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Abstract: With the focus on addressing the sustainability challenge increases in the global 

agenda, the role of Indigenous communities and the knowledge they hold has been receiving 

increasing attention as a vital aspect in working towards sustainability. This research sought to 

bring forth the importance of Indigenous communities and their knowledge in addressing 

ecological and social sustainability. The research focused on practitioners` engagement with 

Indigenous communities with the objective of exploring their stories and experiences to offer 

learning and guidance to other sustainability practitioners. A pragmatic qualitative research 

approach was adopted in conjunction with literature review, collaborative autoethnography 

diaries by the authors and nineteen semi-structured interviews with practitioners with 

experience across sixteen different countries. The results revealed four themed lessons 

Indigenous communities offer in ecological sustainability, enhancing social sustainability, 

adaptive capacity in complex human systems, structural obstacles and definitions. Results also 

presented best practices and guidelines across four main themes for successful engagement with 

Indigenous communities. The discussion offers insights on what all sustainability practitioners 

can learn when working in the Indigenous context. Ultimately, becoming the bridge to foster 

mutual learning between Indigenous and Industrialized world toward global sustainability.  

Keywords: Indigenous communities, Indigenous Knowledge, Strategic Sustainable 

Development, Adaptive capacity, Complexity, Leadership 
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Executive Summary 

The goal of this thesis is to explore the experiences and learnings practitioner’s and researchers 
have in the engagement processes with Indigenous communities when working towards 
sustainability. The intention is to learn from practitioner’s experiences, synthesize their stories 
from the field with the aim of providing further guidance to other practitioner’s to better 
navigate through some of the challenges they face when working towards a more sustainable 
future. The author’s focus on practitioner's engagement processes with Indigenous communities 
is owing to an early literature review exploring Indigenous people’s relevant and significant 
wealth of knowledge in addressing ecological and social sustainability. 
 
Introduction 

Indigenous communities and the sustainability challenge 

Authors acknowledge that there is an increase in literature around collaborating with Indigenous 
communities due to the knowledge they hold for both social and ecological sustainability. From 
the early literature review, it is clear that Indigenous peoples around the world understand the 
interconnectedness of the socio-ecological systems, hold valuable knowledge about ecological 
and social sustainability that has been passed down through thousands of years, and thus have 
a critical role to play in the sustainability challenge, not only with their own adaptive capacity 
but what they can contribute to global adaptive capacity (Apgar et al. 2015; Berger-González 
et al. 2016). They have a deep connection to their natural environment, land, sea and understand 
the cycles of nature. (Apgar et al 2015). This deep knowledge can provide valuable insights and 
tools for tackling ecological challenges, such as preventing biodiversity loss, reducing land 
degradation, mitigating the effects of climate change and effectively adapting to the 
environmental changes that occur. For the purpose of this research, the knowledge Indigenous 
communities hold can be defined as Indigenous Knowledge and is the understanding, skills and 
philosophies developed by societies with a long history of interaction with their natural 
environment. Indigenous knowledge incorporates all aspects of life - spirituality, history, 
cultural practices, social interactions, language and healing (UN 2012).  

The interconnectedness of humanity and nature  

With the profound implications of climate change, it becomes more important to harness the 
positive practices embedded in traditional cultures that value the balance between the natural 
and human worlds (UN 2012). This deep sense of interconnectedness that Indigenous 
communities embody is at the centre of Indigenous knowledge. As stated by Fritjof Capra: 
“Quantum theory reveals a basic oneness of the universe. It shows that we cannot decompose 
the world into independently existing smallest units. As we penetrate into matter, nature does 
not show us any isolated "building blocks," but rather appears as a complicated web of relations 
between the various parts of the whole. These relations always include the observer in an 
essential way. The human observer constitutes the final link in the chain of observational 
processes, and the properties of any atomic object can be understood only in terms of the 
object's interaction with the observer”. The authors therefore seek to enhance, through this 
research, the promotion of collaboration and unity between Indigenous communities and the 
Western world in the promotion of oneness, without the exclusion that often occurs.  

Complexity and the sustainability challenge  
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Achieving and working towards ecological and social sustainability is a complex and long-term 
process. Complexity can be defined as a challenge that has many moving parts that are hard to 
identify, that may be in flux, have cause and effect relationships that are hard to identify, are 
hard to solve and may return time and time again (Murrimatters 2014; Robèrt et al. 2018). 
Collaborating with Indigenous communities also has unique and complex dynamics involved, 
and authors chose to focus on the experiences practitioners had in this context because their 
approach takes a human to human interaction process of collaboration. Focusing on human to 
human interactions for collaborations is more inclusive, equitable, has human-rights based 
progress and it considers cultural diversity and the complexities of societies and local contexts 
(UN 2012). Therefore, the authors wanted to explore if this approach to collaborations could be 
beneficial for the sustainability challenge. 
 
Structural obstacles 
 
Within the exploration with practitioners, the authors acknowledge that successful outcomes of 
collaboration and human to human interaction when working with Indigenous communities are 
hindered by structural obstacles that exist within the societal system (Wright 2017; Aph, n.d.). 
Structural obstacles are defined as political, economic and cultural constructions firmly 
established in society and upheld by those with power and are difficult to overcome or avoid 
by the people exposed to them (Broman and Robèrt 2017; Robèrt et al. 2018). A large 
component of the issues Indigenous communities have faced and still grapple with to date are 
the obstacle of historical trauma, which can be referred to as “a complex and collective trauma 
experienced over time and across generations by a group of people who share an identity, 
affiliation, or circumstance” (Mohatt et al. 2014).  In an article examining the theory of 
historical trauma among Native Americans, it was alluded to that the current problems facing 
the Native American people may be the result of a legacy of chronic trauma and unresolved 
grief across generations enacted on them by the European dominant culture (Rice n.d.). 
 
The sustainability practitioner and leadership capacity  
 
The research seeks to explore the practitioner's role as a bridge between Indigenous 
communities and the Western world in engagement processes; as well as their role as a conduit 
in healing the historical trauma. Due to the complexity of the space practitioners work in, 
authors want to explore how they navigate through complexity and the sustainability challenge, 
how they may maintain a systems perspective, a perspective which considers all of the 
behaviours of a system as a whole in the context of its environment, whilst still being grounded 
in the needs of a community. It also explores how a practitioner maintains an understanding of 
the connection between the greater socio-ecological system, which is the combined system that 
is made up of the biosphere, human society and their complex interactions and explores the role 
of Indigenous communities within these systems. Furthermore, this research explores if 
practitioners have: 1) a way of understanding the system and current reality they are working 
with, 2) a way of finding a common success and/or a shared vision for the community, 3) a way 
of incorporating strategy, planning or preparedness 4) guidelines in which they follow to engage 
with communities 5) tools they use for their engagement process, and finally, if practitioners 6) 
co-create actions with the intention of ensuring the ownership of a community when moving 
towards sustainability. Furthermore, this research will explore the inner state in which 
practitioners navigate through complexity as leaders working towards sustainability. The nature 
of this inner state in leaders is something of a mystery but can be understood through Bill 



 

  vi  

O’Brien´s insight in leading profound change “The success of an intervention depends on the 
interior condition of the intervenor” (Scharmer 2008).  
 
This research exploration has been derived from Strategic Sustainable Development concepts 
from the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) as it gives authors a 
systems perspective and a multidimensional understanding of the current reality of the 
Indigenous context. It defines sustainability from scientific knowledge system, this has been 
used as a starting point for authors to create a shared understanding, facilitating dialogue with 
our interviewees and analysis of the data captured. Authors recognize the value of collaboration 
and mutual learning that potentially occurs between practitioner’s and Indigenous communities 
and the importance of preservation of Indigenous culture when working towards systemic 
change. How authors seek to conduct this exploration is detailed in further chapters.  
 
Research questions 
 
The intention of the research is to derive and compile stories, experiences and best practices 
from practitioners engaging with Indigenous communities that will further enhance other 
practitioners` knowledge, engagement and leadership capacity when working in complexity. In 
order to do so, the research explores the following questions: 
 
1. What can be learned from the practitioner’s engagement processes with Indigenous 

communities in complexity when working towards sustainability?  
2. What guidance can be offered to sustainability practitioners from the learnings practitioners 

have had working with Indigenous communities to guide them towards systemic change? 
 
Methods 
  
A pragmatic qualitative research was chosen for this study; a literature review, Collaborative 
auto-ethnography (CAE) and semi-structured interviews formed the backbone of the research. 
In total, nineteen interviews were conducted with twenty practitioner’s working with 
Indigenous communities, their experience spanned sixteen different countries in four 
continents. Due to the sensitive nature of studying the Indigenous context, CAE enabled authors 
to reflect on their learnings and worldviews as well as continuously check their biases and 
subjectivity throughout the research process. The overall research findings were used to 
discover the learnings from practitioners working in this context and how those insights could 
provide further guidance to the wider group of sustainability practitioner’s working in 
complexity towards sustainability. Based on these findings, guidelines were created to enhance 
the leadership capacity of sustainability practitioners working towards Strategic Sustainable 
Development.  

The literature review sought to understand the sustainability challenge, the complexity it 
comprises of and the importance of adaptive capacity of societies in a world that is fast 
changing. It also sought to establish the extent to which Indigenous knowledge can aid in the 
journey towards ecological and social sustainability. Semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with the objective of gaining stories, experiences, lessons and best practices from 
practitioner’s working in Indigenous communities while answering the given research 
questions. 
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Nineteen interviews were conducted with practitioner’s who had experience in engaging with 
Indigenous communities. A thorough analysis was conducted through a process of coding, 
which was done in groups of two thesis team members and cross-review. All transcriptions and 
coding were reviewed and verified by each group member for scientific rigor and to ensure all 
authors had an interaction and deep understanding of each interview. Approximately sixty 
themes emerged which were then synthesized and condensed into a narrative which emulated 
meaningful data which fed into answering our research questions. 
 
Results and Discussion 

The results are based on practitioner’s learnings and insights when engaging with Indigenous 
communities and were validated by the practitioners upon their review of the aggregated 
findings. The following table summarizes the key themes through the lens of the given research 
questions.  
  

Research Question 
1. What can be 
learned from 
practitioner’s 
engagement 
processes with 
Indigenous 
communities when 
working towards 
sustainability?  

Key themes  

1.1. The importance of Indigenous communities and the knowledge 
they hold in tackling the sustainability challenge: 

1.1.1 Ecological Sustainability 

How Indigenous communities and their knowledge helps to work 
towards environmental sustainability 

1.1.2 Social Sustainability 

How Indigenous communities and their knowledge helps to work 
towards social sustainability, with a focus on the five elements of 
Adaptive capacity: 

• Diversity,  
• Learning,  
• Self-Organization,  
• Trust,  
• Common meaning 

1.1.3 Structural obstacles within communities  

Social, political and cultural obstacles firmly established in society and 
upheld by those with power and are difficult to overcome or avoid by 
the people exposed to them. 

• Trauma & Impartiality,  
• Cultural erosion,  
• Political mistrust,  
• Health,  
• Engagement fatigue   
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1.1.4 Definitions 

Unifying definitions that may hinder engagement processes: 

• Indigenous peoples and communities,  
• Sustainability and Sustainable Development  

Research Question 
2. What guidance 
can be offered to 
sustainability 
practitioners from 
the learnings 
practitioners have 
had working with 
Indigenous 
communities to 
guide them towards 
systemic change?  

Key themes 

1.2. Guidance on how to have:  

1) successful engagement with Indigenous communities,  

2) appropriate guidelines,  

3) tools and actions to do so when working towards sustainability 

1.2.1 Practitioner's role as a bridge  

Role as a bridge between different worlds, having a systems 
perspective whilst being deeply grounded within the community. 

For instance: 

1) the practitioners themselves acted as a bridge and led the 
engagement,  

2) the engagement was led by an intermediate person with the support 
of the practitioners, and  

3) it was led by a member of the Indigenous community with the 
support of the practitioners 

1.2.2 Trust and enablers of trust;  

• Dialogue and Deep listening, 
• Invitation,  
• The inner state of practitioner & Beginners Mindset,  
• Participatory co-creation & Mutual learning,  
• Respect & Relationship Building  

1.2.3 Understanding Complexity and Systems thinking  

• Tools and processes to do so  

 
Table 1. Summary of the results through the lens of research questions 1 and 2.  
 
The synthesized themes that came up through the data analysis and coding were then discussed 
through a strategic sustainable development lens to answer the two research questions on what 
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lessons can be learned from practitioner’s experiences and what guidance can be offered to 
other practitioners. On lessons learned, the stories and experiences of practitioner’s were used 
to highlight their observation on the importance of Indigenous communities and the knowledge 
they hold in contributing towards ecological and social sustainability, the structural obstacles 
that exist within societies where Indigenous peoples live and the definitions that exist of 
Indigenous peoples and communities, sustainability and sustainable development.  The 
guidance offered to practitioners was categorized into the role of the practitioner in acting as a 
bridge between Indigenous communities and the Industrialized world, the importance of 
understanding complexity and systems thinking, trust, the enablers of building trust and the 
tools and processes applied when working with Indigenous communities. 
 
Conclusion  

Collaborating with Indigenous communities and integrating the knowledge they hold plays an 
instrumental role in contributing towards global ecological and social sustainability as their 
expertise and cross-generational knowledge serves in preserving the environment and 
enhancing the adaptive capacity of complex human systems. To ensure effective collaboration, 
practitioners have an important role in acting as a bridge between the industrialized world and 
Indigenous communities to facilitate increased mutual learning. This interaction must be based 
on equal partnership, respect and trust building.  To build trust and respect, a practitioner needs 
to wait for their invitation into the community and realize that relationships take both 
commitment and time to build. Practitioners must also deeply understand the system they are 
collaborating in the hope to move forward with a successful engagement, for example, 
acknowledging the structural obstacles, trauma, their history and the current reality. The 
research demonstrated that practitioner’s need to have leadership capacities to navigate through 
complexity, which transcend our current paradigm and hold a system perspective. Leadership 
capacities include but are not limited to; deep listening, dialogue, beginner's mindset, letting go 
of preconceived ideas or biases, personal resilience, building relationships and trust. In this 
context it is not appropriate to come in with plans or frameworks, although practitioners use a 
variety of tools or mental models to serve as a place to navigate through complexity, they try 
to not to let it hinder their process of listening to the communities needs and allow for 
emergence.   
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Disclaimer about researching the Indigenous context and language use  

Through authors background in systems thinking, they share a deep understanding and 
knowledge of the significance of interconnectedness of humanity and nature. As stated by 
Albert Einstein: “A human being is part of the whole, called by us “universe,” limited in time 
and space. He experiences himself, his thoughts and feelings as something separated from the 
rest – a kind of optical delusion of his consciousness. This delusion is a prison, restricting us to 
our personal desires and to affection for a few persons close to us. Our task must be to free 
ourselves from our prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all humanity and 
the whole of nature in its beauty”. When the authors sought to work in the context of 
engagement with Indigenous communities they found it inappropriate to collectively define all 
communities of interest as Indigenous, nor did they want to pursue a reductionist way of 
thinking with their process – which is a belief that if every detail in a system is studied with 
scrupulous care, the entire system will eventually be understood (Robèrt et al. 2017). The 
authors seek to be respectful with their language use to the practitioners they work with and the 
Indigenous communities around the world. While using a general term to refer to a particular 
group, like Indigenous or practitioner, can be helpful in the context of research, it is important 
to acknowledge the diversity and uniqueness of each individual and communities within this 
grouping. 

Defining Indigenous Peoples  

There are more than 370 million Indigenous peoples spread across 90 countries worldwide, a 
with a myriad of unique identities and cultures, and cannot be generalized into one grouping 
(United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues, n.d.). There are many ways to define 
Indigenous identity as well as one identifying as Indigenous. One way to approach this question 
of identity is through one`s personal connection to the land which can only be identified by the 
individual (Ibid.) and not defined.  Another way to approach self-identification is through 
looking at the system, such as a governmental or legal body, which may provide different 
services to inhabitants depending on one`s identity in this context.  

In this research, the communities are presented as seen the most appropriate for the context of 
their land. For instance, in the context of Australia, this research sought to explore experiences 
and learnings from practitioner’s working with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders, however, 
communities in this context have also been defined as Indigenous peoples or First Nations. 
However, these definitions tend to offer little guidance as to what might be a useful 
administrative or legal definition for the purpose of the nation-state attempting to enumerate, 
recognize the rights of, or run programs for, the benefit of Indigenous peoples. For these 
purposes different countries have found different ways forward—some putting the emphasis on 
self-identification, others on verifiable descent (Gardiner-Garden 2003). In the context of 
Africa, practitioners have engaged with Pygmi and the Yao People, in Canada with First 
Nations peoples, in Brazil with the River people, in Finland working with the Sámi people.  

As mentioned above, authors recognize the vast number of different definitions of Indigenous 
communities and acknowledge the broadness of a term such as Indigenous communities or 
peoples. After conducting extensive research on the different definitions of Indigenous peoples, 
via literature and with practitioners, authors began with a definition according to the United 
Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs: “Indigenous peoples are inheritors and 
practitioners of unique cultures and ways of relating to people and the environment. They have 
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retained social, cultural, economic and political characteristics that are distinct from those of 
the dominant societies in which they live”.  

Considering the diversity of Indigenous peoples, an official definition of “Indigenous” has not 
been adopted by any UN-system body. Instead, the system has developed a modern 
understanding of this term based on the following: 

• Self- identification as indigenous peoples at the individual level and accepted by the 
community as their member. 

• Historical continuity with pre-colonial and/or pre-settler societies 
• Strong link to territories and surrounding natural resources 
• Distinct social, economic or political systems 
• Distinct language, culture and beliefs 
• Form non-dominant groups of society 
• Resolve to maintain and reproduce their ancestral environments and systems as 

distinctive peoples and Communities (United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues, n.d.). 

Yet, due to the sheer diversity and heterogeneity found within Indigenous communities around 
the world, it is impossible to find a single definition that would apply to all Indigenous 
communities. Therefore, all communities in this research have been stated using the same noun 
as referred by the practitioner’s in their particular context. At the same time, despite 
understanding the diversity of the communities practitioners are working with, through 
discussions with practitioners we will at times address communities as Indigenous in a 
respectful way, without the intention of lumping the communities all together as a monolith 
entity. The meaning of the “Indigenous communities” definition was explored with the 
practitioners further and is explained in detail in the Results and Discussion chapters of this 
study. 

In addition, this research will touch on the historical interaction between Indigenous and 
Industrialized society. Authors cannot ignore the negative impact the past has had on 
Indigenous communities, and authors wish to acknowledge the challenges and trauma. Authors 
acknowledge the potential controversy of not identifying as Indigenous themselves but however 
felt called to spread the important message of honouring and acknowledging the history of 
colonization and globalization, and the impacts it has had on Indigenous communities. They 
can only refer to literature for the purpose of this research, which authors also acknowledge a 
lot of the time has been written by Non-Indigenous people. Therefore, they endeavored to 
acknowledge the past respectfully, and also be transparent on who the literature has been written 
by. 

Defining practitioner’s 

Another term that will be used often is practitioner’s. There are many definitions for a 
practitioner but in the case of this research, all practitioner’s work is in diverse contexts with 
Indigenous communities.  Some examples of the contexts are; health, education including 
literacy, Indigenous rights, human rights, environmental rights, domestic violence, community 
engagement, conflict resolution and construction development. They also work with many 
different stakeholders including; communities, individuals, government and businesses. The 
practitioners who were interviewed in this research come from different countries around the 
globe, for example; Australia, Brazil, Mexico, Kenya, Finland and Canada and the practitioners 
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are working in a variety of communities around the world. Within this context, a lot of the 
practitioners have a focus on community engagement whatever discipline their work lies in, 
and they all execute this quite differently, they have a variety of experiences and training 
backgrounds and conduct a vast array of tasks. Some examples include but are not limited to; 
community engagement through dialogue, facilitation, leadership, meetings and circles, 
education and training, mediation, conflict resolution, deep listening, research and co-creation. 
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Glossary 

Adaptive Capacity: The capacity to change and adjust to the sometimes quickly-changing 
environment. It is the essence of what allows the systems to be sustainable over the long run 
(Robèrt et al 2018). 

Collaborative Autoethnography: An approach to research and writing that seeks to describe 
and systematically analyze (graphy) personal experience (auto) in order to understand cultural 
experience (ethno) (Ellis 2004). Collaborative autoethnography (CAE) is simultaneously 
collaborative, autobiographical, and ethnographic, and investigates the social phenomenon of 
mutual interest and a rigorous and useful addition to the field of qualitative inquiry (Chang, 
Ngunjiri and Hernandez 2012). 

Collaboration: 1: to work jointly with others or together especially in an intellectual endeavor 
An international team of scientists collaborated on the study; 2: to cooperate with or willingly 
assist an enemy of one's country and especially an occupying force suspected of collaborating 
with the enemy; 3: to cooperate with an agency or instrumentality with which one is not 
immediately connected (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

Common meaning: Shared understanding of the significance of something or a shared 
understanding of a purpose (Robèrt et al 2018). 

Conceptual Framework: A mental model that allows people to simplify and categorize a 
complex issue in a way that aids understanding (Robèrt et al 2018). 

Complex system:  A system that is constituted of parts that interact in complex ways to produce 
behavior that is sometimes counterintuitive and unpredictable (Robèrt et al. 2013). Human 
beings are complex systems, societies are complex systems, because they have several human 
beings as well as many other parts within in and our natural environment is a complex system. 
Complex systems is what practitioners working in sustainability are normally working with 
(Robèrt et al 2018) 

Complex adaptive system: Human social systems, like all living systems, can be described as 
complex adaptive systems. The human social system from this perspective is made up of 
“human social agents (individuals, groups, formal organizations, etc.) and the relationships 
among the social agents. (Robèrt et al 2013; Castellani and Hafferty 2010). 

Cynefin Framework: The framework sorts the issues facing leaders into five contexts defined 
by the nature of the relationship between cause and effect. Four of these—simple, complicated, 
complex, and chaotic—require leaders to diagnose situations and to act in contextually 
appropriate ways. The fifth—disorder—applies when it is unclear which of the other four 
contexts is predominant. Cynefin framework, allows executives to see things from new 
viewpoints, assimilate complex concepts, and address real-world problems and opportunities. 
(Cynefin, pronounced ku-nev-in, is a Welsh word that signifies the multiple factors in our 
environment and our experience that influence us in ways we can never understand.) (Snowden 
2007).  

