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Dr Rosina Watson

Leading for 
Sustainability

I became Head of Corporate Responsibility at Argos, the 
major UK retailer, in 2008, when our forward-thinking 
CEO, Terry Duddy, recognized the need for a senior 
leader to consider and manage the company’s wider 

environmental and social impact. It was around the time 
that Mike Barry launched Marks & Spencers’ pioneering 
Plan A, and Paul Polman set out Unilever’s Sustainable 
Living Plan. Terry asked me to do the job because I knew 
the business operations and people well having had eight 
years’ prior experience in the company across finance, 
strategy and commercial roles.

It was an amazing role. Finding ways to make the 
business more successful, at the same time as reducing 
our negative impacts, and even creating positive value for 
society gave me a renewed purpose. There were so many 
opportunities to be more efficient, to waste less, to help 
our customers and motivate our colleagues by thinking 
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about planet and people as well as profit. Everywhere we 
looked there were opportunities to reduce cost, increase 
efficiency and improve our reputation. It just made good 
business sense and accordingly we called our sustain-
ability programme “The Basis of Good Business.”

But it was also an extremely challenging role. Seeing 
the opportunities was one thing but making them happen 
was another. I had held senior roles before, but this one 
had some added dimensions: 1) it involved technical 
knowledge, but also softer skills such as influencing 
and storytelling; 2) it was much more outward looking, 
with more time spent talking to people outside the busi-
ness, including competitors; 3) it was about challenging 
assumptions and the status quo, driving innovation and 
change and 4) hardest of all, it involved changing the 
narrative around what it meant to be a good business, 
and how to achieve and measure that.

I left Argos in 2013 to embark on a PhD at Cranfield 
which allowed me to become an academic. I thought 
I could have more impact as an individual by teaching 
others how to take their organization down a more 
sustainable path, and since 2019 I have led Cranfield 

Managers must now respond to the 
changing needs and expectations of a 
wider set of organizational stakeholders

School of Management’s fast-growing Sustainable Busi-
ness group.

But what capabilities do managers need to contrib-
ute meaningfully to a more sustainable future? And how 
can these be taught?

The case for education for sustainability
In the face of global social and environmental challenges, 
there is increasing pressure from customers, investors, 
and citizens for business to be part of the solution. The 
British Academy’s Future of the Corporation project 
defines the purpose of business to be “to profitably solve 
problems of people and planet, and not profit from caus-
ing problems” (The British Academy, 2019). This means 
that managers must now respond to the changing needs 
and expectations of a wider set of organizational stake-
holders, in the context of a volatile, uncertain, complex 
and ambiguous (VUCA) environment. They need to lead 
their organizsations in ways that contribute to solving 
society’s challenges rather than adding to them and play 
their part—in their value chains, communities, industry 
sector and wider society—in achieving systems change.

However, most organization, tend to find it difficult 
to manage towards measures of success beyond profit. 
They tend not to be very good at looking outside their 
boundaries to tackle problems that are not within their 
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Most organizations tend to find it difficult 
to manage towards measures of success 
beyond profit. They tend not to be very 
good at looking outside their boundaries 
to tackle problems that are not within 
their direct control, or that require 
partnership and collaboration to solve

direct control, or that require partnership and collabora-
tion to solve. Many professionals do not have the skills 
to make this complex and unchartered journey towards 
more sustainable business practices. As individuals, we 
can find it difficult to imagine the radical changes we will 
have to make in the way we live, work and do business 
if we are to bring human activity back into balance with 
the wider living world.

Sustainability education literature speaks of an 
urgent need equip managers with the competencies they 
need to transform management practices and lead their 
organizations towards a more sustainable future. This 
includes contributing to achieving the 2030 Sustainable 
Development Goals and the Paris agreement’s commit-
ment to achieve Net Zero by 2050, as well respond-
ing to an ever-expanding set of sustainability-related 
regulations and reporting frameworks. We need lead-
ers across all functions of business who are capable of 
working collaboratively to address complex sustainabil-
ity challenges.

