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The current political, economic and social scenario is characterized by continuous and

rapid changes. Companies are therefore called to face a significant change, which

requires the definition of policies and strategies strongly oriented toward sustainable

development, becoming fundamental for long-term success and competitiveness. In this

perspective, female leadership plays a key role. Over time, women have demonstrated

the ability to successfully manage the challenges imposed by social dynamics and

environmental change. Despite the growing number of studies on women as sustainable

development leaders, there is still little empirical evidence on how women contribute to

the to the companies’ sustainable development. The paper aims to address this gap by

developing a qualitativemultiple case study based on the administration of questionnaires

to five Italian companies characterized by the presence of women in leadership positions.

Therefore, the objectives of the research work are: (i) to analyze how female leadership

facilitates the company’s transition toward sustainability; (ii) to define a “typical profile”

of sustainable woman leader in terms of main characteristics, actions and challenges.

Findings suggest that female leadership contributes to the promotion and implementation

of environmental and social practices through several characteristics intrinsic to their

nature, such as the ability to emphasize and listen and the predisposition to sharing

and collaboration. In addition, sustainable women leaders exhibit the following main

traits: thinking systematically/holistically, managing complexity, and inclusive approach to

leadership. This study allows to enrich the literature related to the relationship between

sustainability and female leadership, providing empirical evidence on the topic.

Keywords: women, leadership, business sustainability, gender, sustainable development

INTRODUCTION

The obvious changes that characterize the current economic, political and social scenario have
prompted companies to question traditional business management models, which are excessively
profit-oriented and less concerned with the needs of the community. Nowadays, the exclusive
profit orientation is inadequate and potentially dangerous for the survival of the company, which
cannot avoid the new and critical awareness assumed by the large number of stakeholders about
the impacts generated by the company’s activity in the surrounding context. The attention paid to
the relations with the different social actors thus becomes a critical success factor and requires
the integration of social needs into the company’s strategies in order to achieve a lasting and
defensible competitive advantage. In this perspective, the topic of sustainable development has
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gained increasing attention and has become the focus of an
important political, academic and managerial debate (Wilkinson
et al., 2001; Hall et al., 2010; Shinbrot et al., 2019).

The definition of sustainable development that is still widely
accepted today is the one formulated in the Brundtland Report
carried out in 1987 by the World Commission on Environment
and Development (Schaefer and Crane, 2005). The report defines
sustainable development as “development that meets the needs
of the present generation without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission
on Environment Development, 1987, p. 43). This concept is the
result of the greater awareness of the exhaustibility of the planet’s
resources and the consequent need to preserve the quality of the
natural heritage (Fernández et al., 2021), through the definition
of economic-social development models that are more balanced
than those adopted in the past. Based on this, the three main
dimensions of sustainable development are economic growth,
environmental protection and social equality (Mensah, 2019;
Milenković et al., 2021).

Over time, this concept has evolved profoundly and has
taken on specific connotations depending on the context of
application (Du Pisani, 2006; Bilan, 2013; Shi et al., 2019).
At corporate level, the definition of strategies oriented toward
sustainable development translates into the adoption of a
three-dimensional approach that finds its expression in the
so-called “Triple Bottom Line” of Elkington (1994), based
on the integration of economic, social and environmental
sustainability. In this view, the dimensions identified by
the Triple Bottom Line are generally identified as the 3P
(Slaper and Hall, 2011), namely:

(i) Profits—refers to the objectives of an economic nature,
indispensable for the survival and development of the
company itself;

(ii) People—refer to the social results that enable the company
to meet the needs of the various stakeholders, implementing
activities that contribute to the growth and wellbeing
of society;

(iii) Planet—refers to the environmental objectives to which the
company must pay attention in terms of ecological balance,
trying to minimize environmental impact.

Companies are therefore called to face a significant change,
which requires the definition of policies and strategies strongly
oriented toward the joint pursuit of economic, social and
environmental objectives, which are fundamental for long-
term success and competitiveness. In this context, the leader
figures are crucial, since their actions are an essential factor
in guiding the enterprise toward a sustainable transformation
(Metcalf and Benn, 2013).

“A leader is one or more people who selects, equips, trains,
and influences one or more follower(s) who have diverse
gifts, abilities, and skills and focuses the follower(s) to the
organization’s mission and objectives causing the follower(s) to
willingly and enthusiastically expend spiritual, emotional, and
physical energy in a concerted coordinated effort to achieve the
organizational mission and objectives.” (Winston and Patterson,
2006, p. 7).

