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Abstract 

Sustainability is not just about the environment.  Success in today’s global competitive 
environment requires sustainable leadership and business strategies to carry organizations well 
into the future. 

Sustainable leaders are individuals who not only have a great respect for the 
environment and the world around them but also for their local and global communities, 
societies as a whole, and people.  Sustainable leaders are those who are able to reconcile forces 
of both changes and stability.  They lead organizations during easy as well as difficult times, 
and periods of convergence as well as periods of transformative and radically changes.  They 
enable organizations and their people to be not only competitive but improve continuously.  
Sustainable leaders out-live themselves by implementing appropriate success plans and leave 
behind legacies of impact over the long haul and enabling organizations and businesses to be 
successful for the long-term.   

In other words, sustainable leaders are those who are able to not only prevail but 
triumph over the current economic distress and financial turmoil.  They are capable of 
extending their positive influence to their organizations leading to the long-term health of their 
organizations.  They contribute to their local as well as global communities, the society as a 
whole, and the environment. Sustainable leaders last.  Sustainable leadership is about 
sustainable community, economy, environment, business, leadership of others, people and 
sustainable selves. 

However, in the recent years, we have seen an avalanche of corporate scandals and 
fraud.  Research also 

What went wrong?  What is leadership about?  Is it just about the bottom line and 
superficial performance?  Is it about having a golden parachute to cash out?  Being a leader, is 
it just about you and you only or is it about something else?  Being a leader, is it about the inner 
you or outer you? What does it take to be a sustainable leader?  What does it take a leader to 
have positive influence on the local and global 

revealed that annual CEO turnover had increased in the more recent 
periods over earlier periods and the number of disciplinary dismissal had increased as well. 

community, economy, environment, business, 
leadership of others, people and himself or herself?  What does it take a leader to prevail the 
crisis we’re experiencing now?  What kind of leaders would make the world immune from 
similar crisis and events in the future?  In this paper, we’ll develop three L-E-A-D-E-R models 
to address these questions and exam some of the key characteristics leading to sustainable 
leadership for leaders of today’s complex and turmoil organizational, community and global 
environment.  These characteristics are imperative for today’s leaders to not only survive but 
prevail during today’s economic and financial crises and have long-term positive impact on 
people, planet, and profit. 
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Introduction 

A simple search on amazon.com for books on leadership, at the time of this writing, 
returned 72,919 matches.  Similarly, 502,000,000 results returned when the word “leadership” 
was googled!  Thousands of books are written and published every year articulating what it takes 
to be a great leader.  At the same time, numerous books on leadership are read, seminars, 
trainings and boot camps on developing leadership skills are attended by leaders and leader-to-
be’s in the hopes to improve their leadership skills and abilities. 

However, we have seen an avalanche of corporate scandals and fraud committed by 
corporate leaders in the recent years, for example, to just name a few, Enron, WorldCom, and 

Steven and Bernadette’s research revealed that annual CEO turnover had increased in the 
more recent periods over earlier periods implying a shorter average tenure, which is consistent 
with the findings of NACD [3] that the CEO turnover rate hit the highest in six years. Steven and 
Bernadette’s study suggested that some of the turnovers labeled as unforced was actually not voluntary 
[2].  They also noted that “in the last several years, corporate governance in the United States has 
come under great scrutiny, if not attack. The corporate governance scandals early in this decade 
led to the Sarbanes Oxley legislation. Since the legislation, the criticism of corporate governance 
has continued. CEOs are routinely criticized for being overpaid. Boards of directors are routinely 
criticized as cronies of those overpaid CEOs.” 

Adelphia Communications.  The failing role at the corporate leadership level has certainly 
contributed in a great deal to the current economic distress and financial turmoil.  One of the key 
findings in the 2011 CEO Succession Report released by The Conference Board [1] was the 
increase in the number of disciplinary successions.  The result was based on its analysis on chief 
executive officer succession events in S&P 500 companies from 2009-2010.  The 2011 CEO 
Succession Report stated that “from 2006 through 2009, which is roughly the period of the 
financial crisis, approximately 80 percent of all succession events were associated with CEO 
dismissals.” 

This is totally opposite to what one would expect given the abundant resources on 
leadership and the popularity of the subject on leadership.  So what went wrong?  What is 
leadership about?  Is it just about the bottom line?  Is it about having a golden parachute to cash 
out?  What does it take to be a sustainable leader?  What does it take a leader to have positive 
influence on the local and global community, economy, environment, business, leadership of 
others, people and himself or herself?  

This paper proceeds as follows: three L-E-A-D-E-R models will be presented in the next 
section.  The two crucial questions will then be addressed.  Finally, the paper concludes. 

