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CHAPTER 15

LEADERSHIP IN THE 

ANTHROPOCENE—RECOGNIZING 

AND COUNTERACTING 

INEQUALITIES IN RELATION  

TO THE NATURAL WORLD

T I M O  M E Y N H A R D T

“Too little too late” is the alarming assessment of the 
Earth4All initiative regarding the extent and speed 
with which the major ecological challenges of our time 
are currently being tackled.1

Today the ecological issue is noticeably taking 
center stage. Natural disasters, the extinction of species, 
and the increase in extreme weather events make it 
clear that the climate crisis is no longer something 
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abstract—nobody can turn a blind eye to it. Associated 
with this are new questions of equality and inequality 
in the life chances of individuals and the collective. 
How are burdens shared between different population 
groups and the generations? Who benefits from social 
inequalities caused by the climate crisis? And, above 
all, who loses out?

Exactly fifty years after The Limits to Growth, the 
first report to the Club of Rome, the authors of the 
Earth4All study, used a system-dynamic computer 
model to conclude that a “giant leap” is needed to avert 
irreversible changes on Earth, changes that are leading 
to ecological and social catastrophes and destroying the 
physical foundations of human existence. They call for 
“extraordinary turnarounds” to avoid tipping points 
beyond which negative developments can no longer 
be stopped. The melting of the glaciers, the rise in sea 
levels, or the further weakening of the Gulf Stream are 
examples of this.

The idea of an Earth for all goes hand in hand with 
the idea that the common good must be thought of 
in planetary terms today more than ever. This turn-
around proposal is nothing less than an attempt to 
abandon a model for living and economics based 
on the controllability of the Earth and to search for 
a new narrative for the habitability of the Earth. At 
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least since the onset of industrialization, the idea of 
using natural resources effectively and efficiently to 
increase the quality of life has been dominant, but it is 
becoming increasingly clear that this approach—which 
was fraught with conflict from the start—is reaching 
its limits and going beyond them will result in the 
destruction of the natural foundations of life.

The price of increasing prosperity by exploiting the 
Earth system and all its resources might mean being 
forced into a different way of life and economy. This 
brings with it an enormous leadership task, which 
above all requires openness to possible alternatives.

Against this backdrop, new social movements are 
emerging, climate policy is becoming a central policy 
area, and the economy is aligning its visions and strat-
egies with the idea of a socio-ecological transforma-
tion of capitalism. However, the current approaches 
are too timid and not just for climate activists—“too 
little too late” indeed.

In the following essay, after a brief description of 
a few basic ideas of the Earth4All approach, I would 
like to draw on the Leipzig Leadership Model to show 
what leaders and decision-makers can use as a guide 
when facing the complexity of socio-ecological chal-
lenges. In the end it will become clear that the key 
to change lies first and foremost within ourselves. It 
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depends on our willingness to recognize an oppor-
tunity to reshape our relationship with the natural 
world and, in doing so, to draw upon the experiences 
of earlier epochs in human history as well.

THE NEED TO TAKE ACTION IN THE INTEREST OF 

VIABILITY/SURVIVABILITY

Even more clearly than in the study of the limits to 
growth, today the focus is on “planetary boundaries,”2 
i.e., the question of the limits of the safe space in 
which human activities can develop without the risk 
of unleashing processes in the natural world and the 
environment that can severely restrict or even destroy 
life on Earth. One example is the melting of the glaciers 
as a result of human-induced global warming. Even if 
the effects do not manifest themselves in the same way 
in all regions and areas, they are triggered by interde-
pendencies on a global scale in which we are all poten-
tially involved.

