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Abstract:  
Since 1970s neoclassical economics has been identified as a major obstacle for reaching 
sustainability. Despite the world's growing attention to sustainability education, there has 
been just few attempts to assess the content and the competency building of sustainable 
development (SD) postgraduate programs. None has been evaluating if and how economics is 
integrated in such curricula. This study fills this gap in the empirical research by conducting a 
novel assessment of six leading SD transdisciplinary master programs in Sweden. Our study 
uses a qualitative approach to inquire how these programs teach students to understand, 
challenge and reorient dominant neoclassical economics and the reasoning behind it. Results 
revealed that the absence of an agreed-upon definition of both the economy and sustainability 
lead to the wide range of approaches on how to introduce the place and the role of the 
economy. Every program relies on their own understanding, perspectives and resourcefulness, 
while agreeing that their teaching should challenge neoclassical economics and engage their 
students in the various scales of system change. Yet, the time allocated to economics teaching 
does not exceed 8% of the programs ECTS. We argue that economics should take a much 
bigger place in postgraduate SD education. A proposed “transdisciplinary economics” calls 
for more collaboration with students, academia and outside of academia in a joint search for 
economic alternatives. 
 
Keywords: Sustainability Development, sustainability education, Strategic Sustainable 
Development, sustainability, economics, neoclassical economics, alternative economics, 
transdisciplinary economics, transdisciplinarity, postgraduate programs, master programs, 
Sweden, competencies.  
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Executive Summary 

Introduction  

In this thesis we examined how six sustainability master programs in Sweden teach their 
students to understand, challenge and reorient dominant neoclassical economics. 
 
Evidence suggests that the current neoclassical economic path of perpetual physical growth is 
unsustainable and does not support the idea of sustainable development (Biely et al., 2018; 
Jackson, 2017; Fischer, 2015; Daly, 2014; Meadows et al., 2009; Daly, 1996). Many initiatives 
have flourished in the past years and even in the past months to address this issue, such as the 
MIT “Transforming Capitalism Lab” or the Club of Rome’s “Reclaiming Economics”. At the 
same time, civil movements like “Positive Money” and “Rethinking Economics” are gaining 
more popularity, while student-led initiatives, like “Oikos” have been shaping economic or 
business curricula and even departments of universities in the past decades. It is within this 
broader global context that we are examining how today’s dominant neoclassical economic 
thinking is reflected (and challenged) in sustainability education. 
 
The concept of sustainable development (SD) has been widely endorsed, yet we are far from 
living in a sustainable society. Almost fifty years after “the Limits to growth”, Dennis Meadows 
(2012) stated in a public lecture that the entire concept of SD as it has been pursued so far needs 
to be rethought. These times of change call for a totally new understanding of economic welfare 
and for a new position of the economy in the socio-ecological system (Biely et al., 2018; van 
Egmond, 2018; Redclift, 2005).  
  
In SD, the economy is often seen as a subsystem of society, which is in turn a subsystem of the 
biosphere (nested systems). In this understanding, no subsystem can overgrow the system it is 
part of (Cato, 2012; Daly, 1996). However, in the world we live today, “global capitalist 
economy is far from being the junior domain, it dominates. It is a mighty system with an inbuilt 
dynamic propelled by actors with immense power, so much that it is already overwhelming 
planetary boundaries” (Gough, 2017, p.4). 
 
Neoclassical economics, while having brought prosperity in the past, is in itself a part of a 
mental map that has led us to present social and environmental challenges (Söderbaum, 2007). 
We have reached the limits of neoclassical economics, and the principles it is built on are not 
consistent with today’s reality and the striving towards sustainability (Kuzminski, 2013). Some 
of the axioms are already being thoroughly debated, such as the “beyond GDP” discussion (EU, 
2018; WEF, 2016). Others less discussed principles of primary importance are money creation 
and debt-financing (van Egmond, 2018). 
 
 “To move towards sustainability, it is imperative to regain a broader understanding of 
economics” (O’Hara, 1995, p.529). Knowing the basis of the economy can enable students to 
have a critical look on public and private issues as well as policies, rather than only being 
passive recipients of them. It is absolutely necessary to understand economics when making 
any large- and small-scale decisions about welfare, education, crime, pollution, as well as to 
formulate policies, consider alternatives and maybe even reorient existing social and economic 
norms. 
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Our review of the relevant literature indicates that this is a first attempt to inquire the place of 
economics in academic SD master programs. With this, we present the teaching of 
understanding, challenging and reorienting neoclassical economics as a needed strategic 
approach towards sustainability. 
 
 
Methods  

We used an exploratory qualitative research method to be able to create an overview of the 
economic domain within sustainability education (Savin-Baden & Major, 2012). The methods 
we used are listed in the steps below. 
  
Step 1: Selecting postgraduate SD programs. 
Step 2: Analyzing the syllabi consisting of content, objectives and the approach of 
            teachings about the economy and economics within six postgraduate SD 
            programs in Sweden. 
Step 3: Analyzing of the literature used for courses and classes about the economy 
            and economics in each program.  
Step 4: Semi-structured interviews with program directors/professors about the  
            economics teachings, course aims and objectives. 
Step 5: Short student survey to gain insight on how they perceive the given 
            economic courses. 
Step 6: Data analysis that include the creation of an approach based on our 
            research question with three main sections: 1) understand, 2) challenge and 
            3) reorient (UCR-approach). 
  
A number of limitations of our research must be acknowledged. The main one being the time 
constraints of four months for all the stages of the research; the number of selected programs 
(6), which is not a global representation of postgraduate SD education; the limited program 
overview, as only a basic analysis based on the available information online and provided by 
the program directors could be done. 
  
Our results and discussion will therefore mainly be an invitation to get into further exploration 
and conversation about more in-depth research and analysis of the place of the economy and 
economics in the program’s curricula. 
  
 
Results 

All programs used different approaches to provide an understanding of the economy and 
economics to their students. Neoclassical economics and its effects on (un)sustainability was 
often used as a point of departure to create an understanding of how the economy works today.  
 
A shared difficulty to formally define the economy as such was identified. Instead, in all 
programs, there was a strong tendency to create a dialogue about what the economy is, to enable 
students to come up with their own understanding or definition. A broad variety and different 
amount of literature was used to support this, which had two different aspirations: the first one 
aimed at creating a historical progression of the role and interpretation of economics and the 
economy over time, whereas the second one directly jumped to literature challenging the status 
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quo or providing alternatives. It is interesting to notice that not all programs relied on purely 
academic resources in their literature list. 
 
The majority of the programs used the nested systems model to conceptualize the place of the 
economy in the bigger socio-ecological system. Some programs also introduced the Triple 
Bottom Line, Doughnut Economics or their own models and conceptualizations to show the 
interactions between the environment, society and the economy. 
 
The amount of hours dedicated to the economy and economics was a minor part (2-8%) of the 
overall ECTS of the programs. It is important to note that two ways of allocating hours for 
economics have been identified: the first is a clearly separated part for economics, which was 
the case for four out of the six programs. The second was aiming at giving a holistic 
understanding of sustainability to the students by giving them an overview of the interactions 
between the environment and society, rather than creating separate content. 
 
The importance of the role of the hosting departments on how the content of the courses came 
to being, its point of departure (perspective) and the character of the course content has been 
identified. Another great influence on the economic courses found its origin in the 
transdisciplinary approach of five of the six programs. The content of the economic courses and 
the way it was taught, had to be targeted to both students that had never encountered economics 
in their academic career and students that had their background in it. 
 
The answer to the “challenging” part of our research question, “should sustainability education 
challenge neoclassical economics?” resulted in complete unanimity with a very clear emphasis 
that sustainability education should challenge neoclassical economics.  
 
The programs agreed that “the fundamental problem is how the whole global economic system 
is organised today” as it is a “flawed”, “self-destructive” system that “benefits the few” 
(Ramasar, 2018). All the programs also shared the view that the economy is both a big obstacle 
and a pathway to sustainability. Below are the main economic challenges in relation to 
sustainability identified by the programs: Inequality, economic growth, consumption, money 
as a biggest drive, economy as the dominant reason to act, short-term decision-making based 
on profit, debt (including climate debt and ecological debt), high influence and power of the 
financial sector. 
 
In the discussion about reorienting, the programs adopted two strategies to enable their students 
to reorient the current economic system. The first one, which was pursued by all programs, was 
to introduce alternative economic models to their students. The second strategy, which was only 
pursued by a minority, was to enable the students to come up with their own alternatives. The 
other programs which did not follow this actively believed that the ideas of reorienting the 
economic system came naturally when the students “engage with the content” (Gerhardt, 2018). 
 
However, all the programs agreed on three necessary skills that graduates of sustainability 
master programs should be equipped with, to be able to tackle economic and sustainability 
challenges and possibly make a bigger change: critical thinking, system thinking and 
communication. 
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All programs seemed to agree with the importance of integrating more economics in their 
respective curricula. This was also confirmed by 50% of the students answering our short 
survey, who think that they did not have enough teaching about economics or the economy in 
their studies. However, all programs mentioned that they were facing barriers, which prevented 
them from doing so. We have found the following issues as main obstacles: time, lack of 
staff/researchers, institutional barriers, lack of collaboration, delay between research and 
teaching and transdisciplinarity (diverse background of students). 
 
 
Discussion 

The examined programs have various approaches in “understanding” the economy and 
economics, but are very aligned in the need to “challenge” it. The part of “reorienting” brought 
in new uncertainties and deviations. These uncertainties are linked to the situation of not having 
a clear common definition and understanding of both the economy and sustainability. 
Furthermore the majority of the interviewed programs do not have or use a common definition 
of the economy neither. There is not one “school” or “approach” on how to introduce the 
economy in general and neoclassical economics in particular. It was quite unforeseen to find 
out that each program only rely on their own perspectives and resourcefulness. 
 
We observed that the majority of the programs are in search of how to teach their students to 
understand and reorient neoclassical economics. This came both as a surprise and as a given. 
Economics is becoming a more plural discipline and the complexity of the fast changing society 
we live in is ever-increasing. This makes it a hard task to teach such a field and relate it to the 
bigger system. Additionally the transdisciplinarity of the student body does give an extra 
challenge. However, despite all the decades of knowing the obstacle to sustainability that 
neoclassical economics generates, it still seems to be hard to integrate this topic in the programs, 
both for practical and ideological reasons. 
 
There is not an attempt to teach or create a one-size-fits all method or understanding of the 
economy, which suits the complexity of SD and its related challenges. We therefore support 
the diversity and variety of teachings about the understanding of the economy. However the 
question remaining is if this does equip students enough to enable them to challenge and 
reorient current neoclassical economics. And most importantly, how to find a common 
agreement about what to do? Which alternatives to utilize and spread and which not? How to 
respect local, cultural and individual differences? 
 
All programs agree that neoclassical economics is a big obstacle hindering sustainability, and 
that it is extremely important to be critical of it. They all acknowledge that it creates long-run 
and ever-increasing problems such as inequality and debt, or that it creates the illusion for the 
need of perpetual economic growth. 
 
But while programs can encourage their students to be critical and to question the actual 
economic system, they are aware that the interpretation of the given information and putting 
that knowledge into practice, are up to the students alone. Programs can educate 
“changemakers” or “change agents”, but are limited in their ability to tell the students what and 
how to change. The reason are the above mentioned uncertainties and the massive complexity 
of the issue. What is the point of reference? Which alternative are “right”? Which assumptions 
about the system should be taken as true? Programs are careful about not falling into 
“normatives” or creating a “Machiavellian” influence. They expect that the content itself will 
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engage students and inspire them for the different scales of change. For this they all try to equip 
students with similar competences: system thinking, critical thinking and communication skills. 
 
There are very practical struggles to integrate the economy and economics into the curricula. 
We have identified: A lack of time, the biggest “paradox”, as all of the programs perceive the 
economy as being a major leverage point for and a major violator of sustainability. It is not 
reflected in the time allocated to economics varying from 2 to 8% of the total ECTS. It rather 
can be seen as a lack of prioritization. A lack of expertise, to teach what we could call 
“transdisciplinary economics”. Transdisciplinarity, which calls for the need to design a course 
for the vastly diverse background of students and a lack of collaboration, across faculties, 
departments or universities, as it is not common, not encouraged and has no funding allocated 
to it. Transdisciplinarity has a great potential and offers many possibilities to solve some of the 
mentioned struggles. Students could take over the learning and teaching about economics more 
often by flipping the classrooms or be engaged by applying economics in “hand-on” economic 
games and experiments that can run alongside the study process.  
 
