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Abstract

The global shift toward sustainability, climate responsibility, and environmentally conscious business
practices has reshaped expectations of contemporary leaders. Organizations today face growing institutional,
market-driven, and societal pressures to integrate sustainability into their strategies, operations, and
behaviours. This paper argues that redefining leadership for a sustainable future requires the development of
green competencies knowledge, skills, behaviours, and values aligned with environmental responsibility.
While sustainability was earlier perceived primarily as compliance and corporate social responsibility, recent
scholarship highlights its strategic importance for long-term resilience, innovation, and competitiveness. This
study examines the conceptual foundations of sustainable and green leadership, emphasizing ecological
stewardship, systems thinking, ethical governance, and participatory decision-making. It traces the shift from
transactional and charismatic leadership models toward transformational, ethical, and sustainability-oriented
frameworks. Empirical evidence is reviewed to show how green leadership enhances environmental
performance, employee engagement, stakeholder trust, and organizational adaptability amid climate-related
disruptions. A comprehensive model of green competencies is proposed across four domains: environmental
literacy, strategic green visioning, green innovation and change management, and ethical and responsible
leadership. The paper further analyzes organizational mechanisms such as sustainability-oriented HRM
practices, green training, learning systems, and ESG- and SDG-based evaluation frameworks—that enable
competency development. Case insights from global and Indian organizations illustrate measurable outcomes
of adopting green leadership. The study concludes by positioning sustainable leadership as a strategic
necessity and calls for further research on assessing green leadership effectiveness, particularly in emerging

economies.

Keywords: Sustainable leadership, Green competencies, Environmental stewardship, Systems thinking, Ethical
governance, Green innovation, Sustainability-oriented HRM, Environmental performance, Organizational resilience,
Stakeholder trust.

Introduction

The 21st century has witnessed unprecedented environmental challenges—climate change, biodiversity loss,

pollution, and resource depletion—forcing organizations to rethink their strategies and operational priorities.
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Governments, consumers, global institutions, and civil society now demand that businesses integrate
sustainability into their core functioning rather than treat it as a peripheral responsibility. As the world
transitions toward eco-conscious development pathways, leadership emerges as a decisive factor shaping how

organizations respond to environmental imperatives (Gladwin et al., 1995).

Traditional leadership, which largely prioritised efficiency, profitability, and short-term gains, is no longer
adequate. Organizations that fail to embrace sustainability risk reputational damage, operational
vulnerabilities, and regulatory penalties. On the other hand, environmentally responsible firms tend to achieve
higher innovation, stronger employee engagement, and competitive advantage (Bansal & Song, 2017). These
trends underscore the need to redefine leadership competencies to align organizations with long-term

ecological and social well-being.

Building green competencies knowledge, skills, behaviours, and values aligned with environmental
stewardship has thus become central to modern leadership paradigms. Leaders today must be ecologically
literate, ethically responsible, and capable of steering transformational change toward sustainability. The
evolving corporate landscape demands leadership that can navigate environmental risks while fostering

resilience and sustainable value creation (Fernando, 2021)

Scholars have extensively examined the shift from conventional leadership models to sustainability-oriented
paradigms. Transformational, ethical, and responsible leadership theories highlight the importance of values,
long-term vision, and stakeholder welfare (Hargreaves & Fink, 2012). Recent work further extends this by
emphasizing how leaders influence employee green behaviours and organizational environmental

performance through modelling, motivation, and strategic alignment (Robertson & Barling, 2013).

Research also shows that integrating sustainability into leadership requires specific competencies.
Environmental literacy, strategic green orientation, systems thinking, and ethical judgement are frequently
identified as foundational attributes of green and sustainable leadership (Lozano, 2015). Organizations with
leaders possessing strong green competencies demonstrate better adoption of eco-innovation, environmental
management systems, and sustainability governance structures (Daily et al., 2009; Klettner et al., 2014). Thus,

the literature positions green competencies as essential enablers of sustainable organizational transformation.
Conceptual Foundations of Leadership in the Sustainability Era

Leadership theories have evolved significantly over time. Early models emphasized control, authority, and
efficiency, whereas recent approaches focus on ethics, empowerment, and long-term value creation.
Sustainability has added another layer of complexity by requiring leaders to think beyond traditional financial

metrics and consider social and environmental impacts.
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Evolution of Leadership towards Sustainability

Leadership thinking has evolved across four major phases. Early leadership was hierarchical, control-oriented,
and productivity-focused. The rise of transformational leadership brought attention to vision building and
change facilitation. Ethical and responsible leadership added the dimension of stakeholder welfare and
community responsibility. The 21%-century sustainability paradigm integrates ecological stewardship, long-

term thinking, and global citizenship into leadership roles (Hargreaves & Fink, 2012).

