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Abstract

Drawing on Daniel Goleman'’s leadership paradigm as well as critically engaging with
the Authentic Leadership and Complexity Leadership theories, this article explores how
leadership drives change management, specifically in the context of advancing organi-
zational sustainability. While change management has been widely examined in areas
such as technology adoption and restructuring, there is less clarity on how to lead change
that directly supports sustainability goals. Therefore, the current research addresses the
gap by focusing on leadership strategies that effectively embed sustainability into leader-
ship practices. Using a theory triangulation method, we built an analytic framework that
integrates theoretical and empirical perspectives to better understand how sustainability-
embedded leadership can support change management for the best possible outcome.
Research data are gathered from respected academic sources including ProQuest, JSTOR,
and Google Scholar. Research findings reveal that leaders who tailor their leadership to
specific situations are more effective at advancing organizational sustainability than those
who rely on a single type of leadership. We also create a contrast table to demonstrate the
characteristics of eight leadership types, with a focus on how each can contribute to organi-
zational performance and sustainability. The table serves as a managerial guide for aligning
leadership strategies with sustainability objectives. The current research contributes to
the intersection of leadership and sustainability by identifying how different leadership
types affect an organization’s ability to adopt and implement sustainable practices. By
clarifying the strengths and limitations of each approach, the current research enhances
the understanding of how situation-oriented leadership can support sustainability goals.
The findings also have practical implications for how organizations design and implement
change management policies aimed at long-term environmental, social, and economic
sustainability. Limitations and future research directions are discussed.

Keywords: change management; employee engagement; leadership; organizational change;
sustainability; sustainable goals

1. Introduction

Human beings are a social species that relies on leaders and followers to cooperate,
survive, and thrive. Leaders guide and influence followers toward a common goal, en-
couraging collaboration and comradeship; to be exact, good leaders bring vision, hope,
and sustainability to the group, organization, and society, whereas bad leaders behave
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in an opposite way [1]. Scholars have proposed various theories to clarify the impera-
tiveness of leaders, explaining how leaders can motivate and inspire their followers to
maximize the performance potential for sustainability; for instance, successful leaders
cultivate an environment conducive to achievement by promoting open communication
and teamwork among their team members—see full review in [2]. Following this line of
research, the concept of sustainability-embedded leadership is gradually emerging as being
effective, aiming to support individuals, teams, and the organization to achieve the best
possible outcomes to enhance sustainability [3]. By definition, sustainability-embedded
leadership refers to a leadership approach that integrates sustainability principles, which
are environmental, social, and economic, into core leadership practices, decision-making,
and organizational change efforts. It emphasizes adaptive, emotionally intelligent, and
ethically grounded leadership that aligns style, context, and values to foster long-term orga-
nizational sustainability and system-wide transformation through collaborative, situational,
and values-driven action [1].

Sustainability-embedded leadership is considered effective and crucial for an orga-
nization to thrive amidst the challenges posed by rapid economic growth [4,5]. Leaders
are responsible for steering the organization through periods of change, setting ambitious
goals, and implementing effective organizational sustainability strategies to achieve those
goals. Moreover, sustainability-embedded leaders cultivate a positive organizational cul-
ture and inspire their employees by providing substantial benefits, including healthcare,
worker compensation, and paid leave. Skilled leaders leverage their expertise to manage
uncertainty and alleviate employees’ concerns during transitions. Ultimately, a leader’s
influence can shape the organization’s direction and success, driving it to achieving new
sustainable heights through both strategic vision and employee motivation.

It is sensible to infer from the aforementioned literature that sustainability-embedded
leadership is imperative to successful change management and organizational sustainability.
For instance, sustainability-embedded leaders are found to guide, support, and engage
their organization through change, ensuring that change initiatives achieve short-term
success and contribute to the organization’s long-term sustainability [4]. Change often
involves navigating uncertainty. Sustainability-embedded leaders demonstrate adaptive
leadership by being flexible, open to new ideas, and responsive to evolving circumstances,
which is crucial for sustaining change in a dynamic environment. Leaders help build
organizational resilience by preparing the organization to withstand and thrive during
change, contributing to long-term sustainability [5].

From a more functional standpoint, we continue the aforementioned studies by sug-
gesting that sustainability--embedded leadership in change implementation involves the
adoption of one or more leadership strategies. Our proposition is: these strategies may
act independently or collaboratively, at various times, to varying extents, and in different
sequences, employing specific leadership styles, subject to the nature and duration of the
change. Following the same logic, we also propose that sustainability-embedded leader-
ship is crucial in achieving positive outcomes and organizational sustainability, during
change implementation.

More specifically, some scholars have claimed that organizational change initiatives
fail due to inadequate leadership, with failure rates up to 70% [6-8]. This high rate of
failure has sustained interest in identifying factors that can reduce failure rates and enhance
the success of organizational change. Myriads of researchers and consulting firms have
developed various change management models aimed at increasing the success rate of these
initiatives [9]. Despite the development of these models, there remains a critical need to
thoroughly understand the role of leadership and what constitutes sustainability-embedded
leadership in successfully managing organizational change to achieve sustainability.
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In view of what has preceded, our aim in the current research is to fulfill the knowledge
gap by conducting a review of the existing literature on leadership and change management.
We are keen to initiate a discussion that can lay the groundwork for future research and ex-
ploration into ways sustainability-embedded leadership practices can achieve meaningful
outcomes in facilitating and enhancing organizational sustainability. This research, there-
fore, stands out for its originality by addressing a critical gap in the leadership and change
management literature: how multiple, distinct leadership theories can be synthesized to
enable the successful embedding of sustainability into organizational practices. Unlike
previous research which often treats leadership or sustainability in isolation, this work
employs a rigorous Theory Triangulation Method (TTM), drawing upon Goleman’s emo-
tional intelligence leadership, Authentic Leadership Theory, and Complexity Leadership
Theory. This triangulated approach allows for the construction of a new analytic framework
that captures the interplay between leadership style, situational context, and sustainability
outcomes [10]. Specifically, this research contributes a comprehensive managerial guide
that maps eight leadership types to their unique roles in driving organizational sustainabil-
ity, moving beyond generic recommendations to actionable insights. Through detailing
how situationally adaptive leadership improves effective, values-driven change and linking
these mechanisms to sustainable development goals, this research uniquely advances both
theoretical understanding and practical application in the field.

2. Methodological Note

To accomplish the research aim, we have gathered literature on leadership, change
management, sustainable goals, organizational sustainability, and cognate themes from
well-regarded database portals. To build a framework for further data analysis and in-
terpretation, we apply the Theory Triangulation Method (TTM) [11] by conducting an
examination of the concerned themes through multiple theories; simply put, we examine
the similarities and differences across different theoretical and empirical perspectives, and
then create a unified analytic framework that encompasses the essential elements of each
theory (see Figure 1 for an example). By considering various perspectives, employing
different analytical approaches, and posing diverse questions, TTM helps provide a com-
prehensive evaluation and critical analysis of the concerned themes [11], such as leadership,
change management, and organizational sustainability in the current research.

While the Theory Triangulation Method (TTM) enhances analytical robustness by
integrating multiple theoretical frameworks, it is not without limitations. TTM’s reliance
on synthesizing perspectives can sometimes result in conceptual ambiguity, particularly if
the theories employed possess conflicting assumptions or distinct ontological foundations.
Moreover, excessive breadth may dilute depth, as triangulation often privileges consensus
over critical investigation of outlier findings or minority perspectives. There is also a
risk of researcher bias in theory selection, potentially skewing analysis toward dominant
paradigms. Finally, TTM’s qualitative emphasis may limit replicability and make general-
ization of results more challenging compared to single-framework approaches, warranting
careful interpretation of findings.
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Figure 1. Sample TTM (Source: Authors’ own work).