We call to acknowledge the importance of the economy in the socio-ecological system by 
giving it a more prominent position in SD master program’s than it has today. Could programs 
be structured along the lines of the three nested systems (the three main spheres of economy, 
society and the environment)? In this way time can be divided in the three spheres, as an 
overarching umbrella, with a focus of ⅓ in social sustainability, ⅓ in ecological sustainability 
and ⅓ in economic sustainability. Or, to surpass separating content, spread 33% of economics 
throughout all the other courses (just like economics itself is intertwined into the very fabric of 
our society and not separated from it).  
 
What if the programs we have examined would come together, share and prototype ways of 
integrating and teaching about the economy and economics? Maybe this joined search is the 
way. Together with students, teachers, professors, across disciplines, in collaboration with 
different faculties, departments and universities, with people from the field and citizens, who 
are all actors of the economy. Searching for local solutions to universal problems, knowing the 
historical perspective, being aware of the state of the world today, equipped with critical and 
system thinking, remembering that one-size may not fit all and that researches should be free 
from business influences. Nobody knows the best way. We believe that it is up to us all to work 
on it together. We need “transdisciplinary economics”, because economics alone, will not make 
it. As for us, this research is a humble start in exploring and voicing the question about the place 
of economics and the economy in sustainability education, which hopefully will generate more 
attention and research in the future. Because, what is the point of educating students about the 
transition to sustainability if they do not understand how the economy works and its 
consequences on the socio-ecological system? 
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Conclusion 

Both the economy and sustainability have no clear and agreed-upon definition. In these systems, 
where we invent all the rules, what is and what would be the point of reference? We found out 
that there is no common way to introduce economics in sustainability masters’ curricula. Every 
program depends on their own understanding, perspective and resourcefulness. However, 
programs do agree on one thing: mainstream economics as it runs today globally, should be 
challenged. They, therefore, provide critical views and literature, hoping that the content will 
engage students to become future change-agents. System thinking and communication skills 
should help them in this future fight of “reorienting” the current model. 
 
On the practical level programs encounter struggles to integrate economics in their curricula. 
There is a lack of time and prioritization, a lack of collaboration inside academia 
(transdisciplinary is not reflected in academia as a whole), big bureaucratic barriers and a lack 
of expertise in the staff. The diverse backgrounds of students make is even more difficult to 
design comprehensive courses, but also to find teachers that would be comfortable teaching 
across disciplines. 
 
Complexity and urgency of the issues together with the awareness and strive of students, calls 
for changes in the way economic is taught. Student-led sessions can give a meta-message that 
we are now figuring it out together; and use the potential of the students themselves. A new 
emerging “transdisciplinary economics” is drastically needed, which calls for collaboration 
with students, researches, between master programs, universities and different economic actors.   
 
We suggest that transdisciplinary SD master programs could integrate more teaching about the 
economy and economics into their curricula. The economy is intertwined in the fabric of 
society, and this can be reflected in the teachings of the programs as well. As for the master 
programs, addressing the teaching about understanding, challenging and reorienting 
neoclassical economics could act as and support a strategic approach towards a sustainable 
world. Possible ways to it could be real-life, hand-on economic games and simulations 
throughout the year. If economics is one of the major violators of sustainability, it demands a 
major place in sustainability education.     
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1 Introduction  

In this thesis we examined how six sustainability master programs in Sweden teach their 
students to understand, challenge and perhaps reorient dominant neoclassical economics.  
 
Evidence suggests that the current neoclassical economic path of perpetual physical growth is 
unsustainable and does not support the idea of sustainable development (Biely et al., 2018; 
Jackson, 2017; Fischer, 2015; Daly, 2014; Meadows et al., 2009; Daly, 1996). Many initiatives 
have flourished in the past years and even in the past months to address this issue, such as the 
MIT “Transforming Capitalism Lab” or the Club of Rome’s “Reclaiming Economics”. At the 
same time, civil movements like “Positive Money” and “Rethinking Economics” are gaining 
more popularity, while student-led initiatives, like “Oikos” have been shaping economic or 
business curricula and even departments of universities in the past decades. It is within this 
broader global context that we are examining how today’s dominant neoclassical economic 
thinking is reflected (and challenged) in sustainability education. 
 
To provide a context to our research, the following chapters will start by briefly introducing 
sustainable development (SD) and the changes affecting it. We will then have a closer look at 
the conceptualisation of the economy in the socio-ecological system, before discussing how 
neoclassical economics hinders sustainability and why it is not just a question of adopting an 
alternative. Before concluding with our research question, we will dive deeper into the world 
of academia and in particular postgraduate sustainability programs to see which competencies 
they provide. Our review of the relevant literature indicates that this is a first attempt to inquire 
the place of economics in academic SD master programs. With this, we present the 
understanding, challenging and reorienting of neoclassical economics as a needed strategic 
approach towards sustainability. 
 

1.1 Defining Sustainable Development  

“Acknowledging our love for the living world does something that a library full of papers on 
sustainable development and ecosystem services cannot.” George Monbiot 
 
The concept of (SD) has been widely endorsed, yet we are far from living in a sustainable 
society. On the one hand, in 2015, the United Nations General Assembly formally adopted 17 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) as a part of their 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development and, in 2016, 174 countries signed the Paris COP21 Agreement - a global 
agreement on the reduction of climate change. On the other hand, despite the efforts put into 
sustainability in the past decades, the depletion of both our social and natural environment is 
occurring at accelerating rates. Climate change and pollution (IPCC, 2014), the 2008 financial 
crisis (Pontell et al., 2014), the migration crisis (OECD, 2017), the extreme concentration of 
wealth (Oxfam, 2016), Brexit, the rise of populism and political extremism are just a few 
examples of the “wicked problems” (Churchman, 1967) that arose in the past decade. So what 
is going wrong? 
 
SD is the notion of moving our world towards sustainability. Through SD, we move away from 
the current path of “overshoot” and towards a future where human life can strive without 
eroding its fundamental life supporting systems (Broman and Robert et al., 2017). The most 
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well-known definition of SD has been crafted by the United Nations’ Brundtland Commission 
and states the following:   
 
Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. (WCED, 1987, p.16) 
 
One of the problems can be found in the definition itself. For Redclift (2005), “this definition 
has been brought into service in the absence of agreement about a process which almost 
everybody thinks is desirable” (p.67). He argues, that the simplicity of the term undermines 
underlying complexities and contradictions and does not clarify critical normative questions, 
such as: what is to be sustained? Or, will the needs of future generations be the same as ours? 
Furthermore, as Biely et al. (2018) argue, a lack of agreement regarding the definition of 
sustainability has led to, at least, two adverse effects.  
 
First, the word “sustainability” has become blurry, making it possible to be used by everyone 
to justify or embellish their actions (greenwashing), without reflecting on what sustainability 
really means. As a result, the widely contested (Brand, 2012; Redclift, 2005) term “sustainable 
growth”, which assumes that economic growth can be decoupled from resource usage, has been 
defined as goal number eight of the UN SDGs - “Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable 
economic growth... “ (UN, 2018). Ban Ki-moon, former Secretary-General of the United 
Nations declared that SD, while being “the pathway to the future”, also “offers a framework to 
generate economic growth” (UN, 2013).  
 
Second, by not clearly defining what sustainability is, it is the current neoclassical economic 
system that is promoted, although it is exactly this system that we need to abandon in order to 
reach sustainability (Biely et al., 2018). As a report from The International Institute for 
Environment and Development (IIED, 2007) and the UN SDGs (UN, 2018) show, the primary 
driver of unsustainability, namely economic growth, is still considered an inviolable principle. 
One of the attempts to rethink and tackle this lacking common definition of SD resulted in the 
development of the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) for the past 25 
years. This framework strives to enhance the understanding and definition of socio-ecological 
sustainability by formulating boundary conditions (8 sustainability principles and a so called 
funnel metaphor) and a strategic planning process to move society towards sustainability 
(working with the 5 Level Framework and an ABCD planning process) (Broman and Robèrt et 
al., 2017). However, this attempt still needs to be amplified and improved, as it is only used by 
a minority of actors in the SD field.  
 
Fifty years after “the Limits to growth”, Dennis Meadows (2012) stated in a public lecture that 
it is not just about finding a common definition, but more that the whole concept of SD as it has 
been pursued so far needs to be rethought. These times of change call for a totally new 
understanding of economic welfare and for a new position of the economy in the socio-
ecological system (Biely et al., 2018; van Egmond, 2018; Redclift, 2005). 
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1.2 The place of the economy in the socio-ecological 
system  

“It is inherent in the methodology of economics to ignore man’s dependence on the natural 
world.” E. F. Schumacher 
 
One of the most common conceptualisation of sustainability today is the “Triple Bottom Line” 
(TBL) (Elkington, 1998), also referred to as “weak” sustainability (Quental et al., 2011; 
Redclift, 2005; van den Bergh, 2001). In this view the environment, society and the economy 
are seen as equal and substitutable capitals (see Figure 1.1), which means that the depletion or 
degradation of any of the capital is allowed, as long as it is offset by an increase in the stocks 
of one other form of capital (Quental et al., 2011; OECD, 2005; van den Bergh, 2001; Solow 
1995). The United Nations (UN, 2005) have adopted this conception as an outcome of the 
World Summit in 2005, and, as we already seen, it is one of the guiding ideas behind the UN 
SDGs (Biely et al., 2018; UN, 2018).  
 
However, Redclift (2005) states that this substitution approach has led us to the “the next 
generation of environmental problems” (p.67). He argues that the TBL is a reductionist 
approach, allowing an independent consideration of environmental, social and natural capitals, 
underestimating the complexity of the socio-ecological system (Biely et al., 2018; Quental et 
al., 2011).  
 
Applying system thinking, a more precise conceptualization would be one that pictures the 
economy, society and the environment in systems nested in one another (see Figure 1.2). This 
comes from the understanding that the economy is a subsystem of human society, which is in 
turn a subsystem of the biosphere. This is also referred to as “strong” sustainability (Biely et 
al., 2018; Quental et al., 2011; Redclift, 2005; van den Bergh, 2001). In this way, the economy 
cannot satisfy its own needs for resources without considering the consequences for both 
society and the environment. Therefore, the economy has to adapt to the environment it finds 
itself in (both social and natural), rather than trying to force the environment to adapt to itself. 
In other words, there would not be an economy without society and no society without the 
biosphere (Cato, 2012). This conceptualization emphasises that no subsystem can overgrow the 
system it is part of (Daly, 1996).  
 

 
       Figure 1.2 Triple Bottom Line                     Figure 1.2 Nested Systems 
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The nested system model provides the basis for more advanced sustainability frameworks such 
as the FSSD. In the FSSD the economy is seen as a mean to achieve society’s goals, whether 
meeting its needs, increasing wellbeing or transitioning towards sustainability (Ny, 2018). The 
authors recognized that the current obstacles implied by the economic system are in the way of 
sustainability. However they do not define these obstacles yet, and are still working with 
elaborate research questions in order to further resolve this conflict and integrate it in their 
model (Broman and Robèrt et al., 2017).  
 
The economy and, in particular, economic growth, far from being a mean to an end, is often 
perceived as a goal in itself. As Gough (2017) puts it, “the global capitalist economy is a mighty 
system with an inbuilt dynamic propelled by actors with immense power, so much that it is 
already overwhelming Planetary Boundaries. In practice, far from being the junior domain, it 
dominates” (p.4). A good example showcasing the power of the economy over society has been 
the amount of taxpayer money pumped into private institutions considered as “too big to fail” 
after the 2008 crisis (Pontell et al., 2014). For van Egmond (2018), one of the main advisor of 
the Dutch parliament and the cofounder of the Sustainable Finance Lab, the nested system is 
now reversed as the economy has overgrown society and society has overgrown the carrying 
capacity of the planet. This means that the economy defines how we act as a society and, in 
turn, society tries to define the environment according to our needs.  
 
Furthermore, the nested systems model is an anthropocentric simplification of reality, that 
separates three systems that are profoundly interlinked and possibly could not be separated. 
Outside of academia, in one of her latest book “Capitalism vs. The Climate”, Naomi Klein tries 
to reveal that “we are left with a stark choice: allow climate disruption to change everything 
about our world, or change pretty much everything about our economy to avoid that fate” 
(Klein, 2015, p.22). 
 

1.3  Why neoclassical economics hinders sustainability  

“Bankers own the earth. Take it away from them, but leave them the power to create money 
and control credit, and with a flick of a pen they will create enough to buy it back.”  
Sir Josiah Stamp, former President, Bank of England 
 
In this research we referred to neoclassical economics, as defined by Blanchard (2006), as a 
combination of neoclassical methods and a Keynesian approach to macroeconomics. It is based 
on the premise that individuals act based on rationality and profit maximization; and it is a 
dominating view today with a widespread acceptance by contemporary economists and 
politicians. Though, it has to be mentioned that there is no single world-wide consensus on what 
exactly neoclassical economics is. There are many approaches from the same school of thought 
to various areas and domains (Lawson, 2013).  
 