Dialogue-based methodology: Dialogue-based methodologies typically engage groups of 
people (large or small) in a process to enable meaningful conversations to emerge. These 
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methodologies are specifically designed for working with complex situations in service of 
finding the best solutions for a common purpose (Cretney et al. 2011; Holman et al. 2009). 

Emergence: 1: the act or an instance of emerging 2. the process of becoming visible after being 
concealed. 3. the process of coming into existence or prominence. (Merriam-Webster, n.d.)  

Engagement process: an ongoing task between key stakeholders and assume the key 
stakeholders will be involved in several tasks to form a project, program or policy from its 
inception right through to implementation and subsequent review (Department of Health and 
Human services, n.d.) 

Framework: a basic conceptual structure (as of ideas); a skeletal, openwork, or structural frame 
(Merriam-Webster, n.d.)  

Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD): A structured and scientifically 
rigorous strategic planning model that identifies the minimum ecological and the societal 
conditions which are necessary for humans to continue to live within the finite limits of the 
biosphere. The structure of the FSSD is consistent with the 5 level model. A critical innovation 
is the integration and strategic use of backcasting using the 8 sustainability principles (Robèrt 
et al. 2018). 

Human society or society: The global social system and physical infrastructure that humans 
have created, meet individual needs and collective needs (Robèrt et al. 2018).  

Indigenous communities or Indigenous peoples: Considering the diversity of Indigenous 
peoples, an official definition of “Indigenous” has not been adopted by any UN-system body. 
Instead the system has developed a modern understanding of this term based on the following: 

• Self- identification as Indigenous peoples at the individual level and accepted by the 
community as their member. 

• Historical continuity with pre-colonial and/or pre-settler societies 
• Strong link to territories and surrounding natural resources 
• Distinct social, economic or political systems 
• Distinct language, culture and beliefs 
• Form non-dominant groups of society 
• Resolve to maintain and reproduce their ancestral environments and systems as 

distinctive peoples and communities. (United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous 
Issues, n.d.) 

Indigenous knowledge: Indigenous knowledge is a subset of Traditional Knowledge that is no 
different from the latter, except that the holders are Indigenous peoples rather than Non-
Indigenous communities embodying traditional lifestyles (United Nations, 2004). Indigenous 
knowledge holders may have claim of prior territorial occupancy to the current habitat unlike 
Traditional knowledge holders (Mugabe, 1999) It refers to the understanding, skills and 
philosophies developed by societies with a long history of interaction with their natural 
environment. Indigenous knowledge incorporates all aspects of life - spirituality, history, 
cultural practices, social interactions, language and healing.  

Key stakeholders: The people that will be most affected by the project, program or policy. 
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Method: a procedure or process for attaining an object: such as a) 1. a systematic procedure, 
technique, or mode of inquiry employed by or proper to a particular discipline or art; 2. a 
systematic plan followed in presenting material for instruction, b) 1. a way, technique, or 
process of or for doing something, 2. a body of skills or techniques (Merriam-Webster n.d.) 

Multi-Stakeholder processes: The aim of multi-stakeholder processes is to promote better 
decision making by ensuring that the views of the main actors concerned about a particular 
decision are heard and integrated at all stages through dialogue and consensus building. The 
process takes the view that everyone involved in the process has a valid view and relevant 
knowledge and experience to bring to the decision making. The approach aims to create trust 
between the actors and solutions that provide mutual benefits. The approach is people-centered 
and everyone involved takes responsibility for the outcome. Because of the inclusive and 
participatory approaches used, stakeholders have a greater sense of ownership for decisions 
made. They are thus more likely to comply with them (UN 2002). 

Participatory Process: A series of methodologies woven together in sequence that collectively 
create a process for addressing complex issues. It is assumed that the majority of methodologies 
in a participatory process are dialogue-based (Cretney et al. 2011). 

Practitioners: Someone involved in a skilled job or activity. Someone who works in a job that 
involves long training and high levels of skill (Cambridge 2019). 

Self-organization: A process where some form of order or coordination arises out of the 
interactions between the components with no central direction or control (Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Socio-ecological system: The combined system that is made up of the biosphere, human society 
and their complex interactions (Robèrt et al. 2013). 

Strategic sustainable development: Strategic decision-making and planning intended to 
bridge the gap between the current, non-sustainable socio-economic system and a sustainable 
society.  

Structural obstacles: Social constructions - political, economic, and cultural - that are firmly 
established in society, upheld by those with power, and which are, due to a variety of 
dependences, difficult to overcome or avoid by the people exposed to them (Robèrt et al. 2018). 

Sustainable development: Development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. The transition from the 
current, unsustainable society towards a sustainable society, and continued development within 
sustainability constraints thereafter (Robèrt et al. 2013; UN 2015). 

Sustainability: The quality of causing little or no damage to the environment and therefore 
able to continue for a long time. Meeting the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their own needs (Cambridge 2019; UN 2015). 

Sustainability challenge: The systemic errors of societal design and basic operation that are 
driving negative effects on the socio-ecological system and the obstacles to fixing those errors 
(Robèrt et al. 2013). 
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Sustainability practitioners: Practitioners working towards sustainability and meeting the 
needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own 
needs, across a variety of sectors, contexts and stakeholders including, communities, 
individuals, government and businesses. (Cambridge 2019). 

Sustainability principles (SPs): 

The eight basic principles for a sustainable society in the biosphere, underpinned by scientific 
laws and knowledge. The eight SPs are:  

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing...  

1. …concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust; 2. ...concentrations of 
substances produced by society; 3. ...degradation of physical means;  

and people are not subject to structural obstacles to...  

4. ...Health; 5. ...Influence; 6. ...Competence; 7. ...Impartiality; 8. ...meaning making.  (Robèrt 
et al. 2018). 

Sustainable society: A society complying with the sustainability principles of the Framework 
for Strategic Sustainable Development. (Robèrt et al. 2013). 

Systems analysis: A technique based to build qualitative models which explore the feedback 
loops, relationships, and behaviour of a chosen system over time (Robèrt et al. 2013). 

Systems thinking: The organized study of systems, their feedbacks and their behavior as a 
whole (Robèrt et al. 2013). 

Tools: Something that helps you to do a particular activity. Something which can be used to 
help actors arrive at success. (Robèrt et al. 2013; Cambridge 2019). 

Trust: Attitude towards (collective) humans that enables an agent to cope with situations of 
uncertainty and lack of control, by formulating a positive expectation towards another agent, 
based on assessment of trustworthiness of a trusted agent (Meijboom 2008, 91). 
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1 Introduction 

The goal of this thesis is to explore the experiences and learnings practitioners and researchers 
have in the engagement processes with Indigenous communities when working towards 
sustainability. The intention is to learn from practitioner’s experiences, synthesize their stories 
from the field with the aim of providing further guidance to other practitioner’s to better 
navigate through some of the challenges they face when working towards a more sustainable 
future. The author’s focus on practitioner's engagement processes with Indigenous communities 
is owing to an early literature review exploring Indigenous peoples relevant and significant 
wealth of knowledge in addressing ecological and social sustainability. 

From the literature review, it is clear that Indigenous peoples around the world understand the 
interconnectedness of the socio-ecological systems, hold valuable knowledge about ecological 
and social sustainability that has been passed down through thousands of years, and thus have 
a critical role to play in the sustainability challenge, not only with their own adaptive capacity 
but what they contribute to global adaptive capacity. They have a deep connection to their 
natural environment, land, sea and understand the cycles of nature (Apgar et al. 2015, Berger-
González et al. 2016). This deep knowledge can provide valuable insight and tools for tackling 
ecological challenges such as preventing biodiversity loss, reducing land degradation, 
mitigating the effects of climate change and effectively adapting to the environmental changes 
that occur.  

With the profound implications of climate change, it becomes more important to harness the 
positive practices embedded in traditional cultures that value the balance between the natural 
and human worlds (UN 2012).  This balance is at the centre of Indigenous knowledge and 
authors advocate for an exploration in collaborating with Indigenous communities to work 
towards solving the sustainability challenge. Modern scientific knowledge alone cannot hold 
all the answers to the most pressing question of our time, our society also need to embrace the 
wisdom of the past and in unexpected places to find ways forward. As Fritjof Capra, a physicist 
and a leading system thinker, shares: “Quantum theory reveals a basic oneness of the universe. 
It shows that we cannot decompose the world into independently existing smallest units. As we 
penetrate into matter, nature does not show us any isolated "building blocks," but rather appears 
as a complicated web of relations between the various parts of the whole. These relations always 
include the observer in an essential way. The human observer constitutes the final link in the 
chain of observational processes, and the properties of any atomic object can be understood 
only in terms of the object's interaction with the observer.”  

Achieving and working towards ecological and social sustainability is a complex and long-term 
process. Complexity can be defined as a challenge that has many moving parts that are hard to 
identify, that may be in flux, have cause and effect relationships that are hard to identify, are 
hard to solve and may return time and time again (Murrimatters 2014; Robèrt et al. 2018). 
Collaborating with Indigenous communities also has unique and complex dynamics involved, 
and authors chose to focus on the experience's practitioner’s had in this context because their 
approach takes a human to human interaction process of collaboration. Focusing on human to 
human interactions for collaborations is more inclusive, equitable, has human-rights based 
progress and it considers cultural diversity and the complexities of societies and local contexts 
(UN 2012). Therefore, authors want to explore if this approach to collaborations could be 
beneficial for the sustainability challenge.  
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In that regard, the research seeks to explore the practitioner's role as a bridge in the engagement 
processes with Indigenous communities. Due to the complexity of the space the practitioner’s 
work in, authors want to explore how they navigate through complexity and the sustainability 
challenge, how they may maintain a systems perspective, a perspective which considers all of 
the behaviours of a system as a whole in the context of its environment, whilst still being 
grounded in the needs of a community and the engagement processes they work with. 

This research exploration has been derived from Strategic Sustainable Development concepts 
from the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development which will be explored further in 
this chapter. Authors recognize the value of collaboration and mutual learning that potentially 
occurs between the practitioners and Indigenous communities and the importance of 
preservation of Indigenous culture when working towards systemic change. How authors seek 
to conduct this exploration is detailed in further chapters. Furthermore, this research will 
explore the inner state in which practitioners navigate through complexity as leaders working 
towards sustainability. The nature of this inner state in leaders is something of a mystery but 
can be understood through Bill O’Brien´s insight in leading profound change “The success of 
an intervention depends on the interior condition of the intervenor” (Scharmer 2008). 

Within this exploration, the authors acknowledge that successful outcomes when working with 
Indigenous communities are hindered by structural obstacles that exist within the societal 
system (Daes 2004). Structural obstacles are defined as political, economic and cultural 
constructions firmly established in society and upheld by those with power and are difficult to 
overcome or avoid by the people exposed to them (Broman and Robèrt 2017; Robèrt et al. 
2018). These obstacles and their impact on Indigenous communities will be explored with 
practitioner’s.  

1.1 The Sustainability Challenge 

As human societies progress into the 21st century, we are faced with the sustainability challenge 
which can be defined as an increasing number of complex social and ecological crisis such as 
climate change, resources depletion, epidemics, violent conflicts, and many more (Broman and 
Robèrt 2017; Kajikawa, Francisco, and Kiyohiro 2014).  Today, the vulnerability of our socio-
ecological systems is becoming increasingly evident worldwide, as the social and 
environmental systems that human society depends on are in a state of continuous degradation 
and facing many crises on a scale we have never seen before (Ibid.). For human society to thrive 
currently, society consumes resources that come from the biosphere (the place where life exists) 
and lithosphere (the earth crust’s upper-mantle) (Robèrt et al. 2018). This interdependent 
relationship between society and the environment is further described by the three-nested-
dependencies model i.e. social, economic, and environmental. This model depicts human 
society as a wholly owned subsidiary of the environment whereby, without food, clean water, 
fresh air, fertile soil, and other natural resources, we can no longer continue (Willard 2012). 
Reputable organizations such as Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change Climate (IPCC) 
and many climate scientists have called the age we are currently living in as the Anthropocene, 
speaking to the intertwined nature of human actions and climate change. Our society and its 
current consumption pattern greatly exceed the capacity of the earth’s biosphere and lithosphere 
to replenish themselves, pushing the Earth system out of balance. We are waking up to the 
increasing realization of how human actions affect climate change and irreversible damage our 
actions are causing to the biosphere such as loss of biodiversity and greenhouse gas emission 
(Stephen et al. 2004; IPCC 2013).  
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Figure 1.1: Interdependence Nested Systems (adapted from Robèrt et al. 2018 and Willard 
2012). 

On the social side, more than 1 billion people are still living in extreme poverty, and income 
inequality within and among many countries has been rising; at the same time, unsustainable 
consumption and production patterns have resulted in huge economic and social costs and may 
endanger life on the planet (UN 2013). Our consumption patterns are constantly increasing and 
whereas this is a strong driving force of global economic growth, it has also accelerated the 
negative impacts of society’s unsustainable practices, which can be defined as; the systemic 
errors of societal design and basic operation that are driving negative effects on the socio-
ecological system and the obstacles to fixing those errors. These negative impacts are what have 
resulted in the sustainability challenge (Kajikawa, Francisco, and Kiyohiro 2014; Robèrt et al. 
2018).   

The challenge society is facing can be described using a funnel metaphor where environmental 
and social degradation can be illustrated as a steadily closing wall representing both the 
declining capacity of the socio-ecological system to support human civilization, and the 
reduction in the room to maneuver that such degradation causes. Once society recognizes the 
adverse effects of its patterns and begins to correct these trends, the environmental and social 
system will begin to restore itself and cease to further decline, which is represented by a leveled-
out wall which symbolizes the steadying of the socio-ecological system (Broman and Robèrt 
2017; Robèrt et al. 2018.) The leveling out of the socio-ecological system can be seen as 
working towards sustainability. We will explore the term “sustainability” below. 
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What is sustainability? 

The concept of sustainability has been defined as; a concern for the future of our resources or, 
as the quality of being able to continue over a period of time or the quality of causing little or 
no damage to the environment and therefore able to continue for a long time  (Cambridge 2019; 
Rack 2018). In addition, a sustainable society has been defined as a society that is self-
perpetuating over the long-term—meaning that it uses resources at a rate that does not exceed 
the rate at which they can be replenished, and that it produces waste materials at a pace that 
does not exceed the rate at which they can be reabsorbed by the environment (Rack 2018). From 
these various definitions, there has only been an emphasis on ecological sustainability, and 
therefore, a lack of acknowledgement of the interconnectedness of the three-nested-
dependencies; ecological, social and economic, as described in the sustainability challenge. 
Over time, sustainability has been defined in a variety of ways by many individuals, 
organizations, governments and institutions based on their contexts and needs, and therefore it 
has been very hard for a society to have a shared mental model around its meaning. In more 
recent times, the most common definition of sustainability includes human society and aligns 
more with the concept of sustainable development, which was defined by the Brundtland 
Commission of the United Nations in 1987 as development that meets the needs of the present 
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs (UN 2015). 
Authors acknowledge that despite this increased consensus in definition, there still is no 
collective definition of the term sustainability nor strategic action in how to move towards 
sustainability or sustainable development (Robèrt et al 2018). Authors seek to explore these 
defintions further with practitioner’s.   

1.1.2  Complexity and System perspective 

In seeking to achieve sustainability within the nested systems of the environment, society and 
the economy, many researchers in the sustainability field acknowledge that there cannot be a 
linear approach to finding a one-size fits all solution (Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 2011; 
Missimer et al. 2017; Broman and Robèrt 2017; Kajikawa, Francisco, and Kiyohiro 2014). The 
Earth is a complex system, meaning that it has a relatively large number of parts that interact 
in complex ways to produce behaviour that is sometimes counterintuitive and unpredictable. 
This unpredictability is due to a number of characteristics of complex systems, including: 
emergence, the behaviour which cannot be predicted from the behaviour of its separated parts; 
complex relationships between systems parts; non-linearity; and thresholds (Robèrt et al. 2018). 
Humans, like all living systems, can be considered not only complex but also complex adaptive 
systems (Clayton and Radcliffe, 1996). Complex systems are systems that are dynamic 
networks of relationships rather than an aggregation of the individual static entities; complex 
adaptive systems are systems where the individual and collective behaviour also mutates. The 
ability of human societies to mutate and adapt to changes around them is referred to as their 
adaptive capacity, a concept that will be elaborated in the next chapter of the research (Missimer 
et al.  2017).  

The sustainability challenge itself has many interrelated, unpredictable parts that are hard to 
identify, that may be in flux, have cause and effect relationships that are hard to identify, are 
hard to solve and may return time and time again. These challenges and dynamics share a range 
of characteristics—they go beyond the capacity of any one organisation to understand and 
respond to, and there is often disagreement about the causes of the problems and the best way 
to tackle them (Briggs 2006). Some examples are climate change, natural disasters, water 
scarcity, poverty, food security, famine, Indigenous disadvantage, land degradation, mental and 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/quality
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/able
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/continue
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/period
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/time
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/quality
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/cause
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/damage
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/environment
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/therefore
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/able
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/continue
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/long
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/time
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physical health, trauma, domestic violence and drug and alcohol abuse. Therefore, 
sustainability practitioners need to have a way in which they can begin to navigate through the 
complexity and co-create viable solutions when working towards sustainability. In the context 
of this research, although it is advised that practitioner’s should go in with a beginner`s mindset 
and suspend their judgements toward any prescribed solutions or preconceived ideas (Conrad 
et al. 2017; Cretney et al. 2011), it is still useful to have a mental model or a plan that can be 
flexible and agile to know where to begin. A framework or model, common in working with 
complexity is the Cynefin Framework. Thus far authors consider the primary participants, 
practitioners to be working in complexity, although they will explore this further with 
practitioners. Authors seek to explore if and what mental model practitioners use for complexity 
and how, for instance using the Cynefin Framework.  

Working in complexity - Cynefin Framework. 

The research on complexity often points to the Cynefin Framework as a sense-making tool for 
practitioners and researchers to understand the complexity and make decisions in different 
contexts (Kurtz and Snowden 2003). 

 

Figure 1.2: The Cynefin Framework show the relationship between different cause and effect 
context aiding decision-making (Image: Wikipedia). 

The framework sorts the issues leaders face into five contexts defined by the nature of the 
relationship between cause and effect. Four of these issues—obvious (previously coined simple 
in past iteration), complicated, complex, and chaotic—require leaders to diagnose situations 
and to act in contextually appropriate ways. The fifth—disorder—applies when it is unclear 
which of the other four contexts is predominant (Kurtz and Snowden 2003; Johnston 2016). 
Cynefin framework, allows executives to see things from new viewpoints, assimilate complex 
concepts, and address real-world problems and opportunities.  

The framework applies when practitioners first interact with a novel situation and can be used 
to sense and assess the context of the situation, understand certain qualities and form 
appropriate strategies that are best suited for a specific context. It is also about knowing when 
certain strategies will and will not work in certain contexts. Issues can be categorized by looking 
at the relationship between cause and effect. For an “obvious” problem, the relationship 
between cause and effect is often very predictable, where the cause of the problem and its 
outcome or consequence is direct. For a problem in the “complicated” context, the cause and 
effect might be less apparent, often needing expert know-how or analysis to make sense. In 
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both these states there is an underlying assumption that there is an inherent order to the cause 
and effect, and it is possible to arrive to a “right” answer or best practice through facts and 
analysis (Kurtz and Snowden 2003). Complex and chaotic context on the other hand have cause 
and effect relationships that are not always linear or predictable. These contexts are often places 
where past experience or expert knowledge offer little help because it is impossible to determine 
or predict with certainty an outcome. Thus, necessitating an entirely different way to respond 
appropriately to the chaotic and complex circumstances (Kurtz and Snowden 2003).  

To demonstrate the different dynamics between the contexts, for example, complicated versus 
complex contexts, often present in sustainability work, one can use the example of analysing 
climate change and disaster prevention. The Earth’s weather cycle is a complex realm where 
everyday weather is fundamentally uncertain. Yet through the scientific lens, we can analyse 
the weather patterns and cloud behaviour to make certain predictions whether something is 
likely or unlikely. Through using an analytic mindset and scientific framework, which is the 
recommended approach in complicated realm, scientists can analyse the weather data 
(precipitation, humidity etc…) to know the bigger trend of where the climate is headed, that sea 
levels are rising and that global temperatures are increasing (Rosin and Spiegel 2019; Kurtz and 
Snowden 2003). But in the case of local weather, we can never be 100 per cent sure if and 
where it will rain until it's just about to fall. Preparing for a local disaster is always an exercise 
of complexity. Climate disasters such as tornados are impossible to predict and despite even the 
most rigorous analysis, scientists can never be certain with utmost certainty when and where 
tornados can start (Rosin and Spiegel 2019). In conclusion, complicated problems often require 
technical solutions guided by expert know-how while complex problems tend to call for 
emergent solutions that require experimentations from the intervener.   

The system perspective of sustainability science 

To address complex problems, such as the sustainability challenge, it often means making 
decisions for the long-term, where the relationship between cause and effect only makes sense 
in hindsight, without having the possibility to predict with certainty, outcomes of the actions 
taken in the present (Kurtz and Snowden 2003; Robèrt et al. 2013). At the same time, the work 
in sustainability sometimes also calls for expert knowledge, such as from climate scientists thus 
necessitating a complicated approach. Consequently, for the purpose of this research, authors 
will put on the lens of complex contexts rather than complicated, obvious or chaotic (Wiek, 
Withycombe, and Redman 2011; Kajikawa, Francisco, and Kiyohiro 2014). 

