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Abstract
This paper provides guidance to environmental practitioners on how to more efficiently drive
processes of change to deliver sustainable outcomes. It introduces the concept of leadership,
describes several important forms of environmental leadership, and presents evidence that leadership
is a critical factor in driving environmental change. It then draws on recent research involving
emergent environmental leaders („champions‟) to highlight ten tips that sustainability practitioners
could use to build valuable aspects of leadership capacity. These tips represent tools that
sustainability practitioners could use to become more effective at exerting influence, particularly
across managerial levels and organisational boundaries. The paper also uses a white-water rafting
metaphor to help explain the challenging context typically faced by sustainability practitioners, the
relevance of leadership to this context, and the importance of building specific leadership skills to
successfully exercise influence in complex, uncertain and unstable environments.

Introduction
Sustainability practitioners have the challenging task of navigating through environments often
characterised by complexity, uncertainty, periods of rapid change, multiple stakeholders and an
1
abundance of „wicked problems‟ (see Rittel & Webber, 1973). At the same time, such practitioners
are seeking to exercise influence and promote change. Such change may occur at the level of a
project (e.g. a pilot project), an organisation (e.g. a cultural change program) or institution (e.g.
adoption of a new vision for the way natural resources are managed). In addition, such change
usually involves a range of stakeholders from across managerial and organisational boundaries, who
may have different perspectives, skill sets, priorities and values.
Extending a metaphor by Olsson et al. (2006), the context described above is similar to that faced by
a white-water rafting guide. The river represents the environment a sustainability practitioner must
navigate. There are periods of relative stability (flat reaches of the river) and periods of rapid change
with significant risks and opportunities (rapids). The greatest challenges are faced during periods of
substantial change (rapids), when sustainability practitioners (white-water rafters) want to be proactive
and work with others to use „windows of opportunity‟ (Kingdon, 1995) to exert influence. Such periods
may be driven by environmental crises, new legislation, new funding opportunities, organisational
restructuring, political changes or social changes (e.g. rapid population growth). A range of abilities
are needed to work effectively in such environments. This paper explores such abilities.
A contemporary definition of „leadership‟ is a process of influence that involves articulating a shared
vision of the future, aligning resources (e.g. people and projects) to this vision, and motivating and
inspiring others to achieve this vision for mutual benefit (see Kotter, 1998; Rost, 1993). From this
perspective, leadership is at the heart of processes that seek to deliver change. This is particularly the
case for those processes that cross organisational boundaries and the people driving the change
have no formal authority to direct others. Using the white-water rafting metaphor, leadership is
equivalent to the process of successfully navigating the river, including „reading the water‟, developing
a strategy to negotiate the rapids and executing this strategy as a team.

1

Such problems are characterised by the following features: difficult to clearly define „the problem‟; many interdependencies
and are often multi-causal; attempt to address them often leads to unforeseen circumstances; unstable / dynamic; no obvious /
agreed solution; socially complex; cross jurisdictional boundaries; require behavioural change; and a history of chronic policy
failure (Commonwealth of Australia, 2007).
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This paper aims to provide practical guidance to environmental practitioners on how to manage
dimensions of leadership to drive processes of change and deliver more sustainable outcomes. It
begins by highlighting some important forms of environmental leadership before building the case that
leadership is a critical phenomenon in processes of environmental change. It then draws on recent
research investigating emergent environmental leaders („champions‟ or „key change agents‟) to
suggest ten tips that sustainability practitioners could use to build individual and group-based
leadership capacity in order to more effectively deliver change. It concludes by returning to the whitewater rafting metaphor to emphasise the significance of leadership knowledge and skills to today‟s
professionals who have the challenging task of promoting change to deliver a more sustainable
future.

Background
This section presents three key reasons why leadership is an important factor in driving environmental
change. It then highlights some important forms of environmental leadership as well as particular
leadership skills that are relevant to environmental leaders.

The importance of leadership to environmental practitioners
The first reason why leadership is an important phenomenon in efforts to promote environmental
change relates to context. The complex, uncertain and unstable context that commonly surrounds
environmental practitioners places a premium on leadership in general, particular forms of leadership,
and specific leadership attributes (e.g. skills). The need for greater leadership capacity was advanced
by Gordon and Berry (2006) who stated in relation to environmental leadership:
… complex problems and rapidly changing solutions require more leadership from everyone in an organisation.
Leadership skills that were appropriate to the few [i.e. executives] are now necessities for the many (p. 90).