In fact, leadership can be considered as a social influence
process (Omolayo, 2007), in which the leader seeks the voluntary
participation of collaborators in an effort to achieve common
goals. Although there are different approaches to the concept
of leadership, scholars agree that the leader for sustainability
must exhibit specific skills (Visser and Courtice, 2011; Metcalf
and Benn, 2013; Tideman et al., 2013), such as motivating
and engaging employees in the change process, emotional
intelligence, and problem solving. According to McCann and
Holt (2010), sustainability leadership is intended to be concerned
with creating current and future benefits while improving the
lives of all actors involved.

In this sense, women play a key role as promoters of
a sustainability-focused approach. Throughout time, women
have demonstrated their value and abilities in addressing the
challenges imposed by social dynamics and environmental
changes. For instance, several studies have explained how
women are uniquely positioned as stewards of natural resources
(Quisumbing et al., 2001; Nightingale, 2011). In 1992, the United
Nations Conference on Environment and Development in Rio de
Janeiro officially confirmed the position of women with respect
to the future of sustainable development, stating in principle 20
that “women have a vital role in environmental management
and development. Their full participation is therefore essential
to achieve sustainable development” (Agenda 21, 1992; UN
General Assembly, 1992). Women, in fact, have been shown to
possess a number of characteristics embedded in their nature
that makes their commitment to the sustainability issue much
stronger than that of men (Zelezny et al., 2000; Fernández
et al., 2021). According to Agarwal et al. (2020), women possess
some crucial capacities to achieve sustainable change, such as
innovative and creative perspective, leadership attitude, social
awareness and a good ability to identify opportunities. Cicchiello
et al. (2021) demonstrate that a higher percentage of women
directors in the Board of Directors strengthens the adoption of
Sustainable Development Goals’ practices and external assurance
of sustainability reporting. A study conducted by Galletta
et al. (2022) in the banking industry shows that increasing
the proportion of female directors improves financial and
environmental performance because women are more attentive
to the social dimension and stakeholders’ expectations than men
directors. Nevertheless, not all women have the same effect
on a company’s environmental performance. According to Issa
et al. (2021), female directors with advanced education and a
social engagement background are positively associated with
sustainability performance.

Feminist scholarship on gender diversity indicates that
women tend to have more altruistic and empathetic attitudes
(Boulouta, 2013; Glass et al., 2016; Acevedo-Duque et al., 2021)
than their male counterparts, showing particular concern for the
wellbeing of others and caring for interpersonal relationships.
The empirical analysis by Bulmer et al. (2021), realized in
Spain, shows that the wellbeing of employees is a priority for
women managers.

Such communal attributes are inevitably reflected in women’s
leadership style (Carli and Eagly, 2016) and become essential
in fostering the transition to sustainable development. Women
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leaders appear to be more stakeholder and long-term oriented
than men (Glass et al., 2016), who tend to adopt a shareholder
and short-term orientation. For instance, women are better able
to combine the interests of multiple stakeholders, including
communities, employees, suppliers and customers, with the
performance-based interests of shareholders (Brammer et al.,
2007; Harrison and Coombs, 2012). Eagly et al. (2003) state that
the female style exhibits optimism about goals and future states,
new perspectives for solving problems and completing tasks
and focuses on the development and mentoring of followers.
The women’s characteristics recall servant leadership which is
leadership for the service of people and country (Sendjaya
and Sarros, 2002; Gandolfi and Stone, 2018). Different studies
also highlight that female leadership encourages the pursuit of
innovative initiatives, while male leaders are more anchored
in traditional practices (Eagly et al., 2003; Adams and Funk,
2012; Francis et al., 2021). Furthermore, women have unique
leadership approaches to build trust among workers, focus
on conflict resolution and facilitate collaboration (Westermann
et al., 2005; Eagly and Carli, 2007), while men tend to
adopt a dominant leadership style. Thus, women managers
foster a diversity of perspectives and opinions (Weiner et al.,
2019; Kadi-Montiel and Acevedo-Duque, 2021). Additionally,
female leadership is characterized by an enterprising spirit,
a capacity to build work teams, and the ability to make
decisions in times of crisis (Acevedo-Duque et al., 2021).
Women, inside the domestic context, are considered able to
organize themselves, the ability to plan family activities, and
facing to adversity (Vimal et al., 2021). All these abilities
are fundamental characteristics of a manager. These common
leadership traits contribute to make women more inclined to
the implementation of social and environmental strategies, which
presuppose a completely innovative and relational approach to
business management. A sustainability-driven company defines
its policies, strategies and actions on the basis of the stakeholders
involved and the economic, social and environmental impact of
its activities.

