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ABSTRACT: This conceptual paper explores the implications of servant leadership and 
sustainable leadership for strategic decision making by the top management of an organization. 
It is argued that a different type of leadership is required if effective strategic decisions are to 
be made in organizations striving to become more sustainable and that servant leadership 
and sustainable leadership approaches provide a sound basis to inform these decisions. 
The contributions of these two leadership approaches are explored, before considering the 
implications for leadership development. Particularly, the inclusion in leadership development 
programmes of values based leadership, and the development of integrative thinking, is discussed. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

This conceptual paper explores the implications of servant leadership and sustainable 
leadership for strategic decision making by the top management of an organization. His-
torically, strategic decision making has focused on optimising the competitiveness of or-
ganizations, primarily in the service of the interests of shareholders. Now, it is increasingly 
recognised that business organizations have a broader set of responsibilities. Organiza-
tions have an obligation to a range of stakeholders and as such are to serve the greater 
good of society, rather than merely the interests of their shareholders (Mirvis & Googins, 
2006). With the growing acknowledgement of the role of business in society as extend-
ing beyond narrow economic interests of a few, the stakeholder view of organizations has 
emerged (Freeman, 1984; 2010), recognising that social and environmental interests also 
need to be advanced by organizations as they act responsibly. Organizational responsi-
bility can be defined as “context specific organizational actions and policies that take into 
account stakeholders” expectations and the triple bottom line of economic, social, and 
environmental performance” (Arguinis, 2011, p. 855).
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A contemporary leadership paradigm therefore needs to include the engagement of lead-
ers with various groups of enlightened stakeholders (Sanford, 2011), and not only focus 
on the interaction of leaders with followers. Leadership needs to be exercised with at least 
five other stakeholder groups: Firstly, there are consumers who are integrators of products 
into their personal and professional life. Secondly there are co-creators who are involved 
in innovating the fulfilling solutions for clients. Thirdly, planet Earth and its ecosystem 
that is the first supplier and final recipient of all that is created by human beings is in-
creasingly viewed as a stakeholder. The inclusion of planet Earth as a stakeholder is gain-
ing ground, particularly when ethics, inclusiveness, fairness and strategic perspectives are 
being integrated (e.g. Haigh & Griffiths, 2009; Inhabitat, 2012; Laine, 2010, Phillips & 
Reichart, 2000). Fourthly, the community is a stakeholder in that it offers a social con-
text within which the organization function is upgraded, with educational collaboration 
and decision-making amongst different stakeholders, including combining the efforts of 
government, profit and non-profit organizations. Finally, responsible and well informed 
investors are stakeholders, and who as a part of contextualised decision-making are ap-
preciative of ecological and social impacts. 

As will be demonstrated in this paper, servant and sustainable leadership approaches have 
a unique contribution to make to enlightened strategic decision making in this expanded 
context of responsible leadership that other leadership theories cannot make.  This is be-
cause of (1) their orientation to serve and contribute to the well-being of others and the 
natural environment ahead of self-interest; (2) their focus on the long term interests of 
multiple organizational stakeholders, rather than a few internal ones (or a narrow focus 
on the leader-follower interaction); and (3) their recognition of the duty of leadership as 
stewards of organizational and natural resources to serve the common good. It is there-
fore argued here, that servant leadership and sustainable leadership can inform strategic 
leaders as to how they should be exercising strategic decision making within this context 
of multiple demands from multiple enlightened stakeholders. The paper therefore aims 
to contribute to leadership theory literature by presenting propositions that deal with 
servant and sustainable leadership approaches’ characteristics. We propose that sustain-
able organizations in the contemporary business environment need new decision making 
frameworks, which servant and sustainable leadership approaches can provide.

2. STRATEGIC DECISION MAKING AND LEADERSHIP

While the number of decisions that strategic-level leaders have to make varies widely, 
based on the environment they operate in, it is evident that strategic decision-making is 
an important aspect of their job (Hambrick, Finkelstein & Mooney, 2005) and would set 
the tone (Treviňo, Brown & Hartman, 2003) for decision making throughout the organi-
zation. According to Eisenhardt (1989) strategic decisions are major decisions character-
ised by strategic positioning, high stakes, and the involvement of several of an organi-
zation’s functions. They tend to be infrequent, but “critically affect organizational health 
and survival” (Eisenhardt & Zbaracki, 1992, p. 17). Contemporary leaders are typically 
confronted with non-programmed decisions, which are made in response to a unique 
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situation that is poorly defined and largely unstructured, and have important long-term 
consequences for the organization (Daft & Marcic, 2011). 