In the past, many attempts to address and research sustainability have been proposed by experts 
from separate scientific disciplines (Kajikawa 2008; Kajikawa, Francisco, and Kiyohiro 2014). 
These responses were often entrenched in silo-thinking of their respective discipline, viewing 
sustainability issues through a fragmented, reductionist lens without an understanding of the 
full complexity and the interrelated nature of the three-nested-dependencies described in the 
sustainability challenge above (Lang et al. 2012; Kajikawa 2008). During this time, 
sustainability science -- a relatively young field in the science landscape -- emerged in an 
attempt to bridge the gap between scientific knowledge and social actions that can move 
societies toward ecological and social well-being (Miller 2013). Sustainability science is often 
described as a transdisciplinary field integrating knowledge and system perspective from 
multiple scientific disciplines together in an attempt to tackle the complexity of sustainability 
issues in a holistic manner (Lang et al. 2012).    
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As the interactions between each system found within the Earth’s biosphere (which includes 
human society) are intimately intertwined, it is often hard if not impossible to predict with 
utmost certainty what could happen with a given solution. A solution targeting a specific 
problem might only be treating the symptom and not the root cause of the problem (Lang et al. 
2012; Missimer et al. 2017). To be strategic in working towards sustainability means adopting 
the whole system perspective, looking at the root cause in the upstream system and all its 
interconnections into account when finding solutions (Robèrt et al. 2018). Instead of treating 
downstream problems sporadically as they appear. By keeping a system perspective, we can 
ensure to not get lost in the myriad of details present in complexity that can block progress 
(Broman and Robèrt 2017). Ultimately, we want to move forward in addressing the issue in a 
way that doesn’t cause unintended consequences downstream or creating harmful impact for 
other people in places we are not aware of (Missimer et al. 2017; Robèrt et al. 2018). This 
ability to understand the system by taking a holistic perspective is what enables society to 
adequately assess and adapt to the changes that are occurring within the biosphere, both in the 
environment and in human society (ibid.). Through an early literature review, it was evident 
that Indigenous communities have a natural capacity in understanding the socio-ecological 
system from a holistic perspective and understand the interconnectedness of us all, therefore 
authors seek to explore whether this was evident when practitioners engaged with Indigenous 
communities and how this impacted their engagement process and or successful outcome 
(Apgar et al. 2015; Berger-González et al. 2016). As a results, Indigenous communities are an 
important asset for humanity to have the adaptive capacity to be resilience in the face of the 
sustainability challenge.   

1.1.3  Adaptive Capacity in human social system 

As illustrated in the earlier mentioned sustainability definition offered by Brundtland 
Commission, part of what makes the sustainability challenge such a complex issue is the 
delicate balance by society between meeting the human needs in the present and in the future. 
Unfortunately, the current growth trajectory of human society and the environmental 
degradation that follows, such as greenhouse gases emissions, hint at our society’s focus on 
meeting the short-term human needs rather than the long-term needs (Stephen et al. 2004; IPCC 
2013). One can argue that this preference toward the short-term stems from many fundamental 
societal design flaws fails to take into account the complexity and uncertainty inherent in a 
complex adaptive system, such as a community, leading to systemic failures in many areas to 
plan for the long-term (Robèrt et al. 2018; Missimer 2017). As a result, to achieve full 
sustainability in the ecological systems, it requires an understanding of the human social system 
and how to achieve social sustainability.  

Human social systems, like all living systems, can be described as complex adaptive systems 
as mentioned previously. When fundamental elements of complex adaptive systems are not 
taken into consideration, we face societal design flaws that are often persistence with no clear 
solutions, and a failure to address worldwide issues can potentially threaten our global society's 
long-term viability and survival (Lang et al. 2012). Complex adaptive systems share many 
elements with complexity such as uncertainty, chance and sudden change, which require 
flexibility and adaptation from intervening actors in dealing with the system. The key feature 
that allows complex adaptive systems to continue despite the constant change and uncertainty 
within them and in their environment, is called adaptive capacity. In a research conducted by 
Missimer (2017), she reveals that the concept of adaptive capacity can be applied to social 
sustainability field to yield five elements that make a social system resilience, namely: diversity, 
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learning, self-organization, trust, and common meaning, which are further elaborated as 
follows:  

Diversity is the quality of having many different forms and types. In a social system, it can be 
understood as the range of heterogeneity in beliefs, culture, and behaviour in a given population. 
More diversity leads to more variety and in an environment of constant change and uncertainty, 
one does not always know what will be needed in the future. As a consequence, having as many 
options as possible helps a social system to be resilient in an unpredictable future. Diversity is 
also specifically mentioned in relation to types of knowledge such as Indigenous knowledge in 
understanding a system and increasing the chance for having an appropriate response to a given 
challenge (Folke et al. 2005). 

Learning refers to the ability of an individual or organization to sense change and provide an 
effective response. As mentioned earlier, flexibility and adaptation are key elements of success 
for complex adaptive systems navigating the complexity of its surrounding environment. 
Therefore, having the capacity to learn and prototype different responses to the changing 
environment is crucial for a social system (Missimer 2017). 

Self-Organization is the capacity of actors in a system to coordinate and improvise some form 
of order out of any given situation without command from a centralized power (e.g.: a market 
or traffic). All complex adaptive systems are by nature self-organizing and this capacity is 
important when dealing with unexpected changes from the environment (ibid.).  

Trust is a critical component of human social systems; it is often referred to as the fabric or glue 
that binds society together. It can be understood as a positive expectation towards another actor, 
based on their trustworthiness, that enables an individual to cope with uncertainty and unknown. 
This speaks to the quality of connection that allows coordination of a system when adaptation 
is needed (ibid.).  

Common meaning speaks to the importance of having a common culture and meaning in the 
creation of a social system. In the absence of a common history that facilitates trust, an 
individual can still cooperate on the basis of their belief that they share representations, 
interpretations, and systems of meaning with the other party in question. The notion that humans 
are generally considered meaning-making and meaning-seeking species is present in many 
social science fields such as sociology, anthropology and psychology (ibid.).  

When put together, all of these five elements increase the adaptive capacity of a social system 
to navigate and respond appropriately to change from its environment, making it more resilient 
to abrupt changes or disruptions (Missimer 2017; Robèrt et al. 2018). With this lens, the authors 
seek to analyze and explore how the global adaptive capacity can be further strengthened by 
engaging with Indigenous communities.  

1.1.4  Indigenous communities role in a sustainable society 

As our global society continues to face complex challenges such as climate change, 
environmental degradation and a breakdown of our social systems, as consequences of our 
industrialized way of life, researchers are recognizing that not all of our problems can be solved 
through technological solutions and there is a longing to return to our ancestral wisdom 
(Wheatly 2019; Havel 1994; Folke et al. 2005).  In the scientific community, acknowledgement 
is growing on the value of Indigenous people and the ancestral knowledge they have regarding 
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sustainability (David et al. 2019; Raygorodetsky 2018; Mercer et al. 2009). In a review of 
various literature, there is evidence to support that both ecological and social sustainability can 
be achieved through collaboration with Indigenous communities owing to the vast wealth of 
knowledge they possess in conservation of the environment; and their diverse worldviews that 
can enhance the adaptive capacity of global society (Apgar et al. 2015; Berger-González et al. 
2016; Romero Manrique et al. 2018; Tengö et al. 2013). 

There are approximately 370 million Indigenous peoples worldwide, in over 90 countries. 
Indigenous peoples comprise less than 5% of the global population (World Bank 2019.). While 
Indigenous peoples own, occupy, or use a quarter of the world’s surface area, they safeguard 
80 percent of the world’s remaining biodiversity – at the same time they are also the most 
vulnerable group to the negative effect of climate change (David et al. 2019; Raygorodetsky 
2018) The land on which they live and the natural resources on which they depend are 
inextricably linked to their identities, cultures, livelihoods, as well as their physical and spiritual 
well-being. Indigenous communities hold vital ancestral knowledge and expertise in a variety 
of areas that’s unique to their particular environment (World Bank 2019.)   

The Indigenous way of knowing inextricably link society and the environment as one, 
Indigenous communities possess deep knowledge and understanding of this interconnectedness 
in their lifestyle. This valuable knowledge has been passed down through generations for 
thousands of years and has an important role to play in the sustainability challenge, not only 
with their own adaptive capacity but what they can contribute to global adaptive capacity 
(Apgar et al. 2015; Berger-González et al. 2016). One of the focus of this research is to 
understand how Indigenous knowledge can complement scientific knowledge in the pursuit of 
sustainability for all.  

History and Colonization   

Indigenous communities are one of the oldest living civilizations on this planet (Griggs 2017). 
Throughout history, Indigenous communities were subjected to the impacts of Colonization and 
Globalization from the Industrialized world. The authors note that it is important to 
acknowledge the effects of the past and present, before moving with forward with any hope of 
successful engagement. The impacts of Colonization and Globalization from the Industrialized 
world on Indigenous communities are still very present today (Wright 2017). To frame the 
context for this research, authors give a historical example from Australia to illustrate the 
greater pattern of the impacts on Indigenous communities around the world. Although authors 
note every community has been impacted differently.  

The British colonial attitudes of the 18th century, set in motion events that created 
discriminatory policies and systemic injustice against Indigenous people of Australia. These 
structural obstacles continue to have a negative impact on Indigenous Australian to this day 
(Aph, n.d.). These policies towards Indigenous communities were justified by a colonial system 
that did not understand, respect or value Indigenous peoples. Often times, people in leadership 
refused to acknowledge Indigenous peoples as humans in order to justify extraordinary acts of 
cruelty towards individuals and communities (Aph, n.d.).  

You don’t have to look far to find evidence of the injustices of colonization - dispossession, 
displacement, exploitation and violence that started at first contact (Wright 2017) and the 
detrimental effects it has had on Indigenous peoples. Their life expectancy is up to 20 years 
lower than the life expectancy of Non-Indigenous people worldwide and although they make 
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up 5 percent of the global population, they account for about 15 percent of the global population 
living in extreme poverty (UN 2012; Aph n.d).  

Additionally, even if Indigenous peoples who haven’t directly experienced the events or 
policies of Industrial society are often still impacted by the legacy left behind. Trauma caused 
by colonization, including violence and loss of culture and land, as well as policies such as the 
forced removal of children, is often passed from generation to generation in families and 
communities, with devastating effects (Australians together, n.d.). Therefore, it’s important to 
view the challenges faced by many Indigenous communities in the context of this history in any 
sort of engagement process. Authors seek to explore this topic further with practitioners.  

The effect of globalization on Indigenous communities 

While globalization promotes the integration of cultures, it also leads to a loss of ‘uniqueness’ 
among the local culture. Modernization can lead to alienation, exclusion, and a diminishing 
sense of identity and community, therefore breaking down our social systems. Balancing the 
benefits of integration in a globalized world with the downside of a weakened local culture 
requires concerted action (UN 2012). The fact that globalization hasn’t benefited everyone 
equally and is putting Indigenous people at risk is supported by Dr.Erica-Irene Daes, an 
influential academic and UN diplomat, who speak out as follow: 

“Indigenous peoples today stand at the crossroads of globalization. In many ways, Indigenous 
peoples challenge the fundamental assumptions of globalization. They do not accept the 
assumption that humanity will benefit from the construction of a world culture of consumerism. 
Indigenous peoples are acutely aware, from their own tragic experience over the past 500 
years, that consumer societies grow and prosper at the expense of other peoples and the 
environment.”(Daes 2004.) 

At the time of this research writing, the year 2019 has been proclaimed as The Year of 
Indigenous Language by United Nation General Assembly to raise awareness on a tragic 
reality - Indigenous languages all around the world are dying (UN IYIL 2019).  In fact, by UN 
estimate, 40% of the estimated 6,700 languages spoken around the world are in danger of 
disappearing (ibid.). Linguists warn that by the end of this century half of the world languages 
could be extinct, the majority of these endangered languages are from Indigenous tribes and 
communities faced with marginalization by industrialized societies surrounding them 
(Willemsen and Friis 2019). Needless to say, the loss of Indigenous languages also puts the 
cultures and knowledge systems they belong to at great risk. As such, it is important to 
understand and preserve Indigenous cultures which serve as a conduit to enhancing both 
ecological and social sustainability. 

Indigenous disadvantage is an ongoing, seemingly intractable issue and working with 
Indigenous communities has been identified by the Australian Government as, “a highly 
complex task with immense challenges that are deeply rooted in past trauma as well as 
perpetuated by the current social system.” (Price-Robertson and McDonald 2011). 
Consequently, our industrial society needs to take responsibility for managing the next stage of 
globalization better than we managed previous stages of the process if we are to achieve 
sustainability (Daes 2004.).  

Indigenous peoples have since ancient time been natural ecological stewards to the land and 
animals in their territory, unfortunately, exposure to modern lifestyles combined with limited 

https://australianstogether.org.au/discover/the-wound/intergenerational-trauma/
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access to the global economy has brought about the gradual loss to their knowledge and cultural 
heritage. As a global society, we are at grave risk of irreversible loss of cultural diversity and 
ecological stewardship knowledge carried by Indigenous people if we don’t consider 
Indigenous peoples as part of the sustainable development vision (David et al. 2019). Loss of 
Indigenous and local culture also leads to a loss of agency where modernization and 
development become external forces driving change from the outside. The current reality is that 
policy-makers and leaders of the industrialized world often fail to take into account the voices 
of Indigenous communities around the world when making decisions that affect all of our 
common future (Romero Manrique et al. 2018; Tengö et al. 2014; David et al. 2019). Authors, 
therefore, seek to understand how practitioner’s begin to understand and acknowledge the past 
and present and begin to navigate moving forward.  

Indigenous knowledge for sustainability  

There is a growing body of evidence suggesting that traditional and Indigenous knowledge is 
an important asset when it comes to planning for complexity where there is a high degree of 
unknown and uncertainty (Romero Manrique et al. 2018; Tengö et al. 2013; UN 2012; David 
et al. 2019; Raygorodetsky 2018).  

Despite being a minority, Indigenous communities hold unique knowledge which can be 
exemplified by researcher Fikret Berkes (2009), who talks about Indigenous knowledge as a 
process rather than in terms of content or information. Indigenous knowledge for him is part of 
a broader traditional knowledge including both, information and the processes of obtaining and 
circulating that information. He exemplifies this understanding with the example of climate 
change: “Indigenous elders cannot transmit an actual knowledge of climate change; what they 
can do is to teach what to look for and how to look for what is important. The example illustrates 
the distinction between traditional knowledge as content, information that can be passed on 
from one person to another, as opposed to traditional knowledge as process, a way of observing, 
discussing and making sense of new information – Indigenous ways of knowing.” (Berkes 
2009, 153).  

Sustainable development is a complex field as discussed in the earlier chapter. Practitioner’s 
need to have a holistic view in order to address the sustainability challenge and Indigenous 
knowledge could be an important asset to understand the social and ecological challenges that 
are present. Thus, the ability to access Indigenous and local knowledge to understand ongoing 
global environmental change could be beneficial (e.g. climate change, biodiversity loss) in 
shedding light on the root causes in the complexity of the sustainability challenge and find 
wisdom in Indigenous knowledge to address these issues (Romero Manrique et al. 2018; UN 
IYIL 2019; Tengö et al. 2014; David et al. 2019). Researchers from the Stockholm Resilience 
Centre propose that diverse knowledge can -- and should -- be connected in a synergistic way 
that enhances decision-making for the well-being of nature and our society (Tengö et al. 2014). 
Practitioner’s in the industry are also acknowledging the potential of traditional and Indigenous 
knowledge in sustainable development (Romero Manrique et al. 2018). This means that 
practitioner’s, those who are at the frontline of addressing sustainability issues, need to equally 
value different ways of knowledge production and making sense of the world in order to find 
creative solutions for addressing sustainability issues (Tengö et al. 2014; Lang et al. 2012). This 
enables us to move beyond approaching the sustainability challenge only from scientific 
knowledge and embracing different knowledge systems -- such as traditional and Indigenous 
knowledge -- as equally valuable, thus allowing for mutual learning and create ownership from 
all actors in society (Lang et al. 2012; Romero Manrique et al. 2018). 
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In conclusion, based on an earlier literature review, the authors have identified the importance 
of collaborations with Indigenous communities and finding synergy with the knowledge they 
hold to work towards systemic change in the sustainability challenge. Authors seek to explore 
Indigenous culture and the knowledge the communities and individuals hold, the role it plays 
in the sustainability challenge, what learnings the authors can take from the practitioner's 
engagement processes with Indigenous communities and what guidance could be provided to 
other practitioners working towards sustainability.  

1.2 Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability (SLTS)   

In the previous chapter, the authors spoke about how the sustainability challenge is a complex 
issue affecting all of humanity. In the context of the research, authors have found that 
Indigenous communities are an important component of addressing the sustainability challenge. 

In this chapter, the authors will discuss how to strategically navigate through the complexity of 
the sustainability challenge. What does it mean to be strategic in sustainable development and 
why it is important to do so to avoid unintended consequences. In addition, authors will explore 
the role of the practitioner, in working with Indigenous communities, and the leadership 
capacity that is needed for practitioners to move society toward a sustainable future.  

1.2.1 Strategic Sustainable Development 

To explore what it means to be strategic in sustainable development, in this chapter, the authors 
will introduce the Framework for Strategic Sustainable Development (FSSD) and Strategic 
Sustainable Development (SSD). The reason why authors seek to explore FSSD and SSD is in 
response to existing research about working in complexity and sustainability and “the lack of 
having a unifying and operational definition of sustainability, and a systematic approach to 
planning and acting for the fulfilment of it” (Robèrt et al 2018). 

A consensus process aiming at developing such a definition for sustainability and a strategic 
approach began in Sweden where the FSSD was born (Robèrt et al 2018).  Karl-Henrik Robèrt, 
a Swedish scientist, helped to gather consensus among the scientific community and eventually 
culminating in the development of the FSSD. This framework offers system conditions for 
sustainability, which are based on 25 years of scientifically rigorous collaboration between 
scientists and practitioners across many different professions and sectors to address the 
sustainability challenge (Broman and Robèrt 2017.) It was designed with a system perspective 
and with the aim to facilitate collaboration between actors in the field.  

Some key innovations of the FSSD are its principled sustainability definition with a science-
based systems perspective foundation. It has the potential to prevent unintended consequences 
from the many unknown problems and uncertainty present in sustainability issues. These 
elements make the FSSD suitable to address the complexity of the sustainability challenge. It 
has aided organizations, businesses and leaders to discover common sustainability issues and 
possible synergies among stakeholders. Consequently, this has created more space for co-
creation and collaboration across disciplines, departments, organizations, and sectors (Robèrt 
et al 2018.).  

8 Sustainability Principles for Strategic Sustainable Development 
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While there are many definitions about what sustainability means, such as the Brundtland 
definition explored in the early chapter, in the development of the FSSD, Karl-Henrik Robèrt 
found that these definitions do not provide enough concrete guidance for practitioners and 
policy-makers to make decisions that ensure sustainability without creating unintended 
consequences. Thus, he proposed that a unifying and operational definition of sustainability 
that takes a systematic approach to planning and acting for the fulfilment of it was needed. A 
consensus process aiming at developing such a definition and approach began in the early 1990s 
(Robèrt et al 2018.).  

For the purpose of this research, authors define sustainability as aligning with eight basic 
principles or the sustainability principles (SP’s) proposed by FSSD. These principles were 
derived based on studies of the ecological and social systems and dialogues with scientists in 
the field, Broman and Robèrt (2018) concluded the essential aspects of the ecological and social 
systems that need to be sustained in order to not systematically undermine the capacity of 
people to meet their needs, now and in the future, and what are the overriding mechanisms by 
which these essential aspects can be degraded. Once the basic mechanisms of unsustainability 
were categorized, principles for sustainability were designed to define what society must stop 
doing in order to sustain the identified essential aspects of the socio-ecological system (e.g. 
Robèrt et al. 2013; Missimer 2015). 

In the figure below, we explore what each of these sustainability principles means. What a 
sustainable society looks like, and what we can do to avoid the funnel wall described in the 
earlier chapter: 

 

 

 

Figure 1.3: Nested systems with 8 sustainability principles (adapted from Robèrt et al. 2018) 
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A society is considered sustainable when it operates within the boundary conditions set by these 
8 SPs. In the sense that it tries to limit as much as possible actions that violate the 8SPs (e.g: 
extracting more fossil oil from earth crust that it can replenish) and instead take actions that 
contribute to these 8SPs (e.g: implementing affordable healthcare program). Readers can 
consult appendix 7 for a full explanation of what each SPs mean. 

Strategic sustainable development concepts 

Indigenous communities are based in a cultural and geographical context that is usually remote 
from industrialized society. Thus, any approach or method that explores this context must take 
into account the cultural, historical sensitivity, organizational and other contextual differences 
that are present in this field. Until now, the FSSD has mainly been used and tested in 
organizations and businesses from North America and Europe, there is limited research in the 
application of the FSSD in Indigenous context and cross-culturally (Broman and Robèrt 2017; 
Conrad et al. 2017; Cretney et al. 2011).  

Through early research and engagement with primary participants, authors found that the 
Indigenous context requires a high degree of mental flexibility and radical openness from 
researchers and practitioners alike. Therefore, based on advice from practitioners, for the 
purpose of this research authors chose to use the concepts of strategic sustainable development 
(SSD) because they could not use the complete FSSD with the practitioner’s nor for their 
research process. Practitioner’s advised against coming in with any preconceived framework to 
avoid biases and potentially imposing a certain worldview that came from a different context.  

The authors used SSD concepts as soft guidance to aid in the creation of a shared mental model 
in the research team, to develop their interview questions, analyse their data and on how to 
proceed throughout their research project. Some examples of the concepts the authors chose 
were; systems thinking, complexity, structural obstacles, adaptive capacity; including trust, 
common meaning, learning, self-organization and diversity.    

1.2.2 Sustainability Practitioner’s  

As stated in the introduction, the main aim of this research is to explore what can be learned 
from practitioner’s and their engagement with Indigenous communities when working towards 
sustainability. Authors seek to explore how practitioner’s working with Indigenous 
communities could act as a bridge between Indigenous communities and Industrialized society, 
ultimately helping the whole global society address the sustainability challenge.  

Understanding who are sustainability practitioner’s 

A common way to understand a practitioner is provided by the Cambridge dictionary as a 
person who actively engages in an art, discipline, or profession, and they can also be defined as 
someone involved in a skilled job or activity and someone who works in a job that involves 
long training and a high level of skills (Cambridge 2019). For the purpose of this research, when 
authors refer to practitioner’s, they are referring to practitioner’s who are working with 
Indigenous communities towards sustainability. Additionally, when we speak of working 
towards sustainability, the 8SPs presented above provide us with an expanded definition of 
what it means to be working in sustainability, we will explore what practitioner's definition of 
sustainability is and how they see themselves as working towards sustainability. At the same 
time, practitioner’s working towards sustainability are also the primary audience for this 
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research. This research seeks to respect practitioner’s work with different communities, 
acknowledging that each practitioner and community are uniquely different and cannot be 
generalized into a homogenous group.  

