Human Ecology Forum

Holistic Environmental Leadership: Living Sustainably Beyond 9-to-5

Mark Starik

George Washington University
School of Business

Department of Strategic Management and Public Policy

Environmental and Social Sustainability Initiative
Washington, D.C. 200521

Most contributors to and readers of this journal and vol-
ume probably consider themselves leaders in some aspects of
environmental issues. We environmental researchers, teach-
ers, practitioners, students, writers, and activists pride our-
selves in performing a vital service for society — finding,
processing, and acting on information we think will positive-
ly influence our stakeholders to adopt more environmentally-
sound decisions and behaviors. And, without a doubt, this is
a vitally important, and often successful, endeavor. But, we
environmental leaders might also on occasion wonder
whether we’re doing enough to advance sustainability beyond
our most immediate, directed efforts at work. Given that
many, including the most critical, indicators of environmen-
tal sustainability, such as climate change and biodiversity im-
pacts, are still headed in the wrong direction after decades of
environmental attention by many professions, it could be ar-
gued that we environmental leaders need to be doing more, in
the sense of more fully incorporating sustainability into our
non-work lives to encourage more of society, not just our
clients, students, and other work stakeholders, to join us in
our planetary rescue mission.

Unfortunately, for many environmental leaders, doing
significantly more on the job is probably not very realistic.
While environmental professionals, in general, are doing
their utmost to “fight the good fight” throughout our environ-
mental careers, most of us likely already feel overworked but
only partially as effective as we’d like to be. And, probably
very few of us are content with the amount of time we can de-
vote to our non-work lives, including to ourselves, our fami-
lies and friends, our neighborhoods and social clubs, and our
societies and natural environments upon which we all de-
pend. Given our all-consuming environmental work pas-
sions, we just don’t have much “spare time.” And, many of
us don’t want to spend what little precious spare time we do
have continuing our workday environmental struggles. Dur-
ing those few weekends of the year that we consider “ours,”
lounging on the beach sounds much more attractive than
picketing to save the wildlife just off-shore. So, what’s the
well-rounded environmental leader to do?

The theme of this essay is an answer to that question —
we, you and I, can do quite a lot more, actually. While I
deeply respect and appreciate the environmental research,

teaching, planning, implementing, and campaigning that have
been accomplished over the last several decades, I'd like to
suggest that many of us environmental professionals, perhaps
all of us, could do more by being more comprehensive and
consistent in aligning our environmentally-responsible work
lives with most everything else we do. Basically, we, includ-
ing yours truly, could probably practice what we preach (and
practice) at work more often and in more innovative ways
when we aren’t on-the-job.

But, is it really necessary to green the rest of our lives
beyond work? Don’t we do enough “Earth-saving” in the
office, factory, field, lab, and classroom? These introspective
questions might be answered by just looking around us — at
whether the natural places we inhabit and visit are truly sus-
tainable and whether we and the people with whom we inter-
act couldn’t do more to make these places more sustainable.
Many of our stakeholders share our frustration in being over-
burdened at work, and, unless we set the example otherwise,
some will look for escape from, rather than answers to, the
world’s environmental problems. When they see our big (and
multiple) houses and cars (including the trucks we have eu-
phemistically re-named sport utility vehicles), when they
hear we are taking vacations that are not especially environ-
mentally-responsible, and when they notice that we accept
(and create) just as much energy and material waste as they
do, we send signals that can encourage us all to engage in
even deeper environmental crisis denial. We are the environ-
mental leaders, the opinion-makers, the professionals in our
society, and, if we, the “eco-experts,” aren’t green, why
should our stakeholders be? Few experiences are more dis-
heartening than to witness our environmental professional
colleagues either on- or off-the-job engaging in blatantly
non-environmental behaviors.

Happily, in addition to providing a number of individual
non-work benefits, adopting more comprehensive and consis-
tent environmental behaviors can also allow environmental
professionals to advance a number of at-work interests, such
as upgrading corporate and other organizational environmen-
tal policies and practices. First, environmental leaders who
develop and practice leading-edge individual behaviors pro-
tect themselves from “greenwashing” charges, just as do
those organizations that not only espouse but genuinely im-
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plement environmental policies. Second, holistic environ-
mental leaders can acquire and apply more environment-
related information and knowledge on a wider set of en-
vironmental topics than their counterparts. In our modern
post-industrial society, information is power, so the more an
environmental leader gathers, processes, and uses informa-
tion to engage in environmentally-protective behaviors dur-
ing off-hours, the more influence he or she is likely to lever-
age at work. Third, to the extent that most of the readers and
contributors of this volume are associated mainly with devel-
oped country cultures, environmental leaders from these
areas may be less uncomfortable in suggesting proactive
environmental measures to developing country business,
government, and non-profit organization representatives.
Virtually nothing cuts into a developed country experts’ cred-
ibility more than the perception that the expert and his/her
compatriots are even greater environmental violators than
their developing country advisees. Finally, personal environ-
mental behaviors practiced by environmental professionals
allows them to make additional potentially valuable environ-
mental contacts and cite more personal examples in advocat-
ing for proactive environmental organizational policies and
programs, both of which can be valuable resources in moving
organizations, including the environmental “champion’s”
own employer, to adopt and implement environmental best
practices.

