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A B S T R A C T   

Sustainability leadership (SL) is a complex and relevant phenomenon that can contribute to several types of 
organisations during the process of becoming more sustainability-oriented. Over the past few years, a consid-
erable number of publications have increased the level of knowledge in this field; however, on the other hand, it 
also has generated more complexity, literature dispersity and lack of complete understanding of the possible 
research avenues on SL. This paper aims to address this by complementing and building on previous qualitative 
and quantitative studies of SL by unveiling and exploring the landscape of the research field. This study differs 
from prior research in three main ways: (1) explores how the term SL evolved from the leadership theory, (2) 
explores the research streams that scholars have been conducting in the field by adopting a robust search string 
revised by specialists and considering a wide range of terms related to formal and informal leadership, as well as 
sustainability-related terms and (3) understands how the several leadership theories and styles are connected to 
sustainable development (SD) and corporate social responsibility (CSR). After applying the inclusion and 
exclusion criteria, a total of 1,813 well-cited papers published in top journals that directly tackle sustainability 
leadership were selected. This sample was then used for the bibliometric assessment based on the co-occurrence 
of terms technique. The results indicate the existence of four main clusters and twelve subclusters, which can be 
considered research strands. In addition, this study also explores how the selected studies build on several 
leadership theories in order to understand how leadership aspects can contribute to SD and CSR adoption.   

1. Introduction 

Much is being discussed about the importance of organisations in 
mitigating their negative externalities and contributing to the sustain-
able development goals (SDGs) (Montiel et al., 2021; Yamane and 
Kaneko, 2022) by implementing environmental, social and governance 
principles (ESG) and corporate social responsibility (CSR) strategies and 
practices (Fatima and Elbanna, 2022; Lisin et al., 2022). Among the 
several strands that discuss how organisations could change in order to 
assemble their managerial systems to contribute to sustainable devel-
opment (SD), the change management theory gains attention since it 
states that change requires creating a new system in which leadership 
(Johannsdottir et al., 2015; Lozano et al., 2015) is not only desired but 
essential in this process (Kotter, 2012). In other words, leaders play a 
key role in influencing, motivating, and enabling other people to 

contribute to the organisations’ effectiveness and success (House et al., 
2004, p.56), which could be, among other aspects, the process of change 
towards implementation of sustainability into their managerial systems 
and strategies (Caldana et al., 2022). 

In this sense, many studies have been published in relevant journals 
that aim to tackle this research field. In business management, for 
example, researchers are exploring the extent to which the several 
leadership styles and proxies created for SL can affect the outputs and 
results of enterprises in several ways, such as financial performance 
(Wiengarten et al., 2017), increase in a firm’s share price (Robinson 
et al., 2011), firm valuation (Miralles-Quiros et al., 2017), sustainability 
performance at the individual and organisational levels (Galpin and Lee 
Whittington, 2012) as well as guiding leaders on how to overcome 
sustainability challenges (Wolfgramm et al., 2015). 

In the organisational psychology and organisational behaviour 
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management fields, the studies related to SL have focused on under-
standing the socially responsible leader. The most famous studies are 
from the authors Waldman and Siegel and Günter, who have spent 
almost more than a decade between their two exchange of letters 
exploring whether the strategist and integrator orientations would be 
related to the construct responsible leadership (Waldman et al., 2020; 
Waldman and Siegel, 2008) as well as which leadership theories, traits, 
behaviours, competencies, personal values and knowledge are related to 
the leader engaged in implanting CSR strategies and practices at the 
organisational level (Changar and Atan, 2021; Saha et al., 2020; Visser 
and Courtice, 2011). 

Most recently, some studies also started to tackle SL in the context of 
HEIs, and authors have been exploring this perspective in a couple of 
ways, for example, (1) the characteristics of sustainability leaders in the 
context of higher education institutions (HEIs) (Leal Filho et al., 2020) 
(2) how universities are educating future leaders who will eventually 
hold important positions in enterprises (UN PRME, 2022) and (3) the 
non-conventional pedagogy and classroom strategies that the teaching 
staff could adopt to train students better to deal with the sustainability 
challenges (Caldana et al., 2021; Leal Filho, 2021). 

