Assignment 2

Introduction

Any meaningful attempt to critically analyse managerial and leadership interventions to impact the world’s sustainability needs positively or negatively must define sustainability and identify the most pressing sustainability needs. Albert Einstein’s quote that “we cannot solve our problems with the thinking we used to create them” might be instructive to set a platform for the ensuing discussion. Given that the thrust of the essay is hinged on sustainable leadership and its role in crafting and implementing a strategic plan for a sustainable organisation, one can infer from Einstein’s statement that leaders must take a paradigm shift in their approach to leadership and sustainability because if leaders remain static in their approach and interpretation of leadership and sustainability, organisations will suffer from paradigm paralysis and will eventually atrophy. Having given that backdrop, the discussion now turns to defining sustainability, strategic sustainability, and then contextualising this definition to identified sustainability needs.

The Bruntland Commission defined sustainability as “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs “(WCED, 1987).  Pearce & Barbier (2000) supported this view by defining sustainability as development that endures.  The traditional literature on sustainability identified these sustainable needs broadly as economic, social, and environmental developmental needs (The United Nations World Summit Outcome Document, 2005). Recent research has included a cultural aspect. (UNESCO, 2001).  Scrutiny of these developmental needs will reveal that they are not mutually exclusive, but there is a certain degree of interdependence between these needs which must be addressed holistically if they are to have any lasting impact upon the sustainability needs of future generations. Having made that observation, one must seek to define strategic sustainability which Dunphy et al. 2003 defined as an organisation’s commitment aimed at achieving competitive advantage by strategically adopting and developing ecological and social support production procedures, goods and services and creative human capital and knowledge management principles. Inherent in this definition is the deliberate attempt to include strategies that include organisational, societal, and environmental sustainability as bastions of support for competitive advantage.  Further analysis of the concept unearths that there must be deliberate attempts by the corporate stakeholders to create linkages between the organisation’s offerings including its human resources capabilities and the company’s strategic thrust. Failure to adopt this innovative approach will achieve the same result alluded to by Einstein’s rhetoric on leaders using the same approach to achieve new solutions.

Sustainable Leadership, organisational change, and the strategic imperative

Dunphy et al (2003) postulated that leaders should strive to create new realities. This is even more necessary for sustainable leadership which is defined as conscientious and deliberate activities and actions accepting a global perspective to acknowledge the linkages between the planet and humanity; thereby, through individual and corporate and choices, results in positive environmental and social change (Way,2021). Glickman (2000) enjoined that sustainable leadership transcends temporary gains….and create enduring and meaningful improvements. Fullan (2001) definition of sustainable leadership advanced the concept of distribution where the leader empowers others and allows them to develop and share his/her vision with the aim of continuity. This concept of leadership is salient for today’s complex and volatile world where collaboration is indispensable. Sustainable leadership promotes diversity and inclusion by nurturing an environment that has the capability and capacity to generate continual improvement holistically. This type of leadership creates flexible structures, which allow for participatory decision making and communication where each person within the hierarchy can learn and benefit from each other’s diverse practices and perspectives (Capra,1997). Based on this perspective, leadership then is not necessarily the privileged mantle of the CEO, but all those who work with him/her to achieve set goals and objectives (Kotter, 1995)    Embedded in these definitions is the concept of organisational change which to a large extent mirrors Einstein’s postulate that the thinking used to create problems cannot solve them.  Organisation change according to Dawson (2003) is a diverse field with its own idiosyncrasies. Fundamental to Dawson’s thesis is the concept of innovative ways of working and organisation.  Millett (2004) corroborated with this view by submitting that organisation change refers to any realignment or shift in the status of a person or persons, organisation, circumstances, environment, or trends.

Having examined the divergent views on sustainable leadership and organisational change, it is necessary to identify and examine the strategic imperative for organisations that wish to remain viable to meet the changing needs and demands of future generations. Paramount in any discussion on the strategic imperative is the need for an understanding of what effective strategy entails and why strategy is important. Hill et al (2012) argued that strategy has evolved over the years.