McCauley, Van Velsor and Ruderman (2010) note a paradigm shift from leadership that 
is primarily the achievement of one leader, to leadership, which is the achievement of a 
collective. Consequently, there may be some debate about when the CEO makes a decision 
versus the top management team (Olie, van Iterson & Simsek, 2012-13), but to a greater 
or lesser extent, strategic actions, such as strategic decision making, are seen to be a reflec-
tion of its top management team (Hambrick & Mason, 1984). Given that these decisions 
are partly based on the personal interpretations, experiences and preferences of the lead-
ers (Hambrick et al., 2005, Finkelstein & Mooney, 2005), they are sometimes flawed in ei-
ther the process followed in reaching a decision, or in the decision, itself (Hambrick et al., 
2005, Finkelstein & Mooney, 2005; Nutt, 2004). Safi and Burrell (2007) argue that, given 
the far reaching impacts of decisions made by leaders, combined with the complexities 
of reaching a decision, critical decision-making skills are required. For example, Shimizu 
and Hitt (2004) argue that leaders need strategic flexibility, being able to reverse inef-
fective strategic decisions if need be. They caution that this flexibility is adversely influ-
enced, inter alia, by insensitivity, self-serving interpretation, and inaction. Furthermore, 
in comparison to the traditional managerial decision-making process (see for example 
Daft & Marcic, 2011) the decision-making process of strategic leaders mainly stems from 
their value system. Given the personal dimension of the complexity of strategic decision 
making it is argued that the leadership approach of the leader can hold sway in decision 
making, particularly when considering approaches to leadership that are values based. 
In a context when there is increased appreciation of the social and ecological impacts of 
decisions, Vithessonthi (2009) recognises the influence of the attitudes of leaders towards 
sustainable development, on decisions made. As will be demonstrated later, in contrast 
to many other leadership approaches, sustainable leadership and servant leadership are 
highly appreciative of the social and ecological dimensions of their leadership.

Proposition 1: Leaders whose approach to leadership is informed by both sustainable  and 
servant leadership are more inclined to make strategic decisions that take into account the 
economic, social and ecological dimensions of such decisions, as expressed by various stake-
holders.

3. SUSTAINABLE ORGANIZATIONS

A growing realisation of the unsustainability of human activity has brought about an in-
creased scrutiny of the sustainability of organizational practices. For example, in the eco-
logical sphere, the core technologies of the industrial age, combined with a profligate use 
of resources, threaten the viability of life on planet Earth. To illustrate, between 1900 and 
2000 the world population increased four-fold; the urban population increased 13-fold, 
energy use per capita increased six-fold; industrial output increased 40-fold, and the num-
ber of marine fish caught increased 35-fold (McNeill in Dunphy, 2003). The evolution of 
the term sustainable development (Hardy, Beeton & Pearson, 2002) is most commonly 
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cited as being prompted by an increase in an environmental awareness in the 1960s and 
1970s (Dovers & Handmer, 1993; Wilbanks, 1994). However, it can be argued that the con-
cept of sustainable development originated many years before: 1) as a conservation vision; 
2) as a community vision; and 3) as an economic theory. The emergence of the sustainable 
development concept marked a convergence between economic development and envi-
ronmentalism that was officially presented at the Stockholm Conference on Humans and 
the Environment in 1972. This conference strengthened the concept of eco-development 
whereby cultural, social and ecological goals were integrated with development (Hardy et 
al., 2002, Beeton & Pearson, 2002). In 1972 the Club of Rome released a report entitled The 
Limits to Growth, which challenged the traditional decision making of the leaders of that 
time and their assumption that the natural environment provided an unlimited resource 
base for population and economic growth and could cope with the increasing amounts of 
waste and pollution caused by industrial society (Harding, 1998). Consequently, in 1973 
Ecological Principles for Economic Development linked the environment with economic 
development and the World Conservation Strategy (IUCN, 1980). This document was 
followed up by Caring for the Earth (International Union for the Conservation of Nature, 
United Nations Environment Programme, World Wide Fund for Nature, 1991). 

The Brundtland Commission report (1987, p. 15) defined sustainable development as “de-
velopment that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs”. The journey towards sustainability is a long process 
that can be evident in the dedication of several international institutions, such as Global 
Reporting Initiative - GRI (2015) and the European Sustainable Development Network 
– ESDN (2015). At the global level, the Institute for Sustainable Leadership - ISL (2015) 
is a specialized community of scholars and practitioners who research and develop the 
concept of sustainable leadership in business and educational setting.