2.1. Screening Process

To refine our literature selection on sustainability-embedded leadership and its role
in effective change management, we applied stricter inclusion and exclusion criteria. We
focused exclusively on peer-reviewed, original research articles published in English to
maintain academic quality and consistency. The review covered both open access and
subscription-based journals, including titles like International Journal of Organizational Be-
haviour & Management Perspectives, Leadership Quarterly, and Research in Organizational
Change and Development, among others, to capture diverse interdisciplinary insights. To
clarify and enhance the credibility of the TTM concept adopted here, the selection of the-
ories for triangulation, namely Goleman’s emotionally intelligent leadership, as well as
contrasting frameworks such as complexity leadership and authentic leadership, was not
conducted arbitrarily but guided by explicit, a priori criteria: (1) the theory’s prominence in
recent peer-reviewed literature on leadership and change management; (2) demonstrated
relevance to sustainability-embedded organizational change; and (3) empirical support for
each framework’s efficacy in driving meaningful change outcomes outcomes.

Literature was sourced systematically from ProQuest, JSTOR, and Google Scholar. The
use of Google Scholar is justified in this research because its inclusion of non-peer-reviewed
material allows access to a broader range of current reports, white papers, policy documents,
and emerging scholarship, thereby supporting a more comprehensive and nuanced review
of leadership and sustainability literature than traditional, peer-reviewed-only databases.
These portals are recognized by major research bodies for their reliability and breadth and
by the UK Research and Innovation and thus selected for the current research—see similar
strategy in [12]. Article inclusion was based on relevance, citation frequency, and focus on
empirical or theoretical contributions to leadership within sustainable change management.

2.2. Selection of Articles

A structured keyword search guided our review, following the approach outlined by [12].
Keywords included: sustainability, leadership, change management, employee engagement, employee
performance, sustainable goals, ethics, and organizational change. We did not set publication date
restrictions, allowing us to include research from the earliest available studies up to July
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2025. The initial search produced 145 unique articles. After screening for direct relevance to
the sustainability—leadership link, we retained a smaller subset. We then applied backward
and forward citation tracking to strengthen the selection process, resulting in a final list
of 120 articles, as summarized in Table 1. As seen in Table 1, since our initial screening
was based on abstracts, we excluded any articles whose abstracts did not engage directly
with sustainability and leadership themes, giving us a total of 80 publications. After
further review, we removed 30 more articles due to lack of relevance, narrowing the pool
to 50 publications. A full-text screening then confirmed 43 articles that met all criteria, each
published between 1999 and 2025 in academic journals.

Table 1. Review stages with the total number of sources at each stage.

Stage Description Number
Identification Initial results 145
Further search Forward and backward search technique 120

First screening Irrelevant abstracts 80
Second screening After abstract read 50

Third screening After full-text read 43

Source: The table is compiled by the authors.

2.3. Coding

During source review, extracted data were subjected to open coding, with recurring
concepts, such as emotional intelligence, sustainability-embedded leadership, organiza-
tional change, employee engagement, employee performance, and sustainability, were
identified as candidate themes. These themes were then mapped against the selected
theories, allowing systematic comparison of areas of overlap, distinction, and potential
integration. Throughout this process, regular cross-checks were performed to ensure consis-
tency in coding, and any discrepancies were resolved through consensus among researchers.
This robust approach to theory triangulation ensures that the analytical framework is both
comprehensive and critically engaged, supporting nuanced conclusions about the interplay
between various leadership paradigms and the advancement of sustainability-centered
change management. We break this down as follows:

We used a multi-step qualitative coding process to analyze the literature and identify
key themes related to the interaction between sustainability and leadership. The first
step involved documenting core details for each article, including the publication source,
research methodology, industry context, and main theoretical frameworks. We also noted
how each article connected sustainability and leadership, along with any practical implica-
tions discussed. Next, we applied the Theory Triangulation Method (TTM) to examine how
sustainability and leadership concepts were approached, drawing on frameworks such as
Daniel Goleman’s leadership theories, Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT), and Authentic
Leadership Theory (ALT). This helped us trace patterns across theoretical models, frame-
works, outcomes, and phenomena. We categorized recurring themes and relationships
found in the studies. To maintain consistency and accuracy, we refined our coding scheme
through an iterative review process. Each article was systematically analyzed to ensure the
extracted information was clearly organized and meaningful for the study’s objectives.

For analytical synthesis, the TTM image was constructed to visually organize the dis-
tinct attributes and implications of the findings for sustainable leadership practices, which
facilitated the identification of converging concepts and points of theoretical relevance as
seen in Figure 1. Figure 1 visually encapsulates the application of the Theory Triangulation
Method (TTM) as the foundation for the research’s analytical framework on sustainability-
embedded leadership in change management. The figure demonstrates how multiple
theoretical lenses are systematically juxtaposed and synthesized to deliver a more robust
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and comprehensive evaluation of leadership effectiveness within the sustainability context.
By illustrating the stepwise process of integrating diverse theoretical perspectives, Figure 1
clarifies the methodological approach taken to cross-examine, compare, and unify essential
elements of each framework, ultimately leading to the creation of a cohesive analytic model.
This visual not only reinforces the transparency and rigor of the research design but also
aids the reader’s understanding of how combining different leadership theories generates
a multidimensional perspective, thereby strengthening both the interpretive depth and
practical utility of the study’s findings on change management for sustainability [13].

The Theory Triangulation Method (TTM) framework’s components are relevant to
this research in the sense that, after sourcing leadership literature from ProQuest, JSTOR,
and Google Scholar, the researchers applied TTM by systematically comparing similarities
and differences across Goleman’s emotional intelligence paradigm, complexity leadership,
and authentic leadership, as visually depicted in Figure 1. Key themes, such as adaptive
flexibility, distributed leadership, and authenticity, were extracted and then mapped onto
the analysis of how various leadership strategies impact organizational sustainability.
The resulting contrast table of eight leadership types directly reflects this methodological
integration, serving both as a synthesis of the theoretical perspectives and as a managerial
guide for implementing context-appropriate, sustainability-focused leadership strategies.
Thus, each step of the TTM, from theory selection, literature review, theme coding, to
the table’s construction, is operationalized and explicitly connected to the study’s major
empirical and practical conclusions.

2.4. Institutional Research Ethics Guidelines

Moreover, we have followed institutional research ethics guidelines for the secondary
data collection, ensuring that individual names, source identifiers, and organizational titles
are anonymized, except where required for originality and copyright considerations. The
data that support the findings of this article are also available from the corresponding
author upon reasonable request after the article has been published.

3. The Perspective

The current section analyses and critically discusses extant leadership theories
in line with Daniel Goleman’s leadership paradigm, aiming to clarify what makes
for a sustainability-embedded leadership. Goleman’s paradigm is vital in discussing
sustainability-embedded leadership because it highlights the importance of personal and
interpersonal skills in leadership success—see leadership paradigm [14]. Goleman’s paradigm
goes beyond traditional leadership traits like technical skills or cognitive intelligence, em-
phasizing that leaders with high emotional intelligence are more capable of fostering
productive relationships, managing stress, achieving sustainability-driven goals, and moti-
vating teams. This section scrutinizes the link between sustainability-embedded leadership
and change management by analyzing how sustainability-embedded leadership motivates
individuals to embrace and drive change toward sustainability. Finally, this section also
explores the evolving role of leadership in managing change, with recommendations made
for achieving organizational sustainability.

