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Abstract: This paper argues that the failure to implement sustainable policies is
not merely due to the fact that successful political leaders lack systems
intelligence or foresight but that their ambitions - one of which is their
motivation to politically survive - strongly influence their judgements. On the
one hand, it is undeniably crucial to understand how leaders acquire and process
information and how their systems thinking perspectives guide their cognitive
procedures when turning pieces of information into policy interventions. On the
other hand, it is also important to highlight that leaders are embedded both in
institutional and political contexts that also deeply affect their political decisions
and practices. Based on selectorate theory this paper suggests that in addition to
these effects, under the current rules of politics, political leaders’ main
motivation is to increase the chances of their own political survival drawing
upon their systemic understanding. By analysing how this motivation affects
environmental policy-making, this paper would like to contribute to research
that searches for new avenues in thinking about more sustainable political
leadership.
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1. Introduction

The presupposition exists that various participatory methodologies using
systems thinking and involving a broad range of stakeholders to establish
transitional paths into sustainable societies will create better policies in the
present and in the future (Grin et al., 2010). It rests partly on the supposition
that political decision-makers currently lack key pieces of information that
prevent them from formulating and implementing environmentally responsible
policy measures. Therefore, providing better and more grounded research

1 The authors would like to thank the anonymous reviewers and editors for their valuable
comments and remarks on the previous versions of this paper. Responsibility for any errors in
the resulting work remains our own.
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