The concept of sustainable development has developed in two main directions since it 
was first introduced (Hardy et al., 2002, Beeton & Pearson, 2002). Firstly, there has been 
support for the concept at a local, national and international level (such as UN’s Earth 
Summit and regional strategies for sustainable development); and secondly, work on the 
details of how sustainable development can be implemented, including both its concep-
tualization and the indicators needed to operationalize it. Looking at business entities 
in particular, organizational sustainability addresses the dynamic interactions among the 
economic, environmental, and social impacts through ethical, transparent, responsible, 
and accountable operations, the institutional framework and strategies, company culture, 
decision-making, and voluntary practices. It deals with incorporating sustainability into 
the strategic management, systems, and culture (Organizational sustainability, 2015). Or-
ganizational sustainability (Chartered Quality Institute, 2015) is defined as the enduring 
challenge to achieve long-term success while having a positive impact on the society and 
the environment in which the organization lives and works. 

Literature on organizational sustainability is pioneered by Dunphy (2000) and has been 
advanced by, amongst others, Collins and Porras (2000), Drucker (2001), Collins (2001), 
Royal, Daneshgar and O’Donnell (2003) and Senge, Smith, Kruschwitz, Laur and Schley 
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(2008). Despite the vast interest in sustainability, a fundamental theory of sustainabil-
ity still has to emerge (Cabezas & Faith, 2002). Several frameworks have been developed 
that identify key characteristics of sustainable organizations and how they are led. Exam-
ples include the European Corporate Sustainability Framework (van Marrewijk, 2003), 
the Lowell Center’s Principles of Sustainable Production (Veleva & Ellenbecker, 2001), 
the Sustainability Balanced Scorecard (Figge, Hahn, Schaltegger & Wagner, 2002), The 
Corporate Sustainability Model (Epstein, 2009) and the Sustainable Leadership Pyramid 
(Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011a; b). By taking a cognitive mapping approach, a multidimen-
sional space of sustainability can be deduced (Kiewiet & Vos, 2007). Dunphy, Griffiths 
and Benn (2003) use qualitative analysis of companies to argue for indices of financial, 
environmental and human sustainability. They provide a case for the adoption of organi-
zational sustainability principles in every aspect of the organizational life. Dunphy et. al. 
(2003, p. 12) establish that “an organisation is sustainable (when) its stakeholders continue 
to support it”. 

Sustainability is a long-term journey, a direction that requires sustainable leadership, re-
sponsible decision making, and understanding of sustainability principles and commit-
ments. Mirvis and Googins (2006) describe this journey in corporate citizenship in five 
stages. Firstly, the Elementary stage is characterised by a lack of awareness and indiffer-
ence. With society beginning to expect more of corporates, they are challenged to gain 
credibility and move to Stage 2: Engaged, where there is a growing realisation of the com-
pany’s role in society and that mere compliance is not enough. Companies react to this 
with various policy changes and then come to the realisation that they face a capacity 
challenge. This marks the move to Stage 3: Innovative. Mirvis and Googins (2006) observe 
that in this stage companies begin to truly grasp a stakeholder viewpoint, adopt numerous 
initiatives, and begin to monitor their activities, but grapple with the “business case” for 
corporate citizenship. This challenge of coherence leads to Stage 4: Integrated. It is during 
this stage that companies begin to integrate the economic, social and environmental di-
mensions of their strategic decision making, activity and reporting. The final challenge to 
deepen commitment would move the company to the final stage of Transforming, where 
under the guidance of visionary leaders, new market opportunities are developed from 
combining the company’s citizenship agenda with its business agenda.

3.1 Implications for strategic decision making

It is evident from this discussion of organizations as good corporate citizens who are em-
barking on a sustainability journey that critical strategic decisions need to be made by 
leaders (Giampetro-Meyer, Brown, Browne & Kubasek, 1998), as well as adopting opera-
tional decisions and frameworks to put these strategic decisions into effect. The journey 
towards sustainability requires strategic decision making that integrates four main organi-
zational areas (FML, 2015), namely: (1) strategic sustainability (i.e. a realistic vision and 
goals); (2) product and programme sustainability (i.e. high-quality products, services and 
programmes); (3) personnel sustainability (i.e. effective and reliable performance of work-
ers); and (4) financial sustainability (i.e. conducting financial reserve and contingency 
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planning). Making sustainability operational within organizational practice demands an-
swering interrelated questions (FML, 2015): A “What?” question, an “attribute-question” 
and a “Who?” question” that provide a tailor-made interpretation of sustainability. That 
is, leaders need to ask themselves and their stakeholders what systemic changes they are 
aiming to implement and with what attributes that would characterize sustainability. Also, 
it must be clear who have they identified in their environment that can help them carry 
out sound decisions. This kind of framework stems from the notion that stakeholders as a 
collective need to make sense of sustainability. 

