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Abstract. This study examines sustainable leadership practices in Saudi Arabian universities, comparing public and national universities. A 
mixed-methods approach was employed, utilizing a questionnaire administered to 235 academic leaders (160 from public universities and 75 
from national universities) and semi-structured interviews with 8 university vice presidents and deputies. The research identified key 
sustainable leadership practices and assessed their prevalence in both types of universities. Findings revealed that overall sustainable 
leadership practices were at a medium level in public universities (M=3.61, SD=0.57) and a high level in national universities (M=3.80, 
SD=0.50). Environmental contribution emerged as the top responsible factor in both sectors, while innovation and creativity stood as the least 
responsible factor. Significant differences were found between public and national universities in most dimensions, favoring national 
universities while there was no significant difference in social responsibility and environmental contribution made by both categories of 
universities. The study found out the following strategies that can build up, the practice of sustainable leadership, both sectors recognized the 
importance of training programs and performance evaluation standards. These findings provide important knowledge about sustainable 
leadership in higher education settings in the Saudi Arabian context and recommendations that can be useful to future research and practice 
for policymakers and university administrators to better develop sustainable leadership. 

 
Keywords: Higher Education, National Universities, Public Universities, Saudi Arabia, Sustainable Leadership.  

 

1. INTRODUCTION 
Sustainable development remains one of the important concepts contributing to environmental conservation 

for future generations (Hariram et al., 2023; Kopnina, 2020; Yadav et al., 2022). It involves the capacity of 
organizations and societies in protecting, sustaining, creating and enhancing the durability of environmental 
assets for future generations (Hummels & Argyrou, 2021; Kaletnik & Lutkovska, 2020). This approach has a 
strategic view whereby it focuses on long-term goals to get outcomes that are both economic and environmental 
effects hence being environmentally profitable. 

Sustainability has recently featured major prominence as an aspect of performance development following a 
change that has affected all facets of the education system (Cash et al., 2003; Clark, 2003; Farooq, 2019; 
Giesenbauer & Müller-Christ, 2020; Lozano et al., 2013; Price et al., 2021). According to Simanskiene et al. 
(2016) sustainability has emerged into an essential phenomenon because of the conditions under which it 
emerged, and the problems of which we can only now try to find new intellectual solutions.  Development of 
sustainable leadership can be seen as a response to the tendencies of the present days that foster sustainability in 
dynamic and uncertain conditions (Bendell et al., 2017; Hargreaves & Fink, 2012; Sotarauta et al., 2012).  

Sustainable leadership is a novel approach of administration that can replace the ineffective traditional kind of 
leadership which does not meet the conditions of the age and the contingencies of the twenty-first century (Di 
Fabio & Peiró, 2018; Okpara & Idowu, 2013). Sustainable leadership can be defined as an administrative style that 
seeks to achieve a balance of attention on individuals, material outcomes and the environment during a firm’s 
operations (Hargreaves & Fink, 2004). Cooperation and encouraging participation in decision-making process 
provide an idea to invest in human capital and maintain harmony among its members with a sense of value 
commitment regarding to its knowledge (Kantabutra & Saratun, 2013; Suriyankietkaew et al., 2022). 

The sustainable perspective in leadership emphasizes that organizations are part of the world and should be 
formed based on sustainability-related values (Baumgartner & Rauter, 2017; Egri & Herman, 2000; Linnenluecke 
& Griffiths, 2010). They should contribute to building these values with social, material, ethical, and financial 
returns. Sustainable leadership promotes a sustainable, widespread, and continuous leadership style among 
individuals, preserving human and material resources (Chams & García-Blandón, 2019). 

Sustainable leadership takes into account the complex interconnections between society with its individuals 
and groups, the natural environment, and global requirements (Iqbal et al., 2020). The organization focuses on 
well-being, social values, and long-term strategic success by preserving the ecosystem (Millennium ecosystem 
assessment, 2005; Nemt-allah, M., & Darwesh, 2024). In educational institutions, the role of sustainable 
leadership is increasing, as the success of these organizations depends on the level of institutional performance 
based on sustainability (Aleixo et al., 2018; Lewandowska et al., 2023). This consequently leads to the attainment 
of their goals in the right manner and with the quality and sustainability of their outputs and results. 

As agents of change and education, universities are taking up the mantle of sustainable leadership for the next 
generation leaders and decisions makers in society (Elbably & Nemt-allah, 2024). According to Findler et al. 
(2019), to maintain the challenging equation of sustainability, the universities need to aim at sustainability, 
embrace it, and build teaching, research, and community serve towards it. Universities are capable of developing 
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leaders who can manage and seize on sustainability and even taking the culture of sustainability to society 
(Corcoran et al., 2017). 

In relation to Saudi Arabia, there has been rising attention to realise sustainability in different domains based 
on the domains of study, including in university education (Alahmari et al., 2019; Radwan & Khalil, 2021; Singh 
et al., 2022). This is consistent with Saudi Arabia’s Vision 2030 which is supportive of sustainable leadership 
principles; and has instituted a number of policies and programs that would shape the operation of mechanisms 
and programs that would foster the enhancement of the educational system, assimilation of utilizing the best 
practices that would advance leadership and management, and the sustainable human capital development. All 
these endeavours are aimed at increasing the level of task completion gradually, particularly among leaders of 
universities and improving and enriching professional practice by providing for the training and professional 
development of leaders. 

