
Leadership and sustainability:   
Well-received, yet little structure
In times of profound transformation, responsible leadership 
can guide break-through business strategies

Purpose and approach
Digitalisation, ongoing transformation of organizations, diversity and Gen Y 
are at the top of the agenda for many companies. In a world that is changing 
fundamentally, most executives are faced with a multitude of developments 
that may develop into challenges, as well as into opportunities. How does 
sustainability fit into this?

RECOL, an incubator for organisational development, discussed this issue with 
40 executives and thought leaders: How can sustainability become an integral 
part of the DNA of a company and its leaders? How does it support its core 
objectives at the same time?

Outcomes of the conversations 
Despite the increasing importance that executives attribute to sustainability, 
hardly any company has developed a systematic approach to integrating it as 
part of their organisational culture.

Some companies have implemented initial programmes successfully, tested 
innovative training solutions and made decision makers more aware of new 
issues. On a personal level, sustainability is well-received and attracts the 
interest of executives. They tend to define it in a similar way to “responsible 
leadership”, as an operating model rather than an ecological subject. 

A key recommendation from our partners is the inclusion of sustainability in 
the (experience-based) training of corporate leaders. The aim is to achieve 
a positive perception amongst them to explore opportunities for the future. 
This is often achieved in the areas of innovation, digitalisation or diversity. 
Furthermore, the increasing need for personal development, awareness 
and reflection skills has to be specifically addressed. Executives need to be 
approached not only at a rational level but also at an emotional level.

Most of the executives interviewed already rate their own understanding of 
sustainability as good or very good. According to them, a true engagement 
of corporate leaders for sustainability is hindered by: a lack of role models at 
top management, no personal reflexion, short-term outlook and inadequate 
performance objectives.

Because good practices of management engagement are only slowly put into 
business practice, it is not yet possible to develop a generally applicable model. 
However, RECOL founder Joanna Hafenmayer has identified six building blocks 
which offer a first promising start. 

An understanding of sustainability
Balancing short and long term perspectives in order to preserve or 
even increase resources. This applies to personal energy and motivation 
(personal development and sustainability), to the finances of a company 
and also to the resources of society and the environment.

www.recolforum.net
www.recolengage.com

„I would recommend 
to any company that 
the highest organisa-
tional level – the board 
of directors –refines 
the company’s values 
and what sustainabili-
ty means to them.“ 
Antoinette Hunziker 
Ebneter, President of 
the Board of Directors, 
Berner Kantonalbank

„Responsible leader-
ship means that sus-
tainability has a seat 
at the table at every 
board meeting.“ 
Joachim Masur, CEO, 
Zurich Switzerland

Following companies have supported the  “RECOL – Engaging 
Leaders for Sustainability” project summarized above:



www.recolforum.net
www.recolengage.com
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1. More than ecology  
Focus on effective 
handling of multiple 
objectives and time 
frames. Be open! 
Sustainability means 
much more than 
ecology. Actively drive 
a broader definition to 
harness the resonan-
ce with the personal 
understanding of 
executives.

2
Top first  
Real commitment of 
top management has 
the highest priority.
Be a role model! Make 
it your absolute top 
priority to implement 
engagement at the 
highest organisatio-
nal level, if possible 
including board of 
directors.

3
3. Strategy link  
Aligning business 
strategy and corporate 
values with sustainabi-
lity strategy.
Put sustainability cen-
tre-stage! Ensure the 
alignment of business 
strategy and corporate 
values with sustainabi-
lity strategy. Integrate 
them, if possible.

4
4. Appropriate  
measures 
Engagement of all 
layers of executive 
levels while taking 
into account culture, 
current topics and 
market situation.
Do what suits you! 
Choose measures 
according to your 
culture, current topics, 
the economic situation 
and personally prefe-
red topics in order to 
create commitment 
from broader manage-
ment levels. 

5
5. Personal 
development 
Awareness, develop-
ment and resilience 
are key elements 
of the sustainability 
agenda.
Play an active part! 
Make personal reflec-
tion, development and 
resilience important 
elements of the sus-
tainability agenda. The 
link between the inside 
and the outside needs 
to be there. Be a first 
mover.

6
6. Key for leadership 
topics
Conscious and active 
positioning of sustaina-
bility leads to solutions 
within “top-of-mind” 
leadership topics.
Create a positive agen-
da! Present thoughts 
on sustainability within 
the context of “top-of-
mind” leadership topics 
in order to recognise 
the relevance and 
potential for the core 
business.

Reflection and outlook
It is apparent from our conversations that the road usually associated with 
sustainability work does not need to be difficult. On the contrary: It corres-
ponds largely to the personal conviction of the leaders. It can help companies 
to better deal with the profound changes which are happening in the markets, 
in society and with the people. Only those who are used to complexity and 
managing multiple objectives are able to creatively face up to new stakeholders 
and use topics, diversity for example, to drive more productivity. Only a few 
decision makers are fully aware of these links. It seems that in order to move 
forward, leaders need to get a better understanding of themselves and the 
interdependencies around them.

An important steps towards greater sustainability in a company’s DNA lies in 
the systematic engagement of its top leaders. As always, clear responsibilities, 
clear objectives and courageous leadership will help. Various measures are 
now being devised in companies and, enriched with further experiences, can 
over time be developed into a systematic model.

About RECOL
“Responsible Corporate Leadership – RECOL” is an incubator for organisational 
change. Our vision is to shape the corporate future by leading responsibly – from 
leaders for leaders. RECOL was founded in 2011 in cooperation with five leading 
companies in Switzerland. It drives the agenda as a thought leadership platform 
and organises an annual high level forum. It also hosts an incubation platform – 
the RECOL Circle – which generates in-depth analyses, practical experiences, data 
and knowledge and makes it widely available. From 2017 onwards, more RECOL 
Circles for companies have been planned which will further develop the subject 
based on the present findings.

„In my experience, 
you need to create an 
emotional, personal 
commitment to sustai-
nability. Executives who 
have never had any 
emotional involvement 
with the subject will not 
support it.“ 

„Responsible leader-
ship: for me, it is like 
the difference between 
statesman and politi-
cian.“ 

Christian Petit, Head of 
Enterprise Customers, 
Swisscom

Angela Winkelmann, 
Head of HR Ressources 
+ Services, Board of 
Directors, Switzerland, 
Helvetia Insurance

Recommendations – the six building blocks of engagement