So, this essay suggests a number of environmental deci-
sions and actions that those of us who aspire to, or want to
maintain societal environmental leadership, can consider in
our non-work lives. Of course, the total number of such pos-
sibilities, given the complexity of modern life, can be poten-
tially mind-boggling. This plethora of opportunities likely
exists not only for each of us as individuals in our personal
lives and at home, but also in our networks, social organiza-
tions, communities and interactions with society and nature.
To assist the reader in managing the ever-growing set of eco-
options, a multi-level approach to environmentalism is one of
two organizing strategies employed here, ranging from per-
sonal through organizational to global perspectives. The
other is the use of several systems aspects — inputs, process-
es, and outputs — which, together with the multi-level per-
spective, can provide each of us with a more comprehensive
and consistent, and perhaps, more strategic and successful,
framework, for holistic environmental leadership.

This multi-level/systems approach has been previously
suggested for application to environmentally sustainable or-
ganizations by a co-author (Gordon Rands) and me (in the
October 1995 issue of the Academy of Management Review).
In that article, we suggested that organizations could interact
dyadically with five different levels regarding six systems el-
ements that could assist businesses, governments and NGOs

in moving more effectively toward environmental sustain-
ability. Individuals were one of these levels, and we high-
lighted several individuals working within their organizations
who contributed to environmental sustainability by starting
recycling programs, developing environmental projects and
structures, and founding businesses based on environmental
principles. But, since levels and systems are ubiquitous in all
of our lives, both at work and away from work, this multi-
level/multi-systems approach can be applied to individual en-
vironmental leaders seeking a more holistic, “24-7” environ-
mental orientation, as well. The remainder of this essay sug-
gests a number of environmental decisions and actions each
of us can consider, by describing the environmental options
resulting from combining one level and one systems aspect at
a time, using a more workable, reduced list of each phenom-
ena. Of course, many other environmental elements could be
addressed and a multitude of other decisions and actions
could be recommended in addition to those that follow. My
hope is that whatever the framework, element, or suggestion,
readers will resolve more seriously, urgently, and frequently,
to adopt one or more of the recommended environmental
practices beyond the environmental leadership they exercise
in their “day jobs.”

Personal, Household, and Network Level Potential
Environmental Resolutions

The first category identifies environmental inputs,
whether principles, resources, or motivators, that those of us
who deal with environmental issues in our work lives can
consider accessing as private individuals and as members of
our households and personal networks. Values, such as sus-
tainable consumption, animal welfare, and human health,
which, depending on our particular work positions and pro-
jects, we may not have the opportunity to develop on-the-job,
could be explored and developed in some depth and breadth
during our personal time. These “micro” environmental val-
ues have many sources, including parents, peers, teachers,
our own environmental experiences, fiction and nonfiction
writing and media arts, religious and spiritual investigations,
and dialogues and seminars focusing on environmental ethics
and related topics. Even testing or stretching one’s concept
of what “the natural environment” is (for instance, does na-
ture include outer space and/or human mental and emotional
health?) can be another way to increase our range of or to ex-
plore more deeply environmental micro-level inputs.

A second category in the recommended framework fo-
cuses on the processes in which individuals who deal with en-
vironmental issues at work can also more comprehensively
and consistently develop them at other times and in other
places. These processes might include strategies, approach-
es, or activities we use when we purchase and use products
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and services, such as electricity and other energy forms,
when we reduce, recycle, or otherwise dispose of wastes, and
when we ensure our children and pets don’t contribute to en-
vironmental problems. Associated with the business-related
topic of this volume, most environmental experts outside of
work probably have mostly either customer-oriented or in-
vestor-oriented relationships with businesses, so selecting
and purchasing environmentally-preferable products and ser-
vices, including investments, would be a key resolution to
practice during non-work hours. Several helpful websites
related to these efforts are www.sustainablebusiness.com,
www.greenbiz.com and www.newdream.org/consumer/.
Many other individual actions are possible for us to practice
what we preach at this micro level “on our own time,” and
these have been catalogued in any number of “what you can
do” self-help guides. Several that can be accessed on-line in-
clude those developed by The Natural Step (www.natural-
step.org/learn/docs/guides/tips.pdf), Coop America (Www.coop-
america.org/business/b44million.htm), and the New Ameri-
can Dream (www.newdream.org/tttoffline/).