Nine ecological factors are currently being discussed 
in connection with planetary boundaries: climate 
change, ocean acidification, stratospheric ozone deple-
tion, atmospheric aerosol loading, biogeochemical 
cycles, freshwater consumption, land system change, 



251

LEADERSHIP IN THE ANTHROPOCENE

biosphere integrity, and the release of novel compounds. 
If the appropriate load limits are exceeded, according 
to the hypothesis, the foundations of humanity are at 
stake. The concept of load limits, originally developed 
by Earth system and environmental scientists, is by no 
means limited to ecological factors but is concerned 
equally with social principles such as peace, social 
justice, and participation in society.3

At this point, it is worth taking a quick look at the 
concept of load limits. The background is the theory 
of complex systems and its application to the inter-
action between human beings and the environment. 
The starting point is the assumption that humans have 
an impact on the dynamic balance of nature through 
their consumption of resources and their behavior, 
and as a result can alter this balance. If a critical point 
(“tipping point”) and thus a load limit is reached, the 
system becomes unstable and its behavior unpredict-
able. It can no longer process the “stress” in the same 
way as before and cannot return to the old state of 
equilibrium, but rather reorganizes itself dynamically. 
In such situations of phase transition, chaotic states 
can emerge before a new ordered state develops. The 
decisive factor in the approach to dynamic complex 
systems is not the constant self-organization of 
the Earth “system,” but the acceptance that human 
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influence has grown significantly since industrializa-
tion. The scientific evidence for this is clear and ranges 
from population growth to environmental pollution 
and water consumption. “The growth of industrial-
ized societies, largely since the 1950s, has pushed Earth 
out of the Holocene boundary conditions. We are in 
unknown territory.”4

The Earth4All authors are in agreement: “The Earth 
has entered a new geological epoch: the Anthropocene. 
This paradigm shift in our understanding of both 
civilization and the Earth system is as profound as 
Copernicus’s conclusion that Earth orbits the sun or 
Darwin’s theory of natural selection.”5

The diagnosis of such a fundamental change in 
basic scientific concepts is—as with the aforemen-
tioned paradigm shifts—contentious and the cause of 
fierce controversies whose outcome is unpredictable. 
For example, the issue of prioritizing values is obvious 
when scientific statements of probability are used to 
justify political measures. The sense of uncertainty 
is even greater when proposals are made that go far 
beyond environmental protection in the stricter sense 
and, at best, have an indirect impact.

However, the body of evidence concerning observ-
able changes is so overwhelming that a simple “business 
as usual” seems unrealistic. It is irresponsible towards 
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future generations not to include ecological issues in 
decision-making processes in politics, business, and 
society. More pressingly, these issues are becoming a 
question of survival for our modern way of life.

This urgency is increasingly being recognized. In 
all areas of society, we can see a wide variety of initi-
atives and innovative approaches that are looking for 
ways out and alternatives and are not satisfied with a 
“too little too late” scenario. Bruno Latour and Nikolaj 
Schultz even describe a new “ecological class” that 
could form as a group, cutting across ideological camps 
and becoming involved in new constellations.6

It quickly becomes clear how ecological, moral, 
and political issues are interwoven and influence each 
other. For example, heatwaves, droughts, heavy rain-
fall, or rising sea levels affect individual regions and 
population groups more profoundly than others. As in 
any process of change, there will be winners and losers 
and new forms of equality and inequality will emerge, 
which can be expressed, for example, in access to attrac-
tive habitats. Overall, the ecological challenges might 
become a catalyst for social developments. This is not 
a new phenomenon in human history. But how can 
today’s forms of society respond successfully to social 
inequalities in the interests of the common good?
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We can see the Earth4All model as an attempt to 
identify these wider contexts and to understand their 
interdependencies that will influence our way of 
life and economy over the coming years. These are 
systemic challenges that require active intervention 
and leadership in politics, economics, and civil society.