Sustainable leadership is of vital importance in higher education institutions. This facilitates the education 
organizations to carry out their mission and goal amid struggles and hurdles, move forward towards enhancing 
commitment and bring a better working environment to get them right (Hargreaves & Fink, 2004). Furthermore, 
sustainable leadership in higher education can leverage university practices, reorient them, manage their duty, 
reverting stakeholder support towards them, generating a healthy impact on performance indicators, and 
strengthening institutional and community resilience (Aung & Hallinger, 2022). 

Nevertheless, the importance of sustainable leadership in universities has been recognized increasingly, but 
no less is the challenge in its implementation and development. Universities do not have the capabilities to fully 
practice their role in sustainable development and their roles are limited to some research and training 
opportunities (Kohl et al., 2022) Furthermore, Bosanquet et al. (2008) stress that universities' capacities to ensure 
a quality of education and teaching in the future are undermined by paying no attention to sustainable leadership. 

To fill these gaps, this paper focuses on the comparison between public and national universities, to examine 
sustainable leadership practices in Saudi Arabian universities. This research aims at identifying the most 
important sustainable leadership practices, measuring the availability of these practices, and proposing ways to 
develop them so that sustainable leadership in higher education could be advanced within the Saudi Arabian 
context. 
 
1.1. Problem Statement 

In the light of the growing challenges of long-term sustainability and social responsibility, due to the 
increasing challenges of long-term sustainability and social responsibility.However, although there is increasing 
recognition of the importance of sustainable leadership practices in higher education institutions, particularly in 
Saudi Arabian universities, actual implementation and articulated development of such practices present 
significant challenges. 

The problem of urgency and the importance of this research problem have several factors. Firstly, in higher 
education, there is a worldwide trend towards sustainability, such that more universities are starting to realize 
that sustainability is important and using it as a starting point for all activities (Weiss & Barth, 2019). 
Nevertheless, Kohl et al. (2022) observed a gap between recognition and implementation, which, they claim, has 
not been exploited at an adequate level on the potential of universities for sustainability. 

Secondly, although related to strengthening investment in universities for sustainability (Leal Filho et al., 
2020), there are also incontestable obstacles to overcome. However, as universities are unequivocal places, 
sustainable leadership needs to play an important role (Aung & Hallinger, 2022), but the characteristics of such 
leadership in organizations depend on the affiliation and orientations of the leaders (Armani et al., 2020) that 
might differ between public and national institutions. 

The lack of attention of universities to sustainable leadership was found to weaken their ability to ensure 
higher education and teaching in the future (Bosanquet et al., 2008). Although sustainable leadership has the 
potential to influence universities in the right direction towards sustainability, research relating to sustainable 
leadership in universities is limited and growing slowly (Aung & Hallinger, 2022). Additionally, there is a lack of 
comparative work that examines the sustainability practices of post-secondary institutions, especially as most of 
the research circulates around institutional processes that do not extend beyond themselves (Vaughter et al., 
2013). 

While there has been attention on making the university education in terms of sustainability compliant with 
Vision 2030 in Saudi Arabia (Alshuwaikhat & Mohammed, 2017; Mohiuddin et al., 2023), there is less research on 
how the sustainable leadership practices are executed in public and national universities all together in Saudi 
Arabia. From being involved in academic and leadership work, the researcher has noticed the difficulty in 
university administration to act in accordance with requirements of sustainable development because of the many 
burdens and responsibilities that the university leaders must face. Moreover, there is a lack of continuous and 
effective guidance and follow-up for university leadership to correct the course and adapt to deviations in work, 
and to deal with these challenges. 

Furthermore, the differences between public and national universities in terms of their governance structures, 
funding models, and operational dynamics may influence the adoption and implementation of sustainable 
leadership practices. Understanding these differences is crucial for developing targeted strategies to enhance 
sustainable leadership across the higher education sector in Saudi Arabia. 
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Given these challenges and gaps in the existing literature, this study aims to address the following research 
questions: 

1. What are the most important sustainable leadership practices in Saudi Arabian universities? 
2. What is the degree of availability of sustainable leadership practices in Saudi Arabian public universities, 

from the point of view of academic leaders? 
3. What is the degree of availability of sustainable leadership practices in Saudi Arabian national universities, 

from the point of view of academic leaders? 

4. Are there statistically significant differences at the significance level (α ≤ 0.05) between the responses of 
academic leaders regarding the degree of availability of sustainable leadership practices in Saudi Arabian 
universities according to the type of university? 

5. What are the ways to develop sustainable leadership practices in Saudi Arabian public and national 
universities from the point of view of academic leaders? 

By addressing these questions, this study seeks to contribute to the understanding of sustainable leadership 
practices in Saudi Arabian universities, identify areas for improvement, and provide recommendations for 
enhancing sustainable leadership in both public and national universities. The findings of this research will have 
implications for university administrators, policymakers, and researchers in the field of educational leadership and 
sustainability in higher education. 
 
2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The concept of sustainable leadership has gained significant attention in recent years, particularly in the 
context of higher education. This literature review investigates the state of knowledge on sustainable leadership 
in universities by conceptualizing knowledge of their definition, significance, dimensions, and empirical studies 
performed in various contexts. 
 
2.1. Conceptual Framework of Sustainable Leadership in Higher Education 

Sustainable leadership is a complex term which has been variously defined by different scholars. According to 
Hargreaves (2007), it's shared responsibility, nonhuman or material service without justification, and high respect 
towards the environment that is not harming the educational environment and society. As stated in Bendell and 
Little (2015) it plays an important role in the development of organizations by continuous learning to give them 
sustainable competitive advantage. Alhazmi (2022) gives a full definition in the context of higher education, e.g., 
as a leadership style in continuous development, caring for individuals, financial and environmental resources, 
society, and the preparation for the future with long term goals to achieve sustainability. 