Addressing these shortcomings requires education 
that “empowers learners to take informed decisions 
and responsible actions for environmental integrity, 
economic viability and a just society, for present and 
future generations, while respecting cultural diver-
sity” (UNESCO, 2020). Higher Education Institutions 
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(HEIs) have a pivotal role to play in offering sustainability 
education that equips leaders to respond to their rapidly 
changing organizational contexts. This is particularly 
the case at postgraduate level, where many mid-career 
professionals return to study, full time or alongside their 
work. HEIs are attempting to embed sustainability into 
their missions and curricula, guided by international 
frameworks like the Principles for Responsible Manage-
ment Education (PRME) initiative, and the inclusion 
of sustainability criteria into accreditation frameworks 
(e.g. AAACSB and EQUIS). There is certainly growing 
pressure for this from management students; a study 
by Yale Center for Business and the Environment found 
that 70% of business students want more experiential 
learning focused on sustainability; and 65% desire more 
case studies highlighting sustainability issues.

Competencies for sustainability
There is some consensus now emerging around the 
competencies for sustainability that need to be taught. 
As far back as 2011 Wiek, Withycombe and Redman  
synthesized the evidence on the required competen-
cies for sustainability into a framework outlining the 
knowledge, skills, and attitudes necessary for successful 
task performance and problem solving with respect to 
real-world sustainability challenges and opportunities 

in businesses and management. It is composed of five 
key competencies which must be integrated to success-
fully co-create knowledge and action for sustainability. 
These are:
• systems-thinking competence
• anticipatory competence
• normative competence
• strategic competence
• and interpersonal competence.

More recently in 2021, Advance HE/QAA published 
its Education for Sustainable Development Guidance  
setting out eight key competencies for sustainabil-
ity, based on UNESCOs key competencies for sustain-
ability, which themselves build on Wiek et al’s  seminal 
framework.

It is clear from the research that 
sustainability skills and competencies 
are just as much about personal agency, 
influencing, leadership and critique of 
‘business as usual’ as they are about 
applicable knowledge and skills to 
deliver more sustainable solutions.
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These competencies need to be taught and learnt 
though holistic, transformational learning approaches, 
because they demand relational learning and a question-
ing and evolution of people’s values and belief systems.

Research by the United Nations and global people 
advisory firm, Russell Reynolds (see DLQ36 article: 
Sustainable Leadership) identified four comparable 
critical capabilities which, when coupled with a sustain-
able mindset, underpin sustainable leaders’ success. 
These are:
• multi-level systems thinking
• stakeholder influence
• disruptive innovation
• and long-term activation.

Teaching sustainability competencies
It is clear from the research outlined above that sustain-
ability skills and competencies are just as much about 
personal agency, influencing, leadership and critique of 
‘business as usual’ as they are about applicable knowl-
edge and skills to deliver more sustainable solutions.

So, what have we learnt at Cranfield about 
teaching these competencies?
First, you need interdisciplinarity. Leading for sustain-
ability requires technical skills, but also management 

and leadership skills. You need to know how to measure 
a carbon footprint, but you also need to be able to drive 
a programme of change to reduce it. This means break-
ing down the silos between climate scientists and future 
CEOs so they can understand each other’s language and 
combine their knowledge and perspectives.  For example, 
Cranfield’s Sustainability Business Specialist Appren-
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ticeship is the first ever Cranfield course to be owned 
and delivered by two schools (School of Management 
and School of Water, Energy and Environment) bringing 
together natural and social scientists working on sustain-
ability research more closely than ever before. It also 
means teaching people from many different business 
functions about sustainability, not just the sustainability/
ESG team. At Cranfield, this means embedding sustain-
ability into other management disciplines through new 
modules such as Economics for Sustainability, Personal 
Leadership for Sustainability and Sustainable and Circu-
lar Supply Chains.

Next, you need diversity. Diversity in cognition, 
knowledge, expertise, and perspectives are critical to 
create the necessary and urgent solutions to the socie-
tal challenges we face as a global community.  As well 
as considering diversity within your workforce, this also 
means empowering people to look outside the organi-
zation to see how others in your sector are responding 
to sustainability challenges, and working with competi-
tors, suppliers and other societal actors (e.g. government, 
non-profits) to address systemic challenges. Learners 
on our Sustainability Business Specialist Apprentice-
ship come from diverse disciplines (from engineering 
to finance), with different levels of prior education; they 
work in private, non-profit and government organizations 

in sectors from defence to social housing. We create as 
much space as possible for them to learn about, and from, 
each other, as well as from the course team, and this is 
widely recognized as contributing to the development of 
critical competencies including systems thinking, stake-
holder engagement and collaboration.