But, how many of us eco-experts have given these lists
serious enough consideration to apply more than a few of
these eco-suggestions in our own homes or have encouraged
our friends and family members to join us in putting them
into practice in their homes? Do those of us who advocate or
practice pro-active, voluntary environmental programs carry
forward that environmental voluntarism and pro-activity, not
only symbolically but substantively, into our personal lives?

A third environmental leadership category at the indi-
vidual, household and network level is outputs, which can be
thought of as the results of the environmental inputs and
processes in the first two categories, respectively. These in-
dividual environmental outputs might include the admiration
of one’s family and friends, reductions of our own guilt for
not being more environmentally-consistent, and, of course,
the improved quality of our respective micro-environments,
such as healthier, safer and more energy-efficient homes.
These outputs could also include increases in demand for,
say, organic foods, and reductions in demand, for, say, over-
sized (or too many) homes and cars. A number of “personal
sustainability” tools, such as EarthAware (www.donlotter.
com/earthaware.html) and “the environmental footprint”
(www.redefiningprofress.org/footprint/), are now available
for any of us to determine the ultimate impacts of our own
non-work environmental behaviors. For all those of us who
have argued that business (and other organizations) should
monitor and report the results of their environmental actions,
perhaps it’s time we ourselves monitored and reported on our
own environmental “performance.” If nothing else, doing so
would really “bring home” the complexities and costs of our
corporate environmental management recommendations.

Social Organization and Community Level Potential
Environmental Resolutions

Three additional categories of environmental decisions
and actions in this holistic environmental leadership frame-
work can be forwarded for those of us seeking to set exam-
ples for our non-work stakeholders. These can be described
as “meso-level” elements, since they relate to each of us in-
dividual eco-experts in our roles as members of our social
organizations and of our local and regional communities.
Again, the inputs-processes-outputs systems perspective can
provide an integrated, wide-scoped view of what can be done
at this level to increase our environmental leadership capaci-
ty and delivery.

First, we can identify the financial and non-financial in-
puts that our churches, clubs, and recreational teams, leagues
and other groups could use to help expand their own environ-
mental orientations and actions. Since many foundations
fund only non-governmental organizations (NGOs), we
might use our environmental expertise to periodically assist
the NGOs to which we belong in securing resources for sav-
ing energy, using renewables, starting green teams and recy-
cling efforts, and otherwise upgrading their environmental
programs and reducing their negative environmental impacts.
Other environmentally related principles and motivations that
we as individuals might encourage in our social organizations
and communities are environmental awareness, literacy, in-
novation and collaboration. Since some of us belong to at
least one environmentally-oriented NGO and at least one so-
cially-oriented NGO, efforts directed toward getting mem-
bers and decision-makers of these two different types of
NGOs to interact might pay off in the transference of values
between them and in cooperation to achieve their mutual so-
cial/environmental visions.

In the category of individual activities, approaches, or
strategies that could be employed with these meso-entities,
helping in the development of environmental education pro-
grams, assisting with new ecopreneurial startups, and partic-
ipating in environmental, social, and/or energy audits of local
schools, places of worship, youth centers, and other commu-
nity buildings would be possible for many of us. Organizing
environmental “field trips” for youth, adult, and/or elderly
groups might also be included here, and highlight a key char-
acteristic of many off-hours activities — having fun and en-
joying ourselves in whatever social/environmental activity
we engage. In addition, these processes can help build and
spread environmental skills throughout local communities
and can increase the demand for these skills, contributing to
locally-based corporate and other organizational economies,
sectors and industries.

And, in thinking about the outputs of our individual ef-
forts to help “green” our social organizations and communi-
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ties, following from the discussion above, the successes of
NGOs and localities that use less non-renewable energy (with
the resulting dollar savings that are potentially re-investable),
and a greater level of environmental appreciation among their
stakeholders, would be ideal end-results from this individual
effort. Others might be increased green employment in local
and regional communities, a reduction in exporting resources
outside the community for non-renewable products and ser-
vices, and, a triggering of increased competition and collab-
oration among local communities to become “the greenest”
communities in the area. Once again, on-line and other re-
sources have become available in recent years to assist indi-
viduals in moving their communities toward sustainability
(e.g. the Sustainable Community Network at www.sustain-
able.org, and, the Global Action Plan at www.globalaction-
plan.com). Many other positive environmental outcomes are
also possible at this level, including, of course, our own indi-
vidual satisfaction in having participated in the green success
of one or more of our own social organizations and commu-
nities.

Societal and Human Species Level Potential
Environmental Resolutions

A final set of categories, the macro-perspective, focuses
on the individual eco-expert who has the opportunity to apply
his or her environmental work interest and skill set off-the-
job to advance environmental inputs, processes and outputs at
the societal and human species level. Since each of the pre-
viously described categories and suggestions would con-
tribute in the aggregate at this level, the present section will
be briefer, since the holistic environmental leader who adopts
several of these with success at the other levels will already
be attempting to make a positive impact at this macro-level.