They have promoted strategy as being more than financial objectives, business goals, and means of following competitive advantage in the marketplace. In their discourse, they have endorsed these components, but they have expanded the components to include clear articulation and embodiment of specific action plans for all units and person in the organisation. For them, strategy can only be efficacious if all members of the organisation know the strategy, commit to it, and act. According to them, human capital is critical in the scheme of things. This view supports Gratton (2000) who stipulated the open-ended nature of strategy, and the importance of the organisation’s capabilities and resources to craft a meaningful response to the turbulent and competitive environments. Given this backdrop, it is important for strategic leaders in organisations to establish goals that relate to sustainability. A good starting point will be for the leaders to conduct a thorough assessment of the strategic benefits that sustainability can provide (Schoemaker et al, 2013). Having done this, then the leaders should ensure that there are metrics in place to monitor and evaluate the strategic initiatives. After devising metrics, resources should be allocated to support the goals and to drive the goals for sustainability. The final steps for this imperative should be internal and external buy in for the initiatives and then putting plans in place for reviewing, monitoring, and alignment to generate ideas for future renewals, and to seek competitive advantage (Matsiliza, 2012). Some of the ideas that must be generated include but are not limited to strategic flexibility where leaders can respond quickly to the rapid pace of environmental change, important core-competencies of staff by developing its human capital, incorporating new technology in its operations, embedding cultures and structures within organisations, developing strategic alliances and partnerships with key players and stakeholders (Turner & Crawford, 2001).




The world’s sustainability challenges, risks, and opportunities

There has been considerable progress in pushing the sustainability agenda particularly after the United Nations launched the sustainable millennium goals. There is also a conscientious effort by corporations to incorporate environmental sustainability strategies and to get buy in from stakeholders at all levels. Notwithstanding these efforts, there are still several obstacles and challenges that confront organisational leaders in their drive to effectively integrate sustainability. One of the major challenges to sustainability is resistance to change. As someone once said, “old habits die hard,” so once someone is acculturised in a particular way, it is difficult, but not impossible to adapt. In relation to sustainability, the resistance may stem from fear of the unknown where people feel that their skills may become obsolete in the new scheme of things and that their treasured interests may be threatened.  This phobia is in no way unfounded or unreasonable because it is a part of human nature to be wary of what they do not know. The important way to create a paradigm shift when this is manifested is to actively seek an understanding of their rationale for the fear (Carleton, 2016). Hamber (2006) indicated that fear is a political process that implicates people’s power and status.  Nietzsche (2020) strengthened this by adding that there will be always those who are so socialised in the old order that they cannot accept the reality of the new order.

Changing the corporate culture can also be problematic in attempts to set the sustainability in motion. Bate (2004) proffered that organisation (corporate) culture is basically strategy in action. The culture of an organisation evolves over time based on the experiences of its members and as Dunphy et al (2003) submitted it is an animated expression of the strategic intention of an organisation.  In this regard, the onus is on the cultural leadership of the organisation to engage in active dialogue on sustainability and to always keep it before the employees’ base (Bate, 2004).

Because of resistance and embedded corporate culture, some organisations fail to attribute significant value in managing environmental sustainability. There are instances where many companies fail to incorporate the internal mechanisms to deal with environmental sustainability issues such as water risks, exposure to energy price in the volatile and uncertain environment and other effects of operations and supply chains. There is also a challenge in integrating human and ecological efficiency. The synergy needed for this integration is not readily forthcoming on all fronts. There is a piecemeal approach in some organisations where emphasis is placed on either the human efficiency or the ecological efficiency. This independent approach does not augur well for sustainability. It is basically pitting one component against the other, which makes it appears as if organisations are heading towards a downward path to sustainability (Bruni, 2015). To correct this deficiency, organisations show give equality of treatment to human efficiency and ecological efficiency. Gains can be made if both components are allowed to thrive and grow together.

The extant literature has also cited the non-alignment of the goals of corporate sustainability and those of financial teams. Given the divergent priorities of the team responsible for sustainability and the team responsible for finance, there is not sufficient engagement. Consequently, the teams with responsibility for sustainability are drafted into the project planning too late to have any meaningful impact on project design and to effectively present make their case to the financial team (Aggarwal 2013).  For proper strategic control, there should be congruence between the sustainability and financial teams.  Sustainability teams and financial teams have different priorities, which can make finding common ground a challenge. For example, while sustainability teams are focused on the company’s environmental goals, the Chief Financial Officer (CFO) is concerned primarily with the company’s financial performance. Therefore, sustainability teams need to be able to effectively communicate how a sustainability project aligns with the company’s long-term strategy. While one can understand the profit motive for businesses, it is important for businesses to understand that strategic sustainability extends beyond profits and should include, inter alia, socially, and environmentally acceptable methods and outcomes (Livesey, 2002). Ideally, the Finance and sustainability teams should share data, analytics, and artificial intelligence to make decisions (Lenner & Harrier, 2019). When this collaboration takes place, it provides insights for better decision making. Anderson & Anderson (2009) posited that when this integration occurs, they have a fuller view of their organisation and are poised to make better and effective choices.

