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Breakthrough Leadership for Transition
Developing the mindsets, capabilities and practices needed to lead transition to a 
socially inclusive, low carbon economy

In 2015, Christiana Figueres, then Executive Secretary for the UN Convention on Climate Change, 
chaired the annual international negotiations to set binding targets for reducing greenhouse 
gas emissions. She achieved what none of her predecessors had managed. She steered 195 
countries to unanimously adopt the historic Paris Agreement, not only endorsing the target to 
keep Earth below 2 degrees Celsius of warming but to aim for the scientifically far safer target of 
1.5 degrees. 

How did she persuade so many country leaders to sign up? Commentators present at the time 
said it was by developing a new brand of ‘collaborative diplomacy’ which, in her own words, is 
based on an attitude of “stubborn optimism”. “I realized I have no idea how we’re going to solve 
this problem, but I do know one thing: We have got to change the tone of this conversation. 
Because there is no way you can deliver victory without optimism,” (Figueres, 2019). 

Figueres represents the paradox inherent in breakthrough leadership: at once highly collaborative 
and systemic in approach and yet also individually purposeful and agentic. This is a form 
of leadership visible amongst many of the most effective leaders acting on the climate and 
associated crises and combines: belief in collective action; critical sense-making of complex 
data presented through politicized lenses; empathy with the concerns and fears of others in the 
system; credibility to mobilize co-operation across the usual political fault lines grounded in trust, 
respect and inclusivity; a passion for the natural world and a strong sense of social justice. Above 
all it is driven by a compelling vision about how the world can be better and how human ingenuity 
can realise it. This paper considers both the emerging form of leadership required to meet today’s 
challenges and the means by which to develop it.
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Introduction

It would be an understatement to say that the scale and complexity of the challenges  
we face today as a global society, the pace and intensity of change underway, the ensuing 
pain and struggle, as well as new opportunities emerging, raise important questions about  
the role of leadership – what modes and practices will best serve our organizations, 
communities, businesses? 

This paper is a work in progress written at a time when many are reflecting on the unprecedented 
scale of interconnected crises of public health, climate, social equity and economic fallout. Leaders 
are being called to respond, act and step up in extraordinary ways and are expecting more 
turbulence ahead. Though there is no shortage of prescriptive leadership development models, 
we’re sensing an urgent need for leadership approaches that are more contextually sensitive 
and learning-oriented, accounting for the complexity of steering transitions to sustainability – 
approaches that embody the interconnected/interdependent nature of the challenges we face. 

We’re approaching this paper as an exploratory conversation, sharing some of the questions that 
are currently guiding our own leadership work. Taking inspiration from studies on living systems, 
complexity theory, social innovation and learning, ecological resilience and adaptive leadership, 
we explore meanings of transition and breakthrough leadership. Though each organization and 
individual leader will need to define their own path in working through transition challenges 
(Throop & Mayberry, 2017), we explore some of the mindsets, practices and capabilities for 
fostering transition leadership as well as the implications for learning.
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What is Transition Leadership? 

Our journey into transition leadership begins by taking stock of the growing research on 
sustainability transitions that focuses on transformative changes to achieve a socially inclusive, 
low-carbon economy. Transitions are considered long-term, open-ended, co-evolutionary, 
multi-actor processes, inherently complex, uncertain, and ambiguous (Holmberg & Larsson, 
2018). Unsustainable systems are phased out and more sustainable configurations emerge from 
fundamental, transformative processes of change on a level of systems in society (e.g. energy, 
mobility, agrifood, healthcare). As current trajectories remain strong and powerful forces resist 
change, transitions are difficult processes of social change that result in major, sometimes painful 
adjustments (Meadowcroft et al., 2019). The choice is not between stasis or change (change is 
happening all around us, all the time), but rather among different patterns of change, and more 
and less desirable futures. The challenge is orienting emerging technological and social currents 
to promote desirable system transformations that deliver positive societal value including low 
carbon options (Meadowcroft et al., 2019). 

Sharpe’s Three Horizons framework (2016) and Meadowcroft, Layzell and Mousseau’s transition 
pathways approach and work on The Transition Accelerator initiative in Canada suggest that 
transition visions and pathways provide a valuable starting point to engage with system change 
(Meadowcroft et al. 2019). Pathways are viewed as part of a strategy for transforming existing 
conditions – where innovators across sectors can apply data and emerging narratives, and 
introduce new technologies, social practices and business models to alter established patterns of 
production and consumption (Meadowcroft et al., 2019). 