Despite the growing number of studies on women as
sustainable development leaders, there is still little empirical
evidence on howwomen contribute to the companies’ sustainable
development. This paper aims to address this gap by developing
a qualitative multiple case study based on the administration
of questionnaires to five Italian companies characterized by the
presence of women in leadership positions. Thus, the research
questions are the following:

(i) What are the main characteristics of a female
sustainability leader?

(ii) What does a female sustainability leader implement the
main actions?

(iii) What does a female sustainability leader face the
main challenges?

The paper is organized as follows: Section Research
Methodology describes the research methodology,
Section Results presents the empirical results and Section
Conclusions and Limitations discusses the main conclusions
and limitations.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

We focus our attention on Italy because it is a country with a
highly conservative gender culture (Maida and Weber, 2022).
Italy’s World Economic Forum, Global Gender Gap Report
(2020) is equal to 0.707 (0.00 imparity, 1.00 parity), and it gets
in 76 rank out of 153 countries. Italy is 117 rank in economic
participation and opportunity according to the Global Gender
Gap Index rankings by subindex (2020). Italy is 44 rank in
political empowerment of women. Additionally, Italy is 19 in the
global gender gap index ranking in the region “Western Europe
and North America”. Only Greece, Malta, and Cyprus have a
lower index.

Given the limited empirical evidence on the topic under study,
the methodology of the multiple case study is very useful as it
allows to understand contemporary phenomena and practices
and to provide material on current issues that are still poorly
known (Gummesson, 2002). We employed the multiple case
study (Yin, 2009) based on five Italian companies with women
in a leadership role to investigate how female leadership can
contribute to company sustainability and define a “typical profile”
of a sustainable woman leader.

According to Baxter and Jack (2008), this approach leads to a
clearer comprehension and characterization of the phenomenon
examined, providing a strong and reliable evidence. Moreover,
the multiple case study enables a direct comparison between the
cases highlighting the similarities and the differences.

The research method for this study is a mixed-method based
(Creswell and Clark, 2017). Qualitative and quantitative data
are included to answer research questions. We employed the
questionnaire with open-ended questions and multiple-choice
questions, and the website and two databases (Aida—Bureau Van
Dijk; Atoka—Cerved Group). The triangulation of data (Patton,
1999) requests multiple data collection tools to provide depth
to studying phenomena from various perspectives. Indeed, the
adoption of different collection techniques is strongly encouraged
for the reliability of the information, limiting the distortions, and
ensuring a better study quality.

Case Studies
The questionnaire was addressed to women who hold a
leadership position within the five companies included in the
study. These firms operate in the Marche region and were
selected since they play a crucial role in the development of
the territory and are important examples of best practices for
other companies in the market. Furthermore, they have been
collaborating for years with universities in multiple research
projects, demonstrating a growing attention to gender equality
and sustainability issues.

Questionnaire
The survey is divided into four sections, as shown in
Appendix Tables A1–A4. The questions are defined to address
the research issues illustrated above and achieve the objectives of
the study. Some of them are single-answer, some are multiple-
answer and others are open-ended.
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Data Collection and Analysis
The Google Form online tool was used to share the link to
the survey. The estimated time to complete the questionnaire
was 4–8min and 6 responses were obtained from February
2022 to April 2022. The women surveyed hold the positions
of Head of Line, Head of Product Development, Head of
Sales or Head of Administration. The results were analyzed
through descriptive statistics and were then triangulated
with secondary data (i.e., website, Atoka—Cerved Group,
Aida—Bureau van Dijk) to complete the description of the
company profile.

RESULTS

The following paragraphs outline the results obtained from the
survey conducted. To this end, this section has been divided into
four parts, following the structure of the questionnaire. In this
perspective, the first section presents the general characteristics
of the five companies investigated. The second section analyzes
the sustainability female leaders of the firms under study in
terms of leadership styles, skills, attributes and knowledge. The
third section describes the sustainability actions implemented by
these women leaders. Finally, the fourth section focuses on the
typical female traits that foster the implementation of sustainable
business strategies and the challenges female leaders face in
this regard.

FIGURE 1 | Company size.

Company Profiles
All of the companies analyzed operate in the manufacturing
sector and have been on the market for over 21 years. In addition,
most of them are large (2 out of 5 companies) and small (2
out of 5 companies), while only one company is classified as a
medium-sized company (Figure 1).

