relationship between company size (number of employees) and decision-
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making processes in organizations. This raised concerns that company size 
may also be a factor in an organizations‘ move towards sustainability. 
While speaking with various consultants about their experiences, questions 
were asked regarding the influence company size may have on the type of 
leadership skills and sustainability knowledge needed for the leaders. More 
so, if the leaders‘ encountered problems while moving their organization 

towards sustainability because of the amount of employees in their 
organization. Consistently, all of the interviewed consultants agreed that 
company size has no influence on the leadership of an organization, nor its 
opportunity to move towards sustainability. Therefore this aspect is not 
considered as an important part to consider on the systems level.  

3.1.2 Level 2 – Defining success 

The result of successful client-consultant engagement is that the 
organizations‘ efforts has aligned with the help of the leaders and the group 
is now working as a whole toward the same vision of success, see Figure 
3.2 below.   

The success level is divided into two areas, leadership abilities and 
sustainability knowledge. The organization focuses on both areas because 
each aspect is equally important. Success means assuring the leaders gain 
enough relevant sustainability knowledge and appropriate leadership 
abilities so they can move their organization effectively and strategically 
towards sustainability without hitting the walls of the funnel (see 
description of the funnel metaphors in the introduction). 

 

Figure 3.2. Success view for the SLTF (adapted from Senge 1990) 
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Leadership abilities for success 

Skilled leaders all have different characteristics and techniques that they 
use to guide their teams. Leadership approaches are often conditional, and a 
leader needs to have the ability to adjust according to the situation 
(Goleman 2001b). A lot of research has been completed in this area over 
the last several decades. Most research identifies two main styles of 
leadership, the attributes of each being more or less effective depending on 
the situation. In other cases, a particular style has been found as most 
effective to adapt ones‘ overall leadership, or in a specific situation. Some 

of the research areas are: 

 The Autocratic Leader and the Democratic Leader (Lewin, Lippit and 
White 1939) 

 The Task Oriented Leader and The People Oriented Leader (Fiedler 
1967) 

 The Servant Leader (Greenleaf 1977) 
 The Situation Leader (Hersey, Blanchard, and Johnson 2008) 
 Emotional Intelligence (Goleman 2001) 

Despite previous research that has been conducted, one area is closely 
examined during this thesis because of its focus on guiding leaders towards 
success. Daniel Goleman (2001a) has found that effective leaders share a 
crucial quality; they all have a high degree of what has come to be known 
as emotional intelligence. Goleman's research is based on 200 global 
companies and illustrates that at the level of top managers, emotional 
intelligence is the basis for successful leadership. He also conveys that 
skills in emotional intelligence are also valuable for all leaders throughout 
the organization. The reason for this is because organizations are very 
complex systems, and an emotional connection ‗between the individuals 

that make up the organization‘ is vital for it to operate in a valuable way 
(Goleman, 2001a).  

The leadership abilities are based on ways leaders handle both their own 
emotions, and also the emotions of others. Understanding that emotions can 
be utilized as a powerful tool in the workplace separates the best leaders 
apart from the rest.  The leaders should act as the group's emotional guide 
to maintain an effective workplace (Goleman, Boyatzis, and McKee 2002).  
The emotions a leader displays are very important, and emotional 
intelligence further explains the differences between each emotion.  
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Emotional intelligence can be categorized into five different components: 
self-awareness, self-regulation, motivation, empathy and social skills. See 
Table 3.3 below for further detail. 

Table 3.3.Emotional Intelligence (Goleman 2001a) 

Emotional Intelligence 

Self-awareness 

(Self-confidence, sense of humour, humility) 
Have deep understanding of one‘s emotions, strengths, weaknesses, needs and drives. 

Self-regulation 

(Trustworthiness, openness for change, assertiveness, high tolerance for frustration) 
The ability to control or redirect impulses and moods, think before act. 

Motivation 

(Optimism, organizational commitment, enthusiasm) 
A passion to work for reasons that go beyond money and status. 

Empathy 

(Cross-cultural sensitivity, good on building and retaining talent) 
The ability to understand the emotional make-up of other people and treat them according 
to their emotional reactions. 

Social skills 

(Leading change, good on convincing, extroversion) 
Proficiency in managing relationships and building networks, an ability to find common 
ground and build from that. 

 

Another aspect in the discussion about leadership is the topic of leadership 
abilities as inherent versus viewing leadership abilities as skills that can be 
learned. In the research around emotional intelligence, Daniel Goleman 
(2001b) argues that the answer is open for discussion. Many scientists 
argue that there is a genetic component to emotional intelligence, while 
others believe that the environment one is surrounded in can be a major 
influence. This would suggest that people might differ in the level of their 
natural abilities, and if the willingness to improve is present, anyone can 
learn despite where she or he begins. Research shows that over the course 
of a career, people naturally develop more strengths in emotional 
intelligence competencies, and they make progress in the workplace 
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because they have had the opportunity to implement their skills and 
continue to improve what they have learned (Goleman, Boyatzis, McKee 
2002).  