The second reason is that a substantial body of evidence indicates that effective leadership
processes and leaders are central to many successful examples of environmental change. For
example, emergent leaders (e.g. champions) often play a critical role in driving environmental change
at the level of projects, organisations and broader institutions (see Brouwer et al., 2009; Brown &
Clarke, 2007; Olsson et al., 2006; Penning-Rowsell et al., 2006). Such evidence is particularly strong
in the water industry where the valuable role that champions play in the transition to „water sensitive
cities‟ (see Brown et al., 2009) has now been recognised by academics (see Brown et al., 2006;
Mitchell, 2004; Taylor, 2009), industry practitioners (see Edwards et al., 2006; Keath & White, 2006)
and politicians (see Commonwealth of Australia, 2002). To illustrate, an Australian Senate inquiry
investigated the management of urban water (Commonwealth of Australia, 2002) and concluded that:
The Committee has seen that some of the most successful programs around Australia have been driven
by the knowledge and commitment of one individual … someone with the personal commitment to drive
long-term change … … leadership is a key element in these examples of best practice … the challenge is
to find ways to institutionalise the champion phenomena (p. 236).
The third reason is that leadership skills, such as the ability to build and articulate shared visions,
align resources, and motivate and inspire others, are core competencies for facilitating change. This
point is emphasised by Kotter (2006) who stated:
Producing change is about 80% leadership … and 20% management… In most change efforts, those
percentages are reversed. We continue to produce great managers; we need to develop great leaders (p.
14).
The key point here is that organisations and institutions that are embarking on a major process of
change need high levels of leadership capacity across managerial levels and organisational
boundaries, but often, this capacity is in short supply. This is particularly the case where the change
process marks the transition from a period of relative stability where „management‟ behaviours like
planning, budgeting, staffing and directing flourished. The mismatch between the levels of leadership
capacity that are needed and the levels that are typically available is one explanation for why so many
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major organisational change programs fail. The literature indicates that such failure rates typically
range from 50 to 85% (see Beer & Nohria, 2000; Kotter, 1998; Pascale et al., 1997; Stebel, 1996).

Forms of environmental leadership
Certain forms of leadership are commonly seen in relation to environmental leaders. Understanding
these forms can help developing leaders to identify opportunities to more effectively drive change.
Relevant conceptual models and theories can assist this process. To illustrate, two common forms of
environmental leadership are now described.
First, researchers examining how corporations become more sustainable have found that
transformative change is frequently driven by a cadre of leaders, including emergent leaders or
„change agents‟, that span managerial levels and organisational units (see Benn et al., 2005, 2006a,b;
Dunphy et al., 2007). This form of leadership involves leaders exerting influence from the top-down
and the bottom-up. This is illustrated in the following quote from a regional President of BP
Australasia (Benn et al., 2006a, p. 163):
Leadership comes from the passion of the change agents and identifying who those people are becomes
very important. Building a network of committed leaders at all levels is a first step to change. Only when
there is a critical mass does change take place. … Leadership from below can work, but the layers above
need to become ‘surrounded’ in order for the most intransigent to move. It is far better to have leaders
near the top of the organisation, linked to enthusiasts throughout, driving change.
Second, research investigating processes of environmental leadership that are driven by champions
at a project level in Australian water agencies has identified three phases to such process (see
Taylor, 2008; Taylor et al., in press). During the Initiation phase, sustainable projects and policies are
triggered by „project champions‟ (see Howell & Higgins, 1990; Howell et al., 2005; Maidique, 1980). At
this stage they frequently use transformational leadership behaviours (see Avolio, 2005; Bass, 1985),
such as questioning the status quo and suggesting alternative visions for projects. Throughout the
challenging Endorsement phase they often work in tandem with „executive champions‟ (see Maidique,
1980) to present initiatives to senior, formal leaders. They also build advocacy coalitions and use
windows of opportunity to gain endorsement. During the Implementation phase they often contribute
to multi-disciplinary, cross-boundary project teams involving many SUWM leaders and high levels of
collaboration. They often facilitate these teams and coordinate group-based leadership activities. All
three phases are assisted by executive leaders who create a safe environment for innovation,
learning, risk-taking and collaboration, albeit in different ways. This important form of leadership by
executives is known as enabling leadership (see Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).

