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Abstract

In an explorative case study, this thesis investigates how commonly used leadership styles
within governmental organisations in the Netherlands influence the implementation of
sustainability policies according to employees’ experiences and perceptions. Governments
have an important role in implementing sustainability policies. How we currently interact with
our environment causes environmental challenges which are having a negative impact on food
and water security, human health, the economy, and the environment. To fight environmental
challenges, governments have drawn up several treaties and agreements. To achieve
sustainability targets, governmental organisations should focus on leadership because
without leadership, development is unlikely to occur. How employees experience and
perceive leadership is important because this influences the priorities of the employees and
therefore it will have impact on the implementation of sustainability policies. In this case
study, a conceptual framework is created which served as a base for in-depth interviews. By
doing a case study and conducting semi-structured interviews, it is possible to gain in-depth
understandings. The thesis shows that the respondents believe that the leadership style has a
significant influence on the implementation of sustainable policies. A different leadership style
leads to different results regarding implementation. The most prevalent style is that of
inclusive leadership. This is because respondents experienced that leadership is all about
getting everyone on board and having a good, constructive conversation. Also, some traits of
altruistic and visionary leaders are present. Altruistic leaders, often more reserved, display
strong professional will and focus on serving their team rather than directing it. Traits like
charisma from the radical and creative leadership style are least observed. There are no
significant differences in the present leadership styles between the different governmental
organisations or the different sustainability topics. According to employees’ experiences and
perceptions a leader must have a strong long-lasting vision but also must focus on creating
support and creating a network within and outside of the organisation. Next to that it is
experienced that risk-taking and having political-administrative sensitivity positively
contributes to policy implementation. Employees perceive the time it takes before follow-up
steps can be taken as a hindering factor. Furthermore, employees perceive micromanagement
by managers as something that hinders the implementation of sustainability policies. The
study also suggests that, in addition to the traits named in the theory, other traits are also
important. These are traits such as having substantive knowledge about the topic and context,
focus on team composition and diversity and being active within the whole market and engage
with the market.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Problem Statement

Our world is currently facing unprecedented global environmental challenges. Climate change
due to human actions causes various weather extremes and impacts every part of the world.
Not only climate change but also other environmental challenges such as biodiversity loss and
pollution are causing many problems that directly impact the life of humans and non-humans.
For example, our current land use plays a big role in climate change and biodiversity loss (IPCC,
2019). Biodiversity loss is a major problem and if we continue to treat our environment as we
do now, the consequences for biodiversity will be devastating. Biodiversity is very important
for human and planetary health because it provides essential ecosystem services that are
fundamental to the survival and well-being of both humans and non-humans. But biodiversity
is also important because it provides resilience to climate change (IPBES, 2019). Those
environmental challenges have resulted in several adverse effects on the security of food and
water, human health, economics, and the environment, causing losses and damages to both
nature and people (IPCC, 2023).

One of the biggest environmental challenges is global warming. Global warming is expected
to reach 1.5 °C in 2033 (KNMI, 2023). When global warming exceeds the 1.5 °C mark, there
will be an increase in both the intensity and frequency of climate extremes, resulting in
potential hazards (IPCC, 2018). Combining measurements from the Koninklijk Nederlands
Meteorologisch Instituut (KNMI) with projections from the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC) results in an estimated warming of 1.4°C by 2026. We then exceed the
Paris target of staying below 1.5°C warming in 2033 (KNMI, 2023). The most recent studies
have revealed that 2023 is the warmest year ever recorded in instrumental measurements. In
2023, the mean temperature was 1.45°C higher than the average temperatures between 1850
and 1990 (World Meteorological Organization, 2024).

In order to minimize the possible adverse impacts and risks of climate change and
environmental challenges, several treaties and agreements have been drawn up by
governments. As part of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC), the Paris agreement was concluded in 2015. In the Paris Agreement, 195 countries
committed to reducing their greenhouse gas emissions (GHG) to keep global warming below
1.5°C, aiming to minimize the adverse impacts and risks of environmental challenges (UNFCCC,
2015). The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) is an international treaty that was set up
to promote the conservation of biological diversity, the sustainable use of its components,
and the fair and equitable sharing of benefits arising from the genetic resources (Secretariat
of the Convention on Biological Diversity, 1992). These objectives demand fast and extensive
transitions in the whole society (Huang & Zhai, 2021). Transitions such as decarbonization of
energy, an increase in the share of renewables, improved energy efficiency, sustainable land
management, decarbonization of transport, a reduction in food loss and waste, as well as
changes in behaviour and lifestyle. More and more organisations are recognizing the
importance of incorporating sustainability into their operations (Gelderman et al., 2017). The
objective of achieving net-zero emissions by 2050, as set out in the Paris Agreement, has now
been formally adopted or incorporated into national policies by multiple countries.



Similarly, the Dutch government has been working on a national climate agreement to meet
the Paris Agreement targets. On the 28th of June 2019, the Dutch government presented the
National Climate Agreement. The National Climate Agreement includes more than 600
arrangements to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, with the eventual aim to reduce the
greenhouse gas emissions in the Netherlands in 2030 by 49% compared to 1990 and a
reduction of 95% in 2050 (Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2019). In the
meanwhile, these targets have now been tightened to comply with current European climate
legislation. The target of 49% reduction of greenhouse gasses by 2030 is replaced by a target
of at least 55% reduction. Besides, the Netherlands committed to reduce their net greenhouse
gas emissions to zero by 2050 instead of a 95% reduction. To achieve the tightened target of
a 55% reduction by 2030, the Dutch government focusses its climate policy on a 60% reduction
in emissions, so that even if there are setbacks, the 55% target will not be jeopardized
(Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2022b).

The Dutch National Climate Agreement identifies 5 different sectors. These sectors are built
environment, mobility, industry, agriculture & land use, and electricity (Ministerie van
Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2019). Several ministries are responsible for the
implementation of the agreement. The ultimate responsibility and coordination for the
climate policy is assigned to the Ministry of Economic Affairs and Climate Policy. However, the
climate policy is not only a matter for the state and the national government. It is commonly
at the regional or local level that the national goals outlined in the National Climate Agreement
are implemented (Ministerie van Economische Zaken en Klimaat, 2022a). Climate policy brings
together the responsibilities of all levels of government. Ministries and decentralized
authorities such as provinces and municipalities must jointly commit to climate mitigation to
reach the target of 55% reduction of greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 and 100% reduction
by 2050.