Several researchers have pointed out the importance of sustainable leadership in universities. Nazir et al. 
(2022) highlighted how it can help to support and boost organizational processes and procedures resulting in 
improved organizational processes, processes, and consequences; the organizational processes, procedures, and 
consequences are creative, always led him to improve, compete, and succeed. Furthermore, Harun et al. (2014) 
indicated that this is, especially, of special importance in educational institutions, because it plays a key role in 
fostering a positive university culture and high morale within the university community. 

Leadership in higher education can alter university practices, steering them, performing their tasks, raising 
stakeholder commitment, exerting a positive influence on the performance indicators and contributing to 
institutional and community resilience (Aung & Hallinger, 2022). Sajjad et al. (2023) explain that sustainable 
leadership aims to build and instill sustainable relationships and enhance trust with beneficiaries inside and 
outside the educational institution. 
 
2.2. Dimensions of Sustainable Leadership 

Various scholars have proposed different dimensions of sustainable leadership in educational institutions. 
Avery & Bergsteiner (2011) identified long-term perspective, investment in people, internal leadership 
development, organizational culture, environmental responsibility, and ethical behavior as key dimensions. 
Hargreaves and Fink (2012) focused on sustainable learning, continuous success, social justice, diversity and 
active integration with the environment, sustainability of others' leadership, and preservation of human and 
material resources. 

In the context of higher education, Lambert (2012) identified developing employee capabilities, strategic 
distribution, consolidation building long-term goals based on short-term goals, diversity, and conservation as 
important dimensions. Gerard (2020) emphasized incorporating sustainable leadership throughout the 
organization, distributed leadership, diversity, formulating short and long-term goals, considerations of all 
stakeholders, and individual reflexivity. 
 
2.3. Empirical Studies on Sustainable Leadership in Universities 

Several empirical studies have been conducted on sustainable leadership in universities across different 
contexts. Aung & Hallinger (2022) developed a conceptual model for sustainable leadership in higher education 
through a scope literature survey. Their findings highlighted the ability of sustainable leadership to influence 
university practices, redirect them, and enhance stakeholder commitment. 
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Iqbal and Piwowar-Sulej (2021) explored the impact of sustainable leadership on sustainable performance in 
Pakistan and China, emphasizing the mediating role of social innovation. Furthermore, the main characteristics of 
sustainable leadership in higher education institutions and challenges they face (Leal Filho et al., 2020). The most 
important skills revealed were innovation, long term thinking, and crisis management. Sustainable leadership 
practices at Uganda University included, developing employee capabilities, leading diversity, strategic 
distribution, human resource sustainability (Farooq, 2019). 

In the Arab context, Al Zawahreh et al. (2018) studied the level of sustainable leadership in a public 
university in Jordan and found that academic leaders (leaders) of a university had a high level of sustainable 
leadership. O'Sullivan (2017) looked at sustainable leadership opportunities for students at a national university 
in the United Arab Emirates, primarily emphasizing a need for sharing and building relationships with public 
education institutions and establishing mentoring opportunities. 
 
2.4. Comparative Studies and Gaps in the Literature 

In contrast to other research on sustainable leadership in higher education, very little research is comparative 
between public and national universities. One of few comparative studies was conducted by Simanskiene et al. 
(2016) who compared Lithuanian public and national organizations and found that national organizations are 
more in line with sustainable leadership principles than public. 

As pointed out by Vaughter et al. (2013), studies that compare post-secondary sustainability practices have 
been rare, and most studies have examined institutional processes without examination of their distant or 
external effects. Further research that is more comparative is called for, especially in settings like Saudi Arabia 
where both public and national universities are major players in the body of the nation’s higher education. 

The literature review shows that sustainable leadership is attracted in the higher education institutes. The 
study, however, also clarifies some gaps in existing research. This calls for more studies, particularly studies that 
will compare the practices for sustainable leadership in public and national universities in Saudi Arabia. 
Furthermore, the importance of sustainable leadership is frequently acknowledged, but its dimensions continue to 
be controversial and what is the best way to apply it to different university settings. 
 
3. METHOD 
3.1. Research Design 

A mixed method approach was used in this study to unite quantitative and qualitative data from the units and 
universities to gain a full understanding on the sustainable leadership practice in the Saudi Arabian universities. 
 
3.2. Participants 

A total of 536 deans from Saudi Arabian public and national universities were the study population. The 
sample was composed of 235 academic leaders in analysis following the valid completion of questionnaires (160 
were from public universities and 75 from national universities). Moreover, 8 university vice presidents and 
deputy presidents (5 from public universities and 3 from national universities) were selected as a purposive 
sample for interviews. 
 
3.3. Instruments 

The study used a questionnaire and semi-structured interviews for data collection. The questionnaire 
addressed the research questions and was structured into two parts: collecting personal data from participants 
and focusing on the study's axes and statements. The questionnaire had 54 items distributed across six axes, 
incorporating insights from previous studies such as (Alhazmi, 2022; Findler et al., 2019). 

The validity and reliability of the questionnaire were verified. A review process with seven arbitrators 
established face validity and their recommendations were used to make modifications. Statistical analysis 
confirmed construct validity through item / total correlation range (0.31 - 0.69) and item / subscale correlation 
range (0.32– 0.96). Importantly, all correlation coefficients were statistically significant, indicating that the 
instrument has strong construct validity. The reliability of the questionnaire was tested by both test-retest 
reliability and internal consistency methods. Calculation of Pearson correlation coefficients produced test-retest 
reliability from 0.83 to 0.89. Reliability of subscales and the full measure was high as indicated by Cronbach's 
alpha coefficients of 0.89 to 0.94. 