All these perspectives are relevant to understand the research land-
scape of SL; however, the literature remains disorganised, with only a 
few attempts to understand the scenario through bibliometric analyses 
(Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew, 2018; Hategan and Hategan, 2021; 
Purnomo et al., 2021; L. Zhao et al., 2022). Although the research 
developed so far is relevant, to the best of the author’s knowledge, none 
of the previously mentioned bibliometric analyses adopt a robust search 
string, revised by experts, considering all relevant terms related to sus-
tainability in organisations, sustainability in HEIs, SD in general, and 
leadership (formal and informal leadership) theories. Moreover, no 
previous bibliometric analyses were able to successfully digest the 
contribution of the complex several leadership theories in the context of 
SD, CSR and sustainability in HEIs (Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew, 
2018; Hategan and Hategan, 2021; Purnomo et al., 2021; L. Zhao et al., 
2022). Finally, the majority of publications in the field tend to tackle 
leadership for SD in enterprises (i.e., leadership and CSR) (Dey et al., 
2022; Waldman et al., 2020; L. Zhao et al., 2022), evidencing the need to 
foster the discussion beyond the context of companies, exploring the 
relevance of leadership in implementing sustainability in higher edu-
cation institutions (Aung and Hallinger, 2022; Leal Filho et al., 2020), 
governments and communities (Harley et al., 2014; X. Wang et al., 
2014). 

In this sense, this article aims to address these gaps by delving into 
the leadership for SD literature and providing a landscape of the SL 
research field in three ways. First, it provides a theoretical background, 
reviewing the literature in order to organise the knowledge and discuss 
how SL evolved from the leadership theory as well as unveiling the 
differences between sustainability leadership, leadership for sustainable 
development, responsible leadership, CSR leadership, and systems 
leadership. Secondly, it aims to understand what researchers have 
covered on SL theory by conducting a bibliometric assessment of the 
literature based on the co-occurrence technique, using 1,813 well-cited 
papers published in top journals that directly tackle terms related to SL. 
Third, it unveils how the other leadership theories are connected to the 
SD and CSR aspects. 

This article builds on previous literature and extends recent studies 
that argue that more research should be done on CSR leadership 
(Waldman et al., 2006, 2020; Waldman and Siegel, 2008) and broad-
ening the discussion of the concept of SL by discussing its evolution, 
evidencing different contexts in which the term is used as well as 
providing a literature landscape in the research area. In addition, this 
paper also complements recent literature that explores the connection of 
leadership styles and theories to sustainability in several types of orga-
nisations (see Angus-Leppan et al., 2010; Q. Iqbal and Piwowar-Sulej, 
2021; S. Iqbal et al., 2018; Zhao et al., 2022). 

Moreover, it is important noticing that this study differs from 

previous literature for several reasons. Firstly, this study is the most 
comprehensive study on SL conducted so far, going beyond the SL as-
pects normally explored in the context of enterprises but also under-
standing SL in several other types of organisations. Secondly, the search 
string adopted and revised by experts considers terms related to lead-
ership theory that are connected to the leadership theory and informal 
leadership phenomena (i.e., leadership, leader, follower, followership, 
etc.) as well as to formal leadership (CEO, boss, supervisor, top man-
agement teams, board of directors, etc.), which are also terms commonly 
explored in major leadership journals (Geletkanycz, 2020; P. Yang et al., 
2019). Moreover, the search string also embraces terms related to sus-
tainable development in several contexts, such as CSR and ESG (context 
of companies), Principles for Responsible Management Education 
(context of business schools) and sustainability, sustainable develop-
ment or SDGs (general context). Therefore, the result of the adoption of a 
strong search string and inclusion and exclusion criteria resulted in a big 
picture, allowing to complement and extend previous bibliometric 
studies (Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew, 2018; Hategan and Hategan, 
2021; Purnomo et al., 2021; L. Zhao et al., 2022), identifying other 
clusters that were not previously identified such as the HEIs aspects in 
leadership education and its three subclusters further discussed in sec-
tion 4. 

To achieve the goals of this study, this paper is divided into four 
interconnected sections. The introduction focuses on presenting the 
theoretical background, research gaps and how this study intends to 
tackle these gaps, as well as presenting the research goals. The second 
section, in turn, brings the theoretical background on SL. The methods 
section details the main data collection and data analysis methods and 
techniques deployed to achieve the goals of this paper. The fourth sec-
tion refers to the main findings from the bibliometric assessment and 
theory exploration. Finally, the last section provides a conclusion of this 
study, highlighting the main theoretical and practical implications as 
well as evidencing the limitations and ideas for future studies. 

2. From leadership theory to sustainability leadership 

Over the last thirty years, the literature has recognised the integra-
tive era of leadership (Crosby and Bryson, 2010a; Tourish, 2019; Van 
Seters and Field, 1990). It encompasses a more complex and interactive 
process, behavioural elements, relational understanding, and situational 
components. It occurs not only strictly in the leader’s dimension but also 
within the followers, groups, organisational, relational (leader-follower 
dyad) and situational environment; it also considers the traditional 
top-down and the bottom-up perspectives by motivating employees in 
both intrinsic and extrinsic ways (Chen and Van Velsor, 1996; Crosby 
and Bryson, 2010a; Tourish, 2019; Van Seters and Field, 1990). The 
setting of this era can be considered as an evolution of the trans-
formational because it became more systemic and holistic, with a pro-
liferation of theories and different perspectives of connecting the 
elements of leadership; therefore, some authors consider ‘integrative’ as 
the best term to describe this era (Crosby and Bryson, 2010b; Van Seters 
and Field, 1990). 