Leadership styles for success 

Daniel Goleman (2001b) has also identified six different leadership styles 
that influence the likelihood the leaders will be successful. These different 
styles started from the components of emotional intelligence. An interesting 
finding by Goleman is that the leaders who are most successful in creating 
business results use each style at various times every week. The six 
leadership styles are as following: coercive, authoritative, affiliative, 
democratic, pacesetting, and coaching. More detailed descriptions are in the 
Table 3.4 below. 

Table 3.4. Six Leadership Styles (Goleman 2001b) 

Six Leadership Styles 

Coercive  

―Do what I tell you‖ 

Demands immediately compliance 
When it works best: In a crisis, to start a turnaround or with 
problem employees. 

Authoritative 
―Come with me‖ 

Mobilizes people towards a vision 
When it works best: When changes require a new vision or clear 
directions are needed. 

Affilitative  
―People come first‖ 

Creates harmony and builds emotional bonds  
When it works best: To motivate people during stressful 
circumstances 

Democratic   

―What do you think‖  

Forgoes consensus through participation  
When it works best: To build consensus or get input from 
employees 

Pacesetting       

―Do as I do, now  

Sets high standards for performance  
When it works best: To get quick results from a motivated and 
competent team 

Coaching        

―Try this‖ 

Develops people for the future 
When it works best: To help employees improve their performance 
or develop long term strengths  
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According to Goleman (2001b), leaders who can use four or more of these 
styles have high business performances, especially when they use 
authoritative, democratic, affiliative and coaching styles. Many leaders 
might be unaware of their use of the different styles because it becomes a 
very natural and fluid process.  

It became obvious during the interviews conducted in this study that the 
leadership training varies inside the organizations depending upon the 
position of the employee. For example, the training changes depending on 
such things such as the reasons for the training and if the goals for the 
training are clearly defined. In one example from an interview, it was 
discovered that more resources are used for leaders who are in an elevated 
hierarchical position in the organization. The majority of the interviewed 
consultants do most of their leadership training for people in higher 
positions within an organization. It is a challenge to recognize the need to 
spread leadership training to employees on different levels. This issue often 
brings awareness to the organizational culture and governance structure of 
an organization. Besides leadership training, the need to include 
sustainability training must also be considered.  

Sustainability knowledge necessary for success 

The sustainability knowledge needed to move an organization strategically 
towards sustainability is a primary goal. To do this, a clear definition of 
sustainability is needed along with backcasting from a principle based 
vision of success consisting of the four sustainability principles as 
presented in the introduction (Holmberg and Robért 2000).  

Having a principle based definition of success allows for steering actions 
strategically towards it without limiting the number of ways in which 
success can be achieved. In other words, the principle definition merely 
define conditions that will be in place once success has been achieved, it 
does not say how to achieve success, this is left to the creativity of the 
individuals and groups who are working together to achieve success. This is 
referred to as creativity within constraints (Robért et al 2002). 

With a principle based definition of success one can backcast to identify 
actions that will move towards success. Backcasting is a planning 
procedure by which a successful outcome is envisioned in the future, 
followed by the question: what do we need to do today to reach a successful 
outcome? (Dreborg 1996). 
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There are two perspectives of backcasting from a principle based vision of 
success in this system. The first perspective is in regards to the leaders who 
wish to lead their organizations strategically towards sustainability. This 
can only occur when they have a clear and robust understanding of what 
sustainability means. The Brundtland definition is recommended because it 
regarded highly worldwide, and it is even more useful when used with the 
four sustainability principles (see introduction and Figure 1.3 for further 
information) (Robért 2000). The four sustainability principles are vital 
because of the following reasons: they are based on a scientifically agreed 
upon worldview, they are necessary and sufficient to achieve sustainability, 
general to structure all societal activities relevant to sustainability, concrete 
to guide actions and serve as directional aids in problem analysis, and non-
overlapping in order to enable comprehensive and structured analysis of 
sustainability issues (Holmberg and Robèrt 2000).  

The other perspective is in regards to the consultants who engage with the 
organizational leaders. For them, a principle based vision of what success 
means to have a clear understanding of the sustainability knowledge and 
leadership abilities that the leaders will need to be able to lead their 
organizations strategically towards sustainability. With this definition of 
success, the consultants can backcast to identify appropriate actions and 
training approaches that will lead towards success.  

Having a principle based definition of success and backcasting from that to 
identify actions can be further strengthened as a planning method when 
combined with guidelines for how to prioritize between different ideas. We 
recommend that the ABCD methodology is taught to the leadersas this 
helps to provide a systematic way of guiding the planning process (Robért 
2000). The A-step in the ABCD process is to build awareness, i.e. creating 
a shared mental model to understand where one is in the larger system of 
society and the biosphere. The B-step is examining the baseline, or current 
reality, with a sustainability perspective, i.e. to identify how the 
organization currently influences the system.The C-step is about creating 
ideas for solutions and visions for tomorrow and applies the limits of the 
sustainability principles to trigger creativity and remain in sustainable 
boundaries. Finally, the D-step is used to set and manage priorities from the 
list of actions created in the C-step.  The D-step is further explored below in 
the strategy level. 
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3.1.3 Level 3 – Strategic guidelines for planning 

The strategic guidelines level is about the guidelines that the consultants 
should use in their planning to decide on which actions (or measures) to 
carry through with their clients to move strategically towards success. The 
findings here are structured into two sections, one about the strategic 
prioirtization questions recommended in the FSSD and one section about 
other guidelines that can be especially helpful in this context. 