3.1. Existing Theories of Leadership

There is extensive literature on common leadership styles and how to choose the most
effective one, whether it be transactional, transformational, bureaucratic, or laissez-faire.
However, leadership involves much more than just giving orders or delegating tasks. It
is a complex combination of skills, traits, and strategies that can greatly impact an orga-
nization’s sustainability, success, and the well-being of its members, particularly in times
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of change. Goleman has explored the intricacies of leadership in depth by identifying six
distinct leadership styles, emphasizing that sustainability-embedded leadership involves
recognizing that different situations may require different approaches [14].

Visionary leaders contribute to sustainability by clearly articulating a future that is
grounded in purpose and long-term benefit. Their strength lies in answering the essential
question of direction: “Where are we going?” When the vision centers on sustainability
goals such as aligning business strategies with the UN Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), these leaders can mobilize collective energy and focus. They provide a unifying
narrative that connects day-to-day work with broader environmental and social outcomes.
By making sustainability a core part of the organizational vision, they help individuals see
their contributions as part of a greater mission outcome. This not only motivates action
but also sustains engagement through periods of change, when clarity of purpose becomes
most critical. For example, during transitions to green technologies or shifts in supply chain
practices, visionary leaders can stabilize uncertainty by keeping the long-term sustainable
outcome front and center. This ensures that sustainability is not treated as a side initiative
but as the destination of the organization’s trajectory [15].

Coaching leaders, on the other hand, invest deeply in people. Their impact on sus-
tainability comes from fostering continuous learning and long-term skill development. By
focusing on mentorship and personal growth, they prepare teams to be adaptable and
resilient—qualities essential for sustainable innovation. In the context of sustainability,
this might mean nurturing skills related to renewable energy, data-driven environmental
analysis, or sustainable operations. These leaders take the time to understand the unique
strengths and challenges of their team members, offering support that is personal and
constructive. This tailored guidance not only enhances performance but also embeds
sustainability in the culture by promoting growth mindsets. Over time, this creates a
workforce that is better equipped to lead green initiatives, adapt to regulatory shifts, and
think critically about ethical decision-making. The emphasis on development over quick
wins makes coaching leadership particularly suited for sustainability, where long-term
success often depends on building capabilities that do not produce immediate returns.

Affiliative leaders contribute by creating cohesive, emotionally intelligent teams that
function well under pressure and uncertainty. Sustainability work is inherently collabora-
tive and often involves navigating differing priorities, values, and perspectives. Affiliative
leaders smooth this path by fostering trust, empathy, and mutual respect within teams.
When morale dips or conflict arises, these leaders work to restore harmony, creating en-
vironments where people feel safe to speak, question, and challenge assumptions—key
conditions for sustainability-driven innovation. A psychologically safe workplace is more
likely to support employee-led green initiatives, admit when practices are falling short,
and push for systemic changes that require group cohesion. By prioritizing relationship-
building and emotional well-being, affiliative leaders ensure that sustainability is embedded
not just in strategy but in everyday team dynamics. This strengthens the social fabric of
organizations, which is essential for enduring sustainability initiatives that must outlast
short-term pressures.

Democratic leadership is integral to sustainability due to its emphasis on participatory
decision-making and the integration of diverse stakeholder perspectives. Democratic lead-
ers foster a culture of inclusive dialogue, ensuring that employees at all levels have a voice
in shaping sustainability strategies and actions. This leadership style not only enhances
the quality and legitimacy of decisions by tapping the collective intelligence of the work-
force, but also strengthens employee buy-in and accountability for sustainability outcomes.
Democratic leaders encourage open forums, collaborative workshops, and feedback mech-
anisms that capture a broad spectrum of ideas, leading to innovative solutions for complex
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sustainability challenges [13]. By valuing employee input, they imbue team members with
a sense of ownership over both process and results, motivating proactive contributions to
environmental stewardship, social equity, and sustainable economic growth.

Pacesetting leaders offer a different but still valuable contribution to sustainability
by modeling excellence and setting ambitious standards. These leaders push their teams
to achieve high performance, often by demonstrating what is possible through their own
efforts. In sustainability-focused organizations, a pacesetting leader might drive aggressive
timelines for reducing emissions, eliminating waste, or hitting ethical sourcing targets.
When balanced with support and realism, this can accelerate progress and create a culture
that values action over rhetoric. However, pacesetting leadership must be calibrated care-
fully in sustainability contexts. Unrealistic expectations or lack of emotional awareness can
lead to burnout, undermining the long-term nature of sustainable work. Used judiciously,
though, pacesetting leadership can raise the bar for what is expected and demonstrate that
sustainability does not mean compromising on performance or quality; it means excelling
with responsibility [15].

Authoritative leadership, while often associated with rigidity, also has a strategic role
in sustainability, especially in urgent or high-stakes scenarios. In times of crisis or when
rapid alignment is required, authoritative leaders can make swift, decisive moves to imple-
ment sustainability mandates, address regulatory risks, or correct unethical practices. Their
clarity and confidence can cut through inertia or confusion, particularly in organizations
that are struggling to shift from legacy practices to more sustainable models. The key is
moderation; used too often, this style can suppress innovation and create resistance [4].
But when deployed in the right context, like responding to environmental compliance
failures or steering the organization through a significant sustainability audit, it ensures
that action is taken without delay, and that the commitment to sustainable standards is
upheld with authority.

In line with Goleman’s paradigm, ref. [16] stress that charismatic leaders play a
crucial role in facilitating organizational sustainability by leveraging their personal appeal,
vision, and ability to inspire and motivate others. They create a strong organizational
culture, drive change, and foster innovation, all of which are essential for long-term
sustainability. Organizational sustainability often requires change, whether it is adopting
new technologies, shifting to more sustainable business practices, or rethinking strategies.
Charismatic leaders are effective change agents. They encourage creativity and innovation,
allowing the organization to adapt and evolve in a rapidly changing environment. This
adaptability is essential for long-term sustainable survival and success. Sustainability is
closely tied to ethical practices and social responsibility [17]. Charismatic leaders often set
high ethical standards and serve as role models for integrity and social responsibility. By
fostering an environment that values ethics and sustainability, charismatic leaders help
ensure that the organization’s practices align with its long-term sustainability goals [17].

Al-empowered leadership enhances leadership capabilities, decision-making, and
management practices within organizations by using Al tools and technologies, and is
essential in navigating the complex landscape of sustainability. Leaders who strategically
implement Al can guide their organizations toward more sustainable practices, achieve
regulatory compliance, drive innovation, and create a positive impact on society and the
environment [18]. This requires a vision, investment in Al talent and technology, and a
commitment to integrating sustainability into every facet of the organization. By harnessing
artificial intelligence, these leaders can identify inefficiencies, monitor sustainability indi-
cators in real-time, and facilitate informed scenario planning. This enables them to make
proactive interventions that support regulatory compliance, reduce resource consumption,
and drive innovation in sustainable business models. According to [19], this approach can
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revolutionize leadership by offering predictive analytics and decision-support systems that
enhance strategic planning and execution, especially regarding employee recruitment and
talent acquisition. Implementing a balanced Al-human approach can augment human in-
telligence by providing virtual assistants, recommendation systems, and scenario planning
tools that help leaders visualize potential sustainable outcomes and make better choices.

Table 2 below serves as a central analytical device that operationalizes the typology of
leadership styles examined, directly linking theoretical constructs to their pragmatic impli-
cations for sustainability-embedded change management. By systematically contrasting
eight principal leadership styles: visionary, coaching, affiliative, democratic, pacesetting,
authoritative, charismatic, and Al-empowered, across key criteria related to both organiza-
tional performance and sustainability outcomes, the table provides an explicit framework
for assessing how each style either advances or constrains sustainable change. This ad-
vances current understanding in several dimensions.