What does it take a leader to prevail the crisis we’re 
experiencing now?  What kind of leaders would make the world immune from similar crisis and 
events in the future?  A great deal of criticism has been focused on CEO pay.  One of the Occupy 
Wall Street Movement demonstrators wrote: “Their way of life is killing the rest of us.  Their 
way of life is paid for by the rest of us.  Why are we paying them to kill us?”  In this paper, we’ll 
approach the issue from a different perspective.  First of all, we explore a set of individual 
leadership characteristics that reflect the various dimensions of sustainable leadership using the 
L-E-A-D-E-R model.  Then, we’ll address the questions raised earlier by examining the 
characteristics captured by the L-E-A-D-E-R model and answering two crucial questions.  
Specifically, being a leader, is it just about you and you only or is it about others?  Being a 
leader, is it about the inner you or outer you?  

 
L-E-A-D-E-R Models 



 
Chemers [4] suggested that the majority of theorists and researchers would accept a 

definition of leadership as the “process of social influence in which one person can enlist the aid 
and support of others in the accomplishment of a common task."  Other similar definitions of 
leadership had also emerged.  For example, Northouse [5] defined leadership as “a process 
whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal.”  Yukl [6] 
described leadership as "the process of influencing others to understand and agree about what 
needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts 
to accomplish shared objectives."  On the other hand, Pascoe [7] interpreted leadership as “a 
person with confidence and ability to motivate people to a higher level in a culture.” 

Both Chemers [4] and Rowe [8] noted that the definitions of leadership entailed several 
fundamental and integral aspects central to the phenomenon of leadership.  Particularly, 
leadership happened within the context of interactions within a group and involved social 
influence.  It also centered on a common tasks and on achieving a shared goal.  Many believed 
that leaders were made instead of born, because based on the definitions, leadership was a 
process.  Some even believed that, since leadership was a process, it was neither characteristics 
nor traits that made leaders.  This was classified as Process Leadership by Jago [9].  This was 
also known as Transformational Leadership Theory where “People can choose to become 
leaders.  People can learn leadership skills” [10].  On the other hand, many great leaders did 
possess some common characteristics and traits.  This was known as Trait Leadership [9] under 
which it was accepted that leaders were born rather than made.  Bass and Stogdill [10] called it 
the Trait Theory where “Some personality traits may lead people naturally into leadership roles.”   

While leadership can be learned, the characteristics, traits, abilities, and skills possessed 
by a person can certainly have a positive influence and make him or her a better and/or a unique 
leader.  As a matter of act, we believe that a person’s characteristics, traits, abilities, and skills 
have direct and compelling impact on his or her process of leadership.  They are interrelated.  
Chemers [4] submitted that although the definition of leadership seemed relatively simple, the 
reality of leadership was very complex.  Undoubtedly, it is a leader’s characteristics, traits, 
abilities, and skills and those of his or her followers bring about complexity to the leadership 
process under a dynamic environment, especially when opposite and contrasting ones are in 
force. 

In their book on counseling youth, McDowell and Hostetler [11] established a framework 
using the letters of the word “LEADER” to help youth with, for example, emotional and 
relational issues.  Their method for counseling youth is to Listen, Empathize, Affirm, Direct, 
Enlist, and Refer.  We’ll apply this framework to leadership and use the letters of the word 
“LEADER” (L-E-A-D-E-R models) to identify leadership characteristics and traits.  As we 
articulated above, leadership traits and processes are intertwined.  These characteristics and 
traits, we believe, have a positive impact on sustainable leadership. 

We’ll outline three L-E-A-D-E-R models below.  The first two models are verb-based.  
That is, verbs start with each letters in the word “LEADER” will be used for the model and to 
portray the leadership characteristics and traits.  The third model is noun-based.  The three 
models are presented in Table I, Table II, and Table III respectively. 

 
Table I: Verb-based L-E-A-D-E-R model 1 
 

L-E-A-D-E-R Model Explanations 
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L – Listen and Learn 

• Listen – Great communication skills are often attributed to great leaders.  
Frequently, oral communication skills are over-emphasized while the importance 
of listening skills is discounted.  We “hear” but we don’t listen.  We often speak 
too soon and respond before finish listening.  Therefore, we often times jump to 
conclusions.  To be a sustainable leader, one should learn to listen and listen to 
learn.  Listening skills and learning skills are the two sides of the same coin.   

• Learn – Maxwell [12] remarked that to lead tomorrow, one must learn today.  The 
reality was that leadership was developed daily, not in a day.  Similar to the Total 
Quality Management concept of continuous improvement to strive for zero 
defects, to be a sustainable leader, one should continuously improve his or her 
leadership skills through unceasing learning - there is always room for 
improvement and to be better. 