The fifth research question was addressed using semi structured interviews as part of the qualitative 
component of the study. The structure of the interview guide was like a questionnaire structured with two main 
parts. The first part of the data was collected through the personal data extracted from the interviewees and the 
second one was made up of just the single, open question directed to the study's interests. The format enabled in 
depth explorations of participants’ perspectives on sustainable leadership practices in their own institution. 

Together, these instruments offered a comprehensive approach to data collection that combined quantitative 
instruments resulting in broad quantitative findings from the questionnaires and qualitative instruments 
resulting in detailed qualitative data from the interviews. A mixed methods approach was used to investigate 
sustainable leadership in Saudi Arabian universities. 
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3.4. Data Collection Procedures 

• All deans of departments in Saudi Arabian public and national universities were asked to fill the 
questionnaire. 

• The purposive sample of university vice presidents and deputy presidents were interviewed. 
 
3.5. Data Analysis 

Appropriate statistical techniques, such as descriptive statistics and inferential analyses were used to analyze 
the quantitative data from the questionnaires to compare public and national universities. The qualitative data 
were analyzed thematically to identify key themes and patterns to emerge in responses. 
 
4. RESULTS 

The study examined sustainable leadership practices in Saudi Arabian universities, comparing public and 
national universities. Results are presented for each research question. 

Regarding the first research question "What are the most important sustainable leadership practices in Saudi 
Arabian universities?" a review of theoretical literature was conducted to develop a list of key practices. This 
informed the sustainable leadership scale used to address the second and third research questions. Responses 
were categorized as low (1.00-2.32), medium (2.33-3.66), or high (3.67-5.00). 

For the second research question "What is the degree of availability of sustainable leadership practices in 
Saudi Arabian public universities, from academic leaders' perspectives?" Table 1 presents the means and standard 
deviations from academic leaders' perspectives. The table is organized by dimensions of sustainable leadership 
practices, with items ranked within each dimension. 
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Table 1: Sustainable Leadership Practices in Public Saudi Universities. 
Dim. Rank N Items M SD Degree 

R
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1 3 Invests in developing and enhancing the skills and competencies of its staff. 4,11 0,81 High 
2 4 Creates an environment that stimulates creativity and outstanding positive results. 4,03 0,85 High 
3 1 Responds to changes in its resources with flexibility and awareness. 3,86 0,87 High 
4 2 Ensures means of continuity and safety for its resources. 3,85 0,83 High 
5 7 Evaluates and maintains facilities and infrastructure periodically and regularly. 3,6 0,91 Medium 
6 8 Invests its financial resources to achieve financial sustainability. 3,35 0,95 Medium 
7 5 Rationalizes the consumption of resources necessary to achieve goals. 3,01 1,03 Medium 
8 9 Attracts and retains distinguished individuals among its staff. 2,85 1,01 Medium 
9 6 Manages its resources with clean and environmentally friendly technology. 2,84 1,02 Medium 
Resource Sustainability dimension 3.50 0.74 Medium 

S
o
ci

al
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es
p
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n
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y

 

1 12 Encourages volunteering for the benefit of the university and community. 4,25 0,83 High 
2 10 Senior management is committed to its social and environmental responsibility. 4,19 0,81 High 
3 11 Directs preventive and awareness campaigns for the community. 4,17 1,01 High 
4 13 Participates in local social events. 4,15 0,87 High 
5 14 Adopts environmentally and community-friendly practices. 4,13 1,02 High 
6 15 Develops programs and activities that provide solutions to community issues. 4,06 0,95 High 
7 16 Involves the community in decision-making that affects them. 3,81 1,03 High 
8 17 Participates with community institutions in studying its problems and providing solutions. 3,36 0,85 Medium 
9 18 Supports and backs non-profit purposeful work. 3,34 0,91 Medium 
Social Responsibility dimension 3.94 0.75 High 

E
n
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1 20 Spreads awareness and guidance on environmental issues. 4,19 .81 High 
2 19 Spreads the culture of resource consumption rationalization and future generations' rights. 4,17 .78 High 
3 21 Offers environmental education and training programs. 4,16 .78 High 
4 22 Supports conducting and publishing environmental scientific research. 4,14 .74 High 
5 23 Assists other organizations in achieving their environmental goals. 4,12 .87 High 
6 24 Provides initiatives to reduce resource consumption and waste. 4,09 .78 High 
7 25 Contributes to reducing emissions and addressing air pollution. 4,07 1.10 High 
8 26 Encourages the existence and use of green technology. 4,05 1.05 High 
9 27 Acquires and uses environmentally friendly equipment and means. 4,03 0.94 High 
Environmental Contribution dimension 4.11 0.67 High 

S
tr

at
eg

ic
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ri
en

ta
ti

o
n

 

1 30 Includes its most important orientations in its strategic plans. 3,5 0,78 Medium 
2 34 Achieves beneficiaries' goals within its capabilities professionally. 3,46 0,77 Medium 
3 29 Relies on strategic planning for future development. 3,4 0,87 Medium 
4 31 Adopts a clear vision in light of future aspirations. 3,37 0,83 Medium 
5 32 Aims to achieve long-term goals. 3,32 0,97 Medium 
6 33 Integrates with the visions of joint institutional work entities. 3,29 0,87 Medium 
7 28 Adopts a culture of change according to contemporary and future developments. 3,25 0,94 Medium 
8 35 Prepares and qualifies future leaders and their assistants. 3,22 0,99 Medium 
9 36 Allows everyone to contribute to future policies and decisions. 3,2 0,88 Medium 
Strategic Orientation dimension 3.33 0.71 Medium 