First, it moves beyond the frequent dichotomy of “effective versus ineffective” leader-
ship by illustrating the nuanced ways in which specific styles can support or undermine
long-term sustainability, depending on context, intensity, and sequencing. For example,
while visionary and coaching styles are shown to foster long-term capability building
and cultural buy-in essential for sustainable transformation, pacesetting and authorita-
tive styles may deliver short-term results but risk exhaustion and reduced innovation if

overapplied [20].

Table 2. Leader types and leadership strategies (sustainability included).

. Advantages Disadvantages Best Used in
Leaders Characteristics A .
(Types) (e.e. Managerial Styles) (e.g., Merits, (e.g., Drawback, (e.g., Strategies,
yP 8 & y Opportunities) Constraint) Applications)
. - High team motivation = Can neglect short-term N
Provides a clear vision . . : . Startups, organizations
. o and alignment with needs, relies heavily A
Visionary of the future, inspires s undergoing significant
long-term on the leader’s vision, .
leaders team toward long-term L . change, strategic
R sustainability goals, potential for .
sustainability goals. L ) planning.
encourages creativity.  disconnect.
Focuses on personal and High employee Time-consuming, may  Skill-building
. sustainable professional satisfaction, personal =~ not be effective in environments,
Coaching . ) .
leaders development of team growth, sustainable high-pressure educational
members, encourages and strong team situations, requires institutions, talent
learning. relationships. skilled leaders. development.
Fosters a positiv o
. OSIers a positive Not always effective in .
Emphasizes empathy, supportive work . .. Teams needing
—_— . . R : . high-pressure or crisis . .
Affiliative relationship-building, environment, resulting ~.°" . emotional healing or
. S situations where quick .
leaders and sustainable in increased morale L. S recovery after conflicts
: . . decision-making is
collaboration. and sustainable job or stressful events.
. . needed.
satisfaction.
Encourages team input, High team Slower Creative industries,
. . . . engagement, fosters . . . .
Democratic  sustainable decisions o™ decision-making, collaborative
. creativity, encourages . . .
leaders made collectively or by . potential for conflict, environments,
. collaboration and e .
majority vote. s can be inefficient. education.
sustainability.
ften leads by exampl L
Often le S by exampie, _— Situations where team
demonstrating a Can inspire Can lead to burnout .
. . : . . members are highly
Pacesetting  sustainable and strong ~ high-performing team  and high stress levels : X
. skilled, self-motivated,
leaders work ethic and a members to excel and ~ among team members

commitment to high
standards.

exceed expectations.

if overused.

and require minimal
supervision.
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Table 2. Cont.

Leaders Characteristics Advantages Disadvantages Best Used in
(Types) (e.¢., Managerial Styles) (e.g., Merits, (e.g., Drawback, (e.g., Strategies,
M B 8 y Opportunities) Constraint) Applications)
Authoritati Centralized gul.df -maki 1 Lack © tlefa mlmput, Military, crisis
uthoritative .. . ecision-making, clear potential for low
decision-making, leader ) . - ) management,
leaders direction, good in morale, discourages ) : .
has complete control. O . high-stakes situations.
crisis situations. creativity.
Leader inspires and High team motivation, Over-dependence on
Charismatic  motivates fhrou h strong influence, the leader, may lack Startups, political
leaders ersonal charisrﬁa and effective in driving sustainability, risk of movements, crisis
persuasive skills change and narcissism or situations.
P ' sustainability. manipulation.
Automates repetitive Increases efficiency by Companies
Al tasks and processes, automating routine Requires significant un. derr) oine digital
empowered allowing leaders to tasks, reducing human investment in trans fgrm ftio for
P concentrate on strategic  error, and sustainably  technology, training, . :
leaders seeking to innovate

and sustainable
activities.

optimizing resource
allocation.

and infrastructure.

through technology.

(Source: Authors” own work).

Second, the table’s side-by-side format, integrated with the analytic discussion, en-

ables scholars and practitioners to directly compare the trade-offs and complementarities

among styles, thereby supporting a contingent approach to leadership selection as en-

dorsed by this manuscript’s theoretical triangulation. Furthermore, by including emergent

forms such as Al-empowered leadership, the typology addresses contemporary and future

challenges, acknowledging technological disruption as both a risk and a strategic asset

for sustainability.
Finally, the typology creates a bridge between leadership theory and practical change

management by identifying style-specific levers and limitations for embedding sustainabil-

ity objectives. This structured, comparative view informs actionable policy and leadership

development decisions, moving the debate beyond abstract advocacy for “good leadership”

toward a nuanced, evidence-based alignment of leadership practice with sustainability

goals, and thus significantly enriches the empirical and conceptual rigor of the analytical

framework presented in this article.

3.2. Critical Engagement with Contrasting Leadership Theories

While Daniel Goleman’s emotionally intelligent leadership paradigm offers a robust

lens for understanding leadership in the context of sustainability-embedded change man-

agement, a deeper theoretical framing is achieved by situating Goleman’s approach in

critical dialogue with alternative leadership theories, notably Complexity Leadership The-

ory and Authentic Leadership Theory. Goleman’s framework, widely cited for its practical

utility, highlights the importance of six situational leadership styles which are visionary,

coaching, affiliative, democratic, pacesetting, and authoritative, with each rooted in the

leader’s emotional intelligence and ability to calibrate their approach to dynamic organi-

zational circumstances [16]. Emotional intelligence, as argued by Goleman and extended

by subsequent research, equips leaders to foster trust, manage conflict, and inspire moti-

vation, all of which are pivotal for navigating the uncertainties of organizational change

and advancing sustainability initiatives. However, while Goleman’s model emphasizes

individual adaptability and the leader’s capacity to align styles with organizational needs,

it largely centers on the leader as a purposeful agent, shaping outcomes through intentional

influence and personal skill [3].
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Contrastingly, Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT) emerges from the premise that
modern organizations are not merely machines guided by top-down direction, but com-
plex adaptive systems that self-organize in response to evolving internal and external
pressures [21]. From the CLT perspective, leadership resides not solely in the actions of
designated individuals but is distributed throughout the organization, emerging from in-
teractions among agents, teams, and networks. Leaders, therefore, serve less as controllers
and more as facilitators or enablers, catalyzing adaptive capacity, fostering conditions for
emergence, and nurturing informal dynamics that drive collective intelligence. This view
challenges Goleman’s implicit assumption that leadership effectiveness is chiefly a matter
of the individual’s emotional and interpersonal acumen; instead, CLT posits that leadership
is a social and relational property, manifesting through the dynamic interplay of multiple
actors embedded in complex systems [22]. For sustainability-embedded change manage-
ment, this theoretical expansion is vital: it foregrounds how leaders must not only motivate
and engage, as Goleman prescribes, but also orchestrate contexts in which innovation,
learning, and emergent practices thrive despite unpredictability. Complexity leadership
thus underlines the limitations of a purely style-based, leader-centric approach and calls
attention to the adaptive, network-oriented strategies necessary for deep, system-level
sustainable transformation.