As Söderbaum (2007) indicates, neoclassical economics, while “being useful for some 
purposes”, is in itself a part of a mental map that has led us to present social and environmental 
challenges. Since neoclassical economics is a “synthesis” (Lawson, 2013), or may even be 
called “metatheory” (Blanchard, 2006), we want to emphasize that we are not criticising 
neoclassical economics as a whole, but rather try to draw attention on some of its basic 
principles. It is important to mention that neoclassical economics is not bad in itself, quite the 
contrary, it ensured widespread prosperity in the past century. However, we have reached the 
limits of neoclassical economics, and the principles it is built on are not consistent with today’s 
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reality and the strive towards sustainability (Kuzminski, 2013). Some of these principles 
already find themselves at the heart of international debates, such as the “Beyond GDP” 
discussion, which is now pursued at the level of the European Commission and the World 
Economic Forum (EU, 2018; WEF, 2016), or the “World Scientists' Warning to Humanity: 
Second Notice”, which calls, among other things, to “reassess the role of an economy rooted in 
growth” (Ripple et al., 2017, p.1026).  
 
Other principles of neoclassical economics are being less discussed, but are of primary 
importance and will have to be dealt with in the very near future. Two of them, according to 
Van Egmond (2018), are money creation and debt-financing, which he identifies as being major 
threats to sustainability. For Douthwaite (1999), the current economic growth imperative is only 
possible due to the debt-financing system and the way money is generated by private banks at 
the moment the loan is taken. The main problem is that society as a whole depends on money, 
without understanding how, where and by whom they come to the system (Van Egmond, 2018). 
In 2017, a survey by Positive Money (2017) revealed that 85% of UK members of parliament 
were unaware of how money is created. 
 
Henry Ford allegedly said “It is well enough that people of the nation do not understand our 
banking and monetary system, for if they did, I believe there would be a revolution before 
tomorrow morning". If public and decision makers are not, or to a different extend, aware of 
the challenges posed by neoclassical economics, how is this reflected in alternative economic 
models? 
 

1.4   Pluralism of alternative economics  

“The absence of alternatives clears the mind marvelously.” Henry A. Kissinger 
 
One of the major issues with choosing an alternative economic model is the great number and 
diversity of alternative models, theories and approaches already existing.  
 
Some schools of thought have neoclassical economics at their roots. Others are more radical 
and move more towards resilience and interdisciplinarity (Remig, 2015). Most of them 
combine, in different variations, natural sciences (thermodynamics, physics, ecology, biology, 
and related disciplines) and social sciences (economics, sociology, psychology, political 
sciences and related disciplines), but differ in concepts like “strong” and “weak” sustainability. 
To various extend, they all share critiques of “pure economic growth” strategies; and agree that 
a conceptualization of sustainability should be integrative, consider ecological, social and 
economic dimensions, while being geared at preserving the development potentials of society 
(Remig, 2015).  
 
Facing so many economic models and theories, economists like Remig (2015) call for 
stabilizing and extending all possible poles of all the economic models that contribute to SD 
under one big tent - “ecological economics” (Remig, 2015; Spash and Ryan, 2012; Howarth, 
2008). Remig (2015) points out that “if the fundamental concepts of sustainability (and its 
economic aspects) are not selected carefully, it bears the risk that unsustainable development 
patterns will be chosen” (p.201). Instead developing a myriad of different theories, efforts 
should be taken to “institutionalize ecological economics” (Remig, 2015, p.194).  
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On the other side of the spectrum, Peter Söderbaum (2015) advocates for “economic pluralism” 
and notes that it is more natural and even constructive to have a whole variety of economic 
theories. He argues that "there is no value-free or value-neutral ecological economics and that 
therefore limiting economics or ecological economics to one paradigm is not compatible with 
democracy. We have to live with some complexity when dealing with sustainability issues and 
should not avoid issues of paradigm, ideology and political-economic system" (p.420).  
 
While this debate is taking place, it is still the neoclassical thoughts that dominates the world 
economy today. It dictates the rules to institutions and organisation, including academia. 
 

1.5    Neoclassical economics influencing academia  

“Commerce, education and research are not necessarily or always suitable bedfellows”  
Kenway et al. 
 
We like to think about academia as a place where “freedom of thoughts” flourishes, and 
“economic pluralism” would find the best ground. Yet, like businesses, universities are 
organizations with responsibilities and budget, and that must compete for resources and strive 
for growth. This competitive environment of higher learning has been termed as “academic 
capitalism”, and researchers argue that it imposes and reinforces the very worldview that 
sustainability criticizes: for-profit mentality and competition (Jones, 2013; McKenzie, 2012; 
Yarime et al., 2012; Kenway et al., 2004). This trend has also been referred to as the “knowledge 
economy”, where scientific knowledge and innovation serves as the most important asset for 
economic growth and international competitiveness (Yarime et al., 2012; Kenway et al., 2004). 
The “knowledge economy” is fixated on driving economic growth and not always on addressing 
pressing social or environmental issues (Yarime et al., 2012). Many researchers try to attract 
attention to how such market competition may influence the traditional open sharing and 
collaboration culture of academia (Jones, 2013; Yarime et al., 2012; Kenway et al., 2004). As 
Kenway et al. (2004) put it “it is inevitable that changing the relationship that frame knowledge 
production will change the nature of the knowledge produced” (p.338).  
 
A possible way out would be, for instance, to move away from promoting a globalized 
assumption about the direction of the future and a “one-size-fits-all” approach to education by 
tailoring it to local environmental and social contexts (Vermeulen et al., 2014; Jones, 2013; 
McKenzie, 2012; Rieckmann, 2012). 
 
Many researchers try to attract attention to how such market competition may influence the 
traditional open sharing and collaboration culture of academia (Jones, 2013; Yarime et al., 
2012; Kenway et al., 2004). As Kenway et al. (2004) put it “it is inevitable that changing the 
relationship that frame knowledge production will change the nature of the knowledge 
produced.” (p.338)  
 
For Yarime et al. (2012), we need a “third academic revolution”, which would be characterized 
by both academic excellence and addressing the urgent sustainability needs of our time. One of 
the way for it would be, for instance, moving away from promoting a globalized assumption 
about the direction of the future and “one size fits all” approach to education by tailoring it to 
local environmental and social contexts (Rieckmann, 2012; McKenzie, 2012; Jones, 2013, 
Vermeulen et al., 2014). 
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1.6  Sustainability education: academia as             
changemakers 

“Strange is our situation here upon earth. Each of us comes for a short visit, not knowing 
why, yet sometimes seeming to a divine purpose. From the standpoint of daily life, however, 
there is one thing we do know: That we are here for the sake of other men” Albert Einstein 
 
Over the last decade, much effort has been devoted to research and education in SD and 
sustainability science (UNESCO, 2017; Miller, 2013; Rieckmann, 2012; UNECE, 2005; UN, 
2003). Educational programs focused on promoting SD are being adopted and implemented in 
universities worldwide, at both undergraduate and graduate levels (Green, 2015; Kajikawa et 
al. 2014). On an international scale, the Talloires Declaration (AULSF, 1990) united over 500 
universities around the world to commit to include sustainability in higher education. Within 
Sweden, the Högskolelagen [Higher Education Act] (Sweden, 1992) states that it is the 
responsibility of universities to promote SD. Due to the fact that these efforts are relatively 
recent, there is not one way of including sustainability in academic education that has become 
the norm. Therefore, the curricula of many programs focused on sustainability remain a work 
in progress. 
 
In the first attempt to get a clearer picture of the practices around the world in academic master’s 
programs on SD, Vermeulen et al. (2014) showed how the programs aimed to “produce 
graduates capable of accelerating change towards a sustainable future” (p.16). Some master 
programs, including MSLS (Master in Strategic leadership towards sustainability) in Sweden, 
emphasize it as the core of their program.  
 
To be able to educate possible “change agents” or “changemakers”, such programs teach system 
thinking, anticipatory, normative, strategic and interpersonal competencies among other things 
(Trencher et al., 2018; Vermeulen et al. 2014; Jones, 2013; Sedlacek, 2013; Su et al., 2012). 
They also strive to interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary and interpersonal development and 
knowledge (Murga-Menoyo, 2014; Vermeulen et al., 2014; Rieckmann, 2012,); work with 
open-minded, reflexive and participative process (Rieckmann, 2012); and focus on regionality 
and network rather than on a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach (Vermeulen et al., 2014).  
 
There is one more set of “key competencies” that is needed to build a sustainable future: the 
ability to understand and to critically think about today’s economic system (Green, 2015; 
Venkatesan, 2015; Polimeni, 2004). 
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1.7 Why economics is important in sustainability      
masters?   

“Stay awake to the ways of the world 'cause shit is deep!” Inspectah Deck 
 
In their valuation of SD master programs, Vermeulen et al. (2014) did not focus on economics. 
They only briefly cite UNEP (2011) as a fairly wide academic consensus about the main 
sustainability solutions, that include “addressing institutional causes of unsustainability in the 
globalized economy and the creation of a circular economy” (Vermeulen et al., 2014, p.3). 
Interestingly, the results of their student’s survey showed “economic and financial systems” as 
third “sustainability issue indicated as missing” (Vermeulen et al., 2014, p.8). 
 
Back in 1990, in the discussion about the social and the ecological dimensions of sustainability, 
O’Hara (1995) was pointing out that “to move toward sustainability it is imperative to regain a 
broader understanding of economics” (p.529).  
 
Trencher et al. (2018) remind us, that the fundamental problem of education is that the depletion 
of the planet’s environment is not driven by a lack of education, but more so by “educated 
graduates armed with university degrees” (p.830). Knowing the basis of the economy would 
enable students to have a critical look on public and private issues as well as policies, rather 
than only being passive recipients of them. It is absolutely necessary to understand economics 
when making any large- and small-scale decisions about welfare, education, crime, pollution, 
as well as to formulate policies, consider alternatives and maybe even reorient existing social 
and economic norms. 
 

1.8    Research question 

In the introduction, we have identified the economy as being a major player in the socio-
ecological system, neoclassical economics as being one of the biggest barriers to reach 
sustainability, and highlighted the importance of economics in sustainability education. In order 
to investigate the relatively untouched topic of economic teachings in SD master programs and 
to inquire how such programs integrate economics in their curricula, our primary research 
question is: 

How do sustainable development master programs teach students to 1) understand, 2) challenge 
and 3) reorient (neoclassical) economics?   

We will assess the understanding of economics taught by the programs in order to see how they 
enable their students to challenge and reorient neoclassical economics. This research does not 
necessarily aim to compare programs in detail, but rather give a broad overview of the directions 
and tendencies concerning the teaching about the economy and economics. The lense and 
approach of understanding, challenging and reorienting provides a strategic view on how 
(neoclassical) economics can be analysed and taught in the SD master programs.  
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1.9 Scope and audience  

The scope of this research is limited to six postgraduate SD programs in Sweden and in 
particular to their economic courses or content, situated in the educational system of the 
European Higher Education Area.  
 
Our ambition is that this research will contribute to a larger conversation on the importance of 
integrating economics in sustainability education. The discussion and findings can be appealing 
not only for students in the field, but also for dedicated program directors, professors and 
anyone interested in addressing economic challenges in sustainability (education). 
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2 Methods 

We used an exploratory qualitative research method to be able to create an overview of the 
economic domain within sustainability education (Savin-Baden & Major, 2012). The methods 
we used are listed in the steps below.  
 
Step 1: Selecting postgraduate SD programs  
Step 2: Analyzing the syllabi consisting of content, objectives and the approach of 

 teachings about the economy and economics within six postgraduate SD 
 programs in Sweden  

Step 3: Analyzing of the literature used for courses and classes about the economy 
 and economics in each program  

Step 4: Semi-structured interviews with program directors/professors about the  
 economics teachings, course aims and objectives  

Step 5: Short student survey  
Step 6: Data analysis 
     
 

2.1 Selecting postgraduate SD programs  

Six leading postgraduate SD programs in Sweden were selected for this research. The first 
selection qualification was their legal state of being part of the higher education system 
(European Higher Education Area). A second qualification was the amount of 60 or 120 ECTS 
(credits). The programs curricula had to focus on the following subjects: SD, resilience, 
sustainability science, leadership, social-ecological sustainability and similar. We excluded SD 
master programs designed from a specialized point of views, like city planning, engineering, 
mobility, tourism planning and similar. After identifying eight programs in Sweden, six were 
willing to participate.   

