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Abstract 

Education and leadership are related concepts, for their main focus is the 

enhancement of human society. Both of them also play complementary roles to each 

other. For instance, it takes well integrated, focused and balanced quality and 

quantitative educational process to produce quality leadership. In other words, 

education without necessary political attention may not succeed, as leadership 

without quality education is bound to fail. This paper adopts a conceptual study of the 

role of education on qualitative leadership for sustainable development in globalized 

economy. Accordingly, concepts of leadership, education, sustainable development, 

education and leadership for sustainable development are discussed using 

philosophical tools as basis for analysis of concepts and languages to convey clarity of 

meaning and coherence. The paper subscribes that for any nation to achieve 

sustainable development, the issue of education and leadership must be taken 

seriously. It regrets that education and leadership in Nigeria, like in most other African 

countries, are far behind international standards. The paper, therefore, calls for a 

change of attitude on the nation’s education and leadership systems. 
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Introduction  

The concept of sustainable development is not new; what seems new is its 

reawakening in the global context. Every nation or society, no matter its size, designs 

an education system which it pursues for common interest of all. No education system 

is established without the aim of building human capacity for societal development, 

for the present and the future generations. One of the main functions of education is to 
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produce quality manpower that would occupy the various sections of the societal life: 

politically, socially, economically, morally, etc. Education therefore plays a major role 

in achieving quality and durable leadership. Quality leadership also encourages 

adequate and functional education. When leadership attitude to education is positive, 

the human development index continues to appreciate. This then adds credence to 

sustainable development. It therefore takes a positive working relationship between 

education and leadership to achieve the much desired sustainable development in any 

nation of the world.  

 

This paper examines the concepts of education and qualitative leadership, 

respectively, to shed more light on their meaning and relate them to the achievment of 

sustainable development at both the global and continental levels. The question then 

is: What are qualitative leadership; education; and sustainable development; and how 

do education and qualitative leadership contribute to the sustainable national 

development in a globalized economy? 

 

Conceptual Framework 

 

Concept of Leadership 

Leadership is a sacred responsibility. It is for those who possess the spirit of sacrifice 

and selflessness. It is the ability of the individual to successfully direct the activities of 

a group or organization to attain the group’s or organization’s goals. Leadership, 

according to Fayemi (2008), is “the ability to take an initiative, to motivate, to 

influence, to direct and control the thoughts, the opinions and the actions of the 

followers in any given society towards the achievement of purposeful desired ends” (p. 

3). From the definitions it is clear that leadership is a key factor for any major change 

in the society. A leader must have a vision and a mission devoid of selfishness. He must 

be properly informed of the people he is leading. Leadership requires a person of high 

intelligence, a motivator and of positive influence, who is result oriented, as well. For 

effective leadership to be realized it requires exceptional gift of knowledge, intellect 

and training, since it involves the general well-being of all. A good leader is one who 

not only preserves the lives of his people, but also transforms them into human beings.  

 

Plato (1955) insists that leadership should not be left in the hands of people of mean 

qualities and qualifications; hence he observes thus: When the supreme power in man 

coincides with the greatest wisdom and temperance, then the best laws and the best 

constitution comes into being: but in no other way. Until philosophers become kings in 
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this world, or till that we now call kings and rulers really and truly become 

philosophers, and political power and philosophy thus come into the same hands… (p. 

282). In agreement with Plato, there is no other road to real happiness, either for 

society or the individual, until political power is combined with wisdom, temperance, 

and philosophy. We are all living in a world where mediocrity, self-aggrandizement, 

chance, accident and nepotism cripple or force themselves into the highest seat of 

leadership. The African experience is even more disturbing. The internal crisis 

sometimes resulting in civil wars seen in some African countries is mainly caused by 

the imposition of selfish and unqualified individuals as leaders. In this vein, Ebosie 

(2018) opines that embezzlement of public funds, excessive greed, irresponsibility, 

lack of public accountability, tribalism, sectionalism, nepotism, absolute lack of 

concern for public good and welfare, lack of patriotic spirit are all perpetrated by 

African political leaders and those highly placed in public offices.  