Authentic Leadership Theory (ALT) provides another compelling counterpoint by
shifting analytical focus from style and adaptability to the moral and existential founda-
tions of leadership practice. ALT argues that leadership effectiveness and sustainability
outcomes are contingent upon the leader’s self-awareness, relational transparency, and
sustained alignment with deeply-held ethical values. In contrast to Goleman’s instrumental
focus on emotional intelligence as a functional asset, ALT asserts that only leaders who con-
sistently embody authenticity, acting in ways congruent with their internal beliefs and open
dialogue, will earn the trust required to mobilize enduring, value-based organizational
change [23]. This perspective is particularly resonant in the context of sustainability, where
competing interests and ethical dilemmas abound. Authentic leaders legitimize change
initiatives not merely by deploying the “right” style or managing relationships artfully, but
by persuading stakeholders that change is grounded in a genuine moral commitment to
environmental stewardship, social responsibility, and organizational integrity. Moreover,
ALT underscores the transformative influence of moral modeling: leaders who disclose
their values, admit their limitations, and foreground the ethical rationale for change foster
cultures of openness, psychological safety, and engaged followership, which are critical
precursors to sustainability success.

Synthesizing these theories with Goleman’s paradigm materially enriches the ana-
lytical depth of the change management framework presented in this research. While
Goleman’s approach captures the need for situational flexibility and emotional acuity, CLT
compels the analyst to attend to the broader systemic conditions and distributed agency
that underpin effective, large-scale change. ALT, in turn, highlights the non-negotiable
requirement of ethical authenticity, trust-building, and transparent communication, charac-
teristics essential for the legitimacy and acceptance of sustainability-driven transformation.
By triangulating these perspectives, the article resists the temptation of mono-paradigmatic
explanation and instead articulates a multilevel, multidimensional understanding of lead-
ership in sustainability contexts [24]. Leaders, accordingly, must not simply shift styles in
response to immediate cues, but serve as sensemakers in complexity, architects of emergent
change, and steadfast role models of the sustainability values they wish to see embedded
within their organizations.

As seen in Figure 2 below, building on the comparative analysis of leadership theories
and their implications for sustainability outcomes, this research proposes a novel integrative
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model, namely the ‘the Sustainability-Embedded Adaptive Leadership Framework (SEALF)’. The
SEALF Venn diagram illustrates how adaptive style, systemic emergence, and sustained
authenticity collectively intersect to drive sustainability-embedded organizational change
and enduring positive impact. The SEALF synthesizes the strengths of Goleman’s emotional
intelligence-based situational leadership, Complexity Leadership Theory’s emphasis on
emergent, distributed agency, and Authentic Leadership Theory’s focus on moral self-
awareness and values alignment. The framework posits that in dynamic, sustainability-
oriented environments, leadership effectiveness does not derive from the application of
any single style or paradigm but from the leader’s ability to fluidly move across three
interconnected domains: adaptive style deployment, enabling of systemic emergence, and
sustained authenticity. First, SEALF suggests leaders must assess contextual needs through
emotionally intelligent sensing, deploying the appropriate leadership style (e.g., visionary,
democratic, coaching) in response to specific sustainability challenges while remaining
attuned to team and stakeholder sentiment. Second, the leader’s role extends beyond
direct influence to cultivating networks that facilitate emergent solutions and distributed
problem-solving [25], reflecting Complexity Leadership’s insight that innovation often
arises from informal interactions and adaptive processes rather than top-down control.
Finally, SEALF anchors these activities in a foundation of authenticity: leaders must
communicate openly about their sustainability intentions, model ethical conduct, and
build trust through consistency between words and actions. The intersection of these
three domains produces an iterative, feedback-driven process by which leaders, teams,
and organizations continuously adapt and co-evolve in pursuit of sustainability outcomes.
This original framework offers both a conceptual map and a practical guide for cultivating
the kind of leadership that aligns short-term change management success with enduring,
system-wide sustainability objectives.

Sustainability-Embedded Adaptive
Leadership Framework (SEALF)

Adaptive Style
Deployment

¢ Drawn from Goleman’s
paradigin

Systemic
Emergence
(Enabling Networks)

¢ From Complexity
Leadership Theoryy

» Facilitating adaptive
processes

Sustainability Encourrging
Outcomes distributed agency

o nability:
Embedded Change &
Sustained
Authenticity

* From Authentic

Leadership Theory
Anchored in self-
awareness and values

e Flexible use of
leadership styles

El-driven sensing
and response

Contextual, Trusted Ethical Cultures
Leadership for Collective Action
Contextual, Trusted leadership Ethical cultures for collective ation

Figure 2. The SEALF Venn diagram (Source: Authors” own work).
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3.3. What Makes for Sustainability-Embedded Leadership?

Leadership is a form of power that enables an individual to influence or transform
the values, beliefs, behaviors, and attitudes of others [26]. A person with strong leadership
skills acts as an exemplary role model for their employees, as a leader who effectively
achieves significant results earns the trust and admiration of their team. This, in turn,
can lead to organizational sustainability, and a transformation in the employees’ values,
beliefs, behaviors, and attitudes, as they tend to emulate the leader, highlighting the adage
that imitation is the sincerest form of flattery [27]. Ref. [28] also supports this perspective,
highlighting that leaders with strong leadership capabilities possess the ability to influence
others to achieve the organization’s goals and objectives.

Sustainability-embedded leaders are recognized for their ability to provide clear di-
rection, which fosters commitment and teamwork to achieve organizational sustainable
goals and objectives [26]. Successful leaders typically possess a well-defined vision, en-
abling them to identify and overcome obstacles that may hinder progress. This capability
allows them to implement necessary changes effectively, thereby improving the company’s
sustainability and adaptability in a dynamic business environment.

According to [29], leadership is a process where leaders use their skills and knowledge
to guide their team toward goals that align with the organization’s objectives. Furthermore,
sustainability-embedded leadership is marked by essential traits such as passion, consis-
tency, trust, and vision, qualities that are vital for building employee trust and achieving
organizational sustainability. Ref. [30] argue that sustainability-embedded leaders have
a clear, compelling vision for the future. They set a strategic direction and help others
understand and commit to the long-term sustainable objectives, which enables them to
articulate ideas clearly, listen actively, and provide constructive feedback, while bridging
gaps and ensuring alignment within teams. Simply put, trustworthiness and honesty
are critical for leadership as integrity builds trust and credibility, fostering a culture of
accountability, ethical behavior, and sustainability.

Selecting the appropriate leadership style is vital, as sustainability-embedded leader-
ship involves more than just adopting various personas. It requires a deep understanding
of each style’s unique dynamics and strategically applying them to the specific context.
Following this logic, the constructs of efficacy and efficiency are incorporated into the
analysis and discussion below.

On the one hand, sustainability-embedded leaders are adaptable, able to transition
between styles effortlessly, guided by emotional intelligence and a strong commitment to
steering their teams toward sustainability. The efficacy of a leadership style is influenced
not only by the leader’s preferences but also by the context in which it is used. Efficacy
in leadership refers to the capacity of a leader to produce a desired or intended result.
It is about the ability to achieve goals, inspire followers, and drive the organization or
team toward sustainable success. The focus is on the effectiveness of a leader in achieving
outcomes, motivating the team, and making strategic decisions.

Efficiency, on the other hand, in leadership, is about the ability of a leader to achieve
sustainable goals with the least amount of resources, time, and effort. It involves optimizing
processes, minimizing waste, and ensuring that the organization runs smoothly. The focus
is on how well a leader manages resources (e.g., time, people, money) to achieve goals
without unnecessary waste [31]. Therefore, skilled leaders understand the importance of
adapting their approach to fit the specific circumstances they face. Following this line of
research, we now turn to discuss how sustainability-embedded leadership can be achieved
in managing change.
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3.4. Sustainability-Embedded Leadership in Change Management

Change has always been a challenge for organizations, just as it has been a constant in
human life. People often find change difficult because it disrupts their routines and pushes
them out of their comfort zones, creating discomfort as they adapt to new behaviors [32].
For example, a worker who is used to starting work at 9 a.m. might struggle if their
supervisor suddenly requires them to start at 7 a.m., as they would need to break the
ingrained habit of waking up later. Similarly, within an organization, if employees are
accustomed to completing tasks in a specific order, such as from A to Z, altering this
sequence to Z to A can be challenging for everyone to adjust to quickly.