Envisaging multiple pathways is a way to open up discussion, allowing for the exploration 
of varied possibilities involving different orientations and different constellations of societal 
actors (Meadowcroft et al., 2019). Perspectives like transition pathways and the Three 
Horizons provide context for the kinds of leadership practices we are exploring to help steer 
sustainability transitions.

Broader leadership frameworks are needed, however, to navigate transition at the level of 
individual and organization, acknowledging the interconnections between the micro and the 
macro. Adaptive Leadership (Heifetz et al, 2009) for instance offers an orientation drawn from 
leading in highly political environments, which is directly applicable to transitions. Heifetz et 
al reframe the role of leader from traditional ‘direction-setter’ and expert solution-provider, to 
convenor, facilitator and coach, someone who asks provocative and timely questions, modelling 
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desirable values-driven behaviours, who is navigating territory where there truly are ‘no easy 
answers’ (Heifetz and Neustadt, 1994). 

This sustainability transition is driven in part by the need to adjust to planetary limits, 
but also by opportunities presented by an evolving global economic system that is 
highly sensitive to disruptive social dynamics. Business leaders face a complex tangle of 
economic, social, and environmental challenges that require deep changes in operations 
and organizational culture. To use Ronald Heifetz’ language, today’s greatest social 
challenges are not so much technical problems as they are adaptive challenges where 
the “problem definition is not clear-cut, and technical fixes are not available.” For 
businesses to flourish, leaders will need to behave in new ways consistent with a finite, 
complex, uncertain, changing, collaborative, connected, and caring world.  
(Throop & Mayberry, 2017, p. 222)

Oxenaar and Loorbach (2017) emphasize the point that “[b]ecause nobody is explicitly in charge 
of transitions, and its final direction is uncertain, nobody knows exactly where we are heading or 
how we will get there”, raising further questions about the forms leadership in transitions take. 

Taking these views together, we might then offer that leading sustainability transitions may be 
more about: 

	● facilitating broad processes of co-creation, experimentation and learning than 
pursuing traditional management and control strategies 

	● collective capacities than about personal characteristics
	● the ability to break away from dominant discourses, development trajectories and 
routines than incremental change within the dominant paradigm

	● facilitating others and enabling transformation rather than seeking individual 
achievement and recognition

	● engaging a plurality of roles including front-runners, change-agents and niches, but 
also proactive incumbents, entrepreneurs and transformative business (Oxenaar and 
Loorbach, 2017) among others rather than creating “winners and losers” that risk 
leaving important factions behind (Heifetz et al, 2009). 

We’re learning, therefore, that transition leadership is not a solo journey and that networks of 
relationships are key to understanding and engaging with complex dynamics. Finding our way 
through happens most effectively in the company of others and demands more than gathering 
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input (Axelrod et al., 2010). With nobody knowing where we’re going or how to get there, 
traditional hierarchical leadership must give way to collaborative webs of actors operating in 
concert. Mintzberg (2009) suggests “communityship” as a more suitable framing - a more 
humble, engaged and distributed notion of ‘power with’ rather than ‘power over,’ a model shared 
by Scharmer (2013) that emphasizes ‘eco’ over ‘ego’ mindsets. 

Systems leadership for systems transition

Transition leadership is more than collaborating across networks however. Transition leadership 
is systems leadership – a shift in orientation from thinking from inside discrete organisational 
boundaries to promulgating change across them, navigating complex interconnected systems 
across industry, government, society (Senge et al, 2015). As Ray Anderson, the visionary 
who led global flooring manufacturer, Interface Inc. would question, “can a company be truly 
sustainable if it operates in an unsustainable economic system?”1 So whether leadership is about 
recontracting with a supply chain to design out waste, or promoting common ambitious targets 
to reduce carbon intensity across an industry, or advocating for policy change to incentivize 
pro-environmental business models, transition leaders are continually required to be thinking 
systemically, attentive to the unintended consequences of actions as well as the potential for 
emergent and non-linear outcomes (Meadows & Wright, 2017; Stacey, 2001). 

Block (2003) offers another perspective on systems leadership well suited to the adaptive work 
of transitions. He proposes the metaphor of ‘social architect’, a convenor of groups to codevelop 
cultural transitions from a viewpoint of personal service and empowerment of others. Senge et 
al advocate more for ‘collective leadership’ with core capabilities of ‘fostering more reflective and 
generative conversations’ that ‘co-create the future’ (2015). GlobeScan’s joint research (Grayson, 
Coulter & Lee, 2018), drawing on twenty years of assessing global organisations leading on 
sustainability, identifies ‘advocacy’ as the ultimate expression of sustainability leadership, 
that is explicitly promoting an environmental and social agenda within one’s industry or wider 
jurisdiction. With subtle differences, these perspectives are all variations on the theme of systems 
leadership that take account of the complex interplay of intention and action that make up the 
pursuit of low carbon transitions. 