From an Earth4All perspective, extraordinary 
turnarounds are needed in five key areas, which are 
presented in the form of “policy roadmaps.”7 These are 
geared towards the social structures that can have a 
major impact on how humans behave as inhabitants of 
the Earth and how they shape the Earth:

1. Poverty. Low-income countries should adopt new 
rapid economic growth models that secure well-
being for the most vulnerable. A starting point 
is reform of the international financial system 
to de-risk and revolutionize investment in low- 
income countries. Key policy goals: GDP growth rate 

of at least 5% per year for low-income countries until 

GDP is greater than US$15,000 per person per year; the 

introduction of new indicators for wellbeing.

2. Inequality. Shocking levels of income inequality 
must be eliminated. This can be achieved through 
progressive taxation and wealth taxes, empowering 
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workers, and dividends from a Citizens Fund. Key 

policy goal: The wealthiest 10% take less than 40% of 

national incomes.

3. Empowerment of women. Transforming gender 
power imbalances requires empowering women 
and investing in education and health for all. Key 

policy goal: Gender equity that will contribute to stabi-

lization of world population below nine billion by 2050.

4. Food. To transform agriculture, diets, food access, 
and food waste; by 2050 the food system must 
become regenerative (storing vast volumes of 
carbon in soils, roots, and trunks) and nature posi-
tive. Local food production should be incentivized, 
and excess inputs of fertilizers and other chemicals 
significantly reduced. Key policy goals: Healthy diets 

for all while protecting soils and ecosystems and not 

expanding the amount of land, overall, devoted to agri-

culture; dramatically reducing food waste.

5. Energy. We must transform energy systems to 
increase efficiency, accelerate the rollout of wind 
and solar electricity, halve emissions of green-
house gases every decade, and provide clean 
energy to those without. This will also deliver 
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energy security. Key policy goal: Halve emissions 

approximately every decade to reach net zero emissions 

by 2050.8

It is immediately clear that these turnarounds 
would involve nothing less than a radical system 
transformation. This only seems over-ambitious if 
we assume that there is a viable alternative or forget 
that the status quo of our current way of life is itself 
the result of numerous system transformations. The 
authors are aware that their proposals are to be seen 
as interventions in highly complex systems that have 
their own logic and history and whose development 
cannot be predicted. So, they define so-called “levers” 
which they expect to have a particularly high impact 
and which in turn can have an effect on other areas.

In each case they indicate the measures through 
which the stated goals are to be achieved. In essence, 
these are aimed at a substantial restructuring of the 
capitalist mode of production and lifestyles, from 
the establishment of citizens’ funds, revitalization of 
trade unions, the complete transition to a fossil-free 
energy system, new growth models, a revolution in 
agriculture, a change in diet, re-regionalization of 
trade, financial independence for women and access 
to leadership positions, universal basic income, and 
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an increased pension, to reforms in the international 
financial system and a transformation in education.

The authors see what reads as a highly ambitious 
reform project as a “basis for a new social contract for 
functioning democracies in the Anthropocene”9 and 
as an investment in the future with entrepreneurial 
opportunities. The crucial idea lies in linking these 
approaches with the ecological issue. In other words, 
to prevent the destruction of the physical basis of 
human life, more and different measures are required 
than just environmental and animal protection meas-
ures. Essentially, then, the ecological issue is not a 
green question, because answering it covers all areas 
of life and requires a system transformation precisely 
with this aim. At this point, opinions differ, because 
the complexity of the phenomena does not allow us 
to decide where scientifically proven knowledge ends 
and where the political influence of experts begins.

I do not want to pursue the question of decision- 
making in (climate) policy here or question the 
consistency of the goals themselves. The quality and 
feasibility of the proposals must be debated through 
the democratic process and a compromise sought on 
which priorities to set.

This has also been done for a long time with increasing 
intensity. In business, it is about the implementation of 
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political guidelines that have been agreed at interna-
tional level (the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals), 
increased transparency (for example, the EU taxonomy), 
and new criteria for investments (for example, ESG 
standards). The ecological transformation is well 
underway in many companies.