Strategic sustainability. All too often, sustainability is 
seen as a tick-box exercise, a cost, or a distraction from 
core business. To counteract that, a powerful thread 
throughout our sustainability teaching is conceptualizing 
sustainability as a core element of strategic formulation 
and execution. As Julie Owst, who is Head of Sustain-
ability at Bidfood, a leading UK food wholesaler, and a 
Cranfield Sustainability Business Specialist Apprentice 
explained:

“When I started in the role, I was trying to hit 
everything in the UN Sustainable Development 
Goals, which is 17 goals. Rosina did a module 
on leading sustainable business which made me 
realize I need to do a materiality assessment and 
really look at how our business model is relevant 
to sustainability. The idea is to focus on less but 

This also means empowering people to 
look outside the organization to see how 
others in your sector are responding.
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to do more in that area. It’s improved our prioriti-
sation, and our whole strategy has then changed. 
The business is then seeing the value that we’re 
delivering commercially too.”
Underpinning this, is the ability to identify and 

implement value creating innovation. Tools such as our 
Sustainable Value Analysis tool help managers to chal-
lenge the status quo and benefit from their collective 
diversity of thinking and understanding of stakeholders’ 
perspectives to envision product and business model 
innovation which creates environmental and/or social as 
well as economic benefits. It’s when sustainability initia-
tives generate value – for customers, for employees, for 
communities, and for the bottom line, that energy and 
momentum can be created.

Systems thinking is increasingly recognized as a core 
competence for sustainability, but it notoriously hard 
to teach on an accelerated timescale (it usually comes 
from experience!). Teaching systems thinking is not just 
about shifting thinking to a holistic viewpoint, but about 
helping managers to develop their understanding of the 

Systems thinking is increasingly 
recognized as a core competence for 
sustainability, but it notoriously hard to
teach on an accelerated timescale.

impacts and unintended consequences of decisions, 
both within their value chains and beyond into a sector 
or global ecosystem.  There is also a need to help lead-
ers consider much longer time horizons than is typical 
in business strategy cycles, to consider multiple possi-
ble future scenarios that may unfold, and the risks and 
opportunities they present to their organizations.

One way we engage learners in systems-thinking 
with a long-term perspective is through a role-playing 
game which takes participants on an experiential, trans-
formational journey to 2050. During the game, players 
representing established businesses interact with play-
ers representing entrepreneurs, policymakers, civil soci-
ety organizations and citizens as they all react to changes 
in economy, technology, and society along alternative 
pathways towards a more sustainable future by 2050. 
The ‘winners’ are judged not only by the resources they 
accumulate, but by whether they have achieved their 
purpose.  Participants reflect on the world they have 
collectively created through their beliefs, values and 
actions. They are encouraged to apply this learning to 
strengthen their leadership in the present.

Cranfield facilitated a half-day game-play experi-
ence for the management team of environmental service 
company, Lucion Group, intended to help the company 
align day-to-day decisions with its sustainability/ESG 
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goals and group purpose. After playing the game, the 
management team experienced an immediate 20% uplift 
in their belief that they could contribute to sustainable 
futures as individuals and a 16% uplift in their belief 
that they could do this together as an organization. Both 
figures increased by a further 3% in the six months after 
the learning experience.  Participants in a follow-up 
focus group attributed this increase in agency to the 
understandings, awareness and relationships developed 
during the game. As Jeremey Meredith, Managing Direc-
tor of Lucion Services reflected:

“The game was a truly immersive experience. 
It was thought-provoking and insightful and 
absolutely helped everyone who participated 
understand the scale of the challenges we face. 
Importantly, it helped us all to consider what 
we could do within Lucion Group to reduce our 
dependency on carbon. The message was clear, 
we must take action to hit and exceed carbon 
reduction targets by 2050 to safeguard our 
planet.”

