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ABSTRACT

Received: 13 Jan 2026 The purpose of this study was to systematically explore, conceptualize, and explain sustainable
Accepted: 06 May 2026 leadership and identify its dimensions, components, and consequences through a research synthesis
First Available: 09 Jun 2026 approach. This qualitative study was conducted using a meta-synthesis approach. The research
Final Publication: 23 Jul 2026 population consisted of Persian and English studies related to sustainable leadership published over

the last twenty years. A systematic search was carried out in national and international scientific
databases using relevant keywords. Studies were selected through purposive sampling based on
Keywords predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria. Finally, 13 high-quality studies were analyzed using
Sandelowski and Barroso’s seven-step synthesis framework and Strauss and Corbin’s three-stage
coding process, including open, axial, and selective coding. Data analysis was performed using
MAXQDA software. The credibility of findings was ensured through CASP quality assessment and
management, higher education, inter-coder agreement procedures. The findings resulted in the identification of 133 open codes, 17
subcategories, and 5 main categories, including factors influencing sustainable leadership formation,
characteristics of sustainable leaders, the process of sustainable leadership realization, challenges and
barriers, and outcomes and consequences. Results indicated that sustainable leadership is shaped by
organizational, individual, and contextual factors. Sustainable leaders were found to require
competencies such as strategic thinking, cultural intelligence, ethical responsibility, conflict
management, and intercultural communication skills. Moreover, the realization of sustainable
leadership depends on participatory approaches, social responsibility, strategic orientation, and
sustainability-based management. At the outcome level, sustainable leadership contributes to higher
job satisfaction, organizational commitment, sustainable performance, improved organizational
collaboration, and stronger social and environmental responsibility. Sustainable leadership is a
multidimensional, ethical, and future-oriented phenomenon that integrates economic, social, cultural,
and environmental dimensions to facilitate organizational and societal transformation. The findings
suggest that developing this leadership style in universities and organizations requires revising
managerial structures, strengthening participatory cultures, and training leaders equipped with
intercultural competencies and systems thinking abilities.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
INTRODUCTION

Leadership has undergone substantial conceptual transformation in recent decades
due to the increasing complexity of organizational environments, rapid technological
change, social instability, and the growing importance of sustainable development.
Traditional leadership approaches, which primarily focused on hierarchical control,
efficiency, and short-term performance outcomes, are no longer adequate for responding
to the multidimensional challenges faced by contemporary organizations, particularly
educational institutions and universities (1, 2). In response to these transformations,
sustainable leadership has emerged as a comprehensive and future-oriented approach that
emphasizes long-term organizational development, ethical responsibility, social
participation, and environmental awareness. Sustainable leadership seeks to create balance
among economic performance, human development, social justice, and ecological
sustainability while ensuring organizational resilience and continuity (3, 4).

The growing interest in sustainable leadership is closely associated with the global
movement toward sustainable development and responsible governance. Sustainable
leaders are expected not only to achieve organizational objectives but also to preserve
human and social capital, foster collaboration, and promote ethical values within
organizations (7). Studies have demonstrated that ethical and sustainable leadership
positively influence organizational trust, employee satisfaction, innovation, and long-term
organizational effectiveness (6, 8). In this regard, sustainable leadership extends beyond
managerial competence and incorporates moral responsibility, cultural awareness, strategic
thinking, and participatory governance.

Educational institutions and universities require sustainable leadership more than
ever because they play a critical role in producing knowledge, developing human
resources, and fostering social transformation. Universities are currently facing numerous
challenges, including globalization, resource constraints, organizational rigidity, declining
social trust, and increasing expectations from stakeholders (9). Consequently, educational
systems require leaders who are capable of managing complexity, promoting
organizational learning, and creating participatory and resilient cultures (5). Research in
educational leadership indicates that sustainable leadership contributes to educational
justice, organizational resilience, and collaborative learning environments (10, 11).

Previous studies have examined different dimensions of sustainable leadership. For
instance, Igbal and Ahmad highlighted the role of organizational learning in strengthening



sustainable leadership and organizational sustainability (4). Daemi and colleagues
proposed a grounded model of sustainable leadership in the insurance industry,
emphasizing sustainable culture, creativity, and strategic thinking (21). Taherpour and
Nasehian demonstrated that sustainable leadership skills positively influence co-creation
and cognitive trust among university faculty members (12). Similarly, Akbari and
colleagues found that sustainable leadership enhances employees’ innovative behavior
through creative self-efficacy (15). In educational contexts, Maleki emphasized the
importance of culturally sustainable leadership and the culture of care in schools (14), while
Mohammadi and Karimi developed and validated a sustainable ethical leadership scale for
higher education institutions in Iran (17).

Despite the increasing attention to sustainable leadership, the literature still lacks a
comprehensive and integrated conceptual framework explaining the dimensions,
antecedents, processes, and outcomes of this phenomenon. Existing studies have often
focused on isolated dimensions of sustainable leadership and have rarely attempted to
synthesize the fragmented literature into a coherent conceptual model (1, 2). Furthermore,
most existing studies are conducted in Western contexts, and limited attention has been
paid to the sociocultural and organizational realities of developing countries, particularly
Iran. Therefore, the present study aimed to systematically explore and conceptualize
sustainable leadership through a qualitative research synthesis approach in order to identify
its core dimensions and provide a coherent framework for future research and practice.

METHODS AND MATERIALS

The present study employed a qualitative research synthesis approach using meta-
synthesis content analysis. The statistical population consisted of Persian and English
studies related to sustainable leadership published during the last two decades. Relevant
studies were identified through systematic searches in national and international scientific
databases using keywords related to sustainable leadership, sustainable management,
ethical leadership, sustainable educational leadership, and sustainable organizational
development.