E - Equip 

• Equip – A sustainable leader helps and facilitates the growth and development of 
his or her subordinates.  He or she grows as a leader by nurturing others.  
Sustainable leaders out-live themselves by appropriately equipping and training 
their successors well in advance and thereby enabling their organizations and 
businesses to be successful for the long-term.   

A - Admit 

• Admit: Sustainable leaders admit their areas of shortcomings and weaknesses.  
They understand and know their limitations.  They understand that the whole is 
greater than the sum of its parts and their potentials are determined by those 
closest to them.  Therefore, they welcome talents in areas where they lack strength 
and staff around their weaknesses.  They build their inner circles capable of 
successfully running their businesses by surrounding themselves with a team of 
people of complementary gifts and skills.  This often distinguishes a great leader 
from a good one, a sustainable leader from an unsustainable one. 
 
In addition, sustainable leaders are open to criticisms and are quick to admit their 
mistakes.  They are willing to take more than their shares of the blame.  They 
strengthen and sustain their leadership by exposing their mistakes and 
weaknesses.  One of the people that I respected the most was my high school math 
teacher.  He was an exceptionally intelligent person.  However, it was not his 
intelligence earned my respect.  One day, he started the class by openly admitting 
a mistake he made in a previous class.  It was his willingness to admit his 
mistakes earned my upmost respect. 

D - Delegate 

• Delegate – Sustainable leaders are capable of fully appreciate the fact that their 
potentials are destined by their people.  They master the art of delegation.  For 
example, a prudent delegation arrangement would use the Pareto Principle and 
call for a leader to identify 20% of his or her people as his or her “go to guys” 
while his or her “go to guys” identify 20% of his or her people as “go to guys”.   It 
takes a team of people to accomplish greater things!  This is also related to the 
“Admit” and “Equip” aspects of leadership discussed above.  Leaders delegate 
because they admit their limitations while they equip others when they delegate. 

E - Exemplify 

• Exemplify – How do children learn?  They learn by observing what their parents 
do.  As parents, we know that our actions speak louder than words.  The same 
principle applies to leaders.  Sustainable leaders are good role models for their 
employees and set good examples for their people.  They earn respect and trust 
from their people through integrity and by doing what they say and saying what 
they do.  Sustainable leaders display exemplary characters and ethics in 
everything they do.   
 
Gandhi once stated that “we must become the change we want to see.”  By the 
same token, sustainable leaders must become the change they want to see. 
 
Clark [13] rendered that “when a person is deciding if she respects you as a leader, 
she does not think about your attributes, rather, she observes what you do so that 



she can know who you really are. She uses this observation to tell if you are an 
honorable and trusted leader or a self-serving person who misuses authority to 
look good and get promoted. Self-serving leaders are not as effective because their 
employees only obey them, not follow them. They succeed in many areas because 
they present a good image to their seniors at the expense of their workers.” 

R – Respect and 
Recognize 

• Respect – Sustainable leaders earn their respect by respecting others and treating 
others fairly.  This basically describes a reciprocal relationship similar to the 
Golden Rule that teaches us to treat others as we would like to be treated.  People 
follow those they respect. 

• Recognize – Sustainable leaders recognize the strengths and achievements of 
others. 

 
Table II: Verb-based L-E-A-D-E-R model 2 

 
L-E-A-D-E-R Model Explanations 

L – Lean 

• Lean – Sustainable leaders are someone who can be leaned upon when needed.  In 
this context, their function is support while their role is friend.  There is a saying 
that a friend in need is a friend indeed.  In time of sorrow, leaders in this capacity 
are someone who lessen your sorrow while in time joy, they are readily there to 
share you joy.  In time of need, they shoulder your burdens while in time of 
despair, they are always there to support and encourage. 

E - Elevate/Inspire 

• Elevate/Inspire – Sustainable leaders provide a sense of direction and elevate their 
organizations’ morale by clearly communicating the organizations’ mission and 
vision.  They elevate others to higher grounds with inspirations and motivation.  
The nature of their inspiration is not merely inherent; it is contagious and keeps 
the hopes in others alive.  They are infectious leaders. 

A - Acknowledge • Acknowledge – Sustainable leaders acknowledge the contribution of others and 
recognize the strengths and achievements of others.  However, they seek less than 
their share of recognition.   