1	 Personal anecdote.
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The Practices of Transition Leadership

What does transition leadership look like in action? What follows is a selection of key practices 
we are exploring, which in some cases are also those which diverge most notably from traditional 
leadership models. This discussion is by no means exhaustive and will evolve with time. 

Futures thinking

How the future is imagined impacts profoundly on decisions taken today. The turn to more ‘big 
picture’ and systemic understandings of the interconnected crises impacting society leads to 
more inclusive and robust decisions in the short-term (Raworth, 2018). Futures literacy, the 
capacity to envision alternative future scenarios and articulate them, is a core capability for 
leading transition. In addition to more familiar trends analysis and insight, such WEF’s Global 
Risks Report, (WEF, 2021), the use of frameworks like Bill Sharpe’s Three Horizons (2016), 
enable leaders to visualise and ‘use the future’ (Miller, 2018) creatively today to generate new 
potential pathways to net zero and innovate new technologies and business models. The Three 
Horizons encourage actors to consider 1) Business as Usual - what is perpetuating unsustainable 
outcomes and needs to be let go of; 2) the turbulent, disruptive entrepreneurial orientation in 
which both opportunities and hazards for sustainable action are possible; and, 3) an emergent, 
visionary outlook. Working with all horizons as alternative perspectives helps to surface the 
types of actions that may be needed to enable the desired future. Opportunities exist in exploring 
the interconnections between climate solutions and other social goals, being able to distinguish 
between incremental and transformative change, and harnessing disruptive currents for more 
effectively transitioning to new futures. (Sharpe et al., 2017, Sharpe 2020)

Systemic sense-making

One of the often overlooked but critical roles of leaders is sense-making for themselves and their 
organizations. This is particularly true for the transformational work of low carbon transition, 
where information can be contradictory, fluid and framed in strongly political terms. Whilst 
the temptation to offer platitudes and over-simplifications can be seductive, (often this is what 
people want, (Heifetz, 2009]), skilful leadership facilitates inclusive and on-going sense-making 
amongst actors that enable better quality actionable and defendable decisions to be made. 
Sense-making is intrinsically connected to our sense of self, culture and values, history and 
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precedent (Weick, 1995). Adjusting processes of sense-making, formal and informal, ‘upstream’ 
can profoundly impact decisions and their consequences ‘downstream’. 

Argyris’s first, second and third order learning model (2004) offers a useful framework for making 
sense which can be paraphrased as: first, am I doing things right? second, am I doing the right 
things? third, how do I decide what is the right thing to do? Across disciplines of organizational 
learning and social innovation among others reactive learning (download, re-enact habits) is 
distinguished from deep learning which increases awareness of the whole and action toward 
alternative futures (Senge et al., 2004). In the process, alternative lenses or ‘frames’ (Stubbings 
and Ceasar, 2012) can be applied, and different interpretations generated. Simply put, making 
meaning of the impacts of asserting a science-based target for greenhouse gas reduction will 
generate highly contrasting views seen through the frame of business risk mitigation versus, say, 
social equity. 

High quality meaning-making within an executive team, processes that allow for divergent 
views to be aired, that manage the dynamics of the group to converge on common ground 
without over-simplification, not only produces stronger organisational outcomes, it also enables 
new stories to be generated for broader communication and engagement. This begins with 
applying insights from Edmondson (2018) approach to building ‘psychological safety’, of 
creating safe spaces for risk-taking, trust-building. Her work offers one of many ways to think 
about strengthening leaders’ capability not only to ensure their own psychological well-being 
but also that of their teams. 

Safety is a key element in experiential learning processes. We take inspiration from John Heron’s 
perspective on “learning within relationship” where “experience” in experiential learning is 
a verb. This view acknowledges the engagement of emotions in learning processes. Most 
perspectives on experiential learning treat experience as a noun which tends to leave out the 
role of affect. Throop & Mayberry explore reflective practice as experiential learning – cycles 
of experimentation, reflection, thinking, and decision making that are iterative and cumulative. 
“This learning process is more complex than training for specific skills because the desired 
behaviours are context-specific, and therefore, the appropriate response to a particular situation 
cannot be prescribed at the outset (Throop & Mayberry, 2015, p. 245).”
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Resilience 

As noted earlier, the type of transition work we are exploring here involves the difficult challenges 
that come with forgoing unsustainable business models and institutions. Drawing insight from 
Buzz Holling’s studies of ecological resilience, the adaptive cycle reminds us that destruction and 
renewal, death and life are necessary for any healthy system (Westley et al. 2006). 