Three prioritization questions 

Three prioritization questions are recommended as a part of the FSSD to 
use on suggested actions and measures to decide whether they are strategic 
or not. The three questions are (Robért et al 2002 and Robért et al 2007,49): 

1. Does this measure proceed in the right direction with respect to the 
sustainability principles?  

Comment: In this system, we define the right direction as assuring that the 
leaders are developing the leadership abilities/styles and sustainability 
knowledge as defined in the success level.  

2. Does this measure provide a stepping stone (i.e. flexible platform) for 
future improvement?  

Comment: In this system, a flexible platform means that the leadership 
training and sustainability knowledge is flexible and can be further built 
upon, that new research in the sustainability field can be implemented and 
also new findings regarding leadership styles and abilities can further 
develop the leader.  

3. Is this measure likely to produce a sufficient return on investment to 
further catalyze the process?  

Comment:In this question it is important to notice that investment are not 
strictly monetary investments, it can also be social and intellectual 
investments (Robért et al 2007). In this system, we define return on 
investment as the organizations having leaders who can enable their 
organization to move strategically towards sustainability, and it is mostly 
based on intellectual investments.  
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Each of the three questions asked should yield a ‗yes‘. If the answer to any 

of the questions asked is not a ‗yes‘, then the leader is not sufficiently able 

to move their organization strategically towards sustainability. 

Other strategic guidelines 

The case study interviews enabled a deeper understanding of the system in 
focus and this enabled the development of three complementary 
questions/guidelines that were found to be important to use in conjunction 
with the FSSD‘s strategy level. The three additional questions are: 

1. What is the level of urgency considered for sustainability issues?  

Comment: During the interviews, many consultants focused on urgent 
environmental issues, such as carbon emission reduction. It seemed that a 
bigger picture of sustainability was often overlooked. Therefore, we suggest 
taking the level of urgency into consideration, working with urgent 
sustainability matters while also planning to take care of other sustainability 
issues. This guideline is also useful because it can build awareness and trust 
within the organization, and create motivation and establish an 
understanding for further work in the area of sustainability. 

2. What level of control does the consultant have to influence the 
organization and how much control do the leaders inside the 
organization have to create a change towards sustainability?  

Comment: This question concerns the level of control in the organization. 
Both aspects of the question are important because it can assist the 
consultant in clearly choosing an approach to use when working with the 
leader. For example, to find the most appropriate leadership theories that 
can be used during leadership training so that the leader is more capable of 
changing their organization. This can also help the leader see what 
obstacles and opportunities they may have internally when moving their 
organization towards sustainability and this knowledge can help them learn 
the most effective ways to move past any challenges.  

3. How are decisions made in the organization?  

Comment: This question refers to the decision making structure of the 
organization and it was identified as important by one of the interviewed 
consultants (No. 3) who said that the governance system of an organization 
can greatly affect the climate the leaders are working within. The consultant 
explained that this can help consultants choose trainings that can be most 
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beneficial in helping the leaders, especially when they work within strict 
governance systems.  

3.1.4 Summarizing how to use the SLTF 

Although the points listed here in Table 3.5 may change depending on the 
firm and client, this table reflects the most useful methods drawn from the 
research and can be considered as a map to assist consultants in their work.  

Table 3.5. The SLTF arranged into the generic Five Level Framework 

  

System 

What should the 
consultants know 
about the system 
they are going into 
when preparing to 
train leaders? 

Factors that influence the system and the likelihood of success: 

 Whole system perspective, see the leaders within the organization within 
society, within the biosphere 

 Understand the organizations‘ culture and vision 
 Understand existing and previous leadership training including their successes 

and failures 
 Work with the organization during a set time period 
 Have a definition of sustainability 
 Recognize the organization‘s key leaders/roles and governance structure 
 Understanding where the client leaders are starting from in terms of their 

organization‘s and personal journey towards sustainability (this can be guided 
by business categorizing and emotional intelligence) 

Success 

How should 
success be defined 
when it comes to 
training leaders so 
that they can lead 
their organization 
strategically 
towards 
sustainability? 

Sustainability Knowledge 

 Have a clear definition of sustainability  
 4 sustainability principles 
 Plan strategically towards sustainability (using for example the ABCD 

methodology) 

Leadership Abilities 

 Leaders will have the emotional intelligence and appropriate leadership 
stylesnecessary to effectively move their organization strategically towards 
sustainability 

 Getting the leaders of the organizations excited and on board to move 
strategically towards sustainability 
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Strategy 

What strategic 
guidelines should 
the consultants use 
when deciding on 
different actions 
and tools? 

Backcasting from success 

Three Prioritization Questions  

 Does this measure proceed in the right direction with respect to the 
sustainability principles? 

 Does this measure provide a stepping stone (i.e. flexible platform) for future 
improvement 

 Is this measure likely to produce a sufficient return on investment to further 
catalyze the process? 