There are a number of implications that emerge when considering the strategic decision 
making of strategic leadership in organizations that are on a journey to becoming more 
sustainable. Two of these are discussed here. Firstly, the values and priorities of leaders 
need to be aligned with organizational sustainability considerations. It is argued that sus-
tainable leadership and servant leadership approaches offer perspectives for leadership 
with respect to their strategic decision making, which facilitate alignment with organiza-
tional sustainability considerations. This argument is developed in ensuing sections and is 
essentially a justification of Proposition 1 that was proposed earlier. Secondly, economic 
considerations in decisions may not be aligned with what is best from a social, ethical or 
environmental perspective, thereby creating a paradox for leadership decision making. 
It will be argued that integrative thinking is required in decision making, for leaders to 
be able to resolve these paradoxes. This point is developed further when considering the 
leadership development implications of strategic decision making for organizational sus-
tainability later on in the paper.

4. LEADERSHIP APPROACHES IN SUPPORT OF RESPONSIBLE STRATEGIC 
DECISION MAKING IN SUSTAINABLE ORGANIZATIONS

Whilst in the past the study of leadership was oriented towards behaviour, interactions, 
attributes, competencies (Hollenbeck, McCall & Silzer, 2006; Voskuijl & Evers, 2008) and 
styles; contemporary leadership researchers have, inter alia, been developing values-ori-
ented leadership theories (Chen & Li, 2013). Unlike traditional leadership models that 
study the leader-follower relationship as a mutual exchange in the form of transactional 
leadership, contemporary models of leadership are derived from transformational views 
of leadership, which emphasize the symbolic behaviour of leaders, such as setting a vi-
sion, giving inspirational messages, giving individual attention and providing intellectual 
stimulation (Avolio, Walumbwa and Weber in Chen & Li, 2013). Here, leadership is per-
ceived as a product of subtle inner feelings, thoughts and intuition (Badaracco in Fry & 
Kriger, 2009). Fry and Kriger (2009) have also highlight the inadequacy of traditional 
understandings of leadership and instead proposed a leadership process that is focused on 
“being” to complement leadership theories which emphasize “having” or “working” (e.g. 
researching whether an individual possesses certain competencies or responds appropri-
ately in certain situations). This paper examines two contemporary values-oriented ap-
proaches to leadership that emphasize leadership as “being”, namely sustainable leadership 
and servant leadership. As stated earlier, servant and sustainable leadership approaches 
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have a unique contribution to make to enlightened strategic decision making that other 
leadership theories cannot make, because of (1) their orientation to serve and contribute 
to the well-being of others and the natural environment ahead of self-interest; (2) their 
focus on the long term interests of multiple organizational stakeholders, rather than a few 
internal ones (or a narrow focus on the leader-follower interaction); and (3) their recogni-
tion of the duty of leadership as stewards of organizational and natural resources to serve 
the common good. This is illustrated by referring to some of the key characteristics of each 
of these leadership approaches.

4.1 Sustainable leadership

Sustainable leadership is still not at the level of a mature theoretical concept and is ac-
cording to Reichers and Scheider's (in Gurr, 2007) analysis, at the first phase of being 
introduced on the scale of introduction-evaluation-consolidation of the concept, into a 
big theory. As a point of departure, it is therefore useful to selectively compare sustainable 
leadership to other leadership theories and approaches. Sustainable leadership has several 
attributes that overlap with other theories of leadership, but also has its own distinctive 
elements. 

Transformational and sustainable leadership are similar in the following ways: (1) their 
dedication to understanding the whole, because creating a sense of meaning facilitates the 
commitment of stakeholders; (2) intellectual stimulation of stakeholders; (3) motivation 
by inspiring action and (4) individualized treatment of stakeholders (Avolio, Bass, & Jung, 
1999; Bass, Avolio, Jung, & Berson, 2003). Whereas transformational leadership is focused 
more on personal charisma or idealized influence in influencing current followers (House, 
Spangler & Woycke, 1991), sustainable leadership is focused on nurturing future genera-
tions' potential for a dignified existence. 