 

Leadership could be seen as selfless sacrifice. The implication here is that leadership is 

not for “all comers”. It is meant for only those who are willing to make such costly 

sacrifices. It is a call of duty to which only those called can respond. The virtues of 

wisdom, selfless services, public accountability and moral integrity, among others, are 

important for leadership positions at all levels. The leader must emerge from among 

the people as best. Functionally, leadership could be described as the capacity or 

potentials of an individual or group to direct, organize and control the actions of the 

other people or group for the attainment of the collective goal of the society or group.  

 

Every society, organization or group has some set goals. The role of an effective 

leadership in this regard is to influence and inspire the people to attain the set goals. 

From the literary perspective, leadership is derived from the verb “to lead” which 

suggests among other things “to guide”, “to cause to follow one”, or “to direct by 

persuasion, influence or action of thought”. It could also be taken to mean: “to show 

the way to”, “to direct the course of”, “to conduct a certain direction”, or “to be a head”. 

Leadership here implies quality guidance and direction of the people towards 

achieving some specific goals. Leadership, therefore, is an institution that involves 

persons or group of persons who are well trained and exposed to set goals and 

vigorously pursue such goals for the general interest of the society; hence leadership is 

about leaders in action.  

 

Confucius, a political thinker who lived between 551 and 479 BC, opined that a leader 

must be virtuous and meritorious, emphasizing that government as an institution was 
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a product of human reason and sound virtue. Mencius who was also a Confucian 

philosopher declared that a leader who departed from reason and virtue could be 

executed. Both agree that a ruler (leader) was responsible for the quality of 

governance and was accountable to his subordinates (Mikherejee & Ramaswamy, 

2007).  

 

According to Plato, a leader or leadership is a product of quality education. The leader 

whom he referred to as philosopher king should emerge from the highest level of well 

programmed coordinated education programme (Ebosie, 2018). In other words, ruling 

requires skills and qualifications for its aim is the general well-being of all. When the 

leader is well educated then sustainable development can be achieved in a globalized 

world. 

 

Concept of Education  

Education is one major concept that is diversely discussed, defined, deserved or even 

prescribed. So many people examine the concepts in so many ways. Sometimes, it 

suggests that there is no definite definition of education that is universally acceptable. 

To some, education is limited to that which is acquired through the classroom 

experiences. But to others it extends to the informal experiences. However, one can 

infer that education is a process that leads to human development. In the same vein, 

Fadatnensi (2008) described education in these words: “Education in its broadest 

sense means formal, non-formal and informal life-long learning processes that develop 

human potentials for a meaningful living” (p. 1). Formal education is an organized, 

structured and controlled system of learning aimed at fostering a way of life, since the 

individual learn more by doing. The goal of education in this regard is not just unity, 

but to foster and protect a way of life that encourages and sustains diverse social and 

political activities.  

 

Aristotle emphasizes the political nature of man which informs the need for quality 

education: Man is thus intended by nature to be part of a political whole, and there is 

therefore an immanent impulse in all men towards an association of this order. For 

Aristotle, man, when perfected, is the best of animals; but if he is isolated from law and 

justice he is the worst of all. Injustice is all the graver when it is armed injustice; and 

man is furnished from birth with arms (such as language) which are intended to serve 

the purpose of moral produce and virtue, but which may be used in preference for 

opposite ends. Hence, if man is without virtue, he is an almost unholy savage being; 

and worse than all others are the indulgence of lust and gluttony. Without quality 
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education, therefore, sustainable development will not be achieved at the continental 

level. 