Organisations are also found wanting in their attempts to achieve sustainable value adding initiatives such as the flexible benefits that are associated with current technological platforms. This is not in any way suggesting that all corporations must pursue every technological innovation. What it is saying that organisations in the twenty-first century must scan the environment meticulously and modify their strategies to achieve the benefits associated with modern technology and which will create synergistic benefits and deliver competitive advantage (Perry et al, 2006).

Another fundamental risk that plagues efforts at sustainability according to Cowan, 2020 is the failure of organisations to include metrics as a part of their strategic thrust. Metrics are primarily measurements that organisations utilise to track their progress. Obviously, measurements utilised must be congruent with the organisational goals and objectives. Irrespective of the nature of the business, however, there are certain fundamental metrics that businesses should uphold including financial, which measure the pulse of the business in terms of the returns on investment, cost/benefit analyses, and the internal rate of return (Cowan, 2020). Important too, is environmental metrics including resource consumption for electricity, water usage, fuel consumption, emissions of carbon, and waste diversion (Smith & Gonzalez, 2008). Metrics of critical importance should also include measuring employees’ and other occupants concerns about health and safety issues, employees ‘satisfaction, employees’ engagement, employees’ performance, and governance relating to policies that are in place to gauge the direction in which the organisation is thriving. (Gray,2017).

Sustainable development is also impeded by political barriers. Many governments are still stuck in the old modality where government is seen as only being responsible for economic growth as the sole means for development.  Consequently, they are not taking steps to enforce laws that deal with environmental and sustainability issues. Many governments have limited capacity of decision makers and policy, lack relevant information and data to address the sustainability issues meaningfully. There is a need for strong political will at all levels if strategic sustainability is to be impactful to the people who are led.

Despite these inherent challenges, there are considerable opportunities for sustainable development. Some of the opportunities include, among other things, finding novel ways to utilise and adapt strategies that they already have at their disposal, for example, reduce the amount of electricity by using a metre system, use more fuel-efficient vehicles, control water usage, and control as far as practicable carbon emissions (Fleming, 2019). Given the importance of the human capital to any organisations, businesses should also strive to invest in their human capabilities by exposing them to strategic decision making, governance initiatives, innovation, risk analysis, research and development, and other strategic and sustainable development initiatives (Skapinker,2002). Investment in ecological sustainability can also prove synergistic for modern businesses. The investments in this area include but are not limited to sessions on climate change, biotechnology, and genetic engineering.

One may ask, how can businesses integrate human and ecological capabilities as a part of their success strategy? In terms of the human capabilities, it is essential to institutionlise and embody all competencies and capabilities into their   culture and systems (Oosterlaken, 2015). This will have the advantage of ensuring that many persons are exposed to the norms of the organisation so that in the event of a crisis the organisation will not atrophy. Succession planning is an integral component of the modern organisation that wants to remain sustainable and strategic (Board Management Systems, 2022). Businesses with a strategic sustainable focus should also strive to meet the needs and interests of all their stakeholders by getting them involved in activities that are to their mutual benefits, for example, mining operations and other projects that impact the wider community (Haanaes & Olynec, 2022). 

Creating enabling organisational structures and designs can be used in good stead for businesses desirous of being strategic and sustainable. Hierarchical structures and bureaucratical structures are somewhat obsolete for this new dispensation. It is better for companies to utilise strategic alliances and networking, which are more facilitative since they enable quicker responses to environmental and other challenges. This occurs because of the ability to get rapid responses by utilising all the available technological platforms (Schame, 2017). Strategic alliances and networking are excellent avenues to competitive advantage in the bid for sustainability since these networks serve as efficient and effective channels of information on competitors, bastions of support, and important channels of influence. Despite their significance, it is still necessary that utmost care be taken as to who constitute the allies. It is extremely important to form alliances with organisations and companies that share common or similar values so that they can build momentum for change readily and are committed to the cluster of values that support strategic sustainability. (Dunphy et al, 2004). Since these are the preferred structure, then introducing new tools and techniques must be given pride of place. The triple bottom line (TBL) according to Elkington (1998) involves a combination of “economic prosperity, environmental quality, and social equity.” Companies seeking sustainability and a competitive strategic advantage should, therefore aim to take this pragmatic approach to strike this balance between these three variables.