In this way, contemporary theories have been discussed within this 
era, such as the spiritual (Fry, 2003), authentic (Avolio and Gardner, 
2005), ethical/moral (Brown and Treviño, 2006; Walumbwa, 2009), 
servant (Russell, 2001; van Dierendonck, 2011), abusive/toxic leader-
ship (Johnson et al., 2012; Padilla et al., 2007; Starratt and Grandy, 
2010), team leadership (Day et al., 2006; Kozlowski et al., 2009; Liu 
et al., 2011; Srivastava et al., 2006; Zaccaro et al., 2001), empowering 
leadership (Arnold et al., 2000; A. Srivastava et al., 2006, 2006; Zhang 
and Bartol, 2010), self-sacrificing leadership (Cremer and Knippenberg, 
2004; van Knippenberg and van Knippenberg, 2005) and diversity 
leadership (Chen & Van Velsor, 1996, 1996; Chin et al., 2016; Dreach-
slin, 1999). 

Among these contemporary theories, the SL and its several related 
concepts raise attention not only for the number of articles published in 
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the past years but also because of its adherence to the role of the leader 
in being a change agent in any desired system or organisation which he 
or she belongs such as government, NGOs or companies (Dreier et al., 
2019; Visser and Courtice, 2011). However, despite the term SL seems to 
be simple at first glance, there is a variety of definitions which are not 
always adopted in a clear way, which could lead to confusion and misuse 
among researchers. In this sense, Fig. 1 was created to shed light on the 
different possible definitions gathered from the literature as well as 
explore their differences and similarities when compared to each other. 

The broadest concept that also addresses SL identified in the litera-
ture is the systems leadership. According to Dreier et al. (2019), it aims 
to promote change in any desired system through the set of skills and 
capacities that individuals and organisations can adopt to foster and 
enable the desired changes. This concept implies that leaders have a 
deep understanding of the dynamics of the systems they belong to and 
wish to change, as well as the ability to engage and empower all 
stakeholders in an inclusive way (Dreier et al., 2019). 

The second (leadership for SD or SL) is embedded in the previous 
definition. It focuses on leadership that could drive changes in the nat-
ural, social and economic systems, according to the most used definition 
of SD (Brundtland et al., 1987). This concept is more specific than the 
previous one since it aims to change the systems that SD embrace, such 
as those related to the 17 Sustainable Development Goals (United Na-
tions, General Assembly, 2015). 

Apart from the several definitions provided by the literature, and 
considering that SD is a contextual factor as suggested by Visser & 
Courtice (2011), the author of this paper presented believe that the best 
definition could simply rise from the combination of the most used and 
raw definition of sustainable development (Brundtland et al., 1987, 
p.41) with the mainstream definition of a leader which considers that 
they play an essential role "influencing, motivating, and enabling others 
to contribute to the effectiveness and success of the organisations of 
which they are members" (House et al., 2004, p.56). In this sense, 
combining both definitions, a raw definition of a sustainability leader 
could emerge as follows: The person who motivates and influences fol-
lowers in order to overcome sustainability barriers and address sus-
tainability challenges, guaranteeing that society meets the needs of the 
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet 
their own needs. 

The inner layer of the figure is related to the leadership aspects of 
sustainable development but is understood in the context of companies. 
In this respect, the literature is diverse and mostly adopts three main 
terms: responsible leadership, corporate sustainability leadership and 
CSR leadership. Despite the fact the term responsible leadership is not 

exclusively related to the context of companies, where the interaction 
between leaders and followers can also happen between different 
stakeholders outside of companies, most of the literature that adopts this 
term applies it in the context of organisations (Maak and Pless, 2006), 
especially when it is related to CSR (Waldman et al., 2020). From the 
several definitions that could be identified in the literature, the one 
provided by Maak, Pless and Voegtlin is among the most cited ones: "a 
relational influence process between leaders and stakeholders geared 
towards the establishment of accountability in matters pertaining to 
organisational value creation" (Maak and Pless, 2006, p. 314; Pless et al., 
2022). 

The term responsible leader also received great attention from the 
classic discussion that occurred from the exchange of letters between 
Waldman and Siegel in their attempt to define the socially responsible 
leader, generating an agreement that the best approach would be to 
conciliate their different perspectives on what would be a socially 
responsible leader (Waldman and Siegel, 2008). Approximately 12 years 
later, both authors resumed their exchange of letters under a different 
theoretical landscape of CSR research and agreed that the term could be 
defined in multiple ways, which pretty much depends on the theoretical 
lens that is used to analyse it. In this sense, they came up with two 
possible orientations of responsible leadership: the integrator and the 
strategist (Waldman et al., 2020). 