A major reason to select programs in Sweden was to create the possibility for the researchers 
to physically visit all program directors for interviews. Another reason was Sweden being one 
of the strongest associations with the forefront of sustainability science at the moment 
(Robecosam, 2018). All the programs within our scope have international students coming to 
learn about SD. In sections 2.4 & 3.1 an overview of the programs can be found.  
 

2.2 Analyzing the syllabi  

Every program’s syllabus and objectives (available online) were examined in order to create a 
preliminary understanding of what place economics takes in the program’s and if it is structured 
as a separated course/subject/dedicated hours. Highlights of this analysis are included in the 
programs demographics in section 3.1.  
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2.3 Analysing of the literature used  

We requested every program to share their literature lists (if available) to see the range, scope, 
direction and main authors/titles. Due to the time limits, we could not perform an in-depth 
analysis of the literature, the focus therefore was to find main parallels and differences. This 
step helped to prepare for the structured interviews with the program’s. 
 

2.4  Semi-structured interviews with program 
directors/professors  

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with program directors and professors at every 
selected program. It was a conscious choice to talk to the program director (if she/he was 
available) as opposed to speaking only with the economics teachers, as we sought to understand 
what place the economy and economics play in the programs as a whole, how it is integrated, 
what is the logic behind the course design and what are the main barriers (if any). Interview 
questions have been structured by the three main categories of our research question - 
understanding, challenging and reorienting. We interviewed four program directors, a 
representative - due to absence of the program director (Human Ecology) - and a course 
responsible (MSLS). The interview protocol is included in the appendix. 
 

2.5 Student survey  

A short survey was sent to the 240 students of all examined programs. The aim of the survey 
was to gain insight on how they perceive the given economic courses. This survey included 
four questions:  
 
1. What do you think are the main economic challenges in relation to sustainability?  
2. What did your master program teach you about the main economic challenges in relation to 
sustainability?  
3. Is there enough of economics teaching in your master program?  
4. What would you like to learn more about economics in relation to sustainability?  
 
We had a response rate of 64 students (27%) which helped us to have an (limited) understanding 
of the student’s perspective and see the parallels with what we found during the content analysis 
and interviews. The distribution of the respondents was 14 students from LUMES, 4 from 
Human Ecology, 31 from MSLS, 15 from SLU SD, 0 from SRC and 0 from IGSD (which did 
not start yet).  
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   Figure 2.4 Interviewees and master programs  
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2.6 Data analysis  

To analyze the data from the interviews, we created an approach based on our research question 
with three main sections: 1) understand, 2) challenge and 3) reorient (UCR-approach).  
 
We created a coding matrix based on the UCR-approach (see appendix for a sample of the 
matrix). The matrix helped us to use the combination of open and systematic coding. After the 
coding process we applied member checking and collective dialogues with all team members 
to digest the findings. The process consisted of three steps:  

1. All team members read the transcriptions individually and identified themes and codes 
under the umbrella of the predetermined UCR approach. A total number of 5 themes 
and 37 codes were identified. This was partly done by a first open coding round. In a 
second round we created codes generated from the interview protocol questions.  

2. After having identified the main themes and codes, all team members went through the 
transcriptions in depth, in order to extract statements, quotes and the main characteristics 
within the UCR approach. These findings were then placed in the coding matrix.  

3. With the results, a discussion was held in order to determine the main findings, 
statements, similarities, trends, and differences between the six programs. 

  
 

2.7 Limitations 

A number of limitations of our research must be acknowledged. The main one being the time 
constraints of four months for all the stages of the research. That limited our ability to collect 
additional data about the programs.  
 
Number of selected programs: We identified six international master programs as being the 
leading ones in the field of SD in Sweden. This of course is not a global representation of 
postgraduate SD education. 
 
Programs overview: Only a basic analysis based on the available information online and 
provided by the program directors could be done. We were not able to visit the lectures and 
classes, or investigate the content in all details. Same goes for the literature as we could only 
have an overview of the titles and school of thoughts, but not a complete analysis of it. We are 
aware that incongruencies can occur with what can be stated on the websites of the programs 
and what came out of the interviews. Therefore the decision was made to focus on what has 
been shared in the interviews over what can be found on the syllabi and the website. Our results 
and discussion will therefore only be an invitation to get into further exploration and 
conversation about more in-depth research and analysis of the place given to the economy and 
economics in the programs. 
 
Data: It would have been of great value to have additional interviews with the head of the 
economic courses and economics professors, teachers and researchers in every program. We 
had to limit ourselves to just one interview per program due to time constraints and availability 
of the right people. This is why it was especially important to have a general overview and to 
find a person that could speak on behalf of the program as a whole. It brings limitations to the 
results, as program director may not always be active in shaping the course design and content, 
be close to their students or know thoroughly the content of every subject taught. To soften this 
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limitation, we made sure to ask the program directors who would be the best person to interview 
concerning our topic. 
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3 Results  

In the following chapter, we will present the results of our research. We will start by introducing 
the demographics of the programs and then move to the three parts of our research question, 
which form the core of our results: understanding, challenging and reorienting. We will then 
have a closer look at the skills and competencies that programs provide their students with 
before introducing the list of identified barriers preventing the inclusion of more economics in 
sustainability masters. We will conclude this chapter with the results of the student survey we 
have conducted. 

3.1 Program demographics  

In the table below, the program demographics are displayed. All of the programs had a different 
amount of ECTS allocated to teaching about the economy, economics and related topics. It is 
important to clarify that the quantity of hours can not be linked to the quality of the given 
economic course, although it gives an indication of the amount of the topics that can be covered. 
It is also difficult in some cases to calculate the exact ECTS that economic takes. The reason 
we included this indicator is to expose how many hours the programs allocated to teaching 
about the economy or economics, in order to see the relation it had with the overall program. 
Except for IGSD, where it took around 80% of the program, it was clear that the amount of 
hours dedicated to economics was a minor part in the overall ECTS of the courses.  
 
Two ways of allocating hours for economics have been identified: the first was a clearly 
separated part (either a course or a class within a course) for economics, which was the case for 
three out of the six programs. SRC and Human Ecology, however, aimed at not separating 
economics from other given content. Quite the contrary, these programs were striving to give a 
holistic understanding of sustainability to their students by giving them an overview of the 
interactions between the environment and society, rather than creating separate parts. “It is quite 
spread out in the course as a whole because we see that the economy is a fundamental organizing 
system for society and also for how resources are used in the world. And that is the approach” 
(Ramasar, 2018).  
 
In MSLS, a full week of “Economy and Governance” aimed at shaping students understanding 
of economics, which represented 2,3% of the total ECTS. In SLU SD there was a similar 
amount of time allocated to a course stretching up to two weeks, which covered up to 2,5% of 
the total ECTS, while LUMES allocated 6.2% of its credits to a course about “Economy and 
Sustainability”. Because of the approach of Human Ecology and SRC, it was difficult to clearly 
identify the number of ECTS allocated, which led us to approximations of respectively 8.3% 
and 7.5% of the total ECTS. 
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    Table 3.1 Programs demographics  
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3.2 Understanding of the economy and economics 

In order to see how the programs taught their students to challenge and maybe reorient 
neoclassical economics, we first needed to have a closer look at how the programs provided an 
understanding of economics and the economy to their student. This section outlines how 
programs created this understanding, and displays the results of our research, from more basic 
information to how the programs teach and conceptualize economics in relation to 
sustainability.  
 

3.2.1 Teaching about the economy and economics 

To identify how the different programs gave an understanding of what the economy and 
economics is, we looked at the lense they took to teach it to students. For this, we delved deeper 
in the content of the courses as well as the definition of the economy and the literature list used 
by the programs before analyzing the influence of the hosting departments and 
transdisciplinarity.  
 
Content of the courses: 
All of the programs used neoclassical economics and its effects on (un)sustainability as a core 
understanding of how the economy works today (see section 3.3 for more detail). For LUMES, 
"it is a natural part of teaching sustainability to understand how the economy functions and its 
problems with sustainability" (Steen, 2018). This meant applying a critical perspective: 
questioning the axioms of neoclassical theories, understanding how economics is thought of in 
society and the place it is taking as well as how it has been taught in economic departments 
(Steen, 2018). For IGSD, this critical perspective was also taught as an attempt to "try to provide 
students with the idea that there are many other activities that are not captured in the normal 
measurement of (neoclassical) economics: profit is not the same thing as economics" 
(Chaminade, 2018). As MSLS put it, the aim was “to challenge students on what drives the 
perceived need for growth, or the belief that growth is necessary, how we structure the 
economy, how general neoliberalism amplifies everything, about consumption, problems we 
have in sustainability and how it (the economy) is a contributing factor" (Johnson, 2018).  
 
The programs voiced their ambition to provide a system perspective or overarching view on the 
economy and economics, rather than aiming at educating economists or experts (Johnson, 2018; 
Steen, 2018; Ramasar, 2018; Huitric, 2018; Gerhardt, 2018).  
 
Human Ecology went even further by distinguishing between “two things: one is economics 
(education, science) and the other one is the economy (how society is organized right now and 
how we use resources)” (Ramasar, 2018). They chose to focus on the second one, while being 
critical of the first. In order to do so they took a historical view and started from Adam Smith 
and David Ricardo as important theoretical basis, but then moved to Karl Marx and Andre 
Gunder Frank in order to shine light on the economy from different economic theories. In their 
teaching they “touch on ecological economics, debt, climate debt, ecological debt, crisis and 
austerity” (Ramasar, 2018) and “how the economy has been so successful in the 
commodification of nature and of natural resources, so how things become marketed and how 
we create things like carbon fetishism. So those kinds of things are part of how the economy is 
a very pervasive element of social relations” (Ramasar, 2018).  
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LUMES had a similar approach to Human Ecology and started with the historical background 
of classical economics in the 17th and 18th century and how it treated nature. A central theme 
is how nature has been incorporated in economic theories, and the fluctuating importance it has 
been given over time. The strong historical influence in LUMES was mainly determined by the 
background of the program director and the economics teachers, namely economic history. The 
concepts of strong and weak sustainability were introduced and used for questions on whether 
economic tools are necessarily bad, what is practiced today and if it is good or bad for 
sustainability. They looked at the belief of market mechanisms in resolving resource conflicts, 
governance and economic modernization as approaches of sustainability and development 
(Steen, 2018).  
 
Governance also played an important role in the program of MSLS where they saw it as a “topic 
which is relevant to economics. They are both human constructs. You cannot say there are 
universal laws, universal principles. We invent them” (Johnson, 2018). As part of this 
governance dynamic, the financial system, money creation and debt-financing were presented 
in their course as fundamental flaws of the current neoclassical economic system.  
 
IGSD focused on innovation studies and evolutionary economics with, as mentioned before, a 
strong emphasis on tacking an economic perspective. “We work quite a lot on the policy 
aspects, on economic and non-economic instruments to try to change the behavior of different 
actors, companies and consumers. How to work, how to be able, from a policy perspectives to 
steer change at different level - company, regions, nations, or globally” (Chaminade, 2018). 
The understanding of technological change, but also changes in both social and financial 
systems were part of their teaching on innovation. However, many of the teachers took a 
neoclassical lense, which the program director has been trying to gradually shift towards more 
alternative economic thinking. “I would say 90% of my colleagues are focused on growth and 
when they include environmental impact or sustainable development, they talk about impacts 
and about reducing the environmental impact of economic activities. There is almost no 
discussion at least at the faculty of economics, about systemic, or system transformation” 
(Chaminade, 2018). 
 
SLU SD was the only program that actively worked with the SDGs as a reference point of SD 
and as link with the economy. At the same time they did not agree with all of the SDGs, “I 
worked in the UN-system and I don't agree with all the Goals, and particularly with the one 
about economic growth. I don't know how it was politically decided, but for me I had a problem 
from the beginning. And many students as well. Because I think that programs like this should 
show all the problems around sustainability in that context. And I think that economics could 
be part of the solutions” (Gerhardt, 2018). The critique on the SDGs from Gerhardt related in 
particular to SDG 8 (economic growth), which she saw as a contradiction to SD. 
 
The overarching intention of SRC was to not define the economy but rather to talk about it as 
different ways of seeing the activities within society. There was not a specific course allocated 
to economics, but rather modules that touched upon it. The major aim here was to learn the 
language of economics, in order to know how to communicate and work with a transdisciplinary 
team.    
 
Definition of the economy:  
We asked the programs how they would define the economy in order to understand what lense 
they were taking in their teaching. Overall, the programs voiced the difficulty to formally define 
the economy as such. In all programs, there has been a strong tendency to create a dialogue 
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about what the economy is, to enable students to come up with their own understanding or 
definition. “It is part of the dialogue and debate we actually want to encourage in the class” 
(Ramasar 2018).  
 