Environmental leadership skills
Particular leadership skills are needed for the contexts that sustainability professionals typically work
within (see Taylor, 2009). For example, the ability to use transformational leadership behaviours (see
Bass, 1985) is commonly associated with environmental leaders (see Danter et al., 2000; Egri &
Herman, 2000; Portugal & Yukl, 1994; Smith & Sarros, 2004). It is also a skill set associated with
leaders who act as change agents (see Ashkanasy & Tse, 2000; Schein, 1992) and „champions of
innovations‟ (see Howell & Higgins, 1990; Howell et al., 2005). Specific examples of transformational
leadership behaviours that are frequently used by project champions within Australian water agencies
to promote more sustainable practices include: questioning the status quo; articulating visions for
sustainable projects / initiatives; expressing enthusiasm and confidence; communicating clearly and
frequently; and persisting under adversity (see Taylor, 2008, 2009 & 2010).
Many challenges in the environmental sector can be classified as complex challenges or „wicked
problems‟ (see Commonwealth of Australia, 2007). Complexity leadership researchers suggest that
such problems are best suited to particular forms of leadership (e.g. enabling leadership by senior
leaders) and leaders with particular skills. Such skills include the ability to engage in advanced forms
of social networking, interpret change, coordinate group-based leadership activities and undertake
systems thinking (see Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Plowman et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).
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Ten tips for practitioners
The following ten tips for sustainability practitioners have been developed following research
investigating emergent environmental leaders at the project and executive level in Australian water
agencies who work together to foster more sustainable approaches (see Taylor, 2008, 2009 & 2010).
This research also examined attributes of environmental leaders per se, as well as proven
management strategies to build leadership capacity.

1. Become an excellent social networker
Effective environmental leaders are usually outstanding social networkers. Environmental leaders
often need to work across organisational boundaries, build high levels of personal power, build
advocacy coalitions, scan their work environment for opportunities and risks, and coordinate their
activities with other leaders. All of these activities rely on well-designed and maintained social
networks.
Research investigating emergent environmental leaders in the Australian water industry has
highlighted the importance of using the „strong tie‟ strategy (Granovetter, 1973), working in tandem
with more senior leaders, and the ability to engage in strategic social networking (Ibarra & Hunter,
2007). Strong ties are solid, mutually beneficial relationships built over time that either party can use
to gain significant levels of assistance. Strategic networking focuses on achieving the long-term,
strategic goals of one‟s organisation, and is regarded as the most challenging form of leadership
networking.
Strategies to become an exemplary social networker include learning relevant techniques (e.g. from
well-researched publications, trainers, coaches and/or mentors), and developing and implementing a
focused „networking plan‟ (see Grayson & Baldwin, 2007) so that time invested in networking is used
efficiently. Developing environmental leaders can also observe and learn from daily experiences
relating to networking strategies and techniques.

2. Become familiar with theories and models relating to leadership and change management
Leadership is a complex phenomenon. There are a large number of leadership theories and models
(see Avolio et al., 2009; Northouse, 2004; Yukl, 1989), which provide different „lenses‟ through which
a particular form of leadership can be viewed. Similarly, there are numerous models of change
management processes (e.g. Doppelt, 2003; Jones et al., 2006; Kotter, 1995). Collectively, these
represent a set of tools that developing environmental leaders can use to understand their role in
group-based leadership processes and the importance of context. They can also be used to identify
opportunities for improvement such as skills that need to be developed and when to use specific
leadership behaviours.
An example of how various leadership theories and models can be used to understand a particular
form of environmental leadership is provided in Taylor et al. (in press). In this example,
transformational (Bass, 1985), distributed (Gibb, 1954) and complexity (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007)
leadership theories help environmental practitioners to understand how project and executive
champions drive new projects and policies to deliver more sustainable outcomes within Australian
water agencies. This understanding is needed to develop customised leadership development
initiatives.