In addition to the global initiatives like the climate target of the Paris Climate Agreement and
the Convention on Biological Diversity, also other goals are created to realize a more
sustainable future. The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) also play a big and important
role. The SDGs are built on the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Whereas the MDGs
mainly focus on poverty reduction in developing countries, the SDGs are a broad sustainability
approach for all United Nations (UN) countries, including the Netherlands. The agreements
are not legally binding, but a commitment to effort. This means that countries are not legally
obliged to meet the targets at any cost but are required to make a firm commitment to them.
Governments are called upon to set national targets that match with the global ambitions of
the SDGs and to integrate them into existing or new policies (Lucas et al., 2016). The SDG’s
consist out of 17 goals that were set up in 2015 by the United Nations for achieving a
sustainable world for all in 2030 (United Nations General Assembly, 2015).

Multiple Dutch governmental organisations have joint responsibility for the achievement of
these sustainability targets. For this successful implementation of this vision, various
ministries but also decentralized authorities need to align their efforts, monitor the policy
coherence, and involve other non-state actors such as businesses and citizens (Lucas et al.,
2016).



According to Sifat (2019) and Slimane (2012), lack of leadership is the biggest cause of failure
to meet the sustainability targets. Leadership is about setting goals and objectives for other
people to inspire and motivate them to act in accordance with the collective objectives.
Without leadership, sustainable development will not be possible and there will be a negative
relationship between the managers and the employers (Sifat, 2019). Hence, countries should
focus on leadership, while it plays a major role in a country’s ability to achieve the sustainable
goals. It is therefore vital to look at how leadership facilitates or hinders implementation of
sustainability policies. Leadership involves engaging alongside others to create new things in
a fast and ever-changing world (Sifat, 2019). The current goals for a better and sustainable
future call for particular leadership styles. Think for example of, sustainable leadership.
Sustainable leadership is a leadership type that can contribute to and can enable
transformational change, which is needed to reach the targets set in the National Climate
Agreement (Visser & Courtice, 2011).

Due to the potential catastrophe the world is facing because of environmental challenges,
there is a need to know which leadership styles, traits, behaviours, and skills are accelerating
the implementation of sustainability policies. For that reason, this research is a starting point
to understand how leadership influences the implementation of sustainability policies
according to the experiences and perceptions of employees in the Dutch public sector.

This research was written during an internship at a consultancy firm active in the public sector.
In an explorative case study, interviews were be conducted. The case study and the interviews
looked at different (public) leadership styles that are adopted in multiple governmental
organisations in the Netherlands. Subsequently, it looked at how the employees experience
and perceive these styles and their influence on the implementation of sustainability policies.
It is important to look at the employees’ experiences and perceptions because employees use
their observations to draw conclusions about their organisation’s priorities. Based on these
priorities, they will also set priorities for themselves (Schneider et al., 1994). Thus, the
employees’ experiences and perceptions on the leadership style in the context of
implementing sustainability policies influence what the employees will focus on. As a result,
the employees’ experiences and perceptions on leadership have impact on the
implementation of sustainability policies (Aboramadan & Dahleez, 2020). Only if the
operational employees perform their work efficiently, the results and goals formulated by top
management will be realized. The cause of almost all implementation failures is the
disconnection between formulation and implementation of policies (Mintzberg, 1979).

The employees that were studied were working at a variety of public sector organisations,
ranging from the City of Amsterdam, the Province of Zuid-Holland, the Ministry of Agriculture,
Nature and Food Quality and the Police. The focus of this study is on employees’ experiences
and perceptions on the used leadership styles and on which specific aspects within those
styles they perceive as hindering and facilitating the successful implementation of
sustainability policies. It is therefore about the experience and the perception of employees
regarding the elements of the leadership style used in the implementation of sustainability
policies. This study is explicitly not about discovering the similarities and differences between
the various investigated governmental organisations. The focus is on administrative
leadership in sustainable adaptations in the 5 sectors mentioned in the Dutch National Climate
Agreement. Instead of looking at policy creation, the study looked at policy implementation.



The study’s focus was put on administrative leadership and therefore not political leadership.
The study did not include sustainability in the internal operations of governmental
organisations in the public sector as an organisation. Consider, for example, better insulation
of office buildings and/or abolishing disposable coffee cups.

1.2 Research Aim

The main aim of this research is to gain a better understanding of the role of leadership in the
implementation of sustainability policies within Dutch governmental organisations. In order
to better understand this role of leadership, the experiences and perceptions of employees
play an important part. By examining how employees experience and perceive leadership
practices, the research aims to contribute to more effective sustainability policies by
identifying the role of leadership in implementing sustainability policies. This involves the
leader’s traits, behaviour and skills which together define the leadership style. Rather than
aiming to completely solve the problem, this research tries to provide a deeper understanding
of the problem, thereby contributing to its mitigation. When the aim is achieved, it provides
valuable insights and recommendations into leadership in de public sector. These insights and
recommendations in public leadership aim to enhance the support for Dutch governmental
organisations in implementing sustainability policies, thereby addressing the pressing
environmental challenges the world is currently facing.

1.3 Research Question(s)
The main research question is:
How do employees within governmental organisations in the Netherlands experience and
perceive the influence of commonly used leadership styles on the implementation of
sustainability policies?
The sub-questions are:

a) Which leadership styles can be recognized in Dutch governmental organisations?

b) How do employees describe their experiences with these leadership styles in the
context of implementing sustainability policies?

c) What specific aspects of leadership styles do employees perceive as facilitating or
hindering the successful implementation of sustainability policies?



1.4 Societal & Scientific Relevance
1.4.1 Societal Relevance

It is important to better understand the role that leadership plays, and how employees
experience and perceive leadership styles, as this will help to improve the government's
efforts to meet the climate targets set out in the National Climate Agreement. Also, in other
conventions and targets such as the Convention on Biological Diversity and the SDGs progress
can be made with more insights in the role of leadership.

According to Sifat (2019) and Slimane (2012) it is crucial to focus on leadership because with
a lack of good and effective leadership, no development will be made. Leadership research
will become increasingly important in the future. It challenges us to re-examine our
assumptions and learn what really makes leadership effective. The findings of the research
might show how leadership is being experienced in the implementation of sustainability
policies in the Dutch governmental organisations. The research is conducted during an
internship at a consultancy firm. The findings of this research may have potential practical
applications. By understanding the leadership dynamics in governmental organisations, this
consultancy firm can tailor their partnerships and services to better support the Dutch public
sector’'s efforts towards sustainability, thus fostering to facilitate the successful
implementation of sustainability policies.