Table 1 summarizes the data of the five companies with
reference to negative events (it considers various negative events,
including protests, prejudicial events, bankruptcies, insolvency
proceedings; the score takes into account the age and type
of negative event, the current state of the event, the type
of subject and the type of link) innovativeness score (it is
given to companies based on the content of their websites that
measures the innovativeness factors of the company. The score is
normalized using the percentile method: a score of 60 means that
the company has a raw score higher than 60% of the companies),
foreign propensity score (it measures the interest of a company
to have relations with foreign markets. The companies for which
we have evidence of foreign relations fall into the “certain” class
and have a score equal to 100. For the others, a machine learning
model allows us to estimate a value between 0 and 99, where the
class is related to the score distribution), company age, revenues
and number of employees.

Being a Female Sustainability Leader
As illustrated in Figure 2, the majority of female respondents
have been in a leadership position for more than 6 years (4 out

FIGURE 2 | Time in leadership position.

TABLE 1 | Company information.

Company Negative

events

Innovativeness

score

Foreign propensity

score

Company age Revenues 2020 (e) Number of

employees 2020

A Absent 73/100 100/100 59 88.250.546 264

B Absent 91/100 99/100 41 121.620.315 278

C Absent 78/100 100/100 23 6.779.868 73

D Absent 67/100 100/100 41 1.492.904 11

E Absent 69/100 100/100 55 3.508.302 34

Source: own processing of ATOKA and AIDA data.
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FIGURE 3 | Sustainability leadership style.

FIGURE 4 | Sustainability leader skills.

FIGURE 5 | Sustainability characteristics.

of 6 women), the remaining two women have been leaders for
<3 and 1 years, respectively. Furthermore, they confirm the
presence of other female leaders, which, however, are <10%
across investigated companies.

The leadership styles that best describe the approach
to sustainability of the women involved in the study are
the inclusive and visionary ones, which were each selected
4 and 3 times (Figure 3). The creative and altruistic
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FIGURE 6 | Sustainability knowledge.

FIGURE 7 | Environmental activities.

FIGURE 8 | Social activities.
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FIGURE 9 | Sustainability female leader attributes.

options were chosen only once, while the radical style was
never selected.

The ability to manage complexities is considered by most of
the women leaders responding (4 out of 6) as critical to leading
the firm in a sustainability-oriented approach (Figure 4). Long-
term vision and knowing how to address challenges dynamically
and creatively are also skills considered important by leaders
analyzed who selected these options twice in both cases. Less
emphasis was placed on vision communication and making
difficult choices in a timely and appropriate manner, which were
chosen 1 and 0 times, respectively.

Figure 5 shows that thinking systematically/holistically and
curiosity/open-mindedness are the characteristics that best
describe the approach to sustainability adopted by the women
leaders of the companies surveyed, who chose these answers
4 and 3 times. Being caring/having moral values and self-
awareness/empathy were selected only in 2 and 1 cases, while
courageousness/visionary was never chosen.

Finally, half of the women leaders surveyed felt that
knowledge of the dynamics and possibilities for change
should be possessed by a sustainable leader, while 2 out of
6 women leaders believed that knowledge of organizational
influences and impacts is important (Figure 6). On the other
hand, knowledge of different stakeholder perspectives and
knowledge of global challenges and dilemmas were selected
only once.

Acting as a Female Sustainability Leader
As regards the environmental dimension, the main activities
implemented by the sustainable women leaders concern the
correct management of waste (4 out of 6) and the reduction of
waste of energy, water and raw materials (4 out of 6) (Figure 7).
The selection of suppliers belonging to sustainable chains and the
use of low-impact transportation are not implemented by any of
the women leaders under study. The remaining environmental
actions, on the other hand, are promoted by at least one of the
female leaders called to answer the questionnaire.

As indicated in Figure 8, all the women leaders of the five
companies analyzed implement at least one of the social activities
listed in the questionnaire. Employee communication/dialogue
activities is the most promoted action; in fact, it is implemented
by 4 out of 6 women leaders. Corporate welfare projects and the
promotion of local employment are implemented by 3 women
leaders, while the other activities are promoted by at least 2
female leaders.

In addition, women leaders at 4 out of 5 companies promoted
the adoption of corporate certifications. Specifically, all 4 certified
companies hold ISO 9001 quality certification, 3 companies have
ISO 14001 environmental certification, and only one company
holds ISO 45001 occupational health and safety certification.
Three women leaders also say they have ongoing projects related
to improving waste management and using renewable energy
sources and smart working.