The studies were selected through purposive sampling based on predefined inclusion
and exclusion criteria. After several stages of screening based on title, abstract,
methodological quality, and relevance to the research purpose, 13 studies were selected for
final analysis. The quality of studies was evaluated using the Critical Appraisal Skills
Programme (CASP). Only studies with acceptable methodological rigor and conceptual
relevance were included in the synthesis process.
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Data analysis was conducted using Strauss and Corbin’s three-stage coding process,
including open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. During open coding, initial
concepts and themes were extracted from the selected studies. In the axial coding stage,
similar concepts were categorized into broader themes and subcategories. Finally, selective
coding was used to integrate the categories into a coherent conceptual framework.
MAXQDA software was utilized to organize and analyze the qualitative data. To enhance
credibility and reliability, the coding process was reviewed by multiple researchers, and
disagreements were resolved through discussion and consensus.

FINDINGS

The findings of the study resulted in the identification of 133 open codes, 17
subcategories, and 5 major categories related to sustainable leadership. The first category,
“factors influencing sustainable leadership formation,” included organizational, individual,
and contextual factors. Organizational factors consisted of sustainability-oriented vision,
organizational transparency, support for innovation, and sustainable resource management.
Individual factors included ethical commitment, responsibility, justice orientation, and
social awareness. Contextual factors involved cultural diversity, environmental
uncertainty, and social and economic pressures.

The second major category, “characteristics of sustainable leaders,” represented the
most extensive findings of the study. This category included personality and ethical traits,
cognitive and analytical abilities, social and communication competencies, intercultural
skills, and managerial capabilities. Key characteristics identified included strategic
thinking, systems thinking, foresight, emotional self-regulation, cultural intelligence,
conflict management, creativity, resilience, and ethical courage. The findings demonstrated
that sustainable leaders are expected to possess both human-centered and strategic
competencies simultaneously.

The third category, “the process of sustainable leadership realization,” emphasized
participatory and collaborative approaches. The findings indicated that sustainable
leadership is realized through participatory decision-making, teamwork, trust-building,
ethical orientation, social responsibility, and sustainability-based strategic management.
Sustainable leaders promote open communication, collective identity, empowerment, and
long-term organizational thinking.

The fourth category, “challenges and barriers,” included cultural, structural, and
human-related obstacles. Major challenges identified were organizational bureaucracy,
resistance to change, stakeholder conflicts, communication complexity, and the difficulty



of balancing short-term economic objectives with long-term sustainability goals. The
findings suggested that sustainable leadership requires substantial organizational and
cultural transformation to overcome these barriers.

The fifth category, “outcomes and consequences of sustainable leadership,”
demonstrated the multidimensional impacts of this leadership style. At the individual level,
sustainable leadership contributed to higher job satisfaction, organizational commitment,
responsibility, and reduced interpersonal conflicts. At the organizational level, it enhanced
collaboration, organizational cohesion, innovation, sustainable performance, and employee
retention. At the societal and environmental levels, sustainable leadership promoted social
trust, environmental responsibility, and organizational resilience.

Overall, the findings illustrated that sustainable leadership is a multidimensional and
dynamic phenomenon integrating ethical, strategic, social, and cultural dimensions. The
conceptual model developed in this study demonstrated that sustainable leadership is
shaped through the interaction of contextual conditions, leader competencies, participatory
processes, and organizational structures.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The findings of this study revealed that sustainable leadership is not merely a
managerial style but a comprehensive and multidimensional paradigm for organizational
guidance and transformation. Sustainable leadership integrates ethical responsibility,
strategic orientation, social participation, and cultural awareness into leadership practice.
The study demonstrated that sustainable leadership emerges through the interaction of
organizational, individual, and contextual factors and requires leaders who are capable of
managing complexity, uncertainty, and diversity.

One of the most significant findings was the central role of ethical and human-
centered values in sustainable leadership. Sustainable leaders were characterized by
responsibility, justice orientation, transparency, and social commitment. These findings
indicate that organizational sustainability cannot be achieved solely through technical or
economic approaches but requires ethical and relational leadership capacities. Sustainable
leadership was also found to depend heavily on participatory culture and organizational
trust. Leaders who promote collaboration, dialogue, and empowerment create stronger
organizational cohesion and resilience.

Another important finding concerned the role of intercultural and communication
competencies in sustainable leadership. In increasingly diverse and interconnected
organizational environments, leaders need cultural intelligence, empathy, and conflict
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management abilities to maintain sustainable and inclusive organizational relationships.
The study also highlighted the importance of systems thinking and long-term strategic
orientation. Sustainable leaders are expected to consider the long-term consequences of
decisions for organizations, employees, communities, and the environment rather than
focusing solely on immediate outcomes.

The identified challenges demonstrated that implementing sustainable leadership is
not without obstacles. Bureaucratic structures, resistance to change, and conflicting
stakeholder interests can limit the realization of sustainability-oriented leadership
practices. Therefore, sustainable leadership requires not only individual competencies but
also supportive organizational structures and cultures. The findings suggest that
organizations and educational institutions should redesign leadership development
programs based on sustainability principles and emphasize ethical development, strategic
thinking, cultural competence, and collaborative governance.

In conclusion, this study provided a comprehensive conceptual framework for
understanding sustainable leadership and contributed to reducing conceptual ambiguity in
the literature. The findings indicated that sustainable leadership can serve as a
transformative approach for educational institutions and organizations seeking long-term
effectiveness, social legitimacy, and organizational resilience. By integrating ethical,
strategic, cultural, and participatory dimensions, sustainable leadership offers a holistic
perspective capable of addressing the complex challenges of contemporary organizations
and societies.
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