In
n
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1 42 Facilitates work procedures and their flexibility to ensure efficient achievement. 3,39 0,76 Medium 
2 43 Uses the latest technical methods in work. 3,28 0,89 Medium 
3 39 Develops unconventional solutions to the problems it faces. 3,21 0,86 Medium 
4 40 Benefits from diversity in its various resources. 3,14 0,9 Medium 
5 41 Motivates its staff to be creative and innovative. 3,09 0,83 Medium 
6 38 Supports originality, experimentation, and new propositions. 2,53 0,86 Medium 
7 37 Organizes knowledge management inside and outside the university. 2,47 0,87 Medium 
8 44 Creates a work environment that supports and stimulates creativity and innovation. 2,34 1,01 Medium 
9 45 Invests in attracting the best work talents. 2,21 0,89 Medium 
Innovation and Creativity dimension 2.85 0.66 Medium 

E
th

ic
al

 P
ra

ct
ic

es
 

1 47 Encourages commitment to professional ethics. 4,31 0,79 High 
2 52 Respects the ethical standards adopted by society. 4,19 1,05 High 
3 48 Addresses complaints and observations positively and effectively. 3,79 0,93 High 
4 49 Addresses complaints and observations positively and effectively. 3,69 0,97 High 
5 50 Prioritizes public interest over individual interest. 3,36 0,89 Medium 
6 51 Respects different opinions and viewpoints. 3,17 0,68 Medium 
7 46 Practices fairness in all opportunities and grants. 3,1 0,88 Medium 
8 53 Adopts transparency and integrity in work and decision-making. 3,01 0,49 Medium 
9 54 Accepts dialogue, discussion, and constructive criticism. 3.00 0,87 Medium 
Ethical Practices dimension 3.51 0.68 Medium 

Sustainable leadership practices in public Saudi universities 3.61 0.57 Medium 

 
Overall, sustainable leadership practices in public universities were found to be at a medium level (M=3.61, 

SD=0.57). The environmental contribution dimension ranked highest (M=4.11, SD=0.67), while innovation and 
creativity ranked lowest (M=2.85, SD=0.66). Of the 54 scale items, 24 (44%) were above the overall mean, 
ranging from 4.31 to 3.69, while 30 (56%) were below, ranging from 3.60 to 2.21. By level, 24 items (44%) were 
rated high, 29 (54%) medium, and 1 (2%) low. 

For the third research question "What is the degree of availability of sustainable leadership practices in Saudi 
Arabian national universities, from academic leaders' perspectives?" Table 2 presents similar data for national 
universities. The table follows the same structure as Table 1, allowing for easy comparison between public and 
national institutions. 
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Table 2: Sustainable Leadership Practices in National Saudi Universities. 
Dim. Rank N Items M SD Degree 

R
es

o
u

rc
e 
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u
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y
 

1 5 Rationalizes the consumption of resources necessary to achieve goals. 4,24 .85 High 
2 8 Invests its financial resources to achieve financial sustainability. 3,95 .91 High 
3 1 Responds to changes in its resources with flexibility and awareness. 3,85 .93 High 
4 2 Ensures means of continuity and safety for its resources. 3,83 .91 High 
5 7 Evaluates and maintains facilities and infrastructure periodically and regularly. 3,76 1.01 High 
6 3 Invests in developing and enhancing the skills and competencies of its staff. 3,72 .91 High 
7 9 Attracts and retains distinguished individuals among its staff. 3,69 .89 High 
8 4 Creates an environment that stimulates creativity and outstanding positive results. 3,57 .98 Medium 
9 6 Manages its resources with clean and environmentally friendly technology. 3,41 .73 Medium 
Resource Sustainability dimension 3.78 0.73 High 

S
o
ci

al
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p

o
n
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y

 

1 10 Senior management is committed to its social and environmental responsibility. 4,19 .82 High 
2 12 Encourages volunteering for the benefit of the university and community. 4,16 .72 High 
3 15 Develops programs and activities that provide solutions to community issues. 4,13 .80 High 
4 14 Adopts environmentally and community-friendly practices. 4,08 .86 High 
5 13 Participates in local social events. 3,93 .89 High 
6 18 Supports and backs non-profit purposeful work. 3,77 .97 High 
7 17 Participates with community institutions in studying its problems and providing 

solutions. 
3,39 .91 

Medium 

8 16 Involves the community in decision-making that affects them. 3,11 1.27 Medium 
9 11 Directs preventive and awareness campaigns for the community. 3,08 1.16 Medium 
Social Responsibility dimension 3.76 0.71 High 

E
n
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n
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1 27 Acquires and uses environmentally friendly equipment and means. 4,31 .59 High 
2 20 Spreads awareness and guidance on environmental issues. 4,19 .69 High 
3 23 Assists other organizations in achieving their environmental goals. 4,18 .64 High 
4 19 Spreads the culture of resource consumption rationalization and future generations' 

rights. 
4,17 .64 

High 

5 22 Supports conducting and publishing environmental scientific research. 4,17 .77 High 
6 21 Offers environmental education and training programs. 4,15 .73 High 
7 25 Contributes to reducing emissions and addressing air pollution. 4,14 .65 High 
8 24 Provides initiatives to reduce resource consumption and waste. 4,12 .66 High 
9 26 Encourages the existence and use of green technology. 4,10 .79 High 
Environmental Contribution dimension 4.17 0.52 High 