Like servant leadership, sustainable leadership (Avery & Bergsteiner, 2011a), focuses more 
on the needs of others than on the leader's needs. However, sustainable leadership (Avery 
& Bergsteiner, 2011c) is distinctive from servant leadership in the sense that it is focused 
on the future needs of many stakeholders, and not only the present needs of current fol-
lowers. 

Sustainable leadership is based upon the notion of ethical leadership (Brown & Treviňo, 
2006), but extends its area of application by claiming that it is ethical that we take into con-
sideration the needs of a wider range of stakeholders’, including future generations and the 
natural environment. Olivier (2012) exposed a number of critical leadership challenges, 
and described sustainability as one of the main contemporary social, economic and eco-
logical challenges of the type of ethical leader that Aristotle called the “good man”, who 
seeks the welfare of his subjects because he is burdened with the pursuit of justice, in order 
to protect the common well-being of the community. In essence, in comparison to other 
leadership theories that stem from the transformational leadership approach, sustainable 
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leadership is distinguished by pursuing the value of sustainability at the individual, or-
ganizational, social and ecological level for both current and future generations.

Having contrasted sustainable leadership to other leadership approaches, it can now be 
defined more precisely and its defining characteristics highlighted. The Institute for Sus-
tainable Leadership (2015) defines sustainable leadership in a business environment as 
those behaviours, practices and systems that create enduring value for all stakeholders of 
organizations, including investors, the environment, other species, future generations and 
the community (Edge equilibrium, 2015). Hargreaves (2007, p. 224) proposed a definition 
of sustainable leadership in an educational setting as leadership that develops in-depth 
learning in a way that does not harm and generates positive effects for all stakeholders, 
present and future. In combination, these definitions emphasize that sustainable leader-
ship is (1) exercised in relation to a wide range of stakeholders; (2) transcends a pre-
occupation with the current state of affairs by adopting a long term view; (3) exercises 
leadership not only through behaviour but also through other organizational systemic 
components; and (4) defines value in terms of a greater common good.

When considering the approach to strategic decision making that is advocated by sustain-
able leadership, this is firstly characterised as a comprehensive systemic approach. Davies 
(in Gurr, 2007) notes that it is focused on several competing key factors that enable long-
term development. Sustainable leadership takes into consideration a wide range of com-
plex interrelations among individuals, the business community, global markets and the 
ecosystem, with the key aim that an organization achieves welfare by respecting social val-
ues, achieving long-term success by value-based strategic decision-making and protecting 
the natural environment, of which we all form an integral part. Secondly, in strategic deci-
sion making, sustainable leadership acts responsibly. Avery and Bergsteiner (2011c) claim 
that sustainable leadership builds communities, fosters collaboration among stakeholders 
and promotes long term value. The relevance of sustainable leadership for responsible 
strategic decision making in sustainable organizations is evident in the way it directs the 
attention of sustainable leaders towards four areas of consideration when making deci-
sions. It demands that top management adopts a macro view of the organization (Avery 
& Bergsteiner, 2011c) because sustainability relates to various aspects of performance and 
development (Casserley & Critchley, 2010): (1) on a personal level: maintaining personal 
psychological and physical health; (2) at the organizational level: maintaining a work envi-
ronment that allows employees to develop multiple intelligences with the aim of achieving 
the organization’s objectives, which are aligned with the objectives of stakeholders; (3) at 
the social level: socially-responsible action in the wider community; and (4) on the eco-
logical level: conservation and sustainable environmental change.

Based on this discussion of sustainable leadership, two propositions are derived:

Proposition 2: A sustainable leadership approach contributes to comprehensiveness in stra-
tegic decision making, by ensuring that the long term effects of decisions on a range of stake-
holders are taken into consideration.
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Proposition 3: A sustainable leadership approach in strategic decision making prioritizes the 
responsible, proactive care of the natural environment, alongside personal, organizational 
and societal considerations.

4.2 Servant leadership 

Like sustainable leadership, servant leadership is still developing as a theoretical concept 
(Parris & Peachey, 2013). While it has recently received more scrutiny regarding its con-
struction, it still has to consolidate (Reichers and Scheider's in Gurr, 2007). Despite the 
intuitive linkage between the concepts, relatively little is known about the influence of a 
servant leadership approach to the strategic leadership of organizations, and whether or 
not such an approach creates more sustainable organizations (Joseph & Winston, 2005). 
This situation has risen partly because of the dominance of popular anecdotal writings on 
the topic of servant leadership and that only more recently has there been much interest 
in conducting scholarly research on servant leadership (Jackson, Farndale & Kakabadse, 
2003; Laub, 2004; Russel & Stone, 2002; van Dierendonck, 2011).