It is of great social importance that the implementation of sustainability policies is done as
soon as possible and properly because the environmental challenges are resulting in pressing
problems regarding security of food and water, human health, economics, and the
environment, causing losses and damages to both nature and people (IPCC, 2023). This
importance is also highlighted by the fact that current and proposed policies fail to meet many
of the existing targets stated in the Sustainable Developments Goals (Centraal Bureau voor de
Statistiek, 2021; Lucas et al., 2016). The Dutch Climate Assessment 2023, in which the Dutch
government takes stock of its climate policy over the last few years, states that the climate
target of a 55% reduction in emissions by 2030 is in sight, provided that the development and
implementation of climate policy are proceeding energetically (Ministerie van Economische
Zaken en Klimaat, 2023). To ensure that these targets are met, some changes need to be made
to better facilitate policy implementation. Changes to which this research might potentially
contribute.

1.4.2 Scientific Relevance

Leaders have a great influence of the functioning and development of each organisation
(Piwowar-Sulej & Igbal, 2023). Leadership is, among other things, a crucial factor in the
transition to a sustainable society (Sifat, 2019; Slimane, 2012). Leadership in governmental
organisations in the public sector is a developing field in public administration studies,
although the topic is still underdeveloped compared to business studies. To improve the
performance of public sector organisations, leadership skills are very important (Orazi, Turrini,
& Valotti, 2013). The scientific relevance of this research lies in its contribution to the
understanding and development of leadership theories and practices, particularly in the
context of implementation of sustainability policies within the Dutch public sector. The study



addresses a significant gap in the existing literature by focusing on how employees experience
and perceive the role of (sustainable) leadership in facilitating and hindering the
implementation of sustainability policies in governmental organisations in the Netherlands.
The research of Ebbinge and Nyenrode Business University (2019), which is an important part
of the literature review, is built through experiences of leaders who have made a difference.
Furthermore, the The Cambridge Sustainability Leadership Model (2011) was tested with a
sample of senior business leaders. Those studies have provided new insights on the qualities
of leaders which are successful. While this shows that research has been done into how senior
leaders view leadership and what the effect of it is, no research has been done into how
employees experience leadership towards achieving and implementing sustainable
objectives. This while employees are key in implementing objectives (Aboramadan & Dahleez,
2020, Schneider et al., 1994). The question here is whether employees experience the same
traits, behaviours, and skills as those identified in the literature. Because almost all
implementation failures derive from the disconnection between formulation and
implementation of policies, it is important to also take experiences and perceptions form
employees into account (Mintzberg, 1979).

The findings of this research increase the understanding of current leadership styles in Dutch
governmental organisations. Much has been researched and written about public leadership
and sustainable leadership. However, the link between sustainable leadership and public
leadership is still limited in the existing academic literature (Groeneveld et al., 2021). This
study contributes to a better understanding of which leadership styles are commonly used in
Dutch governmental organisations and how the influence of these styles on the
implementation of sustainability policies are experienced and perceived by employees. Also,
the fact that this research is specifically focused on governmental organisations in the Dutch
public sector makes the study unique and, as such, an addition to the existing academic
literature.
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2. Literature review
2.1 Sustainability

When talking about the implementation of sustainability policies, it is important to
operationalize the concept of sustainability. Sustainability is a broad concept. It is therefore
useful for the purposes of this research to have a definition of what exactly sustainability is.

The Brundtland Report in 1987 defined sustainable development as “development that meets
the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their
own needs” (Brundtland, 1987).

A particularly common description of 'sustainability’ uses three interrelated pillars. It involves
balancing environmental, social, and economic considerations to ensure long-term well-being
and prosperity for both current and future generations. This flows out of the Triple bottom
line framework from Elkington (1999). In the Triple bottom line framework, Elkington (1999)
identifies People, Planet and Profit as three important pillars for sustainability. The three P’s
are interconnected and influence each other.

People is about addressing the well-being, equity, and quality of life of individuals and
communities. It includes ensuring access to basic needs such as education, healthcare,
housing, and food security, and promoting social justice, diversity, inclusion, and human
rights.

Planet focuses on the conservation and protection of natural resources, ecosystems, and
biodiversity. It includes practices that minimize environmental degradation, reduce pollution,
conserve energy and water, and promote the sustainable use of land and natural resources.

Profit refers to the long-term viability and stability of economic systems. It involves promoting
economic growth, prosperity and resilience while minimizing negative impacts on the
environment and society. Economic sustainability includes principles of responsible
consumption, fair trade, ethical business practices and financial stability (Elkington, 1999).
According to Elkington, in order to achieve sustainability, all of those three pillars have to be
included.

A different balance between those three P’s of sustainability can be found in Raworth's (2012)
concept of "doughnut economics". Raworth (2012) states that sustainable development
means that everyone has access to basic resources to fulfil their human rights. Such as food,
water, healthcare, and energy. The concept of sustainability thus includes social, economic,
and environmental sustainability. It is also important that the way we use these resources
does not threaten the vital functions of the Earth system. This brings us to a 'safe space' where
we stay above the social foundations of a just and safe space for humanity and below the
environmental ceiling, which means we make sure that we stay within planetary boundaries
in our use of resources (Raworth, 2012). The planetary boundaries are the nine limits of the
earth, which are connected to the biophysical subsystems or processes of the planet, and they
specify the safe working area for humans inside the earth system (Rockstrom et al., 2009). In
2015 the planetary boundaries framework got updated and extended. The planetary
boundaries of climate change and biosphere integrity have been identified as boundaries that,
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if crossed, could significantly shift the Earth system into a different state. This will also have a
major impact on the other boundaries (Steffen et al., 2015). The most recent update of the
planetary boundaries framework was in 2023. This update found out that six of the nine
boundaries are crossed, which means that the Earth is far beyond the safe operating space for
humanity (Richardson et al., 2023).

In order to achieve sustainable development, the United Nations launched the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) in 2015. Through 17 goals, they aim to achieve a sustainable world
for all by 2030, where no one is left behind. The SDGs touch on many of the Dutch
government's environmental policy objectives. The Netherlands is not on track to fully achieve
the goals in 2030. Work is currently underway within governmental organisations in the
Netherlands to strengthen the SDGs in policy. With the aim that policies also contribute to
achieving the SDGs (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2023).