 

Sustainable Development 

The concept of sustainable development has become a major issue of discourse in 

recent times. According to World Commission on Environment and Development, 

sustainable development “is a development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs”. The 

Brundtland Commission Report (1987) on sustainable development, as cited in Bryant 

(2003), defines sustainable development as an economic and social development that 

meets the needs of the current generation without endangering the ability of future 

generations to satisfy their needs and choosing their life style. Similarly, Bryant (2003) 

describes sustainable development as infrastructure, policies and behaviours that are 

conceptualized, instituted, maintained overtime and which are considered essential to 

the vitality, general welfare and continued existence of a people and the environment. 

Sustainable development implies improvement of the entire circumstances of man on 

earth; satisfying his social, economic and material needs, granting him mastery of his 

environment. It has to do with improving quality life without compromising the needs 

of the future generation. 

 

Sustainable development also means achieving a quality of life which can be 

maintained for generations yet unborn because “it is socially desirable, economically 

viable and ecologically renewable or sustainable” (Ekong 2002, p. 7). Thin (2002) 

further stresses that sustainable development addresses four cardinal elements; such 

as progress, justice, durability and stability. Thus, the concept of sustainable 

development cuts across building the required human capacity to enable the 

individual to carry out his expected responsibilities without restrictions. It makes for 

purposeful life and enduring peace. This is where quality leadership and quality 

education need to be stressed, so as to achieve the right spirit of sustainable 

development. 

 

Education and Quality Leadership for Sustainable Development in a Globalized 

Economy 

Education is essential for achieving sustainability. Public awareness which is a mark of 

quality education and training is a key to moving society towards sustainability. 

Toolkit (2018) distinguishes between education about sustainable development and 

education for sustainable development. Education about sustainable development is 
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an awareness lesson, while education for sustainable development is a tool to achieve 

sustainability. The awareness concept is important but the tool to achieving 

sustainability is most appropriate. Education, worth its name, is supposed to equip 

man with the necessary tools for sustainability. The report on education for all in the 

year 2000 showed that the United Arab Emirate have made great progress in basic 

education and are getting close to the set target, because they are convinced that 

education is the main thrust for sustainable human development. No doubt that 

UNESCO (2008) clearly states that “No development can be possible without humans 

and no humans can reach development without quality education”.  

 

The quality of education that can produce sustainable human development, as pointed 

out in the United Arab Emirate, cannot be realized without committed leadership. 

UNESCO reports that in the last quarter of the twentieth century, the political leaders 

in the United Arab Emirate were aware that the investment in human capital is the 

best investment on the longer run, stressing that education is a tool for rapid societal 

development. The strength of nations, according to UNESCO, is not measured by the 

nation’s natural resources or its military strength but by its crop of manpower 

produced by well planned, funded, staffed, equipped and supervised education system. 

The cited example of the United Arab Emirate where quality leadership commitment 

to education yielded positive results cannot be favourably compared to the African 

and, particularly, Nigeria experience.  

 

Although, Nigeria has always formulated good policies on education since her 

independence in 1960, the country has often lacked the political will to execute these 

policies. The nation is paying dearly for this. Oroka (2008) reports that the four best 

Nigerian Universities Obafemi Awolowo University, Ile-Ife, University of Ibadan, 

University of Benin, Benin City and University of Lagos, Lagos, were ranked 5834th, 

6809th, 7,318th and 7,601st , respectively, in the world Universities ranking order. It is 

further regrettable that no Nigerian University was rated among the World Top 500 

Universities in the third World Countries; and none could be rated among the first 40 

best Universities in Africa.  

 

Lack of political will and commitment to education are major causes of educational 

bastardization. This could be explained under (a) budgetary allocation to education 

and (b) corruption. Osisioma (2002) further created a more sympathetic historic 

reflection of the Nigeria scenario on education: “Way back in the 1970s, the quality of 

education in Nigeria was a thing of pride for the black race, and a standard for the rest 
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of the African continent. We were then the envy of many a developed or developing 

nation. Three decades of diligent mismanagement and less than expert tinkering by 

military hands have reduced Nigerian education to a mere shadow of its glorious past”.  