Change management within an organization is a strategy for guiding change at both
organizational and individual levels, with each adapting in its own manner and at its own
pace; when executed effectively, it enables an organization to capitalize on opportunities
for gaining a competitive edge and achieving long-term sustainability [15]. As seen in
Figure 3, below, the change management process includes three key stages: adapting to
change, managing the change, and implementing the change. The first stage, adapting to
change, assesses individual readiness and willingness to embrace the change, while the
second stage focuses on managing and integrating the change into daily operations. Finally,
the third stage, effecting the change, ensures that the change is sustained and becomes a
natural part of organizational life [2].

Adapting to Change

Leadership Focus:
Transformational

— Builds trust and vision

- Encourages openness and
motivation

- Assesses readiness and resistance

. .

4

Managing the Change

Leadership Focus:
Transactional
— Clarifies expectations

- Provides structure and accountability
- Reinforces new behaviors

1

Implementing the Change

- Supports long-term adoption
- Removes obstacles
— Monitors and reinforces integration

Figure 3. Change management stages and leadership styles flowchart. (Source: Authors” own work).

Sustainability-embedded leadership plays an important role in the design, develop-
ment, and implementation of change management within an organization. Leaders who
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understand the nuances of change can significantly impact how smoothly and successfully
change is adopted by the organization, fostering organizational sustainability. In designing
change management, sustainability-embedded leaders articulate a clear and compelling
vision for change, providing a roadmap that aligns with the organization’s sustainability
and strategic goals. This helps in creating a strong foundation for the change management
process [33].

To develop change management strategies, sustainability-embedded leaders build
coalitions of support by involving influential stakeholders who can champion the change
effort across different levels of the organization. These change champions help drive mo-
mentum and enthusiasm for the change. Sustainability-embedded leaders can implement
and sustain change by involving employees in decision-making processes, providing op-
portunities for skill development, fostering an environment that encourages innovation and
adaptability, and embedding new behaviors and practices into the organization’s culture
by recognizing and rewarding those who support and exhibit the desired changes [34].
These strategies facilitate organizational sustainability.

Predicting the duration of change management within an organization is challenging
due to the varying rates at which employees adapt. Some individuals may quickly embrace
change, while others might need more time to adjust. Similarly, while some employees will
welcome the change, others may resist it. Sustainability-embedded leaders must engage in
clear communication and collaboration with their teams to ensure the sustainability-driven
success of the change process [35]. Leaders with strong and effective skills can motivate and
influence employees, thereby facilitating successful organizational change and long-term
sustainability. Ref. [7] argue that without sustainability-embedded leadership, change is
unlikely, as there would be no one to inspire, guide, and provide clear direction for the
organization’s employees. Sustainability-embedded leadership is crucial for managing
change, which is necessary for an organization to remain competitive in today’s business
environment and achieve its goals.

Change is often uncomfortable, and some individuals may resist or deny it, risking
obsolescence [23]. Interest in leadership during change implementation is fundamentally
about achieving organizational sustainability. To satisfy this interest, we must first un-
derstand what constitutes ‘sustainability-embedded leadership” and how it contributes to
organizational sustainability. From this perspective, sustainability-embedded leadership
is achieved when it meets the needs for both completing tasks and maintaining group
cohesion. Therefore, sustainability-embedded leadership is crucial for driving organiza-
tional change and achieving sustainability. Equally, sustainability-embedded leadership
is vital in motivating and encouraging individuals to embrace and drive change toward
sustainability. Leadership plays a key role in ensuring that employees adapt and contribute
to the organization’s continuous and sustainable improvement and ability to thrive in a
dynamic business landscape.

3.5. Concrete Examples of How Leaders Mitigated Resistance in Sustainability Initiatives

Leaders play a pivotal role in overcoming resistance during the implementation of sus-
tainability initiatives, and both academic research and practical case studies provide ample
evidence of effective strategies and tangible results. In organizations seeking to integrate
sustainability into their core operations, resistance from employees, middle management,
or even senior leaders is a common hurdle. This resistance can stem from skepticism,
perceived costs, disruption to established routines, or uncertainty about long-term benefits.
To successfully address these challenges, leaders have employed a variety of methods
grounded in transparency, education, inclusivity, and transformational engagement [36].
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Organizations facing entrenched resistance at the middle-management level take
a direct, engagement-focused approach. For instance, Circular Computing, a company
championing eco-friendly technology solutions, experienced notable resistance from its
management team when embarking on a sustainability-focused transformation. The lead-
ership responded by combining proactive advocacy with concrete demonstration of value:
they integrated compelling sustainability goals into performance appraisals, encouraged
managers to lead innovation circles exploring operational improvements, and involved
skeptics directly in pilot projects. By positioning managers as co-owners rather than mere
implementers, resistance was reframed as involvement, and the visible endorsement by
senior leaders reinforced the strategic importance of sustainability. A case narrative high-
lights, “Being assertive, proactive, and unwavering in the pursuit of a sustainable future can
overcome these barriers. The narrative needs a shift from gentle persuasion to compelling,
confident leadership” [37].

Noteworthy is also the experience of Unilever under former CEO Paul Polman, who
championed the Sustainable Living Plan as a fundamental business strategy [37]. Pol-
man’s approach was to embed sustainability into every unit and function of the business,
pairing visionary leadership with relentless communication and employee empowerment.
He frequently addressed concerns openly during town halls, fostering a culture where
questioning and feedback were inputs for refining strategy rather than obstacles to be
overcome. By integrating sustainability KPIs into bonus schemes and performance metrics,
the leadership created clear incentives while neutralizing the perception that sustainability
was a peripheral or idealistic agenda. “Sustainability is not a choice we make, but a way of
operating that defines our future relevance,” Polman emphasized, underscoring the role
leadership plays in translating vision into shared urgency.

The academic literature [2,36] further reinforces these case findings, with research argu-
ing that leaders who anticipate resistance, rather than react to it, tend to be more successful.
Strategies such as involving employees meaningfully in design and decision-making, com-
municating the purpose repeatedly and through varied channels, and leveraging feedback
loops are consistently cited as best practices. For instance, as argued by [2], he highlighted
resistance to waste reduction initiatives was met by inviting operational staff to co-design
process adjustments, which led not only to smoother adoption but also to innovative ideas
from those closest to the shop floor. Leaders supported these efforts by providing emotional
and technical resources, such as coaching, peer mentoring, and opportunities for hands-on
learning, which increased ownership and reduced fear of job loss or skill redundancy.

Another effective tactic is the use of inclusive, democratic leadership, where employees
are treated as change partners rather than subjects. Case studies [36] show that by forming
cross-functional sustainability teams and rotating leadership roles within these teams, orga-
nizations mobilize diverse perspectives, reduce silos, and foster collective problem-solving.
Open forums and structured feedback mechanisms allowed employees to voice concerns,
suggest adjustments, and see their contributions reflected in the evolving sustainability
agenda, which was critical to shifting mindsets from resistance to engagement. Leaders
also addressed root causes of resistance by transparently discussing trade-offs, responding
to concerns about short-term costs versus long-term gains, and sharing external examples
of industry best practices to provide external validation.