A critical point to note in this deepening of sustainability is that although sustainable
development is a widely used term and idea, it is used with many different meanings which
results in many different responses (Hopwood et al., 2005). Hopwood et al. (2005) identify the
differences in the schools of thought on sustainable development. To map the different trends
two different axes are used. On the first axis, socio-economic concerns are considered where
importance is given to the human well-being and equality of the views where they vary from
inequality to equality. The second axis considers differences in environmental views and the
concerns for the environment. These range from virtually no environmental concerns to
techno-centered views and eco-centered views at the end of the axis. By combining these 2
different axes Hopwood et al. (2005) distinguish between 3 different broad views on the
nature of the changes needed in society's political and economic structures and in human-
environment relationships to achieve sustainable development:

- Status Quo: They see and accept the need for change, but do not believe that major
adjustments in the way we structure our society are needed to solve environmental
and social challenges. This view focuses on economic growth because they believe that
economic growth is necessary to make the transition to sustainable development. The
role of government, rules and regulations should be minimized. Sustainable
development will come from technological innovation, market thinking and a focus on
consumer choice and corporate social responsibility.

- Reform: In this view the current state of the government and corporate policies, as
well as social trends are criticized. However, this view does not believe that the core
of the problem lies in the character of today’s society itself. They see inequality and
incompetence as the one that is causing the problems. So, it could be possible to solve
the environmental challenges within current social and economic systems when we
make changes in lifestyle and policy. The primary goal of reformers is to persuade
governments and international organisations to implement meaningful reforms.

- Transformation: Transformationalists say that the current social and economic
systems and the way how humans interact with their environment are the sources for
the growing environmental challenges. In order to prevent a systemic collapse of our
environment and society we must radically change our connections with the
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environment and our economic and social systems. They also believe that
interconnectedness of social justice with environmental crises. Therefore, social
justice has a high priority in this view on sustainable development.

All 3 broad views, visualized in the figure below, agree that society needs to change, although
there are strong differences of opinion about the definition of sustainable development, the
adjustments that need to be made, and the agents and instruments for bringing about such

changes (Hopwood et al., 2005).

Equality
Transformation
Socialist Social Ecology Ecofeminist
Cornucopia Ecosocialist
e Anti-capitalist Indigenous/‘South’
Fteeaes Movement Movements
Reform Social Reform ATTAC Environmental
Real World Justice
" Coalition Schumacher
S inabl Brundﬂand Mainstream
ustainable ICLEI Environment
Development Factor Four Groups
Debate RCEP IUCN Limitg
Status Green Economists  (1991)  (1992),
Increasing Quo EU bt
Socio- '
Economic DETR/ Ecological Modernizers Deep Ecology
Well DEFRA Forum for )
oli- the Future  Green Consumers '
Being World Bank  Natural Resource IUCN Limits |
& Equality OECD Management (1980) (1972) |
Concerns Lomberg
Neo-liberal WBCSD Eco-fascist
economists
Inequality
Increasing Environmental Concerns
Virtually none Techno- centred Eco- centred

Figure 1: Three broad views on sustainable development (Hopwood et al., 2005, p. 4).

Also, Dobson (1996) recognizes these differences in interpretation of the concept of
sustainability. There are four different concepts to be found here. The four different
conceptions of environmental sustainability are reviewed on four different components. The
first question to be asked is what is to be sustained. The second question to be asked is why
this has to be sustained? The third question is about whether objects of concerns are primary,
secondary, or even no concern. The final and fourth question focusses on whether human-
made capital and natural capital can be substituted by each other.

In the first conception (A) the answer to the first question is total capital. Where the total
capital is the combination of human-made and natural capital. The reason why this needs to
be sustained is for human (material) welfare. The primary concerns are about present human
generation wants and needs. Present human generations are seen as more important but also
future human generation wants and needs are objects of concern. This conception also
believes in full substitution of human and natural capital.

In de second conception (B), the main thing to sustain is critical natural capital. In the sense of
ecological assets of nature that are crucial for human survival, but also in the sense of essential
to human well-being. The “Why” in conception B is about human material and aesthetic
welfare. The primary objects of concern are the human needs of the present and future
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generations, although later the human wants of the present and future generations are also
of relevance. Present and future generations non-human needs are secondary concerns. In
this conception, substitutability is possible, but not between human capital and critical natural
capital.

In conception C, irreversible natural capital is the important object to sustain. This means that,
what should be sustained is the natural capital whose loss would be irreversible. The reason
for protecting irreversible natural capital is the same as for conception B, so human material
and aesthetic welfare. It just adds an extra dimension, the dimension of caring for the natural
environment for its own sake. Present human and non-human needs are of primary concerns,
as well as future human and non-human needs. Present and future human wants are of
secondary concern. In this conception, substitutability is possible, but not between human
capital and irreversible natural capital.

In the final conception of environmental sustainability (D) that what must be sustained, can
be called "units of significance". This means that something of its original form must be
retained and something of its identity must be preserved. The reason why this has to happen
is because of the obligations we have to nature. We should recognize that the natural world,
with all its events and processes is a historical phenomenon and should be valued as such.
Present and future generations human and non-human are of primary concern. Objects of
secondary concern are present and future generations human wants. As seen in conception C
natural capital is non-substitutable, so 'units of significance' are by definition non-
substitutable (Dobson, 1996).

A B C D
what to sustain? total capital (human-made critical natural capital: irreversible natural capital “units of significance’
and natural) e.g. ‘ecological processes’
why? human welfare (material) human welfare (material human welfare (material obligations to nature
and aesthetic) and aesthetic) and
obligations to nature
object(s) of concern
primary 1324 12,34 (1,5).(2,6) (5.1),(6,2)
secondary 5.6 34 34
substitmtability not between human-made not between human-made eschews the
between human-made considerable capital and critical natural capital and irreversible substitutability debate
and natural capital capital natural capital
Key to numbers:

1 = present generation human needs
2 = future generation human needs

5 = present generation non-human needs
6 = future generation non-human needs

3 = present generation human wants
4 = future generation human wants

Implicit questions of justice:
1. What is to be distributed? 2. Among whom?

Figure 2: Conceptions of Environmental Sustainability (Dobson, 1996, p. 407).
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2.2 Leadership
2.2.1 Concept of leadership and government roles

This literature review offers an overview of key findings from existing research on (public)
leadership and leadership styles, with a specific focus on the role of leadership in facilitating
implementation of sustainability policies. Leadership is a broadly defined concept that has
been studied extensively from different perspectives, yet it remains challenging to
comprehend. This has led to a large variety of leadership models, ideas, and explanations of
how leadership affects motivation, behaviour, thinking, and performance.