Sustainability practitioners as leaders in a sustainable society 

There is a growing acknowledgement in the leadership literature suggesting that the 
sustainability challenge our society is facing is also, in essence, a leadership challenge (Kahane 
2000; P. Senge, Hamilton, and Kania 2015; Wheatly 2019; Wiek, Withycombe, and Redman 
2011). As mentioned in the last chapter, the scientific community has called the time we are 
living in Anthropocene due to the unprecedented impact human society is having on the 
biosphere (Stephen et al. 2004; IPCC 2013). Consequently, it can be reasoned that human 
organizations and their leadership are crucial factors in sustainable development. Effective 
leadership here can help to address the systematic errors in society and shifting the social 
conditions that are perpetuating our current unsustainable behaviour toward the socio-
ecological system (Robèrt et al 2018.). Thus, practitioners, whether they realized it or not, are 
leaders in our society when their work contributes to guiding and shaping social systems – such 
as organizations and communities – toward a more sustainable trajectory. 

The authors believe that the results of this research could not only benefit practitioners working 
with Indigenous communities specifically, but potentially all leaders and other sustainability 
practitioner’s working towards sustainable development. In the next chapter, they explore what 
it means to be a leader and what are the qualities needed for a practitioner to lead in complexity 
and address the sustainability challenge. 

1.2.3 Leaders for a sustainable society  

With globalization, human organizations have increasingly grown into one of the most powerful 
forces directly influencing both the environment and other life forms on Earth. As a result, 
leaders of organizations around the world have a great influence to move organizations -- and 
society as a consequence -- towards or away from sustainability (Robèrt et al. 2018, 122).  One 
can argue that the environmental and societal problems that we are facing today can be 
attributed in part to the decisions our leaders in the past have made (Wheatly 2019;  Scharmer 
and Kaufer 2013), where emphasis was placed on individual human needs and wants rather 
than environmental and societal needs, yet these components should not be separated. 

Climate change to social change – the need for a different leadership paradigm  

Many influential authors on leadership advocate for leaders to think and engage differently with 
the world and people from a higher level of consciousness, one that is less ego-centric and more 
eco-centric (Kahane 2000; Wheatly 2019; Scharmer and Kaufer 2013; Senge 2005). For 
instance, for Margaret Wheatly, another prolific author on leadership, in addressing complex 
problems of today, our leaders need to embrace social change that shifts the awareness of our 
society.  Organizations and communities in a sustainable world need to be organized in a way 
that embrace diversity, self-organizations, unlock full human potential through meaningful 
work – these elements are what increase adaptive capacities of a social system as discussed in 
Chapter 1.1.2 (Wheatly 2019).  

Leadership competencies needed to be the bridge between Indigenous and Industrialized 
society  
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As outlined above, the leadership of a sustainable future needs to be different from the one our 
society had in the past. Thus, with this research, authors aim to also explore the leadership 
dimension of practitioner’s working in Indigenous setting and working towards sustainability. 
According to Peter Senge, leadership is very much based on the “interior state” of the leader, 
which means that leadership depends on the source of a leader’s goals, the nature of their 
commitment, and the quality of their awareness (Senge 2005).  He advocates for a system 
leadership style, where leaders take the larger system into account. Understand the 
interconnectedness of the world, devise innovative solutions, foster a learning-by-doing 
attitude, celebrate failures, and motivate others to prototype (P. Senge, Hamilton, and Kania 
2015). This is aligned with the strategic lens that the authors adopted in an earlier chapter. 

Additionally, when engaging with communities in sensitive context -- such as Indigenous 
communities – as discussed in earlier chapters practitioner’s need skills to deal with trauma 
from the past and ongoing disadvantages. There is a lot of value for practitioner’s to 
acknowledge the importance of deep listening, able to adopt multiple perspectives, create space 
for mutual listening and collective intelligence (Kahane 2000; P. Senge, Hamilton, and Kania 
2015). On a personal level, he or she needs to continuously cultivate the awareness, suspend 
bias and judgement, have integrity and personal resilience to lead communities in achieving 
their highest potential (Wheatly 2019; Scharmer and Kaufer 2013). 

The early literature review and contacts with practitioner’s working in the Indigenous context 
suggest a high degree of complexity and challenging nature of engaging with Indigenous 
communities. There are many challenging factors present such as cultural and languages 
difference, dealing with trauma in Indigenous communities, structural obstacles, balancing 
interests between different stakeholders, and logistical difficulties of accessing communities in 
remote areas (Mercer et al. 2009; Romero Manrique et al. 2018; Tengo et al. 2017). In such a 
challenging environment, it is important for practitioner’s working with Indigenous 
communities when working towards sustainability to cultivate certain qualities that allow them 
to be resilient and effective leaders. Arguably, there is a benefit for all practitioners working 
towards sustainability to learn from individuals who are at the frontiers trying to be the bridge 
between the Indigenous and the industrialized world.   

Tools, Methods and Frameworks for practitioners working towards sustainability  

In addition to the leadership capacity practitioner’s might need when working towards 
sustainability, authors will also explore the different methodologies, frameworks and tools that 
they might employ. These are internal and external processes that help practitioner’s do their 
job effectively. Through the lens of the Cynefin framework, it is important to choose the right 
tool for the right context. Our research will also explore what are the processes that practitioners 
typically tend to use in this context if any.  

Methodologies to foster mutual learning between different ways of knowing 

As a liaison between the Industrial and Indigenous world, practitioner’s in the sustainability 
field need to employ processes that create space for mutual listening and engaging diverse 
stakeholders, as mentioned in earlier literature. When engaging with a local community, it is 
important to find a way to foster mutual understanding. Multiple sources suggest that dialogue-
based and participatory methodology could aid in creating space for collaboration (Romero 
Manrique et al. 2018; Tengö et al. 2013; Mercer et al. 2009). In addition, the existing literature 
suggests the application of the dialogic and participatory features -- might be a suitable way to 
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engage community, creating common-meaning and reduce the gap in understanding between 
sustainability practitioners and traditional knowledge holder (Schwartz 2016; Romero 
Manrique et al. 2018; Tengö et al. 2013; Mercer et al. 2009; Cretney et al. 2011; Bruce et al. 
2013). Indigenous and local knowledge, as well as the knowledge practitioner’s hold, can 
provide complementary knowledge, methods, and practices, to the scientific understanding of 
the role of biodiversity and ecosystems for human well-being, sustainable management, 
scenarios and adaptive responses to change (Reid et al. 2006). 

In conclusion, based on authors findings and early literature review, engaging with Indigenous 
communities can provide valuable insights and learnings for all practitioner’s working towards 
sustainability. Therefore, authors seek to explore what are these insights and learnings and 
ultimately, what guidance can be provided for practitioner’s to lead society more strategically 
toward sustainability.  

1.3 Research questions 

As a research team, we came up with two main research questions to help guide us in this 
exploration: 

• What can be learned from practitioner’s engagement processes with Indigenous 
communities when working towards sustainability? 

• What guidance can be offered to sustainability practitioners from the learnings 
practitioners have had working with Indigenous communities to guide them towards 
systemic change? 
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2 Research Design 

2.1 Pragmatic qualitative research   

A pragmatic qualitative research was chosen for this study. This approach draws upon the most 
sensible and practical methods available in order to answer the given research questions, thus 
enables the researchers to discover and understand a phenomenon, a process or the perspectives 
and worldviews of the people involved (Merriam 1998, 11). Instead of having a goal of thick 
description (such as in ethnography), theory development (grounded theory) or interpretive 
understanding of experience (phenomenology), pragmatic qualitative research aims for a 
description of an experience or event as interpreted by the researcher (Neergaard et al. 2009). 
This approach supports the study given its focus on practitioners’ engagement with Indigenous 
communities, and the sensitivity of the research topic. Furthermore, the pragmatic qualitative 
research enabled the use of elements from Design Research Methodology (DRM) Framework 
(Blessing and Chakrabarti 2009) and Collaborative Autoethnography (CAE) (Chang, Ngunjiri 
and Hernandez 2012) to answer the given research questions and achieve the research goal of 
exploring the experiences and learnings practitioners and researchers have in the engagement 
processes with Indigenous communities when working towards sustainability. This approach 
allowed authors to have the freedom to interweave the practical structure and prototyping 
phases of DRM as well as elements of self-reflection, group sharing and mutual learning with 
CAE.  

Pragmatic Qualitative Research Design 

Basic means Phase Main outcomes 

Literature Analysis Research Clarification Goals and Measures 

1. Empirical data analysis part 
1: Semi-structured 
interviews (including a 
questionnaire of interest) 

2. Auto-ethnography: 
Individual Self-writing and 
reflection & Group sharing 
and probing  

Descriptive Phase 1 

Analysis Phase 

Understanding/ Current 
reality assessment  
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1. Assumption, Experience, 
Synthesis 

2. Auto-ethnography: 
Individual Self-writing and 
reflection & Group sharing 
and Preliminary Meaning-
Making  

Prescriptive Study  Support / Suggestions for 
improvement 

 

1. Synthesis of the final results 
after suggestions for 
improvement 

2. Auto-ethnography: 
Individual data review and 
coding & Group Meaning-
Making and Theme-search 

Descriptive Phase 2  

Support Evaluation 
Phase  

Evaluation 

Applications 

Table 2.1. Pragmatic qualitative research design adapted from Blessing, Lucienne T.M. and 
Amaresh Chakrabarti (2009) and Chang, Heewon, Faith Ngunjiri and Kathy-Ann C. 
Hernandez (2012). 

The aim of the DRM Framework is to piece together the various types of research, to encourage 
a reflection on one’s own research, and to provide pointers to methods in other disciplines that 
can be used. The DRM Framework not only aims at understanding the phenomenon of design, 
but also at using this understanding in order to change the current situation. In addition, DRM 
Framework takes into account the complexity of the design, involving artefacts, people, tools, 
processes, organizations, market and society. Lastly, the framework acknowledges the 
numerous influencing factors and the interconnectivity between these (Blessing and 
Chakrabarti, 2009.) In the context of this research, DRM Framework enabled authors to reflect 
on their process and learnings through CAE as well as to better understand the sensitivity and 
current reality of the field practitioners are working in. Furthermore, DRM Framework allowed 
authors to prototype their findings in practice and receive suggestions for improvement from 
the practitioners themselves. When working in such a complex realm, DRM Framework 
provided space for emergence in terms of different influencing factors of the given study. 
Regarding the given research questions, DRM Framework enabled authors to explore the 
learnings from the field as well as to provide guidance for practitioners from the synthesis of 
the collected data.  
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2.1.1 Literature review 

In this study, the literature review is intended to establish the context for qualitative research. 
This type of literature review should contain critical analysis of previous research studies, and 
sometimes non-research-based literature, on the topic of investigation (Hart, 1998). It engages 
with theories and established them in relation to the current work and provides a “synthesis” of 
the literature on a topic (Pan 2009, 1). The literature review sought to understand the current 
state of the research on the connection between different engagement processes with Indigenous 
communities in the field of sustainability. 

The FSSD, participatory and dialogue-based methodologies, and the Cynefin framework served 
as a starting point for this research as the system they are looking at is complex and existing 
literature shows FSSD, Cynefin framework and dialogue-based methods are applied in complex 
adaptive systems (Romero Manrique et al. 2018; Tengö et al. 2013; Robèrt et al. 2013: Mercer 
et al. 2009). As mentioned in the Introduction chapter, the FSSD gives a systems perspective 
and therefore gives a multi-dimensional understanding of the current reality. It defines 
sustainability from one knowledge system, which can be used to open dialogue; it involves all 
stakeholders within a system throughout the process, and it allows for all stakeholders to take 
ownership of the process, which all enable systemic change in complex systems. 

Authors used SSD concepts, such as systems thinking, complexity, structural obstacles, and 
adaptive capacity, as soft guidance to aid in the creation of a shared mental model in the research 
team, to derive the interview questions, and other data collecting processes, and to have a way 
of analysing the collected data e.g. complex stories, approaches and processes when working 
towards sustainability. Why authors chose to use the SSD concepts is detailed in the 
Introduction. 

2.1.2  Semi-structured interview method 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as one of the methods for this study. In a semi-
structured interview, the researcher not only follows some preset questions but also includes 
additional questions in response to participants` comments and reactions. The questions do not 
necessarily follow a set order as they do in structured interviews, but they are not as broad and 
free-ranging as other forms of interviews (Sawin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013). As the 
authors had only one opportunity to interview each practitioner, and four interviewers collected 
data for the research, the semi-structured interview was seen as the most appropriate. One of 
the strengths of the semi-structured interview method is that it allows the researcher to decide 
how best to use the limited time available and also keeps the interaction focused (Ibid.). In order 
to provide interviewees a time to reflect on their work and openly share their experiences from 
the field, authors followed a set of open-ended questions while still allowing space for 
emergence. In addition, an element of narrative approach was accompanied with the semi-
structured interview method as authors were focusing on three core themes; 1) experiences from 
the field and 2) personal insights and tips for other practitioners. The intention of the interviews 
was to provide a space for reflection and mutual learning. Therefore, the authors encouraged 
the interviewees to simply share stories from the field and reflect on their experiences. Narrative 
approaches are varied but what is central to them all is the sense that stories reveal much about 
the social and cultural contexts as well as about humans making meanings. What these 
approaches have at their core is the belief in the importance of the storied-ness of lives: the idea 
that individuals live lives and construct meaning with, in and through stories (Ibid.). Due to the 
delicate nature of the undertaken research, a semi-structured interview method with an element 
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of narrative approach enabled authors to understand the nuanced perspectives from practitioners 
with different worldviews, experiences and practices. Furthermore, this interview method 
enabled authors to understand the deeper meaning behind words of the interviewee with the 
practice of deep listening. In addition to the semi-structured interviews, authors kept a narrative 
research diary through collaborative autoethnography which will be further discussed in the 
following section. 

2.1.3  Collaborative autoethnography (CAE) 

Autoethnography is a form of autobiographical narrative that explores the writer´s own 
experience of life. It is an approach in which the researcher/subject draws upon his or her own 
experience, story and self-narrative to examine and connect with the social context (Sawin-
Baden and Howell Major, 2013). Ellis (2004) defines autoethnography as an approach to 
research and writing that seeks to describe and systematically analyze (graphy) personal 
experience (auto) in order to understand cultural experience (ethno). Collaborative 
autoethnography (CAE) is a qualitative research method that is simultaneously collaborative, 
autobiographical, and ethnographic. Chang, Ngunjiri and Hernandez (2012) consider CAE as a 
valuable approach to investigate the social phenomenon of mutual interest and a rigorous and 
useful addition to the field of qualitative inquiry. Furthermore, CAE has been described as a 
transforming process whereby researchers have been able to create community, advance 
scholarship, and become empowered within the social context. CAE was considered as an 
appropriate method for this research due to the following key benefits: (1) collective exploration 
of researcher subjectivity; (2) power-sharing among researcher-participants; (3) efficiency and 
enrichment in the research process; (4) deeper learning about self and other; and (5) community 
building (Ibid.). In other words, CAE enabled authors to continuously check their biases and 
subjectivity through individual self-writing and reflection as well as group sharing and 
meaning-making which was considered essential due to the delicate nature of this study. In 
addition, it allowed authors, to fully reflect on the cultural and social data that emerged. Authors 
were committed to adopt a beginner´s mindset as well as unlearn and overcome individual 
biases with the support of the research team. Furthermore, as future sustainability practitioners, 
authors were able to go through a similar process of reflection as the interviewees themselves. 
Given the delicate nature of this study, CAE allowed authors to process and make sense of the 
collected data as well as their own learnings, not just intellectually but also in their hearts. 
Furthermore, self-reflection and group sharing enabled them to hold space for sensitive 
conversations and identify their role as future practitioners. Authors conducted three phases of 
CAE, each of them including a question about the premise, content, and process. In these 
phases, authors explored their identity in relation to the topic, the process of interviewing, 
lessons learned, and process of growth as sustainability practitioners.  

2.2 Data collection 

2.2.1 Interviewee criteria  

In order to answer the research questions, practitioners who have experience in engaging with 
Indigenous communities on sustainability were interviewed. The following criteria was 
established to satisfy this need and identify eligible interviewees: 

In order to participate in the research as an interviewee, a practitioner must have... 
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1. Experience working with Indigenous communities on sustainability. 

2.2.2 Identifying interviewees 

To identify interviewees, an invitation for participation was prepared, including a brief 
summary of the research, introductions of the authors, and a link to an online survey for 
assessing the interest and availability among respondents. The invitation was sent by authors 
via email to more than 50 practitioners mainly located in Europe, Canada, Latin America and 
Australia. Some of the practitioners were already established contacts whereas some of them 
were found via relevant Google search by using applicable keywords related to the core of the 
topic, specific country or area, and/or specific project.  

In total, twenty-two people completed the online survey and/or replied to the invitation. These 
individuals were contacted via email with a request to schedule an interview. In total, twenty 
people replied to the request to schedule an interview and eventually participated in the 19 
interviews, because we had two interviewees join one interview together.  

2.2.3 Interviews  

The nineteen semi-structured interviews were conducted between 3rd of April, 2019 and 24th 
of April, 2019 with practitioners and researchers who had experience working with Indigenous 
communities in sustainability everywhere from Australia to Finland, and Canada to Mexico. To 
fully respect the privacy of each interviewee, the names were kept anonymous and therefore 
displayed by the respondent code name in table Appendix 5.  

Approximately two days prior to the interview, a confirmation email was sent to each 
participant. The email included a confirmation of the interview logistics: a request for consent 
on audio recording as well as agreement on the usage of paid, GDPR-compliant transcription 
service called Temi, a link to the conference call provider Zoom, and expressing gratitude for 
the participation.  

Nineteen interviews were conducted online using either Zoom or Skype video conferencing. 
All the interviews were conducted in English. Interview duration varied between forty to ninety 
minutes, and all the interviews were digitally recorded using a recording service via the video 
conferencing provider to ensure high quality for transcription and reliability of the collected 
data. At least two authors were present in each interview except for three interviews which were 
conducted by one interviewer. A primary interviewer was chosen for every interview who had 
also been the main contact person. In the case of two interviewers, the questions were divided 
equally between the interviewers but the introduction and concluding words were led by the 
primary interviewer. The interviewers used a preset list of interview questions, which can be 
found in Appendix 2, to guide the overall conversation, and they asked any additional questions 
for further clarification and/or to probe the conversation. However, the interview questions were 
not asked in a specific order and some questions were combined into one depending on the flow 
of the interview. The questions were framed in the most appropriate manner for each 
interviewee to show a sign of reverence as well as to ensure the relevancy in terms of the 
context.  
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2.3 Data analysis 

2.3.1 Transcription 

The nineteen interview recordings were divided among the authors for transcription. 
Recordings were transcribed using a paid transcription service called Temi which is aligned 
with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) requirements to the best of authors´ 
knowledge. Audio recordings was identified as the most appropriate for this study given its 
delicate nature as well to ensure the full privacy of each interviewee. Therefore, aspects such 
as participant´s tone, body language, and pacing were excluded from the transcription. In this 
study, interviewees´ experiences and learnings were seen as more important than the manner in 
which they responded. Recordings were first transcribed by one of the authors and after 
completion, reviewed by another author to improve the accuracy and validity of the 
transcription. After each interview, the authors offered to send the final transcription to each 
interviewee for a review. Those participants who requested to review the final transcription 
were invited to make any desired changes to the transcript.  

2.3.2 Coding  

After interview recordings were transcribed, each transcript was cut into meaningful pieces of 
data, that were relevant to the research questions, in order to identify themes or patterns that 
consisted of ideas, concepts, behaviours, interactions and phrases relevant to the study and 
given research questions. A "code" was then assigned to those pieces of data in an effort to label 
the data and make it easier to organize and retrieve (CIRT, n.d.). These “codes” were often 
nouns but also included some adjectives and adverbs. This process was repeated with all the 
relevant data, with similar pieces of data being marked with the same label. Coding allows for 
noting details and implications of data chunks. It also makes it easier to search data, make 
comparisons and identify patterns worthy of further investigation (Sawin-Baden and Howell 
Major, 2013.) Descriptive coding was chosen for this study as it enabled the authors to 
ultimately summarize the key themes from each interview. Inductive codes were directly 
captured from the data and were not explicitly influenced by prior knowledge from literature 
(Ibid.).   

Transcriptions were divided equally among the authors and each transcription was carefully 
coded into segments. This process generated sixty-six codes in total. All the codes were stored 
on an online project management tool called Trello with cards, search and filtering functions. 
For example, one very helpful function was the ability to create a card for each piece of relevant 
information. Authors analyzed the transcript for relevant information and stored the relevant 
part in a Trello card for each Interviewee. Each card included the following details; respondent 
name, the exact time in the transcription where the text/quote came from, colour-coded labels 
with a descriptive name of the code, and a direct quote from the transcription whenever 
appropriate or relevant. This enabled authors to track a specific quote from the text for any later 
purposes such as for the Results or Discussion chapter of this study. These functions were very 
helpful to the authors for navigating the data visually, analyze the overall themes and divide the 
workload equally.  
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Figure 2.1: Example of Trello Board used for coding with cards function  

Codes were listed under each card and were able to be moved in the categorizing phase of the 
data analysis. This phase involves movement from seeking the particular (individual codes) to 
seeking the general (patterns within those codes). Categories tend to be non-hierarchical or flat 
(a general list) or instead hierarchical (a list of categories, or sub-codes). For the purposes of 
this study, codes were formed into colour themes, hierarchical lists, including an overarching 
theme and list of sub-codes. Categories were formed with the given research questions in mind 
and authors ensured the categories were as sensitive to the data as possible, exhaustive, mutually 
exclusive as well as conceptually congruent (Sawin-Baden and Howell Major, 2013.) Once 
codes and categories were developed, they were converted into unifying, overarching themes. 
A descriptive table was created to display the overarching themes and descriptions of categories 
within the overarching themes. Analyzing and sorting the qualitative data by hand allowed 
authors to work with the data enough to know it extensively and to develop an intuitive sense 
of its essential features and elements. Furthermore, it enabled the authors to feel the patterns in 
the data and to physically shift and sort until findings started emerging.  
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Figure 2.2: Trello board showing cards with colour-coded themes and filter function 

2.4 Ethics 

Guillemin and Gillam (2004) suggest that ethics are not a “once only” event, a procedural thing 
to overcome but instead suggest that there is a “dailyness” of ethical work. Moving beyond the 
requirement of the ethical review and into the daily practice of ethics, Sawin-Baden and Howell 
Major (2013) provide ethical issues to consider in the context of qualitative research. These 
ethical considerations have been divided into four sections: efficacy of design, excellent 
treatment of individuals, transparency of process and plausibility of products. Due to the 
delicate nature of this research, the importance of a high level of ethical consideration was 
acknowledged from the beginning of the research. Regarding the excellent treatment of 
individuals who participated in this research, the importance of respect for individuals, 
beneficence, and justice was acknowledged in this research. The importance of paying the 
utmost respect for the Indigenous peoples, their culture, history, knowledge, and practices was 
acknowledged from the beginning of the research. Therefore, authors were delicate with the 
wording every step of their way and acknowledged that one universal definition could not 
possibly encompass all the nuances in this context. Authors acknowledged the potential 
controversy of not being defined as Indigenous themselves but however felt called to spread 
the important message of honouring the Indigenous knowledge and practices especially in the 
field of sustainability. In the context of Indigenous communities, authors acknowledged the 
history and trauma, and thus the importance of building trust prior to any sort of engagement. 
Therefore, the authors agreed to focus on practitioners who have engaged with the Indigenous 
communities instead of initiating direct engagement with an Indigenous community. 
Practitioners` approval was ensured at every step of the research process, for instance, in terms 
of recording and transcription, and the anonymous way in which results were presented in 
Chapter 3.  