Other Guidelines 

 What is the level of urgency considered for sustainability issues? 
 What level of control does the consultant have to influence the organization and 

how much control do the leaders inside the organization have to create a change 
towards sustainability? 

 How are decisions made inside the organization? 

3.2 Findings of the existing approaches used 
by consultancy firms 

The interviews from both case study firms represent a deep understanding 
of existing approaches used by consultancy firms. Concluding this section 
is a table that summarizes the findings from the approaches consultants use 
to work with their clients (see Table 3.6). Discussed in further detail below 
is a more meaningful understanding of the interactions clients and 
consultants may have when beginning their work together. These are 
discussed in the various levels below, system, success, and strategy. 

Level 1 – What is done to understand the system? 

During the interviews, interviewee No. 3 explained that they put effort into 
getting to know the organization. In this example, they interviewed/had a 
dialogue with some of the employees of the organization to gain knowledge 
surrounding the organizations‘ culture, its inflows and outflows, and the 

organizations‘ current reality. This assisted the consultant in learning more 

precisely what the organization really needs help with. As interviewee No. 
7reflected, sometimes the client knows what they want to solve, for 
example lower their carbon emission or develop more efficient leaders. 
However, they are unsure of how to reach their goals. The consultant can 
help set the goals better and help them achieve those goals by getting to 
know the organization more thoroughly. Interviewee No. 1explained that 
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their firm only works with clients they see as sustainable or that can 
become sustainable. Because of this, their clients most likely already have a 
good understanding of sustainability. There are other areas that the 
consultants can help greatly with.  

Level 2 – How is success defined for the outcome for the clients? 

As described by almost all of the consultants in the case studies, success 
occurs after training when a leader can effectively guide their organization 
towards sustainability. As well, success is when the leader has 
sustainability knowledge and can lead their organization strategically 
towards sustainability. Sustainability should also be communicated 
throughout the organization; however, as stated by both interviewee No. 3 
and No. 4, it is difficult to communicate a clear definition of sustainability. 
Both interviewees explained that they often find CEO‘s and top managers 

are not interested in learning about sustainability. This seems to occur often 
with mid-level employees because the focus on sustainability does not 
make them feel connected to their current work.  Interviewee No. 5 also 
stated the importance for the consultant to keep updated on the leading edge 
thinking in methods and theories surrounding leadership training and 
today‘s sustainability challenge, and to incorporate this into the client 

organization.  

Level 3 – What strategic guidelines should the consultant use when 

deciding on different actions and tools? 

Two interviewed consultants from the same firm explained that their firm 
had a clear strategy they followed for making decisions on how to work 
with their clients in the most efficient way (this is further explained in 
Table 3.6 below). While another interviewee (No. 6) explained that they do 
not have a set criterion which implement with every client, but instead 
change this depending on the client and their organization. Almost all 
interviewed consultants stated that they use networks for the leaders to 
engage them during and after the training as a strategic approach.  

Findings from these three levels, as well as others were placed into the 
generic Five Level Framework model, see Table 3.6 below.  
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Table 3.6.  Existing approaches used by Case study 1 and 2 placed into the 

generic Five Level Framework 

 Case 1 Case 2 

System  

What do the 

consultants do to 

learn about the 

system they are 

going into when 

preparing to train 

leaders? 

 Looks at how the organization 
works with sustainability in terms 
of  innovation, futures and 
leadership 

 Work with public and private 
sectors and view their client 
relationships as close-knit 
‗partnerships‘ 

 Only work with partners that can 
be seen as wanting to become 
sustainable 

 Usually works over a 2-10 year 
timeline with the partners to give 
enough time to learn about and 
influence the organization 

 Look at organization's 
environmental impact 

 Inflows and outflows are focus 
areas, often paying closer 
attention to carbon emissions 

 Work with leaders in 
organizations 

 Have a set time with the clients 
 Boundaries, may not always 

follow up with clients 

Success  

How do the 

consultants 

currently define 

success when it 

comes to training 

leaders? 

 Involve  top managers 
 Believe that businesses should 

thrive in a future that is 
environmental sustainable and 
socially just, and believe this is the 
only way businesses and 
communities will prosper 

 Conduct leadership and 
sustainability challenges 

 Create a common language with 
the organizations 

 Definition of sustainability for the 
organization/sector using TNS and 
Five Capitals model 

 Want to create leaders that 
effectively can  lead their 
organization  

 Reduction of carbon emission  
 Awareness building with focus on 

sustainability inside the 
organization 

 Success is when the leaders use 
what they are taught to make 
sustainability projects successful 

 Use leading edge thinking and 
incorporates that into business 
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Strategy  

What strategic 

guidelines do the 

consultants 

currently use 

when deciding on 

different actions 

and tools? 

Uses a four part strategy: 
 Futures: develop a compelling 

positive future using visions and 
scenarios 

 Leadership: equip them with skills, 
confidence and knowledge 

 Innovation: help develop products 
and services that are better in terms 
of sustainability 

 Communication: share success by 
publicizing their knowledge ask 
questions such as: what has been 
done, what are your impact areas, 
and what are your peers doing? 