Apart from the responsible leadership literature, which is the main 
term used in the context of companies, it is not hard to find other terms 
combining leadership with corporate sustainability or CSR, generating 
variants such as CSR leadership or leadership for corporate sustain-
ability. The authors who commonly use these terms use them as syno-
nyms of responsible leadership or SL in the context of companies, and 
most of the time, do not discuss them rigorously as the authors that study 
responsible leadership or sustainability leadership usually do. Still, 
studies that use these terms usually highlight the importance or the role 
of the leaders in conducting their companies in change management 
processes towards corporate sustainability, implementing sustainability 
practices and strategies or achieving performance (financial, CSR, sus-
tainability) (Haski-Leventhal, 2022; Kopel, 2021; Phillips et al., 2019). 

Finally, thinking beyond the business context, it is also important to 
consider that the term responsible leadership also appear in the United 
Nations’ Principles for responsible management education (PRME), 
where PRME signatory business schools are expected to follow six 
principles in order to create educational frameworks and materials that 
could contribute to the education of the future responsible leaders (UN 
PRME, 2022). 

Fig. 1. Differences and similarities among leadership concepts.  
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3. Methods and techniques 

This study relied on bibliometric analysis to unveil the cross-cutting 
aspects of the SL research field. The authors believe that bibliometric 
analysis is a suitable method to address the goals of this paper since it 
can contribute to understanding the complexity of SL literature and 
analyse a large volume of data (Donthu et al., 2021), showing the big 
picture and the structural dimensions as well as provide a theoretical 
advancement of the field (Dabić et al., 2020). Furthermore, the biblio-
metric analysis can also provide a science mapping and enhance 
research visibility, helping researchers understand a field’s evolution, 
research trends and gaps which can be useful for generating insights for 
future research (Cosma et al., 2023; Ligorio et al., 2022; Zhao et al., 
2022; Zupic and Čater, 2015). 

3.1. Data collection strategy 

The author reviewed 1,813 documents through bibliometric map-
ping, which can be considered a method that provides the big picture of 
a research field by unveiling research trends and streams. Drawing upon 
previous research that used the same method (Aung and Hallinger, 
2022; Hategan and Hategan, 2021; Leal Filho et al., 2022; Purnomo 
et al., 2021), the author first created a search string capable of gathering 
the most relevant documents for the research. 

The process of creating the search string took one month, moving 
back and forth by running new search strings several times and adding 
or excluding terms as the papers were read. In addition, the preliminary 
version of the search string was presented to a research committee 
(November 2021) composed of experts on CSR and sustainability 
innovation, achieving its final version after addressing the suggestions 
and comments (Table 1). 

The search string was crafted in four blocks of terms. Because of the 
inherent variety of topics that could appear from the combination of 
‘leadership’ and ‘corporate social responsibility’, it was decided to 
search for the terms only in the title, aiming to gather papers that pre-
cisely address the goal of this study. Therefore, the first part of the search 
string embraces terms connected to leadership, whether they are related 
to formal leadership positions (manager, supervisor, boss, etc.) or other 
specific terms from the leadership theory (leader, leadership, follower, 
followership, etc.). The second, in turn, brings relevant sustainability- 
related terms such as CSR, SD, ESG, etc. The third and fourth blocks 
were created to remove the unexpected and not desired terms that could 
appear (i.e., medicine, hospital, nurse, etc.). 

The Scopus database was selected to search for peer-reviewed doc-
uments since it is among the most used scientific databases with the 
highest coverage in several fields such as life sciences, physical sciences, 
health sciences and social sciences and humanities. It covers more than 
77 million records (peer-reviewed documents) from over 23,452 peer- 

reviewed journals (Scopus, 2022). According to (Ghani et al., 2022), 
the Scopus database has extensive coverage of subjects and presents 
quality peer-reviewed documents, being recognised as the biggest cita-
tion and abstract database. Moreover, other relevant studies in the 
sustainable development field also adopted Scopus as the preferred 
database to conduct bibliometric analysis based on the co-occurrence of 
terms. 

After applying the search string, the database initially returned 3,150 
entries, which were judiciously analysed and screened, following the 
criteria presented in Fig. 2. The screening process of this research was 
created to select well-cited papers that have been leveraged by the 
literature in the field. 

After the first stage, the authors dropped 80 documents because of 
the fact they were not written in English language, remaining 3,070. In 
addition, another filter was applied to identify only documents that went 
through the peer review process (articles, conference papers, reviews, 
editorials, and short surveys), remaining 2,552 documents. 