The significance of the collected data and its ownership was acknowledged throughout the 
research and authors were mindful of what was shared in order to honour the stories and 
practices that were shared in the interviews. Like any research involving human subjects, CAE 
adheres to the standard of protecting the privacy and confidentiality of research participants. 
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Protection of privacy needs to be addressed at three levels: (1) involuntary participants; (2) co-
researchers; and (3) auto-ethnographers themselves (Chang, Ngunjiri and Hernandez 
2012).  Regarding transparency, CAE was chosen as a method to constantly become aware, 
share, and overcome the biases of the authors throughout the whole process. In addition, CAE 
enabled authors to reflect on the importance of ethical consideration especially in the context 
of this research.  

2.5 Limitations and strengths of research design 

Regarding limitations, the research design included one round of semi-structured interviews, 
and the resulting data provided invaluable insights to answer the given research questions. 
However, an additional round of interviews would have enabled to further probe the affluent 
experiences of the respondents. Due to the limited timing of this research, authors did not want 
to go into communities and conduct research in such a short time, where trust could not be built 
and it may have been intrusive or disruptive, and therefore authors chose to explore how 
practitioners engage with Indigenous communities. Authors acknowledge the risk of 
subjectivity from practitioners as they were giving feedback and insights through their own 
individual experiences, perceptions and interpretations. Furthermore, authors identify that they 
did not get to fully experience the engagement process themselves but with the diversity of 
practitioners, their level of experience and stories, authors felt they had a cross-section of data 
to make an analysis while understanding its limitations.  

Authors recognized the cultural sensitivity and potential controversy of this topic, thus they 
were very aware, careful and navigated with caution and detriment throughout the whole 
process. Collaborative autoethnography (CAE) was conducted as authors (being sustainability 
practitioners themselves) are from the same field as the primary participants and therefore 
added value and additional data for the research. Although the authors brought their own biases 
and assumptions to the research, they come from four different continents; Oceania (Australia), 
Africa (Kenya), Asia (Vietnam), and Europe (Finland). Therefore, each author brought their 
own unique worldview and cultural background. This was seen as an exceptional strength for 
the study, especially in combination with CAE which enabled authors to constantly check their 
biases through an ongoing reflection and discussion to overcome any individual biases. 
Personal experiences and reflections arose throughout the research process for authors, 
therefore the importance of a strong bond and high level of trust was realized in order to walk 
the research journey together with collective support.  
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3 Results  

The results are based on the practitioner’s stories and insights when engaging with Indigenous 
communities when working towards sustainability. As mentioned in the Introduction the 
authors explored the following; and therefore, the results speak to the following; 1) the role 
practitioners play as a bridge in engagement processes, 2) do practitioners have a way of 
understanding the system and current reality they are working with, 3) a way of finding a 
common success and/or a shared vision for the community, 4) a way of incorporating strategy, 
planning or preparedness 5) guidelines in which they follow to engage with communities 6) 
tools they use for their engagement process, and finally, if practitioners 7) cocreate actions with 
the intention of ensuring the ownership of a community when moving towards sustainability. 

The results have been structured through the lens of our research questions. Authors have also 
included structural obstacles that exist within Indigenous communities and were discussed by 
the practitioner’s. There was an additional section in the results which formed interesting 
insights that could not be necessarily boxed into another category, and that was around 
definitions.  

RQ 1. What can be learned 
from practitioner’s engagement 
processes with Indigenous 
communities when working 
towards sustainability? 

3.1. The importance of Indigenous communities in 
tackling the sustainability challenge; 

3.1.1 Ecological Sustainability 

3.1.2 Social Sustainability; Adaptive capacity: 
Diversity, Learning, Self-Organization, Trust, 
Common meaning. 

3.1.3 Structural obstacles; Trauma & Impartiality, 
Cultural erosion, Political mistrust, Health, 
Engagement fatigue 

3.1.4 Definitions: Indigenous peoples and 
communities and Sustainability and Sustainable 
Development 

RQ2. What guidance can be 
offered to sustainability 
practitioners from the learnings 
practitioners have had working 
with Indigenous communities to 
guide them towards systemic 
change? 
 

3.2. Guidance on how to have; successful 
engagement with Indigenous communities, appropriate 
guidelines, tools and actions to do so when working 
towards sustainability 

3.2.1 The practitioner's role as a bridge 

3.2.2 Trust and enablers; Dialogue and Deep 
listening, Invitation, Inner state of practitioner & 
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Beginners Mindset, Participatory co-creation & 
Mutual learning, Respect & Relationship Building 

3.2.3 Understanding Complexity and Systems 
thinking (Tools and processes)  

Table 3.1. Summary of the results through the lens of research questions 1 and 2.  

3.1 The importance of Indigenous communities in 

tackling the sustainability challenge 

The results in this section speak to the first research question: “What can be learned from 
practitioner’s engagement processes with Indigenous communities when working towards 
sustainability?” 

3.1.1 Ecological sustainability 

According to interviewees, Indigenous knowledge plays an important role in preserving, 
managing and conserving the biosphere. All 20 of the interviewed practitioner’s confirmed that 
throughout their work, they have learned that Indigenous communities possess a deep wealth 
of knowledge and practices that are critical in addressing the ecological sustainability challenge. 
As Interviewee 15 stated “This is a culture that has passed down that kind of knowledge for 
60,000 years. So [it's impossible] for us to even imagine the value of that.” There are practices 
which have been passed on through generations, that are not only helping their community, but 
the practices are now being taken on board by communities globally. Interviewee 13 gave an 
example of managing the environment by fire abatement, which is a practice of burning bushes 
in the early dry season, in order to avoid and control big late-season wildfires, applied by 
Aboriginal peoples in Australia over thousands of years (Equator Initiative, n.d.). This practice 
has later been recognized by organizations around the world as an efficient way of mitigating 
carbon emissions. Interview 15 also shared a story that shows the importance of collaborating 
with and listening to Indigenous communities, “there is this famous story of two Aboriginal 
people who saved half the town because the [rest of the community] built it in the wrong place. 
They told them not to, but they did. Then they saved half the town in a flood and then they 
moved them up. So there are already examples of [where we] have not listened to that 
knowledge.” Interviewees also alluded to the fact that Indigenous communities have a unique 
connection and practices with the biosphere, a deep understanding of the interconnectedness of 
all living beings, which plays a key role in their understanding of how the Earth operates. This 
deep knowing that Indigenous communities embody can offer new insight to sustainability 
practitioner’s when tackling the sustainability challenge and was demonstrated by Interviewee 
9: “For them [Indigenous peoples] it is not about one topic, it is about everything. It is about 
their livelihood. It is spiritual in a way that they are spiritually connected to the biosphere around 
them”. Furthermore, Interviewee 16 emphasized the importance of learning from Indigenous 
communities and honouring them as the custodians of the land.  
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3.1.2 Social sustainability 

As mentioned in the Introduction chapter, Human society is a complex adaptive system made 
up of individuals, groups, formal organizations, institutions and the various relationships that 
occur between and among them. These systems can change over time to adapt to their 
environment. The ability to make these adjustments to change is referred to as the adaptive 
capacity of the system. The elements of adaptive capacity showed up in different ways during 
our research and therefore the results are displayed according to the five elements of adaptive 
capacity: diversity, learning, self-organization, trust, and common meaning. 

Diversity 

As changes in the environment are unpredictable, a community does not know what is needed 
in the future and therefore it is critical that there is a wide extent of diversity to ensure different 
response options for whatever may occur, hence increasing the possibility of an option that will 
work. Interviewee 17 emphasized the importance of acknowledging and valuing multiple ways 
of knowing as it enhances diversity and thus allows for different forms of responding.  

Learning 

Indigenous peoples hold a deep knowledge that they have gained over time from constantly 
learning about the cycles of nature through observation and interaction. This knowledge has 
been gained over thousands of years and passed on from generation to generation, enabling 
their communities to adapt to a changing environment. An Indigenous practitioner 10 
approached this deep knowledge as a form of mastery; by observing the nature and its cycles, 
Indigenous peoples attain information and over time they become masters in the area where 
they live.  

Self-organization 

Interviewees noted that Indigenous peoples have a great level of self-organization which is 
coordinated through interactions with different components. With changes in environmental 
conditions, communities are able to self-organize and adapt to those changes. An interviewee 
3 working with the Sámi People in Finland gave an example where communities shift and move 
around from where they are based on the patterns and behaviours of reindeer feeding and 
therefore organize themselves around seasons and weather patterns. Interviewee 1 shared his 
experience of working with the Pygmies in the Congo Forest and cited an example of constant 
movement of the Indigenous peoples from one part of the forest to avoid stressing the land and 
giving it time to replenish itself.  

Trust 

The importance of trust was strongly emphasized by all the interviewees. Trust was articulated 
as the key element that binds the community and forms the foundation upon which Indigenous 
communities interact and engage with practitioners. To gain the trust of Indigenous 
communities, the emphasis was laid on relationship building, a factor which takes time. 
Interviewee 7 stated from her experience as an Indigenous practitioner that the only way that 
trust can be built is with having human relationship. For Interviewee 8, the engagement with 
Indigenous communities has been very much a relationship journey. For her, the key is to 
understand each other´s point of view before talking about any sort of project or business.  



 

  30  

Common meaning 

Interviewees talked about the importance of ensuring that communities have and work towards 
a common purpose. Human society constantly seeks meaning and purpose and having some 
form of greater common purpose that is jointly understood and owned enables the communities 
to navigate through complexity and adapt to changes that occur within a society. For instance, 
Indigenous communities` interconnectedness to nature, gives the community common meaning 
and care for and protect the land they live on.  The importance of common meaning was 
demonstrated by Interviewee 12 as creating a space where people can remember who they are 
individually, collectively, and their connection to Earth. Furthermore, he emphasized the 
importance of holding that knowing in our hearts and minds whenever we come together and 
take collective action.  

3.1.3 Structural Obstacles 

Trauma and Impartiality 

As defined in the Introduction, structural obstacles are political, economic and cultural 
constructions firmly established in society and upheld by those with power and are difficult to 
overcome or avoid by the people exposed to them. (Broman and Robèrt, 2017). Interviewees 
spoke about the historical injustice against Indigenous communities and how it has resulted in 
trauma which has deeply affected multiple generations. According to some of the interviewees, 
the pain of colonization has not been dealt with and is often difficult to cut through as it forms 
a large part of Indigenous peoples` pain. As a result, these challenges are prevalent in 
Indigenous peoples` lives as of today. Eight out of twenty interviewees spoke specifically about 
trauma and its impact on Indigenous communities. As observed by Interviewee 12: 

“It is almost impossible to actually talk about Indigenous peoples, without talking about 
colonialism. The ways in which people across the planet have been used and abused and treated 
and killed largely by the colonial mindset from Europe and the United States, which we talked 
to other parts of the world, is horrific. It is so important to recognize how deeply influential 
that is.” 

Interviewee 12 noted that in order to change the stories one must start with the story that exists 
hence acknowledging the trauma that is embedded in Indigenous communities prior to taking 
any further action. Interviewee 19 emphasized the importance of bringing trauma to inform the 
systems change perspective when engaging with Indigenous communities. 

Political mistrust 

Political mistrust among Indigenous communities emerged as a theme. It was often spoken 
about in relation to historical injustice and the challenges with political structures today. A clear 
majority of the interviewees talked about their observations on the political engagement 
challenges that occur in Indigenous communities. The political mistrust was demonstrated by 
Interviewee 17 in the context of Canada:  

“When the Indian act came into play in Canada, it formed a governance structure that was 
imposed on Indigenous communities that is not their governance. They had fully functional 
governance systems in their own languages, built in their own culture. A lot of them were 
matrilineal and hereditary governance structures and the Act imposed an elected chief and 
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council model and caused a lot of problems, tension within communities and caused a lot of 
conflicts.” 

Interviewees shared examples of torture, displacement, separation of families and exploitation 
of their land by the Government, that have led political mistrust and deep trauma, which is 
hardly recognized as an area of intervention and healing, during the engagement processes, yet 
is demonstrated as a critical aspect in our findings.  

Five interviewees addressed the need for recognition and healing of trauma in Indigenous 
communities. This was reiterated by Interviewee 2: 

“It is not even acknowledged amongst the ordinary person, why the relationship between 
aboriginal and non-aboriginal people is the way it is, it is not even known, understood, 
acknowledged, respected. So how is it that we as non-aboriginal people can work in support of 
Aboriginal people in organizations hand in glove when a lot of that hurt, that trauma is so close 
to us” 

Health  

Interviewees 2, 17, and 19 acknowledged the role of health in the Indigenous communities and 
how communities have suffered from external parties who have imposed Western culture and 
its diet which has ultimately led to different health problems such as obesity and drug addiction.  

Erosion of culture 

As much as Governments and development practitioner’s mean well when providing solutions 
to Indigenous communities, these interventions often erode valuable knowledge, wisdom and 
practices of Indigenous peoples. As stated by Interviewee 18: 

“Even if there are interventions of education, healthcare, or what have you, even in these 
supposedly well-intended interventions, there are always implications that can lead to 
dependency and acculturation, often resulting in a loss local and traditional knowledge. So 
often, we replace traditional systems, whether they are knowledge systems. When we replace 
these with our western models and notions of development, we inevitably incentivize the leaving 
behind of traditional knowledge and practices, which in many cases have proven to be far more 
advanced and effective than our western systems of knowledge and in many cases even 
technology.”  

Engagement fatigue  

Indigenous peoples have been constantly researched for several decades where researchers and 
practitioner’s come into communities with the same set of questions over and over and with 
little or short-term interventions. Communities have too often been visited to the point that they 
are exhausted as there is barely any constructive outcome. Interviewee 3 pointed out that some 
people [Indigenous communities] are really tired of repeating the same things all over again 
and again. In the context of Australia, Aboriginals and Torres Strait Islander peoples are the 
most over-researched, consulted group of people in the country (Interviewee 13).  Therefore, it 
is encouraged to be mindful of how one manages going back to the same peoples all the time 
for different reasons.  
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3.1.4 Definitions  

An interesting theme that emerged throughout the research process and in the results was the 
notion of definitions and how they can hinder engagement processes, as well as hindering the 
co-creation and ownership process within a community. Three definitions that were questioned 
and discussed throughout the research were: Indigenous peoples and communities, and 
Sustainability and Sustainable Development.   

Indigenous peoples and communities 

Throughout the interviews, there was not one set definition of the word Indigenous and who 
qualified to be an Indigenous individual. The authors too, through diary entries during the 
collaborative auto-ethnography process, had their diverse definitions as to who is Indigenous 
and rather it was about who identifies as Indigenous, rather than being defined by an external 
system or service. Interviewee 14 offered his insights on the term Indigenous and even 
cautioned on the danger of giving this definition as a form of identity: 

“I began to realize that even though I live in a so-called very modern civilized country, that I 
have an Indigenous nature too. And that my people the Danes, before we defined Denmark just 
a thousand years ago, we were as tribal and lived very similarly as the tribe set, I met and 
befriended and supported on Vancouver Island, which was an incredible gift for me to realize 
that Indigenous I think in one definition means of the land, respect for the earth, respect for 
heaven, and earth, and not to be the lost in identity of national states, which as, you know, 
certainly has a function. But in the real world where we are all part of a family called Homo 
sapiens, all of these definitions have really been so quite destructive.” 

Sustainability and Sustainable Development 

Throughout the interviews, there was not a single unifying definition of sustainability and 
sustainable development among the interviewees. At times interviewees spoke to how these 
unifying definitions as above can hinder co-creation and engagement processes. Interviewee 18 
spoke of the notion of sustainability and how practitioner’s contradict its definition through the 
practices they conduct in the name of sustainable development.  

“I think it is important to clarify that the word sustainability - and especially the term 
sustainable development - has been co-opted by many actors, for their own interests, which 
have nothing to do with sustainability and certainly nothing to do with human rights or 
environmental rights. So, I just want to clarify that when I talk about sustainability, I mean it 
with a strict definition. I don't believe in sustainable development myself. I think it's an 
oxymoron. The whole concept of development is a western notion that we have been imposing 
on many cultures, including indigenous peoples around the world, [since] the times of 
colonialism. So, I would say that we have to be very careful in any kind of engagement where 
we propose any kind of interventions, even if they are well intended.”  

Interviewee 18 also mentioned that sustainability is synonymous to independence and 
autonomy. When a sense of autonomy is lost, it create a sense of dependency and loses an aspect 
of a sustainable society: 

“Something inherent in the notion of sustainability is autonomy and sovereignty. So whether 
we're talking about food or knowledge or health or energy, if we outsource these systems to 
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institutions that are external to our own, our own culture or knowledge system or capacity or 
territory, then we are losing control of our own autonomy, and even of our own identity, our 
own culture, our own. It is about integrity. These are integral systems where ideally we should, 
no one should be entirely dependent on someone else, in order to meet their own basic needs.” 

3.2 Guidance to be offered to Sustainability practitioner’s 

The results in this section speak to the second research question: “What guidance can be offered 
to sustainability practitioner’s from the learnings practitioner’s have had working with 
Indigenous communities to guide them towards systemic change? The following findings 
include elements of successful engagement with communities when tackling the sustainability 
challenge, and tools and actions to do so. Although the engagement was in the context of 
Indigenous communities, the following findings can be considered helpful for all practitioners 
working towards systemic change.   

3.2.1 The practitioner’s role as leaders bridging different worlds   

Results spoke to different roles practitioner’s can take when engaging with Indigenous 
communities. Many interviewees spoke to their role as a bridge between different worlds, 
having a systems perspective whilst being deeply grounded within the community. Some 
interviewee’s spoke to the practitioner’s themselves acting as a bridge and leading the 
engagement, others spoke to the engagement being led by an intermediate person with the 
support of the practitioner’s, and others spoke to the engagement being led by a member of the 
Indigenous community with the support of the practitioner’s. Practitioner’s sensed what role 
was the most appropriate for a specific situation by deeply understanding the community or 
system they were working in. In the context of Australia, Interviewee 2 shared her view on 
practitioner´s role:  

"Yes, I do think it would be your role as a leader coming back to Australia to acknowledge and 
to [be a] bridge. I suppose I have found myself sometimes in a bridging role between Aboriginal 
people and Non-Aboriginal people. And it is hard to describe what that means, but trying to 
work in a Non-Aboriginal organization, it is about how to push the boundaries of change to 
enable sort of some of those pathways and opportunities for Aboriginal leadership and that 
either Aboriginal leadership in the organization you end up working for or you know, 
aboriginal leadership out in the, um, you know, in the broader community.” 

In addition, the theme of cultivating one’s leadership capacity and getting support from leaders 
in the existing system is stressed by many practitioner’s working in this context (Interviewees 
2, 3, 7, 10, 11, 16, 18).  Due to the challenging environment of this work, many practitioner’s 
highlighted the importance of having personal practices to build resilience and courage to face 
the work that needs to be done (Interviewees 1,3, 6, 13,14,15). Interviewee 14 shares his view 
on the need for practitioners to have emotional fortitude when stepping in this field:  

“There are things happening between human beings the last 3000 years and maybe more, we 
have done horrible things to each other both on a tribal to tribal, to country, to country, and 
also individually. And that awakening taught me that I need to find practices to protect my heart 
to protect my goal, not to be overwhelmed by emotion or anger or these things.” 
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3.2.2 Understanding Complexity and Systems thinking  

Majority of the interviewees mentioned the complexity in the context of Indigenous 
communities in one shape or form. Interviewee 1 described complexity as extremely 
challenging and incredibly difficult with Indigenous communities. He acknowledged that we, 
human beings, are complicated and that should not be forgotten.  

In addition, interviewees (12, 19, 16) spoke about systems thinking as a way in which they 
navigate through the complexity and which enables successful engagement. They talked about 
the importance of working across the sectors and looking at individuals, collective and the Earth 
as a whole system. Interviewee 19 stated:  

“It is not that systems thinking is unfamiliar to First Nations Peoples, it is actually probably 
more familiar, but our Western concepts and language are so foreign it is not obvious.” 

3.2.3 Trust and enablers  

Interviewees spoke of the importance of building trust in the communities. They spoke of 
different aspects that are ingredients in embodying trustworthy behaviour, when building 
relationships with the communities; below these factors are detailed.  

Dialogue and deep listening 

Emphasis was placed on the role of dialogue and the canvas it provides for constructive and 
inclusive discussions, co-creation and knowledge exchange. Beyond conversation, interviewees 
noted the importance of deep listening as a key component of successful dialogue. Interviewee 
13 elaborated on the importance of listening when it comes to having dialogues by saying: “I 
have seen a lot of times in my experience around, people already coming into these meetings 
or these engagements with a predetermined outcome and wanting to talk about the solution at 
the beginning, when really the value in all of that stuff is just not saying anything for at least 
the first day and just listen is probably one of my top do’s.”. Another explicit quote from 
Interviewee 13 was ‘Shut up and listen!!” 