Where financial or resource-based resistance was significant, successful leaders framed
sustainability not as a compliance exercise but as a driver of long-term business value. For
example, according to a recent report by McKinsey [33], Company B, in a well-documented
rollout of energy efficiency programs, faced initial pushback over capital investments and
disruption to operational routines. Leaders countered this by piloting small-scale projects,
openly sharing ROI data, and involving resisters in measuring and reporting positive
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outcomes such as cost savings or enhanced safety. Over time, the visible, data-driven
successes moved doubters to advocates, and the organization’s leadership became a visible
sponsor of further innovation. In sum, leaders mitigate resistance to sustainability through
an adaptive blend of clear vision, educational engagement, empathetic listening, inclusion,
visible sponsorship, and the strategic use of quick wins that build credibility. Through
these concrete methods, evident across sectors, they not only dismantle barriers but also
turn resistance into momentum for lasting change.

4. Discussion and Conclusions

Given the challenges facing leaders in the 21st century, we believe that equipping
future leaders with the right leadership strategies is pertinent for their success in orga-
nizational sustainability and the successful advancement of numerous United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). For instance, leaders who cultivate inclusive,
supportive, and performance-oriented environments contribute directly to SDG 8 (Decent
Work and Economic Growth), as they prioritize employee well-being, fair compensation,
and professional development. This enhances employee engagement and workforce re-
silience during organizational transformations. Furthermore, by integrating sustainable
practices into core operations and decision-making, leaders champion SDG 12 (Respon-
sible Consumption and Production), ensuring that consumption patterns and resource
utilization within organizations become more ethical, circular, and community-conscious.
The manuscript’s emphasis on adaptive, emotionally intelligent, and ethically grounded
leadership also aligns with SDG 5 (Gender Equality) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities),
seeing that open communication and team collaboration can challenge traditional power
imbalances and promote diverse perspectives in decision-making, thus supporting broader
social goals inherent to sustainability initiatives [38]. Strong leadership skills also foster
trust among employees, which simplifies other tasks and enhances overall operations.
Leaders with these skills can guide their teams in alignment with the organization’s vi-
sion and mission, motivating continuous improvement and innovation. As a result, the
organization’s performance will improve and sustain itself even in today’s complex and
uncertain business environment. Our research findings have provided valuable insights to
the leadership-organizational sustainability literature by clarifying the advantages and dis-
advantages that different leaders may experience in enhancing organizational performance
and sustainability. This article now turns to discuss the implications of research findings on
knowledge advancement and practical implications.

4.1. Knowledge Advancement

In the past, organizations increasingly adopted complex matrix structures with silos
and opaque hierarchies. Adopting complex matrix structures with silos and opaque hierar-
chies can indeed undermine sustainability-embedded leadership. While matrix structures
are intended to promote flexibility and cross-functional collaboration, when poorly im-
plemented, they can create significant barriers to leadership and overall organizational
effectiveness and sustainability. However, new organizational models are breaking down
these barriers, facilitating more effective collaboration and better adaptation to change,
which are very significant attributes for organizational sustainability [20]. By transitioning
from siloed hierarchies to networks of autonomous teams that emphasize transparency, trust,
and collaboration, companies can improve their sustainability, adaptability, and resilience.

This shift requires leaders to move from directive roles within a vertical hierarchy to
becoming change agents who empower and guide self-managing teams. Sustainability-
embedded leadership in this new framework involves fostering connection, dialogue, and
cooperation across traditional organizational boundaries, thereby building trust, respect,
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and compassion but also encourages leaders to relinquish the power associated with
positional authority in favor of openness, thereby strengthening human connections within
and across teams and enhancing organizational sustainability [39].

On the basis of this, to advance knowledge in this field, we propose that three key
leadership practices can facilitate the shift. To begin with, fostering and empowering small,
self-regulating teams is crucial. However, effective empowerment does not mean leaving
employees to fend for themselves. In fact, true empowerment involves leaders providing
both the right tools and necessary guidance. Leaders should adopt a coaching role: they
do not dictate tasks but offer guidance, set boundaries, and ensure accountability while
allowing team members to find their own sustainability-driven solutions [40]. Organiza-
tions should focus on enhancing managers’ coaching skills and creating time for them to
coach their teams, rather than getting bogged down by administrative tasks like report
writing and meetings. Even simple practices, such as daily stand-ups or check-ins, can
facilitate organizational sustainability, horizontal connectivity, enabling teams to under-
stand each other’s work and identify where help is needed, without relying on hierarchical
directives [41].

Next, promoting transparency and collaboration across the network and beyond is
essential. Sustainability-embedded leadership involves utilizing tools and platforms that
make information sharing seamless. This includes regular updates, open meetings, and
collaborative platforms that keep everyone informed and engaged. Furthermore, facilitat-
ing relationships grounded in trust and mutual respect is crucial in improving organiza-
tional performance and sustainability. This involves being transparent in decision-making
processes and welcoming feedback. Inclusivity is also key in achieving organizational
sustainability, ensuring that every voice is heard and valued, and that input is gathered
from all levels and departments to incorporate diverse perspectives [42].

Finally, transitioning from a hierarchy of individual leaders to networks of leadership
teams can be highly beneficial. When sustainability-embedded leaders build connections
between teams, this approach shifts the model from a central hub-and-spoke structure to a
more extensive network. In a well-functioning network, the central hub maintains visibility
over all activities without creating a bureaucratic bottleneck that impedes responsiveness.
By encouraging a unified purpose, the network can enhance the organization’s ability to
swiftly address challenges and work toward making sustainable choices [43]. Furthermore,
this structure emphasizes crucial behaviors such as empathy, communication, and clear
decision-making, paving the way for a more sustainable, dynamic, and agile organization
in the future.

Furthermore, this research contributes meaningfully to advancing leadership and
sustainability theory by integrating and critically assessing multiple leadership paradigms.
Through its use of theory triangulation and by bringing together Goleman’s emotional
intelligence-based leadership, Complexity Leadership Theory (CLT), and Authentic Lead-
ership Theory (ALT), the study challenges traditional, style-centric views of leadership.
Instead of endorsing a one-size-fits-all model, it promotes a multidimensional understand-
ing of leadership effectiveness, particularly in driving sustainability-embedded change. By
highlighting the limitations of purely hierarchical or leader-centric models, the research
reinforces CLT’s view of leadership as an emergent, relational process rooted in adap-
tive systems [43]. Likewise, the inclusion of ALT underscores that ethical authenticity
and value alignment are not peripheral but essential to sustainable leadership. These
insights culminate in the proposed SEALF framework, which synthesizes adaptive style
deployment, systemic emergence, and sustained authenticity as core dimensions of effec-
tive sustainability leadership. This marks a conceptual shift from prescriptive leadership
models to more context-responsive, ethically grounded, and systems-aware approaches.
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By bridging empirical insights with theoretical innovation, the study not only extends the
boundaries of leadership theory but also reframes how organizations might operationalize
sustainability through leadership that is simultaneously agile, participatory, and anchored
in moral integrity.

4.2. Practical Implications

We can infer from research findings that sustainability-embedded leadership and
change management are essential for embedding sustainability into an organization’s DNA.
By encouraging a culture of continuous improvement, aligning change initiatives with
sustainable goals, and engaging stakeholders, leaders can facilitate long-term sustainability
and ensure the organization thrives in a rapidly changing environment. To extend our
current understanding of sustainability-embedded leadership and change management in
facilitating organizational sustainability, effective leaders in organizations should ensure
that change initiatives align with the organization’s sustainability goals, such as reducing
environmental impact, enhancing social responsibility, or improving economic performance.
They should integrate sustainability into the core strategy, ensuring that every change aligns
with long-term goals. This involves investing in sustainable practices, technologies, and
innovations that reduce waste, optimize resources, and enhance stakeholder value [33].