Since leadership is so complicated, there is not a single, widely accepted description
(Antonakis, Cianciolo, & Sternberg, 2004). In this thesis the following definition of leadership
is used “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” (Yukl & Gardner, 2020, p. 51). Yukl and Gardner’s (2020)
definition of leadership is not only about influencing the current ways of working of an
organisation but is also about making sure that an organisation is prepared to meet future
challenges. Leadership encompasses a range of behaviours, traits, and skills, including
communication, decision-making, empathy, and integrity (Bwalya, 2023; Wajdi, 2017). The
behaviours, traits, and skills can differ from one leader to another. The knowledge a leader
has also shapes the style of his or her leadership. Consequently, the different composition of
the leadership behaviour, traits and skills leads to different leadership styles, each with their
different effects on the organisation in which they work and on their performance. Leadership
style refers to how a leader chooses to lead and engage with their followers.

A leadership style includes behaviours, attitudes, and actions in influencing and directing
others. The way a leader takes choices, sets expectations, encourages followers, and builds a
work atmosphere is strongly affected by their style of leadership (Bwalya, 2023).

Apart from definitions, there exist multiple theories about leadership. They provide a
framework for leadership. There are three main approaches that help us to better understand
leadership (Roe, 2017; Visser & Courtice, 2011):

1. The Trait/Style approach: This approach focuses on the characteristics or approaches
of individual leaders. It states that leaders and non-leaders are differentiated by
individual characteristics such as personality, social, physical, or intellectual traits. It
believes that certain leadership traits will decide whether you have the ability to be a
good leader.

2. Situational/Contingency approach: This approach considers situational context in
leadership effectiveness. The ability of a leader is contingent on various factors. It
focuses on external factors of the environment that shapes leadership action. The
situational/contingency approach is about how the individual leader interacts with
their own framing context.

3. Behavioural approach: This approach examines the behaviour of leaders to

differentiate them from non-leaders. It believes that the ability of a leader to resolve
the challenges in organisations is by deploying a set of skills, showing certain
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behaviours and act according to a set of competences. Leadership can be made (Roe,
2017).

Public leadership is about interacting with different actors, each of whom brings their own
meaning, interests, and values to the task. Being able to move between and connect these
actors and their contexts are an integral part of the leadership process (Groeneveld et al.,
2022). An essential component of public leadership is to stimulate and facilitate the process
of arriving at shared understandings of societal challenges in situations where different
interests and public values are at stake. There are 3 different directions in which public
leadership moves which are linked to different roles of administrative leadership. These
directions are inwards (as a manager), upwards (as a policy advisor) and outwards (as a social
partner).

- Inwards leadership is about leadership within the Dutch governmental organisation as
an organisation. It is leadership towards colleagues and employees lower down the
hierarchy. It is about the capacity in the own organisation to perform the tasks and
achieve objectives and tasks.

- Upwards leadership is about the relations with politics. For implementation of policies,
it is also about the relationship with the ministries and policymakers.

- Outwards leadership is about working together with external stakeholders in order to
achieve social goals together. This involves connecting to citizens and the wider
community as well as social partners (Groeneveld et al., 2022).

When talking about leadership in the public sector, it is important to consider what roles the
government is adopting in the public sector. The tasks that a government has, and the
corresponding role, have an impact on the degree of freedom a leader has in their leadership
and on their leadership in general. The government needs to be aware of what role they are
taking on, and therefore what steering role is appropriate. In recent decades, both society and
the role of government within it have undergone changes (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en
Waterstaat, 2021).

Van der Steen et al. (2014) outline four government roles based on management models. The
first role is that of the legitimate government, the central focus is on the legitimacy and
lawfulness of government actions. This perspective strongly emphasizes the legal basis of
government actions and the separation between political primacy and official implementation
in loyalty. A clear formulation of political goals and their neutral translation into official action
are essential for effective governance. In this perspective, steering primarily involves
establishing procedures and anchoring goals and means in laws and rules.

The second role as a performing government, the focus is not solely on formulating goals
effectively, but also on achieving them in a measurable manner. The emphasis is on the
methods, techniques, and processes used to achieve these goals, rather than the procedure
for formulating them. Organising in a smart and accountable way begins with goal
achievement. Performance measurement is one of the tools used to steer towards this
perspective. From an objective standpoint, the government's success should be measured by
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the effectiveness and efficiency of its policies (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat,
2021; Schulz et al. 2017; Van der Steen et al., 2014).

The third government role with a collaborating or networking government is focused on
achieving goals with the assistance of external efforts. The government collaborates with civil
society organisations or other partners in the field. This collaboration means that these parties
bring their own goals into the process, necessitating negotiation with the government.
Moreover, parties in the network sometimes take joint initiatives to generate public value,
even without government involvement or with limited government support. However, it is
important to note that the government may still play a directing role in the process. To create
added value in networks, parties must align their contributions, which requires good
communication and collaboration. Therefore, steering as a networking/collaborating
government should focus on developing the network itself.

The fourth and final role of the government is based on society's resilience and social energy
and is called the responsive government. It relies on existing movements and social values,
rather than the government promoting its own plans and goals. The government connects
with these existing movements, which may already support government goals or may need to
be adjusted. The responsive government is primarily concerned with recognizing development
and establishing a meaningful connection to it. One approach to achieving this is to maintain
a steady flow of social energy, thereby sustaining societal progress (Ministerie van
Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2021; Schulz et al. 2017; Van der Steen et al., 2014).

2.2.2 Sustainable Leadership

Leadership plays a pivotal role in driving organisational transformation towards more
sustainable organisations. Next to that, leadership can enable more resilient solutions in
achieving sustainability which is supported by all actors involved (Chaudhry & Noureen, 2023).
Being a sustainable leader is therefore a be very important factor in achieving sustainability
transitions. But then the question emerges: what is considered as being a sustainable leader?
A sustainable leader is an individual who actively engages with others in the process of
transformative change towards an economically, environmentally, and socially sustainable
future (Ferdig, 2009). Sustainable leadership represents a specific combination of leadership
traits used in a particular context rather than a distinct school of leadership. The
situational/contingency approach to leadership is most consistent with the concept of
sustainable leadership, as it requires specific leadership type to address the sustainability
challenges in the world and the goal of a more sustainable future (Visser & Courtice, 2011).