The values, resources, motivators and other individual
environmental inputs at this society/species level could in-
clude, among many other possibilities, the land ethic, carry-
ing capacity, eating low on the food chain, biophilia, pro-
found respect for nature, and the energy, enthusiasm, experi-
ence, and interest that follows from years and decades of
developing our own and others’ environmental “awakening.”
Two sets of many possible environmental societal motivators
have been developed by the Friends (Quakers) (www.-
fcun.org/sustain/understanding.html) and the Institute for
Deep Ecology (www.deepecology.org/deepplatform.html).
The resulting actions and designed and implemented process-
es or strategies that could be associated with inputs at this
level could include our individual non-work involvement or
support of greenhouse gas inventories and reduction planning
nationally and worldwide, as well as better urban develop-
ment design and execution to reduce, and even reverse, the
sprawl of slums and suburbs alike. Personal active involve-

ment in local, regional and national political campaigns that
include attention to environmental issues is another avenue
for individual eco-intervention at this level. And, finally, the
outputs of such decisions and approaches ideally would move
beyond averting the latest global environmental crisis toward
the greater recognition of the need for and realization of qual-
ity living conditions for ourselves as individuals, for our fel-
low humans and for other species.

Conclusion or Harbinger?

This essay suggested a number of ways that we individ-
ual environmental experts, the main producers and con-
sumers of this journal, no matter our profession, discipline, or
experience, can extend our at-work environmental interests
and influence beyond our chosen places of employment and
careers. None of the recommendations made here is intend-
ed to be novel, radical or especially innovative. What these
proposed resolutions and the levels and systems framework
within which they are organized are intended to do is to pro-
vide one additional appeal to this volume’s readers that each
of us individually needs to and can adopt one or more of these
environmental resolutions for our non-work lives and to do so
without further delay. These and other categories and ele-
ments could be forwarded for encouraging us all to practice
more of what we preach (and practice) in our environmental
jobs and do so in the rest of our lives, more fully and with
greater effect. [Another excellent multi-level environmental
suggestion site developed at the University of British Colum-
bia can be found at the website URL http://sustain.ubc.ca/
sustainable_u/personal.htm and in the Green Guide newslet-
ter (www.thegreenguide.com]. Lest the reader feel over-
whelmed by this essay’s theme of doing more outside our
main jobs, I humbly forward the example of a five person
group of environmental management academics to which I
belong who co-founded the Organizations and the Natural
Environment (ONE) interest group within the Academy of
Management a decade ago. This extra-curricular activity has
generated 10 conference and pre-conference programs, in-
cluding associated newsletters, awards, webpages, and other
activities, and garnered the support of more than 500 acade-
mic and practitioner members worldwide, who are interested
in promoting sound environmental management policies and
practices in businesses, governments and NGOs. In addition,
this small band of environmental organizers as individuals,
primarily outside of work, also launched other environment-
related organizations, engaged in organic farming, worked in
environmental political campaigns, purchased hybrid vehi-
cles and energy-efficient appliances and other products, pro-
vided free environment-related consultation to various
groups, organized and participated in environmental service
projects, and otherwise were engaged at multiple levels in ad-
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vancing environmental sustainability systems aspects during
that time. Though it’s sometimes a challenge to do so, sus-
tainability can be, and indeed is, practiced not only during,
but also beyond our regular 9-to-5 jobs.

The recommendations forwarded here are not intended
to replace or devalue the vital work each of us does in our re-
spective professions and careers to advance environmental
sustainability. Nor are they advanced without due recogni-
tion that the change management approaches of starting
slowly, proceeding carefully, and continuously building sup-
port are applicable also in our non-work lives. Rather, were
we to get more eco-politically involved, participate in setting
up or improving NGO or community environmental pro-
grams, genuinely begin to consume more sustainably, and/or
seriously adopt any of the resolutions presented in this essay,
we might find that both our non-work stakeholders, as well as
those at work, will be more responsive to our more compre-
hensive, consistent environmental decisions and actions. Just
as importantly, we might also enhance overall both our own

and our colleagues’ and coworkers’ environmental enthusi-
asm, stamina, creativity and success. Finally, if enough of us
begin moving toward holistic environmental leadership, it is
my belief that we may be able to tip the scales at the person-
al, organizational, and societal levels toward, rather than
away from, environmental sustainability. Those of us who
have long-supported proactive, voluntary environmental
management and policy (along with prudent, rational envi-
ronmental regulation), and have eschewed corporate “green-
washing” and anti-environmentalism can speak with greater
knowledge, confidence and credibility the more we can pro-
vide environmental advice, based on our own individual ex-
perience and example, not just to “do what we say” but rather
to “do what we do.”

Endnote
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