The findings of this study underscore the necessity for managers and policymakers to
adopt a strategically diversified and evidence-based approach to leadership in the context
of sustainability-embedded change management. Firstly, it is imperative for managers to
engage in regular check-ins, regular leadership assessments, and training programs that
emphasize situational adaptability, equipping leaders at all levels with the awareness and
skill set to deploy varied leadership styles, such as visionary, coaching, affiliative, and
democratic, in response to evolving organizational challenges [25]. Organizations should
institutionalize adaptive leadership development, integrating coaching and experiential
learning (for example, through cross-functional sustainability projects or scenario-based
workshops) that enable emerging and established leaders to practice real-time style flexibil-
ity and emotional intelligence. A related actionable measure is embedding sustainability
competencies into leadership appraisal and promotion criteria, ensuring those ascending
to influential roles have demonstrated an ability to unite teams around purpose-driven
goals, foster learning cultures, and navigate resistance during change initiatives.

Additionally, managers should create mechanisms for distributed leadership and
bottom-up innovation by establishing multidisciplinary “sustainability leadership circles”
and digital platforms that harness employee input and surface emergent solutions, re-
flecting the insights of Complexity Leadership Theory. Regular check-ins, feedback loops,
and cross-level dialogues should be institutionalized so that leadership can sense and
respond to shifting dynamics and actively facilitate collaborative problem-solving. For
policymakers, there is a need to develop regulatory frameworks and professional standards
that incentivize leadership accountability for sustainability outcomes. This can include
coaching strategies and formal recognition and rewards for organizations that demonstrate
sustained success in sustainability change management, as well as funding streams dedi-
cated to sector-wide leadership capacity building in sustainability [40]. Policy instruments
could also require large organizations to publicly report on their leadership development
programs, particularly the extent to which they address sustainable change management
competencies, authentic leadership, and the ethical dimensions of decision-making.

Both managers and policymakers should prioritize efforts to mitigate leadership style
traps, such as excessive reliance on pacesetting or authoritative approaches, by articulating
and monitoring balance at an organizational level. Concrete actions here include rotating
leadership roles in sustainability initiatives, implementing leadership mentoring to foster
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authentic and values-aligned behavior, and using Al-powered dashboards to monitor
leadership impact on sustainability indicators in real time [13]. To support a culture of
authentic and distributed leadership, organizations and policymakers must also model
transparency by regularly communicating challenges, successes, and lessons learned in
the sustainability journey, thus reinforcing stakeholder trust and engagement. Finally, the
typological framework provided in this study should be operationalized through customiz-
able diagnostics and decision-support tools, empowering managers and policymakers to
align leadership strategies more precisely with the complexity and scale of their unique
sustainability challenges. Through transforming these research insights into actionable
systems, processes, and policies, organizations can bridge the persistent gap between
espoused sustainability commitments and the realization of measurable, enduring change
outcomes [25].

It is pertinent to also point out that the implications of sustainability-embedded leader-
ship are not uniform across organization types. For instance, in SMEs, leaders face unique
challenges like resource constraints and flatter hierarchical structures, making coaching,
democratic, and emotionally intelligent leadership more vital to motivate teams and foster
innovation with limited means. Sustainability-embedded SME leaders tend to rely on
close-knit team dynamics and direct engagement, enabling quicker adaptation and strong
buy-in for sustainability goals [44]. Conversely, leaders in large corporations must man-
age complex bureaucracies, coordinate cross-functional efforts, and often institutionalize
sustainability through formalized policies, which can dilute individual influence. Here,
visionary and transformational leadership styles are often required to inspire widespread
culture change and align regional or international operations with high-level sustainability
strategies. Thus, while the principles of sustainability-embedded leadership are broadly
applicable, their actualization demands tailored strategies that consider organizational
scale, structure, and context.

4.3. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

This article’s contributions must be contextualized within several key limitations
that inform opportunities for future research. Foremost, the focus on eight established
leadership theories, while necessary for analytic clarity, inevitably narrows the theoretical
lens, potentially overlooking less conventional or emergent approaches that could shape
sustainability-embedded leadership and change management for organizational sustainability.
As leadership and organizational change are inherently multifaceted and context-dependent,
incorporating a broader or more nuanced array of theoretical perspectives, such as shared
leadership, distributed leadership, or digital-era leadership models, could enrich the under-
standing of how different styles interact with evolving sustainability demands.

Furthermore, the research relies exclusively on secondary sources for data collection
and analysis, a methodological choice driven by time and data access constraints [45].
While systematic literature selection and rigorous theme coding were employed, the ab-
sence of primary data means findings are contingent on the scope, quality, and biases of
existing studies. This precludes detailed, context-specific practitioner insights into the
priorities, mechanisms, and actor dynamics within real-world organizations undertaking
sustainability transformations. To address these limitations, future research should pursue
empirical studies that integrate qualitative methods using in-depth interviews from pri-
mary practitioners or participant observation, with quantitative techniques, with a focus
on advanced econometric modeling. Such mixed-methods designs would enable more
robust assessments of causal mechanisms and contingent effects, clarifying how specific
leadership attributes, such as emotional intelligence, authenticity, and work-life balance,
concretely influence the design, implementation, and outcomes of sustainability initiatives.
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Further, longitudinal studies could illuminate how leadership effectiveness evolves
alongside organizational and environmental change, as well as undertake comparative
studies to explore how cultural contexts, such as collectivist versus individualist societies,
shape sustainability leadership practices. Researchers should also scrutinize the impact of
digital and Al-enabled leadership, a rapidly emerging field intersecting with sustainability
imperatives. By expanding theoretical horizons and integrating richer empirical evidence,
future scholarship can more comprehensively map the complex interplay between leader-
ship, change management, and organizational sustainability, thus providing practitioners
and policymakers with actionable, context-sensitive guidance.

5. Conclusions

This study makes a distinct contribution by expanding Daniel Goleman’s emotional
intelligence-based leadership framework into the domain of sustainability-driven change
management, an area underdeveloped in the literature. While Goleman’s model empha-
sizes situational leadership styles informed by emotional intelligence, this article builds on
that by integrating it with Authentic Leadership Theory and Complexity Leadership Theory
through a Theory Triangulation Method. The result is a novel analytic framework—SEALF
(Sustainability-Embedded Adaptive Leadership Framework) that situates emotionally in-
telligent leadership within broader systems thinking and ethical authenticity. Unlike prior
work [40] that treats leadership effectiveness in sustainability as either a moral imperative
or a structural phenomenon, this study bridges micro-level behavioral adaptability with
macro-level organizational dynamics and ethical alignment.

The contrast table of eight leadership types operationalizes Goleman’s theory in
sustainability contexts, demonstrating how each style contributes to or hinders sustain-
able outcomes. Furthermore, by incorporating emerging forms such as Al-empowered
leadership, the research advances the field beyond static typologies, addressing current
technological and ethical complexities. Ultimately, this study clarifies how leaders can
adaptively deploy styles, foster systemic emergence, and maintain authenticity to embed
sustainability into organizational change, thus offering a multidimensional and practical
extension of Goleman'’s framework in real-world sustainability transitions [45].

Sustainability needs to be integrated into the core of how organizations operate, and
this requires sustainability-embedded leadership and intentional change management.
Leaders have a central role in creating a culture that supports sustainable values, encour-
ages collaboration across departments, and builds trust. Organizations should invest in
developing managers’ coaching abilities and prioritize time for team engagement over
administrative tasks. Leaders should also make use of tools and platforms that facilitate
open communication and shared responsibility for sustainability goals, including regular
updates, open meetings, and collaborative systems that promote alignment, sustainability,
and transparency [10].
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