 Articulate what ‗good‘ 

sustainability leadership looks like 
 Create networks for leaders 

 Different strategies for different 
clients, no set strategic approach 

 Train employees to become 
sustainability champions to spread 
the word throughout the 
organization 

 Create networks for leaders 

3.3 Differences between the existing 

approaches and the SLTF: discovering 

hot-spots 

After identifying the SLTF and the existing approaches used by consultants, 
a gap analysis is conducted to compare the differences between the two. 
The level of detail may vary between the SLTF and the case firms; however 
we found that each point is relevant for the gap analysis. The two case 
studies are incorporated into one table to easily understand the overview 
(see Table 3.6 below).  
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Table 3.7.  Analysis from case studies compared to the SLTF 

 
Similarities – how are the case 

studies similar to the SLTF? 

Differences – how are the case 

studies approaches different from 

those recommended in the SLTF? 

 

Systems  
 look at organizations environmental 

impact 
 look at inflows and outflows  
 know the amount of time they have 

with the organization 

 view clients as partners 
 timeline usually 2-10 years 
 only work with organizations who can 

be seen as sustainable or have the 
potential to become 

 do not clearly address knowledge 
gained from previous leadership 
training 

 do not always follow up with their 
clients  

 do not use business categorizing for 
getting to know their clients 
organizations 

 

Success  
 have a definition for sustainability 
 involve top-managers 
 set up a common language with the 

organization 

 the definition of sustainability 
sometimes needs to be more science 
based and clearly communicated to 
the clients 
 

 

Strategy  
 on firm uses a set main strategy  
 spread the understanding of 

sustainability into client organizations 
 use flexible strategies and methods for 

different clients 
 

 the flexible strategies might not lead 
in the right direction 

 lack of set way of strategic planning 
that can be used on all clients  

 do not use a structured process for 
backcasting 

 create networks for leaders 
 lack of structure/method/process in 

how to plan make decisions to work 
strategically 

Comparing the combined findings from the case studies with the SLTF 
enables hot-spots to be discovered. These hot-spots are chosen because they 
are addressed in many areas in the comparison analysis. The selected hot-
spots are identified as the biggest and most important differences between 
the SLTF and the current approaches used by consultants, they are the most 
influential gaps. The identified hot-spots are: 
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Systemlevel 
 Current approaches often focus on the urgent environmental 

problems of today, but lack a bigger picture of sustainability 
 Importance of using business categorizing for getting to know the 

clients system 
Success level 

 Current approaches often lack of a clear definition of sustainability 
that is clearly communicated to clients 

Strategy level 
 Actions for leadership training are not strategically prioritized in 

current approaches 
 Network for leaders incorporated in leadership training can be 

beneficial 
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4 Discussion 

This chapter further explores the discussion from the results section. The 
discussion part is an opportunity to further explore the findings and relate 
them to the research questions. The discussion is divided as seen below: 

 Primary research question: How can the FSSD be used to complement 
approaches used by sustainability consultancy firms to guide 
organizational leaders strategically towards sustainability? 

- A discussion around how the SLTF can be used. 
 Secondary research question: How can the FSSD be used to 

complement current methods of consulting firms? 

- A discussion of the hot-spots found in the system, 
strategy, and success levels. 

 Secondary research question: What type of leadership skills and 
sustainability knowledge would a key person of an organization benefit 
from having to effectively lead their organization strategically towards 
sustainability? 

- A discussion of the leadership skills and sustainability 
knowledge a leader needs. 

As well, the strengths and limitations of the results will be examined. The 
discussion chapter concludes with areas that may evolve in further research.  

4.1 The use of the SLTF 

The SLTF was created as a baseline to understand the best, most effective 
approaches consultants can use when working with their clients guided by 
the FSSD. It is vital to keep in mind that the SLTF can always be further 
developed and modified over time as the understanding of sustainability 
and strategic leadership evolves. The SLTF is a framework that will 
continue to grow as each level and part is reflected upon, and further input 
is added. If the SLTF is given the attention and additions to adjust to the 
ever-changing developments of society, it will remain a valuable tool to 
guide consultants to help their clients work strategically towards 
sustainability.   

The SLTF can be used as a tool for implementing the first three levels of 
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the FSSD to complement existing approaches used by consultancy firms. It 
can guide consultants to fill in their own approaches and structure their 
planning after examining the gaps between their approaches and the SLTF. 
However, if a consultancy firm uses the FSSD as their tool from the 
beginning (when they first launch their company) it may be easier to adopt 
the SLTF. However, we see it is possible to implement the SLTF at any 
stage, as the SLTF should be used as a planning tool to help consultants 
structure their work with their clients more strategically.  

4.2 Setting boundaries while using the FSSD 

Using the FSSD in this manner illustrates the broad possibilities the 
framework has. It becomes clear that the framework can be implemented in 
any system. Early in the process of creating the SLTF, the importance of 
setting clear system boundaries became quite obvious. Assuring that 
everyone understands the same boundaries of the system before beginning 
the process of filling in the levels of the FSSD as it enables all people 
involved to have a shared understanding. On a surface level, setting 
boundaries may seem like something trivial. However, spending a 
significant amount of time on this helps to remain inside the system without 
narrowing it down too much. Clear, defined boundaries are important to set 
to assure that all aspects of a system are discussed. When considering an 
organization and its boundaries, leaders can guide their organization more 
efficient if they know their own boundaries. It can prevent them from 
getting caught up in matters that are not part of their system, and it can 
assure they are focusing on all areas of their system.  