From this preliminary sample of 2,552 papers, the authors opted to 
divide the sample according to the year of publication since it is ex-
pected that old papers have a higher number of citations because of the 
time they are available for consulting. In this sense, five-time periods 
were created with different citation limits. The first encompasses papers 
published between 1987 and 2000, of which ten documents were 
selected because they presented more than fifteen citations. The second 
filter, in turn, is related to the documents published between 2001 and 
2010, where 141 documents were added to the final sample for pre-
senting ten or more citations. The third refers to the papers published 
between 2011 and 2020, where 916 documents with at least five cita-
tions remained. The fourth comprises papers only published in 2021, 
with three or more citations. No limit of citations was established for 
papers published in 2022. This approach used was inspired by some 
papers that opted for similar exclusion criteria, aiming at selecting only 
significant research with a good impact factor (see Sanches et al., 2021). 
After the screening process, from the initial sample of 3,150 documents, 
a total of 1,813 peer-reviewed papers remained and were used to 
perform the bibliometric assessment. 

3.2. Data analysis strategy 

This paper relied on the bibliometric analysis network to unveil the 
landscape of how the literature discusses SL in several aspects. The 
bibliometric analysis can be considered a quantitative technique which 
is often used to understand what scholars have been covering in a spe-
cific area of study. Among the uses of the technique, science mapping 
calls attention since it embraces bibliometrics to explore a specific field 
through a spatial representation of the connection of desired terms 
(Zupic and Čater, 2015). 

In this sense, the data analysis in this paper was conducted through 
the co-occurrence of terms technique. Co-occurrence refers to the fre-
quency with which two terms co-occur in a text (Tijssen and Van Raan, 
1994; van Eck and Waltman, 2011, 2017). The output of this analysis is 
seen through a network graph, where the diameter of the node repre-
sents the frequency of a term, whereas the width of the connection 
represents how strong the connections between the units of analysis are. 
The closer one term appears to another, the higher their probability to 
co-occur, being likely to become a thematic cluster (van Eck and Walt-
man, 2011, 2017), represented by the different colours in Fig. 3. 

All the text data pertaining to the papers selected after the screening 
process was downloaded in csv. format and used to conduct the co- 
occurrence analyses on the VOSviewer software (VOSviewer, 2022). 
In addition, a thesaurus file (replace by file) was used to standardise 
terms with different spelling (e.g., British, and American spelling) and 
the same meaning, but written in different ways (e.g., ’SDGs’, ‘Sus-
tainable Development Goals’, ’UN’s Sustainable Development Goals, 
etc.), and for a better understanding and visualisation of the 
co-occurrence graph (Van Eck and Waltman, 2020), the software was set 

Table 1 
Search strategy.  

Database Search String Initial Number of 
Documents 

Scopus (TITLE (("leader*" OR "manager*" OR "Top 
Manage*" OR "TMT*" OR "CEO*" OR "chief" OR 
"head" OR "boss" OR "director*" OR "president*" 
OR "supervisor*" OR "board" OR "chairm*n" OR 
"follower*" OR "dean*" OR "rector*") AND 
("responsible" OR "sustainab*" OR "CSR" OR 
"corporate social responsibility" OR "SDG*" OR 
"ESG" OR "PRME" OR "Principles for responsible 
management education" OR "Sustainable 
Development Goal*" OR "Sustainable 
Development") AND NOT ("respons*bilities" OR 
"respons*ble for" OR "response"))) AND NOT 
(TITLE-ABS-KEY ("medicine" OR "hospital*" OR 
"nurse*" OR "medical")) 

3,150 documents  
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up to show only terms that have a frequency of at least four. 

4. Results and discussion 

4.1. Co-occurrence of terms and research streams 

Fig. 3 brings the main results related to the co-occurrence analysis of 
terms. Overall, the results evidence four main clusters which could be 
considered as research avenues of which scholars have been exploring 
the sustainability leadership field: 1) board characteristics, corporate 
governance and CSR performance; 2) leadership aspects towards 
corporate sustainability; 3) HEIs aspects in leadership education and 
training and 4) Responsible leadership: theories and concepts. Table 2 
complements Fig. 3, where sub-clusters are identified as embedded in 
each one of the dimensions found. These subclusters were identified 
after setting the VOSViewer software parameters to provide more clus-
ters than the standard analysis. This configuration was then combined 
with a visual analysis conducted by the authors of this paper, which 
contributed to providing names and conducting the discussion of each 
cluster. 