More detailed answers on defining the economy included: “how people and different interests 
compete in access to resources and to gain power through access to resources. Who gets what, 
when and why” (Steen, 2018). "We (in society) give the economy a predominant position. A 
lot of people do not think of the economy as something they all engage with, as a sort of tool 
for interaction, but see it as something that somebody else has and they have to adapt to it" 
(Steen, 2018). Economics is not a unique discipline but “it has many different branches and 
some of them are quite different from mainstream economics” (Chaminade, 2018). "Economy 
is a fundamental organising system for society and of how resources are used in the world" 
(Ramasar, 2018). “From our perspective economy is a subsystem inside a society” (Johnson, 
2018).  
 
It is important to stress here that most of these definition were the ones from the people we 
interviewed and did not necessarily reflect the view of the programs as a whole. It is also 
interesting to note that it cannot be stated with full assurance that the programs actually have a 
definition of the economy. As IGSD puts it, “we do not question that much, what is economy 
itself, and maybe we should do that" (Chaminade, 2018).  
 
Literature used in the economic courses:  
This subchapter serves as an overview of the literature used by programs in their respective 
courses about economics and the economy. For more detailed information, the literature lists 
of all the six programs has been included in the appendix. A broad variety and different amount 
of literature was used to mainly support the content of the classes in form of lectures and 
seminars. Two different ways of using literature have been identified.  
 
LUMES, Human Ecology and SLU SD used literature to create a historical progression of the 
role and interpretation of the economy and economics over time. Nevertheless, all three adopted 
different approaches for this progression and different depth to it. SLU SD’s litterature ranged 
from corporate understanding of sustainability, namely the TBL and other readings from 
Michael E. Porter, to the Doughnut Economics model by Kate Raworth, passing by ecological 
economic theories, with Herman Daly and Peter Söderbaum. Although “the Capital” from Karl 
Marx was included in the litterature list, they mainly focused on recent theories of how business 
deal with sustainability and ecological economics as an alternative theory. Neoclassical theories 
have been consciously excluded. In their literature list, LUMES introduced economic theories 
ranging from classical authors like Solow and Sen, to ecological economics with Daly. All 
papers focused on the way nature has been treated by different economic theories, ranging from 
neoclassical theories to ecological economics. Human Ecology offered a very broad literature 
list, with a wide range of theories. Contrary to LUMES, they did not include neoclassical 
authors, but looked at neoclassical theories through a historical and anthropological perspective, 
as in the work of David Graber or Alf Hornborg. In other words, they offered literature that 
tried to explain how today’s economy has come about, before moving on to alternative theories, 
such as ecological economics with Herman Daly and more alternative theories like the gift 
economy by Marcel Mauss.  
 
On the other hand, IGSD, MSLS and SRC did not take a historical perspective, but rather 
directly dived into literature that was either very specific to the themes introduced during the 
program (IGSD) or that was challenging or offering alternatives to neoclassical economic 
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theories (MSLS and SRC). It is important to note, that IGSD only accepted students with a 
background in economics or business administration for whom an explanation of neoclassical 
theories would be a repetition. This is why the literature list focused on both alternative 
conceptualizations, such as doughnuts economics by Kate Raworth or Planetary Boundaries by 
Johan Rockström, and very specific themes within sustainability such as food production or 
energy transition. SRC had a strong literature focus on the problem of the commons, while also 
looking at environmental and ecological economics. MSLS directly dived into critics of 
neoclassical economics, such as Tim Jackson and Herman Daly, as well as resources explaining 
money creation. 
 
It is interesting to notice that not all programs relied on purely academic resources in their 
literature list. LUMES, IGSD, Human Ecology and SLU SD mainly had academic resources 
and peer reviewed articles in their literature list. SRC provided a mixture of academic and non 
academic resources, such as videos or non academic journal articles. MSLS, on the other side 
of the spectrum, offered exclusively non academic resources. Among other literature, LUMES, 
IGSD, Human Ecology and SRC all used their own research, while MSLS and SLU SD 
integrated resources from guest lecturers.  
 
Besides the great variety of school of thoughts in the literature lists, all the programs, besides 
IGSD, included Herman Daly and ecological economics in their list. 
 
Influence of hosting departments: 
During the interviews it was clearly emphasised by the majority of the programs that the hosting 
departments had a great influence on both the point of departure (perspective) and the character 
of the course content (Steen, 2018; Chaminade, 2018; Ramasar, 2018; Johnson, 2018; Gerhardt, 
2018; Huitric, 2018). It is therefore important to have a closer look at this dynamic, to fully 
understand the lense taken by the programs to teach about the economy and economics. More 
information about the hosting departments can be found in section 3.1.  
 
The program in IGSD, which was situated in the School of Economics and Management and 
hosted by the Department of Economic History, had a strong focus on topics regarding 
economics or the economy. It was also the only program that solely took in students with a BA 
business administration or economics background, all the other programs were transdisciplinary 
oriented. For this reason, IGSD stood out of all the programs we have analyzed, since they did 
not need to create an understanding of economics, the economy and neoclassical theories, but 
rather had to deal with the reversed problem: integrating concepts of sustainability in 
economics. For this reason, they began by introducing the TBL to their students and, from there, 
moved to a more precise conceptualization of economics and sustainability with the nested 
system model. Additionally, the students attending IGSD had the option to do a double degree 
with Aalborg University in Denmark.   
 
Human Ecology was hosted at the Department of Human Geography and found its roots in 
anthropology. This shaped the program’s teaching of economics with, for instance, the 
understanding that “the economy has a lot of power and control, and also determines a lot of 
social relations, with nature and culture as well" (Ramasar, 2018). We identified a similar 
influence in SRC, which found itself in the Department of Biology. Therefore, the program had 
a strong focus on natural sciences, which manifested itself, as an example, in the development 
and utilisation of the Planetary Boundaries. This model was developed at the Stockholm 
Resilience Center and focuses solely on the environmental side of sustainability.  
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As for MSLS, SLU SD and LUMES similar influences were visible, although less marked than 
the ones mentioned previously. MSLS was located in the Department of Strategic Sustainable 
Development, however had a heritage in engineering due to the fact that the program used to 
be located in the Department of Computer Science and Engineering. This was reflected in the 
FSSD, the tool they used to strategically plan the transition to sustainability. SLU SD was a 
double degree with Uppsala University and is hosted at the Uppsala Faculty Board of Science 
and Technology. In their situation, SLU SD had a strong influence coming from agriculture 
sciences and thereby a lack of transdisciplinary knowledge. As the director of studies put it: “It 
is an agriculture university. So nobody really is an expert in sustainability” (Gerhard, 2018). 
LUMES was located at the University Center for Sustainable Development, which was hosted 
by the faculty of Social Sciences. This was reflected in their view on sustainability: “there are 
environmental challenges that natural science has identified, but it is social science or 
humanities that are better at solving them as human interaction is part of the problem” (Steen, 
2018). 
 
Transdisciplinarity:  
Another great influence on the economic courses found its origin in the transdisciplinary 
approach of five of the six programs. As a result, the content of the economic courses and the 
way it has been taught, had to be targeted to both students that had never encountered economics 
in their academic career and students that had their background in it. Both of these students 
group had to be able to follow and participate in the lectures, dialogues and debates. As put by 
Human Ecology, “there are some people who come in the program with an economics 
background and that is great because they bring a lot of great ideas and contribute to the 
discussions as well” (Ramasar, 2018). Furthermore, for Human Ecology and SRC, the 
transdisciplinary approach was also used to create discussion across disciplines and expertises 
to bridge the gap between the different sciences.  
 

3.2.2  Conceptualisation: the relation of economics and 
sustainability  

The majority of the programs used the nested systems model as described in Chapter 1.2 to 
conceptualize the place of the economy in the bigger socio-ecological system. In addition, 
LUMES and IGSD also introduced the TBL in their courses to show the predominant 
importance and power given to the economy in today’s world. IGSD actually started by 
introducing the TBL in their course, due to the business and economics background of their 
students before gradually moving towards the nested system model (Chaminade, 2018). 
Thereby the program director of IGSD tried “to shift the focus from growth as the final goal, to 
economics as one objective or one mean to achieve sustainability" (Chaminade, 2018).  
 
Only Human Ecology and SLU SD did not use the nested system model, but for different 
reasons. SLU SD used the TBL to show the corporate understanding of sustainability, but 
moved to the Doughnut model to have a more holistic approach. As mentioned earlier, SLU SD 
also worked with the SDG’s. Human Ecology did not use the nested systems, as they saw it as 
an anthropocentric conceptualization of the socio-ecological system, which only “might explain 
the interactions between these different elements” (Ramasar, 2018). They perceived the 
conceptualization of the environment and the economy as being separated from society as 
problematic, because of the difficulty to clearly define and delimit the environment and the 
economy. "Can we actually talk about a nature? Is there anything that is true nature?” (Ramasar, 
2018). SRC did, as well, stress the problematic of separating the economy, society and nature 
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(biosphere), “we still separate the parts of the socio-ecological system, but it is one. They are 
constantly feeding back with each other and interacting” (Huitric, 2018). 
  
MSLS and SRC both were the only programs that developed their own conceptualisations of 
sustainability, which served as a reference point to deal with the economy. MSLS trained their 
students in the FSSD, which builds on the nested system model. SRC developed the Planetary 
Boundaries as reference to relate to the economy. The latter is also used in the curriculum of 
Human Ecology as a way to create an understanding of the natural limitations of the 
environment. Another rather new conceptualisation of the economy is Doughnut Economics 
and was used by IGSD and SLU SD as a point of reference in their economic courses.  
 

3.2.3 Gained understanding of economics and the economy after    
the course  

Besides understanding what the programs were teaching about economics and the economy, it 
was important for us to identify what the objectives of their respective economic courses were. 
We identified eight points that were considered as important outcomes of the economic courses. 
We have selected the ones mentioned by, at least, two programs although it is important to 
mention that not all programs pursue all eight.  
 
The eight aspirations identified for the economic courses were: 
 

• Understand the importance of economics in relation to sustainability. 
• To know and engage with neoclassical economics models and their limitations. 
• Learn about alternatives. 
• Understand how to steer changes in the economic system (governance) 
• Understanding the history of economics and how changes happened over time. 
• Know the language to be able to communicate with economists and defend alternatives 
• Understand what the economy is and how it works 
• Engagement with real issues (field trips, politics,...) 

 
This list could serve as a reference point and a comparison between the programs. It could 
enable them to both see what is lacking in their programs, and what they and others have already 
been doing. 
 
 

3.3  Challenging neoclassical economics 

Now that we have gained an overview of how the programs understand economics and the 
economy, we can move on to the second part of our research question, namely if and how 
programs think students should be able to challenge neoclassical economics. 
 
“Our whole program starts with the position that the current economic models are part of the 
problem when it comes to sustainability. And we should be critical to the current systems" 
(Ramasar, 2018). Just like Human Ecology, most of the programs we interviewed were very 
clear about their position on how current neoclassical economics hinders sustainability. For 
instance, SLU SD pointed out economics as a “very very big part, big obstacle to sustainable 
development” (Gerhardt, 2018); MSLS aims to warn “how general neoliberalism amplifies the 
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problems we have in sustainability” (Johnson, 2018); and LUMES tried to show that there is 
often “some sort of economic mechanism or market regulation” behind many sustainability 
“obstacles”. So it is important that “more and more people question it” (Steen, 2018).  
 
In order to delve a little deeper in this topic, we asked the programs what they identified as 
being the main economic challenges in the world, that students should be aware of. Despite a 
wide variety of answers; from money creation to a lack of responsible leadership, eight 
challenges were recurrent. Below are the eight economic challenges identified by every 
program: 
  

• Inequality 
• Economic growth 
• Consumption  
• Money as a biggest drive/ economy as the dominant reason to act  
• Short-term decision-making based on profit  
• Debt (including climate debt and ecological debt) 
• High influence and power of the financial sector (in some cases, more than 

governments).  
 
There are smaller and bigger symptoms of economic challenges, which vary from local to 
global scale, and “most of us are completely oblivious to what is going on” (Huitric, 2018). 
Though it seemed that the programs agreed that “the fundamental problem is how the whole 
global economic system is organised today” as it is a “flawed”, “self-destructive” system that 
“benefits the few” (Ramasar, 2018). And with so many things happening out there, “even 
environmentalists can’t ignore economics anymore” (Ramasar, 2018).  
 