4.3 Hot-spots found from gap analysis 

Combining the two case study approaches and comparing the approaches 
with the first three levels of the SLTF led to identifying hot-spots.We found 
that this process guided us in scoping down from the larger gap analysis 
and enabled a more detailed focus on a few main areas, clearly showing 
where the SLTF can complement existing approaches.  

4.3.1 Hot-spots in the system level 

Focus on a larger sustainability picture 

The system level revealed a major hot-spot in the approaches the consulting 
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firms currently use. While understanding the system of the organization, 
both case study firms focus on the urgent areas of environmental issues 
today with a lack of regards for the larger sustainability picture. For 
example, in present society‘s time, the need to reduce carbon emissions 

receives a great deal of attention from the case study firms. Although 
reducing carbon emissions is an important adjustment in moving towards 
sustainability, it should not be the only focus of their clients‘ work. We 

believe that it is important to have a wide systems perspective from the 
beginning when defining success for the leadership training, a perspective 
that takes all aspects of socio-ecological sustainability into account. 
Therefore, we recommend moving the urgent matters from the system level 
to the strategy level as a way to plan strategically. These urgent issues can 
then be evaluated with the SLTF‘s ‗other guidelines‘ in the strategy level, 
and even serve as a part of the action and tool levels of the SLTF.  

Importance of business categorizing  

A tool that we recommend for consultants to follow while surveying a 
clients‘ system is to categorize the business according to its current reality 
in regards to sustainability, this can enable the consultants to help the 
organizations to see the larger sustainability picture. Categorizing the 
business enables consultants to learn more about the organization and also 
offers an understanding for how the organization can move further toward 
sustainability. In the case firms examined, the consultants often examine an 
organization‘s baseline. However, they expressed that they do not 

consistently categorize the work of the client organization in terms of its‘ 

sustainability practices. We propose that it would be beneficial for 
consultants to complete this in the system level with their client for several 
reasons. Categorizing businesses allows the consultant to learn more about 
the organization, on a deeper and more personal level. Gaining an intimate 
relationship can also assist the consultant to discover aspects of the 
organization that may otherwise be overlooked. Both ways to categorize as 
discussed in the results section can be effective in helping to choose an 
appropriate approach for how to help the organizational leaders to move 
their organization strategically towards sustainability. 

 

Overall, we found that on the system level, the SLTF can guide existing 
approaches used by consultancy firms by providing the necessary 
understanding of the fundamental issues of our unsustainable society and 
the individual organizations' role in it. This understanding of the system 
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then makes it easier for the leaders to understand the need for a full 
definition of sustainability, a definition that avoids reductionism. Also, 
including business categorizing when assessing the organization according 
to their current sustainability achievements can enrich the consultants‘ 

understanding of the organization, and help them further train the leaders.  

4.3.2 Hot-spots in the success level 

Defining sustainability 

A major hot-spot found in the success level was the lack of a secure and 
consistent definition of sustainability. Having a clear understanding and 
definition of sustainability and communicating what that means throughout 
an organization is necessary for the success of that organization. The 
consultants usually have a definition of sustainability; however it is not 
always communicated clearly and/or it does not encompass all critical 
aspects of sustainability. By sharing a concrete definition in an explicit 
manner, a common language is shared throughout the organization and 
assists the leadership training to be influenced from a sustainability 
perspective. This can then help the leaders to guide strategically towards 
sustainability. The SLTF recommends using the four SPs to define 
sustainability as they are complementary to the Brundtland definition of 
sustainable development (see introduction for further details as both will 
offer a wider definition of sustainable development). Using the FSSD to 
define sustainability also creates a common language for consultants and 
organizations, and reveals what it means to be successful in moving 
strategically towards sustainability.  

4.3.3 Hot-spots in the strategy level 

Guidelines added to the existing prioritized questions 

One hot-spot connected with the strategy level is the structure for how 
sustainability and leadership issues are prioritized. The FSSD provides the 
SLTF with the three prioritization questions, yet more guidelines have been 
added to make certain that the SLTF would be more useful in this specific 
system. The other guidelines are based upon findings with the consultants 
in regards to issues surrounding urgency, level of control, and how 
decisions are made. The need to place urgency here is to assure that 
consultants will focus on urgent matters that the organization is 
encountering, yet in a manner that does not dismiss other sustainability 
issues (also discussed in the system level). Consultants can do this by 
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keeping their short-term goals and adding long-term measures as part of the 
goals to help the organizational leaders move their organizations 
strategically towards sustainability (this planning can be applied through 
using the ABCD methodology). Our second guideline added to the SLTF 
focuses on the level of control leaders have in their organizations. Doing 
this can enable consultants to see the potential leaders have in impacting 
their organization, and also can help consultants structure the leadership 
trainings in a strategic way. This can help give leaders the abilities they 
need to guide their organization from the position they are holding, despite 
their level of control or influence in the organization. The last guideline is 
for consultants to learn how decisions are made inside the organization. 
This broadens the consultants understanding for which challenges the 
leaders may have in effectively creating change inside their organization. 
These three guidelines help strengthen the SLTF and can assist consultants 
in planning more strategically to help leaders work towards reaching their 
goal of success.  