There are several studies and models that illustrate the qualities of sustainable leadership. In
this thesis three models on sustainable leadership form the basis for the conceptual model.
These models are the Cambridge Sustainability Leadership Model from Visser & Courtice
(2011), the Sustainability Leadership Relational Model from Ferdig (2009), and the Ebbinge &
Nyenrode Business Universiteit (2019) model on 7 qualities or traits that a 'true’ sustainable
leader must have.
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One model that highlights the characteristics of a sustainable leader is the Cambridge
university's Sustainability Leadership Model which can be seen in figure 1 below. While it is
not explicitly tailored to the public sector, its principles can certainly be applied to leadership
within administrative contexts. The model describes bringing about profound change. This
profound change can be in political, social, and economic systems but also in business models
and in a broader social contract with stakeholders and society (Visser and Courtice, 2011). It
can therefore also be used in the context of this study, which looks at how leadership shapes
the implementation of sustainability policies in the public sector. Several components of this
model will recur later in this research, providing a strong foundation for this study.

SUSTAINABILITY LEADERSHIP MODEL

LEADERSHIP CONTEXT

EXTERNAL

Ecological

Economic

Political

Cultural

Community
INTERNAL
Sector/findustry
Organisational reach
Organisational culture
Governance structure
Leadership role

INDIVIDUAL LEADER

TRAITS
Caring/morally-driven
Systemic/holistic thinker
Enquiring/open-minded
Self-aware/empathetic
Visionary/courageous

STYLES
Inclusive

Visionary
Creative

Altruistic
Radical

SKILLS
Manage complexity
Communicate vision
Exercise judgement
Challenge & innovate

Think long term
KNOWLEDGE
Global challenges/dilemmas

=

LEADERSHIP ACTIONS

INTERNAL

Informed decisions
Strategic direction
Management incentives
Performance accountability
People empowerment
Learning & innovation
EXTERNAL

Cross-sector partnerships
Sustainable products/services
Sustainability awareness
Context transformation
Stakeholder transparency

[ |

Interdisciplinary conr

Change dynamics/options
Organisational influencesfimpacts
Diverse stakeholder views

Figure 3: The Cambridge Sustainability Leadership Model (Visser & Courtice, 2011, p. 5).

Visser & Courtice (2011) argue that a sustainable leader should have several different traits,
qualities or characteristics. These qualities are all put together in the Cambridge University
Sustainability Leadership Model:

- Caring/morally driven: A sustainable leader must be morally driven and committed to
achieve sustainability. It is important for a leader to care about the well-being of
humans and all other forms of life. This includes being guided by a moral compass. A
sustainable leader should also think about things like environmental justice and
fairness between generations.

- Systemic/holistic thinker: This means that a leader understands how everything is
connected and dependent on each other, and to know that changes to one part of the
system can affect the whole. A sustainable leader needs to understand why people
behave unsustainably and what drives them to do so.

- Enquiring/open minded: Sustainability leaders are always on the lookout for new
knowledge, are not afraid to question traditional wisdom, and are open to diverse
opinions This also means being open to questioning traditional economic models and
exploring new perspectives.

- Self-Aware/empathetic: It is also important for a sustainable leader to be self-aware.
This means they need to be able to see where they fit in and what impact they have
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on a situation. Furthermore, a sustainable leader should have a high emotional
intelligence, empathy and should keep a sense of humility.

- Visionary/courageous: With being visionary and courageous is meant that leaders
should inspire with creativity, optimism, and courage, balancing passion with
pragmatism. A leader needs to be driven to get results. They have the belief to succeed
even when things are getting difficult. They proactively seize opportunities and take
risks in a positive way (Visser & Courtice, 2011).

Next to important traits, Visser & Courtice (2011) also mention necessary skills for sustainable
leadership. These required skills correspond to the aforementioned traits:

- Manage complexity: A sustainable leader is good at keeping the overview of the
complex situation and at analyzing complex challenges. This is about the capacity to
anticipate and respond to potential risks and uncertainties by noticing opportunities
and solving problems and conflicts quickly.

- Communicate vision: This means that a leader can disseminate their vision throughout
the organisation. By doing so, a leader can inspire and foster a culture where
employees are encouraged to contribute to this vision.

- Exercise judgement: Being able to make good and decisive decisions even when the
choices and dilemmas are difficult is an important skill for a sustainable leader to have.

- Challenge and innovate: Sustainable leaders must be innovative by thinking outside of
the box and bringing creativity to the table. Coming up with new creative ideas and
solutions are an important skill.

- Think long term: The sustainable leader is capable of strategic thinking and planning,
with the ability to think about the long-term outcomes of their actions. They can
oversee the entire situation while maintaining an awareness of future implications.

According to the Sustainability Leadership Relational Model by Ferdig (2009) there are eight
important practices or behaviours that a sustainable leader must envision:

- Take responsibility: A sustainable leader must take responsibility and step in the
leadership role. This entails making sustainability relevant for others. The leader has
to make it clear for all actors why and how sustainable solutions are the best solutions
for challenges. It is important that the leader make things happen. A sustainable leader
must know how to collaboratively construct and implement initiatives by engaging in
the creative thinking and action but also sustain one owns and others energy and
momentum.

- Look for holistic interconnections: This means that it is important to be aware of
interdependencies. This can help to create sustainable solutions that build on each
other.

- Convene constructive conversations: By convening constructive conversations, you can
stimulate each other's thinking, helping to explore perspectives and connections that
might otherwise be overlooked. It also helps to build authentic relationships that lead
to long-term partnerships and intergenerational engagement.

- Embrace creative tension: When different points of view are acknowledged, the
network of leaders is broadened. A sustainable leader needs to understand relational
power dynamics because it is critical to learning and success.
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- Facilitate emerging outcomes: A sustainable leader should constantly assess the risks
and opportunities associated with sustainability strategies. It is also important to let
go of control and the need to predict outcomes. When faced with uncertainty and
contradictions, sustainable leaders should collaborate with others to discover answers.

- Understand social change dynamics: It is crucial for a sustainable leader to understand
what people do and say and to recognize patterns of behaviour. This helps them to
intervene when they see things going in the wrong direction. It is also important to
understand the difficulties and chaos that can arise in social patterns when new ideas
are introduced.

- Experiment, learn and adjust: Are willing to learn new ways by taking calculated risks
to test new ideas, but also to reflect on and learn from experience. They also share
their thinking with others and pass on information as it develops.