With all this, the answer to a part of our research question - “Should sustainability education 
challenge neoclassical economics?” resulted in complete unanimity:  
 

LUMES: “Yes! All teaching should challenge the current system in any  
role...If its political systems, economic systems or whatever. Its part of higher 
education" “It is basic and that’s what higher education is for.” (Steen, 2018) 

 
IGSD: “Yes, of course. Of course! It should go completely against it!” (Chaminade, 
2018) 

 
Human Ecology: “Yes with capital letters!” (Ramasar, 2018) 

 
MSLS: “Yes! I think contribution of current mainstream economics should be 
acknowledged.” (Johnson, 2018) 

 
SLU SD: “Yes. I think it is important.” (Gerhardt, 2018) 
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3.3.1  Governance  

When crafting our interview and our initial research, we were focusing solely on the economy 
and economics. However, after having conducted all the interviews, we realized that there was 
a new piece coming in the picture: governance. This quick section will introduce the findings 
regarding this subject. 
 
Governance, similar to economics, is often perceived as the field where “a lot of people don’t 
think they can engage with or have any interaction, but rather adapt to what other people are 
doing” (Steen, 2018). But, interestingly, regardless of how much politics has been touched 
during the course, “towards the end of the program students often come to realize that it's not 
enough to change myself. Maybe I should study political or legal structures more” (Steen, 
2018). It was confirmed by the result of the students survey (see Chapter 3.7) where students 
expressed their interest in learning more about how governance works and its place in the socio-
ecological system. “It is my assumption, but in the end of the day, if we don't have a political 
will and solid government structures without financial lobby as it is today, we can talk all we 
want about alternatives, no one is going to implement them” (Johnson, 2018). In other words, 
to challenge the system, students do not only need to understand the economic system but also 
the way decisions are taken within it. 
 

3.4  Reorienting neoclassical economics 

After having created an understanding of what the economy and economics are, and having 
identified the economic challenges that the world is facing today, what did the programs do in 
order to enable students to rethink and reorient the actual economic system? This chapter will 
illustrate the findings concerning the third part of our research question.  

As LUMES and IGSD put it, it is not possible to solve the challenges we face today, while still 
thinking in the same economic way: “We are trying to solve problems while thinking about 
economics in the same way. So we arrive to solutions like monetizing nature” (Steen, 2018). “I 
just cannot see how we can address the challenges that we are now facing while still thinking 
about growth” (Chaminade, 2018). To try to solve this issues, the six programs we have 
interviewed adopted two strategies. 

The first strategy, pursued by all programs, was to introduce alternative economic models to 
their students. Most of the programs introduced ecological economics or Doughnut Economics 
in details. The range of other school of thoughts that came out of the interviews went from 
evolutionary economics to marxism; from circular and degrowth economy to anti-depressive, 
transgressive methodologies, gift economy and feminist approaches. What most of the 
programs agreed on is that they were not really in the position to point out the best alternative 
“at the market” and orient the students towards it, or even point at some as “right ones” 
(Johnson, 2018). MSLS explained that it is connected with the fact that we do not know what 
the perfect recipe is; and the number of offers is almost unlimited. “All the solutions make 
underlying assumptions either working with the existing system, overturning parts, or using a 
different system. So we are getting in - Which system it is going to be?" (Johnson, 2018)  

The second strategy, was to enable the students to come up with their own alternative. Human 
Ecology actively pursued this and explained: “approaches to be critical towards the current 
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system can be considered as heterodox economics, marxistic economics and ecological 
economics. We don’t do it, we chose a different ways to start a conversation” (Ramasar, 2018). 
They called it “alternative imaginary”. For them the “transformation of the system” is the only 
way forward as they put it, “the notion of system change is something critical at the moment” 
(Ramasar, 2018). In other words, they did not exclusively concentrate on the critics of the 
current economic system, but rather made students engage in “how to create alternative 
imaginary of the future and how to bring it forward” (Ramasar, 2018). 

The other programs did not follow this actively, but rather believed that the ideas of 
“reorienting” the economic system come naturally when the students “engage with the content” 
(Gerhardt, 2018). That is when, as MSLS put it, students would be “inspired to think about a 
larger scale change” (Johnson, 2018). On the other hand, SRC was more careful and warned 
about the danger of becoming a “Machiavellian” and about how easy it is to fall into normative 
situations. 
 

3.5 Skills and competencies  

This section is dedicated to the skills and competencies that the interviewed programs perceived 
as being essential for their graduates, to enable them to tackle economic and sustainability 
challenges and possibly make a bigger change. “Of course their future will be around being 
change agents in some way or another!” (Gerhardt, 2018) Among the variety of skills and 
competencies mentioned by the programs, two particular skills were mentioned unanimously 
as being absolutely necessary: critical thinking and system thinking.  
 
“We have to provide students with the knowledge and tools to be able to critically see different 
paradigms and choose” (Chaminade, 2018), says IGSD. “Students should not only march in the 
streets against everything, but be able to be critical to their own position” (Ramasar, 2018), 
adds Human Ecology. As SRC sums it up, “you start to plug into a system, and define a system, 
and you have to use system thinking” (Huitric, 2018). 
 
Another skill that most of the interviewed programs put a big emphasis on was communication. 
Which means, not only being able to communicate with society, markets and decision-makers 
(Huitric, 2018; Ramasar, 2018), but also with people who you do not agree with, who do not 
want to listen to you, who do not want to be engaged or, maybe are not often heard in the realm 
of sustainability (feminism, indigenous people, etc). The big question here is how to build 
bridges with them? (Huitric, 2018; Chaminade, 2018; Ramasar, 2018; Johnson, 2018) MSLS 
calls the same skill differently and discussed the importance of the various dimensions of 
“leadership”: “because in the end it is an issue of how are collectives going to get enough 
common meaning to be able to have consensus to move forward” (Johnson, 2018).  
 
The last set of skills we are going to present here was mentioned just in one interview, but we 
find it important to acknowledge it in the results. To “understand the psychological and 
emotional dimension of sustainability. Knowledge alone won’t change anything” (Ramasar, 
2018). 
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3.6  Barriers and uncertainties  

All the programs seemed to agree with the importance of integrating more economics in their 
respective curricula. However, all of them mentioned that they were facing barriers, which 
prevent them of doing so. We have identified the following six issues as main obstacles:  
 
Time: Both one-year and two-years programs struggled with the limited time they had. This let 
to a trade-off between contents and prioritization of it.  
 
Staff/researchers: Every program was built on whatever competencies “they have in house” 
(Steen, 2018). The direction or the depth taken by the economic teachings depended on the 
teachers available. As SLU SD bluntly put it: “The program is not better than the teachers we 
have” (Gerhardt, 2018). Often the problem was not the inability of programs to find a suitable 
teacher to cover different parts of the economic course, but rather to find somebody who would 
be responsible for the way economics could be integrated in the program.  
 
Institutions/ lack of collaboration: Every program mentioned difficulties in collaborations 
between faculties and departments, due to different reasons (even for the joined programs). 
Such collaborations were not common, not encouraged, and had no fund allocated to it. At least 
two of the programs mentioned their failed trial to invite economic departments to conduct the 
economics course. The programs also dealt with bureaucratic and administrative barriers, which 
led to difficulties in changing and modifying program elements and participating departments 
or faculties. An example of the difficulties in collaborations faced by programs were the 
environmental economics courses in SLU SD, which could only be taken by students with 
economics background, despite the effort of the director to make the course more accessible for 
the sustainability master students. Another example was Lund University where 
transdisciplinary centers were being closed and put under “umbrella” departments, such as 
social science. 
 
Delay between research and teaching: We found out that despite the number of researches 
and papers on economic subject (by PhD students, guest and staff researchers), there was a 
“delay” between what was being discovered and published and what was being taught in the 
master programs.  
 
Transdisciplinarity: Transdisciplinarity offered benefits, but it was also considered a barrier 
to the integration of economic course in the programs. All the programs we have interviewed 
accepted students with different academic backgrounds - from art to medicine, from biology to 
journalism (except IGSD that just worked with economics and business administration 
bachelors). This means that everybody had a different basic understanding of every subject, and 
especially, economics. The ability to find a common point of departure for conversations about 
economics and the economy as well as making the conversations inclusive and accessible, has 
been mentioned several time as a constraint. Some programs dreamed of a basic introductory 
course for students that would allow them to have a more or less common understanding of the 
basics of economics and the economy (Gerhardt, 2018). Others just accepted the reality of such 
formats: “If we want to have a transdisciplinary course, we cannot teach more economics than 
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we do now” (Ramasar, 2018). Interestingly, SLU SD mentioned that it was also difficult to find 
teachers who would be comfortable speaking across disciplines. 
 
Students: “You have a diverse crowd in the room, each with their own agenda, and you explain 
something that is often a reality shake for people. There are some of them who have lived their 
life, got mortgage, kids and cars. They invested the big part of their life in this system. So it can 
be very challenging and upsetting” (Johnson, 2018). Johnson explains how people can strongly 
disagree or not even believe what is being explained, as economics is a subject that has a great 
chance to upset people. Both for its complexity, and for the “ugly reality”. SCR shared their 
experience with this frustration by stating that “whoever gives a policy/economics course 
always have the worst course evaluation” (Huitric, 2018). 
 
 

3.7 Students’ perspectives  

Students are the backbone of the programs and, as shared in the introduction, often are the 
starting point of changes in the curriculum or even in society. Most of the programs we have 
interviewed shared this view and praised their student for their openness, awareness and self-
initiative in learning more about the current economic system and finding solutions to fix it. 
This is why it was of crucial importance to understand how the students perceived their 
teaching, and what they would improve in the programs. 
 
The results, is displayed below, are quite clear: more than half of the respondents, with roughly 
30% response rate, thought that they did not have enough teaching about economics or the 
economy in their studies. 
 

 
Figure 3.7 Student survey question 3 
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To have a better understanding of this result, we have listed the responses to the question “What 
would you like to learn about economics in relation to sustainability”, below (in order of 
importance):  
 

- More viable alternative economic paradigms (“We learn to criticize, but not 
how to change it”; “What works! There's too much focus on what doesn't 
work!”. ) 

- Practical knowledge versus theoretical issues.  
- Basics knowledge on neoclassical economics (some proposed a guest lecture 

with strong neoclassical views to be able to have a debate. The main question 
seem to be “is the transition from this paradigm possible and how?”).  

- “Local” alternatives like local currencies, shared economy, Gift economy, 
“Sacred economics”, etc. 

- Is there such a thing as “sustainable economics”? How to bridge the gap 
between economics and sustainability which now seem to have almost 
“enemy” relationship? 

- The history of the economy and how it came to have this place in the world 
today.  

- Economics from a system perspective 
- Place of banks in the economy and power of financial sector  
- Some insights on why so many people defend the system when it is just a 

small group benefiting from it 
- More about the interrelations of economics and governance/ politics 
- How can I, as an individual with no economic expertise and working in a non-

economic field, make meaningful change in the economic system? 
 
Full results of the survey can be found in the appendix. 
 
Most programs shared that their students were actively trying to shape their economic teachings 
in a way that was more relevant for them and connected to real-life issues. In almost every 
program we found student-led initiatives, like self-organized debates and reading groups with 
discussions. In the case of SLU SD, a student-led organization (CEMUS) even conducted their 
own economic courses and ran lectures and workshops in the official curriculum.  
 
Some programs shared with us that student engagement is the most exciting thing that can 
happen in a topic like economics: “I would really like to flip the classroom more in the future. 
I believe that it can give a meta-message to the students: “we ourselves do not have this thing 
figured out. So let’s try to figure it out together” (Johnson, 2018).  
 
One answer in the student survey evoked the same feeling and sums up the conversation: 
“Economics is just a mathematical metaphor for natural resource extraction and consumption 
(including labor), just as sustainability is a metaphor for acknowledging how the basic 
assumptions of neo-economics play on a finite planet. We need to come out of the narrow 
boundaries of our language and their associated discourses and find a new language together. 
This is not a field that can be easily defined in either terms, but an exploratory ground.” 
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4 Discussion  

The following chapter is dedicated to the interpretation of the results. We will first have a look 
at the broader picture before moving on to answering the three parts of our research question: 
understanding, challenging and reorienting. We will then have a closer look at the struggles the 
programs face in integrating economics in their curricula and conclude with our proposals that 
emerged during the research. 
 

4.1 In search for understanding, challenging and 
reorienting neoclassical economics 

We have seen programs having the most various approaches in “understanding” the economy 
and economics, but being very aligned in the need to “challenge” it. The part of “reorienting” 
brought in new uncertainties and deviations. 
 
With sustainability being a relatively new field in academia, program directors themselves refer 
to the curricula as being a work in progress, and the courses such as economy, as ongoing 
prototypes. There are no directives, agreed-upon frameworks, plans or structures of how 
economics should be taught in sustainability master programs, even within one country or 
educational system. So every program is trying to figure out by themselves how to integrate 
economics into the existing curricula. With students openly voicing their opinion and actively 
engaging in giving feedback, economics is often one of the most changed courses over the 
years.  
 