Creating a network for leaders 

Both case firms state that they create a network for the leaders in most of 
their leadership training work with clients. This is an action that consultants 
use in their existing approaches. The interviewed consultants explained that 
creating either an internal or external network could offer organizational 
leaders the support and knowledge to work towards their goal of 
sustainability. The network also serves as a way to empower leaders after 
the consultant-client relationship has ended, when they may encounter 
problems. A network gives them the possibility to collaborate with other 
professionals who have the same values and leadership training. As well, a 
network can assist leaders in providing suggestions and warnings based on 
their own previous experiences while moving their organizations toward 
sustainability. Networks are especially useful for consultants because the 
consultant may not always be able to assist the leaders in the organization 
mostly due to time constraints. Therefore, we find that creating networks 
for leaders is an action that can improve the sustainability leadership work 
consultants complete with their clients. We recommend its continued use 
and implementation with every client.  

Consultants’ approaches 

It is also important that consultants use flexible approaches and methods for 
different clients. During the interviews, it became clear that consultants use 
a wide variety of methods and approaches, which can be considered 
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strength as client needs are variable. The only addition we recommend is 
for the consultants to do this using strategic planning, and the flexible 
methods that they already use. The ABCD methodology is a tool that the 
FSSD recommends and that can be used with the SLTF, it can help to plan 
leadership training approaches strategically. Planning strategically and 
using flexible methods makes reaching success more likely. 

4.4 Leadership abilities and sustainability 

knowledge 

Leadership abilities 

Throughout the entire process of gathering data and conducting interviews, 
leadership abilities became a focal point of the research process. The 
leaders can be considered as one of the most important catalysts for 
emerging changes within an organization. A part of the training and 
knowledge that we found to be useful for guiding leaders is to equip them 
with abilities known as emotional intelligence. Having highly developed 
emotional intelligence may assist a leader in being more effective, and we 
believe that having these emotional intelligence abilities are very important, 
if not crucial for a person to lead successfully. Although there are various 
combinations of emotional intelligence and abilities that can assist a leader 
in being effective, through findings during the literature review identified 
that one of the most critical factors for beginning this development is to 
know the emotions of oneself as a starting point (Goleman 2001a). If a 
person is aware of who they are in this respect, it can help them understand 
the emotions of others, which can assist them in leading effectively. If one 
is aware of emotional intelligence, either through learning the different set 
of emotions or becoming aware of their own emotions, they can use their 
emotions to guide others. A leaders understanding of emotional intelligence 
can become a set of skills that can assist them in moving their organization 
strategically towards sustainability.  

 

Can emotional intelligence trigger sustainability awareness? 

During the interviews, a discussion came about the questions if emotional 
intelligence can trigger sustainability awareness on a personal level, and if 
this could lead to develop the organizations‘ sustainability awareness.  
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In one example of leadership training, leaders were trained with the focus 
being on the individual level to get them to connect with their emotions. 
Instead of focusing on the definition and language as to which theory of 
emotional intelligence was being used when communicating with the 
clients, the consultants found that it was more productive and effective to 
train emotional intelligence through the use of various exercises, rather than 
just teach theories.Training by purely evoking feelings can influence 
actions both in ones‘ private and professional life. As well, the idea of 

sustainability can be introduced on different levels and through small 
initiatives. It became clear throughout the interviews that sustainability is 
not always an obvious component of the leadership training. Because of 
this, emotional intelligence is a tool that might help bringing sustainability 
knowledge to a company through leadership training. 

Sustainability leaders vs. leaders 

During our research, all interviewees declared that they do not see there 
being and difference in the leadership abilities needed for a ―sustainability 

leader‖ and a ―leader‖ must have the same abilities to lead effectively. This 

suggests that abilities do not change when leading in the direction of 
sustainability. A leader will not gain any ground if they do not have the 
abilities to lead, no matter how much knowledge they have in their field of 
expertise. The only difference pointed out by the interviewees is that a 
―sustainability leader‖ must have knowledge of sustainability.  

Gaining sustainability knowledge 

To learn about sustainability, the SLTF can guide and ensure that the 
consultants help the organizational leaders to achieve sufficient 
sustainability knowledge for them to be able to lead their organizations 
strategically towards sustainability. People who want to move their 
organizations towards sustainability, and have the abilities and intelligence 
to be a leader, need to gain sustainability knowledge. On the contrary, a 
person who knows a great deal of information about sustainability yet does 
not know how to be a leader must learn leadership skills.  