3. Develop an appropriate mix of technical, management and leadership skills
The environmental leaders studied by the author typically started their career undertaking technical
roles that required specific skills. Their tertiary education prepared them well for such roles. As their
careers developed, they also developed strong management skills, such as the ability to manage
4
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projects, budgets and human resources. These skills became more valuable in „middle management‟.
A broad range of professional development opportunities typically exists to help managers build these
skills (e.g. traditional MBAs and short courses).
The next „layer‟ of skills relate to leadership. Such skills include tactics to exert influence, social
networking skills, and the ability to build shared visions, align resources, as well as motivate and
inspire others. For the environmental leaders studied by the author, these skills were developed
through experience (i.e. the opportunity to use them), often with guidance from mentors. In some
cases, leadership development programs also helped to build these skills.
This sequence of developing technical, management and leadership skills is typical, and suggests a
skill development hierarchy exists. Some researchers also suggest a window of opportunity may exist
within the context of developing leaders within organisations (see Adair, 2005). From this perspective,
it may take developing leaders several years to firstly build technical and management skills, different
types of knowledge, useful social networks and personal power. It may also take several years to
move into roles where they have plenty of challenging opportunities to practice using leadership skills.
Later in their careers, however, leadership behaviours and styles often become more difficult to
change (Adair, 2005).

4. Gather a diverse range of experiences
The „openness to experience‟ personality characteristic (see Judge et al., 2002) is usually a strongly
developed trait amongst emergent environmental leaders. This trait helps these leaders to participate
in a diverse range of experiences, such as extensive travel, occupying a range of professional roles,
as well as working in different industries, organisations and locations. These experiences can help to
build many significant leadership attributes, such as the ability to communicate with a wide range of
people, broad social networks, and self-confidence from overcoming a range of challenges. Other
potential benefits include a very good general knowledge (e.g. of their industry and/or organisation), a
more strategic and systems view of how aspects of their work relate, and experience from trying to
exert influence in a wide range of contexts.

5. Learn how to use windows of opportunity to effect change
One of the attributes that was most strongly developed amongst the more senior and experienced
environmental leaders studied by the author was their ability to anticipate, plan for, find and use
windows of opportunity to drive change. For example, a crisis may generate an opportunity to
advance a bold environmental initiative, as long as the initiative is well-developed and appropriately
framed. These leaders were also good at „venue shopping‟ (Huitema & Meijerink, 2008), which means
identifying forums where they could successfully exert influence. Several of these leaders learnt these
skills from mentors and other more experienced leaders.

6. Invest time in cross-boundary teams and networks
A feature of the most successful environmental „project champions‟ studied by the author was their
ability to form and manage high performing, cross-boundary teams. For example, one of these
leaders was very effective in promoting sustainable forms of urban water management and worked in
a local government agency. One of the keys to their success was an informal, cross-boundary team of
people who represented the different functional units of the organisation, shared similar values,
trusted each other, and frequently collaborated on major projects and policies. Establishing and
managing such teams, including building trust between members, requires an investment in time and
a broad range of skills (see Kanaga & Browning, 2003; Kanaga & Kossler, 2001).
Social networks are as important to leaders as formal lines of reporting are to managers. As
previously mentioned, social networking is a critical skill for emergent environmental leaders who rely
on personal power to exercise influence across organisational boundaries and managerial levels. In
addition, environmental leaders are known to develop „shadow networks‟ during processes of change
5
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in governance systems (see Olsson et al., 2006). These networks help to “prepare a system to
change by exploring alternative system configurations” (Olsson et al., 2006, p. 1). They also help to
identify possible visions for the future and strategies to achieve such visions.

7. Learn how to use the „enabling leadership‟ style for complex environmental challenges
The concept of enabling leadership is part of Complexity Leadership Theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).
This theory argues that particular leadership behaviours are needed to address complex challenges
as these challenges are associated with unpredictable events (Plowman et al., 2007) and traditional
forms of focused, top-down leadership are usually ineffective (Schneider & Somers, 2006).
Specifically, proponents of this theory have posited that three entangled forms of leadership are
needed in organisations to address complex challenges (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Only one form,
enabling leadership, will be discussed here.
Enabling leadership refers to the activities of leaders, such as executive champions, who create
environments where high levels of interpersonal interaction can occur. During such interaction many
leaders from across organisational boundaries come together to innovate, experiment, learn, resolve
task-related conflict and collaborate to solve elements of complex challenges.
Behaviours used by enabling leaders include encouraging destabilisation of the status quo (Plowman
et al., 2007), task-related conflict (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Van Velsor, 2008), forums for frequent
discussion (Snowden & Boone, 2007), innovation (Snowden & Boone, 2007; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007),
cross-boundary social networks (Van Velsor, 2008), systems thinking (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001) and
information sharing (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). They also coordinate leadership activities and provide
resources for less senior leaders to interact (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007), as well as help to interpret change
(Plowman et al., 2007). In addition, they manage the tension that typically occurs between the new
ideas that flow from bottom-up, emergent leadership processes and the established practices that are
reinforced by top-down, formal leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Proponents of this theory have
suggested enabling leadership suits senior leaders who are patient, comfortable with uncertainty,
open to new ideas, proficient at systems thinking, and have a propensity to enable rather than control
change (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Plowman et al., 2007; Snowden & Boone, 2007).