The red cluster is the biggest in number of terms (41 nodes) and 
reports mainly on the board characteristics, corporate governance and 
CSR performance from several perspectives. Most of the studies 
embraced by this cluster try to understand the impact of corporate 
governance, board diversity and gender aspects and how it contributes 
to CSR performance, financial performance, green CSR and corporate 
reputation, etc. (Bear et al., 2010; Galbreath, 2018; Harjoto et al., 2015; 
Rao and Tilt, 2016). In addition, other studies also have identified other 
elements related to diversity, such as age and directors from Western 
European Countries, who also demonstrated to have relevance in 
implementing environmental governance practices and structures (Post 
et al., 2011). This cluster also brings connections on the board diversity 
aspects in sustainably reporting/disclosure quality where, for example, 
gender-diverse boards may influence sustainability reporting quality 
and CSR disclosure (Al-Shaer and Zaman, 2016; Katmon et al., 2019), 
although some studies indicate the contrary: in the context of USA 

companies that belong to Standard & Poor’s 500 Index, no significant 
evidence was found on the relationship between board gender diversity 
and ESG disclosure (Manita et al., 2018). Finally, another relevant 
aspect brought in this cluster is related to the attributes and character-
istics of the CEO (e.g., power, altruism, reputation, educational 
specialisation) and whether these aspects can moderate the relationship 
between ESG and financial performance (Velte, 2020), influence 
corporate socially responsible investments (Borghesi et al., 2014) and 
companies’ CSR performance (Huang, 2013). 

The green cluster is the second in number of terms (39 nodes) and 
brings important aspects related to how leaders are conducting organ-
isational change towards corporate sustainability (Dreier et al., 2019; 
Johannsdottir et al., 2015; Lenssen et al., 2009; Lozano, 2013; Thakur 
and Mangla, 2019). Studies in this cluster are related to understanding 
how managers and leaders assemble the companies’ managerial sys-
tems, adopt sustainability practices or implement the SDGs (Mangondo 
and Thakhathi, 2021; Mattera & Alba Ruiz-Morales, 2020; Rashed and 
Shah, 2021; Wolff et al., 2020) as well as their role in implementing 
sustainability in the firms’ strategy (Biswas et al., 2022; Caldana et al., 
2022). The last strand in this field, in turn, is related to the role of human 
resources management in promoting practices inside companies to fos-
ter and support sustainability leadership development towards organ-
isational sustainability (Buller and McEvoy, 2016; DuBois and Dubois, 
2012; Gloet, 2006; Guerci et al., 2019; Macke and Genari, 2019). 

The yellow cluster, in turn, highlights HEIs aspects of leadership 
education and training. This cluster can be considered as an innovation 
brought by this study since none of the previous bibliometric assess-
ments has identified or discussed the education for sustainable devel-
opment dimension (Hallinger and Suriyankietkaew, 2018; Hategan and 
Hategan, 2021; Purnomo et al., 2021; L. Zhao et al., 2022). Publications 
in this cluster consider three main aspects: (1) the perspective of man-
agement staff as leaders that will conduct the integration of SDGs into 
the universities educational systems, and fostering the HEIs social 
innovation tendency, guaranteeing universities’ sustainable perfor-
mance (Blanco-Portela et al., 2017; Q. Iqbal and Piwowar-Sulej, 2021; 
Leal Filho et al., 2020), (2) the importance of fostering ESD aspects in 

Fig. 2. Screening process.  
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the HEIs, such as implementing the SDGs in the curriculum and 
addressing the challenges of implementation of responsible manage-
ment education so that business s could be aligned with the PRME’s six 
principles and be more prepared to educate the students which will 
eventually hold important positions in companies (Abdelgaffar, 2021; 

Dyllick, 2015; Storey et al., 2017), and (3) the pedagogical aspects and 
classroom strategies related to the education of these future leaders, 
where there is a growing relevance of adopting non-conventional 
learning approaches that goes beyond the traditional formal education 
(Borges et al., 2017; Caldana et al., 2021; Leal Filho, 2021). 

Finally, the blue cluster reports on the leadership theory and con-
cepts connected to responsible leadership, exploring what are the 
essential leadership competencies, skills, values and attitudes required 
for a responsible leader (Visser and Courtice, 2011; Waldman et al., 
2020; Waldman and Siegel, 2008). In addition, another aspect related to 
this cluster is how the literature explores responsibility leadership and 
SL under the lens of leadership theory. For example, the literature states 
that authentic leadership can moderate the relationship between CSR 
and job performance (H.-C. Yang and Kim, 2018), being an important 
aspect for responsible management in companies (Corriveau, 2020); the 
digital leadership, in turn, is suggested to contribute to the companies 
innovation capabilities, green process innovation and sustainable per-
formance (Khaw et al., 2022; Sarfraz et al., 2022); ethical leadership is 
indicated to have a positive relationship with CSR performance and 
practices as well as affecting employees’ socially responsible behaviour 
(De Roeck and Farooq, 2018; Pasricha et al., 2018; Saha et al., 2020; 
Tian et al., 2015; Tourigny et al., 2019); relational leadership is believed 
to foster corporate sustainability (Kurucz et al., 2017; Nicholson and 
Kurucz, 2019); responsible leadership has a positive effect on environ-
mental performance, innovation, contributes to sustainable businesses 
and influences organisations’ political CSR engagement (Han et al., 
2019; Liao and Zhang, 2020; Maak et al., 2016; Y. Wang et al., 2021; H. 
Zhao and Zhou, 2019); servant leadership can moderated the relation-
ship between CSR and the individual level pro-environmental behavior, 

Fig. 3. Co-occurrence of terms - sustainability leadership. 
Notes: yellow cluster = 7 nodes; blue cluster = 18 nodes; green cluster = 39 nodes; red cluster = 41 nodes. 