S
tr

at
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ic
 O
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1 36 Allows everyone to contribute to future policies and decisions. 4,19 0,54 High 
2 33 Integrates with the visions of joint institutional work entities. 4,16 0,56 High 
3 32 Aims to achieve long-term goals. 4,15 0,88 High 
4 34 Achieves beneficiaries' goals within its capabilities professionally. 4,14 0,71 High 
5 28 Adopts a culture of change according to contemporary and future developments. 4,12 0,69 High 
6 29 Relies on strategic planning for future development. 3,99 1,01 High 
7 30 Includes its most important orientations in its strategic plans. 3,81 0,96 Medium 
8 35 Prepares and qualifies future leaders and their assistants. 3,29 0,99 Medium 
9 31 Adopts a clear vision in light of future aspirations. 2,99 0,91 Medium 
Strategic Orientation dimension 2.99 0.49 High 

In
n
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v
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C
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iv
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1 39 Develops unconventional solutions to the problems it faces. 4,22 .83 High 
2 42 Facilitates work procedures and their flexibility to ensure efficient achievement. 3,97 .82 High 
3 43 Uses the latest technical methods in work. 3,82 .79 High 
4 44 Creates a work environment that supports and stimulates creativity and innovation. 3,39 1,03 Medium 
5 38 Supports originality, experimentation, and new propositions. 3,37 .94 Medium 
6 37 Organizes knowledge management inside and outside the university. 3,24 .97 Medium 
7 41 Motivates its staff to be creative and innovative. 2,57 1 Medium 
8 40 Benefits from diversity in its various resources. 2,55 .98 Medium 
9 45 Invests in attracting the best work talents. 2,39 .99 Medium 
Innovation and Creativity dimension 3.28 0.64 Medium 

E
th

ic
al

 P
ra

ct
ic

es
 

1 54 Accepts dialogue, discussion, and constructive criticism. 4,18 0,62 High 
2 53 Adopts transparency and integrity in work and decision-making. 4,15 0,77 High 
3 47 Encourages commitment to professional ethics. 4,12 0,96 High 
4 52 Respects the ethical standards adopted by society. 3,81 0,82 High 
5 51 Respects different opinions and viewpoints. 3,78 0,85 High 
6 50 Prioritizes public interest over individual interest. 3,68 0,75 High 
7 49 Addresses complaints and observations positively and effectively. 3,58 0,85 Medium 
8 48 Addresses complaints and observations positively and effectively. 3,38 1,02 Medium 
9 46 Practices fairness in all opportunities and grants. 3,35 0,99 Medium 
Ethical Practices dimension 3.78 0.65 High 

Sustainable leadership practices in public Saudi universities 3.80 0.50 High 

 
The results show that overall sustainable leadership practices in national universities were at a high level 

(M=3.80, SD=0.50). Similar to public universities, environmental contribution ranked highest (M=4.17, 
SD=0.52) and innovation and creativity lowest (M=3.28, SD=0.64). Of the 54 items, 32 (59%) were above the 
overall mean (4.31-3.81) and 22 (41%) below (3.785-2.39). By level, 38 items (70%) were rated high and 16 (30%) 
medium. 

The fourth research question investigated differences between public and national universities. Table 3 
presents t-test results comparing the responses from academic leaders in public and national universities across 
all dimensions of sustainable leadership practices. 
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Table 3: T-Test Results Between Academic Leaders' Perspectives from (Public) and (National) Universities. 
Dimension University Type N M SD DF T-value 

Resource Sustainability 
Public Universities 160 3.50 .74 

233 -2.715** 
National Universities 75 3.78 .73 

Social Responsibility 
Public Universities 160 3.94 .75 

233 1.752 
National Universities 75 3.76 .71 

Environmental Contribution 
Public Universities 160 4.11 .67 

233 -.711 
National Universities 75 4.17 .52 

Strategic Orientation 
Public Universities 160 3.33 .71 

233 -5.912** 
National Universities 75 3.87 .49 

Innovation and Creativity 
Public Universities 160 2.85 .66 

233 -4.686** 
National Universities 75 3.28 .64 

Ethical Practices 
Public Universities 160 3.51 .68 233 

-2.867** 
National Universities 75 3.78 .65 

Total 
Public Universities 160 3.61 .57 

233 -2.443** 
National Universities 75 3.80 .50 

Note: N = 235; **p < 0.01. 

 
The results show significant differences (p<0.05) in overall sustainable leadership practices and most 

dimensions, favoring national universities. No significant differences were found in social responsibility and 
environmental contribution dimensions. These findings suggest that national universities generally demonstrate 
higher levs of sustainable leadership practices compared to public universities, except in areas of social 
responsibility and environmental contribution where they perform similarly. 

For the fifth research question on ways to develop sustainable leadership practices, Table 4 summarizes 
responses from interviews with 8 university vice presidents and deputies. The table presents the frequency and 
percentage of responses for each suggested development method, comparing public and national universities. 
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Table 4: Responses of Interview Participants to the Interview Question. 