Moving through the stages can feel like a crisis, like we are losing ourselves. The Greek 
root word for “crisis” means “to sift.” Sifting suggests we are letting go of what is no 
longer necessary but retaining the essence. Resilience represents this capacity to sift: 
to let go and hang on simultaneously. The challenge is knowing what and how to let go. 
(Westley et al. 2006, p. 71)

Developing capacity to let go allows us to be open to what is emerging and cultivate broader 
awareness (Senge et al 2004).

Care

Leading to achieve the speed and scale of change required, to dismantle outdated institutions and 
policies, even just inside our own organisations, takes courage and mental strength. Leaders need 
strategies and tools to sustain themselves and others over the long term. The COVID-19 crisis in 
2020 has seen many look to take greater care of their health and mental well-being; it has also 
raised attention to the very real consequences to health of inequalities. It has been a wake-up 
call to the social justice challenges that sit along with the environmental and economic costs of 
climate change, raising questions of how to take care of others to build more resilient teams and 
local communities. 
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How Do We Learn, Nurture and Elevate These Practices? 

Learning how to become effective leaders capable of navigating our organisations and 
institutions towards a low carbon, just society, is best achieved through a combination of 
intentional practice in the field and rigorous reflective dialogue with peers, supported by relevant 
research and applicable theory, building a skillset appropriate to one’s unique context (Marshall, 
Coleman and Reason, 2011). 

“Unlike traditional change processes where specific targets are set, plans are 
established and executed, whole systems change methods are emergent with specific 
outcomes unknown when the work begins. While the details may not be known, 
creating a clear intention, often expressed as a question, provides direction.  
(Axelrod et al., 2010, 372)

What are the learning conditions conducive to emergence? 

Taking time to Pause may be an important starting point. Pausing in crisis may feel daunting 
when the forest is burning around us. At a time when we can’t act fast enough, what today’s 
managers need most is to slow down and reflect (Mintzberg, 2009). Amplified workplace 
pressures hardly encourage thoughtful action, yet “…breakthroughs come when people learn how 
to take the time to stop and examine their assumptions (Senge et al., 2004, p 33).”

Secondly is a need Convene and Connect as set out in the view on systems leadership above – 
“In order to change, the system needs to learn more about itself from itself. The system needs 
processes to bring it together.” (Wheatley, 2006: 145)

Thirdly is the importance of making time for Dialogue (Bohm, 2004). It can be difficult to 
engage in deep dialogue around concepts like transition, resilience, or transformation, which 
can create inertia and inhibit action. (Sharpe et al., 2017) Rather, dialogue is about allowing the 
system to see itself (Scharmer, 2020). As the walls of our separateness come down temporarily, 
opportunities emerge to tap into levels of creativity beyond our separate capacities, allowing 
new concepts and possibilities to unfold (Senge et al., 2004). Transitions involve changes in 
social practices, which suggests uncovering perceptions of meaning and value are critical to their 
understanding (Meadowcroft et al., 2019).

Since in complex situations, there are no final answers, questions are key (Block, 2003). The 
right questions can illuminate issues and reveal tensions. We’re inspired by learning approaches 



	 12

that encourage a mindset framed by inquiry not certitude, one that embraces paradoxes 
and acknowledges multiple perspectives. (See Appendix 1 for a sample structure we are 
experimenting with in the Breakthrough Leadership for Transition Program.)

Appreciative inquiry

“Successful emergence involves building on what exists and is already working” (Westley 
et al. 2006, 143). Methods like Appreciative Inquiry, grounded in Positive Psychology, help 
leaders mine the strengths and resources that already exist in the system so they can be used 
to as a foundation from which to build towards the preferred future (Cooperrider and Whitney, 
2005). Because so much of the discourse associated with climate change and environment is 
disheartening, depressive in the sense that it can literally reduce energy levels, a compassionate, 
strengths-based approach is found to engender more energetic responses and connect actors 
back to their own agency. This is Figueres’ Stubborn Optimism in action, and a crucial role for 
leaders to take up in modelling positive engagement. Leading low carbon transformation is 
a consummate change leadership role that requires continual engagement and fostering of 
participation with others. 