After all our interviews, we can conclude that the majority of the programs are in search of how 
to teach their students to understand and reorient neoclassical economics. This came as both a 
surprise and as a given. Economics is becoming a more plural discipline and the complexity of 
the fast changing society we live in is ever-increasing. This makes it a hard task to teach such 
a field and relate it to the bigger system. Additionally the transdisciplinarity of the student body 
does give an extra challenge. However, despite all the decades of knowing the obstacle to 
sustainability that neoclassical economics generates, it still seems to be hard to integrate this 
subject in the programs, both for practical and ideological reasons. 
 

4.1.1 Understanding  

During our research we realized that we chose a topic that deals with two very unclear fields; 
the economy and sustainability. The reason for this fuzziness is simple: there is no clear 
common definition and understanding of both fields. We have already pointed out that 
sustainability has no common utilized and shared definition (except for the Brundtland 
definition, which usually just serves as a starting point), and the majority of the interviewed 
programs do not have or use a common definition of the economy neither. It is when inquiring 
how programs understand the economy and economics and teach this to their students, that we 
have seen the vast amount of different narratives used. There is not one “school” or “approach” 
on how to introduce the economy in general and neoclassical economics in particular. It was 
quite unforseen to find out that each programs only rely on their own perspectives and 
resourcefulness. 
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The search and diverse approaches concerning the teaching of understanding the economy has 
a very strong aspect. There is not an attempt to teach or create an one-size-fits all method or 
understanding, which suits the complexity of SD and its related challenges very much. This is 
emphasised by Vermeulen et al. (2014) in the context of building SD programs as well, 
highlighting the importance and focus on regionality and situated networks. We therefore 
support the diversity and variety of teaching about the understanding of the economy. However 
the questions remains if this does equip the students enough in order to later on challenge and 
reorient current neoclassical economics. And most importantly, how to find a common 
agreement about what to do? Which alternatives to amplify and utilise and which not? How to 
use and distribute resources? How to respect cultural and individual differences? We basically 
find ourselves in a fast running train and all passengers see and know that a tremendous 
(neoclassical) tree lays on the track. We all have different and very plural understandings of the 
tree, but the train still increases its speed. We discuss; is it a birch tree or an oak tree? Can we 
smash it or will it smash us? There is this sense of urgency that sometimes seem to mute in this 
same noise of diversity. How to deal with this weak spot? How to find each other in this 
diversity and work together? Those are questions that will need further exploration, research 
and prototypes. 
 

4.1.2  Challenging 

It is only when we asked the programs whether or not students should be enabled to challenge 
current neoclassical theories, that all the programs seem to have a similar opinion or approach. 
They all agree that neoclassical economics hinders sustainability, or is even a big “obstacle” to 
sustainability, and that is extremely important to be critical of it. They all acknowledge that it 
creates long-run and ever-increasing problems such as inequality and debt or that it creates the 
illusion for the need of perpetual economic growth. 
 
All the program directors unanimously agreed: sustainability education should challenge 
current neoclassical economics, not only to acknowledge and question its contributions to the 
sustainability challenge, but also because it is simply “basic and it is what higher education is 
for” (Steen, 2018). 
 
With differences in depth and range, every program points out and/or teaches their students to 
recognize the flaws of the system and its consequences. None of the programs ignores the fact 
that economics plays a huge role in today’s decision-making processes, and that the economy 
carries a lot of power. The programs are more or less careful about their position on the question 
(for example, with the use of judgmental terms like “neoliberalism”), but they all attempt to 
integrate economics and are willing to prototype with it, despite big differences in the program 
core, main subjects addressed and various barriers. We have also found diverse and very critical 
lists of required readings and additional literature that programs offer to their students.  
 
Two less well-known attributes of neoclassical economics, which are the creation of money and 
debt-financing, did not come back in programs that much. Human Ecology and MSLS seemed 
to be the only programs integrating these phenomena as barriers for sustainability. However, 
we identified these attributes as being very urgent and important in order to reorient neoclassical 
economics. It seems that the general awareness about money-creation and debt-financing within 
the economic courses was rather low. 
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4.1.3  Reorienting 

Once you have understood a system and do not agree with it, challenging it comes as a very 
logical next step. However, when you challenge such a complex system as the global economy, 
which is made out of billions of actors, reorienting it does not appear to be an easy task. While 
the examined programs can encourage their students to be critical and to question the actual 
economic system, they are aware that the interpretation of the given information and all the 
following steps are up to the students alone. Programs can educate “changemakers” or “change 
agents”, but are limited in their ability to tell the students what and how to change with respect 
to the economy. The students will have to figure this out by themselves. The main reason for 
this is the same uncertainty that arouse when we inquired their understanding of economics and 
the economy: What is the point of reference? Which alternative are “right” or “more right” and 
which ones are “wrong”? How many alternatives should be even introduced and how to select 
them? Which alternatives are viable and can be implemented in real-life politics and 
governance? Which assumptions about the system should be taken as true? And which ones are 
totally off? Programs are careful about not falling into “normatives” or creating a 
“Machiavellian” influence. And, while giving assorted resources about system change (such as 
“12 leverage points” by Donella Meadows or researches about the “laboratory experiments” of 
regime change by A.-S. Crépin), programs expect that the content itself will engage student and 
inspire them for the different scales of change.   
 
However, we have found a common set of competences that every program try to equip their 
students with. They are: system thinking, critical thinking and communication skills. The latter 
is not only about the ability to speak the “jargon” of economics and to be able to defend one's 
own position, but also to make bridges between diverse and polarized groups. Together with 
the fact that neoclassical economics needs to be challenged, these competences are the only 
thing all program are certain about.  
 
But why are the economic teachings of sustainability masters characterized by such strong 
uncertainties? Why do they struggle so much in integrating more economics in their curricula? 
What is preventing them from doing so? Let us dive a little deeper into this. 
 

4.2  Struggle to integrate economics in sustainability curricula  

As we have seen in the previous chapter, the majority of the programs struggle to integrate 
economics in their curricula. Next to the uncertainties, there are seemingly more practical 
barriers that keep the programs from integrating economics in an “optimal” manner. We have 
identified four main reasons for this: lack of time, lack of expertise and drive, 
transdisciplinarity, and lack of collaboration. 
 

4.2.1  Lack of time  

Four of the programs (except for IGSD and Human Ecology) agree that there could be more 
economics included in their curricula, which is confirmed by 50% of the student’s responses to 
our survey. It is exactly with this point that the struggles to integrate more economics in the 
curricula starts. The main reason mentioned was a lack of time. It is clear that integrating more 
economics would create a trade-off with other courses. We understand the problematic, 
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however, as our results show, this trade-off is actually a paradox. Indeed, all of the programs 
perceive the economy as being, at the same time, a major leverage point for and a major violator 
of sustainability. As we have seen in section 1.2, the economy overrules the other systems and 
is often considered as an end goal in itself, which all the programs seem to be aware of. This 
reality is not reflected in the time allocated to teaching about economics and the economy in 
the curricula, as it barely takes 2-8% of the total ECTS. We, therefore, see that the lack of 
economics is not due to a lack of time but to a lack of prioritization. What is the point of 
educating students about the transition to sustainability if they do not understand how the 
economy works and its consequences on the socio-ecological system? Naturally the question 
of what to let go as trade-off follows. How to prioritize what is taught? 
 

4.2.2  Lack of expertise and drive to hold the economic course 

The program directors shared the difficulty to find a person who would be comfortable and 
capable of teaching about the economy and economics, while reaching across disciplines and 
alternatives. Academia often limits itself to recruiting experts within academia, without 
considering the broad source of knowledge existing outside of academia. Economics is 
separated from all the other sciences and economists are often very specialized in a certain area. 
Given this, how is it possible to get a professor in economics that, at the same time, understands 
the way the whole system works? Is academia looking for people who do not exist within the 
realm of academia?  

The 21st century is characterized by the “death of expertise”, as humanity has arrived to a point 
of complexity never seen in history, which cannot be solved by experts, especially not economic 
experts. What the programs pointed out and what we observe is greatly needed, are people who 
can comfortably talk across disciplines and understand the bigger context. As Ny reminded us 
“staff fights on many good fronts at the same time. Despite everybody agreeing that economics 
is important, nobody pursues it at the moment” (Ny, 2018). So, what we see is the lack of 
expertise to teach what we could call “transdisciplinary economics” and researchers being 
overwhelmed by too many tasks.  

 

4.2.3  Transdisciplinarity  

The transdisciplinary nature of the programs turned out to play both a positive and a negative 
role when it comes to integrating economics in the curricula. The diverse backgrounds of the 
students and their varied knowledge about the economy and economics makes it extremely hard 
to design a course that is equally accessible and interesting. Every student has a different “entry 
point” ranging from an absolute lack of any economic understanding, to having a bachelors in 
economics or business administration. This means that the course should both cover the basics, 
but also spark a comprehensive conversation about economic challenges and its alternatives. 
On the other hand, the diverse background of students brings different perspectives and ideas 
to the class discussions, and, most importantly, helps to show how economic challenges work 
not only in theory, but in the various fields in which the students are specialized; for instance 
the health sector, art, social sciences, natural science et cetera.  

Another problem we have identified is the fact that the programs aim at delivering 
transdisciplinary content, although most of them clearly separate the teaching about economics 
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and the economy from the rest of the curriculum. This separation often creates incongruencies 
in the programs. We see the value of separating it to create a common understanding in the 
class, but there is a danger in keeping it separated throughout the whole program. In reality, the 
environment, society and the economy are not clearly separated systems but are deeply 
interconnected and interrelated. Transdisciplinary teaching should take this into consideration 
and integrate economics or the economy as a lens to look at problems differently. As SRC puts 
it “I think we need to really change our understanding of systems and not think of the economic 
system as separate” (Huitric, 2018).  

Finally, transdisciplinarity should not only reflect itself in the teachings but also in the 
partnerships that universities seek. We want to emphasize, as introduced in section 1.5, that 
there is a danger in universities only calling for partnerships with the private sector and mainly 
focus their research on growth driving projects. If sustainability education strives to have an 
impact on society as a whole, it might focus its research and education on topics that not only 
serve private corporations, but society as a whole. Although we did not actively research about 
this question, we see it as a critical points that calls for further research to support this important 
dynamic.  

For us, transdisciplinarity has a great potential and offers many possibilities to solve some of 
the mentioned struggles. Students could take over the learning and teaching about economics 
more often by flipping the classrooms or applying other ways of engaging students and enabling 
student-led sessions. Teaching about the economy or economics are usually very dry because 
most of the theories are interpretations of reality. The beauty of the economy is that it is made 
of human interactions and can, therefore, not only be understood through reading books, but 
more through playing around with these interactions. In other words, students could simulate 
certain economic systems and agent behavior in a classroom setting and see for themselves how 
different theories play out in reality, on a human scale. This is where we call for more 
playfulness and inventiveness from the programs. A possible example partnership in this way 
of working is the just launched Transform Capitalism Lab of the Presencing Institute (MIT) 
which calls for collectively finding new economic approaches. 
 

4.2.4  Lack of collaboration  

All programs emphasized their ideal of transdisciplinarity and collaboration both within and 
outside of academia. However, transdisciplinarity in academia, which would mean across 
faculties, departments or even universities, is not common, not always encouraged and has no 
funding allocated to it. Bureaucratic difficulties of changing the course content or structure are 
high, and the obligation to align with national objectives and standards can create obstacles. 
There is a very new trend happening right now in certain universities, such as Lund, where 
several transdisciplinary centers are being put under the umbrella of other departments and 
thereby losing their strength and freedom. These symptoms are expressed on faculty, 
department and university level and programs often find themselves having to deal with their 
struggles on their own. Even programs that are joint, such as SLU SD or IGSD voiced this 
frustration and the difficulty to build up and maintain partnerships. Finally, we have observed 
that none of the six programs work together with one another. Quite the contrary, programs 
fight for budget, researchers and publications, which recreates the actual economic paradigm 
of competition that they are trying to make their students aware of (see section 1.5). We believe 
that universities have an opportunity to be an example in what they teach to their students. The 
six programs we have interviewed aim for a common purpose: educating changemakers that 
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will lead the necessary changes to bring about a sustainable society. So why have they never 
worked together? Why do they keep on isolating themselves and try to solve such a big 
challenge on their own? All the programs expressed a strong interest in knowing what was 
happening in the other programs but none of them made the step to reach out and to co-create 
the future education we need to change the world. 
 