No. Interview Items 
Public Universities National Universities Total 

Response Freq. 
Freq. % Rk 

Response Freq. 
Freq. % Rk % Rk 

1 2 3 4 5 1 2 3 
1 Organizing training programs and workshops based on 

the needs of implementing sustainability leadership.  *  *  *  *  * 5 100% 1  *  *  * 3 100% 1 100% 1 

2 Incorporating materials and courses that prepare 
sustainability leaders into programs and study plans. 

     0 0% 6    *  * 2 67% 2 25% 5 

3 Creating and adopting various technical mechanisms to 
exchange knowledge and experiences of sustainability 
leadership. 

   *   * 2 40% 4  *  *   2 67% 2 50% 4 

4 Providing opportunities for academic leaders to 
participate in sustainability projects, programs, and 
activities. 

 *  *   *  3 60% 3  *    * 2 67% 2 63% 3 

5 Providing learning opportunities through work to master 
sustainable leadership.  *   *  *  * 4 80% 2  *    * 2 67% 2 75% 2 

6 Proposing and adopting guidelines for sustainable 
practices in all activities of academic leaders. 

     * 1 20% 5    *   1 33% 3 25% 5 

7 Establishing communication channels for academic leaders 
with sustainability consultants and centers of expertise.  *  *   *  * 4 80% 2    *  * 2 67% 2 75% 2 

8 Encouraging research and studies aimed at developing 
sustainable leadership.  *  *  *  *  4 80% 2  *  *   2 67% 2 75% 2 

9 Forming specialized sustainability teams within the 
university.  *   *   * 3 60% 3    *  * 2 67% 2 63% 3 

10 Providing necessary resources, requirements, and support 
for implementing sustainability projects.  *  *  *  *  * 5 100% 1      * 1 33% 3 75% 2 

11 Establishing partnership agreements with sustainability-
focused entities to benefit from their experiences. 

  *   *  2 40% 4  *  *   2 67% 2 50% 4 

12 Facilitating cooperation and contracting with 
stakeholders in implementing sustainability projects. 

  *    * 2 40% 4  *  *  * 3 100% 1 63% 3 

13 Encouraging community participation in the university's 
sustainable activities.  *     * 2 40% 4  *  *  * 3 100% 1 63% 3 

14 Facilitating the contribution of funding bodies to 
sustainable leadership projects. 

   *   * 2 40% 4  *  *  * 3 100% 1 63% 3 

15 Providing systems, technologies, and applications for 
governing sustainable leadership activities.  *  *  *  *  4 80% 2       0 0% 4 50% 4 

16 Marketing sustainability culture in the internal and 
external university environment.  *  *   *  * 4 80% 2  *    * 2 67% 2 75% 2 

17 Setting criteria for evaluating academic leaders' 
performance based on sustainable leadership dimensions.  *  *  *  *  * 5 100% 1  *  *  * 3 100% 1 100% 1 

18 Evaluating university programs and activities in light of 
sustainability dimensions. 

  *  *   2 40% 4  *  *  * 3 100% 1 63% 3 

19 Utilizing social media technologies for empowerment in 
the field of sustainability leadership.  *  *  *  *  4 80% 2  *    * 2 67% 2 75% 2 

20 Using educational platforms and applications to provide 
content on sustainability leadership 

  *  *  *  3 60% 3  *  *   2 67% 2 63% 3 

21 Rewarding and encouraging achievements and 
innovations of sustainability leaders in the university.  *  *  *  *  * 5 100% 1    *   1 33% 3 75% 2 

Note: Freq. = Frequency; Rk = Rank. 
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All interviewees agreed on the importance of organizing training programs and workshops based on 
sustainability leadership implementation needs, and establishing criteria for evaluating academic leaders' 
performance based on sustainable leadership dimensions. There was also agreement on the low importance of 
proposing and adopting guidelines for sustainable practices in all academic leadership activities. However, there 
were some differences in priorities, depending on the type of leaders by institution: the public university leaders 
and the national university leaders purporting the uniqueness characteristics of each type of institution.  These 
results give a comprehensive view on sustainable leadership practices in Saudi universities and that of public and 
national universities. 
 
5. DISCUSSION 

The current study sought to explore how sustainable leadership practice is carried out in Saudi Arabian 
universities, comparing public and national universities. The results show that sustainable leadership in higher 
education in Saudi Arabia is situated in a specific context and provide some valuable insights about the current 
situation and opportunities for improvement. 

Overall, the results indicate that national universities exhibit more instances of practice sustainable 
leadership than do public universities in Saudi Arabia. Overall, national universities scored a high level (M=3.80) 
of sustainable leadership practices, and public universities scored at a medium level (M=3.61). In all dimensions of 
sustainable leadership, national universities performed significantly better than public universities. This finding 
also concurs with previous research conducted by Simanskiene et al. (2016) that revealed public organizations 
that are less influenced by sustainable leadership principles as compared to less applicability among national 
organizations. 

This could be due to several factors associated with higher levels of sustainable leadership in practices in 
national universities. Because national universities tend to have more decision-making and implementation 
flexibility in addressing sustainability issues than do public universities, which are subject to more bureaucratic 
constraints and slower decision-making processes, national universities are better positioned to advance 
sustainability. Further, national universities may have a bigger choice of funding sources so that they can expel 
additional dollars into sustainability activities. In fact, it may push these institutions to embody more 
sustainability as a means of differentiation and to strengthen its reputation that is so vital to engaging students, 
faculty, and potential investors. 

Surprisingly, both public and the national universities placed the environmental contribution dimension as 
highest of all the dimensions of sustainable leadership. This means that whatever type of university one attended 
was utilizing environmental sustainability as its focus. This focus corresponds to a global trend of expanding 
environmental issues' attention in higher education and may be driven by, for example, national policies like 
Vision 2030 in Saudi Arabia, or sustainability (Alshuwaikhat & Mohammed, 2017; Mohiuddin et al., 2023). 