One outstanding example from the political world 
is the decision of Germany’s Federal Constitutional 
Court concerning the Federal Government’s 2019 
Climate Protection Act. In its decision, the Court finds 
the Act to be a violation of fundamental rights, because 
the distribution of greenhouse gas reduction burdens 
disadvantages future generations and thus restricts 
their freedom.10 This judgment concerning the inter-
temporal guarantee of freedom is a new phenomenon 
in the history of the Federal Constitutional Court, 
and it can be interpreted as signaling a paradigm shift. 
There has now even been the suggestion of an ecolog-
ical constitutional framework.11

Overall, this clearly shows how previous ways of 
thinking can be changed under pressure of circum-
stances. But how can the changing context of entrepre-
neurial activity be translated into the day-to-day work 
of leadership? How can we imagine such a combination?
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ACCEPTING THE CHALLENGES OF LEADERSHIP

In uncertain circumstances, no one can reliably assess 
the effects and impacts of their own actions. It makes 
sense, therefore, to see yourself as part of a greater 
whole and to focus on your own contribution. Unlike 
focusing purely on outcomes and results, it is about 
getting involved to the best of your knowledge and 
belief, knowing that progress can only be controlled 
to a limited extent.

Instead of capitulating in the face of the challenge 
(“There’s nothing you can do anyway”) or suppressing 
it (“It won’t be that bad”), leadership can be measured 
by taking responsibility for a contribution—no matter 
how small it may be. The more complex the challenge, 
the more good leadership is defined by a contribution 
to the greater whole (the common good). What part of 
the challenge is mine? In what way can I get involved? 
The question of one’s own contribution becomes a key 
question for every leader, because if you want to lead, 
you have to contribute.

It is this understanding of the role of good leader-
ship that underpins the Leipzig Leadership Model and 
makes it possible to establish a connection between the 
major challenges and one’s own actions in everyday 
life (Fig. 1).12
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Between the (internal) acceptance of the challenges 
and one’s own added value resides the work of lead-
ership which, the Model argues, should be based on 
four core dimensions: purpose, entrepreneurial spirit, 
responsibility, and effectiveness.

1. The Purpose dimension emphasizes the ends–means 
relationship in leadership. On the one hand, there 
is the question of “why,” the meaning and purpose 
of leadership decisions. On the other hand, there 
is the question of “to what end,” the contribution 
to the greater whole. A purpose only emerges by 
combining both elements to create a motivating 

Fig. 1: The Leipzig Leadership Model
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promise of value that goes beyond the company’s 
previous mission and vision.

2. In the Entrepreneurial Spirit dimension, the focus is 
on the ability to renew people, organizations, and 
society. It is about the very ability to act, create, 
and innovate. The resulting entrepreneurial spirit 
not only determines the success of start-ups but 
also plays an increasingly important role for estab-
lished private and public companies in processes of 
transformation.

3. The Responsibility dimension is a condition 
restricting the pursuit of the respective purpose. 
It is about taking reasonable account of the legit-
imate expectations of society or, more precisely, 
of the stakeholders concerned in everyday (lead-
ership) life, and that means above all not disadvan-
taging anyone unless there are legitimate reasons 
for doing so. What is feasible and desirable is not 
always what is responsible, and also the end does 
not justify the means.

4. The Effectiveness dimension deals with the ques-
tion of the viable or correct path to take in an effi-
cient way. Every purpose needs to be implemented 
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in a technically and methodically competent way 
given current and future conditions of scarce 
resources, competition and, last but not least, 
legal requirements. The development of goal- 
oriented strategies, structures, and processes is a 
basic prerequisite for good leadership.13

Using these four perspectives, leadership challenges 
can be analyzed and evaluated step by step. In other 
words, dealing with this makes the courses of action 
more concrete, namely the means and consistency by 
which an approach to leadership can be pursued.