8. Build and use an „individual leadership development plan‟
Professor John Adair argues that “no individual leader should ever depend upon an organisation to
school him or her in leadership” (Adair, 2005, p. 164). This view reflects that leadership development
is a challenging lifelong journey (Avolio, 2005), few organisations are equipped to do this properly
(Adair, 2005) and few leaders would spend their entire careers in the one organisation. This view also
leads to the conclusion that leaders should take personal responsibility for managing their
development over their careers (Van Velsor & Drath, 2004). Consequently, good leadership
development programs guide leaders through a process of building personalised plans that help them
to continue to develop well beyond the life of the program (see Arsenault, 2003; Guthrie & King, 2004;
Van Velsor et al., 2004).

9. Learn from mentors
One of the attributes that was associated with the most effective environmental champions studied by
the author was that mentors were highly influential to their development as leaders. Mentors helped
them to build political, relational, strategic, normative (value-based) and contextual knowledge.
Mentors also helped them to use windows of opportunity to drive change, build strategic networks
(e.g. with executives and politicians) and influence senior staff and politicians.
Strategies to benefit from mentoring include choosing mentors who are best equipped to help with
specific development needs (as outlined in a leader‟s individual leadership development plan), and
setting up formal mentoring arrangements (e.g. to agree on roles, objectives, meeting frequency,
review period, etc.). In addition, it is best to choose mentors who are in another branch, department or
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organisation (rather than one‟s manager / executive manager) to avoid conflicts of interest or
allegations of favouritism.

10. Help to develop the next generation of environmental leaders
Leaders grow leaders (Hurt & Homan, 2005). There is evidence to support this claim. For example,
there is strong empirical evidence to indicate that leaders who frequently use transformational
leadership behaviours are typically associated with positive organisational outcomes, such as extra
effort from colleagues, in a wide range of organisational contexts (see Avolio et al., 2009; DeGroot et
al., 2000; Lowe et al., 1996). One group of transformational leadership behaviours is known as
„individual consideration‟ and includes behaviours such as, teaching, coaching, mentoring, and
helping others to develop their strengths. Thus, effective leaders within organisations frequently
engage in coaching and mentoring activities, and help others to achieve their potential. These
leadership behaviours, like all others, can be taught and learnt.

Conclusions
This paper has highlighted ten tips that sustainability practitioners could use to strengthen leadership
capacity and more effectively drive change. It has also explained why leadership is an important
factor in driving environmental change, and described some common forms of environmental
leadership that can trigger and accelerate change.
In the introduction to this paper, a white-water rafting metaphor was used to better understand the
context that faces many sustainability practitioners and the challenge of exercising influence in a
complex, uncertain and unstable environment. The tips highlighted in this paper can also be related to
this metaphor. For example, an exemplary white-water rafting guide would invest time in working with
his / her team of paddlers to optimise their performance (cross-boundary team), know when a rapid is
safe to run (window of opportunity), and would have built his / her skills from running many rivers
under a wide range of conditions (diverse experiences). Such a guide would also learn from more
experienced paddlers (mentors / networks), and have formally learnt a range of skills from paddling
techniques (technical skills), planning a safe trip (management skills) and motivating and inspiring his
/ her team to put in extra effort when needed (leadership skills). He / she would also take time to teach
and guide others (helping the next generation).
In conclusion, this paper acknowledges the significant and complex challenges that currently face
environmental practitioners, and those that lie ahead. Many forms of institutional capacity will be
needed to address these challenges. Central to such capacity is the ability of future environmental
leaders to skilfully initiate and drive processes of change. As such, this paper shares and supports the
view of Gordon and Berry (2007) that
… there is no more urgent task than to encourage and nurture the next generation of environmental
leaders. The most important message we have to offer is that environmental leadership consists largely of
learned skills and styles and that learning needs to begin early and last a lifetime (p. 148).
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