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FRAMEWORK OF SUSTAINABILITY
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Brundtland Commission Report 1987

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs 
of the present without compromising the ability of future
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of the present without compromising the ability of future 
generations to meet their own needs" 



• Comparative research into sustainability leadership across domains is limited, and 
focuses primarily on specific issues of sustainable development as opposed to 
leadership and organizational change. One study focused on business leadership. 

• Sustainability efforts, and by extension research, tend to focus on isolated issues 
(e.g. environmental degradation, poverty, curriculum reform). 

• None of the research reviewed has compared or contrasted the developmental 
experiences of leaders engaged in sustainability efforts in business, education, and 
community.

• To establish COMMONALITIES AND/OR DIFFERENCES between the 
developmental experiences of  leaders who have successfully embedded 
sustainable development for sustainability in business, education, and community, 
AND between the change strategies they utilize to move their organizations to 
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greater degrees of sustainability.



Research Questions

1 Wh t th i il iti d diff b t th1. What are the similarities and differences between the 
developmental experiences of sustainability leaders across the 
domains of business, education, and community?

2. What are the similarities and differences between the change 
strategies they utilize to move their organizations towardsstrategies they utilize to move their organizations towards 
greater degrees of sustainability?

4



CONTEXTS

Conceptual Framework:  The Sustainability Journey
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Organizing Framework
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Adapted from the Integral Vision of Ken WilberAdapted from the Integral Vision of Ken Wilber



Methodology
GROUNDED THEORY (Glaser & Strauss 1967) Data CollectionGROUNDED THEORY (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
Sampling Plan
• Purposeful sampling (Merriam, 1997)
• Snowball sampling for additional subjects 
(Mil & H b 1994)

• Structured interviews
• Organizational documentation

Analysis and Discussion of Findings(Miles & Huberman, 1994)
• 24 participants (8 from each domain)
• 3 years leading successful sustainability efforts

Analysis and Discussion of Findings
• Excel coding process
• Cross analysis
• Theory development 
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DATA ANALYSIS

Sample Interview Questions
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168 237 366 332 1099 401 249 2814 517 414 585 922 685 1598 152 56 13 140 117

1 B MS W M US 1
I have a problem with the word. I think it’s working today because the 
word brands a practice, brands a theory. 1 1
It implies that we are sustaining something that we've already put into 
operation and I think we've got to actually transform the idea of 
sustainability, move beyond what we’ve put into operation, not  try to 
maintain or sustain what we have for our children and grandchildren 
any more than sustaining a bad relationship. Do you want to sustain 

1 B MS W M US 1 that? 1 1

1 B MS W M US 1 I much prefer the concept of regeneration. 1 1 1

1 B MS W M US 1
A regenerative practice is one that looks at how any action that we 
take in a built or social environment, results in change. 1 1 1 1 1g

1 B MS W M US 1
We can also take actions that catalyze and evolve towards healthier 
situations, better situations. 1 1 1

1 B MS W M US 1
We, of course, can also take actions that evolve towards negative or 
degenerative situations. 1 1 9
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Business Community Education

Distribution of responses across the organizing framework - Inter-rater reliability 97.4% 
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CONTEXTS

INTEGRATED WORLDVIEW Individual Local/Organizational Global

LEVEL 3

ENGAGED
•Awakening 
•Heightened sense of purpose

•Non‐charismatic transforming 
leadership (higher purpose is the 

Backcasting
Triple loop learning

FINDINGS: Qualitative
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•Multi‐stakeholder engagement
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•Urgency
•Fearlessness – courage
•“Inner work”
•“… more important than me”
•“ butterfly mindset”

•“Leadership from within” “Check  
your ego and logo at the door”
•“Bring everybody involved to the 
table before you begin”
•“Florida 2060”

grow prosperity, celebrate our 
community, and enhance the 
health of all species?”

M
IN
D
SE
T
/ • … butterfly mindset
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• Florida 2060
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•Local perspective 
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Self‐centered (Me)
Pre‐conventional

•Self‐serving ethics
•Short‐term vision
•Distrustful of evidence
•“Fear and greed”

•Partial compliance with
fragmented external policy and 
regulation
•Single bottom line

Forced compliance with 
integrated external policy and 
regulation
“Sticks and carrots”

11

Pre conventional
(Kohlberg)

Fear and greed Single bottom line
•“Silo effect”

Sticks and carrots

FRAGMENTED WORLDVIEW Level 1 (Weak Sustainability) Level 2 (Moderate Sustainability) Level 3 (Strong Sustainability)

COLLECTIVE MINDSET/BEHAVIORS



REGENERATIVE LEADERSHIP 
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REGENERATIVE LEADERSHIP 
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•Systems thinking
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• To the people of poor nations, we pledge to work 
alongside you to make your farms flourish and let 
clean waters flow; to nourish starved bodies and 
feed hungry minds. And to those nations like ours 
that enjoy relative plenty we say we can no longerthat enjoy relative plenty, we say we can no longer 
afford indifference to suffering outside our borders; 
nor can we consume the world's resources withoutnor can we consume the world s resources without 
regard to effect. For the world has changed, and we 
must change with it.

Barack Obama, Inaugural Address, January 20, 2009

14