D – Direct 

• Direct – Sustainable leaders provide clear directions and personal guidance. 
In this capacity, they are just like conductors of orchestras.  They create and share 
their vision of the work to be performed (done).  They surround themselves with 
people of diversifying and complementing skills and rely on their gifts, talents, 
and expertise.  They have their “go to guys” (the principle players) but solicit and 
harmonize the contribution of others (all the orchestra members).  They coordinate 
among the orchestra members (their staff) and provide clear directions to each 
section (organization unit) and orchestra members.  They facilitate the 
performance (work) rather than actually perform (do the work).  However, they 
have the expertise and talent to actually carry out the performance (work) if 
necessary.  They interact with their staff to build relationships and trust.  They 
inspire and set the appropriate pace and intensity for the entire organization.  They 
listen and then make the appropriate adjustments and provide guidance when 
necessary. 

E - Execute 
• Execute – Sustainable leaders doesn’t merely plan.  They take actions by putting 

their plans in motion and executing according to their plans.  They lead, 
communicate, motivate, inspire, coordinate, and support.  They listen and learn, 
equip, admit, delegate, exemplify, and show respect. 

R – Reward • Reward – Sustainable leaders institute effective reward systems to motivate their 
employees and to encourage positive behavior while discourage undesirable 
conducts. 

 
Table III: Noun-based L-E-A-D-E-R model 



 
L-E-A-D-E-R Model Explanations 

L - Little • Little – By little we mean humility.  Sustainable leaders are those who 
are humble. 

E - Encouragement 

• Encouragement – Sustainable leaders encourage others.  They 
encourage when good things happen.  When things have gone wrong, 
they also encourage instead of blame.  They use these opportunities to 
cultivate, grow, motivate and guide others to new heights.  Sustainable 
leaders are cheerleaders. 

A - Accountability 
• Accountability – Sustainable leaders hold themselves accountable.  

They hold others accountable as well.  They’re not afraid of taking 
responsibilities for their actions.  At the time, they seek responsibilities 
of others as well. 

D - Discipline 
• Discipline – Sustainable leaders have disciplines.  They discipline 

themselves.  They also discipline their subordinates when necessary.  
However, they build relationships first before punish them (see 
Relationship below). 

E – 
Empowerment/Environment/Ethics 

• Empowerment – Sustainable leaders empower their organization.  In 
this capacity, they’re servant leaders providing the necessary support 
for others. 

• Environment – Sustainable leaders are environmental conscious.  They 
protect the environment and minimize the impact on the environment. 

• Ethics – Sustainable leaders are ethical leaders.  They understand that 
ethical standards extend beyond the letters of law. 

R – Relationship 

• Relationship – Sustainable leaders know the importance of building 
relationships with others.  Thousands of years ago, Sun Tzu pointed 
out the importance of relationship in The Art of War,.  Sun Tzu stated 
that if the commander looked up his troops as his children, they would 
march with him to the deepest valley.  If the commander looked up his 
troops as his own children, they would be willing to die with him.  Sun 
Tzu also pointed out that if the general were kind to the troops but 
didn’t discipline the troops, the troops would like spoiled children and 
became useless.  However, Sun Tzu cautioned that if one punished the 
troops before they had grown attached to you (i.e., before relationships 
were built), they would be disobedient and difficult to use.  On the 
other hand,   if a general did not punish his troops after their loyalty 
had been formed, they would be practically useless.  Sun Tzu 
concluded that if a general commanded his troops by benevolence and 
unified them by discipline, then victory was assured. 

 
Discussions and Conclusion 

 
In the previous section, we presented three L-E-A-D-E-R models depicting 

characteristics and traits that should be possessed by sustainable leaders.  In this section, we’ll 
address two crucial questions raised earlier in this paper.  The analysis is outlined in the 
following tables.  We use sliding scales to show whether sustainable leadership is about you or 
others and whether sustainable leadership is about the inner you or the outer you.  Sliding scale 
pointing at the middle (position 0) indicates a draw or it’s about both. 

 
Table IV: Implication of verb-based L-E-A-D-E-R model 1 – Question 1 



 
Table V: Implication of verb-based L-E-A-D-E-R model 1 – Question 2 

 
Table VI: Implication of verb-based L-E-A-D-E-R model 2 – Question 1 



 
Table VII: Implication of verb-based L-E-A-D-E-R model 2 – Question 2 

 
Table VIII: Implication of noun-based L-E-A-D-E-R model 1 – Question 1 



 
Table VIIII: Implication of noun-based L-E-A-D-E-R model 1 – Question 2 

 



The above analysis overwhelmingly affirms that being a sustainable leader, it is more 
about others than oneself.  It is more about one’s inner self than the outer self.  It is these 
characteristics about others and one’s inner self that make a leader to have positive influence on 
the local and global community, economy, environment, business, and people.  
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