Action orientation

“Often we learn what is emerging only as we move into action. The key is to act and 
remain open.” (Senge et al. 2004: 146)

Learning about major challenges like climate change – the science, the trends – is necessary but 
not sufficient to change leadership behaviour. As UCL’s Commission for Communicating Climate 
Change has found, “people don’t fail to act on climate change because they lack information, but 
because they lack a sense of agency, a belief in their own power to make the choices that make a 
difference (de Meyer et al, 2020) A programme to develop climate-literate leadership capabilities 
therefore must cultivate personal agency and the consequent move to action. For executive 
leaders in particular, those commanding considerable assets and resources, the moves they 
can make - like setting and delivering on net zero targets for their businesses, developing new 
inclusive business models – can have significant impact, making a dramatic and swift contribution 
to reducing greenhouse gas emissions. 

This approach to learning-in-action follows a well-trod path. The most common forms of practice 
today owe much to the work of Reg Revans (1982) who coined the term Action Learning, and 
more recently to Action Inquiry (Torbert, 2004) and Action Research (Reason and Bradbury, 
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2013), all of whom point out the necessity for adult learners to take their experience seriously, and 
how, particularly where learners are driving complex change, the approach benefits not only the 
learner but the systems they are trying to influence. All methods, for learning as well as research, 
more or less follow the cycle described above: intentional designing and trialling of experiments, 
robust peer reflection and reference to relevant theory to ensure real-world applicability. Crucially 
they all situate the learner in the midst of the system they are trying to influence, a subjective 
participant with biases, foibles, cognitive biases rather than as detached objective observer 
(Kahneman, 2011). 

Ultimately, the purpose of exploring and developing these leadership practices is to be able 
to lead practical change in the world that makes a pronounced and positive difference. Long-
term, individuals benefit from learning with and through networks of peers and collaborators, 
innovating new processes, business models and ways of organising. If those leaders who 
are ahead on the journey can support those at an earlier stage with mentoring, insight, 
encouragement, then the capacity to enable systems change grows with greater foresight and 
greater ambition to produce a lasting legacy. 

When leadership is recognized as a broadly held capacity that can emerge from 
anywhere, organizations begin to operate in a more fluid and life affirming way. They 
make room for a different kind of organization, one that enables collective leadership 
to emerge. By recognizing and embracing the potential inherent in disturbances, both 
formal and informal leaders develop the skill to ask powerful questions. When issues 
arise, someone takes responsibility to convene a gathering, inviting whoever cares 
to address it on behalf of the whole. There is growing confidence that, when diverse 
people follow that which has heart and meaning, when they embrace the dynamic 
tensions that emerge among them, and when they reflect collectively on what unfolds, 
then unexpected and innovative insights cohere into clear intentions and meaningful 
action. As a result, many are changed by the experience, growing in self-confidence 
and willingness to trust others. (Axelrod et al., 2010, p. 370)
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What’s next?

Leaders like Figueres don’t follow a blueprint. They learn what works through a combination of 
trial and error, observing others, collaborating and experimenting, appraising success and failure 
honestly and their own part in it. Learning like this requires confidence to take risks, creative 
problem-solving and candid self-awareness. These are not skills typically learnt in a traditional 
classroom setting. 

MacDonald’s article in MIT Sloan Review on leadership lessons learned from 2020 suggests 
leaders also need to focus on healing and renewing our relationships and institutions. Her article 
reinforced the importance of taking care of self and one another, building shared understanding 
through dialogue, sharing not only what you’re thinking but how you’re feeling, collective 
sensemaking in times of growing uncertainty, and cultivating restorative habits. Tapping into our 
needs and strengths as individuals and organizations in flexible ways and actively cultivating 
and modelling a culture that supports adaptability and learning (MacDonald, 2020) seems more 
important than ever.

How do we create the conditions for this kind of learning to emerge in our organizations? 
Effective transformational practice needs to engage people in developing their own role in 
shaping the future in a reflexive and reflective way, so that they can participate more fully in the 
process of making transformation happen (Sharpe et al., 2017).

We’re learning that so many of the ideas examined in this paper are not necessarily new but 
offer important reminders about learning and change. What’s new perhaps is our evolving 
sustainability context and amplified ways of connecting with one another. We hope this paper 
invites a broader conversation about what it means to lead and facilitate the transformative 
changes needed to steer transitions to alternative futures. 
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Appendix 1 
Sample structure for Breakthrough Leadership for Transition dialogue
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