- Expand conscious awareness: A sustainable leader who is clear about his or her own
principles and intentions can engage others in the work and increase personal
integrity. This can also ensure shared reflection on the process towards sustainability
(Ferdig, 2009).

In 2019, executive search firm Ebbinge, together with Nyenrode Business University,
conducted research on what qualities a leader should have to make organisations more
sustainable and inclusive. This leads to 7 qualities or traits that a 'true’ sustainable leader must
have.

- Self-aware: Self-awareness has to do with the leader's self-reflection. Does a leader
know who he or she is? Awareness of their values, skills, and qualities. Not only good
aspects, but a leader should also be aware of their shortcomings. Being open to
feedback can be a characteristic of a self-aware leader.

- Responsible: A common characteristic of sustainable leaders is taking responsibility for
change. This includes taking responsibility at a personal level and for the organisation,
but also social responsibility and responsibility to the people in the organisation are
important. It is about more than personal gain and making a positive contribution to
society.

- Forward-thinking: A forward-thinking leader has a strong vision and a clear image or
dream for the present and the future. This must be accompanied by a long-term vision
of how this image of the future can be realized. This quality also has to do with the
confidence to dare to make decisions that can achieve that vision.

- Innovative: When we talk about an innovative leader, we are talking about someone
who is willing to take risks and accept the consequences. There must be a drive to
innovate in order to constantly improve. (Technological) innovation and renewal play
an important role in disrupting the current system and moving towards a more
sustainable future.

- Connecting: The ability to connect is an important aspect of being a sustainable leader.
Connecting with people inside and outside the organisation. This can be achieved
when leaders dare to be vulnerable and when a leader has empathy. This allows
leaders to really touch and inspire people. This empowers people and brings them into
their power. It is important to include social inclusion here. This ensures that everyone
is included and that successes are felt and shared together.
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- Directional: The quality of a course-setting leader is linked to the quality of forward-
thinking mentioned earlier. Both qualities involve a long-term vision for the future. A
well-thought-out plan fits in with this vision. For a directional leader, this means
sticking to the plan. There are often factors that tempt you to deviate from this path.
This is where it is important to stick to the plan and be convincing. Sometimes a leader
has to be compelling, although the empathic side needs to be considered.

- Impactful: The final important quality is being impactful. A leader must have the drive
to make a difference and be able to do so by bringing about change. Being able to
make a difference is of very important (Ebbinge & Nyenrode Business Universiteit,
2019).

As mentioned before, there is a lot of different literature on sustainable leadership. However,
the literature reviewed above shows that there are many similarities between these models.
For example, from Ebbinge & Nyenrode Business Universiteit's (2019) study on the qualities
or traits of a sustainable leader, 5 out of 7 qualities or traits are also found in Visser &
Courtice's (2011) Cambridge Sustainability Leadership Model. In addition, the other 2 qualities
are also fully consistent with the Cambridge Sustainability Leadership Model. The two studies
also overlap in that they both argue that sustainable leadership should ensure economic,
social, and environmental success. This is in line with Elkington's (1999) triple bottom line
discussed earlier. Sustainable leadership must ensure a balance between all 3 dimensions.
There are also strong similarities with Ferdig's (2009) Sustainability Relational Leadership
model. The Ebbinge & Nyenrode Business Universiteit's (2019) study was conducted in the
Dutch context, both in the private and public sector, and shows many similarities with the
other models discussed. Therefore, these studies together will be used as a solid basis to
explore leadership styles in Dutch public organisations. It will help to better interpret and
identify leadership styles in the public sector.

2.2.3 Leadership styles

A leader's behaviour in leading, inspiring, and guiding others can be summarized as their
leadership style. A leader's behaviour, and therefore their leadership style, also influences the
behaviour of their followers (Aboramadan & Dahleez, 2020; Piwowar-Sulej & Igbal, 2023).

In this study the focus will be on the administrative leadership. Therefore, political leadership
will not be included to limit the scope.

Many different leadership styles have been described in academic literature. In this study, we
distinguish the 5 leadership styles described by Visser and Courtice (2011) because their
connection to sustainable leadership and because several of the components of the
Cambridge Sustainability Leadership Model have been used as the basis for this study. Visser
and Courtice (2011) identify 5 different leadership styles in their sustainability leadership
model. These 5 styles of leadership will be discussed in more detail below.

- Inclusive Leadership Style
Inclusive leadership is a style in which collaboration and mutual participation are very
important. It is about dialogue and building consensus. Conflicts are resolved quickly, and
people should feel more connected. As a result, it can also be seen as a democratic approach.

21



A inclusive leader creates a culture where peer support and encouragement is important and
where successes are acknowledged.

- Visionary Leadership Style
The visionary leadership style is all about passion and charisma. It is about challenging and
transforming the perceptions and expectations of followers to motivate them to act beyond
self-interest. A visionary leader tries to create a common inspirational vision.

- Creative Leadership Style
A creative leader is someone who brings renewal and innovation and can therefore bring
about transformational change. This is why they are also called transformational leaders. A
creative or transformational leader can be seen as an architect or a game changer.

- Altruistic Leadership Style
An altruistic leader is in some ways very similar to a visionary leader. This is because they both
focus on the collective rather than on self-interest. The greater common good takes
precedence over individual interests. This leadership style is also sometimes called the servant
leadership style. Altruistic leaders contrast with highly visible leaders. In fact, altruistic leaders
are somewhat quieter and more withdrawn, despite their strong professional will.

- Radical Leadership Style
The opposite of the more reserved altruistic style is radical leadership. Radical leadership is
about being much more outspoken and present. It is appropriate to take risks, to act in a
revolutionary way and to challenge the status quo. Radical leaders are big thinkers and are
seen as crusaders or activists (Visser and Courtice, 2011).

