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Explaining the role of 
leadership in ISO 14001

The high level structure, common to all new and revised  
ISO standards, helps top management to align the EMS with the 
organization’s strategy and objectives.

ISO 14001 requires top management to understand and engage with your 
organization’s environmental management system.

The role of leadership in ISO Annex SL, 
the high-level structure and common 
text for all new and revised management 
system standards, provides organizations 
with an opportunity to drive business 
performance.

With Section 5 of Annex SL emphasizing 
the importance of leadership, the 
organizations that will reap the greatest 
rewards from ISO 14001 certification 
are those with forward-thinking top 
management, who view this as a 
way to improve their environmental 
performance.

By recognizing the standard’s  
potential, organizations can tap into 
a powerful tool that elevates the 
environmental performance and increases 
success overall.

While Section 5 specifically outlines 
the role of leadership, the basis for the 
importance of leadership is in Section 
4. Here, topics like business context, 
stakeholder analysis and the scope and 
purpose of the management systems  
are addressed.

This is important because it aligns the 
management systems with the overall 
business strategy and practices. 

The common language and structure of 
Annex SL makes implementation easier, 
and the holistic view makes the standard 
more real and tangible in the everyday 
business functions.

Leadership is central to success, because 
the EMS becomes aligned with the overall 
business processes and are relevant 
across the entire company. Leadership in 
different departments can use the EMS to 
connect diverse functions and work to the 
overall corporate directives.

Why is leadership 
important?

Leadership is crucial because  
ISO 14001 has evolved to play a larger 
role in organizational processes. People in 
leadership roles are required to promote 
environmental management within the 
organization. ISO 14001 was initially 
developed to improve environmental 
performance through reducing 
environmental impact. 

Over time, changes to the standard 
began to look at ways that processes can 
proactively protect the environment. 
For example, considering the control 
or influence the organization can exert 
over activities, products and services 
considering a life cycle perspective. 
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With the publication of ISO 14001: 2015,  
a good management system takes a more 
holistic view of the organization and key 
stakeholders. This requires a new way 
of working and new levels of leadership. 
It is not enough to have a one-page 
policy that is the sole responsibility of 
an environmental manager. Maximizing 
the benefits of ISO 14001 will require 
leadership throughout the company. 

What is leadership?

While leadership is not specifically defined 
in the standard, it does have some broadly 
accepted traits, including:

 • the ability to create a clear vision

 • the capacity to share the vision with 
others and motivate them to follow

 • to provide the structure, tools and 
information that will allow others to be 
successful in pursuing the vision

 • governing the risks and conflicts that 
arise when following the vision.

It is important to make a distinction 
between leadership and top 
management. Leadership can be present 
anywhere and at any level 

in an organization, whereas top 
management refers specifically to the 
person or group that directs and controls 
the organization at the highest level.

How does leadership drive 
engagement and best 
practice?

Organizational change is never easy. 
It requires great leadership to keep 
groups and teams working towards the 
same goals and keep them motivated 
and inspired. This kind of engagement 
requires a blend of keeping individuals 
challenged with new targets, and 
recognizing their accomplishments for 
targets met.

A management system that is aligned 
with business strategies and objectives, 
fosters greater transparency with an 
organization’s aspirations and progress.

Everything is viewed together, from 
budgeting to legal, investment planning to 
key competency development; there is no 
difference between the key performance 
indicators of the business and of the 
management systems.

This is crucial for leadership, as it provides 
employees and stakeholders with more 
clarity. Leadership drives performance by 
allowing each individual to understand 
their role and impact on the company. 
Connecting employee actions and 
contributions to the larger vision is key to 
a performance culture.

What business benefits can 
be derived from leadership?

Leadership revolves around a shared 
vision, values and relationships. 
Emphasising leadership in the context of 
business benefits creates a clear direction 
and the tools for governance across the 
entire business.

Take a common example of conflicting 
objectives that are often difficult to 
manage. What happens when sales 
targets can only be realized at the expense 
of other key performance indicators?

Leadership within a management system 
will recognize the risks and have the 
power to influence actions and results 
that can better contribute to the overall 
health and success of the company.

Proper alignment of an EMS with business 
objectives allows leadership to make the 
right decisions with complex topics.

What is the expectation of 
top management?

Top management can be defined as 
decision makers at the highest level, 
such as the C suite or board members. 
The requirements that relate to top 
management address the role top 
management play in creating and 
supporting an effective EMS.

Leaders need to be able to demonstrate 
their involvement and engage with the 
EMS in many areas, including:

 • ensuring its requirements are 
integrated into the organization’s 
business processes

 • promoting awareness of the process 
approach

 • assuring the management system 
achieves its intended results

 • supporting other relevant 
management roles to demonstrate 
their leadership

 • ensuring that the policy is 
communicated, understood and 
applied by the entire organization.
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ISO 14001’s focus on leadership means 
that top management needs to be 
accountable for the effectiveness of 
the EMS. They need to demonstrate 
a clear understanding of the context 
of the organization and the risks and 
opportunities to achieving the aims 
of the EMS to improve environmental 
performance and protection and actively 
promote environmental management 
within the organization.