 

The other major problem in Nigeria, which is also linked to lack of political will, is 

corruption. The corruption index put Nigeria at the topmost. In 2003, Nigeria was 

ranked the second most corrupt in the world. The Editorial of Tell Weekly Magazine of 

February 20, 2006, placed Nigeria among the most corrupt nations of the world. The 

magnitude of corruption in Nigeria is most experienced at the leadership level. Where 

leadership fails, the people’s vision equally fails, even in education. The Nigerian 

example is typical of most African nations. Leadership has failed to advance quality 

programmes for education which would have empowered mankind and the entire 

society for sustainable development in Africa. Conversely, the education process has 

not sufficiently addressed the quality of leadership in the continent. 

 

Concept of Globalization 

Globalization is a process of global economic, political and cultural integration. It has 

made the world become a small village; borders have been broken down between 

countries. ''The history of globalization goes back to the second half of the twentieth 

century, the development of transport and communication technology led to situation 

where national borders appeared to be too limiting for economic activity'' (Economic 

Globalization in Developing Countries, 2002). Globalization is playing an increasingly 

important role in the developing countries. It can be seen that globalization has certain 

advantages such as economic processes, technological developments, political 

influences, health systems, social and natural environment factors. It has a lot of 

benefits on our daily life. Globalization has created new opportunities for developing 

countries. For example, technology transfer holds out promise, greater opportunities 

to access developed countries’ markets, growth and improved productivity and living 

standards. However, it is not true that all effects of this phenomenon are positive, 

because, globalization has also brought up new challenges such as, environmental 

deteriorations, instability in commercial and financial markets, increased inequity 

across and within nations.  

 

Globalization contributed to the development of the health and education systems of 

the developing countries. We can clearly see that education has increased in recent 

years, because globalization has a catalyst to the jobs that require higher skills set. 

This demand allowed people to gain higher education. Education and leadership are 
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basic objectives to improve any nations, and there are strong relationships between 

economic growth and education system and qualitative leadership. Through growth in 

economy, living standards and life expectancy for the developing nations certainly get 

better. With more fortunes poor nations are able to supply education to their people. 

In addition, the government of developing countries can provide more money for 

health and education to the poor, which lead to decreasing rates of illiteracy. It is true 

that living standards and life expectancy of developing countries increase through 

economic gains from globalization. According to the World Bank (2004), with 

globalization, more than 85 percent of the world's population can expect to live for at 

least sixty years and this is actually twice as long as the average life expectancy of 100 

years ago". In addition, globalization helps doctors and scientists to discover many 

diseases, which spread by human, animals and birds, and it helps them to create 

appropriate medicines to fight these deadly diseases. For example, the whole world 

now knows about HIV/AIDS, swine flu and bird flu, and knows how to avoid them. 

With globalization, there are many international organizations, such as, Non-

governmental Organization (NGO), World Health Organization (WHO) and UNESCO, 

trying to eliminate illiteracy and deadly diseases in the world and save life.  

 

Notwithstanding these positive effects of globalization to the education and health 

fields of the developing countries, globalization could have some negative impacts also 

in these fields. Globalization facilitates the spread of new diseases in developing 

nations through travelers who move between countries. Due to increased trade and 

travel, many diseases like HIV/ADIS, Swine Flu, Bird Flu and many plant diseases are 

faed across borders, from developed nations to the developing ones. This influences 

negatively the living standards and life expectancy in these countries. According to the 

World Bank (2004), “The AIDS crisis has reduced life expectancy in some parts of 

Africa to less than 33 years ….” Another drawback of globalization is globalized 

competition, which has forced many skilled workers and highly educated and qualified 

professionals, such as scientists, doctors, engineers and IT specialists to migrate to 

developed countries to benefit from the higher wages and greater lifestyle prospects 

for themselves and their children. It has forced so many bright brains to restrain 

themselves from leadership, for fear of the unknown. This leads to decreased skilled 

labour and poor leadership in the developing countries, especially in Nigeria. 
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Relationship between Education and Qualitative Leadership for Sustainable 