In many situations, this frame of reference makes it 
possible to identify areas of tension in the first place, but 
also to recognize the kinds of potential associated with 
a decision or action. Above all, the appropriate kind of 
reflection prevents the viewpoint from becoming too 
restricted. For example, it is unclear whether exceeding 
(planetary) load limits in one area will actually have 
positive effects in other areas. The relevant point of the 
work of leadership in the paradigm of the Anthropocene 
is the willingness to adapt to the concept of load limits, 
to think in the form of dynamic processes, and to deter-
mine one’s own contribution to the socio-ecological 
transformation from that position.
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In the Model’s most recent update14 to include 
systemic aspects of feedback and dependency on the 
greater whole, the complex preconditions of a produc-
tion system that enable the system in the first place 
are examined even more closely. This is intended to 
draw attention to actual effects and realistic impact 
targets. “Effects” aim to identify unintended influences 
while “impacts” identify intended influences of entre-
preneurial activity on the social environment and the 
natural world. In the Model, this notion was previ-
ously linked to its contribution to the greater whole in 
terms of social value (the common good) and is now 
in the expanded Model linked more directly with the 
Grand Challenges. The Challenges drive the common 
good, so to speak, which can no longer be brought 
about without socio-ecological transformation.

As a result, the Model calls for thinking that takes 
account of cycles, dependencies, and a greater sensi-
tivity to context. In other words, it is a pragmatic way 
of finding routes that do not formulate the ecological 
issue as a problem of compensation or reparation, but 
rather promote a new understanding of consumption, 
material prosperity, and a sustainable quality of life. 
The challenge is to avoid solutions (however innova-
tive they may seem) that reproduce the very problems 
that need to be overcome. For example, why should 
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those who created the problems to begin with be those 
who are in a position to solve these problems? In 
general, caution is required if the effects and impacts 
of entrepreneurial activities are to be assessed.

An interim conclusion: in the Leipzig Leadership 
Model, a frame of reference has been developed that 
makes focusing on a company’s social function and 
role the linchpin of good leadership. In this respect, it 
seems appropriate to address the complex embedding 
of entrepreneurial activities in a more comprehensive 
context. In the Anthropocene, this is characterized 
particularly by the ecological issue, the answer to which 
can no longer be found solely in the previous logic of 
our economic system. The Earth4All model provides 
one suggestion, and its translation into the concrete 
framework of entrepreneurial activity can be given a 
systematic structure through the Leipzig Leadership 
Model: the most demanding purpose comes to nothing 
if it is not implemented effectively, entrepreneurially, 
and responsibly. Conversely, in practice it is often 
hard to set activities in a wider context and to recog-
nize one’s own contribution to the greater whole. 
Good leadership today includes doing both: thinking 
in terms of the challenges of the Anthropocene and 
making relevant contributions visible as well as being 
judged by them. As a reality principle, it is important 
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to constantly reflect on and reassess the possibilities 
and limits of one’s own actions.

GETTING STARTED

To gain insight into the role of the economy in this 
socio-ecological transformation requires experiences 
of becoming aware of one’s own vulnerability and 
finiteness in the context of personal development. 
Today, “inner work” is an important part of leadership 
coaching because it is seen as a prerequisite for the 
ability to undergo external transformation.

Such a change in consciousness is certainly 
prompted by external conditions and can be acceler-
ated by them. At the same time, we should not harbor 
any illusions that the need to take action will inevitably 
lead to a collective understanding of the necessity, 
primarily because the rationality of scientific knowl-
edge is not self-enforcing and the idea of progress 
itself is constantly being questioned.