Invitation 

Trust is a large attribute that is needed in Indigenous communities, and therefore several 
interviewees stated that an invitation needs to come from the community rather than just one 
arriving as a practitioner, which can be seen as imposing. Interviewee 13, who is an Indigenous 
practitioner stated that an invitation must be forthcoming from a member of the Indigenous 
community for a practitioner to begin to engage. This invitation is indicative that the community 
can trust the practitioner and is ready to work with the practitioner.    

The inner state of the practitioner 

Interviewees talked of the importance of practitioner’s constantly checking the motive behind 
their engagement with Indigenous communities and recommended continuous checking in of 
their inner state and practitioner’s being aware of what is present in the moment while 
exercising humility. A guidance offered by Interviewee 14 was “Host yourself to be awake in 
the moment, you know, be present with your own inner life with a purpose and with the other 
people. Be a listener, be a student, do not always want to take control of, everybody else’s 
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process.” Another principle when considering the inner state of the practitioner is to have a 
beginner's mindset. Interviewees spoke of the impediments faced in engagement when 
practitioner’s approach Indigenous communities with preconceived notions, worldviews, set 
agendas and biases which often cloud their judgment. It was mentioned as guidance by several 
interviewees that one needs to adopt a beginner`s mindset when working with Indigenous 
communities and come with an approach and mentality that one knows nothing, and everything 
is going to be a new learning experience. 

Participatory co-creation and mutual learning 

A recommendation made by several practitioner’s was on the importance of ensuring that 
ideas, strategies and activities are always created with the inclusion and active participation of 
Indigenous communities and the knowledge they hold. At times they also spoke to the 
importance of Indigenous-led programs and projects. Full inclusion of all key stakeholders 
also emphasizes the importance of mutual learning. Interviewee 15 also cautioned on the 
negative effects of exclusion of Indigenous peoples` voices in co-creation and the need to 
lobby for their inclusion by saying:  

“What I have learned from working with Indigenous communities is that I need to be louder 
and stronger in my opinion, to decision makers. That they need Indigenous people around the 
table and they need them to be there. To have their own agency, their own voice and for 
decision-makers to stop making decisions about these communities without them. I just think 
it's the most damaging part of our system. That just keeps re-creating the same old [thing].” 

 In addition, for co-creation to fully emerge practitioner’s spoke to the notion of not coming in 
with preconceived ideas, plans and or frameworks. It may hinder the process and stop the 
practitioner and the community being fully present and allowing what needs to be heard, seen 
or emerge to fully do so. Some interviewees spoke to having mental models or plans in the 
back of their mind but not fully relying on them and ensuring you have flexibility. For 
example, Interviewee 2 stated:  

“Theories and framework are at the background. But at the end of the day, interpersonal skill 
and intuition is what being applied in situation.” 

Interviewee 6 looked at the different frameworks as a toolbox:  

“We never speak of frameworks. I work in a very beautiful team that each one brings their 
own ways of thinking and way of approaching things. In the end, it is like if we have a toolbox 
with a lot of things inside and we mix everything and we create our own way of working.”  

Relationship building with authenticity and respect 

Interviewees noted that collaborating with Indigenous communities requires deep levels of trust 
for the communities to engage effectively and this requires practitioner’s to build authentic 
relationships which take time. Short term engagements have created mistrust which is difficult 
to erase. Many interviewees emphasized the importance of building authentic and respectful 
relationships as the foundation of working with Indigenous peoples. Interviewee 7 stated that 
trust can only be built in Indigenous communities through long term engagement: 
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“The only way that trust can be built is with relationship. The current approach of the state is 
to, as soon as their employee has a good relationship with Indigenous peoples, they switch them 
to another department and then we have to rebuild the relationship. When Crown and state are 
really invested, they will invest in the right people to be in the relationships for even 
generations...So that is the first barrier I would say is trust in relationships and the long time it 
takes to build that. And by the time you [have] built it, well, I moved, my boss moved on.”  

To illustrate why long-term engagement is needed, Interviewee 2 elaborated that ways of short-
term engagement by outsiders with Indigenous communities have created a perception of 
mistrust “We are not building on a solid platform of relationships and trust. We are dealing 
with pretty intense and very deep-rooted mistrust. And it is for a reason, Non-Aboriginal people 
have not shown up in a very good way in Aboriginal peoples` lives”. 

Also, interviewees allude to the fact that building trust and authentic relationships is only 
possible when practitioner’s respect the existing culture, traditions, norms, values, processes 
and ceremonies when engaging with Indigenous communities.  Interviewee 7 spoke of the 
importance of following protocols and allowing the community to lead and then taking the cue 
to follow. 

3.2.4 Tools and processes 

Several interviewees spoke to their work being highly complex and they had a set of tools and 
processes in which they apply to navigate through this space. The way in which one engages 
with Indigenous communities starts with sensing of the situation before deciding on a strategy 
or way of working with these communities. To do that, interviewees have used part of or whole 
of some of the tools which enable them to explore and sense the community they are engaging 
with. The following tools were mentioned by the interviewees and a comprehensive list is 
provided in Appendix 7: Cynefin Framework, Art of Hosting, Spiral, Asset Based Community 
Development (ABCD), Reconciliation Action Plan, Participatory co-creation, Strategic 
Planning, and Chaordic stepping stones.  
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4 Discussion 

In this chapter, the authors will be referred to as “we” unless stated otherwise. Here we will 
synthesize and discuss our findings from the results section through the lens of our early 
literature and the theoretical lens of Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability. We have 
structured our discussion around our two research questions.  

4.1 What can be learned from practitioner’s engagement 
processes with Indigenous communities when 
working towards sustainability?  

In this section, we will address our first research question based on what we learned from 
practitioner’s stories. The two key learnings that are important for practitioner’s working in 
sustainability and in the context of Indigenous communities are the critical role of Indigenous 
communities and their knowledge in the sustainability challenge and how practitioner’s must 
deeply understand the system they are working in and the current reality of the community. We 
will speak to some of the results but not all, we will speak to those that interviewees raised 
regularly and felt were important to share with the wider group of practitioners.  

4.1.1 Indigenous communities’ critical role in the Sustainability 

challenge 

Ecological Sustainability  

Interviewees backed up our earlier literature on the importance of engaging with Indigenous 
communities and the knowledge they hold in working towards ecological and social 
sustainability. As guardians and custodians of the land for thousands of years, Indigenous 
peoples have the knowledge, information and expertise to work towards restoring the land and 
it is critical that Indigenous knowledge is acknowledged in solutions that will address the 
sustainability challenge. As mentioned in our introduction, Indigenous communities have an 
intimate understanding of the interconnectedness of us all. This can be demonstrated in 
Australia, for Aboriginal communities' culture, nature and land are all linked and the land in 
which they are connected to can be described as “Country”. “Country takes in everything within 
the landscape - landforms, waters, air, trees, rocks, plants, animals, foods, medicines, minerals, 
stories and special places” (Clarke 2019). Community’s deep connection to the land can be 
shown in cultural practices, knowledge, songs, stories and art, as well as all people: past, present 
and future (Ibid.). “People have custodial responsibilities to care for their Country, to ensure 
that it continues in proper order and provides physical sustenance and spiritual nourishment.” 
(Ibid.). Indigenous communities, their deep understanding of the interconnectedness of us all, 
their inextricable link to the environment, their knowledge that has been passed down from 
generation to generation and their adaptive capacity could be a puzzle piece that may help the 
global shift towards a more sustainable future.  

In the interviews conducted, there were clear examples of successful ecological interventions 
based on Indigenous knowledge that were being applied to address present-day challenges, 
therefore acknowledging Indigenous knowledge is of great significance. An interviewee 13 
gave an example of an intervention based off thousands of years of practice: “There is this 
group over there in the Kimberley’s council doing what they call fire abatement, which is a 
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practice that has happened with Indigenous peoples for thousands and thousands of years. And 
it is around managing the environment by burning off periodically and the in right seasons, 
through certain parts of the land so that it does not grow out of control, which then leads to 
destructive bushfires”. According to Interviewee 13, this practice has been adopted by several 
environmental conservationists, across the globe now. The thoroughness and accuracy of this 
knowledge which has been compiled and understood over thousands of years, makes it a 
particularly unique and significant source for solutions in the sustainability challenge. This 
specific example was also part of Qantas Airlines carbon offsetting program (Interviewee 13).  

Social Sustainability and Adaptive Capacity   

As the world continues to rapidly change and as environmental patterns become more erratic, 
Indigenous communities have developed the impressive ability to adapt to the changes in their 
environment, over several years (Apgar et al. 2015; Berger-González et al. 2016). This ability 
to adapt as individuals, communities and institutions is referred to as adaptive capacity. From 
the stories, experiences and observations from the field, Indigenous communities’ adaptive 
capacity has been enabled by different factors which include diversity, learning, self-
organization, trust and common meaning. From our literature review as well as stories from 
practitioner’s, it can be observed that Indigenous communities’ deep connection and 
engagement with the biosphere and a multiplicity of options and diversity in learning is what 
enhances their adaptive capacity. An interviewee 10 who is an Indigenous practitioner said: 
“We know how things work around where we live. We know rivers or mountains or very little 
animals who are always telling us about the weather, about the how is going to be. Indigenous 
peoples are key masters in the area where they live. They observe nature and say this is moving 
this today. Is this okay tomorrow? It moved different. So little by little they keep information 
and after that they become masters”. This continual learning has helped Indigenous peoples to 
adapt to changing the environment as they constantly look out for changes and decipher what 
the implications of those changes could be, thus emerging with new lessons over time. This 
learning if integrated into the Strategic Leadership towards Sustainability paradigm would 
accelerate progress on appropriate steps and actions to address the sustainability challenge. 
Self-organization also emerged as a factor that enables Indigenous communities to enhance 
their adaptive capacity. Indigenous communities can converge and act together, a factor brought 
about by their shared understanding of their environment and what is needed at a given time.  

Different ways of knowing  

With Indigenous communities' and the knowledge they hold being of great value in the 
sustainability challenge, interviewees and early literature mention there is an emphasis on the 
importance of understanding the world practitioner’s come from and the importance of 
acknowledging and understanding different ways of knowing, aside from their own, when 
working towards sustainability and how to create a space for mutual learning. The interviewees 
spoke to the notion that different ways of knowing or diverse knowledge could help us tackle 
the sustainability challenge from a new standpoint. Below Interview 17 speaks to this 
importance: “Western science and Indigenous knowledge, they often come to the same place 
when, you know, Western science gets deep enough and understands that there will be an 
insight that Indigenous communities have known for generations, the Western science statistic 
beliefs, right. So it is not like they are cool, they are not, there is very different ways of 
approaching, but it is not like they come to different answers or different insights. It is two very, 
it is very different ways of approaching things. But I think listening to and valuing Indigenous 
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knowledge could really accelerate Western science. And then Western science has some pieces 
to offer in terms of communicating with the broader population in terms of, you know, people 
there. There is just so much to be gained from working together”.  

As mentioned in our Introduction and has become prevalent in our results, diverse knowledge 
should be connected in a synergistic way that enhances decision-making for the well-being of 
nature and our society (Tengö et al. 2014). This enables us to move beyond approaching the 
sustainability challenge only from scientific knowledge and thus allowing for mutual learning 
and create ownership from all actors in society (Lang et al. 2012; Romero Manrique et al. 2018). 
In addition to opening up a space for mutual learning with diverse knowledge, practitioners 
must understand the past and the current reality of any community before any sort of successful 
engagement and mutual learning can begin.   

Understanding the community  

Understanding the communities was emphasized by all interviewees in the results and in early 
literature, to ensure practitioner’s do not cause further harm or unintended consequences. The 
way they approached understanding the community can be seen as a process of understanding 
the system, therefore having an understanding of systems thinking, which was also emphasized 
in the early literature as a tool to effectively tackle the sustainability challenge. For example, 
Interviewees discussed understanding the context they are working in, is it a complex context, 
what is the communities history and how does it affect their current reality, what are the 
structural obstacles and how does defining a community prior to entry into a community affect 
an engagement process. In this chapter we will speak to only three key learnings that we feel 
kept emerging throughout our whole research journey; understanding a community's history, 
how it affects their current reality and why trust is such a key factor for practitioner’s to 
acknowledge and how defining communities in a general or normative way without a deep 
understanding of the community can hinder engagement processes. Interviewees also spoke to 
a variety of different processes and tools on how to understand a community but in this chapter, 
we will more speak to “what” the key learnings were and the “how” will be discussed further 
when we speak to the guidelines on the “how”.  

Structural obstacles 

When Interviewees described understanding the community or system they were working in, 
they spoke to structural obstacles communities experienced, as did our early literature. Ever 
since colonialization Indigenous communities have had political, economic and cultural 
obstacles. These structural obstacles have been imposed from the colonial system, and those in 
power and continue today. These structural obstacles also have created a lot of trauma, passed 
down through generations (Wright 2017; Aph, n.d.). What we would like to discuss in this 
chapter is trauma, as it was one of the most prevalent themes interviewees spoke to. 
Interviewees demonstrated through their stories that if the right space is held for the community, 
where trust has been built, where deep listening is present, the stories and trauma of the past 
will emerge: “Trauma can manifest itself in many ways and sustainability practitioners must 
be prepared.” (Interviewee 19). Each community can carry different trauma and have 
experienced different histories and therefore an in-depth understanding of the community or 
system practitioner’s are working with, what occurred in their past and what is present now is 
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paramount. As discussed in the introduction, even if the trauma has not directly happened to an 
individual it can be passed down through generations and the individual can carry the trauma.  
Practitioner’s must acknowledge the past mutually with communities to enable hope to move 
forward for meaningful collaboration. Lesson learned is that practitioner’s should either be 
experts in trauma, have someone in the team that is, or can call upon someone (Interview 19).  

Interviewee 19 speaks to the trauma in the community they were working in: “I conceptually 
knew that trauma would show up in the room. At least in Canada, if you've been paying attention 
at all, you are aware of the consequences of more than 150 years of oppression and racism. It 
resulted in stealing land, residential schools and the Sixties Scoop, and has led to trauma at the 
individual, community, and system level. What I did not realize and what was taught to me by 
a trusted advisor was the ways that trauma expresses itself.  In this case, examples that were 
provided were confusion, hostility, and mistrust, [all] an expression of trauma. At every point 
of the work we need to bring trauma informed systems change as a perspective to work in 
Indigenous communities. I think my biggest takeaway is to pay attention to not just what we 
hear about with regards to intergenerational trauma and the consequences of homelessness, 
drug addiction, alcoholism, and these things, but how trauma is going to show up in a room 
with people and how much we as practitioners need to be extremely mindful and compassionate 
and informed. It would be, in my opinion, malpractice to go into those spaces without knowing 
anything about trauma.” 

Early literature and our results spoke to the following areas of trauma, the following list includes 
examples that are important for practitioners to acknowledge when working with Indigenous 
communities. Indigenous communities have been:  

• forcibly removed from their parents under government policy  
• separated from their children  
• banned in towns after 6:00 pm  
• not allowed to be in public areas without permission  
• barred from schools and hospitals  
• forced to work in the homes of non-Indigenous people and had their earnings 

permanently withheld by the government (Australians together, n.d.). 

Dispossession of land, population displacement, prejudice in everyday life and outright 
discrimination have, over the subsequent generations, resulted in Indigenous communities 
being disadvantaged to the extreme. If we truly want to move forward with Indigenous 
communities it is essential that we openly acknowledge our history and validate the pain, it has 
caused (Australians together, n.d.).  

What was learned through the results and early literature is understanding and acknowledging 
the community's history, their current reality, what structural obstacles exist and how this has 
impacted the community as every community will be different. Practitioner’s must understand 
that when hosting processes, trauma may emerge and manifest itself in many ways. In addition, 
these findings reflect that one cannot generalize or define communities in any way because each 
community and individual is unique and has had varying experiences, and generalizing could 
hinder the engagement process.  
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Definition of Indigenous communities or peoples  

The sensitivity of the Indigenous definition became evident from the very beginning of this 
research when presenting our first proposal to practitioner’s working in this context and 
exploring literature. One practitioner declined the potential collaboration for our research due 
to how the research and definition was presented. After conducting further research and taking 
time to process, we recognized that one universal definition could not possibly encompass all 
the nuances in this context.  As stated by Interviewee 14: "When we are part of a family homo, 
human, all these definitions have been quite destructive”. Furthermore, while exploring such a 
definition, we came across a question of identity. If such universal definition of Indigenous 
does not exist, and supposedly should not exist, how can an Indigenous identity be defined 
and/or is it needed? From a systems perspective, we are all interconnected parts of the whole 
and the interaction between us affects the behaviour of the whole. One definition shared by 
Interviewee 14 highlights this further: "we are of the land, respect for the earth, respect for 
heaven and earth and not to be lost in the identity of states”. Definitions and labels as such can 
signal the sign of separation from the whole and are often created by system such as a legal 
body. According to the United Nations, the most fruitful approach is to identify, rather than 
define Indigenous peoples. We see identity as the distinguishing character or personality of an 
individual; something that cannot be claimed otherwise by an external party. In some cases, the 
notion of being termed “Indigenous” has negative connotations and some people may choose 
not to reveal or define their origin. Others must respect such choices, while at the same time 
working against the discrimination of Indigenous peoples (United Nations Permanent Forum 
on Indigenous Issues, n.d.).   

Definition of Sustainability and Sustainable Development  

As mentioned in the Introduction chapter, sustainability has been defined by many different 
individuals, organizations and institutions and it has changed its focus over the years, for 
example, it used to only have an environmental focus and now it focuses both on environmental 
and social considerations (Robèrt et al. 2018; UN 2019; Rack 2018; NEPA 1969; USEPA 
2018). The literature discusses the importance of a unifying definition (Robèrt et al; UN 2019) 
and moreover an operational definition. Our interviewees provided some interesting insights 
around the definition of sustainability and sustainable development. Although they believe 
finding common meaning and a vision for a community was important, bringing in definitions 
for sustainability or sustainable development, with preconceived ideas or plans, can hinder 
practitioner's engagement process thus hinder practitioners from deeply understanding the 
system/community and allowing co-creation and ownership to occur. Furthermore, the most 
recent unifying definitions come from one way of knowing and as discussed in previous 
chapters, if we are going to try and work towards tackling the sustainability challenge, we need 
to synergize different perspectives and ways of knowing. Indigenous communities around the 
world are much more susceptible by the negative effect of climate change and actions from the 
industrialized society, yet there is still a large gap in including their voice and knowledge in the 
current sustainable development paradigm advocated by the industrial society. This gap is due 
to the way and medium Indigenous knowledge is expressed (for instance through abstract visual 
metaphor, storytelling, poetry and music) and does not fit in the bureaucratic process or policy-
making framework (where the main medium is verbal and written contents) that is used by 
sustainable development agencies (Raygorodetsky 2018; Romero Manrique et al. 2018; Tengo 
et al. 2013).  One of the Interviewees 18 who is an influential academic researcher in this field 
puts it:  
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“I think it's important to clarify that the word sustainability and especially the word sustainable 
development has been co-opted by many actors, for their own interests, which have nothing to 
do with sustainability and certainly nothing to do with human rights or environmental rights. 
So, I just want to clarify that when I talk about sustainability, it's really about a very sort of 
strict definition. I don't believe in sustainable development myself. I think it's an oxymoron. The 
whole concept of development is a western notion that we have been imposing on many cultures, 
including indigenous peoples around the world, [since] the times of colonialism and it 
continues. So, I would say that we have to be very careful in any kind of engagement where we 
propose any kind of interventions, even if they are well intended.”   

Other critics found in scientific literature, have also pointed out that external development 
intervention can be seen as a perpetuating a neo-colonialism paradigm, as it encourages the 
local communities to rely on governmental funding and external expertise while ignoring the 
knowledge and voice of local beneficiaries (Becker 2017; Warner 2017). Marginalized 
communities, such as minority or Indigenous communities, are often recipients of international 
aid for sustainable development (OHCHR 2006). Yet, these development projects are more 
likely to create a temporary fix at best and at worst create many unintended side effects that 
leave the community resentful of external intervention as a consequence of failing to integrate 
local knowledge and create ownership from the local community (Becker 2017; Warner 2017). 
This issue is acknowledged by the interviewee 18 as follows:  

“Even if there are interventions of, shall we say, education or healthcare or energy supply, 
electricity, housing and what have you. Even in these supposedly well-intended interventions, 
there are always long-term implications that often lead to dependency or pollution or waste 
and [especially] acculturation which makes people losing [their] knowledge as well. So often 
when we replace traditional systems, whether they're knowledge systems or, housing or health 
healthcare systems [which are] based very much on medicinal plants or shamanism or other 
practices. When we replace these with our western models and notions of development, we 
inevitably also incentivize the leaving behind of traditional knowledge and practices, which in 
many cases have proven to be far more advanced than our western systems of knowledge and 
even technology.”  

From the synthesis of our results, many practitioner’s criticize this traditional approach to 
development, citing that not only this approach is often ineffective, not to mention disrespectful 
to the local customs and traditions, but it also erodes the community`s own autonomy and 
ownership of the issue at hand. The reality in the field often is that most sustainability 
practitioner’s are coming into these communities as outsiders, often lacking a real 
understanding of the local history, trauma and contexts surrounding the social and ecological 
challenges that the targeted Indigenous communities are embedded in. This knowledge and 
understanding often take years of commitment and trust building with the community to gain 
access to in any meaningful way. Therefore, what can be learned about working with 
Indigenous communities, and any community for that matter, is one really needs to understand 
the system well, encourage engagement to be led by the Indigenous communities or have an 
intermediate person who is either placed within the community or knows the community well 
and identifies as Indigenous who can be the bridge between the community and the practitioner. 
Based on the synthesis of our results, we suggest practitioner’s to allow the communities to 
come up with their own unifying definitions, something they can take ownership of and work 
towards. Furthermore, we believe this learning is not only useful in our context but in any 
community engagement process.  
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4.2 Recommendation and guidelines for practitioner’s 
(SLTS) 

As we set out to interpret the data we got from practitioner’s working in the field with 
Indigenous communities, we started to sense that the people who are engaged with Indigenous 
communities possess special qualities as individuals and have certain processes they employ 
that allow them to do this work effectively. In this section, we want to share the 
recommendations these practitioner’s have shared with us to potentially guide other 
sustainability practitioner’s to work towards systemic change by answering our second research 
question: 

What guidance can be offered to sustainability practitioners from the learnings practitioners 
have had working with Indigenous communities to guide them towards systemic change? 