Greenleaf (1977) is regarded as the founder of the modern day conceptualization of serv-
ant leadership. In describing servant leadership, Greenleaf (1977, p. 27) notes:

“It begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious 
choice brings one to aspire to lead. That person is sharply different from the one who is leader 
first, perhaps because of the need to assuage an unusual power drive or to acquire material 
possessions. For such it will be a later choice to serve – after leadership is established. The 
leader – first and the servant – first are two extreme types … The difference manifests itself 
in the care taken by the servant, first to make sure that other people’s highest priority needs 
are being served.”

While originally written about as a philosophical approach to leadership, subsequent re-
search on servant leadership (Liden, Wayne, Liao & Meuser, 2014) has tried to isolate, de-
fine and measure the characteristics of servant leaders (see for example Barbuto & Wheel-
er, 2006; Laub, 2004; Liden, Wayne, Zhao & Henderson, 2008; Patterson, 2003; Russel & 
Stone, 2002; Sendjaya & Sarros, 2002, Sendjaya, Sarros & Santora, 2008; Spears, 1995; van 
Dierendonck, 2011). When considering the potential contribution of servant leadership 
to strategic decision making in sustainable organizations, the following three characteris-
tics of servant leadership are worth noting as they emphasize the restorative and service 
elements of leadership that is exercised in a multiple stakeholder context for the long-term 
common good: foresight, stewardship and healing.

Firstly, servant leadership is characterised by foresight. According to Spears and Lawrence 
(2002) foresight is about being able to foresee the future implications of past and current 
trends. Consequently, leaders with foresight realize the continuity of things and adopt a 
longer term strategic view, consistent with a sustainability and stewardship perspective 
that recognises obligations to future generations. Van Dierendonck (2011) notes that serv-
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ant leaders provide direction to others in a way that ensures accountability, and relies on 
values (Russell, 2001) and convictions rather than advancing self-interest. Leaders achieve 
stakeholders’ membership through sharing the vision, expressing concern for the values 
of others and orienting themselves towards achieving the vision.

Secondly, servant leadership is characterised by stewardship, which is also central to the 
concept of sustainable development. Block (1993, p. 34) defines a steward as “a leader who 
is holding something in trust for another”. This notion of stewardship is aligned with the 
Brundtland Commission report’s (1987) definition of sustainable development. By impli-
cation, the strategic decision making of leadership takes on a long term perspective when 
stewardship is upheld, also recognising that the organization exists first and foremost for 
the good of society rather than shareholders, and therefore there needs to be mutual ac-
countability to all for decisions made (Spears, 1995; Russel & Stone, 2002). These leaders 
also influence the decision making of others. As van Dierendonck (2011) notes, through 
stewardship, leaders influence others to act in the common interest. That is, they act in 
partnership with others, including followers who are also empowered to be stewards (Rus-
sel & Stone, 2002). 

Thirdly, Greenleaf (1977) was the first to espouse the view that the servant leader brought 
healing. That is, they served others in a manner that dealt with personal pain, rejection 
and brokenness, in pursuit of wholeness. Servant leadership operates from the premise 
that work exists for the development of the worker as much as the worker exists to do the 
work. As such, servant leaders devote themselves to others and to the organization’s mis-
sion (Daft & Marcic, 2001). Since servant leadership is a form of values based leadership, 
in their role of strategic decision makers, the primary purpose of the servant leader (Fry 
& Kriger, 2009) is to create a positive impact on employees and interested stakeholders. 
Such an orientation in the leaders, would be motivated by what Patterson (2003) – writing 
from a Christian perspective on servant leadership - would refer to as agape love, or un-
conditional love. Senander (2013) draws on Ignatian philosophy to argue that love should 
be a foundation for leadership, not only in the church, but in business as well. In holding 
to this characteristic of healing, the servant leader becomes conscious of the social dimen-
sion of the business and its responsibility towards both employees and the broader society. 
Another characteristic of servant leaders that is supportive of healing, is that servant lead-
ers are concerned with building community at the local level (Spears, 2005). Typically this 
occurs through altruistic giving and service. In their research, Taylor, Pearse, and Louw 
(2013) discovered that having the opportunity to engage in community service was in-
strumental to the formation of a philosophy and practice of servant leadership in a group 
of young men, and that this leadership was epitomised by advancing the interests of others 
and improving their lot in life, rather than serving their own selfish interests.