Previously, oversight for ISO 14001 
certification was delegated to an 
environmental manager in many cases. 
This is no longer sufficient. 

Top management is ultimately 
responsible for the implementation and 
effectiveness of the EMS. This means top 
management need to be more involved 
and better understand the requirements 
of certification. Demonstrating the 
compatibility of the EMS with core 
business strategy is part of the assessment 
process.

With the emphasis on aligning 
management system certification with 
business objectives, top management 
needs to look at the bigger picture and 
empower leadership throughout all 
levels of the management system and 
organization to enhance performance.

How we can help 

Certification to ISO 14001 presents 
organizations with a great opportunity 
to enhance leadership within their 
business through a unique and powerful 
management system. To do this, it is 
beneficial to have an independent partner 
who can thoroughly and impartially 
assess individual business needs, with the 
expertise and skills to create solutions.

LRQA recognizes that every organization 
and its EMS are unique. At LRQA, we 
take time to understand the needs and 
unique circumstances of our clients and 
their businesses, to act with judgement, 
sensitivity and care. Our independence 
means that we are committed to doing 
things the right way to reach the highest 
standards and best outcomes for all, 
giving our clients confidence in our 
decisions every time.

Training

We provide practical ISO 14001 training 
courses, led by trained and qualified 
tutors. Many of our courses are endorsed 
by relevant professional bodies and 
based on our experience of assessing 
management systems.

We offer both public and in-house 
training services including tailored 
training solutions through our customized 
assurance services.

Gap analysis

This assessor-delivered activity enables 
you to focus on critical, high risk or weak 
areas of your system prior to your formal 
assessment visit. Whether you are in 
the early stages of implementing your 
collaborative relationship management 
system or are looking for a ‘dry run’, the 
scope can be decided by you.

Assessment and certification

We specialize in management systems 
compliance, all underpinned with expert 
advice designed to meet the needs of 
your industry. We explore every problem 
thoroughly with exact, analytical 
precision. We leave no stone unturned 
and no questions unanswered, to draw 
accurate conclusions.

Impartiality

We maintain our impartiality by 
proactively managing conflicts of 
interest across all LRQA businesses 
including those which may exist between 
consultancy and third-party certification 
services.

Why choose LRQA?

We’re here to help negotiate a rapidly 
changing world, by working with you to 
manage and mitigate the risks you face. 
From compliance to data-driven supply 
chain transformation, it’s our job to help 
you shape the future, rather than letting it 
shape you. We do this by delivering: 

Strategic vision 

Our technical know-how, sector 
expertise and innovative, forward-
thinking approach will help you meet the 
challenges of today – and become a safer, 
more secure, and sustainable organization 
tomorrow. 

Technical expertise 

Our people are sector experts. They 
bring with them a clear understanding 
of your specific challenges, standards 
and requirements – then deploy deep 
knowledge of certification, brand 
assurance, food safety, cybersecurity, 
inspection and training to help you  
meet them. 

Global capability

Operating in more than 120 countries, 
recognized by over 30 accreditation 
bodies worldwide, and covering almost 
every sector, we can help you manage 
risk, drive improvement and build 
credibility with stakeholders around  
the globe. 

Effective partnership 

Every business is unique. That’s why our 
experts work with you, to fully understand 
your needs and goals, and work out how 
we can best support them.

Fresh perspective

We have led the way in shaping our 
industry and continue to take every 
opportunity to collaborate with clients 
and pioneer new ideas, services and 
innovation.
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YOUR FUTURE. OUR FOCUS.

About LRQA: 
By bringing together unrivaled expertise in certification, brand 
assurance, food safety, cybersecurity, inspection and training, 
we’ve become a leading global assurance provider.

We’re proud of our heritage, but it’s who we are today that 
really matters, because that’s what shapes how we partner with 
our clients tomorrow. By combining strong values, decades of 
experience in risk management and mitigation and a keen focus 
on the future, we’re here to support our clients as they build safer, 
more secure, more sustainable businesses.

From independent auditing, certification and training; to  
technical advisory services; to real-time assurance technology;  
to data-driven supply chain transformation, our innovative  
end-to-end solutions help our clients negotiate a rapidly changing 
risk landscape – making sure they’re shaping their own future, 
rather than letting it shape them.

Care is taken to ensure that all information provided 
is accurate and up to date; however, LRQA accepts no 
responsibility for inaccuracies in or changes to information.
For more information on LRQA, click here.  
© LRQA Group Limited 2021.

LRQA
1330 Enclave Parkway, Suite 200
Houston, TX  77077
United States

Get in touch
Visit www.lrqa.com/us for more information 
866-971-LRQA
info-usa@lrqa.com

https://www.lrqa.com/entities
https://twitter.com/lrqa
https://www.linkedin.com/company/lrqa/
https://www.facebook.com/lrqa.americas
https://www.lrqa.com/us
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