4.2.1 Guidelines for successful engagement  

In this chapter, we will provide guidelines for successful engagement as well as tools and 
actions to do so, based on the synthesis of our results and existing literature. Much of our results 
here reflect the leadership capacity and qualities needed to work in complexity discussed in 
chapter 1.2.3. Both our literature and results confirm that sustainability practitioner’s need to 
cultivate their leadership capacity to effectively serve as a bridge between Indigenous and 
Industrialized worlds.   

Building trust through meaningful relationships 

In the context of Indigenous communities, one of the most important themes that occurred in 
our research was the importance of building trust through meaningful relationships with local 
Indigenous peoples. In order to do that, practitioner’s emphasized the importance of being 
invited into a community rather than independently proposing any sort of collaboration with 
the community. Therefore, without such an invitation from a member of the Indigenous 
community, any sort of engagement can be considered inappropriate. Due to the historical 
injustice and the gap between different ways of knowing, practitioners need to navigate how 
they engage with the community with sensitivity. Interviewees spoke to three different ways in 
which one could engage with a community, 1) leading the engagement as a practitioner, 2) 
supporting a local to lead the process, 3) having an intermediate person in between the local 
community and practitioners, a person who is either a part of the community or can deeply 
relate with the community whilst also understanding where the practitioners are coming from. 
Interviewees 8 and 5 recommended building credibility and trust through having an Indigenous 
insider with high credibility and trustworthy in the team.  

Deep listening and dialogue 

Our results support the earlier literature that considers the value of dialogue and deep listening 
as an enabler to successful synergies across different ways of knowing, understanding the 
complexity of a system, which gives credibility and legitimacy for those involved (Cash et al. 
2003). In order to do so, a leader needs to create a space, where a common purpose and common 
goals can be established together with all of the involved stakeholders. Such a leader needs to 
be able to listen carefully to others’ perspectives, to what is happening in the world and also to 
themselves (Kahane 2000). Our literature review shows that the application of the dialogic and 
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participatory features can be considered a suitable way to engage with the community, creating 
common-meaning and reducing the gap in understanding between sustainability practitioners 
and Indigenous communities (Schwartz 2016; Romero Manrique et al. 2018; Tengö et al. 2013; 
Mercer et al. 2009; Cretney et al. 2011; Bruce et al. 2013). Through dialogue and deep listening, 
practitioners can fully understand the past and the current reality of the community. Once the 
practitioner has been invited to a community, our results confirm the importance of dialogue 
and deep listening prior to taking any further steps in the engagement process. This can be done 
by engaging with the traditional custodians of the land and simply having a cup of tea and 
asking what are their needs and wants, what is currently happening in the local community and 
just getting to know one another, an example given by Interviewee 8. In addition, Interviewee 
9 mentioned the “need for dialogue, healing and reconciliation in Indigenous communities”. 

Relationships come first, solutions after 

Our results spoke to the trauma that outside intervention from the Industrialized world to 
Indigenous communities in the past have been often exploitative, such as to extract data or 
resources from these communities and then leave as soon as they are done, without 
consideration to build meaningful human relationships with these communities. As a result, 
there is a high level of mistrust in these communities toward outsiders, and sustainable 
development intervention, even well-meaning one, often fails to continue as soon as the outsider 
has left. It takes an outstanding level of personal commitment, often years living with 
Indigenous communities to gain real trust with these communities to have the capacity to create 
meaningful change. The quotes below from the Interviewees exemplify the importance of 
building relationship and understanding first: “Building a strong relationship is what allows 
you to work through challenges. Because then there is some understanding, some flexibility, 
some leeway on both sides of”. Here the Interviewee 17 was talking about having flexibility 
with the community if they needed to meet deadlines in their system to ensure the project could 
continue, so building relationships and trust enabled for the engagement to be flexible. “It paid 
dividends in terms of relationships we gave and we gave and we gave and we gave and that 
was demonstration. Like we showed up and we proved that we meant it. We met what we were 
saying. It was not lip service. So, a lot of that stuff matters. Like I said, a lot of stuff takes a long 
time. Longevity track record keeping at it.” Here Interviewee 2 speaks to the notion of action 
versus just talking about what they are doing and having commitment and longevity as does 
Interviewee 3 “[There is a] need for commitment which takes time”. The following quotes 
resonated with us and really spoke to the importance of building relationships and the fact that 
it is about taking it to a more intimate level: “Building relationship with Indigenous 
communities is an intimate process, sharing about roots and family rather than position and 
title” (Interviewee 5); “Quality relationships and long-term views, not short-term solutions that 
no one owns” (Interviewee 12). 

The inner state of the practitioner 

The synthesis of our results confirmed the importance of the inner state of the practitioner. As 
mentioned in the Introduction chapter, the successful engagement depends on the source of 
practitioner´s goals, the nature of his or her commitment, the quality of his or her awareness, 
and the interior condition of the practitioner (Senge 2005; Scharmer 2008). Our interviewees 
spoke to the importance of developing such inner capacities and personal resilience when 
stepping into this field, especially when dealing with many incredibly complex and traumatic 
issues from the past as in the present. Our results spoke to the importance of adopting a 
beginner´s mindset and constantly checking-in with our assumptions before stepping into a 
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room with Indigenous communities. Interviewee 12 spoke to this notion of adopting a 
beginner´s mindset rather than coming in as an expert: “Change needs to come out of the soil 
of the place, out of the story of the place. Rather than external expertise”. If a practitioner is 
not properly equipped to deal with the challenges in the room, his or her intentions may hurt 
someone unintentionally or suddenly escalate the situation. This deep awareness was 
demonstrated by Interviewee 5: “Do not assume. Get yourself out of the way. Listen to 
understand and empathize, do not listen to defend. Hold your perspectives lightly. Learn the 
value of trust. Educate yourself as much as possible before you walk into the room or start the 
process with the community.” 

In complexity, lead with questions, not answers 

Another finding that we have seen emerge with practitioner’s working in complexity is the 
dynamic between when to bring in a question and when to bring in answers. Some of the 
interviewees spoke to the importance of having good questions and at the same time being 
sensitive to what questions are being asked (Interviewees 12,15,17,19). According to Cynefin 
Framework, in a complex situation having a probing or experimentation strategy is more 
suitable for dealing with emergent behaviour and solving problems that are full of unknown 
and uncertainty. The relationships between cause and effect here only makes sense in hindsight 
and even rigorous analysis will not yield certainty. This means that any answers to a given 
solution that is based on past experience or a different context will never replicate the exact 
outcome that was expected (Kurtz and Snowden 2003). Our results supported the idea that as 
sustainability leaders, we are more likely to be effective by stepping in a community with 
guiding questions rather than predefined answers to any given problem. Due to the complexity 
of Indigenous context, it is never guaranteed that any answers we bring in – which we often 
cherish and are some level attached to --from an outside system will yield the answer we had 
hoped for. 

The need to shift from Ego-centric to Eco-centric leadership 

Another important aspect that many practitioner’s shared with us was on leadership. They 
highlighted the importance of embracing different leadership styles, that are not about power 
and hierarchy and more about compassion and our shared humanity (Interviewees 3,7). Many 
practitioners spoke about the need to develop leadership capacity of Indigenous peoples and to 
call for leaders from our existing system to nurture these young seeds of change (Interviewees 
2,7,10, 18). The importance of these findings is also supported by our literature review on 
leaderships, a shift of consciousness is needed from leaders in our society; only then we can 
truly move the whole of humanity towards sustainability (Kahane 2000; Wheatly 2019; 
Scharmer and Kaufer 2013; Senge 2005). Interviewee 7 shared her observation while working 
with Indigenous youth leadership: “…once the politics started to trickle in and it was like ego. 
When ego is taking over and making decisions, I just started to see that our young people were 
starting to mimic the behavior of the current leadership, which to me it wasn't [right], I was 
like, come on, we need a new kind of leadership…”  

Applicability of tools, framework and methods in Indigenous context 

As we have established in the Introduction chapter, to work with Indigenous communities in 
the context of sustainability, is to work in a complex context. Therefore, it is of vital importance 
that the methods and mindset taken by sustainability practitioner’s are designed for complex 
situations.  
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Our results confirm that when working in an environment of high complexity, especially in the 
Indigenous context where there is past trauma, working in a remote area that lacks 
infrastructure, with cultural difference and belief differences. There are many moving parts and 
things can become unpredictable quickly – which fall under complex realm according to the 
Cynefin framework. Thus, approaching the situation with preconceived ideas and set agendas 
is likely to cause unintended consequences as illustrated in the stories of the previous chapter.  

In the results chapter, we have listed tools and methods such as Art of Hosting, Reconciliation 
Action Plan, Cynefin Framework, Spiral Framework, employed by our interviewees. There 
were no unifying processes or methodologies that unite all the interviewees. However, most of 
the interviewees speak to the importance of having the capacity to listen and create space for 
mutual learning as a more important element regardless of the methods used. As Interviewee 
12 put it: 

"I use a variety of methods and approaches, they are important, but on another level they do 
not really matter. What matters is being able to truly show up, listen to people, and create 
context that makes it easier for them to listen to each other and to be aware that all this is 
context specific. Sometimes it is a place to share their grief and despair, if they can be together 
for a longer period of time it can be [the] fuel."  

All interviewees recommend being open and humble to listen, without going in with any 
preconceived ideas, plans or frameworks. From the synthesis of our data, we can conclude that 
practitioners who are equipped with any sort of framework or tool, do not explicitly mention 
the framework when engaging with the community but rather the framework itself serves as a 
mental model in the back of their head when working with Indigenous communities. Due to the 
complexity of working in this context, having a preconceived idea or mental model of how 
things “should be” can limit our capacity to be effective change agent, as each case is different, 
and no two engagements are the same.  Then our question becomes, to what point does a 
framework help or hinder our capacity to be present and listen to what is needed from the 
community? How can we know when to employ a framework or having a strategy in hope of 
systemic change? Interviewee 12 speaks to this question as follow: 

“Often strategy is coming to a conclusion from outside the system, coming in and saying what 
the community needs. Coming to a conclusion before we know what the system needs. And then 
forcing the system to comply. We do it too early, before we learn, before we experience inside 
the system to do anything that is actually going to make a difference. A leaning into what is 
happening now, what can we learn, what can we see and what sense can we make from it and 
what next. The plan needs to arise from itself and a community commitment to that plan and 
then we can make a bit of plan in the future. Plans are essential and plans are useless. Do the 
plan. Let go of the plan and see what is actually happening, Let go of the assumption. Have an 
intention, really important. Then we have to surrender to what is actually happening, let go of 
what we hoped was going on. And it's challenging” 

In conclusion, sustainability practitioner’s working in this context, need to let go of 
preconceived ideas, check their assumptions and stay humble. Donella Meadows, one of the 
most influential writers in the field of system thinking, shares her wisdom as follow: 

“There are no cheap tickets to mastery. You have to work at it, whether that means rigorously 
analyzing a system or rigorously casting of your own paradigms and throwing yourself into the 
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humility of Not Knowing. In the end, it seems that power has less to do with pushing leverage 
points than it does with strategically, profoundly, madly letting go” 

4.3 Researcher bias and subjectivity 

4.3.1 Collaborative Auto-Ethnography (CAE) 

As mentioned in the Research Design chapter, authors used Collaborative Auto-Ethnography 
as part of their research process to check their biases and subjectivity. A process of CAE not 
only enabled authors to explore their research and process further but also allowed them to 
explore their future role as practitioners as well as start embodying the learnings from the 
synthesis of the data. Such learnings have been the practice of deep listening, adopting a 
beginner's mindset, letting go of assumptions, preconceived ideas and frameworks, the 
importance of human to human connection, and holding space for difficult discussions. Authors 
have been blessed to practice these learnings when conducting the interviews as well as in their 
internal interactions. Below are some personal insights from the authors.  

“Before embarking on this research project, I understood the importance of holding space for 
others and deep listening not only in this context but with all human beings, but this has been 
further emphasized and I endeavour to practice this in my future work.”  

“This research has made me question many fundamental assumptions and belief I had about 
the world and my identity. For instance, as someone who is native to North Vietnam, with a 
direct ancestral link to the very first people of the region, I was very surprised to find out that 
we were not considered Indigenous by the UN definition. Which begs the question of when one 
can, or even should, draw the line to who is native to the land and who is not? Does adopting 
the trapping of modernity/industrialization disqualify you from being Indigenous? These 
questions were really thought-provoking to me and show the oxymoron nature of definitions – 
there will always be something that doesn’t quite fit with forcing people into boxes. The many 
passionate discussion and wondering together we have had as a team of people from four 
different continents have contributed tremendously to my growth as a person. Thanks to the 
diversity of our team, and the sheer complexity of our topic, I was able to examine my beliefs 
in ways that wouldn’t have been possible otherwise.”   

“For me, this has been a journey of unlearning. Reaffirmation of who I am at the core, and how 
I am connected to the larger whole of all living beings. Understanding the importance of 
holding space for deep, authentic connection and listening to the greater meaning behind 
words”  

“The process revealed to me the existing biases and pre conceived notions I have and how easy 
it is to subconsciously impose those on people and situations. I have learned the value of 
interacting with a beginner’s mindset and engaging in deep listening and connection first to 
form the basis of mutual respect, understanding and learning.” 

4.4 Strength and limitation of our recommendation 

There are strengths and limitations to our recommendations, and we believe this needs to be 
noted and acknowledged.  
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Strengths 

A strength that may seem contradictory is we had a beginner's mindset, although the team is 
not new to the field of sustainability, they are new to the context of Indigenous communities, 
with little to no experience working with Indigenous communities. Although we had different 
worldviews, biases and assumptions to review we did not have an idea of how to engage with 
Indigenous communities, and therefore did not have habits to unlearn. This allowed us to start 
in this space as beginners and we were able to be sponges and learn as much as we could before 
embarking into this context. The team had a strong passion to explore collaborating with 
Indigenous communities and the knowledge they hold in the work towards sustainability. This 
was due to a variety of personal reasons, from their own personal and professional experiences 
in their own homes and cultures and internationally, this enabled the team to be committed, 
respectful and sensitive to the topic and the participants. Collectively we have up to 10 years' 
experience in the sustainability sector and therefore can learn from many past experiences when 
passing on recommendations. We also have experience across 4 different continents and many 
different countries. Culturally, we come from four different countries and worldviews and 
therefore can offer well-rounded recommendations, not coming from any single worldview or 
perspective. Our interviewees came from a variety of different countries working in a variety 
of different sectors and therefore the foundation we built the recommendations from was strong. 
We collaborated with Indigenous and Non-Indigenous practitioners for our interviews, 
therefore we have a foundation that has come from both perspectives although we could have 
had more.   

Limits 

What can be strengths can also be seen as weaknesses. We have up to 10 years of experience 
in sustainability and therefore we may carry habits, biases, assumption and preconceived ideas 
that can affect our recommendations. We all identify as Non-Indigenous therefore although we 
interviewed three Indigenous practitioner’s, we acknowledge that we cannot fully understand 
how Indigenous communities would prefer to be engaged with. Although we chose to 
collaborate with practitioner’s rather than Indigenous communities this still lacks a fully 
comprehensive foundation to start recommendations from.  

4.5 Recommendation for further research 

Our research was conducted with practitioner’s working in Indigenous communities and not 
directly with the Indigenous communities themselves. Further research would be needed to 
include deep and direct engagement with Indigenous peoples themselves and explore ways in 
which engaging with Indigenous communities and the knowledge they hold could contribute to 
tackling the sustainability challenge. In addition, also to assess the extent to which they would 
want to be involved and contribute. Further research is needed to determine how different ways 
of knowing can be synergized when working towards sustainability. FSSD was not explored 
explicitly with our interviewees nor in Indigenous communities, therefore we would 
recommend further research of FSSD in this context and other diverse cultures.  
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5 Conclusion 

In conclusion, collaborating with Indigenous communities and accessing the knowledge they 
hold plays an instrumental role in contributing towards global ecological and social 
sustainability.  Practitioner’s can act as a bridge between the industrialized world and 
Indigenous communities and hold the potential to increase mutual learning and the adaptive 
capacity of both communities. This equal partnership must be based on respect and trust, when 
this is present, this partnership can help to address the greater sustainability challenge that all 
of our humanity face today. In building trust and respect, a practitioner needs to wait for their 
invitation to the community. In addition, respect and trust are built through relationships and 
takes both commitment and time to build. Practitioner’s must also deeply understand the system 
they are collaborating in the hope to move forward with a successful engagement, for example, 
acknowledging the structural obstacles, trauma, their history and the current reality. Unifying 
definitions are not recommended, rather deeply understanding a community through dialogue 
and participatory approaches for co-creation are important. 

Furthermore, the research suggests that practitioner’s need to have leadership capacities, which 
transcend our current paradigm and hold a system perspective, whilst having their feet deeply 
ground in the earth in the community to strategically navigate the complexity of sustainability 
work. Leadership capacities include but are not limited to, deep listening, dialogue, beginner's 
mindset, letting go of preconceived ideas or biases, personal resilience, building relationships 
and trust. With that being said, in this context it is not appropriate to come in with plans or 
frameworks, although practitioners use a variety of tools or mental models to serve as a place 
to navigate through complexity, they try to not allow it to hinder their process of listening to 
the communities needs and allow for emergence.   

Therefore, authors recommend engagement with Indigenous communities in tackling the 
sustainability if they come in with the right intentions, leadership capacities and systems 
perspective.   
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Berger-González, Mónica, Michael Stauffacher, Jakob Zinsstag, Peter Edwards, and Pius 
Krütli. 2016. “Transdisciplinary Research on Cancer- Healing Systems Between 
Biomedicine and the Maya of Guatemala: A Tool for Reciprocal Reflexivity in a Multi- 
Epistemological Setting.” Qualitative Health Research 26 (1): 77-91. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/1049732315617478 

Berkes, Fikret. 2009. “Indigenous Ways of Knowing and the Study of Environmental 
Change.” Journal of the Royal Society of New Zealand 39 (4): 151–56. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/03014220909510568 

Björn-Sören Gigler. September 2005. Indigenous Peoples, Human Development and the 
Capability Approach. Accessed 28th December, 2018. London School of Economics, 
United 
Kingdom.https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266912125_Indigenous_Peoples_Hum
an_Development_and_the_Capability_Approach.     

Blessing, Lucienne T.M., and Amaresh Chakrabarti. 2009. DRM, a Design Research 
Methodology . London: Springer-Verlag London.  

Bloor, Michael and Fiona Wood. 2006. Keywords in qualitative methods. London: SAGE 
Publications Ltd.  

Broman, Göran Ingvar, and Karl-Henrik Robèrt. 2017. “A Framework for Strategic 
Sustainable Development.” Journal of Cleaner Production 140: 17–31. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.10.121 

Bruce, Niklas, Elaine Daly, and Paul Horton. 2013. “The critical role of social capital in 
strategic sustainable development”. Blekinge Institute of Technology. 

Cambridge dictionary. 2019. “Approaches”. Accessed 26th April, 2019.  Cambridge 
University Press 2019. 
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/approach?q=approaches 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5751/ES-07314-200145
https://australianstogether.org.au/discover/australian-history/get-over-it/
https://doi.org/10.1080/03014220909510568
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266912125_Indigenous_Peoples_Human_Development_and_the_Capability_Approach
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/266912125_Indigenous_Peoples_Human_Development_and_the_Capability_Approach
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jclepro.2015.10.121
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/approach?q=approaches


 

  51  

Cambridge dictionary. 2019. “Method”. Accessed 26th April, 2019.  Cambridge University 
Press 2019. 

Cambridge dictionary. 2019. “Practitioners”. Accessed 26th April, 2019.  Cambridge 
University Press 2019. 
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/practitioner?q=practitioners  

Cambridge dictionary. 2019. “Sustainability”. Accessed 26th April, 2019.  Cambridge 
University Press 2019. https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/sustainability  

Cambridge dictionary. 2019. “Tools”. Accessed 26th April, 2019.  Cambridge University 
Press 2019 .https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/tool?q=tools 

Center for Innovation in Research and Teaching. N.d. “Analyzing Qualitative Data.” 
Accessed January 16, 2019. 
https://cirt.gcu.edu/research/developmentresources/research_ready/qualitative/analyzing_d
ata 

Chang, Heewon, Faith Ngunjiri and Kathy-Ann C. Hernandez. 2012.  Collaborative 
Autoethnography . Walnut Creek: Taylor & Francis Group. 

Chender, Isabel, Raquel Luna Viggiani and Zulma Patarroyo. 2014. The Role of Rural 
Development Interventions in Creating a Sustainable Society. Blekinge Institute of 
Technology. 

Clarke, Warren. “Aboriginal Country”. 2019. Office of Environment and Heritage. Accessed 
27th April, 2019. http://www.visitmungo.com.au/aboriginal-country. 

COBUILD Advanced English Dictionary. Worldviews. N.D  Harper Collins Publishers. 
Accessed 2 March, 2019. https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/world-
view 

Corrigan, Chris. 2016. New version of the chaordic stepping stones. Accessed 22, May 2019. 
http://www.chriscorrigan.com/parkinglot/new-version-of-the-chaordic-stepping-stones/ 

Cretney, Alison, Steven Cretney, and Tracy Meisterheim. 2011. “Integrating Participatory 
Processes in Planning for Strategic Sustainable Development”. Blekinge Institute of 
Technology. 

David P. M. Lam, Leticia Doorman, Andra Milcu. 2019. Bridging research and indigenous 
and local knowledge to foster sustainability transformations with transdisciplinary 
approaches. Leuphana. 

Department of health and human services. n.d. Step in the engagement process. Department of 
health and human services. Accessed 12thMay. 
https://www.dhhs.tas.gov.au/about_the_department/your_care_your_say/steps_in_the_eng
agement_process. 