In the sustainability context, leaders are expected to balance economic objectives with environmental limits

and social equity, demanding a shift in mind-sets and competencies.
Understanding Green Leadership

Green leadership refers to leadership practices intentionally aimed at advancing environmental sustainability
alongside organizational performance. Green leaders demonstrate ecological consciousness, encourage green
behaviours, and adopt inclusive and ethical decision-making. They promote low-carbon technologies, waste

minimization, energy efficiency, and circular-economy practices (Afsar & Umrani, 2020).

Importantly, green leadership is not confined to top executives; it can be cultivated at all organizational levels,

enabling green behaviours and cultural transformation.
Green Competencies: Definition and Organizational Significance

Green competencies are the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and behaviours that enable individuals to effectively
promote and implement environmental sustainability within organizations. Building green competencies

allows leaders to integrate ecological considerations into strategic decisions and operational routines.
Key Domains of Green Competencies
Four major domains of green competencies are central to sustainability leadership.

° Environmental Literacy

Environmental literacy involves understanding ecological systems, climate science, and biodiversity,
pollution, and resource cycles. Leaders with strong environmental literacy can interpret environmental
data, assess ecological risks, and appreciate the implications of environmental degradation. They
possess the expertise regarding international sustainability frameworks like the SDGs, Environmental,
Social and Governance ( ESG) criteria, and Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) standards. This critical
competence helps executives make decisions that are both strategic and compliant with global

sustainability requirements.
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o Strategic Green Visioning

This term refers to the competence of making sustainability a fundamental part of an organization’s
mission and future strategy. For leaders, this means viewing environmental matters as central to
business success, not just an afterthought. They are proactive, anticipating risks from climate, new
laws, and changing market preferences, allowing them to build business models that are robust and
green. Strategic green visioning necessarily involves setting definitive targets, like achieving zero

carbon emissions or implementing a full renewable energy transition.

o Green Innovation and Change Management

Green innovation requires adoption of eco-friendly technologies, Redesigning processes, and fostering
experimentation. Strong change management skills help overcome resistance and embed sustainability

in organizational culture.
o Ethical, Inclusive, and Responsible Leadership Values

Ethical judgement, transparency, fairness, and environmental justice form the moral core of green

competencies (Fernando, 2021).

Collectively, green competencies help organizations respond to regulatory pressures, improve eco-efficiency,

enhance brand reputation, and deliver social value.
Organizational Need for Green Competencies

The development of green competencies is very important and it is a strategic necessity for modern

organizations.
o Strategic Importance

Green competencies are strategically vital because they enable organizations to anticipate and react to
environmental risks and new regulations. Leaders who understand environmental issues ensure their
companies can easily comply with stricter government rules (like carbon taxes), thus preventing legal and
reputational harm. In addition, this focus on sustainability helps businesses gain a competitive edge by

attracting consumers who prioritize eco-friendly products.

° Economic Outcomes

Green competencies can significantly improve economic performance. Eco-efficiency measures, such as
energy conservation, waste minimization, and efficient resource use, reduce operational costs. Green
innovation can open new market opportunities in renewable energy, sustainable products, and circular

economy models. Investors are focusing more and more on ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance)
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criteria when they evaluate companies, often rewarding organizations with excellent sustainability
records by giving them better access to capital. This means that having strong green leadership directly
supports a company's long-term financial stability and growth.

. Social Outcomes

In addition to economic and strategic advantages, developing green skills leads to positive societal
benefits. Leaders prioritizing the environment tend to build ethical company cultures that emphasize
integrity and responsibility. Such cultures generally benefit from higher staff retention and commitment,
along with better engagement. As people increasingly seek meaning in their jobs, sustainability provides a
clear avenue for purpose. Responsible environmental actions also boost local community relations and

support general social well-being.