4.3  Future prospects & transdisciplinary economics  

“On a tous ce qu’il nous faut pour faire de meilleurs lendemains.” 
Alkapote 

In this inquiry we have seen that the economy is a human structure, based on assumptions about 
human nature, with principles that have no common agreement and a potential endless list of 
alternatives. This does not make it an easy topic to teach. Especially not to sustainability 
students, who are in search of better ways and solutions for the problems the world faces today. 
As the programs directors observed, students are open, aware and on the look-out for something 
that can help the transition towards sustainability. At the same time, programs are ready to 
experiment and prototype with economic classes, encourage students initiatives, reading or 
discussion groups, and even student led session. “Flipping the classroom”, as MSLS observed, 
does have a powerful meta-message: “We don’t have this things figured out, let’s figure it out 
together” (Johnson, 2018).  

However, this willingness to prototype does still not match the urgency of sustainability: we 
need to do more, and especially we need a better understanding of and attention to our current 
economy. The lack of time, the lack of capable teachers and administrative bureaucratic barriers 
seem to almost vanish in the shadow of current economic challenges. As the educator Ernst 
Friedrich Schumacher once observed, “although the volume of education is increasing, so too 
is pollution, environmental destruction and dangers of a global ecological catastrophe” (in 
Sterling, 2011, p.23).  

We are aware that any addition of the time or subject to the program means an inevitable trade-
off. However we also see that it is crucial to acknowledge the importance of the economy in 
the socio-ecological system by giving it a more prominent position in SD masters than it has 
today. We suggest that the understanding, challenging and reorienting of neoclassical 
economics could function as a strategic approach to make the steps needed for SD students to 
be able to actually sustain what needs to be sustained and develop what needs to be developed.  

What could be the ways to do this? Could programs be structured along the lines of the three 
nested systems (the three main spheres of economy, society and the environment)? This way 
time can be divided in the three spheres as overarching umbrella with a focus of ⅓ in social 
sustainability, ⅓ in ecological sustainability and ⅓ in economic sustainability. To surpass 
separating content, spread 33% of economics throughout all the other courses (just like 
economics itself is intertwined into the very fabric of our society and not separated from it).  

What if the programs would come together to collaborate, to share ideas or to prototype various 
ways of integrating and teaching economics? Maybe this joined search is the way. Together 
with students, teachers, professors, across disciplines, in collaboration with different faculties, 
departments and universities, and with people from the field and citizens, who are all actors of 
the economy. Searching for local solutions to universal problems, knowing the historical 
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perspective, being aware of the state of the world now, equipped with critical and system 
thinking, remembering that one-size may not fit all and that researches should be free from the 
business influence. Nobody knows the best way. It is up to us all to work on it, together. We 
need what we call “transdisciplinary economics”- a teaching that would not separate economics 
from other topics, but integrate it in the whole context of sustainability- because economics 
alone, will not make it. This “transdisciplinary economics” will have to be researched and 
prototyped further. 

As for us, this research is a humble start in exploring and voicing the question about the place 
of economics and the economy in sustainability education, which hopefully will generate more 
attention and research in the future.  

Economics is a subject that it is hard to teach theoretically. One should experience the economy 
to understand it. Below is a proposal for a real-life economic game that could run in parallel to 
the class content, throughout a semester or the whole year. 
 
Market square  
A physical classroom becomes a market square, like a central square of a small town. Each 
students would become economic actors of this special place, just as they are actors in the 
outside world. They could offer language classes, bike repair, cooking specials, babysitting, 
yoga, nature-products-making and so on. Basically everything that a group of student spending 
a year or two together, would inevitably exchange. With this would come the task of inventing 
a mean of exchange, its value and counterparts. Would it be money? Gift? Trade? The collective 
can experiment with those, as they would invent the rules: who is allowed to participate? Is 
there a limit to the amount of exchange? Who prints money? Any limit to it? Many different 
scenarios can be taken here every time, depending on the group of students coming together.  
 
The game starts with the semester. Students will have to collectively deal with the problem 
arising along the way. How to deal with inequalities? How to deal with people who do not 
participate? Should the system be rethought? Should the money be redistributed? Or what else? 
It is a perfect practical way to see the complexity of any decision taken even in the scale of 20-
50 people and to invent a system that is based on the individuals making it and their local 
context. 
  
This is just a first draft of an idea, that might help students gaining a practical understanding of 
the economy and the relationships it implies. 
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5 Conclusion  

“...Keine Ferne macht dich schwierig, 
Kommst geflogen und gebannt, 
Und zuletzt, des Lichts begierig, 
Bist du Schmetterling verbrannt. 
 
Und so lang du das nicht hast, 
Dieses: Stirb und werde! 
Bist du nur ein trüber Gast 
Auf der dunklen Erde.” 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
 
Both the economy and sustainability have no clear and agreed-upon definition. In these systems, 
where we invent all the rules, what is and what would be the point of reference? We found out 
that there is no common way to introduce economics in sustainability master’s curricula. Every 
program develops their own understanding, perspective and resourcefulness based on available 
staff, researchers and the influence of (hosting) departments.  
 
However, programs do agree on one thing: mainstream economics as it runs today, should be 
challenged. They, therefore, provide critical views and literature, hoping that the content will 
engage students to become future change agents. System thinking and communication skills 
should help them in this future battle of “reorienting” the current model. 
 
On the practical level programs encounter struggles to integrate the economy and economics in 
their curricula. There is a lack of time and prioritization, a lack of collaboration inside academia 
(transdisciplinarity is not reflected in academia as a whole), big bureaucratic barriers and a lack 
of expertise in the staff. The diverse backgrounds of students make is even more difficult to 
design comprehensive economic courses, but also to find lecturers that would be comfortable 
teaching across disciplines. 
 
Complexity, the urgency of the challenges together with the awareness and striving of students, 
demands changes in the way economic is taught. We have to figure it out together and use the 
potential of the students themselves. A new emerging “transdisciplinary economics” is 
drastically needed, which calls for collaboration with students, researches, between master 
programs, universities and different economic actors.   
 
We suggest that transdisciplinary SD master programs could integrate more teaching about the 
economy and economics into their curricula. The economy is intertwined in the fabric of 
society, and this can be reflected in the teachings of the programs as well. As for the master 
programs, addressing the teaching about understanding, challenging and reorienting 
neoclassical economics could act as and support a strategic approach towards a sustainable 
world. Possible ways to it could be real-life, hand-on economic games and simulations 
throughout the year. If economics is one of the major violators of sustainability, it demands a 
major place in sustainability education.  
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2017. Global Governance Dimensions of Globally Networked Risks: The State of the 
Art in Social Science Research. Risk, Hazards & Crisis in Public Policy 8, 4-27. 
 
30. Lenzen, M., Moran, D., Kanemoto, K., Foran, B., Lobefaro, L., Geschke, A., 2012. 
International trade drives biodiversity threats in developing nations. Nature 486, 109- 
112. 
 
31. Borrás, S. and J. Edler (2014). The governance of socio-technical systems: 



 

   46 

explaining change, Edward Elgar Publishing. 
 
32. Coenen, L; Grillitsch, M., Hansen, T. Moodysson, J (2017) An innovation system 
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Rome to Wall Street. Palgrave Macmillan. 
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5. Foster, John Bellamy (1999) “Marx’s Theory of Metabolic Rift: Classical Foundations for 
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6. Luxemburg, Rosa (2003) [1913/1951] “The Struggle Against the Natural Economy”, in The 
Accumulation of Capital. Routledge. Pp. 348–65. 
 
7. Malm, Andreas (2016b) “Who Lit this Fire? Approaching the History of the Fossil 
Economy”, Critical Historical Studies, fall 2016: 215–48. 
 
8. Peluso, Nancy (2016) “Maids and Other Mobile Subjects: Remaking Forests and Agrarian 
Environments in Indonesia”. Keynote address at the ENTITLE conference: UNDISCIPLINED 
ENVIRONMENTS – International Conference of the European Network of Political Ecology 
(ENTITLE), Stockholm, 20-24 of March 2016. Available at: 
https://entitleblog.org/2016/04/28/nancy-peluso-on-maids-and-other-mobile-subjects- 
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10. Schneider, Eric D. & Kay, James J. (1994) “Life as a Manifestation of the Second Law of 
Thermodynamics”, Mathematical and Computer Modelling 19 (6-8): 25–48. 
 
11. Spash, Clive L. (ed.) (2017) Routledge Handbook of Ecological Economics: Nature and 
Society. Excerpts.  
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in The Oxford Handbook of Environmental History, pp. 369–97. Oxford University Press. 
 
13. Swyngedouw, Erik & Heynen, Nikolas C. (2003): “Urban Political Ecology, Justice and 
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2. Denie, S. 2012. A Question of Value. Available 
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3. Denie, S. 2012. The Art of Economy. Available at: 
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4. Jackson, T. 2010. An economic reality check. Video available at: 
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5. Martenson, C. 2014. Chapter 3 & 11. Videos available 
at:  https://www.peakprosperity.com/video/85828/playlist/92161/crash-course-chapter-3-
ehttps://www.peakprosperity.com/video/85840/playlist/92161/crash-course-chapter-11-
inflation 
 
6. Meadowcroft, J. 2007. Who is in Charge here? Governance for Sustainable 
Development in a Complex World. Journal of Environmental Policy & Planning 
Vol. 9, Nos. 3-4, 299 –314. 
 
7. Story of Stuff. 2013. Changing the game. Available 
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george-monbiot 
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HarperCollins. 
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http://abridge.me.uk/doku.php?id=the_white_mans_burden 
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Appendix B: Interview protocol  

Introduction of us and our research.  
 
Our need 1: to create an environment of trust for a honest conversation. 
Our need 2: to understand if economics should be taught in sustainability masters: if yes, 
why & how? If not: why not? 
Our need 3: to emphasise to the interviewees that we would like them to represent the 
program: be the ‘voice’ of the program. 
 
Double check fact survey (system level) 
To double check and complete basic info we already gathered: 

1a. When was the program founded? 
1b. 60 or 120 ECTS? 
1c. How many students are there in a year? 
1d. Which department(s)? 
1e. What is the core of the program (like sustainability challenge, FSSD and system 
thinking?) 
1f. Is there anything else we need to know? 
  

 
UNDERSTANDING: 

 
U1a. Their story: how do you teach economics? 
U1b. How did teaching economics changed over the years? (history / timeline of 
taught economics) 
U1c. ECTS  
U1d. Resources / teachers / guest lectures / researchers… 
U1e. Are there any collaborations with other departments or universities concerning 
economics?  

 
U2a. How can economics help/hinder the transition towards sustainability? OR What 
is the role of economics in the transition towards sustainability? 
  
U3a. How does your program define the economy? To the previous chapter  
  
U3b. Which economic schools of thought, thinkers, theories etc. do you use to teach 
economics? 
  
U3c. Which economic thinkers, theories etc. according to you are at the forefront of 
economics today? 

 
U3d. How are the required readings/textbook/references reflected in the teaching?  

 
U3e. What is consciously excluded from the scope of the economic course? 
  
U3f. What should sustainability students understand about economics when they 
graduate (threshold concepts)? And how do you teach this? 
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U4: The classical conceptualization of sustainability is known as the triple bottom 
line. Do you agree with this? How do you understand the interconnectedness of social, 
ecological and economics? Maybe you can draw it for us?  
  
  
  
CHALLENGING: 
  
C1a. What are the major economic challenges in relation to sustainability? (bridge 
question from understanding) 
  
C1b. What competencies do students need in order to solve these challenges? 
  
C1c. What competencies do you teach to your students in order to tackle those 
challenges? 
  
C2a. What are the main barriers and constraints to fully integrate economics in 
sustainability education and how do you make students aware of this? 
  
C3a. Do you think that teaching of economics in relation to sustainability should 
challenge the current neoclassical economics and the perpetual economic growth 
paradigm?  

 

REORIENTING (vs reproducing):  
  
R1a. In our literature review we found that universities should not only aim to give 
knowledge and skills to enabling students to make an individual transformation in 
their own life (know as 'walk the talk'), but the students should also be equipped to 
change predominant value structures and social norms. This includes, for example, to 
reorient the neoclassical understanding of the economics (being a predominant value 
structure). Until what extend do you agree with this view?  
  
R1b. How is this included in your curriculum? 
  
R2. Leave space for emergence. 
  

 
Additional question: What are future plans concerning the economic part in the 
curriculum? 

U1b. How did teaching economics changed over the years? (history / timeline 
of taught economics) 

Final question: are there any questions not asked? Any important information we 
need to know?  

 
Student survey: can you send you survey with three questions to your students?  

 

Interviews could also include “customized” questions for each programs based on the 
preceding analysis of program’s content, courses and literature.  
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Appendix C: Coding matrix sample  
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