Department of Economic and Social Affairs.  2013. World Economic and Social Survey, 
Sustainable Development. United Nations New York. Accessed April 28th, 2019. 
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/2843WESS2013.pdf 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/practitioner?q=practitioners
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/sustainability
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/tool?q=tools
https://cirt.gcu.edu/research/developmentresources/research_ready/qualitative/analyzing_data
https://cirt.gcu.edu/research/developmentresources/research_ready/qualitative/analyzing_data
http://www.visitmungo.com.au/aboriginal-country
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/world-view
https://www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/world-view
http://www.chriscorrigan.com/parkinglot/new-version-of-the-chaordic-stepping-stones/
https://www.dhhs.tas.gov.au/about_the_department/your_care_your_say/steps_in_the_engagement_process
https://www.dhhs.tas.gov.au/about_the_department/your_care_your_say/steps_in_the_engagement_process
https://sustainabledevelopment.un.org/content/documents/2843WESS2013.pdf


 

  52  

Dr John Gardiner-Garden. Defining Aboriginality in Australia. 3 February 2003.  Parliament 
of Australia. Accessed 2 March, 2019. 
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Lib
rary/Publications_Archive/CIB/cib0203/03Cib10  

Dutfield, Graham. 2004. “Developing and implementing national systems for protecting 
traditional knowledge: Experiences in selected developing countries.” In Protecting and 
Promoting Traditional Knowledge: Systems, National Experiences and International 
Dimensions, edited by Sophia Twarog and Promila Kapoor, 141–153. New York and 
Geneva: United Nations Publication. 

Ellis, Carolyn, Tony E. Adams & Arthur P. Bochner. 2010. “Autoethnography: An 
Overview.” Forum Qualitative Sozialforschung / Forum: Qualitative Social Research, 12 
no. 1 (10) http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0114-fqs1101108. 

Equator Initiative. N.d. “Indigenous Fire Management: North Kimberley Fire Abatement 
Project.” Accessed May 25, 2019. 
https://www.equatorinitiative.org/2017/06/20/indigenous-fire-management-north-
kimberley-fire-abatement-project/ 

Fay Fletcher et al. 2008. Community Capacity Building: An Aboriginal Exploratory Case 
Study. Accessed 28 December, 2018. Pimatisiwin: A Journal of Aboriginal and Indigenous 
Community Health. https://journalindigenouswellbeing.com/media/2018/10/2_Fletcher.pdf  

FemNorthNet. 2016. Colonialism and its Impacts. Resource Development in Northern 
Communities: Local Women Matter #3. Accessed 27 April, 2019. Ottawa: Canadian 
Research Institute for the Advancement of Women. http://fnn.criaw-
icref.ca/images/userfiles/files/LWM3_ColonialismImpacts.pdf  

Folke, Carl, Thomas Hahn, Per Olsson, and Jon Norberg. 2015. ADAPTIVE 
GOVERNANCE OF SOCIAL-ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS. Annual Review of 
Environment and Resources 2005 30:1, 441-473 

Guillemin, Marilys and Lynn Gillam. 2004. “Ethics, reflexivity and “ethically important 
moments” in research.” Qualitative Inquiry 10, no. 2: 261-80.  

Hart, Chris. 1998. Doing a literature review: Releasing the social science imagination. 
London: Sage.  

Holman, Peggy, Tom Devane, Steven Cady. 2009. The Change Handbook: The Definitive 
Resource on Today’s Best Methods for Engaging Whole Systems. San Francisco: Berrett-
Koehler 

IPCC. 2013. Summary for Policymakers. In: Climate Change 2013: The Physical Science 
Basis. Contribution of Working Group I to the Fifth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA. 

https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/Publications_Archive/CIB/cib0203/03Cib10
https://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/Publications_Archive/CIB/cib0203/03Cib10
http://nbn-resolving.de/urn:nbn:de:0114-fqs1101108
https://journalindigenouswellbeing.com/media/2018/10/2_Fletcher.pdf
http://fnn.criaw-icref.ca/images/userfiles/files/LWM3_ColonialismImpacts.pdf
http://fnn.criaw-icref.ca/images/userfiles/files/LWM3_ColonialismImpacts.pdf


 

  53  

Jessie Rack. 2018. A brief history of Sustainability. The World Energy Foundation. 
Accessed 8thMay 2019. https://theworldenergyfoundation.org/a-brief-history-of-
sustainability/ 

Jakob Kronik and Verner, Dorner. January 10, 2010. Indigenous Peoples and Climate Change 
in Latin America and the Caribbean. Accessed 28 December, 2018. The International Bank 
for Reconstruction and Development / The World Bank. Washington 
DC.  https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/handle/10986/2472/555400PUB0Ind
i1EPI1958810601PUBLIC1.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y    

Jovchelovitch, Sandra and Martin W. Bauer. 2000. Qualitative researching with text, image 
and sound : a practical handbook. London: SAGE Publications. 

Kajikawa, Yuya, Francisco Tacoa, and Kiyohiro Yamaguchi. 2014. "Sustainability science: 
the changing landscape of sustainability research." Sustainability science 9.4: 431-438. 

Kajikawa, Yuya. 2008. “Research Core and Framework of Sustainability Science.” 
Sustainability Science 3 (2): 215–39. doi:10.1007/s11625-008-0053-1.  

Kate, Lonsdale and Dr. Bo Lim. 2002. “Multi Stakeholder processes”. UNDP New York. 
Accessed 26 April, 2019. 
http://unfccc.int/files/adaptation/methodologies_for/vulnerability_and_adaptation/applicati
on/pdf/multistakeholder_processes.pdf  

Kristen Walker et al. 2010. Indigenous peoples and conservation rights. Accessed 28 January. 
Conservation International. Arlington, VA, USA. 
https://www.conservation.org/publications/Documents/CI_ITPP_Indigenous_Peoples_and
_Conservation_Rights_Resource_Management.pdf   

Kurtz, C. F., and D. J. Snowden. 2003. “The New Dynamics of Strategy: Sense-Making in a 
Complex and Complicated World.” IBM Systems Journal 42 (3): 462–83. 
doi:10.1147/sj.423.0462 

Lang, Daniel J., Arnim Wiek, Matthias Bergmann, Michael Stauffacher, Pim Martens, Peter 
Moll, Mark Swilling, and Christopher J. Thomas. 2012. "Transdisciplinary research in 
sustainability science: practice, principles, and challenges." Sustainability science 7, no. 1: 
25-43. 

Lynelle Briggs. 2006. Tackling wicked problems : A public policy perspective. Australian 
Government, Australia Public Service Commission. Accessed May 
3rd2019.https://www.apsc.gov.au/tackling-wicked-problems-public-policy-perspective. 

Manrique Romero, David,Thomas Völker, Jade Zoghbi and Ângela Guimarães Pereira. 2018. 
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Appendix 2: Practitioner Interview Interest 

Survey 

Introduction and GDPR reminder 
Hello,  
We are four students from Blekinge Institute of Technology in Sweden pursuing a Masters of Science, Strategic 
Leadership towards Sustainability (MSLS). We are currently writing our research thesis where we seek to explore 
the experiences and learnings practitioners have in the engagement process with Indigenous communities in the 
field of sustainable development.  
 
You are invited to participate in our survey on your work with Indigenous Communities. This survey should take 
you approximately 4 minutes to complete. The result will inform us of your interest in participating in the interview 
and if your engagement with Indigenous communities is a good match for our research. 
 
The data collected in this survey is to be used solely for research purposes with the hope in contributing to 
sustainability practitioners community worldwide working with Indigenous peoples. We respect your privacy right 
and wish to treat your participation in this study with the utmost respect.  However, if you feel uncomfortable 
answering any questions, you can withdraw from the survey at any point. It is very important for us to learn about 
your work as this will richly inform our thesis research on Indigenous knowledge. 
 
Your survey responses will be strictly confidential and data from this research will be reported anonymously 
without revealing any personal details. Your information will be coded and will remain confidential. If you have 
questions at any time about the survey or the procedures, you may contact any of us directly via email. 
 
Thank you very much for your time and support.  
 
MSLS Team - Anna, Iina, Noni, Luong 
 
List of Questions 

1. What is your name? 
2. Email Address 
3. Where are you based? 
4. Where do you work/What Organizations are you affiliated with? 
5. What's is your role(s)? 
6. Have you worked with Indigenous Communities* before? and if so, for how long?  

*The United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues has developed an 
understanding of the term based on the following: 
- Self-identification as indigenous peoples at the individual level and accepted by the 
community as their member. 
- Historical continuity with pre-colonial and/or pre-settler societies 
- Strong link to territories and surrounding natural resources 
- Distinct social, economic or political systems 
- Distinct language, culture and beliefs 
- Form non-dominant groups of society 
- Resolve to maintain and reproduce their ancestral environments and systems as 
distinctive peoples and communities. 

7. (Optional) Would you like to share the name(s) of the community(ies) you worked 
with? 

8. Can you briefly describe the work you’ve done with these communities 
9. Do you work with Indigenous communities on sustainability? 
10. If yes, what field or area of sustainability do you work in? 
11. Can you commit to an interview between April 2nd to April 14th 
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Appendix 3: Interview Guideline and Questions 

Guidelines for opening interviews 

• Personal introduction & Check-in.  
• Thanking participant for taking the time to share their insights. 
• Technical setup check - audio, video and stable connection 
• A reminder that the interview is being recorded through Zoom/Skype and will be later 

transcribed with Temi, a paid transcription software that’s private and secure to the 
best of our knowledge. 

• GDPR note about data protection and privacy. The interviewee has the right to 
review, make changes or asks for withdrawn of their responses at any time after the 
interview. 

• Confirming that the participant has understood their rights and given their consent for 
us to proceed with the interview.  

Short intro about our research and expectation for the outcome 
• Introducing to interviewee about our thesis study. Give context to the conversation 

and what we hope to achieve out of this interview.  
• Sharing our intention for how we want to hold the space of the interview. We are 

guided by principles of deep listening, authenticity, mutual learning, inspiration, 
suspending judgement, future collaboration and growth. 

• Give opportunity for the interviewee to ask any questions or feedback at this stage   

Framing semi-structured interview 

We plan this session to be a semi-structured interview consisting of roughly 3 mains areas of 
inquiry, which roughly correspond to 3 pillars of content we hope to get out of the 
interview.  The 3 main areas are meant to give us a loose structure to gently guide the 
conversation with the interviewee. The areas are as follow: 

• Experience from the field - this part is where we explore in narrative form the 
interviewee own personal story of working with Indigenous communities. We will let 
them share their own story in their pace and guiding them with occasional questions 
to tease out what worked well and challenges in their engagement experience. 

• Conceptual Framework/Mental Model - this part is for us to explore what are some 
conceptual framework, tools or mental model the interviewee has (if any) when 
working with Indigenous communities. How do these frameworks influence their work 
and tease out the potential gap in them.  

• Personal insights and tips for other practitioners - this is the more practical part, 
here we try to synthesize the interviewee experience into key takeaways and 
actionable tips for other sustainability practitioners when working with Indigenous 
communities. 

Following these areas, we have identified a list of questions that could help us to guide the 
conversations. These questions are designed to tease out specific details or nuanced 
understanding of the subject at hand. The following is a list of possible prompting questions 
to be asked with the 3 contents pillar in mind.  
 

 

https://zoom.us/
https://www.temi.com/
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List of Prompting Questions: 

• (If needed) Where are you from? Where is home for you? 
• (If needed) Are you currently working for yourself or an organisation/business? 
• What is the organisations/business name? What is your role there? 
• You mentioned you have worked with Indigenous communities, who were the 

Indigenous communities you worked with?  
• What was your perception of Indigenous peoples with regard to its norms and culture 

prior to working with these communities? 
• What is your understanding of sustainability? Do you have a definition of 

sustainability? 
• How is your work related to sustainability (your understanding of sustainability)? 

Experience from the field potential questions (in no particular order) 
• Could you please tell us about your work with Indigenous peoples?  
• What is the nature of your work/engagement with them? 
• Why do you work with these communities? What is calling you to do so? 
• What were the expected outcomes of your work with the communities? 
• What were the challenges with your work (e.g: day to day practicalities, language 

difference, ways of understanding)?  
• What worked well? Were there any impactful moments? When did you notice 

something shifted within yourself or the communities?  
• Did you notice any cultural difference between yourself and the people you were 

working with? 
• What have you found the most difficult when working with Indigenous communities? 
• When has there been an evolution of needs for the communities? 
• What are some observations you had when working in this context? 

Conceptual Frameworks (in no particular order) 
• What frameworks/tools do you employ when working in this field? 
• Have you heard of strategic sustainable development? 
• Do you have any tools for strategic sustainable development planning/ long-term 

decision-making? 
• Do you have any tools for navigating different ways of knowing and creating a 

common understanding and meaning making? 
• Do you have any process for stakeholder engagement? Are any of them participatory 

or dialogue-based? 
• When you started the engagement process with the communities, did you hold any 

sort of workshops or dialogue to co design or create a process, and if so what did this 
look like? 

• Do you have a way of assessing the current reality of a community or system and if 
so what do you do? 

• What does success looks like to you when working with Indigenous communities? 
• What are the gaps you see if this field in the current engagement process? 
• How is planning useful in this context?  
• How do you manage, past, present and future when working with Indigenous 

communities?  
• Why do you think sustainability practitioners should work with Indigenous 

communities?  
• Why should sustainability practitioners understand different ways of knowing?  
• Why there is a need for pre-engagement specifically in this context?  
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• What are some ways to unite different ways of understanding when dealing with 
Indigenous peoples? 

• How do you navigate between knowledge systems and beliefs? 
• Have you had experience in trying to find synergy between different ways of 

knowing? If so how did you do so? 
• How does your process look like before engaging with Indigenous communities for a 

program or project? 
• How do you show up to hold the space for these communities? Do you have any 

practices to foster your inner capacity? 

Personal insights and tips for practitioners (in no particular order) 
• What are some of the key lesson you gained while working in this field? 
• What would you do differently if you found yourself in the same situation? 
• What are some key takeaways from your work that you would like to share with 

sustainability practitioners? 
• What are the dos? What should we pay attention to when working with Indigenous 

communities? 
• What are the don’ts? The common pitfall and misconception when working with 

Indigenous communities? 
• What are your top “to dos” and “not to dos”? 

Other questions and Wrap-up 
• Anything else would you like to share with practitioners? 
• Is there anything else related to the topic you would like to share? What are we 

missing? 
• Are there any other resources you would like to share with us or that you know of that 

could help our research? Who else should we connect with?  
• Do you have any further comments? 
 
 

Other set of prompting questions: 

1. Can you tell us about the Indigenous communities you have worked with and in what 
context?  

2. What called you to work with these communities? 
3. Do you have a process you go through prior to engaging with and whilst engaging with 

the communities? If so, how does it look like?  
4. Based on your experience how do you see engagement with Indigenous communities 

contributing to sustainability?  
5. Could you walk us through a time when you faced a challenge with your work with 

these communities? (e.g. day to day practicalities, language difference, ways of 
understanding)? How do you deal with complexity?  

6. Could you describe a time when you had moments of success in your work with these 
communities? 

7. Do you see any gaps in the current engagement processes with the communities you 
have been working with? 

8. Do you have any advice on how to bridge the gaps you mentioned? 
9. Do you have any additional guidance you could provide to other practitioners working 

with Indigenous communities globally? For example, to do’s and not do’s?  
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Appendix 4: List of anonymize interviewees with 

Indigenous communities` location 

Respondent code 
name 

Location of experience engaging with Indigenous peoples relevant to 
the study 

Interviewee 1  Kenya, Malawi, Congo, Eswatini 

Interviewee 2  Canada, Australia 

Interviewee 3  Finland 

Interviewee 4  Australia 

Interviewee 5  Australia 

Interviewee 6  Brazil 

Interviewee 7  Canada 

Interviewee 8 Australia 

Interviewee 9 Canada, Fiji 

Interviewee 10  Mexico, Brazil 

Interviewee 11  Australia 
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Interviewee 12  Canada 

Interviewee 13 Australia 

Interviewee 14  Canada, Zimbabwe 

Interviewee 15  Australia 

Interviewee 16 Australia 

Interviewee 17  Canada 

Interviewee 18  Finland, Brazil, Peru, Bolivia, Venezuela, Columbia, Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, and Kenya (among others)  

Interviewee(s) 19 & 
20  

Canada 
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Appendix 5: List of 8 Sustainable Principles  

In a sustainable society, nature is not subject to systematically increasing .. 
     

1. ... concentrations of substances extracted from the Earth's crust. This means limited 
extraction and safeguarding so that concentrations of lithospheric substances do not 
increase systematically in the atmosphere, the oceans, the soil or other parts of nature; 
e.g. fossil carbon and metals;   

2. ... concentrations of substances produced by society. This means conscious molecular 
design, limited production and safeguarding so that concentrations of societally 
produced molecules and nuclides do not increase systematically in the atmosphere, the 
oceans, the soil or other parts of nature; e.g. NOx and CFCs; 
  

3. ... degradation by physical means. This means that the area, thickness and quality of 
soils, the availability of freshwater, the biodiversity, and other aspects of biological 
productivity and resilience, are not systematically deteriorated by mismanagement, 
displacement or other forms of physical manipulation; e.g. over-harvesting of forests 
and over-fishing;     
    

and people are not subject to structural obstacles to ...   
     

4. ... health. This means that people are not exposed to social conditions that systematically 
undermine their possibilities to avoid injury and illness; physically, mentally or 
emotionally; e.g. dangerous working conditions or insufficient rest from work;  

5. ... influence. This means that people are not systematically hindered from participating 
in shaping the social systems they are part of; e.g. by suppression of free speech or 
neglect of opinions;  

6. ... competence. This means that people are not systematically hindered from learning 
and developing competence individually and together; e.g. by obstacles for education 
or insufficient possibilities for personal development; 

7. ... impartiality. This means that people are not systematically exposed to partial 
treatment; e.g. by discrimination or unfair selection to job positions; 

8. ... meaning-making. This means that people are not systematically hindered from 
creating individual meaning and co- creating common meaning; e.g. by suppression of 
cultural expression or obstacles to co-creation of purposeful conditions 
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Appendix 6: Tools & Processes 

Tools & 
processes 

Description 

Cynefin 
Framework 

Practitioners have used this tool when working in complexity as it aids to 
set the context of the situation. Interviewee B said “I find the Cynefin 
framework to be a really useful point of departure because it realizes that 
the contexts in which we're working very greatly and how we work 
depends on the context that things are either simple, complicated, 
complex, or chaos or disorder in the murky middle. And how we show up. 
What we do successfully is controlled by our understanding of which 
context we're in and how we work in that context.” 

Art of Hosting A global learning community that helps build ownership and collective 
action among different individuals and groups. Art of Hosting has 
different practices such as circle practice, world café, action learning, 
collective mind mapping among others. These practices are used in 
Indigenous communities to enable participants to hold meaningful 
conversations on complex topics.  

Spiral A practitioner talked the spiral framework which is used in the context of 
dealing with grief and comprises of four stages as he explained “The 
spiral has four stages. It starts with bringing people together and 
remembering what it is that we're grateful for. And then it goes on to 
seeing the world as it is with new eyes and not judging it, not making 
assumptions about it, but just being able to look at it and to say, this is 
our life. And there's an honoring. The third stage is an honoring of the 
pain of making it possible for people to speak out their anger and their 
sadness and their grief and their emptiness. And then the fourth stage is 
one of going forward. So what's next? Where will we step?” 

ABCD  Asset Based Community Development (ABCD) is an approach to 
sustainable community-driven development. Beyond the mobilization of 
a particular community, it is concerned with how to link micro-assets to 
the macro-environment. Asset Based Community Development’s premise 
is that communities can drive the development process themselves by 
identifying and mobilizing existing, but often unrecognized assets. 
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Thereby responding to challenges and creating local social improvement 
and economic development (Nurture Development n.d.) 

Reconciliation 
Action Plan 

Interviewee K stated that she used a company in house Reconciliation 
Action Plan for their building and architectural work as the work 
sometimes involves resettling people when there is a construction that 
needs to happen. 

Participatory co-
creation 

Interviewee R 

“When you are dealing with a complex system, the first thing you do is 
probe what is there waiting for you. I was taken to the territory to the 
communities by someone who already worked there for some time and 
already had some relations and I basically just presented the idea and 
invited them to be together with us in this quest. To evolve with us. It was 
really like, I don't know what I'm doing but I have this opportunity and 
I'm inviting you to be in this opportunity with me” 

Strategic 
Planning  

Twelve of the eighteen participants talked of strategic plans and 
frameworks when working with Indigenous communities being close to 
impossible to use owing to the fluid nature of engagement. When working 
with indigenous communities, one has to first sense the scenario before 
proceeding with an approach. Often times, the conversation is guided by 
the atmosphere and sensing which the practitioner picks up rather than a 
specific framework. 

Interview B stated that is best to “Have a sense of direction but no 
strategic plan.”   

“I use a variety of methods and approaches and all of that sort of stuff. 
They're important. And then at another level, they don't really matter at 
all. What's most important is being able to truly show up, listen to people, 
and create context that make it easier for them to listen to each other and 
to be aware of that.” 



 

  71  

Chaordic 
stepping stones  

The Chaordic stepping stones is a strategic design tool used by Art of 
Hosting community. Chaordic refers to the path that walks between chaos 
and order. There are clear strategic steps we take when walking the 
Chaordic path. These steps allow practitioners to create steps rooted in 
real need that are sustainable for the community they serve and the people 
working within them. These steps can be used both as a planning tool and 
to help making sense of the challenges, organization, community or 
initiative might face (Corrigan 2016) 
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Appendix 7: Enablers of trust 

Enablers of Trust Description 

Dialogue Dialogue is not limited to just conversation alone but a large 
and significant part comprises of deep listening. A strong 
recommendation from an Indigenous person was ‘Shut up and 
listen!!’  

Invitation An invitation from a member of the community confirms to the 
community that one is trustworthy already and therefore they 
are ready to engage with the practitioner.  

Inner State of 
Practitioner 

Humility, emotional intelligence, consciousness and checking 
intention.  

Beginner’s mindset World views, perceptions, bias affect engagement in 
communities. A practitioner should check-in with themselves, 
reflect and ensure that they are not subjective in any way or 
coming with a fixed agenda or preconceived notion.  

Participatory co-creation 

And mutual learning 

Inclusion of the voice of Indigenous peoples in creation of 
ideas, strategies and interventions is instrumental for effective 
mutual learning.  

Building   authentic and 
respectful relationships  

Indigenous communities have sacred traditions, cultures, 
norms, protocols, ceremonies and beliefs which must at all 
times be revered and respected. Interpersonal relationships are 
also regarded as sacred and thus mutual respect must be 
present.  Consistent and long-term engagement with 
communities creates relationships which are a key element in 
fostering trust. Short-term engagements or one-time 
engagements cause mistrust. 
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