Building Green Competencies in Organizations

o Green Training and Development

To build environmental literacy and sustainability skills, organizations should design specific
educational programs. Training formats, whether workshops, seminars, or digital courses, can cover
areas such as environmental management, climate change impacts, sustainable supply chains, and
reporting standards. It’s vital that leadership training explicitly integrate sustainability, stressing the
importance of holistic systems thinking, forward-looking planning, and engaging stakeholders.
Forming alliances with academic institutions, non-profits, and experts is a great way to enrich the

curriculum and access cutting-edge knowledge.

° Green Human Resource Management (GHRM)

GHRM integrates environmental goals into recruitment, appraisals, and incentive systems,
encouraging sustainable behaviours (Daily et al., 2009).Performance appraisal systems can include
sustainability-related criteria, such as contribution to environmental initiatives or resource efficiency
improvements. Incentive schemes may reward employees and managers for achieving green targets,
thereby reinforcing desired behaviours. GHRM ensures that sustainability is embedded into the people
management systems that shape organizational culture.

. Organizational Learning Systems

Organizations that foster continuous learning are better positioned to develop and sustain green
competencies. Knowledge-sharing platforms, such as intranet portals or communities of practice,
allow employees to exchange ideas and best practices on sustainability. Cross-functional green teams
can collaborate on projects such as energy-saving initiatives, waste reduction, or eco-product design.
Internal green innovation labs can provide space for experimentation and prototyping of sustainable
solutions. Such learning systems encourage creativity and collective ownership of sustainability goals.
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o Digital Tools and Technologies
Digital tools play a key supporting role for effective sustainability leadership. Using technologies like
Al, data analytics, and IoT, companies gain the ability to monitor their environmental impact instantly.
Leaders get useful data from things like energy management systems and sustainability dashboards,
helping them make smarter decisions. Furthermore, digital platforms are excellent for distributing
training content and monitoring competency progress. Ultimately, leveraging technology allows
organizations to expand their green leadership initiatives and accurately gauge their overall

effectiveness.

Empirical Evidence and Case Illustrations

° Unilever

Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan is a prominent example of integrating green leadership into corporate
strategy. The company has set ambitious goals related to reducing environmental impact, improving health
and well-being, and enhancing livelihoods. Leaders at Unilever actively promote sustainability across
brands, supply chains, and operations. Through initiatives focused on reducing carbon emissions,
conserving water, and minimizing waste, Unilever has achieved substantial environmental improvements
while maintaining strong business performance. The case illustrates how strategic green visioning and

innovation competencies translate into measurable outcomes.
° Tata Group (India)

The Tata Group, one of India’s largest conglomerates, has long emphasized ethical and responsible
business practices. In recent years, it has deepened its commitment to sustainability through initiatives in
renewable energy, green buildings, and community development. Leadership programs within the group
increasingly highlight sustainability as a core dimension of decision-making. For example, Tata Power’s
investments in solar and wind energy reflect strategic green visioning and environmental literacy. The
group’s focus on long-term stakeholder value rather than short-term profit maximization embodies ethical

and responsible leadership values.

o ICT Sector: Infosys

Infosys, a leading information technology company, provides another example of sustainability-oriented
leadership. The company has implemented green building standards, reduced energy consumption per
employee, and invested in renewable energy sources. Leaders at Infosys use data-driven tools to track

environmental performance and integrate sustainability into operational decisions. Training programs
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practices demonstrate how green competencies can be embedded in knowledge-intensive industries.
Barriers to Green Competency Development

Despite the advantages of green competencies, organizations often encounter barriers in building them.

o Organizational Resistance

Resistance to change is a common obstacle. Employees and managers may perceive sustainability
initiatives as additional burdens that increase costs or disrupt established routines. The idea that profits
must come at the expense of the environment is a common misconception that creates a lot of resistance.
Businesses can only move past this challenge through excellent communication, effective change
management, and unambiguous, demonstrated support from the top leadership.

° Resource Constraints

Developing green competencies may require investments in training, technology, and infrastructure. Small
and medium enterprises, in particular, may face financial constraints. However, many sustainability
initiatives yield cost savings in the long run, and organizations can seek external support, such as

government incentives or partnerships, to alleviate resource limitations.

o Skill Gaps

A major challenge is that many senior executives lack the specific skills needed for environmental matters
or for using sustainability frameworks. This deficiency prevents sustainability from being properly
integrated into strategic business plans. We can bridge this by providing focused education, working
closely with subject matter experts, and leveraging programs like mentorships and cross-sector networks
for skill development.

o Misalignment of Priorities

In some organizations, short-term financial performance is prioritized over long-term sustainability goals.
This misalignment can discourage investments in green competencies. Aligning incentives, performance
indicators, and governance structures with sustainability objectives is essential to ensure coherence

between strategy and practice.
Strategies to Overcome Barriers

To successfully establish environmental competencies within a company, few steps are crucial. First, the top

leadership needs to show consistent, clear dedication to being sustainable. When managers lead by example
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and communicate a precise sustainability strategy, their teams are more likely to get on board.
Second, making sustainability a core part of Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) for individuals, teams, and
the whole company holds everyone responsible and highlights the value of these new green skills.