2.3 Internal & external factors

Besides leadership, there are other factors that influence the implementation of sustainability
policies. These factors relate to the overall context in which the policy takes place. In the
Cambridge Sustainability Leadership Model from Visser & Courtice (2011), a distinction is
made between internal and external factors. On the external factors a leader will have a very
low or even no degree of influence, think of ecological, economic, political, cultural and
community factors. On the internal factor, the leader has a much higher degree of influence,
these are factors such as the organisational reach, organisational culture, governance
structure, and the leadership role. Next to that, the sector and industry where the leader is
working in is part of the internal factors that influence the implementation of sustainable
policies.
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3. Conceptual Framework

Internal &
External
Factors
(Sustainable)
Leadership
Traits Behaviour Skills
Government Roles:
- Legitimate * Implementation
- Performing —»  of Sustainability
- Collaborating/Networking > Policies
- [EEEEE Leadership Styles:
- Inclusive
- Visionary
- Creative
- Altruistic
- Radical

Figure 4: Influence of leadership styles in Dutch governmental organisations on implementation of sustainability policies

This conceptual framework is a visual representation of all the concepts in this study. On the
left-hand side, you can find the roles the government has. This represents the legitimate,
performing, collaborating, or networking and responsive government. As described by Van
der Steen et al. (2014) in these four government roles, the government needs to be aware of
which role it has in order to align its leadership role accordingly. It therefore has an impact on
the broad concept of (sustainable) leadership. This includes three different aspects that
together define a leader's leadership style. Those three different aspects are the traits,
behaviours, and skills of a certain leader. The traits, behaviours and skills resolve from the
literature review of the papers of Ferdig (2009), Ebbinge & Nyenrode Business Universiteit
(2019) and from Visser & Courtice (2011). The traits and skills here include self-aware,
responsible, forward-thinking, innovative, connecting, directional and impactful (Ebbinge &
Nyenrode Business Universiteit, 2019). The behaviours are connected to those skills and traits
but are also reflected in the Sustainability Leadership Relational Model from Ferdig (2009).
Those behaviours are:

e Take responsibility

e Look for holistic interconnections

e Convene constructive conversations
e Embrace creative tension

e Facilitate emerging outcomes

e Understand social change dynamics
e Experiment, learn and adjust

e Expand conscious awareness

The different composition of those three different aspects leads to different leadership styles.
These different styles all have different effects on the organisation in which leaders work and
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on their performance (Bwalya, 2023; Wajdi, 2017). The leadership styles included in this
conceptual framework are inclusive, visionary, creative, altruistic and the radical leadership
style mentioned in Visser & Courtice (2011). The overall concept of leadership, which includes
the aspects just mentioned, influences the way in which sustainability policies are
implemented. Leadership is crucial in this implementation of sustainability policies (Sifat,
2019; Slimane, 2012). Finally, in addition to leadership, the state of progress of
implementation of sustainability policies is also influenced by internal and external factors. A
leader has more control over internal factors than over external factors. Internal factors are
factors such as the organisational reach, organisational culture, governance structure, and the
leadership role. The external factors have to do with the surrounding context. Examples of
such external factors can be ecological, economic, political, cultural and community factors
(Visser & Courtice, 2011).

This overall framework is in the context of employees' perceptions and experiences. It is about
how employees perceive and experience the traits, behaviours and skills of leaders in the
context of sustainability policy implementation. The employees’ experiences and perceptions
on leadership are important because they have impact on the implementation of
sustainability policies (Aboramadan & Dahleez, 2020). The framework is also about the
aspects that employees perceive as facilitating or hindering the implementation of
sustainability policies. This model is therefore needed to understand and position the
employees’ perceptions and experiences. By using this conceptual framework and first
identify the traits, behaviours, and skills of a leader it will become easier to identify the
commonly used leadership styles in Dutch governmental organisations. It is the basis for
designing and formulating the interview guide to keep the focus on answering the research
guestions posed. The answers to the interview questions are the perceptions and experiences
of the employees, which can be understood using this framework. The conceptual framework
also helps to visualise the overall context of leadership and sustainability policy
implementation. Namely, that government roles influence leadership styles and that there are
other internal and external factors besides (sustainable) leadership that influence the
implementation of sustainable policies. This visual representation therefore helps to answer
the research questions.
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4. Methodology
4.1 Research Philosophy

In the social sciences, research philosophy paradigms provide the basic framework for
understanding and conducting research. There are four main research philosophy paradigms
that are commonly recognized in the social sciences: positivism, post positivism, critical
theory, and constructivism (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Based on the research methodology and
the structure of this research, this research aligns most closely with the constructivist
paradigm.

The idea of constructivism is that knowledge is built up through social interactions and is
affected by the context. This research recognizes the role of leadership in the implementation
of sustainability policies, while acknowledging the subjective nature of reality. In this research
it is all about understanding how employees experience and perceive leadership styles and
how they affect implementation of sustainability policies according to them. This perspective
aligns with constructivism's emphasis on understanding how individuals and groups interpret
and make sense of their experiences and contexts (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The idea of
constructivism is that knowledge is built up through social interactions and is affected by the
context, this is in line with this research. Constructivist research usually uses qualitative
methods like interviews, to investigate the individual interpretations and experiences that
people attach to social phenomena. In-depth interviews, which also will be used in this
research, contribute to the rich, in-depth insights into human experiences and perspectives in
line with constructivist approaches (Cobern, 1993). The use of qualitative methods,
particularly with a case study and in-depth semi-structured interviews, is a key aspect of
constructivist research (Harrison et al., 2017). This approach is namely all about gathering lots
of detailed data to understand complex social phenomena. The research acknowledges the
complexity of the context surrounding implementation of sustainability policies. It also
recognizes that leadership can both facilitate and hinder progress towards sustainability goals.
There are multiple different perspectives and realities regarding leadership. A constructivist
approach encourages to consider these multiple perspectives and interpretations of reality
(Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Constructivism says reality is constructed by individuals. This aligns
with the study’s focus on exploring in-depth experiences and perceptions of individual
employees within governmental organisations. Because there is no one reality in the influence
of leadership on implementation of sustainability policies (according to employees’
experiences and perceptions), it is possible to obtain important insights by considering the
constructivist approach.

Positivism is all about objective measurements and quantitative analysis. It is about testing
hypotheses by using empirical data. With positivism it is assumed that a reality exists which is
driven my natural laws and mechanisms (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). It does not emphasize that
people can experience and perceive the impact of leadership styles differently and therefore
is less in line with this research. While post-positivism is about acknowledging biases and
aiming for objective knowledge. It still leans towards quantitative methods and hypothesis
testing. This research is more about exploring things in a qualitative way, which does not really
fit with post-positivism. While critical theory offers valuable tools for understanding how
social structures influence individual and collective experiences, its focus on revealing and
transforming these structures does not align with the primary objectives of this research.
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Concluding the constructivist paradigm fits this research best, as it aligns with the focus on
subjective interpretations, social interactions, qualitative methods, and recognition of
multiple perspectives inherent in the study of leadership and implementation of sustainability
policies in governmental organisations.

4.2 Research Methods

Qualitative research with interviews is a valuable methodological approach for exploring
complex social phenomena, understanding indivi