The discussion now turns to innovation as an opportunity for strategic sustainability. Innovation is creation with significant value. It is an effort to create purposeful and specific change in an organisation’s economic and social structure. Organisations seeking strategic sustainability must spare no effort to invest in innovative paths to efficiency. Innovation does not necessarily refer to technological input or even creating new products and services. It extends to operations, customer related practices, and organisational practices. Innovation will constantly develop and create new order and structure in its quest to grow, survive, and remain sustainable. However, innovation should always be geared towards adding value to the business or organisation. Thus, any business operation that wants to be sustainable and strategic through innovation must continually undertake research and development, as a means of determining the environmental issues and adjust for general improvement. (Haski-Leventhal, 2015)

One cannot gainsay that leadership must be committed to the attainment of strategic sustainability. Any company that needs to be on the cutting edge must take painstaking effort in ensuring that the leader is driving the process through personal effort. This is a clear case of having an executive leader who understands the importance of strategic management and sustainable development and who can influence the executive team to develop strategies, goals, and objectives that uphold environmental support, social and economic justice, and equality and who can cascade that message successfully throughout the organisation (Drucker, 2004). This type of leadership extends beyond the internal organisation to promote meaningful relationships and understanding among all stakeholders. These leaders are aware that they have a responsibility to the broader environment and will spare no effort in protecting citizens from pollution and other moral and psychological hazards. These leaders are good corporate citizens who understand their fiduciary responsibility to all members of society and so they will try their utmost best to maintain a reputation of transparency, accountability, integrity, trustworthiness, ethics, and morality. These attributes are intangible but their effect in maintaining a strategic force and sustainable organisation is unmatched. 

Conclusion

Einstein was right in suggesting that the traditional thinking that was used to create problems can never be used to solve them. Given this reality, it is incumbent upon managers and leaders of organisations to seek for creative means to solve the world’s sustainability needs despite the chaos, confusion, and resistance to change that are still a part of the twenty-first century. There are challenges, and risks that militate against efforts that are being made to become sustainable and strategic. Some of the pressing challenges include failure to renew and strategise because of   paradigm paralysis. Some organisations and businesses are still stuck in the traditional mode of managing their organisations. They still use traditional organisational structures, processes, and systems. They use the same strategy without any allowances for flexibility. Some organisations still see the profit motive as the main reason that businesses are established.

The traditional model has served its purposes well, but for organisations to be competitive in the twenty-first century and achieve sustainable strategic advantage, it is incumbent upon the leadership team to adopt a multifaceted approach and seek for opportunities that will propel their organisations to accept and implement changes to remain relevant. There is no one best way to achieve this strategic shift. However, there are feasible processes and practices that have been tried and proven with a reasonable degree of success.  Like every other thing there are advantages and disadvantages. Some of the proven and tried strategies that can position leaders to achieve successful strategic management include, but are not limited to integrating finance and sustainability teams in organisations, utilising the HR team by focusing on using the right people for jobs, ensuring that they are satisfied and performing par excellence,  adapting organisational structures to cater for strategic alliances and networking, collaboration with all stakeholders, adopting a holistic approach towards social, economic, and environmental variables, integrating the human resources into operations and expose them to opportunities for building and improving their capabilities, utilise metrics to gauge electricity consumption, water usage, fuel usage, waste disposal, and dealing with other ecological and environmental issues. Irrespective of the strategic pillars that companies may erect, there will still be gaps that need to be filled, but organisations should always strive to modify and adapt their own processes to keep abreast with the changes that are taking place and strive to remain competitive and sustainable in today’s volatile environment. This is the type of agile mindset that is needed if leaders are to be equipped to manage change and make strategic decisions in twenty-first century organisations.





mercehas
longtriedtoengagethepublicwithmessagesassociatingbusinessendeavourswithsocially,
environmentallyandeconomicallyacceptablemethodsandoutcomes(Livesey,2002;Karliner,
2001).Withmultifariousmotivesandmethods,corporationshavebeenfoundwantingintheir
representationsoftruthinthedriveforprofit(Livesey,2002;Motavalli,2011;etc.).
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