Third, companies should set up cross-functional committees or task forces to tackle environmental issues by
gathering different types of expertise. These structures are excellent for boosting collaboration and innovation.
Fourth, leaders need continuous skill development through training, coaching, and exposure to best practices
to keep up with the newest sustainability trends. Fifth, a strong sustainability governance system including
clear policies, codes of conduct, and reporting methods is essential for creating an environment where green

leadership can thrive.
Proposed Green Competency-Based Sustainable Leadership Framework

Building on the preceding discussion, a multi-level framework for green competency-based sustainable

leadership can be proposed.
e Individual-Level Competencies

At the individual level, leaders must possess environmental literacy, ethical judgement, and green
communication skills. They should be capable of articulating the organization’s sustainability vision,
engaging stakeholders in dialogue, and translating complex environmental information into

understandable messages.

» Team-Level Competencies

Teams should cultivate collaborative problem-solving abilities and shared ecological accountability.
Green innovation teams composed of members from different functions can jointly design sustainable
solutions. Team norms that encourage open discussion of environmental issues and experimentation
with green practices strengthen collective competencies.

* Organizational-Level Competencies

At the organizational level, sustainability governance structures, green culture, and eco-centric
performance systems are vital. Governance structures may include sustainability committees at board
and executive levels, dedicated sustainability officers, and formal policies. A green organizational
culture values responsibility, stewardship, and long-term thinking. Performance systems should

incorporate environmental indicators and reward contributions to sustainability goals.

This integrated approach highlights that sustainability leadership must be cultivated across the entire

organizational ecosystem.
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Discussion

The transition to a sustainable future places unprecedented demands on organizational leadership. Traditional
models that focus narrowly on financial outcomes are insufficient in the face of climate change, biodiversity
loss, and social inequality. Green competencies offer a pathway for leaders to navigate these complexities. To
successfully lead their companies toward sustainable development, executives must combine environmental
awareness, a clear strategic outlook, strong innovation skills, and an underlying foundation of ethical

behaviour.

This entire discussion underscores the importance of the local environment. Emerging economies like India
being a prime example deal with unique sustainability issues. While rapid growth in cities and industry, along
with higher energy consumption, strains resources, it simultaneously presents chances for inclusive growth
and environmentally friendly innovation. Leadership development in these regions needs to be tailored to

local conditions while still utilizing valuable international knowledge.
Conclusion

Our argument is that redefining leadership for sustainability requires organizations to intentionally build up
green skills. This type of leadership goes far beyond simple environmental initiatives; it necessitates a basic
change in leaders’ perspectives on their roles and responsibilities. The core of this new approach involves
environmental literacy, the ability to craft a strategic green vision, strong innovation and change management

capabilities, and a foundation of ethical, inclusive values.

Organizations that invest in building green competencies are better equipped to comply with evolving
regulations, meet stakeholder expectations, and seize opportunities in the green economy. They can reduce
environmental risks, improve efficiency, and enhance their reputation. At the same time, they contribute to

global efforts to mitigate climate change and protect ecosystems.

Future research could explore sector-specific competency models, metrics for assessing green leadership
effectiveness, and the role of digital transformation in accelerating sustainability leadership. Empirical studies
in diverse cultural and economic contexts would further enrich understanding of how green competencies can

be nurtured and leveraged for a sustainable future.
Future Perspectives
Future research should focus on the following things:

o Develop sector-specific green competency models tailored to manufacturing, IT, agriculture,
and services.

o Design measurable indicators for evaluating green leadership effectiveness.
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J Examine the role of digital transformation like Artificial intelligence, Internet of Things,
block chain etc. in accelerating sustainability leadership.
o Explore cross-country comparisons of green competencies in emerging economies.

o Study behavioural factors influencing employee adoption of green leadership initiatives.

Such work will help deepen understanding and create robust tools for nurturing sustainability-oriented leaders

globally.
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