Table 2 
Sustainability leadership research streams.  

Clusters Sub-Clusters 

Red Cluster - board characteristics, 
corporate governance and CSR 
performance  

1 Board characteristics (diversity, 
gender, composition, etc.)  

2 CEO and performance (CSR, ESG)  
3 Corporate governance, CSR and ESG 

disclosure and reporting 
Green Cluster - Leadership aspects 

towards corporate sustainability  
1 Corporate sustainability, 

sustainability practices and SDGs 
adoption  

2 Implementation of CS through 
human resources management.  

3 Response to external factors 
(pandemics, climate change, etc.)  

4 SDGs implementation in the 
companies’ strategy 

Yellow Cluster - HEIs aspects in 
leadership education and training  

1 Management staff as sustainability 
leaders  

2 ESD and training of future leaders  
3 Pedagogical and classroom strategies 

to train leaders 
Blue Cluster - Responsible leadership: 

theories and concepts  
1 Leadership Styles  
2 Competencies and skills, values, 

knowledge  
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promote environmental citizenship behaviour through CSR mediation 
and has a has a positive influence on firm innovativeness and CSR at the 
employee level (Afsar et al., 2018; Ahmad et al., 2021; Batool et al., 
2022; Gu and Liu, 2022; Islam et al., 2022; Luu, 2019; Mallén Broch 
et al., 2020); spiritual leadership is suggested to contribute to sustain-
able development in a broad perspective, and increase employee CSR 
participation through employee workplace spirituality (Crossman, 
2011; Fry & Nisiewicz, 2013, 2013); sustainability leadership plays an 
important role in contributing to organisational change management 
towards sustainability in companies and HEIs (Caldana et al., 2021; S. 
Iqbal et al., 2018; Leal Filho et al., 2020); and transformational lead-
ership can influence CSR engagement, has a positive impact on em-
ployees’ sustainability performance and employees’ innovative 
behavior in sustainable organisations (Begum et al., 2020; Burawat, 
2019; Çop et al., 2021; Khan et al., 2018; Manzoor et al., 2021; Nabi 
et al., 2022). 

The above-mentioned aspects are only a few examples of how the 
literature explores leadership theory in order to understand the possible 
connections and contributions to the CSR and SD literature. In this sense, 
Table 3 was created to bring a complete perspective of what the litera-
ture covers on the possible connections published in top journals of the 
area. 

4.2. Conclusions 

This paper aimed to extend and complement previous qualitative and 
quantitative literature reviews of the sustainability leadership research 
field. In this sense, a bibliometric analysis based on the co-occurrence of 
terms technique was adopted to analyse a sample of 1,813 well-cited 
papers published in top journals. The results indicate that the litera-
ture on SL is largely disorganised, and because previous studies did not 
adopt a robust search string revised by a panel of experts, it lacks 
exploring sustainability leadership in the context of higher education 
institutions and the leadership theories connected to sustainable 
development and corporate social responsibility. In addition, the results 
from the bibliometric analysis evidence the existence of four clusters and 
twelve sub-clusters, which can be considered research strands that re-
searchers can delve into and explore in a more detailed way. 

The implication of this research is threefold. Firstly, it contributes to 
the theory by delivering a definition of a sustainability leader that 
naturally emerges from the most used definition of sustainable devel-
opment and the mainstream leadership definition: The person who 
motivates and influences followers in order to overcome sustainability 
barriers and address sustainability challenges, guaranteeing that society 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet their own needs. Secondly, it explores the 
several definitions related to sustainability leadership found in the 
literature and delivers a conceptual framework that researchers can use 
to select the best term for their future studies. Third, to the best of the 
authors’ knowledge, this is the first study that adopts a comprehensive 
search string, revised by experts, that considers the complexity of the 
leadership theory. This allowed us to conduct a bibliometric analysis 
that unveiled the real holistic research landscape of sustainability 
leadership (and its several terminological variations) as well as the 
possible connections to the several sustainability-related terms 
explored. Fourth, as this research was able to identify, as a consequence 
of the analysis of the blue cluster, how concepts related to the leadership 
theory are being adopted in sustainable development and corporate 
social responsibility research, where Table 3 can serve as a summary and 
help researchers to identify research gaps not previously discussed in the 
literature. 