The idea of the “turnaround” in the Earth4All 
approach presupposes an optimism that developments 
in society can be directly influenced, which is hard 
to justify from a historical point of view. A system 
change can neither be mandated nor implemented 



266

TIMO MEYNHARDT

according to plan. Rather we should assume systemic- 
evolutionary developments that are difficult to predict 
and are full of surprises. The authors of the Earth4All 
model know this too and therefore prefer to speak of 
scenarios whose likely occurrence differ. They point to 
paths of development, the recognition of which can lead 
to more conscious decision-making and reasoning.15

With the emerging dominance of the ecological issue, 
it is not just the modern idea of progress, the notion of 
making the world controllable through scientific ration-
ality, that is called into question. Today, the visible and 
foreseeable changes in our natural environment show 
how dependent we are on it and how we influence it 
through our actions. A new basic approach might include 
granting nature its own legal status with rights of self- 
defense such as individual people have, in the spirit of 
Bruno Latour’s “parliament of things.”16 When people 
understand themselves to be part of nature again, this 
changes the notion of nature’s ability to be shaped.

The current situation is less about controllability 
and more about the habitability of the planet. This 
does not have to be seen as losing possibilities of taking 
action, but as opening up new opportunities.

“This mood makes itself felt everywhere, politi-
cally, socially, and philosophically. We are living in 
what the Greeks called the kairos—the right time—for 
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a ‘metamorphosis of the gods,’ i.e., of the fundamental 
principles and symbols.” David Graeber and David 
Wengrow begin their book, The Dawn of Everything: 

A New History of Humanity,17 with this quotation by 
C. G. Jung. In this book, which has received many 
international awards, the authors describe a new 
image of humanity’s past, of different social structures, 
economic systems, and ways of life. We begin to see 
the variety of possible forms of human coexistence that 
changes our understanding of historical processes. In 
this description, there is no evidence of clear logical 
progress from “primitive” hunters and gatherers to 
the present-day, modern way of life. Rather, we come 
to recognize a constant experimentation, discarding, 
discovering, and sometimes rediscovering of ways of 
living together in the community and with nature. 
This applies to all areas of life: the role of technology, 
the question of forms of ownership, the relationship 
with nature, with life and death, dealing with hier-
archy and participation, etc. Quintessentially, the book 
is about relativizing our level of civilization in rela-
tion to earlier epochs of human history. Indigenous 
cultures in particular were much better able to live in 
harmony with and respect for nature.

By using the kairos quotation, Graeber and 
Wengrow want to point out that, at least in Western 
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societies, a radical change could once more be immi-
nent, which in view of humanity’s history hitherto, 
however, need not frighten us. What is new about 
today’s situation is the unsettling ecological issue, as 
preserving the very foundations of life depends on our 
response to it. It doesn’t seem too outlandish to talk 
about a new phase of experimentation and discovery.

Earth4All’s alarming assessment of “Too little too 
late” regarding how to deal with the ecological issue 
is to be understood as a call to first answer the ques-
tion of where one’s own problem lies, in order to then 
explore what one’s own contribution to new solutions 
might be. However, the turnarounds that we have 
discussed must also prove to be practicable and trans-
late into concrete leadership work, as we argued using 
the example of the Leipzig Leadership Model. This 
then acts a kind of filter in the deliberation process.

No one can demand that leaders focus on the major 
challenges all the time in everyday business. However, 
we can ask that they show willingness to face these 
questions as reflective practitioners and locate their 
own actions in this context.

Leadership in the Anthropocene means helping 
oneself and others in an effective way to find a new 
approach to nature and life in general. Without an 
inner willingness to think of one’s own existence in 
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terms of its dependence on others and the natural 
environment, the ecological issue remains at best a 
technique to be mastered for optimizing resource 
consumption and smart offsetting. It would be a 
mistake by other means to see the solution to these 
problems only in more innovation. It is more sustain-
able to see oneself as a resident with responsibility 
for the home we share. It is not enough if people 
see themselves as part of nature but attribute a sepa-
rate value to it. The crucial step is the recognition of 
nature’s agency. Only then can inequalities in relation 
to nature be suitably addressed.

It will be interesting to see how the regulatory inter-
ventions expected over the next few years in favor of 
making the economy and society greener will change 
practices. In the Anthropocene, good leadership also 
means recognizing and being able to counteract new 
(social) inequalities.
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