It is evident that the adoption of servant leadership in general, and its characteristics of 
foresight, stewardship and healing in particular, has the potential of aligning the values of 
leadership with the long term interests of the organization for the common good. In so 
doing, organizational leaders, whose approach to leadership is based upon servant leader-
ship would be more inclined to take strategic decisions that advance sustainability.
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Proposition 4: The service and restorative elements of servant leadership contribute to more 
comprehensive strategic decision making by ensuring that the long term social and ecological 
effects are also taken into account, as well as addressing the legacies of poor decision making 
in the past, in the interest of the greater good. 

5. IMPLICATIONS FOR LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT

This paper has argued that a different type of leadership is required if effective strategic 
decisions are to be made in organizations striving to become more sustainable. In this sec-
tion, the development of such leadership is considered. Effective leadership development 
recognises the importance of designing a comprehensive set of interventions that are ho-
listic, extend beyond the classroom or training room and ensure coherence among these 
programme components (Day & Harrison, 2007). In designing such programmes, two key 
implications for leadership development are discussed, namely the inclusion of values based 
leadership in development programmes and the development of integrative thinking.

5.1 Values based leadership in development

It has been argued here that values based approaches to leadership  - and particularly 
sustainable leadership and servant leadership specifically in combination - will facilitate 
the strategic decision making process in organizations that are trying to embrace sus-
tainability. In particular, there are synergies that are realised when sustainable leadership 
and servant leadership approaches are combined to integrate social and environmental 
interests with economic ones in decision making. This values based orientation to leader-
ship is required in sustainable organizations, since values based leaders actively incorpo-
rate stakeholder and organizational values into organizational thinking (Viinamäki, 2009, 
2012). This implies that organizations need to reconsider how they go about selecting 
and developing leaders. Firstly, sustainable organizations should select their leaders based 
on the fit between the personal values of applicant leaders and those of the organization 
(Brown & Treviňo, 2006). A selected decision informed by such considerations creates 
alignment, where pro-natural and pro-social ideas can be expressed in the organization, 
appropriate strategic decisions made by leaders and then implemented with the support 
of the organization. Secondly, organizations should adopt processes that develop values 
based leadership throughout the organization. This includes role modelling, training, par-
ticipatory communication and reflection (Brown & Treviňo, 2006; Viinamäki, 2009). 

Finally, attention should be paid to the organizational culture, both in leadership training 
programmes, and in how leaders influence it. That is, the shared values of the organization 
are embedded in the culture of the organization (e.g. Cha & Edmondson, 2006; Graber & 
Kilpatrick 2008; Schein, 2010; Viinamäki, 2009). Therefore, leaders need to be able to deci-
pher the organizational culture so as to understand its impact on decision making, as well 
as to shape the culture of the organization so that it is supportive of strategic decision mak-
ing that advances sustainability. In doing so, they need to appreciate the tensions that exist 
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among the values, interests, and power of various stakeholders (Prilleltensky, 2000) and 
that there will be competing, conflicting and shifting values (Graber & Kilpatrick, 2008).

5.2 Development of integrative thinking

Sustainable and servant leadership approaches build on the notion that change evolves 
in concentric circles of integrative thinking within a leadership network (See Figure 1), 
where the initiator of activity engages others in the process of community building and 
sustainable development. This holistic component of sustainable leadership implies that 
leaders see other human beings and society as parts of a much bigger whole – an ecosys-
tem that is interconnected and needs to be synchronized (Maak & Pless, 2006).

Figure 1: Integrative thinking within sustainable leadership
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However, this process of synchronising does not imply that all of the elements of the 
ecosystem are aligned. To the contrary, there are often paradoxes present. Smith and Lewis
(2011, p. 382) define a paradox as “contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist 
simultaneously and persist over time”. These paradoxes will be encountered during strategic 
decision making. Leaders need to both correctly perceive the paradoxes and resolve them 
effectively if effective decisions are to be made.

However, this process of synchronising does not imply that all of the elements of the eco-
system are aligned. To the contrary, there are often paradoxes present. Smith and Lewis 
(2011, p. 382) define a paradox as “contradictory yet interrelated elements that exist si-
multaneously and persist over time”. These paradoxes will be encountered during strategic 
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decision making. Leaders need to both correctly perceive the paradoxes and resolve them 
effectively if effective decisions are to be made.