Additionally, both types of universities ranked innovation and creativity as the lowest dimension of 
sustainable leadership whereby national universities outperformed public universities in this dimension. In a way, 
this tells us it’s an area that could do with improving in Saudi higher education. According to Hargreaves & Fink 
(2006), the essence of a sustainable leader is to promote innovation and creativity which aids the development 
new solutions in solving sustainability challenges and a culture of continuous improvement. This dimension 
scores indicate that Saudi universities might give more importance to the creation of innovation and creativity on 
the path of sustainable development. 

The study also finds major differences between public and national universities in most dimensions of 
sustainable leadership, with national universities typically performing better. Nevertheless, no differences are 
found in the social responsibility and environmental contribution dimensions. This indicates that although 
national universities are ahead in similar areas as resource sustainability, strategic orientation, and ethical 
responsibilities, both types of institutions take equal role in social and environmental responsibility. 

The findings have important implications for policy and practice in Saudi Arabian higher education. For 
public universities, it could make sense to discuss how institutional barriers of the bureaucratic kind, and the 
financial constraints may be inhibiting the implementation of sustainable leadership practices. It might include 
speaking in favor of more autonomy in decision making on sustainability initiatives or trying to find other 
funding avenues for sustainability initiatives. 

While they had more favorable performance in sustainable leadership for national universities, there is also 
room for improvement particularly in achieving innovation and creativity. Fostering a culture of 
experimentation, risk taking, in the hope of meeting sustainability goals might benefit these institutions. 

The interviews with the university leaders have yielded qualitative findings about how sustainable leadership 
practices might be developed. There was consensus both on organizing training programs and workshops based 
on sustainability leadership needs and on this being a responsibility both of public and national university leaders. 
This is consistent with prior research about the importance of leadership development to move sustainability 
forward in higher education (Leal Filho et al., 2020; O'Sullivan, 2017). 

Noteworthy here is the attention paid to criteria for evaluation of academic leaders' performance in terms of 
sustainable leadership dimensions. Therefore, this implies a need to integrate sustainability into the formal 
performance evaluation process to be a powerful driver for change. This approach is in line with 
recommendations of past studies on embedding sustainability in university governance structures (Dalati et al., 
2017). 
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Surprisingly, public and national university leaders indicated emphases regarding some development 
strategies. Instead, public university leaders rewarded and encouraged sustainability achievements and 
innovations, as well as ensured that adequate resources and support were put in place to implement sustainability 
projects. This implies the necessity of triggering the incentives and clearing the obstacles to sustainable 
leadership in the public university context. 

However, national university leaders argued for evaluating various university programs and activities within 
the sustainability dimensions and engaging the community in sustainable activities as well as providing support 
for sustainable leadership projects to funding bodies. It may be due to the nature of national universities whose 
orientation towards stakeholders’ engagement and diversified funding sources is greater. 

Sustainable leadership development strategies should be tailored to specific contexts and needs of different 
types of institutions; this different emphasis indicates the importance of emphasizing the distinction. There are 
common parts, such as the requirement for training and training performance evaluation criteria, but most 
effective ways might differ between public and national universities. 

The study's findings also let loose some blind spots in how sustainable leadership is developed today. For 
instance, in terms of incorporation of sustainability leadership into curricula and study plans, public university 
leaders did not consist of; and national university leaders did not concentrate of providing systems and 
technologies for governing sustainable leadership activities. The possibility to exchange experience between 
public and national universities might exist in these areas. 

Support for the development of academic leaders’ capabilities in sustainability reflects the increasing 
acknowledgment of leadership as one of the key drivers for organizational change towards sustainability in 
higher education (Hargreaves & Fink, 2006; Leal Filho et al., 2020). Therefore, academic leaders are the main 
change makers of the university environment and culture. Given that, advancing sustainability in higher 
education certainly requires investing in their development. 

The study shows that although sustainable leadership can be implemented in universities, it is very 
complicated. This suggests that context specific approaches are needed to understand the differences observed 
between public and national universities, as well as differences in the level of emphasis in development strategies. 
The perspective of a one size fits all concept in sustainable leadership in higher education does not suit with the 
fact that this leadership is adaptable to the different characteristics and challenges of each institution (Hargreaves 
& Fink, 2006). 

Significant limitations must be considered in the context of study. However, its cross-sectional nature does 
not permit us to infer policy trends, instead it gives us a snapshot of sustainable leadership practices at a single 
point in time. More understanding of how these practices, or variants of them, are changing over time and what 
is driving this change can be gained in longitudinal studies. Meanwhile, the study consisted of both a qualitative 
and quantitative component, and further in-depth qualitative research might bring richer insights into the 
challenges and opportunities of leading in sustainable institutions in Saudi Arabian universities. 
 
6. CONCLUSION 

This study has contributed to the knowledge of sustainable leadership practices in Saudi Arabian universities 
with differences between public and national institutions and areas for improvement. The findings indicate that 
innovation as well as creativity for sustainability is yet to be developed adequately. Additionally, the study 
highlights the need for customized leadership in sustainable development by various types of institutions based 
on a particular context and issue. The time to develop sustainable higher education has come as Saudi Arabia 
pushes on with its goals to achieve a more sustainable Vision 2030. Sustainable leadership practices could 
furthermore be explored in future research with respect to their long term impacts on university performance and 
their contributions to national sustainability goals. 
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