4.5 Strengths and limitations of the results 

The study is limited to two case studies in order to understand their 
practices in depth. After gaining knowledge of their existing approaches, 
their methods could be mapped into the generic Five Level Framework. We 
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are aware that there may be aspects of the existing approaches used by 
consultancy firms that are missing from the SLTF. This absence is probably 
due to the fact that consultants who were not interviewed in the firms could 
have provided further input to our findings and also that some information 
might not have been shared due to the structure and execution of the 
interviews. However, for the purpose of this thesis we feel confident that 
the research completed was broad enough to lead to the findings and further 
conclusions. We also realize that not all firms display practices similar to 
the two case studies, and we are aware that our suggestions on integrating 
the SLTF may not be applicable to all firms. Thus, if the consultant firm are 
operating within the same system as described in this thesis, the SLTF are 
general enough to be applicable.  

The gap analysis was a process that enabled finding similarities and 
differences. The gap analysis helped when comparing the SLTF with the 
two case studies existing approaches. The second part of the gap analysis 
was to identify hot-spots. We feel confident that the five main hot-spots 
summarize the most important findings from the gap analysis and we see 
this as a strength of the thesis. 

4.6 Further research 

The focus for this thesis was to examine how consultants can use the FSSD 
to complement their existing approaches to train organizational leaders 
more effectively. The question is, will there be enough leaders in time to 
move our world into a sustainable world? To have enough leaders in time, 
we need to give leaders the abilities and knowledge to achieve 
sustainability in our world. By looking upstream, at the people who train 
leaders, is a way to ensure the most effectiveness from the very beginning.  

Broaden the understanding of existing approaches 

The beginning of the research journey involved looking at the FSSD to 
understand how it can guide existing approaches used by consultants. One 
area that could follow up our research would be to do a case study on 
implementing our recommendations on how to merge the SLTF with 
existing consulting approaches. Another area that can be further researched 
is to elaborate more and examine in further detail the existing approaches 
consultancy firms use to train leaders. This was an area of our research that 
was most complicated because the firms use a variety of methods 
depending on the client and their demands. Special attention to this area 
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would give more insight into the methods and approaches consultants use, 
as it could demonstrate how the SLTF can complement their approaches.  

The use of network in leadership training 

One interesting finding from this research was the importance of 
networking for leaders both during and after leadership training. The 
interviewees said that networking helped the leaders implement what they 
learned during the training, and kept them motivated by having other 
people to talk with and be encouraged by during the process. This is very 
beneficial, especially after the training itself is finished, and the consultants 
are not as available, a network of leaders proves to keep the leadership of 
an organization growing strong. It would be interesting to further explore 
this area of study to learn which types of networks are most effective and 
efficient to assist leaders. As well, studying networking among leaders 
could reveal how vital that connection is to assist leaders in moving their 
organizations strategically towards sustainability. 

Sustainability leaders vs.leaders? 

The differences between leaders and sustainability leaders would be another 
area interesting to delve into and to understand the possible difference in 
abilities. The conclusion surrounding this in the thesis is that ―regular‖ 

leaders can work as sustainability leaders if they have or can gain the 
sustainability knowledge. It would be interesting to possibly complete case 
studies to find out what, if any, differences between the two types of leaders 
may be. Therefore, we see this as an area that could further be explored and 
researched.  
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5 Conclusion 

This thesis suggests how the FSSD can complement consultants‘ existing 

approaches in the future in a way that has never been done before. The 
production of this thesis has allowed us to draw the following conclusions: 

The FSSD is a useful tool to assist consultants in their work with 
organizational leaders by providing a structure for leadership development 
and sustainability knowledge. The FSSD brings approaches and concepts 
that complement existing approaches consultants use when working with 
their clients. One of the most valuable aspects that the FSSD bring is its 
robust definition of sustainability, an aspect missing in most of the 
consultants‘ approaches. Another important aspect is the strategic approach 

the FSSD provides when planning in a complex system.  

As well, creating the SLTF for how to train leaders helped to understand 
approaches that assist consultants work with their clients. The SLTF allow 
consultants to examine their approaches themselves, and then use the SLTF 
to fill in any gaps their approaches may have. Then the SLTF can be 
incorporated into their practices without requiring a complete alteration of a 
consultant‘s existing methods.  

Although there are many abilities leaders may have, we found that 
emotional intelligence is a key factor for a leader to be successful. We also 
found that having a strong understanding of sustainability and creating a 
common language to communicate that definition throughout an 
organization are factors needed to help a leader guide their organization 
strategically toward sustainability. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Questions for interviews 

Questions asked during all interviews 

 Do you categorize your clients' organizations in any way when you 
consult with them?   

 Do you find some organizations are easier to work with than 
others?  If so, what is the difference? 

 What approaches do you use? Can you see other approaches that 
might be more beneficial?  

 What methods do you use? Can you see other methods that would 
be more efficient?  

 How is your personal development work structured?  Are there 
certain abilities or leadership skills that you focus on during the 
personal development work? 

 What are the biggest challenges you have encountered working with 
your clients? 

 Do you receive feedback from your clients? 
 

FSSD questions 

 What does a consultant need to know about the system you are 
going into when preparing to train leaders? 

 How should success be defined when it comes to training leaders so 
that they can lead their organization strategically towards 
sustainability? 

 What strategies guidelines should a consultant use when deciding on 
different actions and tools? 

 Do you use certain actions or tools to help a leader achieve success 
within their system? 