Smith and Lewis (2011, p. 388) identify four types of paradoxes or tensions that occur 
when deciding “what they are going to do, how they are going to do it, who is going to do it, 
and in what time horizon.” These are performing, organizing, belonging, and learning ten-
sions and offer a point of departure for leaders to recognise the existence of a paradox and 
how to deal with it in strategic decision making. Performance paradoxes derive from the 
tensions between internal and external stakeholders and their performance expectations 
(Smith & Lewis, 2011). Adopting an organizational sustainability paradigm with a stake-
holder perspective signifies a fundamental change in the way in which the organization 
is viewed as a system and what its priorities are. A normative view of stakeholder theory 
makes the assumption that the interests of all stakeholders are of intrinsic value (Donald-
son & Preston, 1995) and therefore need to at least be acknowledged by the organization. 
However, when engaging stakeholders who have competing interests, Mitchell, Agle and 
Wood (1997) argue that stakeholders differ in their power, legitimacy and urgency. This 
characteristics of stakeholders, as well as their position on particular issues, will affect 
strategic decision making.

Organizing paradoxes (Smith & Lewis, 2011) arise when systems require simultaneous 
paradoxical structural arrangements, such as control and flexibility, or centralisation and 
decentralisation. Historically, financial controls have dominated organizations, but sus-
tainability demands that this economic concern now has to be balanced by also taking into 
account social and environmental impacts when making strategic decisions. Leaders have 
to decide how best to reach these decisions, as well as how to structure the organization to 
ensure that these decisions are acted upon.

Learning paradoxes emerge when systems change, and organizations have to either in-
novate new systems or abandon old systems. The journey to organizational sustainability 
is in essence a learning journey. This journey requires leaders to redefine the organization 
and their role in it, while simultaneously maintaining the core competitive advantage and 
short term survival (Rowe, 2001). As illustrated above, servant leadership and sustainable 
leadership approaches can assist in this process.

Belonging paradoxes derive from deciding who is going to do what, as this can create ten-
sions around “conflicting identities, roles, and values” of leaders (Smith & Lewis, 2011, p. 
388). As stated earlier, decisions are partly based on the personal interpretations, experi-
ences and preferences of the leader (Hambrick et al., 2005, Finkelstein & Mooney, 2005), 
and they may be flawed in either the process followed in reaching a decision, or in the 
decision, itself (Hambrick et al., 2005, Finkelstein & Mooney, 2005). This point highlights 
the additional demands being placed on leaders when engaged in strategic decision mak-
ing for sustainability. Martin (2007) notes that leaders require integrative thinking to be 
able to resolve these paradoxes as they move through the four stages of decision making 
which he refers to as determining salience, analysing causality, envisioning the decision 
architecture and achieving resolution.
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In essence, integrative thinking provides a learning and development mechanism for lead-
ers to identify, articulate and resolve the paradoxes that arise in strategic decision making 
when multiple stakeholders make multiple and competing demands, and decisions need 
to integrate economic, social and ecological implications. 

6. CONCLUSION

Contemporary leaders are met with numerous and complex global challenges that are af-
fecting their strategic decision making. The development of leaders from a servant and sus-
tainable leadership perspective aims at spreading the leader’s influence beyond the confines 
of everyday organizational needs and looking outside the organization, as well as into the 
future needs of generations to come. Leaders whose approach to leadership is informed 
by both sustainable  and servant leadership are more inclined to make strategic decisions 
that take into account the economic, social and ecological dimensions of such decisions, as 
expressed by various stakeholders. Not only does this constitute prosocial behaviour, but 
it is also a pro-natural perspective, which offers a new research avenue to scholars who are 
researching decision making within the contemporary leadership paradigm. 

Due to the fact that both leadership approaches presented here have an ethical compo-
nent, it is proposed that the leader of the future will need to support and not exploit 
his or her followers, and facilitate their development and decision making in a way that 
promotes the common good. Servant and sustainable leadership have incorporated social 
and environmental responsibilities (Bowen, 1953; Margolis & Walsh, 2001) and offer a 
framework for further research of sustainable leadership development. Further research 
needs to be focused on managing the relationships with a multiplicity of stakeholders and 
making effective and ethical decisions. In addition, research is needed into the design of 
effective leadership development programmes that will enhance strategic decision making 
through inculcating values based leadership and developing integrative thinking. 
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