Contributions and Challenges of a Female
Sustainability Leader
The ability to emphasize and listen and the predisposition to
sharing and collaboration are considered the two typical traits
of female leadership that are ablest to increase the effectiveness
of implementing sustainable development strategies. In fact,
these attributes were chosen, respectively, by 5 and 4 women
leaders out of a total of 6 (Figure 9). Even the overall and
long-term vision of the surrounding reality (2 out of 6) and
the problem solving (3 out of 6) are considered natural female
characteristics capable of facilitating the implementation of
sustainable strategies within the companies examined. On the
contrary, greater sensitivity to environmental issues has been
selected only one time, while flexibility is not among the typical
female attributes considered instrumental to the success of
business sustainability.

As shown in Figure 10, half of the women leaders surveyed (3
out of 6) believe that the lack of support from top management
due to gender biases is the main obstacle to be faced by a
female leadership oriented toward sustainable development. The
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FIGURE 10 | Sustainability female leader challenges.

lack of dialogue, collaboration, interest and sharing of the same
values on sustainability are also considered obstacles to the
success of a sustainable female leadership (each selected 2 times
out of 6). The lack of funds or materials/resources/skills were
never mentioned.

At the end of the questionnaire, 4 of the 6 women leaders
suggest the importance of introducing training and awareness
activities on the sustainability issue and the role of women within
the company, in order to be able to promptly face the challenges
of the radical change already underway.

CONCLUSIONS AND LIMITATIONS

The main objectives of the study were to understand how
women leaders contribute to corporate sustainability and to
define a “typical profile” of a sustainable woman leader.
In this sense, it allows to enrich the literature related to
the relationship between sustainability and female leadership,
providing empirical evidence on the topic. As stated by
Fernández et al. (2021), there is still a lack of empirical
studies on the impact that women leaders have on sustainable
business transformation.

Specifically, the findings show that women leaders contribute
to the sustainability of the five companies through several
characteristics intrinsic to their nature, such as the ability to
emphasize and listen and the predisposition to sharing and
collaboration. Such evidence helps to support the theoretical
framework of different scholars, who state that women tend
to have altruistic and empathetic behavior and promote
collaboration among workers (Westermann et al., 2005; Eagly
and Carli, 2007; Boulouta, 2013; Glass et al., 2016; Acevedo-
Duque et al., 2021). However, women still encounter difficulties
in fulfilling their role as sustainable leaders, among which the lack
of support due to gender stereotypes comes first. This problem
was felt most in the smaller companies highlighting a lower
sensitivity on gender parity than in larger firms.

The study also allowed to identify the main characteristics,
skills and leadership styles of female leaders. In this way, it is
possible to define a profile of sustainable women leaders with the
following traits: thinking systematically/holistically, managing
complexity, and inclusive approach to leadership (Weiner et al.,
2019; Acevedo-Duque et al., 2021; Kadi-Montiel and Acevedo-
Duque, 2021). In addition, it was found that the main actions
implemented by the women leaders surveyed are waste of energy,
water and raw materials and proper waste management with
regard to the environmental dimension (Quisumbing et al., 2001;
Nightingale, 2011), employee communication/dialogue activities,
corporate welfare projects and promotion of local employment
with respect to the social component (Galletta et al., 2022).
Concerning these actions, it is important to point out that they
do not depend exclusively on the women leaders surveyed but
are the result of decisions made at the corporate governance
level. Furthermore, it is possible to note that both environmental
and social activities are mainly implemented within the large
and medium-sized companies analyzed. This result would seem
to confirm the difficulty that small Italian enterprises still face
in sustainable transformation, such as the lack of financial
and human resources (Iraldo et al., 2011). Finally, the analysis
has helped to highlight the important role played by women
leaders in promoting and implementing environmental and
social practices, encouraging the transition to more sustainable
business models.

The implications are relevant. Women leaders can contribute
to sustainability; consequently, the political efforts oriented
toward gender equality will probably have positive effects also
in terms of sustainability. This link will have to be investigated.
Thus, the role of female leaders deserves our attention, mainly
in a context as Italian context where the culture is anchored
to gender stereotypes and the companies are principally small
and medium-sized enterprises, with a lack of resources and a
significant gender gap.

The research presents some limitations. First, the empirical
analysis is limited to only five companies that belong to a specific
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region of Italy. In addition, the questionnaire was filled out
exclusively by female leaders. To further validate the results, it
could be interesting to increase the number of companies, also
considering other geographic areas and including male leaders.
In this way, multiple contexts can be considered and the different
approaches of male and female leaders to sustainability can be
compared and analyzed.
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