In terms of practical implications, the authors believe that several 
types of organisations (companies, higher education institutions, NGOs, 
governments, communities, etc.) could use the findings to reflect on the 
importance of SL and what are the main leadership theories, styles, 
competencies and knowledge that leaders should develop in order to 

Table 3 
Connection of leadership constructs to the CSR and SD literature.  

Leadership Constructs Connection to the CSR and SD Literature 

Authentic Leadership  • Impacts on employees’ safety performance (Cavazotte 
et al., 2021)  

• Effect of green authentic leadership on sustainability in 
higher education (Srivastava et al., 2020)  

• Starting point to responsible management (Corriveau, 
2020)  

• Impacts organisational citizenship behaviour (Iqbal 
et al., 2018)  

• Moderates the relationship between CSR and job 
performance (H.-C. Yang and Kim, 2018)  

• Moderates the relationship between CSR and 
organisational identification (Kim et al., 2018) 

Digital Leadership  • Social media usage has a positive impact on innovation 
capabilities and sustainable SMEs performance (Borah 
et al., 2022)  

• Positive relationship with sustainable performance 
(Khaw et al., 2022)  

• Positive relationship with innovation capabilities, 
green process innovation and sustainable performance 
(Sarfraz et al., 2022)  

• Digital leaders are expected to exploit new technologies 
for sustainable community-based tourism (Haider 
et al., 2022) 

Ethical Leadership  • Influences organisational trust of employees and 
improves engagement at the workplace (Ilyas et al., 
2020)  

• Affects CSR and firm performance (Saha et al., 2020)  
• Positive effect on CSR practices (Pasricha et al., 2018; 

Tian et al., 2015; Tourigny et al., 2019)  
• Affects employees’ socially responsible behaviour (De 

Roeck and Farooq, 2018)  
• Increases organisational citizenship behaviour through 

CSR (Gao and He, 2017)  
• Influences positively CSR through organisational 

ethical culture (Wu et al., 2015)  
• Moderates its own indirect effect on firm reputation 

through CSR (Zhu et al., 2014)  
• Moderates the indirect effect of CSR on firm 

performance through firm reputation (Zhu et al., 2014) 
Relational Leadership  • Relational Leadership fosters sustainability (Kurucz 

et al., 2017; Nicholson and Kurucz, 2019) 
Responsible Leadership  • CEOs’ responsibility leadership can foster 

environmental innovation (Wang et al., 2021)  
• Positive effect on environmental innovation (Liao and 

Zhang, 2020)  
• Positive effect on environmental performance (Liao 

and Zhang, 2020)  
• Positively related to the leader’s perceived 

effectiveness (Voegtlin et al., 2020)  
• Positively related to favourable stakeholder evaluation 

(Voegtlin et al., 2020)  
• Positively related to organisational citizenship 

behaviour for the environment (Han et al., 2019; H. 
Zhao and Zhou, 2019)  

• Employee turnover intentions mediated the 
relationship between responsible leadership and 
organisational commitment (Haque and Ntim, 2018)  

• Indirect effect of responsible leadership on employee’s 
pro-environmental behaviour through organisational 
commitment (Afsar et al., 2018)  

• Influences political CSR engagement of organisations in 
social innovation and multi-stakeholder initiatives 
(Maak et al., 2016)  

• Contributes to building social capital and sustainable 
business (Maak, 2007) 

Servant Leadership  • Has indirect effects on organisational sustainability 
through creativity and psychological resilience (Batool 
et al., 2022)  

• CSR mediates the relationship between perceived 
environment servant leadership and environmental 
citizenship behaviour (Islam et al., 2022)  

• Moderated the relationship between CSR and 
individual-level pro-environmental behaviour (Afsar 
et al., 2018; Gu and Liu, 2022) 

(continued on next page) 
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conduct their practices and help organisations to achieve a more 
sustainability-oriented state. This could be adopted, for example, 
through SL development training programs for employees (context of 
companies) or even by higher education institutions (especially business 
schools) that may wish to revise and evaluate how they are educating 
the future leaders that will eventually hold important positions when 

they graduate. 
This research also has limitations which could be further used as 

opportunities for future research. For example, future articles could use 
the cluster structure provided in Table 2 and indicate what are the 
clusters and subclusters that are not being discussed anymore and what 
are the ones that are promising and could drive relevant research in the 
future. In addition, this research identified that several leadership the-
ories and styles are considered relevant to implementing SD in several 
contexts; however, it did not aim to identify which ones are the most 
promising in different contexts. Therefore, the authors believe that a 
systematic literature review combined with a weighting technique (i.e., 
number of citations or impact factor of journals publishing these arti-
cles) could indicate the magnitude of which each one of these theories is 
the most promising. 
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