Developing sustainability competencies in 
your organization
With reference to the Cranfield Leadership for Sustain-
ability competency framework, which distils the compe-

Box 1: Eight competencies for sustainability

COMPETENCE1 A STUDENT WHO DISPLAYS THIS COMPETENCY CAN:

WAYS OF THINKING

SU
B

JE
C

T 
K

N
O

W
LE

D
G

E 
A

N
D

 K
N

O
W

LE
D

G
E 

O
F 

A
LL

 S
D

G
S

Systems 
thinking

· recognize and understand relationships
· analyse complex systems
· consider how systems are embedded within different domains 

and scales
· deal with uncertainty

Anticipatory · understand and evaluate multiple outcomes
· create their own visions for the future
· apply the precautionary principle2

· assess the consequences of actions
· deal with risks and changes

Critical 
thinking

· question norms, practices and opinions
· reflect on one’s own values, perceptions and actions
· take a position in the sustainable development discourse

WAYS OF PRACTICING

Strategic · develop and implement innovative actions that further 
sustainable development at the local level and further afield

Collaboration · learn from others (including peers, and others inside and 
outside of their institution)

· understand and respect the needs, perspectives and actions 
of others

· deal with conflicts in a group
· facilitate collaborative and participatory problem solving

Integrated 
problem-
solving

· apply different problem-solving frameworks to complex 
sustainable

· development problems
· develop viable, inclusive and equitable solutions
· utilise appropriate competencies to solve problems

WAYS OF BEING

Self-awareness · reflect on their own values, perceptions and actions
· reflect on their own role in the local community and global 

society
· continually evaluate and further motivate their actions
· deal with their feelings and desires

Normative 
competency

· understand and reflect on the norms and values that underlie 
one’s actions

· negotiate sustainable development values, principles
· goals and targets, in a context of conflicts of interests and 

trade-offs, uncertain knowledge and contradictions

1  Based on the UNESCO/AdvanceHE/QAA framework.

2  A broad approach to innovations with potential for causing harm when extensive scientific knowl-
edge on the matter is lacking, emphasising caution, pausing and review.60
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Your sustainability strategy should be 
tightly aligned or integral to your core
business strategy.
tencies outlined above, I will close with some practical 
suggestions of ways to build sustainability competencies 
in your leaders and your organizations.

Strategic sustainability. Your sustainability strat-
egy should be tightly aligned or integral to your core 
business strategy. You cannot expect a small group of 
sustainability experts to ‘look after’ sustainability while 
the core business continues as usual. Sustainability is 
not just about the technical aspects of measurement and 
reporting of impacts. It is about changing the narrative 
around what your organization is there to do and the 
value it creates and being able to win over the hearts 
and minds of your employees, helping them see how 
they can contribute to this. Think deeply about how you 
integrate sustainability into governance and core activi-
ties including strategy development, procurement, and 
financial reporting.

Stakeholder engagement. Many organizations are 
hiring from other industries, or even other sectors to 
increase their ability to understand and work with their 
stakeholders, including non-profits and even same-sec-
tor competitors. Deeper engagement with customers 
can be achieved through co-creating ideas and prod-
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Cranfield Leadership Competencies for 
Sustainability (David Grayson and Rosina Watson)

ucts, for example, through crowdsourcing.  Volunteering 
and secondments can provide opportunities for employ-
ees to widen their understanding of and empathy with 
stakeholders.

Systems thinking. Participation in cross-functional 
projects and in industry-sector coalitions can offer 
employees a wider view of your organization’s ecosystem.

Future thinking. Finding ways to bring in the voice 
of younger generations can provoke longer-term think-
ing. Some companies are building ‘shadow boards’ 
comprised of younger, next generation leaders who can 

offer this perspective. Setting longer-term company and 
personal targets can also help.

Purpose orientation. Activating a purpose beyond 
profit in your organization can unleash the energy and 
creativity of your team in support of your sustainability 
strategy. Setting this wider purpose is a first step, but 
bringing it to life is the key, and this means connecting 
employees’ personal purpose to the wider purpose of 
your organization. Some companies find B Corp accredi-
tation useful – this involves a change to a company’s arti-
cles of association to explicitly allow directors to consider 
the interests of all stakeholders, not just shareholders, 
when making important decisions. A new ISO 37000 
standard outlines how to govern for purpose.

Dr Rosina Watson is Associate Professor of Sustainability at 
Cranfield School of Management. She is Head of Cranfield School 
of Management’s Sustainable Business group, Co-director of the 
Sustainability MSc and co-creator of the Sustainable Futures game 
(cranfield.shorthandstories.com/sustainablegame). She was 
formerly Head of Corporate Sustainability at Home Retail Group, 
which followed 15 years in finance, strategy and commercial roles.

Read more about Sustainability at Cranfield School of 
Management in our latest Principles of Responsible Management 
Education (PRME) report.ds

A fully referenced version of this article is available from editor@
dl-q.com on request.
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