National Development 

This discourse is now set to examine the extent to which education has impacted on 

leadership, given the ultimate relevance of education on leadership and national or 

international development. For a nation to enjoy quality and purposeful life demanded 

of an ideal society, it requires qualitative education that can coordinate the activities of 

human beings on this planet and make it possible to cross over to other planets to 

investigate conditions of life survival. For instance, the quality of democratic 

leadership enjoyed in the United States of America today is greatly informed by the 

quality of education there. Similarly, the quality of education recorded in Japan which 

gives the country a place of honour in the global community is mainly enhanced by the 

government effort. Browne as cited by Majasan posited that: An outstanding 

characteristic of the Japanese educational system is the amount of energy put into it. 

The country achieved this fortune through quality education encouraged by political 

will. The country enjoys sound democratic principles and values and education is 

given high priority. This gives credence to responsible and credible leadership. 

Education in the country is so well planned and so painstakingly implemented that all 

its citizens are literate and civil duties conscious, which enhance performance, 

creativity and progress. Canada is not only a wealthy country; it is also peaceful as it 

develops its citizens through well-coordinated education system. This in turn 

enhances quality living and governance. The country has a good school system in 

which every child goes to the school of his/her choice. The government is responsible 

for maintaining schools and making the teachers comfortable. Because of the high 

literary level of the country, parents take much interest in the education of their 

children, helping to maintain high standards in the school’s work. Education is a 

powerful instrument for effective and quality leadership, which ensures growth and 

development of the society. But a mere indoctrinated process devoid of practical 

reality of building quality manpower among citizens could end up deceiving the 

society without any impart. Education can influence the political culture of the people.  

 

Conclusion  

This paper has theoretically examined the concepts of qualitative leadership and 

education respectively, indicating their importance and centrality to the global, even 

African and, specifically, Nigerian demand for sustainable development. The paper has 

equally analyzed sustainable development as the political, economic, physical, etc., 

development of persons and society for the present and future generation. The global 

journey to sustainable development cannot be easily attained. It requires positive 
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attitude, well-articulated policies and programmes, as well as selfless actions and 

sacrifice. Two major factors that can move this dream, as stated earlier, are quality 

education and quality and responsible leadership. The paper, therefore, contends that 

quality education and qualitative leadership remain the best options to sustainable 

development in any nation of the world.  

 

Recommendations 

For the world to achieve the dream of sustainable development each nation’s 

leadership and education must be strengthened in policies, actions and funding. Also 

the best quality human materials should be encouraged to aspire for any leadership 

position. Leadership positions should be made to be occupied by the most qualified in 

terms of aptitude, attitudes, and ability. Any leadership position requires vision and 

only those who have the vision should occupy it. Those who should lead ought to be 

chosen among the best so that they can give their best services to the people. When 

the best come to lead they will focus on the quality of life of the people for the present 

and future generation. Their policies and programmes on education and other sectors 

of the people’s life will be guided by sustainable development. Again education should 

not only be proclaimed as the right of every child but should be pursued and treated as 

the right of every citizen, irrespective of race, colour, sex or status. The government, 

parents, civil societies, non-governmental agencies, and other local, state and national 

cum international functionaries must be held responsible for failing in their own 

expected roles to encourage quality and equal opportunity to the education of any 

child or citizen. Sub-standard schools should be up-graded and funded; curriculum of 

all schools expanded in line with the realities of the present age; teachers adequately 

trained, recruited motivated and paid for effective and efficient functioning. Above all, 

discipline and orderliness should be restored and maintained at all levels of the school 

system world over.  
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